
  
    
  


Chapter 1

“How can you call yourself a human being, PD-nim?”

I couldn't be bothered, even with an idol in tears right in front of me.

“Why?”

“No one with a conscience would have edited it like that!”

I gave her a once-over as she screamed in fury. She was part of a competition show for trainees who never debuted despite long years of training, and she'd ranked fourth. Not a bad result.

Above all, it was a result I'd made for her.

Through editing, to be precise.

Genius of editing, talent bestowed by the devil, a genius PD at just 33. Those were the tags that followed me, Seo Hoyun.

I was quite fond of them.

In the sense that money followed.

“You placed fourth.”

“So what? Everything that matters is already gone. The public calls me crazy. I lost contact with friends I trained with for ten years. I get egged if I step outside.”

“You'll live a long life, then.”

“What?!”

“They say if people curse you out, you live long.”[1]

I pulled out a cigarette and stuck it between my lips. I flicked the lighter—click, click—and it caught. I took a deep drag, then blew out the smoke. The idol looked at me like she couldn't believe what she was seeing.

“You know you can't really sing, right?”

“What did you say?”

“Early on, you said you wanted to be famous no matter what. I liked the passion, so I edited the footage and pushed you. As the rude-but-genius-dancer concept, the kind of celebrity who's annoying but keeps catching your eye. I put you on screen so much people joked you were my niece. We don't even look alike.”

I repeated what I'd seen online word for word, and her face turned red and purple.

“You said you wanted to succeed, and I helped you do that.”

It was the obvious truth. Without me, she never would've placed fourth. I told her as much, purely objectively, but her jaw trembled with rage.

“Is that what I wanted?”

“At first, didn't you say that alone would be enough?”

“......”

“If it gets tough, check your bank account. That should cheer you up.”

I do the same sometimes. When the department head pours booze over my head and loses his shit, when the whole world feels meaningless—I check my bank account. Then I pat myself on the chest.

Yeah. What's the big deal about life? Money's all you need.

She gritted her teeth and hung her head. I glanced at my phone. It was time to go.

“If that's all you have to say, I'll get going. I'm busy.”

“...PD-nim.”

The moment I turned and took a step, she called out to me. Then, eyes rolling back like a ghost, she hurled a curse at me.

“I hope you crash and burn, PD-nim. The day will come when you regret this. The day our positions are reversed and you understand how I feel. When that day comes, no amount of groveling and crying will save you.”

“Haigo, how scary.”

I snickered. My luck had been off all day. Who knew something this entertaining would happen?

I left her behind, still spitting curses, and picked up the pace. I had to get back to the production department and keep editing.

So yeah, I'd intended to write it off as an amusing little episode.

Until the system window appeared.


Ding!

Ding!

Ding-a-ling!

[Infamy Points +100]

[Infamy Points +350]

[Infamy Points +500]

[Infamy points have been accumulated. Conditions for game start have been met.]

[Loading...]

“Ah, what the hell.”

The nonstop dinging was driving me up the wall. Even dreams should know when to quit. I'd been chugging energy drinks just to get through some editing. I'd barely slept four hours in three days. It was probably just my alarm going off.

I was about to force my eyes open in irritation when—

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun-nim! You have been selected as a player for Idol Maker. Congratulations on your 10-year rejuvenation!]

[Seo Hoyun: Small agency no-name idol.

Age: 23.

Traits: Completed military service. Has absolutely zero talent for dancing. Was once a genius PD, but no one remembers him.

(※Specific individuals excluded)]

[If you fail to clear the game, you will be permanently unable to log out.]

It was like getting clubbed in my sleep.[2] When I opened my eyes and sat up, a system window was floating there. I stared at it, let out a hollow laugh, and turned away.

“Go to sleep, go to sleep.”

I tossed my phone aside and crawled back under the covers. I must have been editing too hard because now I was seeing things.

“What kind of bizarre dream...”

I must have pushed myself too far yesterday. But the system window hovering on the ceiling didn't disappear. It glowed a soft blue in the dark room. A wave of unreality washed over me.

Ding!

“......”

Ding!

“...Some dream this is.”

The relentless dinging made it impossible to force myself back to sleep. I hauled myself upright, shaking, and the system window came into sharp focus.

[Quest Arrived: “Reality Check Time!”

Accept your reality. You are no longer a genius PD—you are a player of Idol Maker. You have become a no-name idol.

Accept reality: 0/1

Success: Title—”Failing Idol”

Failure: Permanently unable to log out]

“Permanently unable to log out?” The ominous sound of that got me on my feet fast. What in the world am I dreaming?

I rubbed my face and got up. This dream seemed to be sticking around, so I might as well wash my face. I stumbled into the bathroom and splashed some cold water on myself to shake off the grogginess. Then I turned to the mirror.

“...What the hell?”

The dark circles from endless overtime that never went away, the face that had been getting haggard—all of it was different.

My skin was smooth. No, that wasn't the only problem. My face was...

Seo Hoyun from ten years ago.

This was pure terror.

I touched my face, prodding at it, then recoiled. No matter how deep in a dream I was, it couldn't be this vivid.

How many people could just go “Hell yeah, I'm young again!” in this situation? I fled the bathroom and burst out of my room.

“What, hyung?”

“S-Seo Hojin.”

“Geez, you scared me. Did you finally lose it?”

My dongsaeng, Seo Hojin, had been gulping down water. He answered without much thought, but when he saw my face, he spewed water everywhere.

“Pfft! Cough, hack... H-hyung, did you get plastic surgery?”

“What?”

“What happened to your face? Wait, can plastic surgery do this overnight? Has medicine in Korea advanced that far? You look like Seo Hoyun from ten years ago...”

Seo Hojin strode over, grabbed my face, and turned it this way and that.

He looked the same as always. Normally I'd have lost my shit—how dare you grab the face of your great and mighty hyung—but I couldn't.

[Seo Hojin]

[Seo Hoyun's younger brother. College student.

[※This individual remembers you.]

Because of the system window that popped up next to him.

“Move.”

I hurried to grab my wallet. That's when I spotted my ID card next to it. The first digits of my resident registration number had changed.

“What is this?”

[Once again, congratulations! Seo Hoyun, you have become a player of Idol Maker.]

“Hyung?”

Seo Hojin mumbled in a daze, looking like he was the one dreaming. With trembling hands—like I was on something—I picked up my phone and searched my name. A single page came up.

[HowHow / Real name: Seo Hoyun

Daepaseong Entertainment idol

Debuted 20XX]

No matter how I looked at it, it was my face. Even though what should have come up was QBS Broadcasting PD!

The news articles that used to appear—”Devil Editor Seo Hoyun, Is This Right?”, “Petition to Sanction PD Seo Hoyun's Broadcasts,” “PD Seo Hoyun's Program Breaks Highest Ratings Record”—all those articles that simultaneously praised and cursed me were gone.

All that remained was a flopped idol's profile page.

[How How! HowHow, Daepaseong Entertainment's newest idol—pleased to meet you!]

“What the fu—”

“Hyung!”

I clutched my head with both hands against the splitting headache.

Genius PD, talent bestowed by the devil, genius of editing—this Seo Hoyun? Became a no-name idol?


“I'm sorry, hyung.”

After sitting down with a pale-faced Seo Hojin and talking it through, this was the conclusion:

1. This isn't a dream. (I asked Seo Hojin to hit me to wake me up. It just hurt.)

2. I've been pulled into a game Seo Hojin had been playing. (A mobile game called Idol Maker. Apparently a game where you raise idols.)

3. I've become 23, while everyone else stayed the same. (Seo Hojin is still twenty-three.)

And... the most important thing of all.

“Hyung, an idol... You mean the kind of idol I'm thinking of? The kind who get their MR removed as a matter of course and get torn apart for not knowing the answer to a single general knowledge quiz? The kind who have to smile rain or shine—that kind of idol?”

“Seo Hojin... you're pissing me off with those weirdly specific details, so shut up...”

“Shutting my mouth.”

I had become an idol. A no-name among no-names. The kind where searching on the green window only pulls up a single measly page.[3]

What on earth was happening? My head was throbbing, so I pressed a hand to my forehead. The system window was still bobbing along beside me.

[Quest Complete! “Reality Check Time!”

Accept your reality. You are no longer a genius PD. You have become an idol.

Accept reality: 1/1]

[Success!]

[You have earned the title: “Failing Idol”!]

Watching the “Failing Idol” title spin in circles above my head made me want to throw up.

Why? Why me of all people? No... where even is this?

“Then what about the file I was working on until yesterday?”

[Gone!]

I'd been hitting Ctrl+S religiously and even backed it up. And now it was gone?

“Fuck... fuck... fuck!!”

I clutched my head and muttered like a madman. Seo Hojin rolled his eyes.

“Isn't that kind of not the priority right now?”

“Shut up.”

The very first system window I'd seen came back to me.

Infamy Points. The people who cursed me every time a program stirred up controversy. And the idol who'd hurled that final curse at me.

—I hope you crash and burn, PD-nim.

Yeah, I crashed and burned.

—The day our positions are reversed and you understand how I feel.

I get it now. Can't I beg just once?

—No amount of groveling and crying will save you.

Ah, no use, after all...

“Hyung, get a grip!”

“My save file...”

I dropped my head and muttered. The conclusion was clear.

It seemed I had, in fact, become an idol.




1 욕먹으면 오래 산다 is a Korean proverb that essentially means “getting hated on means you'll stick around”.



2 “Getting clubbed in my sleep” is from the idiom 자다 홍두깨를 맞다, literally being whacked with a hongdugae (a traditional wooden laundry bat) while asleep. It means being blindsided.



3 초록 창 or “green window” is a slang for Naver. The logo, the search bar border, the whole interface of Naver is green.



Chapter 2

To sum up my life, I would say that I was like a dragon born in a time of peace.

My family was moderately happy, but we weren't wealthy. Once I became an adult, my parents died in a car accident. After a difficult recovery, I had to raise my ten-year-old brother, Seo Hojin.

“Seo Hoyun, why do you live so harshly?”

“I want to live well and eat well.”

To survive in this harsh world and not be separated from Seo Hojin, I had to be ruthless and not back down from anyone.

When I passed the broadcasting station's open recruitment as a PD, I felt like I had the world at my feet. I studied diligently, spoke fluently in front of interviewers, and worked on various news and entertainment programs. I earned the nickname “the most ruthless one” despite being a rookie and not a career PD.

Was that all? At 33, I made a small competition program called Pick the One, which surprisingly became a huge success.

– “Wow, isn't the trailer insane?”

– “Won't they face editing sanctions for this?”

The program captured the hearts of Koreans living in a competitive environment with trendy editing, appropriate MSG, tear-jerking stories, and a never-ending competitive format. As a result, I received numerous requests to transfer to various broadcasting stations and got to negotiate higher salaries.

That genius PD was me, Seo Hoyun.

“Hey, did you really become an idol, hyung?”

But then my career took a nosedive.

I became an idol.

It was unexpected.

“...Please repay my hard work.”

“But hey, hyung, you've really aged.”

“Be careful, you punk.”

I stood up and shook Seo Hojin's shoulders, realizing that I had been overly protective of him, seeing that he was trying to stand up to me.

“Has anything changed about you?”

“No, why do you ask?”

Seo Hojin frowned and searched through his phone. He explained that his homework and the news were still the same. After searching for another five minutes, he came to a conclusion.

“Nothing has changed except for you.”

“Is this some kind of prank show?”

“Do you think I would do something like that and risk getting killed by you, hyung?”

I took Seo Hojin's phone and searched for the Idol Maker game he had installed, but it was nowhere to be found.

“What is this...”

Ding!

A system window appeared on top of Seo Hojin, but he seemed unable to see it.

[Quest: You are now trapped in Idol Maker!

We have provided a guide for those unfamiliar with the game.]

“...A guide?”

As I said it, the system window began to scroll through, and I urgently read the explanation that appeared.

[As PD Seo Hoyun, you ruined other people's lives, so you have been trapped in Idol Maker. Apart from your family, Seo Hojin, and a few others, no one remembers you as a PD. Simply put, it's better to consider it a parallel world.]

A parallel world?

[To return to your original world and become a PD again, you must clear Idol Maker. If you fail, you will be permanently logged.]

“What if I study and become a PD again?”

[If you significantly deviate from the main scenario, you will be heavily penalized.]

“Ha...”

I was speechless. My previous world, where I worked so hard to achieve fame, disappeared in a single day. To regain it, I had to clear this game.

“What do I have to do to clear it?”

[Follow the main scenario.]

“What is the main scenario?”

[You need to become a first-tier idol recognized by everyone!]

My fist trembled. This reality was beyond belief.

I slumped onto the sofa and searched for a cigarette. As I tried to light it, the system window urgently popped up.

[Idols don't smoke!]

“......”

I glared at the screen with a look that could kill. Shortly after, another window popped up.

[In Idol Maker, we respect the player's freedom.]

The system window quickly changed its tone. I wasn't sure if I should be thankful or angry for interrupting my smoking. Once I finished dealing with the bothersome system window, the situation was as follows:

[Begin the Main Scenario?

Yes / No]

As a broadcasting PD, I was used to calculating the entertainment industry. In essence, I had to become an idol – the kind everyone recognizes, the type that can dominate Asia, if not quite at the level of Billboard.

“......”

I took a deep drag on my cigarette and made my decision.

“Start the main scenario.”

[Starting the Main Scenario.

Quest Received.]

“What? Are you serious, hyung?”

The challenge was not about whether or not I could become an idol, but rather, how to make a living.

“...Food.”

“What? Are you obsessed with food?”

I gave Seo Hojin a smack on the head. If we wanted to eat and survive, we had to take action. The outcome was already set in stone, but the means to achieve it was in our hands.

I ran my life like a maniac and earned the moniker “Devil PD.” It didn't matter if the methods were clean or dirty as long as I could attain the status of a first-class idol.

“Hojin.”

“...Yeah?”

“Have you ever witnessed me fail at anything?”

Seo Hojin stuttered, sensing the ominous atmosphere.

"......"

[New user reward.

You can check your stats.]

Stats?

“Show me.”

[Seo Hoyun, D-list Idol.

People won't recognize you even if you dance on subway line 1. They might assume you're a subway maniac.]

“......”

[Vocals: B

Dance: D-

Talent: B+

???: ???

??: ???

Charm: B+]

“Are these my stats?”

It felt a bit awkward looking at it; my stats were incredibly pathetic. Even the song I sang while sticking a spoon in a soju bottle was praised by my boss. But hold on, wasn't a D- in dancing excessively harsh?

[The stats have been objectively evaluated.]

I contemplated it as if I were judging an audition participant, then raised my head. In any case, the stats marked with a question mark would be disclosed later.

“Hey, why is my Talent only a B+? It should be an S.”

[Editing and making people laugh are two distinct things!]

“...That's correct.”

I accepted it, but the system window sent me a quest message as if deliberately disregarding my words.

[Quest Alert: “Visit the agency!”

We are proud of you for accepting reality. Visit the declining group, The Dawn, and listen to their explanation.

Listen to The Dawn's explanation 0/1

Success: Start the next scenario, Charm +5.

Fail: Charm -30.]

“What's this Charm about?”

"......"

I muttered curse words and stepped outside. Like my younger brother, nothing had changed; it was still 202X Seoul. Despite going back 10 years, it didn't feel like I had traveled through time. It was truly a parallel universe.

Since nothing had changed, there was no need to adjust. Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

“Wait, hold on! Take me back.”

Ding!

[Why?]

“I need to go buy a lottery ticket.”

[......]

I ought to purchase a lottery ticket or invest in stocks or cryptocurrency, so I don't have to listen to this absurd system window.

Muttering to myself with a sense of hopelessness, “My lottery ticket, my real estate, my coins...”

I clutched the feeling of emptiness in my chest and stumbled toward the entertainment agency, but I worried someone might recognize me. It didn't matter in the end since no one even paid attention to me walking around without a hat.

Ding!

[Can you hear me?]

Cease that irritating ringing noise.

I was more well-known as a PD since many wanted to pelt me with eggs. How can I turn this unfortunate situation into a success?

As I arrived at the address on my phone, a call came from a number saved as “Manager” at the perfect time. It appeared to be the preliminary setup for a game or quest.

“Yes, this is PD Seo Hoyun from QBS.”

– “Have you taken your medication? How did you become a PD?”

Oops, it's my professional habit.

A man's voice in his thirties spoke.

“This is Seo Hoyun.”

– “Seo Hoyun, have you finally made up your mind?”

“Yes, I'm standing in front of the company.”

– “Great, I'll be there soon.”

I nodded as if I knew what he meant by making up my mind, using my intuition gained from years of experience in the broadcasting station.

“Daepaseong Entertainment.” I glanced at the lobby, but it wasn't a location I was familiar with.

It appeared to be a combination of Idol Maker (a terrible name) and South Korea I used to reside in.

Looking at the lobby pictures, they appeared primarily focused on training actors. Sitting on the sofa, I scanned the room to see if I recognized anyone. The only familiar face was Min Jiheon, the “reliable actor.”

An unsuccessful agency.

“Oh, it's our promising rookie.”

A man with the same voice as the phone call came out. He was around my age, with a slightly protruding belly and a round face.

I bowed my head and extended my hand as I would in sales.

“This is Seo Hoyun.”

“So, what's the concept, Hoyun?”

“...Can we call it mind control?”

The 23-year-old idol version of myself was a bit different.

After I withdrew my hand, the manager led me inside with his shoulder.

“Have you recovered from your illness?”

“Yes, thanks for your concern.”

“Great, you've decided to come back, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“You're going to be an idol in The Dawn!”

The name of the group constantly reminded me of self-sacrifice.

“The company has been waiting for you. The CEO waited for you for a year – it's a special gesture because The Dawn is so popular.”

But their MV views were low.

“It's not too late. Your debut album was recorded a year ago, and since then, you're the only one left... Well, odd numbers are preferable for center positions for idols, right? And there's an open spot for you.”

“Are there no other willing candidates?”

Swallowing my words, I entered the CEO's office, grateful for the new information.

1. The Dawn was a one-year-old rookie group.

2. It was an idol group hastily created by an actor management agency during the K-Pop craze.

3. The group's performances have not been successful.

It's a mess.

Nervously, the manager opened the CEO's office door.

“Oh my, CEO. Seo Hoyun is here.”

“Seo Hoyun?”

The CEO was in his 50s.

I greeted him with the same curt tone I used with the manager.

“It's been a while. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“I've never seen you before...”

What did he say? I was momentarily stunned and couldn't manage my expression, but the manager whispered that he was a celebrity under his management.

“What are you talking about? It's Seo Hoyun, one of the lead vocalists of The Dawn. The one the CEO has been praising so much.”

“Oh, The Dawn. That...”

It seemed like the CEO wasn't interested in me, or more accurately, he didn't seem interested in the idol group called The Dawn.

It was a planning company that was even worse than I expected.

“I'm returning after taking a year off.”

“Well, Hoyun, returning to The Dawn is a significant decision. It's not that popular.”

He said it indifferently, sighing and looking through some papers without glancing at me.

“C-CEO.”

The manager was sweating profusely.

As I listened to the criticism openly, I glanced at the manager. It seemed like the CEO was a little intimidating.

“Hoyun, as you know, we're an actor management planning company.”

“Yes.”

“If The Dawn doesn't generate profits, disbandment is possible. Do you know how much money it takes to maintain an idol group?”

I did.

I already knew that the group would eventually disband.

How could I not know?

However, for some reason, I felt like I didn't know anything since I was being scrutinized. While rolling my eyes momentarily, I looked around the CEO's office and asked, “How much time is left until disbandment?”

“What?”

I kindly asked again.

“How much money is left?”

“Seo Hoyun!”

The manager jumped. I was dumbfounded. It was easy for me to intimidate the CEO of a small planning agency that couldn't even care for its own idol.

“Just behave yourself.”

The CEO appeared slightly taken aback and raised his eyebrows.

“...You're bold for someone I haven't seen in a while.”

Well, you claimed earlier that you had never seen me.

Although he could clearly see through me, I didn't want to continue with a weak topic, so I returned to the main subject.

“Thank you for the compliment. So, how long will it take?”

“At most, six months.”

Six months. I shook my head. If it was six months, it was a period where we would end after releasing one title song and doing a few broadcast activities. What was important was how well we would perform within that period.

Can't I debut somewhere else?

I asked the system window.

[Additional Explanation!

No, you can't. When you draw your sword, you have to use it.

It must be The Dawn.]

It was obvious that I was just trying to stir things up.

“...I understand.”

I obediently replied, and the CEO scanned me up and down. Honestly, I wanted to make a bold move now, but I didn't know enough yet.

“...Did you change because you were ill?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you used to be a little blurry... Well, forget it. Send me the contract again. You have to reapply for employment.”

I couldn't recall how I was when I was 23. I think I was similar, though.

Anyway, I nodded my head. I had to carefully review the contract. It was a crucial matter.

I'll deal with negotiations later.

“Let's work hard for now.”

In reality, he stuttered, “L-let's w-work hard for now,” but I disregarded it lightly.

Ding!

The system window appeared for a moment. I furrowed my brow and looked at it. It didn't feel right.

[Options:

1. I'll do it, no problem!

2. Give me more money.

3. I will succeed even if I have to sacrifice my life!]

What was this? These burdensome options?

At first glance, it appeared as if I had to choose one of them, but I really didn't want to.

I tightly sealed my lips. Then the timer at the bottom quickly reached zero seconds.

Suddenly, my mouth moved on its own.

“...I will succeed even if I have to sacrifice my life!”

...What?

It felt like I was in an absurd historical drama. I couldn't believe it, and the CEO awkwardly smiled at me.

“Um... that's a bit much. You don't have to risk your life for this.”

“No, that's not it...!”

“Hoyun! Let's go! Hurry!”

Feeling wronged, I opened my mouth, but the manager suddenly covered it and pulled me away.

I'm not to blame; I'm going insane!

Hey, what's going on with you!

[Idol Maker offers various mini-games ^^]

You said you value freedom, you punk.

[Do not trust what the game status window shows! >//<]

This guy was truly...

[Quest Completed: “Visit the agency!”

You have successfully accepted the current situation.

Visit the declining group, The Dawn, and listen to their explanation 1/1.

Success: Charm +5.

The following scenario will commence.]

[Quest Alert: “Talk to the members!”

Greet the members of the declining group, The Dawn 0/4.

Success: Charm +5, and the next scenario starts.

Failure: Discord with The Dawn members.]

I intentionally chewed out what it just said. As I was flipping through the system window in frustration, the manager hit my back hard, causing my face to scrunch up.

“It hurts.”

“Are you crazy? Why are you like this? How could you talk like that in front of the CEO?”

I didn't intend to say that.

“Did something just pop out of your mouth?”

“If that's the case, we'll have to take you to the emergency room.”

“Wow, this guy. I can see your mouth piercing me right now...”

The manager was irritated and thumped his chest.


Chapter 3

Despite my tired back aching, my manager continued to rant about his upset stomach.

“What if they cut you? You should be afraid of the CEO.”

“Yes, yes.”

“You're still young and naive about the world...”

“Can you show me the practice room and introduce me to the other members?”

My manager gave me an annoyed look as I interrupted him, but I didn't let it bother me with my thick skin that had been toughened by years of working in society. I was originally tough, after all.

“Seo Hoyun is acting strange today. He's different after getting sick...”

He constantly mumbled as if possessed by some demon.

While walking down the hallway, I glanced at pictures of people I didn't know. However, I recognized a famous actor who had transitioned from theater to romantic dramas.

They seemed to be a relatively successful agency catering to actors, but...

It was surprising to see an agency specializing in actors also have an idol...

“How many trainees are there?”

“What nonsense are you spewing? You're the only ones here.”

“...What?”

“You were the only trainees who were brought together and debuted. Sigh... I'm really worried.”

Really?

Was that the plan all along?

While I was amazed by how poor the company system was compared to other places, my manager discreetly spoke to me.

“Hoyun.”

“Yes?”

“The kids, they can be a bit... sensitive. Their grades haven't been great lately, so don't be surprised no matter what you say.”

“Grades?”

“Grades...yes, to you, it may seem like grades. But don't worry, I've been watching them closely, and they're really good kids. They're just under a lot of stress.”

When someone kept saying that the kids were good, it was usually the opposite.

As I calmly looked on, the tense manager quickly opened the door.

“Hey guys, Hoyun's here!”

...Lord, I've lived a good life so far.

I wished the members I would be working with had been chosen thoughtfully.

“Seo Hoyun?”

However, I bit my tongue when I saw the members sweating and panting in the practice room.

This won't work.

Yes, they were handsome. And, of course, idols were supposed to be good-looking. Being good-looking and pretty and singing well were all important. But in the Korean entertainment industry, where all the good-looking and pretty people flocked, simply being good-looking was not enough to stand out among the competition.

What, then, was the key to survival?

It's all about star power.

How much you radiated and how effortlessly you exuded coolness were crucial factors.

As I observed the four members sitting together, I made my assessments.

Not quite there yet.

Being a star may not seem like a big deal, but achieving it was incredibly challenging. It's necessary for creating fans who cheer for you at the slightest wave, yet it's difficult to acquire. One must possess a dazzling charm or charisma.

And when you are full of yourself as I was, it's easy to identify the weaker ones.

But these members didn't have that. I sighed as I realized they didn't possess the star power.

Hey... Can I see their stats?

[No >_<]

Useless.

As I was about to sigh, a sharp voice pierced my ears.

“Didn't they say Seo Hoyun left?”

The person speaking was tall, and as I looked at him, their character sheet popped up on the system window.

[Kim Seonghyeon

Leader and main dancer of The Dawn

Remarks: ???

He is highly sensitive due to the risk of disbandment.]

Yeah, I knew that without you telling me.

“But why did you come back? What have you ever accomplished?”

Kim Seonghyeon glared sharply at me. The manager intervened between us, looking flustered.

“Seonghyeon, why are you like this? Hoyun was sick.”

“Well, so what? Are we some kind of comeback loser group? Why is someone who didn't even do their activities properly still here?”

“Kim Seonghyeon!”

Honestly, I thought Kim Seonghyeon's words were all right. At the same time, I reassessed the situation.

Can someone with such a terrible character actually succeed?

Usually, people are more attracted to someone who's terrible 99 times but does well once than someone who did well 100 times. If you did well 100 times, people just looked at you as a sucker or a loser.

“Seonghyeon, let's stop.”

[Seong Jiwon

Main vocal

Remarks: ???

Seong Jiwon is kind but has really bad luck.]

This one seems pretty good.

Seong Jiwon stopped Kim Seonghyeon and gave me a nod. As I shrugged my shoulders and entered the practice room, Seong Jiwon greeted me.

“Uh... Hoyun, welcome. Are you feeling better?”

“Yeah. I'm Seo Hoyun. Nice to meet you.”

“Who doesn't know your name?”

“Just trying to do better this time.”

“So shameless...”

Thanks to putting a lot of saliva on my lips before leaving home, whether it was a lie or not, it came out easily.

Kim Seonghyeon's face turned red, but I ignored him and looked at the other two. The one with black hair opened his eyes wide.

“Hoyun-hyung, are you really all better?”

[Jeong Dajoon

Sub-dancer

Remarks: ???

He's the youngest. Um... He has a bright and cheerful personality.]

“Oh... I'm good now.”

Despite not knowing exactly where I was hurting, I responded vaguely. As I glanced over at him, I noticed a guy with a face resembling that of a fox grinning smugly.

“Hyung, I thought something had happened to you when you didn't return.”

[Kang Ichae

Main rapper

Remarks: ???

His personality is equally twisted.]

Look at this guy's personality.

That guy's a real character.

“I came back alive.”

“Hmm? Uh-huh? Haha.”

[Quest “Talk to the members!” has been completed.

Looks like everyone is feeling bad because you're here again!

I'll add some charm for now.]

I gave a moderate response and looked at the quest window. Main vocal, dancer, rapper – they at least collected members that fit the roles. Or maybe they put them in appropriate positions since they gathered practice trainees...

When I exchanged greetings with the members, the manager smiled broadly and expressed gratitude that I was well received.

“Great, it's a relief that everyone welcomed you! Let's work hard again, everyone!”

“......”

...It was a bright day.

No one answered.

Nevertheless, the manager continued to speak with determination and energy. I felt sorry for him, thinking about how tough it must be for a working person.

“Well, you may not know this yet, but we're preparing for a comeback. We only have one month left for the showcase and broadcasting activities. Let's give it our best shot. The CEO is really pushing and supporting us!”

That wasn't true...

As I looked around, it seemed everyone knew it was a lie. The uneasy expressions on the members' faces were proof of that.

“Hoyun, would you like to listen to the song first?”

[Quest Arrived: “Listen to the comeback song!”

This is the last chance for The Dawn!

Listen to the comeback song.

Success: Start the next scenario, add 1 charm.

Failure: The trust of The Dawn members will decrease drastically.]

“Yes, please play it.”

Let's see how bad this song really was.

“Pop-pop-pop like a pineapple!

Yum-yum-yum like an apple!

Mang-mang-mang like a mango!”

“......”

“......”

Silence filled the room.

The song was incredibly cringeworthy. It was about confessing feelings to a crush using fruit analogies like pineapple, apple, and mango, with a fresh and tangy twist. Even if you stumbled upon it by chance, it would be unforgettable in its cringiness.

After watching their debut single on YouTube, I thought they wouldn't be that bad, but upon listening to this song...

It's a disaster...

Ding!

[Mang-Mang-Mang!]

“How is it? The song is good, right?”

I looked at the manager, who was lying down and smiling broadly.

...Should I laugh? Even though it's certain that we'll fail if we promote this song? No, we might even become a laughingstock on the internet forever.

“'Pop-pop-pop like a pineapple!' Wow, it's such a hit song. The reaction is already crazy. Even the planning team is going crazy over how fresh it is.”

Putting aside the shitty beats and similarly shitty lyrics, how can they possibly do this concept in winter?

It's been six months since summer passed, but they still wanted to do a concept like this? Did the planning team all die?

I couldn't help but imagine myself singing nonsensical lyrics about pineapples, mangoes, and apples and the YouTube video receiving only three or four comments.

I imagined it.

– Wow... I feel bad for them... ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

– ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Now anyone can be an idol~~~ Can I debut too?

– Are there fans of idols like this? I'm really curious, so I'm asking.

It was obvious how the public would react to the song. As I shook with laughter, I gave my opinion to the people around me, secretly waiting for my response.

“The song is really fresh.”

“Is it?”

“Did the CEO run a fruit farm?”

“Hey, Seo Hoyun!”

Honestly, the surrounding members got angry when I spoke.

“Hoyun, even if it's true, that kind of talk...”

“Why? It's a true statement.”

“I mean, it's one thing for pineapples to be 'pop-pop-pop,' but why are mangoes 'mang-mang-mang'?”

Kang Ichae nodded, and I rose to my feet with a sense of misery, rubbing my face. I was certain a cigarette was in my pocket, and I needed to smoke it.

However, the manager misunderstood my intentions and called out to me. “Seo Hoyun, where are you going?”

“I just need a quick break. I'll be back soon,” I replied.

But the manager continued calling out to me, “Hoyun!”

Ignoring his attempts to stop me, I walked outside the building and sat on the pavement, taking out a cigarette. As I smoked, I gazed across the street at the nearby building.

The nearby building looked old and small for some reason. As a novice composer, I felt that even I could have done a better job than that. How did they even accept such a song? It was absurd that they used summer lyrics for a season that was soon to be snowing, and now they were incorporating random EDM. What even was EDM?

[Are you going to give up?]

“Shut up...I'm thinking.”

I couldn't give up because of my pride.

I remembered my rookie days when I endured all sorts of ridicule and held back my anger. I remembered the senior who made me pick up his business card from the trash and the top star who treated me rudely and made me run errands. Compared to those experiences, this was nothing, absolutely nothing...

I checked my bank balance on the app to try and calm myself down, but even that didn't work.

I needed to feed Seo Hojin.

“Hoyun.”

The main vocalist I saw earlier came over. His name was... Yeah, that.

“...Seong Jiwon.”

“Uh-huh.”

I gazed at the system window that had reappeared above my foggy mind and pretended to recognize the name displayed. He was the kind guy who attempted to soothe the members earlier.

I can't adapt...

No matter where I looked, the young kid was calling my name at the top of his lungs, emphasizing just how insane this situation truly was.

I took another puff from my cigarette, knowing there was no answer to it.

“Are you okay?”

“Uh.”

“We... went too far, didn't we?”

“It's okay.”

Seong Jiwon's expression darkened as I smoked my cigarette as if he couldn't accept it.

I soon realized. Right, idols weren't supposed to smoke. It was as if admitting defeat when you saw an idol smoking when they should be taking care of their voice.

What was my role again? Sub-vocalist?

All I did was sing at company dinners, using a spoon as a makeshift microphone. I was already anxious about how I would perform on stage and sing.

“Please understand. Nothing seems to be going right.”

“......”

“We're on the brink of failure. We've already lost hope. The planning team has abandoned us, and the only support we received from the company was this song.”

Ugh.

I glared at Seong Jiwon, squinting my eyes.

“We'll have to figure out what to do after we disband. It'll take a long time to figure things out, considering we've been trainees for so many years.”

“How long were you a trainee for?”

“About seven years...”

“And where did you train?”

“D.Go.”

Isn't that a good place?

Seong Jiwon mentioned a pretty big entertainment company. There was a group called Today that had recently gained some recognition.

So were they pretty talented? If they're talented, I was a little less worried. I still couldn't be sure, though.

As I sucked on my cigarette, I observed Seong Jiwon's hesitant expression.

“It's a big company.”

“But things didn't go well for me. Let's just consider this as leaving behind a lasting memory. We shouldn't fret over the rest and simply do our best.”

I smiled a little.

“Why are you smiling?”

Leaving behind a lasting memory?

“What are you talking about? I didn't come here to make memories with you guys.

Declaring failure before attempting to succeed was a display of arrogance, especially in an industry where our livelihoods were at stake.

We could not simply give up on a game that hadn't even properly begun.

I put out my cigarette by rubbing it on the ground.

“Who said that?”

“What?”

“Last one, whoever said that.”

We hadn't even experienced any success yet, but we were already hesitating at the starting line. I had to transform these fools into a top-tier idol group.

And I was confident.

“I'm starting now, okay?”

I was confident enough to take care of these guys.


Chapter 4

“Let’s scrap the plan.”

“What?!”

The manager jumped up at my words when I came back. It seemed like having a good reaction would be useful later when we had audiences.

What was the manager's name? I gave up trying to remember his name and turned my head toward him, focusing on future broadcasts.

“Let's do it again. I can't sing this song.”

“Hold on, are you out of your mind? Why the sudden change? You just got here!”

“Manager, please reconsider. Can we really succeed with this?”

“Well... of course!”

He seemed to be very confident.

Yum-yum-yum like an apple!

I looked at the hesitant manager with pity. I regretted my earlier comment about the audience. If the manager had been one of my subordinates, I would have terminated his employment without hesitation.

He couldn't do his job because he kept pushing ahead without knowing what was happening.

“I'm not sure about you, but I can't be sure. So, let's scrap it.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Kim Seonghyeon, silently listening, suddenly got up and put his hand on my shoulder. It was a common occurrence, but it didn't mean I liked it.

“What's the big deal coming in here suddenly like this? Are you trying to sabotage us?”

“Why?”

“What do you mean why?' We've already discussed everything without you. If you just came in, keep quiet. Don't ruin our plans.”

Kim Seonghyeon had a bold personality.

Being threatened wasn't good, but having a determined person on our team was valuable. I glanced at Kim Seonghyeon.

“Have you listened to the top 40 songs on the music charts?”

“What?”

“No, let's just do any song on the charts. Making it onto the charts is no easy feat, after all. Have you listened to any of them?”

“What nonsense is this?”

I looked at Kim Seonghyeon, who still didn't understand the situation. Even though he was still angry, Kim Seonghyeon's young face showed defiance.

“Trends change every day, and there's an overflow. Now we need to expand beyond just South Korea and into other countries. But to do that, the big agencies have to spend a ton of money to bring in songs from the US or UK.”

“......”

“Or, we could get it from a talented composer here in South Korea.”

“What's the point, then?”

He's so impatient. I bit my tongue.

“You really think our music is in there? Can this silly pineapple song even make it to the charts?”

Kim Seonghyeon was speechless.

“This is just a waste of time and money.”

I grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's hand and moved it away.

Everyone had gloomy expressions and looked down at the ground. We had to face reality.

As the CEO mentioned, being an idol was more expensive than most people realize. The makeup, hair, wardrobe, and personnel costs for a single music broadcast were exorbitant. Even if they were popular idols, it was still the same.

But a music career with a song like this? It's just throwing away money.

Kim Seonghyeon clenched his fists, unable to argue because he knew the reality of the situation.

“Then do we have any better options? No, we don't. So, we just have to do it.”

“Just doing it is not enough.”

I said bluntly.

“You have to do it damn well.”

That's it. Being an average idol wouldn't cut it if we wanted to reach the top. We had to make a big splash from the start.

The youngest member, Jeong Dajun, who had been sulking, hesitantly asked, “Hoyun-hyung, but doesn't that mean you don't have a solution either?”

“Me?”

“If you're saying we should scrap this plan and bring in a new song, where will we get that song? Even the CEO has given up on us...”

There's no way there isn't a solution.

I pulled up a chair and sat down before answering their question directly. I hadn't realized it, but everyone else was already sitting on the practice room floor, so I ended up looking down on them from above. I had to admit, I found the view kind of cool.

“Isn't it a waste, guys?”

“What?”

“The time you spend in this practice room, the days you live relying on an uncertain future.”

Witnessing everyone's eyes shaking, despite never being an idol or having an understanding of them, my experience from years of competition programs allowed me to pretend to have a better grasp of their psyche than anyone else. I deliberately spoke with emphasis.

“Other kids go to college or work part-time jobs to make money, whereas we rely on our family and company for financial support.”

“Seo Hoyun.”

To my surprise, Seong Jiwon, who appeared to be the most easygoing, gave me a subtle warning. I glanced at him.

“I know you're eager, but don't speak carelessly. It'll only leave us with nothing.”

I made a mental note of Seong Jiwon's unusual behavior. He was usually very composed, so I assumed that if he was upset, it was likely because of family problems. Despite considering his words, my impatience grew even stronger, and I raised my hand.

“Listen.”

“...?”

“I'm saying, let's not live like this.”

“What?”

“Look back to when we entered this agency. What did we all think?”

“......”

“I was going to make billions and buy my parents a luxurious apartment, become the kind of idol who sends fans into a frenzy, or the type that constantly makes headlines every time I open my mouth.”

The group fell silent as if I had touched a nerve. It was a natural human desire.

“But what are we really doing now? Just spending our days in the practice room, singing the agency's fruit songs?”

“That's...”

“Don't you hate it? Can't you do it?”

Well, they seem confused.

So, I furrowed my brow, took a deep breath, and added some sweetness to my words, making sure to pause for impact.

“...I'm sorry for my harsh words about wasting time and money earlier... I didn't mean to sound so severe, but I couldn't bear to see your talents go to waste.”

Hold on, I should have said “us” instead of “you.”

Never mind.

“Trust me, we need to change our plan. Let's start again. I promise that all the hard work and sweat you've put into the practice room will shine on stage.”

The group was stunned, and even the manager seemed surprised at how eloquent I had become.

And now, it was time for me to drive my point home.

“Oh, and Jeong Dajun?”

“Y-yes?”

“When did I ever say that there was no solution?”

I was not someone who spoke without a plan.

[You're pretty confident, aren't you?]

Of course.

A system message appeared, and I glanced at it.

Would it be against the rules if I were to change everything?

[Do as you please! Idol Maker upholds player freedom.]

Player freedom, my foot... They tried to take me down with that dialogue box earlier.

“So, what's your plan?”

“Obviously, there's only one plan.”

Everyone gazed at me with wide eyes. It was natural for newcomers who spoke confidently to draw attention just before causing chaos.

“We'll come back with a great song.”

I adjusted my tone to sound confident without coming across as too conceited.

The key to success lies in great music.

“I'll get a song from Blue Tiger.”

“From Blue Tiger?!”

Everyone leaped up from their seats.

Blue Tiger. It's no exaggeration to say she's one of the most skilled composers in Korea. She's renowned for being quite haughty, as she dabbled in various genres, from ballads to idol music.

“Large entertainment companies had to spend money and practically plead with Blue Tiger for a song because of how much of a guarantee it was for success.”

“Even Black Call's Joo Woosung hit it big after receiving a song from Blue Tiger.”

“And also the 'Ballad Emperor' Hyunseong ... Man, if it's Blue Tiger, it's a hit.”

The youngest member Jeong Dajun and the manager were excited, but the rest of the group seemed skeptical. Despite my persistent claims, I leaned towards a more realistic perspective.

“What... You're just spouting nonsense?”

“Well, I understand what you're thinking. Blue Tiger only works exclusively with established entertainment companies and well-known artists... How can we get her to give us a song?”

Yeah, I had anticipated this kind of reaction.

The truth was that even if we had already debuted, as idols who had yet to properly promote ourselves, it would be challenging to secure a song from Blue Tiger. This was the sentiment echoed by the rest of the group.

But then again, I was Seo Hoyun.

“I can get it.”

“Where the heck is your confidence coming from?”

“Are you still hurt somewhere?”

Whether they thought this was a joke or not, the atmosphere in the practice room became increasingly tense.

But I wasn't joking. Once again, I said each word firmly.

“I will definitely get it. I promise you.”

“......”

A silence fell over the practice room. Everyone seemed fed up, uncertain whether to view me as the greatest liar ever or be impressed by my unwavering confidence.

I didn't miss that stillness.

“I will make you... No, we, The Dawn, succeed.”

I had a way.

The air in the practice room was strangely different. Everyone's faces that were previously lax and reckless now showed subtle hope and determination.

Good. This kind of competitive atmosphere was better than the limp and lifeless kimchi from earlier.

I lifted the corners of my mouth.

“Believe me, as if I'm tricking you.”

I'll buy you a meal.

Naturally, the rest of the reactions were cold. Or, more precisely, they were hesitant.

But it didn't matter to me. I was going to make it happen anyway. I stretched out three fingers.

“Just wait three days.”

“Are you really saying you'll get a song from Blue Tiger?”

Kim Seonghyeon doubted me and deliberately ignored me.

Then, he threw words that sounded like a scam. Honestly, I didn't want to waste any time, even if it made me feel bad.

Fortunately, it seemed like everyone had taken the bait, and they cautiously looked at me.

“I... will believe in you, Hoyun-hyung.”

“Kang Ichae!”

“Well, I suppose... considering the situation we're already in, there's no harm in seeing how far he can take it, right?”

Kang Ichae smiled and empathized with me. Looking at the scene, I realized I had been making excuses to avoid “Pineapple.” I only lit the fuse.

I nodded and scanned the room, eventually meeting eyes with the manager.

“Manager.”

“H-Hoyun.”

“Prepare the contract. Let's talk about it later.”

I held the upper hand in this situation. It was common for idols attempting a comeback to feel anxious and tread carefully, so the manager appeared bewildered.

I didn't know that.

“Let's meet in three days.”

I said a light goodbye to them and left. As I walked down the hallway, the system window rang and appeared.

[Sudden Quest Arrival: “Let's get the comeback song!”

You're talking nonsense. Let's find out if it's real confidence or just empty talk.

Success: Charm +10.

Failure: Reputation goes down and you have to wear a pineapple outfit as the center.]

“...I'm really going to enjoy this.”

I muttered nervously and hurried my steps, not wanting to wear a pineapple outfit as a penalty for failing.


Chapter 5

Blue Tiger, real name Lim Hyeonsu.

She was a musical prodigy who stayed on top of current trends while maintaining a solid foundation of skills. She recently delved into songwriting, and her reputation skyrocketed because of her clever lyrics.

She was a surefire bet for success, with her bank account overflowing with wealth...

“But why should that even matter?”

She wasn't feeling well at the moment.

To add to her troubles, she was grappling with the challenge of creating the title track for the upcoming comeback of the renowned girl group White Cherry, who were making waves in Korea and even in the United States.

But she couldn't find a satisfactory melody, which frustrated her to no end.

Lim Hyeonsu became extremely irritable whenever this happened, and the studio staff avoided her.

However, today, something was different.

“Hey, didn't I tell you not to let outsiders in?”

An outsider was in the studio for crying out loud!

The staff trembled as they saw the man sitting in the studio lobby. He seemed to be in his early 20s and gave off an aura of someone not to be messed with.

He was handsome enough to be a celebrity, but the staff couldn't recall ever seeing him on TV.

“Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“Who?”

“Seo Hoyun.”

The man smiled impudently and greeted her. The staff shuddered.

She'd never heard of him. Lim Hyeonsu gave him a cold look and turned her back to the staff.

“Get him out of here.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Can I have a word with you for a moment?”

Where were you going? I turned to Lim Hyeonsu and spoke to her, grabbing her attention. She looked at me irritably.

“Excuse me, I'm busy right now.”

“Yes, I understand. I won't take up much of your time.”

“I don't have time for that either.”

Lim Hyeonsu's temper hadn't changed. I looked at the system window hovering above her.

[Lim Hyeonsu

Musical genius

Sometimes she works as a lyricist as well.

Note: Her temper is very, very, very bad.]

I knew that. Didn't you know I've worked with Lim Hyeonsu several times? I'd been cursed at by her on more than one occasion for making a mistake.

As she glanced at me from head to toe, shaking her head in disgust, it seemed she didn't really remember. I realized again that I was really in a game. I held out the shopping bag I'd brought with me.

“What's this?”

Lim Hyeonsu was taken aback by the sudden appearance of the shopping bag, but I seized the opportunity.

“Ms. Composer, I heard that you like this particular sake from Hokkaido, so I looked it up and brought it for you.”

“What? This is... hard to find in Korea.”

Lim Hyeonsu took the sake out of the shopping bag and examined it closely. I could tell from her expression that she was thoroughly enjoying it.

Yeah, that's right. It was hard to find.

Despite being wary of me, Lim Hyeonsu accepted the gift without any resistance. It seemed she didn't want it because she thought I was expecting something in return.

“Why are you giving me this?”

“Ms. Composer, I'm sorry for dropping in on you so suddenly... But it's important to prepare even the smallest things.”

“Hmm.”

I chuckled quietly while smacking my lips. This was my typical sales approach. Perhaps my flattery had some effect because after contemplating for a moment, Hyeonsu glanced at the sake and took a seat in the lobby.

“You must have gone through a lot of trouble to get this, so it would be impolite to turn you away like this. I can spare you five minutes.”

“Thank you.”

Great, that's half the battle won.

“So why did you come to see me? I mean...”

“I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“Okay, Seo Hoyun. What do you do?”

Yeah, I knew this question was coming.

“I'm an idol. We're preparing for a comeback right now.”

Ha. Lim Hyeonsu laughed.

“Okay, an idol...”

The suspicious look directed towards me contained a hint of mockery, suggesting that someone like me wouldn't appear alone out of nowhere.

Lim Hyeonsu was a surefire path to success, causing idols struggling to follow in her footsteps to become nervous and uneasy.

“Seo Hoyun? I've never heard of you before.”

“I'm from Daepaseong Entertainment, an actor management agency that still lacks a lot of push toward idols. I think it's natural that even a composer hasn't heard of me yet.”

“Well, you've been through a lot.”

She said so, but Lim Hyeonsu was already ignoring me. Lim Hyeonsu, who had crossed her legs slowly, looked at me.

“So, why did you come to me?”

Anyway, Lim Hyeonsu liked it when people got to the point.

I smiled.

“I'm here to ask for a song.”

“Hahaha!”

Lim Hyeonsu burst out laughing, which caught me off guard. I waited in silence until she eventually stopped.

“Wow, these days, idols are truly incredible. They come straight to us without even involving their managers or agencies...”

“That's because your skills as a composer are so impressive.”

“Hey, Seo Hoyun. I understand the kind of delusions you have in your mind. Do you think you can achieve everything just by relying on one talent? You're not the only one who approaches me in this manner.”

I simply listened attentively to her words. Lim Hyeonsu rose to her feet, flicking her nails as if she considered it a waste of time.

“You must have watched too many dramas. I'll be leaving now.”

This was the response I expected. But what came next, even Lim Hyeonsu wasn't able to predict.

“'Let's have a drink?'”

“What? With me?”

“No, that's the title of a song.”

I didn't suddenly go crazy and asked Lim Hyeonsuto to have a drink.

“Let's have a drink?” was a song that Lim Hyeonsu released a year ago that topped the charts. It was a safe beat and melody development for Lim Hyeonsu, but it still took first place. I heard people say once again that Lim Hyeonsu was a composing genius.

But it's not true.

“'Let's go to the moon.'”

“That, that's why are you...”

“'Between you and me,' 'Let's stop this,' 'Be the Monster,' etc...”

I kept murmuring to myself, and those who heard me for the first time might wonder what it all meant. And unless it was Lim Hyeonsu or me, they wouldn't be able to understand the words.

But Lim Hyeonsu's complexion was getting paler and paler.

“These songs have three things in common. First, they're all Blue Tiger, Lim Hyeonsu's compositions. Second, they all topped the charts up to the fifth place.”

And I raised my third finger.

“And lastly, they have all been manipulated to attain high rankings.”

“W-What are you talking about?”

Oh no, Lim Hyeonsu was trying to deny it.

But I didn't overlook it.

“Oh, come on, suddenly coming here and talking nonsense...”

I took out my tablet, and, fortunately, some data remained, which was separate from my lost save file. With a smile, I showed it to her.

“These are records of bank transactions between the singer or the affiliated management agency and the music broker. Oh, there are even some cases where they traded directly with the composer.”

Lim Hyeonsu accepted it with trembling hands. And soon after, she gnashed her teeth.

“How did you get this?”

Lim Hyeonsu asked in a soft tone, displaying a hint of acknowledgment.

“Oh, does that matter?”

“Haha, are you a genius? Do you have any journalists in your family or something?”

Lim Hyeonsu raised one corner of her mouth while frowning. She still seemed unfazed. She stared at me for a while.

“Why did you manipulate the ranks? You're talented.”

“...So what?”

I shrugged.

“Then what do you want me to do?”

“......”

“I just had bad luck.”

“Oh, it's coming out stronger than I thought.”

I raised my chin and looked at her.

“I'll admit that you're amazing for doing it alone. I don't know how you found out, but... manipulation? I don't even know how to do it, and even if it's true, it's not that big of a blow to me.”

She shamelessly raised her chin.

“So many singers today are shamelessly engaging in manipulation. Do you think it'll be a problem?”

That was true. Lim Hyeonsu looked around to see if I was recording. When she realized I wasn't, she waved her hand.

“Just leave. Don't act like you're tired.”

“What should I do? I want to act more tired.”

“What?”

Let's hear it for Korean.

“Did I bring only one thing with me?”

Lim Hyeonsu paused and froze at my words.

“Flip the tablet screen.”

“......”

“Hurry up.”

I gestured to her with a friendly smile. Lim Hyeonsu hesitated but couldn't resist her curiosity and flipped the tablet. A piece of music began to play.

It was a song from a male idol that topped the charts last year. A Blue Tiger composition.

“This song was really well done.”

I just said that, but Lim Hyeonsu slammed the tablet on the desk. It looked like it was thrown away like a piece of junk that had been used for about ten years. She didn't know the value of money.

“My tablet.”

“You, F-Fuck... How did you...?”

Lim Hyeonsu's face turned pale. I looked at her happily.

“How did you get this?!”

The song on the tablet earlier was not a Blue Tiger composition.

“It was composed by an unknown indie band guitarist.”

That's right.

Lim Hyeonsu plagiarized it.

“You, you...!”

“How many times did you meet the guitarist at a drinking party? Was it at Hapjeong? You met two or three times at the izakaya over there and even received a USB from him.”

As I spoke fluently, as if I had been present there, Lim Hyeonsu trembled as if she had seen a ghost.

“Music manipulation, right... It may pass by as if it's nothing or the truth has been distorted.”

“......”

“But what about plagiarism? As soon as this goes out into the world, people will know it's not an original unless they're completely clueless. Then everyone will speak up.”

“Stop it.”

I clapped my hands.

“Ah, Blue Tiger plagiarized!”

Lim Hyeonsu glared at me as if she could strangle me at any moment.

Ah, I feel so satisfied.

I didn't know that my investigative program would come back so rewarding. Fortunately, I was in charge of assisting with producing a program about music manipulation. And it was also fortunate that Lim Hyeonsu was still alive in my reality!

[Are you trash?]

Don't ruin the mood.

This was a chance given to me by God to threaten Lim Hyeonsu, who still trembled cluelessly.

[Excuse me, did you plagiarize anyone else?]

I'm sorry, but I'm in a hurry.

I lowered my eyebrows as if I was really sorry. I carefully chose only words that would provoke Lim Hyeonsu.

“What about our composer? You're working on a White Cherry song right now, and you're also working on several ballads... You'll have to pay a lot of penalty fees if there's a plagiarism controversy.”

Now, what kind of reaction would she show?

Would she shout at me to leave immediately? Or would she be defiant and dare me to try? Or will she strangle me?

Either way, it doesn't matter. But the last one was a bit scary, so let's call the police if that happens.

No, I knew Lim Hyeonsu well.

I spoke gently and even imitated her by flicking my nails as she had done earlier.

“You suddenly became quiet...”

Three.

“Should I go now?”

Two.

“You must be very busy.”

One.

I was about to stand up when Hyeonsu grabbed my arm.

“Just a moment.”

“Yes?”

“What do you want?”

Ah, this is why I liked Hyeonsu.

She adapted quickly to reality. I chuckled.

“Oh, Ms. Composer, you're trying to take advantage of me. Do I have to spoon-feed you the answer?”

“......”

You should think for yourself, right?

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun, are you the devil?]

I was pissed off because my tablet was broken, so I hit it once.


Chapter 6

“Can I give you a song?”

“You finally understand me.”

I took out a cigarette and lit it in the lobby of the studio building, but Lim Hyeonsu didn't object.

Yeah, who dared to stop me.

Lim Hyeonsu looked desperate for a cigarette, so I offered her one.

“Would you like to have one?”

“...Aren't you an idol?”

“...Ah?”

It didn't occur to me that idols might not be allowed to smoke. Lim Hyeonsu stammered, looking nervous.

“What the hell...”

She glanced around. Then she pulled out one for herself and asked me for a light.

Click, click.

As I used the lighter to light her cigarette, Lim Hyeonsu shuddered as if experiencing goosebumps.

I looked at her slowly.

“Ms. Composer, that's what I want. Please pick out a great song with a high-quality beat.”

“Flashy and simple? I assume you don't want something cheap. Huh... You just want one?”

“Yes. I'm going to release it as a single. I'll think about the full album later.”

“What's the concept? Have you decided?”

Good point.

Lim Hyeonsu took a notebook and started writing as I explained what I was thinking.

Since I hadn't talked to the planning team yet, I could only explain the concept abstractly. But when I mentioned the genre, Lim Hyeonsu seemed to understand perfectly.

“Okay. I get the general direction. Send a contract with the deposit and a time frame.”

“A contract?”

“What?”

“Deposit first, before the contract.”

There's no way Daepaseong Entertainment would have the money to pay Lim Hyeonsu. At least, there was no budget for a comeback song for The Dawn, that's for sure.

No, but Lim Hyeonsu still hadn't come to her senses. I noticed she was still complaining about the deposit.

I spoke with a rhythmic tone.

“You will donate your talent, Ms. Composer.”

It's time to get a grip on this crazy world.

Lim Hyeonsu's mouth dropped open.

“Donate my talent? Me? The Lim Hyeonsu...?”

I hummed the melody of the pirated song we heard earlier.

“Let's have a drink, you and I – words I've longed to say without end.”

As I sang a few more lines, Lim Hyeonsu bit her lip.

“I'll do it. I'll donate my talent!”

“Wow, thank you.”

“Am I dreaming? Have I... become a sucker?”

“It's not a dream.”

I kindly replied and glanced at my watch. It was time to discuss the rest of the arrangement.

“It's three o'clock now. Please send the first demo by 7 pm tonight.”

“What? In four hours? Are you crazy?!”

“If you don't want to, you can always quit.”

“I... ”

“I love you so much—”

The lyrics of Lim Hyeonsu's plagiarized song.

She leaned against the sofa and hummed while taking deep puffs of her cigarette. As the smoke rose like clouds, Lim Hyseonsu baked a piece of bread in her mouth.

“Tell me if this is love or something—”

“I got it. I'll do it! I'll send it by 7 pm!”

“Oh, you're amazing. Thank you for your passion.”

She cursed and grumbled as if spitting curses from her lips, but I didn't care.

Ah, Lim Hyeonsu was easy to handle.

I felt as if I'd drank cider. I watched with pride as she scribbled away at the concept, and when she was done, she tossed the pencil to me.

“Write down your number.”

“Yes.”

I accepted it and wrote down my phone number slowly.

– “010-XXXX-XXXX, this is Seo Hoyun. Nice to meet you ^^”

It was true that the last emoji was meant to make her angry. Seeing it, Lim Hyeonsu grabbed the back of her neck.

Now that she seemed to understand, I should probably start leaving. I still had a long way to go.

“I'll be leaving now, Ms. Composer. Nice to meet you.”

“Wait a minute. You're not going to tell anyone about this, right?”

“No, Ms. Composer. I have my principles too.”

If it paid well, I would talk. If it didn't, I wouldn't. That was a given.

And I was one to keep my loyalty.

“Don't worry. I'll leave now.”

As I said that and stood up, Lim Hyeonsu grabbed me anxiously. When I turned around, she muttered with a face that looked like she was seeing a devil or a ghost.

“What are you really?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you have a rich relative? Or are you a journalist? If not, then what are you? Why are you so glib?”

Me? I'm a PD who received overflowing love calls, of course.

“With QBS, I'm...”

“A what?”

Ding!

[Options:

1. Cute idol, Hoowoo!

2. Seo Hoyun, the one who will captivate you!

3. Seo Hoyun, the star that shines forever!]

Wow, this is really cheesy.

I bit my lips. I wanted to vomit, but if I did, I wouldn't have enough time, and the dialogue from the options would be randomly selected. I closed my eyes.

“Seo Hoyun, the star that shines forever.”

“What... What did you say?”

“It sparkles, doesn't it...?”

“Are you really crazy?”

Lim Hyeonsu laughed as if she had lost her mind. I was the same. I wasn't in my right mind either.

“You're really a crazy bastard...”

“I don't really want to hear it from you, Ms. Composer... Well, whatever.”

I roughly nodded and was about to leave but stopped my steps again.

“Oh, right. I'll send you my account number and the tablet's price, so send me the payment.”

“......”

Even if I had a mental breakdown, I couldn't forget about getting reimbursed for my precious tablet.


[Sudden Quest Completed: “Let's get the comeback song!”

PD... No, Hoyun, I thought you were the devil!

Reward: Charm +10 added.]

“Hey, there were conversation options...?”

[Yes!]

“When will it come out? Is there a standard?”

[Depends on the System window's whims!]

“Dammit...”

I was foolish to expect a proper answer.

I took out my phone and checked my messenger.

Several messages from my manager and the members were sent earlier.

Ignoring them all, I clicked on the conversation with Lim Hyeonsu. I saw the conversation we had for the past few hours.

– Me: Ms. Composer, is it not finished yet?

– Me: Knock, knock.

There was no reply, but it showed as read. When I scrolled a little further, it showed that I also sent multiple messages like a madman.

– Me: Knock, knock.

– Me: Knock, knock.

– Me: Knock, knock.

– Me: Knock, knock.

– Me: Knock, knock.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Are you crazy?

– Me: Our Ms. Composer, is it not finished yet? ^^

I scrolled down more on the messenger.

Lim Hyeonsu finally sent the file.

– Lim Hyeonsu: You crazy bastard, it's finished.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Eat and get lost.

She actually made a song in just four hours. She hastily added some lyrics to the beat and recorded it, but surprisingly, it turned out pretty good. It just showed that having a solid foundation of skills really helped.

Why did Lim Hyeonsu resort to plagiarism and unnecessary pressure...? What a fool.

I called Seo Hojin, who was washing dishes while listening to the song in the living room.

“Hey, Seo Hojin.”

“What's up?”

“Come here.”

Seo Hojin came over obediently, perhaps because he thought he had done something wrong to me. But even so, he seemed startled when he saw my face.

Even I would be surprised if he suddenly became ten years younger. I was even startled when I looked in the mirror.

“Listen to this.”

“What is it, a song?”

Seo Hojin listened to it, half asleep at first, not knowing what it was. But as he listened, he nodded and even gave a thumbs up.

“Hey, it's pretty good.”

I stopped the song.

“Sing the chorus again?”

“What? How am I supposed to remember that?”

Seo Hojin wasn't particularly talented in music, but he was still better than average. That's why he was useful in checking things like this.

“Hey, is that your song, hyung?”

“You don't have to know.”

“Oh, come on...”

I sent a message to Lim Hyeonsu.

– Me: Ms. Composer, is this all you can do?

– Me: I just had my brother listen to it, but he couldn't remember it after five seconds... There's no impact.

– Me: I thought you were better than this...

After I sent the message, Lim Hyeonsu called me. I deliberately waited 15 seconds before answering.

“Hello.”

– “What the hell?!”

“It's late at night, but you sound really healthy.”

When I made a casual greeting, Lim Hyeonsu became silent for a moment.

– “After taking the time to do that much, all you have to say is that it lacked impact?”

“...Oh, did I offend you?”

– “Am I not Lim Hyeonsu? Blue Tiger!”

“Oh... You're really amazing.”

As I flipped through channels with the TV remote, I yawned deliberately so that Lim Hyeonsu could hear it.

I could hear her pride crumbling.

– “You, you...”

“I had high expectations because you're such an amazing person, but it's a shame. It seems like Blue Tiger can't do any better than this.”

– “Is the song really that bad?”

“It's not bad, per se...”

I drew it out slowly, making her curious.

All creators were naturally curious about the reactions to their works.

“Actually, it's like... you claim to have been inspired for three hours, but it feels like you cursed for ten minutes and then spent five minutes recording a rough guide and sent it.”

– “......”

She probably felt guilty, as Lim Hyeonsu didn't answer for long. Then she asked me a question slyly.

– “Do you have CCTV installed outside?”

“Hahaha, you have such a rich imagination.”

– “You're a scary bastard...”

“Anyway, is that all?”

I lowered my voice.

In moments such as these, a particular tone and voice were required, as if bestowing optimism while anticipating a further contribution from the other individual — as though they were capable of more.

“I know you, Ms. Composer.”

– “......”

“I also know that you can do better. That's why it's even more disappointing that someone so good can do something so sloppy and say it's their best.”

Seo Hojin, who had been inadvertently eavesdropping, trembled with fear.

“If I was wrong, there's nothing I can do.”

I waited five seconds for a response, and then Lim Hyeonsu replied exactly five seconds later.

– “You... Just wait.”

And then, the call was disconnected. I couldn't help but feel cheerful and giggle.

“Lim Hyeonsu, she's got quite a temper.”

I can't stop using her as a stepping stone with this song.

In a little while, maybe one or two hours, Lim Hyeonsu would contact me again. I just had to wait until then.

I stopped flipping through the channels on a variety show where an idol was appearing. That face struggling with a hammer, I knew the person very well.

Joo Woosung.

He was undoubtedly one of the most successful idols in Korea.

Hmm.

Seo Hojin was sitting on the couch and peeling a tangerine.

“Oh, isn't that Black Call's Joo Woosung?”

“Yeah, Seo Hojin knows a lot.”

“You're pissing me off.”

It was the tone of someone who wanted to show off their shallow knowledge, even if they knew nothing about idols. Seo Hojin seemed to feel unjust and expressed his opinion.

“I know him too, you know? I couldn't help but know since my classmates praised him so much. He's so popular in our department...”

“Seo Hojin, look up his SNS followers.”

“Okay.”

Seo Hojin fiddled with his phone for a long time and eventually showed me the screen.

“He's 14th in the country. A hundred million followers.”

“Really? Joo Woosung has grown a lot.”

Right, Joo Woosung was that popular these days.

Well, he was already popular...

Something came to mind. Joo Woosung.

I pursed my lips as I looked at Joo Woosung and then smiled.

I remembered.

Seo Hojin trembled again.

“Why, why are you laughing like that?”

“......”

“I really hate it when you smile so friendly like that...”

“Hojin, tangerine.”

“Yes.”

Seo Hojin suddenly became rigid and swiftly peeled a tangerine before handing it to me. While eating the fruit, I observed Joo Woosung on the TV program, smiling serenely, oblivious to his impending fate.

The sweet and sourness of the fruit spread in my mouth.

He was the next target.


Chapter 7

“Is this really where Joo Woosung lives?”

“Well, I saw Woosung go in last time...”

As I sat inside the café, I overheard whispers coming from the nearby tables.

It seemed that these people were probably saseangs, judging by how they spread out Joo Woosung's photos. Seeing how frequently they checked their surroundings and phones, my suspicions of them being sasaengs grew even higher.

“It's really hard to see him, though. Joo Woosung hates this kind of thing...”

“If you can endure for a week, you may have the chance to see his face with a mask on.”

They were really saseangs.

I took a sip of my grapefruit smoothie and lifted my phone again. There were lots of messages waiting for me.

But they were not from Lim Hyaaeonsu, the manager, or even Seo Hojin.

The sasaengs glanced toward me.

“Hey, is that guy a celebrity?”

“I don't recognize his face from anywhere...”

“Is he a trainee or something?”

“Oh, maybe he got cast as a backup dancer or something like that?”

No... I'm not a trainee. I was probably a semi-idol. I couldn't go to the showcases, but I heard that I had at least recorded my first debut song.

Anyway, it was worth putting in the effort and completing quests until now. As my charm increased, those around me began to react.

[Character: Seo Hoyun

Specialty: Excessive self-consciousness.]

I'm gonna die.

The system window complained.

I can't help it. Today is an important day.

[Quest Alert: “The System Window's Curiosity.”

Why did the arrogant Seo Hoyun suddenly put on makeup? Let's solve the System Window's curiosity.

Success: Nothing.

Failure: The System Window's tantrum.]

You really like to abuse me, don't you?

I just ignored him since they would find out soon anyway. The system window was annoyed, and it no longer showed any alerts. The brat, made up of 0s and 1s, kept spouting nonsense.

My phone rang, and as I picked it up to check the message, I realized I had landed a big fish on the line.

– ???: Who are you?

– ???: Who are you?

What great timing.

– Me: haha

– Me: If you're curious, come to the café.

After I sent the messages, I checked the rest of my messages.

– Manager: Hey, Hoyun, think again. I don't know what you're thinking right now, but you shouldn't show off. If you come back now, the members will welcome you, so come back immediately... (omitted)”

I ignored the message from the manager.

Next was Lim Hyeonsu's.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Hey hey hey hey

– Lim Hyeonsu: Seo Hoyun

– Lim Hyeonsu: Hoyuuuun

– Lim Hyeonsu: It's amazing how the song is so good

– Lim Hyeonsu: Good job to me

– Lim Hyeonsu: Ah ㅋㅋㅋ I must be a genius ㅋㅋㅋ

– Me: Just send it.

– Lim Hyeonsu: You're really annoying.

Yesterday was when I threatened Lim Hyeonsu. I ignored her as she gloated over her good output. I'll give her some compliments later this afternoon.

And then back to the main character of the first set of messages.

– ???: Wait.

Yeah, that's right. I smiled contentedly.

Amidst the chaotic messages, I needed only one thing right now. And if you're quick-witted, you'll know who I was just messaging.

As I skimmed through the messenger, the café's boss handed me a cake. What is this? As I looked at her suspiciously, the boss smiled.

“This is a service.”

“Oh, thank you.”

Feeling happy and bubbly, I wanted to chat more, but then – bang! – the café's door opened.

Really, it wasn't a bang. It was more of a BANG. A loud banging noise.

That's how anxious he must be.

“Oh, wow...”

It was a man completely covered in black.

He had on hat, mask, and sweatpants and was breathing heavily as if he had just arrived here by running. But everything he wore, from head to toe, screamed luxury.

He's here.

Our next sucker.

“Oh? Is that...”

“Excuse me.”

The employees stiffened as they looked at him. The man ignored the surprised boss and wandered around inside the shop.

“Aren't you Joo Woosung?”

Joo Woosung is a member of the top idol group Black Call in Korea. The group succeeded because they invested in everything, from a large planning agency to famous overseas composers to dancers from California.

But now he's just my sucker.

I slowly raised my hand and called out to him with a big smile.

“Hyung!”

Aigo!

I didn't want to call someone who was only 25 years old a “hyung,” but what could I do? I was a 33-year-old man who had gone back 10 years in time.

[Quest Arrival: “Now Do it Yourself”

Seo Hoyun, you're doing fine even without a quest.

Try blackmailing Joo Woosung once.

Success: Charm +10

Failure: Reputation -100]

Joo Woosung slowly fixed his gaze on me as I called out to him. Then he frowned and walked towards me with firm steps.

“It's you, right?”

“Hyung, you're finally here.”

Joo Woosung probably didn't recognize me right now, but when I pretended to know him, his expression became a surprise, as if it said, “What the heck?”

“What are you doing right now? Who are you?”

“Hey, what kind of joke is this?”

“What?”

I playfully laughed and approached him closely. I lowered my voice toward Joo Woosung, who still seemed unaware of the situation.

“Some of your fans are here, Mr. Joo.”

“......”

“If you want to avoid strange rumors, let's make a deal.”

Joo Woosung remained silent with a stiff expression.

Then, he lifted the corners of his mouth and said, “Can't you take a joke, dongsaeng?”

“Ah, hyung! I've been waiting for you for a long time.”

“I'm sorry. Uh... This place is a bit... Let's go out?”

“Sure, let's do that.”

We stood up with a smile and lightly said farewell to the café's boss.

When I tried to leave the café with Joo Woosung, his fans hastily followed us. Joo Woosung furrowed his brow, then quickly left, shaking off his fans as we made our way to his house.

“This isn't some kind of skill trick, is it?”

“......”

Joo Woosung turned away from me. At least I ate some idol jjambap.

When we entered the apartment, I saw that the floor was lined with marble. He must have made quite a bit of money.

As soon as we were alone, Joo Woosung became guarded with me again. I walked over to the sofa and sat down, feeling like I wanted to lie down to soothe myself even though my body was still young. It was just my nature.

“You have a nice home.”

“What do you want?”

It was the same reaction as Lim Hyeonsu had yesterday.

“What's with the threats now? Are you a journalist or maybe a scammer?”

“You have a very... weak imagination.”

Yesterday, there was a cute side to Lim Hyeonsu, even though she was rolling her head around. When I honestly expressed my opinion, Joo Woosung bit his lip.

“Otherwise, how else were you supposed to send this?”

Joo Woosung confidently held out his phone. It was a picture of him hugging another idol. Although it wasn't clear as they were turning their heads, it was evident that they were living happily together.

Dating.

The sin of idols. It was almost on par with drugs, drunk driving, and violence.

Nowadays, opinions have improved, and even ordinary fans cheer for them, but they are not true hardcore fans.

“It's like a scene from a drama.”

It was regrettable, but it was just good blackmail material for me now. It was shamefully taken.

“Are you a paparazzi? I have never told anyone about this...”

“It's something similar.”

I once attempted to create a unique segment about idols' personal lives for a journalism show. Someone gave me a photo at the time, and I knew I would eventually find the perfect opportunity to use it.

“Who are you!”

“Oh, hold on a moment. Let's calm down.”

“Are you going to report me?”

I calmly confronted him, sensing that the tension wouldn't dissipate. As a result, I chose to gently dampen his spirit.

“It probably wouldn't be me that you regret the most, would it...?”

“......”

“If I snap my fingers once, the email will be sent. The media folks will have a field day with this.”

What would happen then? I kindly informed Joo Woosung of the reality.

❬ Joo Woosung's Secret Date with an Innocent Girl Group Idol?! ❭

“So, do you want to top the search rankings tomorrow?”

And the internet's reaction would be like this.

– I told you not to let him know that I'm an ATM machine ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

– Ah, I'm so pissed off.

– Last time, Joo Woosung claimed his fans were his only girlfriend. I wonder if the ring he wore that day was a couple's ring, damn...

“Well... It's okay. Many idols openly date nowadays.”

But there's a catch.

“But it appears to change every three months or so. The last one lasted four months. Before that, it was two months, and the one before that, just three weeks.”

“It seems like you have dated almost everyone who appears on music shows, right?”

Joo Woosung was a bit of a player.

He wasn't a two-timer but changed girlfriends at a 5G-level speed. The White Cherry girl group member wasn't the end of it. The idols and actresses he dated could fill up a whole truck.

If that was ever exposed, Joo Woosung's clean image would be ruined completely.

“What if Joo Woosung's list of ex-girlfriends gradually leaked online? One by one, two by two, three by three...”

“......”

As I slowly unveiled the truth, Joo Woosung's face turned pale.

It was bound to blow up sooner or later.

Yes, that's right.

– Closing the homepage. Goodbye, my hot summer.

– I'm going to go crazy. Crazy bastard.

– The homepage will be permanently closed. Please refer to the tweet for the refund forms.

The sound of keyboards clacking as the fans left.

– That crazy guy dated while going around like that ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ.

– Wow! ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I can't believe I liked that bastard...

– How did he deceive fans for 5 years??

And then, the final act.

– Official: We demand Joo Woosung's expulsion.

“Well, there won't be any website not calling for Joo Woosung's removal, right...?”

Joo Woosung buried his face in his hands. After feeling hopeless for a while, he finally asked a question.

“Money? Is it about money?”

He's really getting on my nerves...

I wanted to use that line too.

I genuinely felt bad for someone without money in this alternate world.

“How much will it take...?”

“......”

“That's not the point.”

There was something more significant. Seeing even Joo Woosung practically begging on his knees was sad, and I felt sympathy for him.

“It's not about money; it's something else. Honestly, what's the problem with idols dating you, Joo Woosung? Just because they met one wrong guy...”

“Enough. So, what now? What do you want from me?”

I laughed. As I thought, this guy lacked imagination. At least Lim Hyeonsu had a better head on her shoulders.

“Do you know who I am? You need to know that first.”

“Do I need to know that?”

Of course, you needed to know, you jerk.

“I'm Seo Hoyun. An idol.”

“......”

“......”

Silence filled the air. Joo Woosung pursed his dry lips for a moment.

“Are you... crazy?”

[Choices:

1. Hehe! (I giggled and playfully hit my head with a fist) I'm not a crazy person!

2. Crazy for success (star).

3. I've tried hitting the note and making waves.]

I clenched my hand tightly. Time passed dizzyingly.

True to form, my mouth had a will of its own.

“Hehe!”

It wasn't just words – I giggled and hit my head with my fist.

“I'm not a crazy person!”

“......”

Fuck...

“...You're a crazy person...”

Joo Woosung looked at me pitifully, having truly accepted that I was insane. I wanted to bite my tongue and blackout.

I rubbed my forehead and looked back on my life, wondering what I did wrong. There were too many things to make sense of.

“You're a crazy junior, yeah, I get it. I know you're an idol from what I've heard, but I couldn't remember.”

“It's okay. You won't forget being threatened by your junior.”

“......”

Joo Woosung rubbed his forehead and asked again with patience.

“So, what do you want? You must want something if you're talking to me for so long with a picture in hand.”

“Of course.”

“What else besides money?”

Apparently, this kid couldn't be like Lim Hyeonsu.

I sighed and picked up a red pen to write the answer. Joo Woosung looked at me anxiously.

“What do I want right now? It's very, very easy and simple.”

When I spoke calmly, Joo Woosung shuddered, and his arms trembled.

Come to think of it, Joo Woosung seemed to have avoided me even when I was a PD. Even though we didn't have any contact.

What did he say, what did he say...

Why did he avoid me?

“Can you act well, hyung?”

I was still a good person.


Chapter 8

– Professor... I feel burying myself in the school’s backyard would be faster than graduating. Why do I have to go to school?

– No... and why isn't Black Call making a comeback? Don't you want to work with the agency anymore???

A graduate student who posted on SNS today cursed their professor thoroughly.

They said being a fan in the later stages was scarier and that meeting Joo Woosung of Black Call, an idol she used to casually fangirl over as a student, changed her.

“This kid... He's good-looking...”

She shed tears thinking that for the last three months, all she had re-shared on social media was Joo Woosung's rice cake photo.

Black Call was a male idol group that was ambitiously launched by a major planning agency a few years ago and was undoubtedly a top-tier idol in Korea.

Although she was initially known as a “muggle fan,” she had become a true stan after getting into it once.

She was posting while annoyed and cursing the agency when a notification from Joo Woosung's SNS appeared.

“Huh...?”

Crazy, was it finally happening?

This guy who constantly posted “#Ads #Brand Name” without properly showing his face made her feel like she would die.

But today, he finally posted his own face!

As she happily scrolled through, the graduate student frowned at the next video that was uploaded.

“What's this?”


Daepaseong Entertainment.

It had only been two days, but because he had done so much, it felt like he hadn't come in for a long time.

After seeing Joo Woosung's apartment once, the company building looked even more dilapidated, and he sighed. But on his phone, he had a powerful weapon hidden.

As he walked into the building, he saw Jeong Dajun limping anxiously in the lobby.

“Hyung?”

“Yeah.”

Jeong Dajun's eyes widened, and he hurriedly ran towards him, grabbing his arm and stretching it out.

“Why weren't you answering my calls, Hoyun-hyung?”

“Um... Your diction is good.”

“Oh, hyung!”

Wah, I was unsure if it looked like blood came out of my ears as he kept asking me questions.

I pulled my arm away from him and asked, “How have you been?”

“How have I been?”

Kang Ichae popped up beside us. He shook his head like a crazy person.

“It was crazy the past two days.”

“Seonghyeon-hyung was going crazy... The atmosphere was really tense. Jiwon-hyung covered for that... No, that's not important. Did you finally give up?”

“What did I give up?”

“Huh? You didn't come because you couldn't get the song, right?”

These kids really didn't trust me enough.

I squeezed the back of Jeong Dajun's head as he looked up at me innocently. In the blink of an eye, Jeong Dajun let out a cry of pain that he couldn't help but make, and Kang Ichae met my gaze. A fleeting expression in Kang Ichae's eyes seemed to say, “No way.”

Kang Ichae may act like a lunatic, but he's quick-witted.

“Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

I replied sullenly. Kang Ichae still doubted me but obediently headed to the practice room.

There, I saw Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon having a serious conversation. They both stood up abruptly when they caught sight of me.

“You came back?”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at me, and I could also feel Seong Jiwon's embarrassed gaze.

Why did they both seem so gloomy?

“Hey, Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon hesitated before approaching me.

“You've been through a lot, huh?”

Huh?

“I heard that composer Lim Hyeonsu has a rough personality and a sharp tongue... Did she say anything harsh?”

This was an unexpected development.

Seong Jiwon was comforting me under the assumption that I failed.

“I heard it.”

“What... What did she say?”

“Crazy bastard, idiot, son of a bitch... You name it, I heard it.”

Lim Hyeonsu's mouth was still bitter.

As I objectively listed the words I heard, the practice room atmosphere, which was already about to explode, became even tenser.

“Hyung...”

“Oh dear...”

Jeong Dajun cried as if the world had come to an end. Kim Seonghyeon, who I thought would be sarcastic, surprisingly kept his mouth shut and tried to console me.

“Well, you did a good job. Don't be too disappointed that we didn't receive the song...”

“What are you talking about? When did I say I didn't receive it?”

“Huh?”

“Of course, I received it. I said I would bring it.”

Everyone had a dazed expression, unable to accept reality.

I walked past them and connected my phone to the speaker. The speaker was quite worn out. I'll have to buy a new one when I get paid.

Then I played the audio file I had received on my phone earlier. I remembered what Lim Hyeonsu had said when she called and sent me the file.

– “Hey, I really... suddenly got inspired by something. Could it be that my talent is crazy?”

“Yes...”

Is this asshole even listening?

At first, it was garbled as if underwater.

And after a moment, the sound began to be heard properly with a beeping noise, as if waking up. An intense electronic beat began.

– “As I kept going, I got excited and put in various things. There are still parts I don't like, so I will change them.”

Anyway, she was a perfectionist. At the same time, I didn't expect her to do it, but Lim Hyeonsu herself sang the guide song. Temporary lyrics were added to match the concept I had conveyed.

She had a husky woman's voice, but there was no problem changing it to a male key.

“Say it once more. It's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time,

Don't be afraid of this strange feeling,

No need to worry.”

The lyrics fit surprisingly well.

Even without saying it, it was obvious that this was a Blue Tiger song.

These were Lim Hyeonsu's favorite beats, songs, concepts, and styles.

She whined, but she created a great beat and melody.

You did well, Lim Hyeonsu.

Three minutes and forty seconds passed, and the song ended.

It turned out well. All that was left was to add more detailed planning and story and ask Lim Hyeonsu to modify the lyrics.

“What do you think?”

I turned towards the members with a subtly satisfied expression. I expected them to be jumping with excitement, but they were all...

“......”

“......”

It was silent.

“Why are you all like that? Are you still suspicious?”

Did they still doubt that it's a Blue Tiger song? I even considered making a video call with Lim Hyeonsu to prove it, but Seong Jiwon nodded. It seemed like he understood.

“I trust you.”

Then why? What was with this silence?

“How did you get it? How do you know each other... Those things are secondary.”

“......”

Meanwhile, Kim Seonghyeon opened his mouth. He seemed hesitant.

“It's ours, right?”

“Of course.”

No need to say it was received as a talent donation.

After a long silence, Kang Ichae spoke up.

“The song is good...”

Suddenly, Jeong Dajun sniffled at those words, startling everyone. I was the most surprised.

“Are you crying?”

“No, I'm not crying... Ugh, it's so frustrating.”

“Why are you crying?”

It's a common thing that people who were crying often had no answer when asked why they were crying. But I couldn't help but ask because it was so absurd.

Instead of Jeong Dajun, who was busy pretending not to cry by sniffling, Seong Jiwon comforted him and explained to him.

“Maybe it's because the song is so good. We received a song that we can only get from a big planning agency. It's unbelievable.”

“Wow...”

“Dajun has been struggling for a year.”

Ah, at least he didn't say he disliked it.

Jeong Dajun continued to cry while Seong Jiwon offered affectionate words to him.

Suddenly, Kang Ichae stood up and clapped.

“Let's all clap. Applause for us who have escaped from the curse of 'Pineapple.' And applause for that bastard Seo Hoyun!”

At least the atmosphere changed a bit. It was fortunate that Kang Ichae had a strong mentality.

No one said anything, but I could tell from their eyes that they were grateful to me. Even Kim Seonghyeon.

“Thank you...”

He didn't directly say thank you until the end.

Ugh...

I quickly revised the image in my mind.

These guys might end up guaranteeing something they can't handle...

They're all too innocent. I waited for this sudden warm atmosphere to calm down. And when Jeong Dajun stopped sniffing, I clapped my hands.

“Okay, guys. Let's talk.”

They were afraid of what I would say next, but they just looked at each other's faces without saying anything.

I nodded my head and threw them a printout that I had prepared. Kang Ichae, who was nearby, caught it deftly.

“What's this?”

“Data.”

“What data?”

“It's not just about picking a song. Choreography, lyrics, planning. I've gathered all the current trends.”

“So what?”

When Jeong Dajun was still bewildered, Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon seemed to have noticed and were already scanning the data.

Yes, idols had to be quick-witted.

“Plan it according to the song, and then we will all look at it.”

“Huh?”

“We can't apply 'Pineapple's' plan here. I'll tell the CEO that we need to completely revise it.”

Usually, the first step was to plan, and only when it was complete could you move on to composing, lyrics, and choreography, but we only had one month left.

It's better to assume we're dead.

Everyone seemed to be determined, nodding their heads like crazy.

“We'll work hard.”

“Yeah! Let's do it!”

“It's already two o'clock, right?”

“Yeah!”

I looked at my phone.

“I'll come back by three. Then we'll go to the planning meeting.”

You guys had to pay for your meals now.

“That's ridiculous...”

“No, we'll do it.”

While the manager and Jeong Dajun were speechless, Seong Jiwon suddenly stood up with a fierce look in her eyes.

I'll leave this to you.

I gestured toward the manager.

“Come with me.”

“Me, why?”

“Huh? Where are you going, Hoyun-hyung? Aren't we supposed to be doing this together?”

Nope. Of course, as a former PD, I could plan with my eyes closed, but there was something more urgent now.

I pointed up in response to Kang Ichae's question.

“To meet with the CEO.”

Everyone was speechless.

“That's ridiculous?”

“We have to start over from scratch, so yeah.”

“Hoyun, I'm sorry for making you the scapegoat.”

“......”

Ding!

[Um... Hmm...]

Even the system window that had been sulking lost its words and sighed towards these innocent members.

“It's okay.”

I turned my head and grabbed the manager, walking briskly to the CEO's office.

The manager was speechless, but we had business to attend to.

“You said you fixed all the contracts, right?”

“Uh, well, but there's no need to call the CEO...”

“We must consult him about the plan's complete overhaul.”

...Is actually an excuse.

I needed to face off with the CEO alone.

When we arrived at the CEO's office, the man I had seen last time was still looking at documents with a serious expression.

“What is it?”

“Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“Ah...”

“Did you want to talk about the contract?”

The CEO narrowed his eyes.

“Yes, that's one of the reasons.”

“Please contact me in advance next time. You keep showing up suddenly...”

I can't trust this damn entertainment company that hasn't done anything even though we had about a month until our comeback date.

As I stayed still, the CEO sighed and gestured to the manager.

“The contract.”

“Yes!”

The manager brought it over in a hurry. I quickly glanced over the contents of the contract while sitting in front of the CEO.

Usually, people in their early 20s, and especially those who trained in practice rooms as idols, didn't even know what this and that were, so they just stamped their seal on it and were done with it.

“The search revealed that there was still no properly written contract, so I made a new one according to the standards.”

The manager explained to me in detail while I dryly flipped through the document consisting of about 10 pages.

I asked, “Did you tell the CEO I'm going to overhaul the plan?”

“Uh? Uh...I roughly mentioned it, but...”

Looks like they skipped over it slyly.

“Overhaul the plan? Why?”

“Because it's a waste of time.”

I looked at the CEO, hoping to see a frown on his face. He probably thought it was just arrogance.

Suddenly, the manager next to me started tapping his foot.

“H-Hoyun is not just saying this! He brought a song from Blue Tiger!”

Oh, damn it.

These were the words I was going to use at the crucial moment, the words I was going to use to encourage him, but they didn't come out.

I gave the manager a cold glance and turned my eyes to the CEO, who looked interested.

“From Blue Tiger?”
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“Yes. I received it today and brought it with me. I will send the samples later.”

“Did you have any personal relationship with them? Well... It's not important.”

They seemed to be more cooperative than I thought.

“Normally, we should release the song according to our plan, but in this case, we need to do the opposite. I want to redesign the plan to fit the song.”

“Your song wasn't that great.”

Oh, the conversation was going surprisingly well.

At the same time, I felt uneasy. Did I push it aside because I was too lazy to deal with their bad song?

“If possible, I'd like to attend the meeting immediately. We don't have much time.”

“Well... Okay. I'll talk to the planning team again. The members must have already thought of something since you're short on time.”

“Yes. I'm confident that we can go in a good direction.”

The specifics hadn't been decided yet, but the problem could be resolved by working with the planning team.

The CEO nodded decisively.

“We can't provide an additional budget.”

Damn, I knew this would happen.

“At least we have to come up with the choreography. We can do the planning internally... Do we have a dance team at our company?”

“We're a professional actor management company. We don't have one.”

“...What about an external dance team?”

“We don't have any additional support.”

This company was so pathetic...

“We can either utilize the existing choreography or can't we ask Seonghyeon for help? He dances pretty well. Let's ask him.”

Dancing and choreography were completely different issues, you idiot!

No matter how much I tried to explain, the CEO didn't seem to understand anything. If the option of “Disappointing CEO and quitting the company” came up, I would choose it without hesitation.

“...Okay, I understand for now.”

I shouldn't forget to revise the members' contracts later. I let out a sigh.

“Well, let's just stamp it quickly then.”

“Yes, yes. Hoyun, here's the contract.”

“Oh, that...”

“...?”

Just as the manager, who appeared to believe the conversation had concluded, nodded vigorously like an enthusiastic bobblehead and prepared to usher me out with the contract, I snatched it from him. I held it up like a tattered cloth.

I came here alone for a reason.

“There are two modifications.”

“What are they?”

“First of all, please rewrite the settlement ratio.”

Did it make sense for the company to get 80% and the idols only get 20%?

Even if the contract was short, this was not acceptable.

The CEO and the manager were confused by my words, and each responded differently.

“Our profit distribution rate is not that bad... We don't distribute profits if the break-even point is below a certain level. The debt just keeps piling up. Other companies do this too.”

“Haha, let's hear it out. How much do you want?”

The CEO calmed down quickly and burst into laughter. I also laughed as I replied.

“70-30.”

“For such a bold statement, you're quite timid. I'll think about it. If the company has 70%, other companies also have...”

What were you talking about?

“No, I meant I want 70%.”

As soon as I said that, everyone immediately fell silent. An oppressive hush filled the CEO's office.

The CEO then removed his glasses and peered with squinted eyes.

“Hoyun.”

“Yes.”

“Are you... joking with me right now?”

“No, I'm not.”

“S-Seo Hoyun!”

The manager hastily tugged at my arm.

Manager, you should be protecting the artist in this situation. Why were you doing this? I suppose he had to say something since his salary came from the company.

“You seem very eager to get that one song, but the initial investment was quite challenging, Hoyun.”

I know. In fact, the company may lack competence, but they should be respectful towards profit distribution and the artists.

It's also true that the group, which had been active for a year since their debut, was not disbanded immediately despite their lack of potential. More precisely, they were simply neglected.

“You don't know if that one song will make you guys successful... It has to go viral.”

“Yes.”

“Unfortunately, there's no member in The Dawn with that level of public recognition. Jiwon... was a trainee at a major agency before, so he might have connections, but you don't do you?”

He spoke softly yet bluntly.

It was a valid point.

If I wasn't here, it would have been a valid point.

It was time to speak up.

The CEO smiled awkwardly as if he had interpreted my silence as something meaningful.

“I'll think more about the settlement. Don't be too pessimistic for now...”

“CEO!”

Suddenly, someone who looked like a staff member rushed into the office. The CEO frowned at the staff member's flustered appearance.

“Why are all the kids like this today?”

“Sorry, sorry. But it's urgent... Oh! Seo Hoyun coincidentally is here too!”

“Coincidentally?”

Perfect timing.

I smiled and nodded. The staff member recognized me. The cue had arrived.

The staff member glanced at me with an expression I couldn't discern – whether it was resentment or something else – and quickly said, “The company's phone lines are down.”

“What?”

“Why?”

The manager appeared baffled. It was a small company, but they didn't have any actors famous enough for their phones to be overwhelmed so suddenly.

“Did someone get into an accident? Is Jihyeon dating someone? Or did he take drugs?”

“No, no... It's not that.”

The staff member waved his hand in a hurry. Then he glanced at me.

“To be exact, it's related to Seo Hoyun...”

Oh, Joo Woosung did a good job.

Thank you, Woosung.

I smiled leisurely, but the CEO and manager had bewildered faces.

“What collaboration does Joo Woosung have with Seo Hoyun? Or... is Seo Hoyun entering a new project? Fans and investors of Joo Woosung are suddenly calling like crazy.”

“Joo Woosung? Black Call? Is he related to Hoyun?”

“Three hours ago, a video of Joo Woosung with Seo Hoyun was uploaded on SNS. They said he is a precious and kind little brother with a perfect personality from head to toe...”

“Pfft.”

Ding!

[You got caught!]

Did you have to add such an embarrassing comment? I clearly decided on the content and the video to upload...

Big trouble.

Joo Woosung's pride seemed to have been hurt by how easily he was caught. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself while waiting for what was coming next.

“How did this happen? Are you close with Joo Woosung?”

The manager asked in surprise.

Close? As if.

Of course, it's all the story I made up.

I remembered Joo Woosung a few hours ago.

He mumbled nervously when I brought up what I wanted this morning.

– “...You want me to shoot some videos with you for SNS?”

– “Yes, please upload a few with the concept of a close neighborhood younger brother. I'll let you know when it's time to upload.”

– “Is that all you're asking for?”

No, there's more, Woosung.

Do you think I would use a valuable asset like you as a disposable one here?

“Yes, that's all.”

But I only pretended like that was all there was to it.

Let's get to know each other slowly.

When I confidently answered, Joo Woosung awkwardly agreed.

“I see. I... thought you were a really big deal.”

You're right, I am a big deal.

Well, it must be nice. Just pressing a few buttons on the SNS to make money.

But this wasn't just any celebrity. It was Joo Woosung, ranked 14th on SNS in terms of followers. A single post from him was worth tens of millions of won.

“I'll work hard,” even posting that one phrase would make it appear in entertainment articles on the platform with titles like “Celebrity's New Year's Resolution...”

It didn't end with just an article. Fans had a bigger reaction.

Fans already knew about his personal life and stories of close acquaintances. Many people followed those friends' accounts just to see one more picture of him.

But what if someone completely new and unknown suddenly popped up on Joo Woosung's SNS profile, which, until now, had been solely dedicated to advertising?

Of course, they'll look for who it is.

I didn't want to pretend to be close to Joo Woosung, but fortunately, he had a cat. After shaking the kitty grass a few times, we completed a video that we could upload to SNS.

– “Oh, it looks like my cat likes Hoyun.”

– “He probably likes me more than you.”

– “...You crossed the line.”

Joo Woosung acted well, and after monitoring the video, he and I looked like we had known each other for ten years.

With my face polished and groomed at a professional shop and the effort I put into my charm points, I didn't look too bad even when I was with Joo Woosung – an important point.

While looking at the video, I praised Joo Woosung.

– “Joo Woosung, you're a good actor.”

– “To please so desperately...”

Ignoring Joo Woosung's disappointed mumbling, I made my way to the front door to return to the company. But before I left, I petted the cat meandering around my ankles as if saying goodbye. Joo Woosung seemed to feel betrayed.

“What? You don't treat me like that.”

It seemed like Joo Woosung became foolish when it came to cats. There was no longer time to deal with fools, so I left for the company immediately.

That's how it happened.

“How do you know each other?”

“We're close – an older brother and younger brother.”

However, I had no intention of telling everything.

After hesitating in the ambiguous atmosphere of the office, the office worker decided to report everything to the CEO.

“So, a sudden controversy is arising within Joo Woosung's fandom regarding Seo Hoyun. It has become a topic of discussion in online communities, with people questioning whether Seo Hoyun is a trainee or joining The Dawn as a member. If they're a member, fans ask when they would make a comeback. Of course, there are also complaints coming in from fans...”

Fans were calling in angrily, asking why Seo Hoyun was suddenly mentioned with Joo Woosung. I anticipated this kind of response.

But it's okay. For celebrities who relied on their popularity, anti-fans were better than indifference.

“...Just get out of here.”

“Yes!”

The staff quickly left. The CEO seemed hesitant.

“CEO.”

I decided to drive the nail in here.

“If you entrust the planning to me, I'll make sure that The Dawn's comeback music tops the charts of all three major music platforms.”

“What? Top the charts of all three?”

The CEO's expression changed.

“I heard it was difficult to even get on one of them last time...”

It was as if the atmosphere had become uneasy when the topic of charting suddenly came up, as they may not know much about it.

Well, Mango was difficult to get on.

A year ago, the chart was almost fixed like a brick with the revamp to a 24-hour cumulative system. It was like trying to catch a falling star for rookie idols to break into the chart.

I looked at the CEO subtly.

But I know one of them and not the other two.

“Yes, you are right.”

I swallowed my inner thoughts and smiled gently at the CEO.

“I'll make sure to top the charts. Don't worry.”

“...Is it just talk?”

“C-CEO.”

“There are many people who can talk the talk. There are many stars who become popular for a short time under the spotlight. I need a clear marker... Can it be done within a day?”

“A day?”

The manager next to me was amazed, but I smirked. This kid was trying to overwhelm me again...

“Yes.”

Of course, it didn't go smoothly. I wanted to return to the contract.

“I mentioned earlier that there were two modifications.”

“......”

“One is adjusting the settlement ratio.”

Secondly... I slowly and alternately turned my gaze to the CEO and the manager. The manager swallowed his saliva with a gulp.

It seemed like he would make an excellent real audience.

“Secondly, there is a penalty clause. If I fail to make it to the music charts within a day after the release of this activity, the investment money that has been put into me so far should be charged to me twice as much.”

“Seo Hoyun!”

The manager's voice sounded sharp. The CEO looked at me piercingly with a calm expression.

I pretended to be indifferent, but I knew I was throwing a tantrum.

I heard there were only five members, and the trainee life was not that long under Daepaseong Entertainment, so it would cost about 300-400 million won a year. Then, if it's twice as much, it's at least 600 million won.

There was no need to adjust the contract with the penalty clause, but I felt that I had to put something at stake, which is why I was complaining about the penalty clause. If I requested an adjustment to the settlement ratio without offering anything in return, it wouldn't make much difference whether I brought a song or became a top star.

At the end of his gaze, the CEO seemed to understand my intention.

“He must still be ill. He's talking nonsense...”

“Okay. Let's make the penalty clause twice as much as the investment.”

“What?!”

The CEO nodded his head and took the contract.

“The settlement ratio is too harsh at 7:3... Let's make it 60 for the company and 40 for you.”

“I'll take 60, and the company will take 40.”

A brief power struggle ensued.

“Five-for-five?”

“How about 55:45?”

“No. I'll take 60.”

Bam!

“I'll take 60.”

Bam!

It was like a scene from an old drama where the negotiator passes by. And the CEO burst out laughing.

“You're not just stubborn.”

“Thank you for your compliment.”

“It's not a compliment. Okay, Seo Hoyun, we'll adjust it separately for you. It's not like I'm doing such bad business anyway. I'm saying this considering the penalty clause.”

I knew the CEO would act this way. It was a good decision not to tell the other members and came alone. Whether we revise the contract later or not, I achieved our goal for now.

I nodded my head and stood up.

“Call me when you complete the contract with the additional modifications. I'll stamp it.”

“Hoyun.”

“Yes?”

“We're not such a bad company. You can back out now if you want. I might have been swayed by your arrogance, but... Now is the only time. From now on, you must take responsibility for your words.”

Uh-huh. It looked weak, but it was a demand to pay the penalty if I failed.

Well, it could be just a hypothetical statement considering the unfair contract in the future...

“Haha. Responsibility...”

I always took responsibility.

When I promised to make anyone a star no matter what I did as a corrupt PD. When I promised to take care of my younger brother at my parents' funeral.

I always kept my promises, no matter what.

“Of course, I will take responsibility. What are you talking about?”

“......”

He just nodded and lowered his head. The CEO's uneasy gaze was directed at me.

Shrugging my shoulders, I left the CEO's office, and the system window popped up.

Ding!

[Quest Arrived!

Seo Hoyun, you have crossed an uncrossable river. We will give you a quest.

If The Dawn's comeback song succeeds on the music chart: +100 Fame, +20 Charm, +20 Dance, +20 Singing.

If you fail: consider filing for bankruptcy. It's better than being in debt!]

“Oh, come on.”

I laughed at the last words.
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As I exited the CEO’s office, the manager hurriedly chased me.

“Hoyun, you really...”

“Manager.”

“Uh, yeah?”

“Please don't tell the other members about what I said there.”

The manager's eyes shook. Seeing him looking uneasy, I drove the point home once again.

“Saying something like that will only shake the other members' mental state. What's important right now is our comeback.”

“...Yeah.”

He still looked at me with worried eyes but eventually nodded cautiously. Satisfied with his response, I went into the practice room.

The members continuously practiced while playing the song they received from Lim Hyeonsu.

Wait, practicing?

How could they practice when there's no choreography?

When I returned, Jeong Dajun jumped up and greeted me.

“Hoyun-hyung!”

“...?”

What's with this sudden atmosphere?

Jeong Dajun ran up to me like a puppy. Seong Jiwon also stopped singing and smiled widely at me.

“Hoyun, we've planned everything.”

“Already?”

“And we've even made the choreography!”

What kind of nonsense was this?

When I made a face, Seong Jiwon watched me closely.

“Didn't the CEO say he wouldn't provide any additional funding? And that he wouldn't support the choreography either.”

“How did you know?”

“Oh, just as expected.”

Oh, just as expected...?

What kind of treatment were these guys receiving?

As I felt uneasy, Jeong Dajun squealed excitedly.

“I only thought of it after Hoyun-hyung left. The CEO wouldn't give us any money, and how are we supposed to get support for the choreography? So, we just did it ourselves to save time.”

“In just thirty minutes?”

“Seonghyeon-hyung suddenly went wild.”

I didn't expect that.

Jeong Dajun vigorously nodded his head and pointed at Kim Seonghyeon.

“You have to see it now.”

“Hey, you weren't kidding either.”

Kang Ichae said while gasping for breath and covered in sweat. Jeong Dajun awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck.

While nodding my head, I observed the atmosphere inside the practice room. It's good that they predicted it and saved time by doing it themselves, but...

It felt a bit forced, didn't it?

Jeong Dajun clung to me.

“The more you listen to it, the more you realize it's a great song. It's so exciting that we've already created the basic choreography.”

“It's all thanks to Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon praised me while nodding his head. I rolled my eyes.

Why did they suddenly become so friendly?

It's overflowing. Sung Ji-won smiled slightly.

Ah... I guess I look like a savior to them.

I understood it roughly. From their perspective, I must have looked like a lifeboat.

At that moment, the system window popped up.

[Seong Jiwon's relationship with Jeong Dajun is very friendly.]

I tried to gain their trust but didn't expect it to be this easy.

Don't count on me too much.

Worry came before a sense of accomplishment. It was fortunate that Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae were quietly waiting.

Kim Seonghyeon, dozing off, asked, “Manager, we still have time before the planning team arrives, right?”

“Uh, yeah, about 30 minutes left.”

“Great. We've already talked about the planning, so... Let's show Hoyun the choreography first.”

“That's a good idea.”

Kang Ichae smiled.

“Come here. Let us show you the choreography that we've made.”

Kang Ichae pulled me towards the mirror. I sat down and watched them while Kang Ichae smiled and played the music.

The beat flowed in a steady rhythm.

“Say it again, we are starting,

I will come back every time,

You don't need to be afraid,

No need to be afraid.”

Since the parts were not assigned, the choreography was only roughly organized, but even in my opinion, the basic choreography was quite good. They split the trendy movements into smaller pieces and inserted them to match the beat.

I didn't know, but surprisingly... all of them were good dancers. Jeong Dajun was a bit behind, but he wasn't bad either.

No, it was rather the other three were too good.

“Let's leave together now,

I wanna be with you all the time.”

Is it dangerous...?

The more excellent their dance was, the more cold sweat I felt on my back. It was the first crisis I had experienced since joining this game.

That thought hit me hard when Kang Ichae came out in the latter half, stepped on the back, and did a backflip. My expression froze completely.

After dancing until the end, they were utterly exhausted but showed subtle expectations. The manager almost jumped up and down beside me, applauding like crazy.

“You guys are amazing!”

“Wow, wow...”

“You guys are insane. I can't believe I suggested we do 'Pineapple' with you guys...”

Excuse me, did you know that Pineapple sucked?

“Are you okay?”

Yeah, honestly, the members were great. Plus, Kim Seonghyeon, who was supposed to be the main dancer, flew around completely. There were a few things to fix, but I thought there was no need to worry about their dancing.

But...

“......”

When I fell silent, Seong Jiwon, who had been watching me, asked me a question.

“Why, what's wrong, Hoyun? Is there something you don't like?”

“No, um...”

I was nervous.

“I like it. I like...”

” It's okay, just watch! What, are you scared?”

“Well, I...”

“Just come in and try it once. You have to match with me.”

Kang Ichae took my arm and stood me next to Kim Seonghyeon. It seemed like this was where I was supposed to start.

My pupils shook even more.

Why did I have to be next to the flying Kim Seonghyeon?

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at me briefly.

“Just try it once. It's okay even if it's roughly done. Just match the movements.”

I was even more worried because Kim Seonghyeon was more considerate than I had thought.

Ah, the moment finally came.

“Play the music! One, two!”

I nodded my head without saying anything. Kang Ichae glanced at me and started the song with enthusiasm. The same beat as before echoed, and everyone started the dance. Amidst it, I also raised my hands and followed them.

“...?”

Kim Seonghyeon slowly pushed my back and taught me the movements. However, the problem was that it got more challenging as we went further into the song. As the song progressed, the atmosphere in the practice room became tense.

Kim Seonghyeon eventually said, “Kang Ichae, turn off the music.”

“Yes.”

Kang Ichae quickly caught on and turned off the music. When I stopped moving and stood awkwardly, Kim Seonghyeon asked me another question.

“Seo Hoyun, why...?”

“......”

“Why are you so stiff like that?”

Shit.

Here it was. The problem finally came up.

I tried quickly avoiding the members' gaze, but this tactic did not solve the problem.

I've never danced before.

Of course not. I've only studied to become a PD. I sang to please my superiors, but dancing was not part of the plan. Did any ordinary adult male practice boy group dances?

“Is it because it's your first time?”

Seong Jiwon cautiously added his opinion, but Kim Seonghyeon was right.

I was a disaster.

Desperately so.

“Let's play it a little slower and break down the movements. You'll be okay if you learn it in small steps.”

Despite being a trainee for a long time, Seong Jiwon still had a humble attitude. I silently nodded my head.

Kang Ichae played the song again, and Kim Seonghyeon led the group from the front.

“Here it goes, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.”

Kim Seonghyeon was accurate. And although Jeong Dajun couldn't follow as well as I did, he wasn't as bad as me. I watched Kim Seonghyeon intently and followed him closely.

“Thump, thump, thump. Thump...”

Kim Seonghyeon looked at me.

Oh no...

I wanted to say I was too overwhelmed to keep going, but I couldn't say it aloud. When the song, which was playing slowly, finally ended, we were completely speechless.

“Why... are you still stumbling?”

Kim Seonghyeon really wondered. Kang Ichae had the same expression.

“Hyung, why are you suddenly so bad?”

“Well, that's...”

“I don't think it was this bad in the past either.”

I had nothing to say. I closed my mouth and hung my head like a criminal.

Ah, it's been so long since I lacked anything to say like this.

“Sorry, I totally forgot.”

“...!”

“Really?”

“Is it because you're ill?”

“Well, um... I think it's a post-traumatic stress thing. I forgot all the dance moves.”

Everyone accepted what I said. Kim Seonghyeon seemed a little skeptical, but what could he do if the person was ill?

“This is a serious problem. We have less than a month left until our comeback.”

“Can you improve your dancing skills for this dance within a month...?”

Jeong Dajun asked cautiously.

“Hey, what's this thing about dancing skills?”

I looked at him, but Jeong Dajun was sincere.

Kim Seonghyeon also considered seriously what to do with me while Seong Jiwon stared at me fiercely.

I'm gonna punch your faces, you sons of a bitch.

“Wait, Hoyun. Let's try it together.”

“...?”

“You dance first, got it?”

Seong Jiwon looked at me with an ambiguous expression and played the song again to watch me dance.

I followed his lead, and his expression gradually became strange.

He sped up the song.

“What about this part?”

“Uh...”

I stopped momentarily, trying to remember which part he was referring to, but then I quickly danced as soon as I remembered.

“......”

My dance moves were basic compared to the members, but it felt good anyway.

After trying several times with the song, Seong Jiwon mumbled something to himself. Finally, I was able to stop dancing like a puppet.

“Wow.”

“Why?”

Seong Jiwon pursed his lips, but Kim Seonghyeon seemed to have noticed too.

“You've memorized the dance by now.”

“...!”

Everyone was surprised. Jeong Dajun stood up in surprise.

“Haven't you memorized it all, hyung?”

“Uh... Well.”

“How did you do it?”

“I just memorized it by watching it.”

Then Jeong Dajun looked at me as if I were a monster. Kim Seonghyeon nodded his head.

“It was strange. You matched the moves correctly from the second time.”

“So, Hoyun already memorized it when we were practicing?”

“How is that possible?”

Three minutes and forty seconds was quite a long time.

They talked among themselves like evaluating a freshly caught tuna at an auction, leaving me alone.

“Sometimes there are people like that. Those who have been dancing for a long time can memorize it after watching it once or twice.”

“But Seo Hoyun can't dance.”

“Well, that's true...”

“Hey...”

Seong Jiwon quietly agreed. It was a valid point, but I was slightly annoyed hearing it from them.

Kang Ichae nodded along with the members' words and added his opinion.

“So then... Hyung has an excellent memory.”

“That's right!”

A hollow laughter broke out. The atmosphere was lightened by the joke.

Seong Jiwon took advantage of this and clapped his hands to restore the mood.

“Well, it's not entirely impossible.”

“Hyung, did you really say that even after seeing Hoyun-hyung dance?”

“Kang Ichae, be quiet.”

Surprisingly, Kim Seonghyeon stepped forward and stopped Kang Ichae. Seong Jiwon nodded his head.

His passionate eyes were fixed on me, which made me feel a little uncomfortable.

“It's possible for you to do it.”

“Umm...”

I don't think I can do it.

“Seo Hoyun, you said the same thing before. We'll teach you well so that you can succeed.”

...I deliberately lit the fire, but the sparks were flying like this.

I kept my mouth shut.

If this scene had been on my program, I could have edited it to create a growth narrative with a soul. It was unfortunate that I wasn't a PD.

“I'll teach you, or rather, we'll all teach you so you can keep up with us.”

Seong Jiwon said carefully.

Korean idols had to do everything well. They needed good singing, dancing, looks, personality, and entertainment skills but also luck to succeed.

As I was now an idol, it was right to follow those rules. I spoke slowly as I watched the passionate Seong Jiwon and the members.

“I don't know.”

“Yeah.”

“So... Please teach me well. I'm asking you.”

As I spoke, everyone's eyes widened. The members began to rub their arms as if they were getting goosebumps.

“Wow, this is really awkward...”

“It's so awkward when you've been begging like a beggar for days, and, suddenly, you're like this.”

“Just tell me what to do, for god's sake.”

What happened to my image...?

The only one who hadn't said anything, Jeong Dajun, looked at me and asked cautiously, “Hyung, did you eat something weird...?”

That bastard.


Chapter 11

“Hey guys, it’s great that the atmosphere is warm, but we have to join the planning team meeting now.”

Kang Ichae nodded at the manager's words.

“Right, we were shocked by Hoyun-hyung's dancing, and we totally forgot about it.”

“Do you want to die?”

When I asked, Kang Ichae chuckled and followed the manager. I was sincere, but Kang Ichae seemed to be joking.

Seong Jiwon also followed behind, giggling.

Ding!

[Quest Arrival!: “Let's persuade the planning team!”

Seo Hoyun, you're doing well. I'm worried about the dance, but... Try to persuade the planning team.

Persuade the planning team 0/1

Success: Dance +10

Failure: Dance -100]

Was the system good or not? It's starting to confuse me.

But these guys... Did they make a good plan?

I was bothered that I couldn't discuss the planning because I was too focused on the choreography.

That anxiety soon became a reality when we sat down with the planning team.

“We want a monster concept.”

“Oh, no. It's a high school club concept.”

“What? Wasn't our concept an intelligence agent?”

Everyone expressed their opinions while chattering. These kids were too focused on the choreography to discuss the planning properly. The planning team leader smiled awkwardly as he watched the members get perplexed by what they had said to each other.

“Um... I guess you didn't discuss it well?”

The planning team leader was laughing, but it was a sign that he was upset about something. I watched him silently with my mouth shut.

“We thought you were going to overhaul the planning, so we thought you had a clear vision.”

“We want to adjust things with the planning team slowly.”

I quickly interrupted. The planning team leader widened his eyes and looked at me.

“Um, right. Seo Hoyun, is it? You're popular today, right?”

Why are you being a pain today?

“Yes, thank you.”

– Okay.

The planning team leader raised his eyebrows as he accepted it willingly. It was a look that said, “Do you see this?”

I was wrong. I thought the plan for “Pineapple” was nothing special, but it seemed to be more work than I thought.

Fighting was my specialty.

Seong Jiwon also knew that and quietly cheered me on while clenching his fists.

“Thank you for the plan last time. It's definitely a trendy and popular concept to make a song based on fruits. I felt that you put a lot of thought into it and made it.”

You guys are so outdated. Did you even think about it before making it?

“Haha, thank you. As you know, The Dawn is very popular these days, so we made it to meet fans' expectations.”

– You guys are not popular at all. Even if I made a bad one, you wouldn't have anything to say.

“Yes, we really thought it was the planning team. We believe in their delicate consideration and passionate attitude and follow them.”

What's the point of a planning team if they don't plan? Were they just wasting their salary?

“...Ahem.”

The planning team leader shut his mouth, unsure if the message was conveyed well. Anyone who knew the context or sensed it can see that even though we were laughing, we were having some kind of mental fight.

Except for Jeong Dajun, everyone else was tense and looked in our direction.

“We are really grateful!”

Jeong Dajun smiled brightly while saying hello. Jeong Dajun was probably sincere, but he unexpectedly gave a counterattack to the planning team.

Nice one!

“There are some parts that I want to slightly modify in the planning, so I'd like to ask you. Let's listen to the song first.”

As soon as the planning team leader was counterattacked by Jeong Dajun, he responded hastily. The planning team leader and members' eyes sparkled in confusion when the song played.

After the song ended, the planning team leader nodded.

“The song is good.”

“It's a Blue Tiger song.”

“As expected... I can feel it.”

“Yes, we were lucky to get it. As you can see, our current plan doesn't match the song. So, we want to request some changes.”

“Um, I see. Do you have any direction in mind?”

Of course. I took out the print I had prepared.

In the entertainment industry, where new groups pour in daily, you must have a clear group direction to stand out.

“What do you think is the most important thing for a new group that isn't doing well yet?”

“Haha, why the sudden question? Um... I don't know, popularity?”

The planning team leader laughed. But the planning team member next to him kept winking her eyes.

She seemed to have something to say. When I looked at her, she suddenly spoke up.

“Can I answer?”

“Sure.”

I was a person who was generous to proactive people. As I nodded, the planning team's youngest member, who seemed to be like him, spoke up excitedly.

“I... think it's stans.”

Ah.

I smiled. There's always someone with good instincts.

“That's right. Stans, that's the correct answer.”

The members still seemed unsure and didn't speak easily, waiting for my next words.

“In the early stages, we need hardcore fans – stans – to establish a foundation. To do that, we need original settings, a profound worldview, and lots of foreshadowing.”

“Ah, I see...”

Jeong Dajun had a look of enlightenment. Furthermore, the youngest planning team member nodded vigorously in agreement with my words.

“Our song is electronic, but we'd like to put it in a particular setting. We looked at the current trends, and the one thing in the highest demand right now and relatively low supply with idol groups is post-apocalyptic stuff.”

I continued to explain while going over the printouts.

I wasn't a stan, but while developing programs, I got used to analyzing viewers' needs that frequently changed, so analyzing such trends was a piece of cake.

As I continued to explain, everyone started to understand and agree with me.

“I want to take it in this direction. However, my knowledge in this field is lacking, so I hope the planning team can add some details...”

It was then that the planning team's youngest member suddenly burst out.

“I want to do it! I want to do it!”

She was in a frenzy, raising her hand and staring at us with sparkling eyes. Even the planning team leader and I were surprised.

She continued to talk nonstop.

“I completely agree with what Seo Hoyun said. Plus, the song is dark and electronic, which would match well with post-apocalyptic themes. As for the settings related to the apocalypse, there are science fiction, military, regression, etc. If we divide them in half, we can create a relationship between members that conflicts with each other and provides each member's unique characteristics.”

“......”

Hardcode fans tended to talk about their favorite things without being asked.

The planning office fell silent, and I felt a bit oppressed by her enthusiasm. I nodded my head cautiously.

“Ah, yes... Then please take the lead. Team leader, since she has so many ideas, can we leave it to her?”

“Uh, yes. I've never seen her this excited before...”

She must be interested in this kind of thing. I made a mental note of her name.

Lee Jihyeon. She could be used well.

I turned to the members to get their approval.

“How about you guys? Are you okay with this?”

Even though I would push the project in the desired direction, I still wanted to listen if anyone had a better idea.

“Hyung.”

Kang Ichae quietly called out to me.

“What's up?”

“Hyung, did you hit your head somewhere? Why are you so good at handling people?”

“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“Let's say it's a compliment.”

Anyway, there were no objections. As I looked around at the members, Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun all nodded in agreement.

“Then please proceed like that. We're sorry, but we don't have enough preparation time due to sudden modifications. We plan to finalize the composer and lyrics tomorrow afternoon and then proceed to recording. Can you give us a general direction and rough part distribution until then?”

“Tomorrow afternoon? That's a bit difficult...”

“I can give you a rough direction!”

“...Kheuheuheum!”

The planning team's youngest member gave off more strength than I expected. The planning team leader glared at her, but she ignored him.

Well, fighting!

It was good to have passionate people.

“Thank you. We'll send the song separately. Please let us know again when the planning is finalized.”

After I finished speaking, I patted the members.

“Let's go practice.”

“Okay.”

As soon as I left the planning room with the members, I texted Lim Hyeonsu.

– Me: Are we going to record tomorrow afternoon? Can you also help with the lyric revision?

– Me: The schedule is tight, but I'll send you the overall planning now.

Lim Hyeonsu replied shortly after I pressed send.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Even if it doesn't work, you're going to ignore it anyway, crazy bastard.

“How did she know?”

I chuckled when the planning team leader came out of the conference room. He glared briefly at me about the sudden overtime, then took a deep breath.

“Seo Hoyun. Good job.”

“Yes, you too, team leader.”

“People change so suddenly. I guess we're going all out this time.”

“Haha, we have to stay strong.”

If we didn't go all out, we could never clear it. Who would be careless in this situation?

I had to go back to the practice room and be a practice worm. The team leader nodded.

“It's a tough schedule, but we'll do well since we're doing it anyway. We were also a bit worried.”

He was more lenient than I thought. Anyway, it's inevitable in social life, but having a person like him is comfortable. Judging by his conversation, he was not wholly inflexible and might be capable.

The planning for The Dawn was roughly done.

“I'll do my best.”

“Your answer is refreshing. Fighting!”

The planning team leader left, and the youngest member bowed her head to me and followed him. It was not a bad combination.

[Quest complete: “Let's persuade the planning team!”

I have a feeling the youngest member of the planning team carried you. But still, success is a success!

Convincing the planning team 1/1

It's a success. Dance skill increased by 10.

Special gift for newbies! A new system will be added.]

A new system?


Chapter 12

I frowned. Special rewards always seemed to be a little late.

“What's this new system?”

[You can receive points as you complete quests.]

“Collect points and use them to buy the items you need for scenario progress at the item shop.”

“Ugh, look at this jerk...”

Well, I guess you need these kinds of business transactions if you're supposed to play a tycoon game. You might find yourself needing to buy items if necessary.

But... shouldn't they have given it from the beginning?

[We have added some now!]

“Open it up.”

At that moment, the system window opened. I was really impressed by the game-like UI.

It was unrealistic, no matter how you looked at it. I was looking for an item that could increase my dance skills instantly.

[There's no such item! You have to work hard to get there!]

What was I hoping for...?

I browsed through the items. Except for a few, it was empty, and the phrase “Updating” was written. I wasn't expecting much to begin with.

The only thing that caught my eye was one item.

[Relax your heart completely.

Points: 300p]

It wouldn't be bad to buy it just in case. It's not something I would use, though.

I turned off the item window while pondering. I didn't have any points anyway.

“Will I receive points from now when I do the quests?”

[Yes!]

Okay. That's good enough.

I memorized the items in the item window and slowly headed to the practice room. I can only hope that the day will come when I can use them.


“Ta-da, ta-da, ta-da-da!”

“Oh, ugh...”

“It's not ta-da, it's ta-da-da, Hoyun!”

“Ta-da-da... What's that?”

“How do you do that?”

Seong Jiwon ended up being a more challenging teacher than I anticipated. The person standing before me was not the same person who said he would give up when we first met.

After a meeting with the planning team, we practiced for six hours straight. These kids didn't even think about leaving, even though it was almost 11 pm.

“This is weird, hyung... I know I've memorized it, but why can't I do it?”

“Hyung, can we take a break?”

Jeong Dajun asked, but I shook my head. The system window kept popping up in response to Seong Jiwon 's tough coaching.

[Dance +1]

[Dance +1]

[Dance +0.5]

[Dance +0.4]

[Dance +0.2]

[Dance +0.01]

I didn't know why it was decreasing, but damn. At least it was somehow increasing.

Kim Seonghyeon casually threw a water bottle at me as I struggled to stand up. I clumsily caught it, causing Kim Seonghyeon to drop on the practice room floor.

“Let's take a break.”

“Why? I think I can do more.”

“We've been dancing almost non-stop for six hours, Seong Jiwon.”

When Kim Seonghyeon spoke, Seong Jiwon looked at his watch and scratched his head awkwardly.

“You're right. Did I push you too hard?”

“Let's take a break.”

“It's okay.”

“No, hyung! How can we keep going?!”

Jeong Dajun was terrified and held me back.

But still... We had to do it.

Dragging me along, Jeong Dajun soon melted to the floor as if his stamina had run out. He looked like ice cream.

The manager had already left, so we were the only ones in the practice room.

Kim Seonghyeon looked at the members and shook his head.

“No, you can't. Resting is also practice.”

“Wow, what a quote.”

“'Resting is also practice...' If I die from practicing, please engrave that on my tombstone.”

When Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun grumbled, Kim Seonghyeon threw a water bottle at them. Seeing even Seong Jiwon flinched, Kim Seonghyeon let out a small sigh and got up, shrugging his shoulders.

“I'll go to the convenience store. We're out of water.”

“Bring Melona on the way.”

“Aren't you sick of it?”

“Please buy it~!”

“Oh, I'll go with you.”

I stood up abruptly. If we weren't going to practice anymore, I might as well go to the convenience store and get some fresh air. I still observed Kim Seonghyeon feeling awkward around me, but I didn't care.

“See you later, hyungs!”

“Dajun, let's try that part again. I think your right hand could be a little faster...”

“Ugh, no more...”

Seong Jiwon continued to teach the choreography without giving up, perhaps enjoying teasing the youngest members.

As soon as we closed the practice room door, the bustling noise died, leaving only silence between Kim Seonghyeon and me. I didn't feel uncomfortable and silently walked with shuffling legs.

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon was really quiet. I didn't feel like talking, so there was silence between us.

He didn't look imposing, so how did he become the leader? Seong Jiwon, who had been a trainee for a long time and was the same age as us, would have been more suitable for the leader position anyway.

“Welcome!”

I arrived at the convenience store and went where the drinks were displayed.

“What are you going to buy?”

“Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun like Pocari, and Kang Yichae like 2% milk. Let's get that.”

Kim Seonghyeon picked out a drink with ease and gestured for me to choose, stepping aside slightly.

I picked out a drink haphazardly, but Kim Seonghyeon stared intently at the drink I picked up in my hand.

“Are you really going to drink that?”

“Yeah.”

The drink in my hand was Soruinun. Although opinions varied on the drink made from pine buds, I personally enjoyed its pine scent and tart taste.

Kim Seonghyeon looked somewhat uneasy.

“Okay, I'll get that for you next time.”

Hmm.

Kim Seonghyeon replied and then picked up band-aids and a pack of patches from the convenience store. It seemed like he noticed that Jeong Dajun was in pain from their long practice.

Ah... I see.

I felt like I knew now why Kim Seonghyeon was the leader. Despite his rough exterior, he was more sensitive than I had thought.

“Okay, I'll ring you up.”

“I'll have a pack of ciga-”

“Yes?”

I almost automatically tried to order cigarettes but stopped when Kim Seonghyeon gave me a stern look, and the system warning popped up.

Ding!

[Warning!

Smoking is harmful to idols!]

Smoking is harmful to everyone.

Well, tomorrow is the recording... and I should quit smoking...

My instincts resisted, even though my rational judgment told me I should quit smoking.

“Uh...”

Ding!

[Warning!

Tomorrow is the recording. Get it together, Seo Hoyun!]

“Just ring me up, please.”

“Hmph...”

Kim Seonghyeon cut me off quickly, and I slunk back, feeling down.

The cigarettes I had been smoking while editing was really good... Now I can't even smoke them...

Honestly, it was a shock akin to when I was absorbed into this virtual game. The convenience store clerk rang up our items with a troubled expression.

I felt depressed, so I added two ice creams.

“Please ring these up too.”

It was the ice cream fathers bought for their children, only to be rejected. Kim Seonghyeon clicked his tongue, but he held strong next to me. At least it was free, which was some consolation.

I exited the convenience store, tore open the package, and chewed on the ice cream.

“Damn, life is hard... I can't even smoke now.”

“Don't smoke.”

“Why?”

“...Because the fans hate it.”

Kim Seonghyeon scolded me. I couldn't argue because he was right, but it annoyed me.

Kim Seonghyeon also took out the other ice cream from the bag. I bought it earlier to give to Jeong Dajun, who complained about not having any.

When I glanced at him, Kim Seonghyeon said, “We have to destroy the evidence.”

“Ah, okay.”

Agreed. Idols had to diet, after all. We had to do jacket and music video shoots once the recording and planning were finalized. There were lots of work to do.

We only heard the sound of us eating ice cream for a while, with no conversation. Then, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly asked me a question.

“What did you talk about in the CEO's office?”

Um...

I knew discussing settlement or penalty fees would harm our trust relationship.

“I said we wanted to scrap the plan.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, so we negotiated with the planning team.”

“It seemed to have progressed better than expected. We don't know if it will be finalized by tomorrow, though.”

“It seems like it will work out. The youngest member of the team was overflowing with passion.”

I didn't know how the product would turn out, but I thought they would at least do some rough research by the deadline.

Keep what's good and discard what's not, and we'll have a framework in place in no time.

“Tomorrow, we should ask Lim Hyeonsu – no, Blue Tiger – to revise the lyrics for the planning.”

“That's fast.”

“We have to come back in almost three weeks.”

If the work wasn't fast enough, we might have to delay the comeback, not to mention the extra cost. The CEO wouldn't want to invest anymore in a group with an uncertain future.

We had to make do with the budget we had.

“You've changed a bit.”

Kim Seonghyeon blurted out suddenly.

“What do you mean?”

“You seem different from a year ago.”

I was taken aback. I wasn't a different person, but I acted like an idol beyond reproach.

I changed the subject quickly.

“We need to have a good attitude.”

“Yeah, um...”

He was subtly sharp. Through dance practice, I could grasp the characteristics of the members with whom I would be moving forward. Overall, everyone was quite quick-witted.

Of course, except for Jeong Dajun. In my opinion, it seemed like everyone grew up being mindful of Jeong Dajun's mood.”

“Still, thank you.”

“...?”

“Everyone seemed to have given up, but the atmosphere had changed significantly. So, thank you.”

Kim Seonghyeon acted nonchalant, but he seemed a bit awkward after speaking. I shrugged my shoulders and answered honestly.

“If you're grateful, just give me one hit...”

“Are you kidding me?”

He was firm... With tears in my eyes, I let the cigarette fade away from my mind.

“Is the practice okay?”

“Seong Jiwon is scary.”

“I'm scared of him, too.”

Before we entered the practice room, Kim Seonghyeon spoke to me easily, saying that the choreography was a little easier to do with bigger movements, or that it was easier to breathe with this hidden choreography, and so on. There were lots of helpful tips, so I remembered them well.

As we entered the practice room, the members welcomed us.

“Hyung, ice cream!”

“Don't drink this.”

Seeing that made me feel a little strange. As a PD, it was a feeling that I couldn't experience as a third party.

Since I couldn't clearly understand what it was, I pushed it aside in my head and spoke with a casual expression.

“Hey, let's stay up all night tonight.”

“Agreed.”

“Agreed.”

“No! I can't do it!”


“Ah, isn't it the non-celebrity Seo Hoyun?”

“Have you already had a drink?”

“I can't get through life without alcohol because of someone, huh?”

Lim Hyeonsu mocked me as we walked into the recording studio. The members behind us alternately looked at me and Lim Hyeonsu with wide eyes.

I glanced at the quest window above me.

[“First recording!”

Let's make it through the first recording safely.

It will continue until Lim Hyeonsu is satisfied.

Success: 300 points

Failure: Lim Hyeonsu's favorability will decrease]

In addition to dance practice, we practiced singing according to the guide song lyrics during our breaks. By the time we finished, it was 7 am. Of course, I was so bad at singing that I couldn't even sing one verse.

We napped in the lounge for about two or three hours and then headed straight to Lim Hyeonsu's studio.

“Hello! Nice to meet you.”

“It's an honor to work with the composer!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

I sat comfortably on the sofa, ignoring the members greeting her with military discipline. Lim Hyeonsu, with an indifferent expression, lit a cigarette after putting it in her mouth.

“Do you want to smoke one too?”

“......”

I glanced at the members and snatched the cigarette from Lim Hyeonsu's mouth. She looked surprised.

“No thanks.”

“Why not? You smoked well last time.”

“There are minors here.”

Jeong Dajun was a minor. Lim Hyeonsu looked like she was saying, “What the hell, why do you care?” but obediently put the cigarette back in. Of course, she grumbled.

“So, you're not going to smoke at all?”

“I'm trying to quit.”

In fact, I had snatched away Lim Hyeonsu's cigarette before she was about to light it up. Seeing her smoke made me want to smoke too. But we couldn't do that before the recording...

Lim Hyeonsu widened her eyes and shook her head.

“It's a three-day resolution, Hoyun.”

“Yes, I heard your introduction well.”

“...You son of a bitch. Show me what you've prepared.”

Lim Hyeonsu tapped her foot and held out her hand as if asking for the plan the planning team had selected in advance. When I gave her the printed plan, she nodded her head.

“Oh... um. This is the plan, huh.”

“......”

“Ahem.”

Whenever Lim Hyeonsu nodded, the members felt their tension rise even more. If she frowned even once, they would surely faint.

Lim Hyeonsu said, “Don't be scared, kids.

After reading the print to the end, Lim Hyeonsu nodded her head.

“Is it okay?”

“Phew, thank goodness...”

“Overall, the planning is well done. This kind of concept really works for this kind of song. They also added trendy settings in every nook and cranny... We just need to deliver the meaning well in the lyrics.”

“That's right. Since we've already assigned the parts, we just need to focus on making the lyrics.”

“Yeah, of course. It's me, Lim Hyeonsu.”

“Of course, our Blue Tiger.”

“This guy is sucking up to me so much.”

Lim Hyeonsu continued to curse, but she helped willingly, showing she liked the planning more than she let on.

I gestured to the members who were slouching next to me. We should pour out the ideas we've been thinking about beforehand.

“Here, we should reminisce more about the past...”

“Oh, I want to incorporate the phrase 'sharp target.'”

“Rather than vague words, it's better to use a phrase that clearly states that I remember you...”

The members seemed nervous at times, and once they spoke up, they couldn't stop talking about their impressions and comments on their parts. Lim Hyeonsu replied to them diligently.

“That's too old-fashioned.”

“Oh, the word 'target' is okay.”

“No, that's cheesy. It feels like it's suddenly accelerating too much.”

After about thirty minutes passed, Lim Hyeonsu became even more excited than the members. This is why I liked Lim Hyeonsu.

With her arms crossed, Lim Hyeonsu finished organizing the lyrics and looked around at the members.

“Okay, this is enough for the lyrics... Since it can be revised again, let's just think of it as a guide for now and try singing it once.”

“Yes! Got it!”

“First... Yes, the main vocalist should go first.”

“Yes!”

Seong Jiwon nodded his head.

...It seemed he was a bit nervous.


Chapter 13

“Seo Hoyun.”

While anxiously looking at Seong Jiwon, I realized one beat late that Lim Hyunsoo was gesturing at me. I obediently went over and sat down, and she whispered to me.

“Hey, your members are better than I thought. They're nice kids.”

“They're not bad.”

“Yeah, I thought they'd all be arrogant like you.”

“That's a compliment, right, Ms. Composer?”

“Of course, this cute and bratty kid here.”

Lim Hyunsoo continued to hum happily.

“It feels fresh after a long time. It's a bit rough and ready since it's rushed... I've always been used to the big idols, but a newly formed group with a fighting spirit like this is fun for me too.”

I raised my chin and looked at Lim Hyunsoo.

“Ms. Composer, do you know what it means when someone is wishy-washy?”

“You mean they're nice?”

“Of course, you have no idea how much I like you, Ms. Composer.”

“Thank you very much.”

Lim Hyunsoo seemed thrilled despite the issue of plagiarism and piracy, perhaps thinking of her heyday.

Seong Jiwon was standing stiffly in front of the pop filter. Lim Hyunsoo turned on the microphone that would transmit to the recording studio.

“Main vocal, are you ready?”

“Yes! I'm ready.”

Seong Jiwon nodded his head. The members practicing their parts frantically looked up all at once.

The beat flowed, and Seong Jiwon steadied his breathing. His eyes flickered anxiously. Lim Hyunsoo murmured.

“I hope he does well.”

I smirked.

Seong Jiwon? Hope he does well?

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance.”

The most useless thing to worry about was celebrities in the world.

Seong Jiwon's voice echoed throughout the recording studio. Lim Hyunsoo lowered her gaze and closed her mouth.

Seong Jiwon's tension gradually eased as the song progressed, and his immersion in the song increased.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time,

Don't be afraid of this strange feeling.”

Ah, Seong Jiwon's high note was so comfortable to listen to.

Comfortable.

I relaxed on the back of my chair.

“...Are you okay?”

After he finished his part, Seong Jiwoon kept an eye on Lim Hyunsoo, who turned the microphone towards him.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“Yes, yes?”

“How did it sound to you?”

Lim Hyunsoo asked in a hushed voice. Seong Jiwon's pupils swirled like waves on a stormy day after hearing those words.

“Um...I think my pitch was okay.”

“Pitch? That's not the problem right now.”

Lim Hyunsoo laughed.

“Huk!” Jeong Dajun gasped for air. Kim Seonghyeon also tensed up.

Anyway, she's good at putting people on edge. There's a reason she's popular as an audition program judge.

“Your voice is pretty good, isn't it?”

“T-Thank you!”

“Why did you just show up now? You're doing well. Your ending was clean too... Have you been a trainee for a long time?”

“Uh... I've been training for 7 years.”

“No wonder I could tell. Don't just be nervous. Sometimes being too nervous can affect your tone.”

“Oh, yes...”

Despite the warning not to be nervous, Seong Jiwon became even more nervous.

Huh?

Lim Hyeonsu either didn't notice or ignored it and directed Seong Jiwon a few more times to get him to come out. Even after leaving the recording studio, Seong Jiwon was still nervous, and his body shook slightly.

Um, his condition is a bit...

“Well, it'll be fine if you do better next time. Let's move on to the next rap.”

“Yes! Kang Ichae, you're up for recording!”

Kang Ichae went in, and Lim Hyeonsu continued to listen, assessing that he was less good than Seong Jiwon but not bad.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun went in one after another.

“Kang Ichae, please pay more attention to your pronunciation. You spit the words out well, but...”

“Mr. Kim has a weak high note, but your voice is good.”

“Jeong Dajun... Your voice is unique and attractive. Not bad. But you need more practice.”

As Lim Hyeonsu directed them step-by-step, the recording progressed smoothly.

At the same time, I re-evaluated the members. They may lack star power, but their skills were mostly good. Their personalities weren't bad either, to be honest... Well, that's not something I really know about.

I was sipping quietly on the smoothie the staff had brought me when Jeong Dajun finished recording and came out of the booth.

Lim Hyeonsu turned around and smiled at me.

“Alright, our con artist. Now your turn.”

“Yes, yes.”

I playfully replied and opened the door to the recording studio. The quality was better than expected, so I had to match it.

The members' worried looks were poking at my back.

After suffering from an illness and becoming a terrible dancer, I didn't even have time to practice singing alone. I could feel their concern that my singing ability also regressed.

In the game's setting, “Idol Seo Hoyun” was kicked out of the group due to his illness, so I probably couldn't even match up with the other members properly before.

“Are you ready?”

Lim Hyeonsu's voice could be heard in the recording studio as I put on my headphones. Since I've been on competition programs before, I've been to the recording studio, but this was my first time recording something myself.

I briefly played with the pop filter before gesturing to Lim Hyeonsu.

“Can I have the beat?”

“Are you crazy?”

Lim Hyeonsu cursed at me but chuckled and started the music.

I entered exactly on the beat.

“Oh, pick a card, the future becomes clearer.”

Lim Hyeonsu's eyes widened.

“Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need,

It's okay, I'll lead you.”

At this point, just like the other members, I thought the recording would stop, but the beat kept flowing.

I glanced at Lim Hyeonsu for a moment, but she stared back with a glimmer in her eyes and didn't make any other gestures. It was as if she was telling me to keep going.

Well, it wasn't a difficult task.

“Come to me, come to me,

Don't be afraid, come to me,

I have my second chance.”

I was halfway through the first verse when the song finally stopped. It seemed like the recording was over.

“......”

“...Why?”

I glanced at Lim Hyeonsu and the members with puzzled expressions, still wearing my headphones.

“Should we do it again?”

I asked what went wrong, but Lim Hyeonsu turned on the microphone.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun. Who did you learn this song from?”

“No one in particular...”

“Huh, you don't have any flats. Everything is on beat...”

Ah, I see. It wasn't really surprising, so I nodded my head. Lim Hyeonsu rubbed her chin.

“Usually, when other people show off, they add a lot of gimmicks, but you don't have any of that. It's actually cleaner, and your voice stands out more.”

It couldn't be helped. I recalled the judges from the previous competition program.

The pouring out of curses and criticism towards the participants!

– “Don't add unnecessary gimmicks.”

– “Why do you think there's a beat?”

– “Are you singing off-key?”

And 70% of those curses came from Lim Hyeonsu. When editing, those scenes would be played back dozens of times, so it was inevitable that such habits would stick.

I constantly listened to the judges' evaluations and the participants' songs.

To me, a song was defined by the following three things:

Of course, be sure to stay in rhythm.

Sing honestly without trying to show off.

Going off-key is a sin.

“Was that okay?”

When I asked, Lim Hyunsoo nodded her head.

“Oh. But you're lacking emotion. Try singing with a bit more flow rather than being too honest. That would fit the concept better.”

“Yes, I understand.”

I nodded my head and sang again. This time, I sang through the end and was asked to add harmonies to Seong Jiwon's part.

“Wow!”

Lim Hyunsoo clapped her hands in excitement.

“Hey! How did you even get the harmony right on this one?”

You could endlessly listen to Lim Hyunsoo talk about music theory for three hours while editing the program. It was an extracurricular lesson on “Easy Music Theory.”

“Your emotion was lacking a bit, but let's think about it and try recording again. You have a good foundation, so it's okay.”

Lim Hyunsoo seemed very satisfied and gave a double thumbs up. When they left the recording studio, the other members also gave a standing ovation.

“Our cute one is... really good at singing.”

“Hyung! He was doing so well, right?”

“I thought hyung was a vending machine. The results come out immediately after giving instructions.”

I shrugged my shoulders at the pouring compliments. To be honest, I wasn't that good at singing.

As I sipped on the smoothie absentmindedly, I observed Kim Seonghyeon with a visibly relieved expression, as if a burden had been lifted off his shoulders. His thoughts were clear.

At least he's less of a troll...

He must be having such thoughts.

I'm used to it.

After Seong Jiwon went in a few more times to add harmonies, Lim Hyunsoo played the recorded song for everyone to listen to.

“It's good.”

“It turned out much better than I thought. It's good.”

Between members sighing in relief, Lim Hyunsoo nodded with satisfaction and murmured quietly.

“Honestly, it's better than the White Cherry song I'm working on now.”

“Wow, that's... an honor!”

“Thank you very much, Ms. Composer!”

“Hahaha, praise me, my children.”

She's just being a sore loser...

Objectively, there's nothing better than a properly paid White Cherry song.

Although she was just being a sore loser, the members bowed as if they were going to do a ceremony and went along with it.

Nevertheless, it was a better song than White Cherry if it suited one's taste. The lyrics were not bad, so interpreting them well in the music video will be good.

“Anyway, good job, guys. If there's anything you don't like, we'll sing it again. Go now. I'm busy.”

“Yes! Thank you!”

“Oh, Seo Hoyun. Come over here for a sec.”

“Why?”

As I obediently approached after being called, Lim Hyunsoo asked me quietly.

“Did you threaten Joo Woosung?”

“......”

It looked like Joo Woosung was a rising star. Lim Hyunsu burst into a hollow laugh, and I didn't bother to deny it.

“Are you really a con artist?”

“Why do you say that? I just wanted to try my best.”

“If you try too hard, you might end up being completely the opposite.”

“Is that all you wanted to say?”

“Oh, wait a minute.”

I shrugged my shoulders. I was about to leave if she continued to talk nonsense, but Lim Hyunsu asked me a question.

“I heard the kids talking earlier, saying you and Director Jeong are filming the music video together?”

“Oh... Yes, that's right.”

Director Jeong. In fact, I didn't know much about music videos, so I didn't know the person at all.

After roughly looking it up, I discovered he specialized in filming idol music videos. But I wondered why she brought him up.

“I know him. He takes music videos very casually and just takes the money, but he should be filming them beautifully.”

“Isn't that you?”

“Do you want to die?”

This was Lim Hyunsu talking. They said people talk amongst themselves.

As I was contemplating, Lim Hyunsu lightly pushed my forehead with her palm.

“I already told him to take good care of you guys.”

“......”

This was unexpected. Lim Hyeonsu was helping us without me even making a threat.

What's her intention?

I raised my eyebrows and observed Lim Hyeonsu's pouting expression. However, Lim Hyeonsu just clicked her tongue when she saw me like that.

“When was the last time you owed someone a big favor? Why can't you trust people? Well, I guess it's a good habit in the entertainment industry.”

“...I don't know why Ms. Composer is being nice to us. I haven't done anything good.”

When I honestly expressed my thoughts, Lim Hyeonsu burst out laughing.

“It's just a crazy whim. Let's just follow along with a madman's ups and downs.”

“......”

“It's fun, isn't it? It must feel rewarding to see a group of nobodies like you get talent donations.”

Ding!

[Relationship with Lim Hyeonsu is friendly.

Completed “First Recording” quest.

300 points will be awarded.]

It was unexpected kindness and luck.

I nodded my head lightly. Lim Hyeonsu, despite being unpredictable and cool, had no hard feelings, which was good.

“Thank you.”

“Seo Hoyun, be good to me.”

“I'll bring some delicious sake next time.”

Lim Hyeonsu held out her index finger to me. At that moment, laughter spread uncontrollably.

I shrugged and joined the members waiting outside. It seemed like a heartwarming ending, but the faces of the members outside were bruised.

“Did I really... record with Blue Tiger?”

“Is this a dream? Pinch my cheek.”

“Hyung, I really can hit the notes.”

Kang Ichae clenched a fist, and Kim Seonghyeon quickly stepped back. There was a shadow on Seong Jiwon's face.

I nudged them and urged, “Let's go practice.”

We still had a long way to go.


Chapter 14

[Title: Joo Woosung’s SNS Spring?

I'm not a Black Call fan, but isn't Joo Woosung famous for not posting videos of himself? Fans are always crying about it, but suddenly, a video of Joo_Woosung_and_the_Kitty.gif was posted last night.

It_seems_like_you_like_me_more.gif

Who is this person??? As far as I know, there are no trainees like this in Black Call's agency. Is he just a regular person?

└  Seems like a regular person.

└└  Oh really?? But his face doesn't look like a regular person's?

└└  Okay.

└  At least among the rookies announced by the agency, there are no trainees like this, ㅋ. Hey Woosung... Can you please post your face? ㅋㅋ

└└  ㅋㅋㅋ This is crazy, for real...]

[Title: Joo Woosung Posted Another Video on SNS! Why is he suddenly posting so many videos????

Fans asked him to post his face, so he did ㅋㅋㅋ He suddenly changed his ways ㅋ Joo_Woosung_and_the_Cat_Picture.jpg

trainee_feeling_gloomy_after_being_teased.video.

But this time, he took a picture with that trainee? Regular person? They seem to get along really well, ㅋ. Cute.

└  I know!!! He's a member of DPS Entertainment.

└└  DPS??? Sorry, I'm not knowledgeable. Please tell me what that is.

└└  The Dawn (lit later)

└  Who is that anyway?? I heard of them before, but not really.

└└  ㅠㅠ I was passing by... I'm a fan of The Dawn... He calls himself Hoowoo. He didn't debut due to health reasons, but he did record some songs with them. They are hardworking kids, so please look kindly upon them...

└└  Oh... (subdued) Sorry. Fighting!]

[Title: I heard from a friend (sorry)[1] that Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun from The Dawn are close. I'm a big fan of The Dawn, but I went crazy when I recently saw Joo Woosung (sorry, I'm not one of his fans) on SNS.

Let me sort it out for you:

1. The Dawn's debut album seemed to have failed, but they still have a handful of fans.

2. Seo Hoyun, who appeared with Joo Woosung on SNS, is a member of The Dawn but has never appeared on an official stage.

3. Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun are strangely close friends; I don't know where they came from, but I suddenly became interested in them. Seo Hoyun's face is like a fox and rabbit, and he's more to my taste than I expected. ㅋㅋㅋ I heard they will soon make a comeback, and I'm looking forward to it.

└  Thank you, Speed Wagon!

└└  Not at all!

└  Oh, thank you.

└  But I'm not really interested in it. ㅋㅋ I feel like The Dawn is trying to ride on Joo Woosung's popularity.

└└  Tsk, it's not like Seo Hoyun was the one that did it. Joo Woosung himself posted it. What's the problem? ㅋㅋㅋ

└└  Yes, yes, they seemed close friends. I feel like they've known each other for a long time.

└  Black Call fans are going crazy over the flood of new photos of Joo Woosung and struggling to handle them. Plus, they've never seen anyone get along with Joo Woosung so comfortably, except with this member from The Dawn ㅋㅋㅋ

└└  Yeah, I'm really grateful to this friend. It's the first time I've seen Joo Woosung's cute side. So adorable! ㅜ]

[The Dawn's comeback, is it noise marketing?]

[The trainee who appeared on Joo Woosung's SNS, is it the company's strategy?]

“Hoyun-hyung!”

I collapsed on the practice room floor and lifted my phone to check the situation. To some extent, I seemed to be a hot topic in online communities and social media. Of course, I was also getting criticized, but it wasn't bad for viral marketing.

The planning and choreography were roughly organized, and the dance routine, practice schedule, and vocal parts were distributed. There were now about three weeks left until the showcase.

This level of firepower isn't enough.

Now, it's time to start preparing for other things. I put my smartphone away and looked at Kang Ichae.

“Hey, why?”

“Drink this.”

Kang Ichae threw a water bottle at me. I drank the water gratefully as I was on the brink of dehydration. Kang Ichae muttered.

“Why are you practicing so roughly, hyung? Do you even sleep properly?”

“I am sleeping.”

“You're lying! Hyung only sleeps three hours a day! And in the lounge, too.”

“Are you some kind of Napoleon, hyung? You only sleep for three hours a day?”

Kang Ichae stuck out his tongue as Jeong Dajun groaned. I ignored them as I didn't have the energy to respond.

Seong Jiwon, who had just entered the practice room, looked at me worriedly as if he had heard what was being said.

“Um... Hoyun's dance has improved, but...”

“......”

“It's still not enough... Why? How can I improve more?”

“Jiwon-hyung... Do you think he's possessed by a dead ghost who can't practice?”

Jeong Dajun trembled. I was also scared and used my arms to steady myself.

Seong Jiwon wasn't really someone to take on lightly. I thought he was fragile, but now his eyes were rolling back, and he was not focused on anything but the comeback stage.

Kim Seonghyeon came in next and played the music, trying to adjust the stage movements some more.

After we finished distributing the parts, we modified the choreography slightly so that each member would stand out more in their respective parts.

“Ooh, pick a card, the future becomes clearer,

Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need,

It's okay, I'll lead you.

Say it once more, it's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time,

Don't be afraid of this strange feeling,

No need to worry,

I'll lead you.”

As we continued to sing and dance live, after about three times practices, everyone was so exhausted they collapsed on the floor.

“Are we going to die before we even get to perform on our comeback stage?”

“...Do you want to rest a little? It's almost lunchtime.”

Seong Jiwon finally gave the okay. Jeong Dajun quickly got up.

“Let's go to the convenience store, the convenience store!”

“I'll pay for everything. Get ready~!”

Jeong Dajun pulled out a thousand won bills.

“I received my allowance!”

“......”

“The hyungs will pay.”

“Oh, we can at least buy ice cream!”

These days, you can't buy much with a thousand won...

Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and I looked at each other in disbelief and comforted each other before we left.

When we arrived at the convenience store in front of our agency, the youngest members were so excited that they jumped around.

“I'm going to buy cup noodles and eat them in three bites!”

“Are you a newbie? You have to put cheese in the spicy chicken flavor.”

These kids...

It felt like I knew why Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon had become more mature.

Kim Seonghyeon silently cared for the younger members, and Seong Jiwon handed me a ramen cup. The five of us crowded around a table in the convenience store, eating cup ramen together, when suddenly someone tapped me lightly on the shoulder.

I turned around to see a woman wearing a mask, fidgeting nervously. She held out her phone to us.

“Oh! Are you Seo Hoyun by any chance?”

“...? ... Yes.”

“Wait, wait. Are these all the other members of The Dawn! My friend is an even bigger fan, so... Would you mind waiting a moment?”

“A fan?”

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened. I hoped he wouldn't say anything.

It seemed like this person was filming us with a camera. Thankfully, Seong Jiwon just nodded vigorously with a smile on his face.

“Yes, of course. We'll wait.”

“Thank you!”

They would have probably reacted the same way if there wasn't a camera. Technically, we were also celebrities, but they looked at her as if normal people recognizing them were more fascinating.

...Hey guys. You're still celebrities, you know?

Even the contestants on competition programs were not this unpopular. It's a bit... heartbreaking.

“You're Seong Jiwon, right? I've known you since you were a trainee! How are you so handsome? Why are you so tall?”

“Haha, thank you.”

“How old are you, noona?”

Kang Ichae was the first to speak kindly. The woman was shy but answered his question.

While it was true that we had to be careful with our words, I wasn't worried about Kang Ichae. He was good at reading situations.

“...?”

I gave a vague answer and looked away, but then I saw a strange scene outside the convenience store.

A grandmother clutching her bag firmly was strolling along. A masked man trailed several paces behind her, casting cautious glances around and giving the impression that he intended to snatch her purse away.

“Hey.”

“What's up?”

I alerted Kim Seonghyeon. He immediately turned his head and looked where I was looking, then his face hardened.

We put down the food we were holding. The man suddenly rushed in and snatched the grandmother's bag.

“Oh dear, oh dear! It's a thief!”

There are still such robberies these days!

Crazy bastard.

I furrowed my brow deeply. I couldn't believe it. I never imagined this would actually happen.

Kim Seonghyeon and I immediately kicked open the convenience store door and ran out to catch the bastard thief.

“Stop right there!”

“Get lost!”

After hearing our footsteps rapidly approaching, the thief glanced at us and began to run even faster.

However, we were not ordinary people. We were the proud idols of South Korea. With our daily dance practices and workouts until dawn, we had more stamina than the average man.

“Stop!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was particularly skilled in physical activities, quickly caught up to the thief.

“Got you!”

“Hey, Kim Seonghyeon!”

I was one step behind, so I kicked the man's hand as he was about to pull out a knife.

With a cling, the knife fell to the ground. Kim Seonghyeon looked at him, and his face turned pale, but he clenched his teeth and held the thief tightly.

“Ow ow ow! Let go, you fuckers!”

“Are you insane? Where's your conscience?”

“Kim Seonghyeon, hold him tight.”

I helped Kim Seonghyeon by kicking the thief down. I looked back at the spot where the old lady was, and, fortunately, Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun were already helping her up.

“Grandma, are you okay?”

“Oh, thank you, thank you...”

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

“No, I'm fine... I'm more worried about you, young men.”

“We're fine.”

In addition, Kang Ichae was inside the convenience store making a phone call, waving his hand frantically. It seemed like he was calling the police.

Soon after, we heard police sirens.

“Wow, the South Korean police are fast.”

“Let me go!”

“Stay still, you punk.”

I muttered as I pressed down on the thief's nape.

I looked around to see if the police had arrived and saw a woman still holding her phone, staring at us blankly. As I turned my head, my eyes met with Kim Seonghyun's.

“......”

We both thought the same thing.

Wait, what if...


“Oh dear, that was close. I saw him following me after I withdrew money from the bank. He even followed me to a place without CCTV. It would have been a disaster if it weren't for you young men.”

After handing the thief over to the police, they praised us several times.

I glanced at the old lady. It seemed like she wasn't injured.

“Thank you, young men. I don't know how to express my gratitude.”

“No, it's nothing, Grandma. It's just what anyone would do.”

“This is the money our daughter sent us. She saved it bit by bit for my medical expenses... Without this, I wouldn't have been able to get treatment. I'm really grateful.”

“That was really close.”

Seong Jiwon murmured with sympathy. From what I could gather, Seong Jiwon had a soft spot for the old lady. His eyes were glued to her, and he seemed deeply concerned.

I nudged Seong Jiwon.

“Let's stop and go. Grandma needs to rest too.”

“Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't realize I was holding you up.”

“I'm the one who should apologize for taking up your time.”

The old lady kept bowing her head. Seeing her reminded me of my grandmother, and I suddenly felt strange emotions.

I politely said goodbye and led the members out once the situation was resolved.

“Wow, we really did a great job.”

“Kim Seonghyeon almost got hurt. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Seo Hoyun protected me...”

“Right. We don't have much time left before our comeback, so be careful.”

“Hey, come on. It was cool, wasn't it?”

“Being cool isn't everything.”

Seong Jiwon playfully hit Jeong Dajun's head. Jeong Dajun complained while holding his head, but he couldn't deny the sense of accomplishment among the members.

“You all did a great job.”

“Even Hoyun seems happy.”

I, too, felt a sense of accomplishment.

There was something else to look forward to.

Kim Seonghyeon probably noticed it as well.

After returning to the practice room and practicing for a few more hours, the manager suddenly opened the door and entered.

“Guys!!”

Just as I expected.

“Oh, you scared me.”

“Guys, you caught a thief! Why didn't you tell me!”

The excited manager grabbed Jeong Dajun's shoulders and shook him. Jeong Dajun, unable to understand the situation, held onto his dizzy head.

“Well, we were going to tell you later. But how did you find out?”

“You guys are a big hit right now!”

“What?”

“The news of you catching the thief has been posted online, and now we're trending in real-time searches!”

Bingo.

The manager shoved the internet article right in front of our faces. I slowly read the sparkling title on the screen.

[Ordinary Male Idol Group Caught a Thief Today]

...The title was quite convincing.

Among the members with disbelieving expressions, Kim Seonghyeon and I locked our eyes again.

For now, we just grinned.




1 Hearsay



Chapter 15

[Title: Today, a common male idol from South Korea caught a thief, crazy crazy crazy, I saw The Dawn catching a thief today

*I'll write this in a casual tone first. To explain the situation, I am a light idol fan who only knows the top top top-tier idols. Maybe Black Call level?

But suddenly, my friend became obsessed with a rookie group called The Dawn. Who are they? Yup... Initial sales... 100 albums...

(I'll skip the explanation with this...)

So, I was looking at them with pity, and recently, Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung appeared on SNS, right? So, it was the peak of my friend's excitement...

But today, I saw The Dawn at a convenience store!!!

I didn't recognize them at first; there were just five handsome guys gathered together, and they all looked even better in person ;;

I thought it was worth showing my friend, so I started recording on my phone and talked to Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun... When I saw him up close, he was really handsome. I'm not kidding. I momentarily forgot what to say because of his face. He had a slightly sharp, foxlike appearance, which was intimidating, but when he smiled, he looked completely captivating... (a.k.a. the kind of person who's popular at school but suddenly says hello to you and passes by without any context)

The other members were also handsome, but... The main point of today's story is not that, so I'll skip that for now. Below is the conversation I had with them.

Me: Seong Jiwon, why are you so handsome? You're tall too.

Seong Jiwon: Ah, thank you haha (haha)

Kang Ichae: How old are you, noona?

While talking about such things, I was happy to be talking to good-looking guys after a long time.

But something important happened here.

Seo Hoyun: (Suddenly stops talking and looks outside)

Me: (Why are they like this? ;; Did I do something wrong?)

Seo Hoyun: (taps Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder) Hey.

Kim Seonghyeon: What's up?

Kim Seonghyeon: (looks outside and stiffens)

But suddenly, the two of them rush out like crazy. I'm left with the remaining members, who were surprised, and outside, there's some crazy guy who snatched a grandma's bag and ran away ;;;; Seo Hoyun and Kim Seonghyeon saw it.

Seong Jiwon: Wait a minute.

Jeong Dajun: Let's go together!

Kang Ichae: I'll call the police.

Everyone, however, rushed out upon seeing that ;; I was just staring blankly.

But everyone's part was well distributed; the first two who left caught the thief with crazy physical strength and even took away his knife.

(See the video for details.)

The two who followed behind held the fallen grandma and asked if she was okay...

Kang Ichae was already calling the police.

Me: Wow... what's going on...?

Kang Ichae: (on the phone with the police) Yes, this is the convenience store in front of the XX building in XX-dong, and we caught the thief...

Me: Are you really okay? What should we do? ;;

Kang Ichae: (glances at me) Yes, please take care of it.

Since I'd never seen anything like this before ;; There was also a knife, so I was really worried that both of them, the person and the grandma, might have been hurt.

So I was alone and couldn't figure out what to do, but Kang Ichae called me and said, “Noona, don't worry.”

Me: Huh? What? ;;

Kang Ichae: We'll take care of it here. You must be surprised, so come inside first.

Me: (I was surprised, but I said okay for now)

Kang Ichae: Oh... That's right. I'm sorry I couldn't wait for your friend. Let's definitely meet next time.

Kang Ichae, younger than me, quickly resolved the situation and even comforted me, which was really cool.

What I wrote now is in the video that I'll upload below. Check out the full video for details. Everyone was really crazy, not just me, without lying ;;

My friend is crying and going crazy, asking why it had to be me and not her...

I'm officially a bigger fan of The Dawn from today, and I'm ordering their album now.

└  I came in to make fun of you for being a superficial fan, but after watching the video, it's real

└  It's crazy ;;;; How did they catch him? What's with that black-haired one's physique? How did Seo Hoyun manage to block that knife again?

└└  Seriously, prophets...

└  This must be uploaded, it's insane, whether you listen or not, I don't care.

└  Seong Jiwon, why can't you take your eyes off the grandma in the middle of this? ㅠ So cute. └ Why are the kids eating cup noodles??? ㅠㅠㅠ

└└  Probably because their agency is poor...

└└  Who's the one who piles up five packets of seasoning, pours it into their cup noodles, and eats it? ㅋㅋㅋ So cute.

└└  It's Jeong Dajun!! He's the youngest and a sub-dancer. He has a nationwide fanbase of aunts!

└└  Auntie, stop bragging and go in]

[Title: The reason I called today is for this, starting today, I'm a fan of The Dawn, thank you

└  Godly character, agree

└└  Don't promote their character

└  Honestly, I don't really know what the fuss is about. Their faces are just okay, and their songs are not that great...

└└  For real, their debut song was a total failure ㅋㅋ It seemed like a brief flash

└└  Guys, are you jealous of other rookie idols? Already on guard? Scared?

└  Honestly, they're all handsome ;;; Especially Kang Ichae, he's my type. He's calling “noona, noona” in the video, and I'm ready to put on dentures and pretend to be 99 years old.

└└ Are you crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What a boast ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ I'm into Kim Seonghyeon ;;; He's like a wolf? His physique is insane for catching the thief.

└└ I'm also a wolf, so I'll catch him ha

└└ To the comment above, I just called 112. Enjoy your tofu.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck that's too much, let's meet in our prison ^^ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

"......"

“Wow, things are really crazy.”

Joo Woosung was currently feeling very bad. He was always included in the articles about The Dawn.

It was because of the promotion he did as a star. He was annoyed by the DMs pouring in asking who he was, the manager who suddenly asked why he was advertising other idols, and everything else.

Among them, the most annoying was Seo Hoyun, who appeared like a comet.

Seo Hoyun, Seo Hoyun.

What on earth is he?

– Crazy guy: Joo Woosung

– Crazy guy: Come to Daepaseong Entertainment

Being threatened for a week, Joo Woosung wanted to ignore the messages, but eventually, he drove toward Daepaseong Entertainment due to the continuous threats.

He wondered how this happened. If he told his manager, the manager would protect him, but to do that, he had to reveal his romantic relationships...

I don't like this.

Joo Woosung sighed deeply as he closed the door and headed to Daepaseong Entertainment.

Wasn't someone waiting for him in the lobby? Seeing that they didn't stop a non-staff member from entering, it seemed like a real entertainment company.

But hadn't there been a huge fuss lately?

Joo Woosung even promoted them by posting about them on his SNS, and not long ago, they caught a thief, which made for a great story.

The sudden promotion might have gotten some backlash, but it seemed quite effective.

Where the hell is he?

Joo Woosung grumbled as he searched for Seo Hoyun. He found Seo Hoyun sitting in the corner of the lobby, huddled up on a sofa. Joo Woosung approached with a scowl on his face.

“Hey, do you think I'm a dog? You're making a fuss, calling people like they're dogs.”

“......”

“Seo Hoyun, hey, junior.”

Seo Hoyun didn't respond. Joo Woosung poked him a few times, and then Seo Hoyun, with a pale face, raised his head. Joo Woosung hesitated.

“What, what's wrong? Why are you like this?”

“Ah, you came...”

Did I hurt him by poking him?

Joo Woosung looked at Seo Hoyun with a guilty conscience. Judging by his pale face, he didn't seem to be in any condition to be here.

“What's wrong? Are you hurt?”

“I'm fine.”

“But you don't look fine.”

“I said I'm fine, Joo Woosung.”

I let out a deep sigh and stood up. Joo Woosung seemed more nervous than I thought, his eyebrows twitching strangely.

Yeah, damn it. I was in pain.

It was partly because I hadn't slept for days and had been working hard, but the biggest problem was this system window.

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun, proceed with the quest now!]

Get lost, you bastard.

Ignoring the new quest that arrived, I proceeded with my work, but the signs of failure were already coming.

I silently stared at the description of the quest that appeared in front of me and then turned my eyes away. Joo Woosung looked surprised.

“Why did you call me?”

“What do you mean?”

“We're filming our music video tomorrow. I was hoping you could look at our dance until then. You're a pro, so you know what you're doing.”

“You called me just for that?”

Joo Woosung looked incredulous.

Well, Joo Woosung was famous for not taking care of his juniors. He let his own agency's idols and even his members fend for themselves while he was dating.

“Oh, it's Joo Woosung!”

With my sagging body, I dragged Joo Woosung to the practice room. When I opened the door, our manager, who was busily filming the members practicing near the entrance, greeted us with surprise.

With their hair dyed in various colors, the members greeted Joo Woosung with a 100-degree bow.

“Hello, senior!”

“...Uh, yeah.”

I could feel Joo Woosung glaring at me. Sorry, but don't be mad.

It was a behind-the-scenes (BTS) shoot for our comeback preparations. The planning team leader pushed for it, and I agreed, even though it was sudden.

Joo Woosung looked at the members uneasily and then put his arm around my shoulders. To others, it looked like we were close.

“Hey, you didn't tell me about the filming.”

“We've met once or twice, right?”

“...We've only met once or twice, haven't we?”

Ah, right. He didn't know about my time as a PD.

“I'm just saying you should understand my style. Joo Woosung, just pretend to be friendly with me and give me some tips.”

“I can't believe it! If it weren't for that photo!”

Joo Woosung sighed deeply. Then he removed his arm around me and sat quietly on the practice room sofa. It was satisfying to see him listen to me so well.

The members bowed their heads in unison whenever Joo Woosung spoke, which was amusing to watch.

However, it seemed that the desperate energy of the rookie group had an impact on Joo Woosung, as he nodded his head and changed his gaze.

“Then let's not waste any time and have a look.”

“Yes!”

At the enthusiastic response from the members, the manager played the song as if he had been waiting for the cue.

We practiced non-stop for three days after the incident with the thief. There wasn't much time left, and we had no choice but to master the choreography.

Seong Jiwon, who was in charge of the first part, began the song.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance,

Inside my head, this ringing sensation, say it again, I'm back,

I clench my fists tightly,

I can't miss this chance.”

Seong Jiwon continued singing smoothly, even though he seemed nervous. In fact, it was more accurate to say that everyone was out of their minds, having stayed up all night for the past week.

Seong Jiwon twisted his head and stepped forward. I stood up behind him, and the surrounding members crossed their arms and made a table shape in front of me.

“Oh, pick a card, the future becomes clearer,

Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need,

It's okay, I'll lead you.”

“......”

Joo Woosung looked at me with sharper eyes than the other members, but I wasn't nervous.

I was also not in my right mind due to endless all-nighters and penalties from the system window. When I sang the last verse, Jeong Dajun added harmony and stood up.

“Come to me, come to me,

Don't be afraid, come to me,

I have my second chance.”

They performed quite well. At that moment, Jeong Dajun bent down, and Kim Seonghyeon stepped over him as he began singing. The previously shaky live performance became much more stable in terms of pitch.

“I won't miss this cold sensation.”

After that, Kang Ichae rapped, and Seong Jiwon, Jeong Dajun, and I added harmonies to finish the song.

We breathed heavily like a stray dog ​​thrown out of the water, having poured all our efforts into the performance.

Honestly... I felt like throwing up because of my abnormal condition.

Damn system window. Damn penalties.

“......”

“Wow, cough...”

“Phew...”

Joo Woosung looked at us and briefly hesitated before pointing at me.

“Hoyun.”

“Yes?”

“Are you feeling sick? Or are you always a bit slow?”

“I'm always a bit slow.”

Hiding my pain, I responded calmly. Joo Woosung burst into laughter, then quickly returned to a serious expression.

Jeong Dajun, who had been watching quietly, stepped in.

“Our slowpoke hyung has improved a lot.”

Was that a compliment?

I sent a glance to Jeong Dajun. This wasn't a competition program, so growth wasn't the most important thing.

For idols, everything was judged by just 3-4 minutes of stage performance. So, regardless of how much they grow, what mattered was the final result.

Joo Woosung stood up slowly.

“Overall, it wasn't bad. But sometimes, there are parts in individual sections where the choreography is empty, right? You usually have to fill in those gaps with gestures.”

“Yes, yes.”

“I'll show you how to do it.”

For some reason, Joo Woosung demonstrated the gestures himself. I thought he would just do it briefly and dismiss it, but his level felt different, even with a simple pose.

Impressive...

Joo Woosung wasn't just a pretty face after all. Watching him, I was diligently taking notes.

“No, no. That's not it. Let me see.”

“You dance well, but you're putting too much power into it. You need to relax your shoulders here.”

“You seem to have some charm. Try to use that. Imagine there's a camera.”

Joo Woosung did not hesitate to advise the members, even on the smallest details. But when it was my turn, he paused.

Joo Woosung made a face that seemed to say, 'How should I handle this slowpoke?' before giving me detailed advice.

“Seo Hoyun, when you dance during individual parts, it's too obvious that you're not good at it. Instead, try to compensate for the skill gap with the members with charm. It's a temporary solution but better than being a slowpoke.”

“Yes.”

“And about your singing, it's good that you sing better than I thought, but you still lack emotion.”

Emotion, that's something I heard from Lim Hyeonsu as well. The members pointed it out several times too.

“It seems like you're the one who knows everything about this song, but there's no fun in singing too honestly. Try again.”

I sang my part once more. Joo Woosung, looking frustrated, patted his chest and shook his head.

“No, do it again.”

I sang again.

“What's the problem? Why can't you sing with emotion?”

Ah, this talented jerk...


Chapter 16

“How do I do that?”

“Just do it?”

I tried hard to get useful feedback, but Joo Woosung... Being a talented jerk made it difficult.

Nothing was more frustrating than a talented jerk's advice to a culprit, like “Just do it, why can't you?”

“Why isn't it working? 'Oh, Pick a Card' – just do it like that.”

“Wow, amazing.”

As Joo Woosung sang, the members clapped enthusiastically.

What talent does Joo Woosung have...?

If I had that talent, everything would have been easy... I would have been dating, too, or something like that...

It was very different for me. The gap was too wide to follow blindly.

Emotion, what was that? How do you do it?

“Hmmm...”

Joo Woosung rubbed his chin and gestured to the manager. It was a sign to turn off the camera for a moment.

As the manager hesitated and turned off the camera, Joo Woosung whispered quietly.

“Seo Hoyun. You're good at acting, right? You acted like we were close in front of sasaeng the other day... Oh, right.”

“What is it?”

“Try doing it like when you threatened me.”

A very specific instruction.

“You were so sinister back then. It felt like I had been caught by at least five tigers.”

“...You hold grudges, don't you.”

“Woosung doesn't have that kind of thing.”

Could this guy also have to choose conversation options randomly?

I tried to recall how I had handled it back then. I was confident with Lim Hyeonsu and sure that Joo Woosung would fall into my trap.

Look, right now, he's generously donating his talent to me for free.

“Try it, hurry.”

“Yes.”

I opened my mouth, remembering the feeling of “that time,” and obediently sang the song.

“Oh, pick a card, the future becomes clearer,

Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need,

It's okay, I'll lead you.”

“Oh, that's it!”

“What? How did that robot suddenly develop emotions?”

“You did it, Hoyun! It's like a completely inscrutable psychopath, I love it!”

“You look like you'd be really good at scamming people!”

Everyone clapped their hands beside me. They probably didn't know what Joo Woosung said to me and couldn't grasp the situation, but those compliments were directed at my actions.

I glared at them. Joo Woosung nodded proudly.

“Hey, the planning team really knows you well. They gave you the perfect position as a creepy guy.”

“Why are you making a big deal?”

“......”

I whispered quietly so that only Joo Woosung could hear. He closed his mouth and quickly changed the subject.

“Shall we try it again?”

“Yes, understood!”

Everyone enthusiastically began practicing. It was only because the kids didn't have a proper trainer that they absorbed Joo Woosung's tips like a sponge and quickly made them their own.

“Stretch your arm out there!”

“Belt it out more! Lift the final note cleanly!”

In particular, Seong Jiwon's learning speed was incredible.

All the members followed Joo Woosung's instructions and finished the song as one body.

Well done, you little brat...

While I was evaluating Joo Woosung, he was also evaluating The Dawn.

“This team is pretty good, huh? Why didn't you do well on your debut?”

“Thank you!”

At that moment...

Ding!

[The condition has worsened!]

“......”

I clenched my teeth for a moment. My face turned pale. Joo Woosung was about to make us practice more, but he glanced at me and furrowed his brow.

“...I think a few more tries will do, but let's take a break for now.”

“Yes, thank you!”

That was a relief.

The members bowed to Joo Woosung and collapsed to the floor one by one while I sluggishly got up and headed to the bathroom.

My head throbbed with each movement; my vision turned yellowish. I hastened to open the bathroom door, grabbed the toilet, and vomited everything I had eaten.

“Ugh...”

Ding!

[You are under a status abnormality.

Would you like to open the quest window?]

“Stop bothering me. It's not attractive.”

I mumbled and stuck my finger down my throat. After vomiting everything, I left the bathroom and turned on the faucet.

As the water poured, I rinsed my mouth and looked up to see someone with a scowl in the mirror.

“......”

It was Joo Woosung.

“Holding up better than I thought, huh?”

Joo Woosung sneered with his arms crossed. I ignored him and pulled out a paper towel to dry my hands.

“But continuing while you're in pain, it's not resilience. It's just foolishness.”

“Is that a tip?”

“Yeah, sure. Let's call it a tip.”

Joo Woosung shrugged his shoulders.

“Where does it hurt?”

“It's gastritis, along with a cold and aching body.”

“You've got it bad. Have you been to the hospital?”

“Going to the hospital won't make it better.”

“Are you... afraid of hospitals? At your age?”

I couldn't believe the nonsense he was saying.

I already tried to take medicine, but it seemed like it didn't work because of the system window. Going to the hospital wouldn't help.

“So what are you going to do?”

“Now you're using banmal (informal language) too?”

Joo Woosung let out a sarcastic laugh as I answered him half-heartedly.

“Let's go back. We have to practice.”

“Why are you working so hard?”

“What?”

“I thought you'd be pretty lax today, but that wasn't the case.”

“......”

“You know what's weird about you? You don't seem to be passionate about becoming an idol, but you're incredibly devoted to practicing and promoting your group.”

He's evaluating me accurately.

Joo Woosung might have been distracted by his romantic life, but he seemed to pick up on my situation as a fellow idol.

“Hey, hey.”

I tried to ignore him and move past, but Joo Woosung blocked the bathroom door and wouldn't budge. He wouldn't move until I told him what he wanted to hear.

If I had been feeling better, I would have pushed past him. But right now, I have no strength in my body. I let out a deep sigh.

He's such a pain...

“I want to debut.”

“Why?”

“I've had bad luck. But I'll still take responsibility.”

My bad luck was due to the system window.

My answer must not have been enough for Joo Woosung. He looked puzzled, but I left him and headed for the practice room. Joo Woosung hurriedly followed me.

“What riddle are you talking about?”

“Quiet down, my head is killing me...”

“You're so rude...”

Joo Woosung grumbled and opened the practice room door. As soon as it opened, everyone looked at us with a start.

“......”

“What's up with the atmosphere here?”

As Joo Woosung mumbled, the manager quickly turned off the camera, sensing the mood. It was as if a funeral had just taken place.

I had a bad feeling.

Ding!

[Please check the quest.]

“Ho, Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon looked at me with a pale face.

“Why?”

“Did, did you see this?”

Seong Jiwon held out his trembling hand with his phone. There was a video with a black screen uploaded on YouTube.

“Second Chance?” The Dawn.

It was only 35 seconds long, but it was clearly our song.

“Our... Our comeback song has been leaked.”

“What?”

Joo Woosung frowned on my behalf. However, I, the actual person involved, remained calm.

No, rather, the moment I had been waiting for finally came.

“Guys, let's talk to the CEO first. Everything will be fine.”

“Who... Who leaked it?”

“We'll find that out later. Let's just stay calm for now.”

I looked at the worried members and manager, and my eyes met Joo Woosung's. His gaze was fixed on me.

“Why...”

“... ?”

“Why are you smiling?”

When I touched my mouth with my hand, I could clearly feel the corners of my mouth lifted.

Joo Woosung's eyes wavered. At the same time, a quest failure alert appeared.

Ding!

[Quest failed!

“Prevent your comeback song from being leaked!” Someone is trying to leak your song.

Stop the song from being leaked to reduce the damage.

Success: Dance 10

Failure: Status Effect. As the quest deadline approaches, the status effect becomes worse.]

“Hey, Seo Hoyun!”

Suddenly, my vision wavered, and the quest window shook with my body.

Everyone panicked and rushed towards me.

“Seo Hoyun, snap out of it!”

[You failed the quest.]

My vision flickered. My legs wobbled, and just like an old TV screen turning off, my consciousness snapped.

It was the first quest failure I had ever experienced.


When I opened my eyes, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling.

Ah, I always wanted to use this phrase.

I held my now somewhat clear head and looked around. The quest window floated next to me, emitting blue light.

[The quest failure penalty time has expired.]

It seemed some time had passed.

As I tried to sit up, I saw an IV connected to my arm. A long scar I hadn't seen in a while was revealed along with it.

It seemed to be an emergency room. I looked for my phone to check the time and saw Seo Hojin sleeping beneath me.

“Seo Ho...”

I tried to call out, but my voice didn't come out well.

Ah, how was I supposed to wake him up?

Annoyed, I dropped the phone from the small bedside table next to us onto his body. Startled, Seo Hojin jumped up.

“Hyung.”

“Hey, water...”

“Hyung, you're awake!”

Seo Hojin rushed towards me with a fuss. I was about to ask for water, but this guy wasn't in his right mind now.

“I was really worried about you, wondering what would happen...”

Looking closely, his eyes were swollen. Surprised, I asked with my cracked voice.

“Did you cry?”

“No, I didn't.”

Ah, I think I know what's going on. Seo Hojin clang to me because I was the only family he had left in his life.

We cut ties with all our trashy relatives long ago, and our parents had already passed away. Who else was left? Just me.

If I die, he would truly be left alone. That fact made me feel sorry and gave me a newfound sense of responsibility.

“Just give me some water.”

Seo Hojin sighed deeply as if his worry had finally subsided. He seemed slightly sulky, but I was too tired to comfort him.

“Ah, shit.”

He muttered a curse while taking out water from the refrigerator, seemingly aware of his fuss. When I checked my phone after taking a sip, I realized I had been unconscious for roughly half a day.

“I'll call the doctor for you to let them know you're awake.”

“Alright...”

Seo Hojin hesitated and then left the room.

It was 2 a.m. Well, at least I could make it to the music video shooting on time.

I lay back down and checked the notifications on my phone.

24 missed calls, 278 messages

...What's going on?

I felt nervous as I checked them.

First, the missed calls. Seo Hojin, Seo Hojin, manager, manager, Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung, Lim Hyeonsu, Lim Hyeonsu, Kim Seonghyeon... and various members had called me.

Ignoring the calls for now, I moved on to the messages. It seemed like a group chat was created.

– Kang Ichae: Hyung, are you okay???

– Seong Jiwon: Seems like you overdid it...

– Jeong Dajun: Hoyun-hyung ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ why aren't you waking up yet ㅜㅜ

– Kim Seonghyeon: We're going to meet the manager for a while. Call if anything happens

Oh...

I was engulfed in a strange feeling.

... These kind-hearted fools.

It had been a while since someone other than Seo Hojin worried about me like this. As I was about to reply that I was fine, my phone rang.

[Sucker 2]

Why was this guy calling?

I obediently answered the call.

“Yes, this is Seo Hoyun.”

– “...Hey, are you alright?”

An awkward voice from Joo Woosung flowed out. I leaned against the pillow and casually answered.

“I'm alive.”

– “Your personality is really...”

“What's the matter?”

– “You're so annoying...”

I ignored him. I was about to tell him to hang up if he had nothing to say, but Joo Woosung hurriedly spoke up.

– “I was just wondering if I pushed you too hard and made you collapse. I'm worried.”

“That's not the case.”

– “Alright...”

“Is that all? Then I'll hang up.”

– “Ah, no. That's not it.”

Why was this guy like this?

– “I called because I wanted to ask you something.”

“What is it?”

– “Did you know about the leak incident?”

Before I collapsed, I remembered Joo Woosung's gaze fixed on me.

I was silent for a moment before opening my mouth. It didn't matter if Joo Woosung, who wasn't a member, held onto my weakness by knowing the truth.

“I knew about it.”

– “Why did you do that? You could have stopped it.”

“Why do you think?”

– “Is that all you're going to say?”

“I did it to create a buzz.”

I sighed as I spoke.

“When the water is coming in, you row. We received Blue Tiger's song, and I wanted to use the leak incident for more noise marketing.”

– “......”

“Do you know how they are reacting?”

– “Well, they say the song is good. There are some news articles up as well. Blue Tiger was already well-known. Your fans are gradually increasing too...”

Joo Woosung answered with disappointment.

It was quite appropriate. The situation wasn't bad, but I didn't have the energy to check the reactions on my phone. It was a relief that Joo Woosung told me about the reactions objectively.

“It seems fine.”

Most of the conditions were met.

A good song, a decent amount of buzz, and members with solid skills. That's how star quality was created.

All that was left was the showcase and some content production.

I calculated vigorously in my head.

“Thank you for telling me.”

– “Uh huh. Um, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes?”

– “I've cursed at you a lot in my mind. I'm sorry.”

What was he talking about? Joo Woosung sighed from the other side of the phone.

– “I thought you were a real scammer, without passion or talent, just exploiting people... I went too far. I'm sorry.”

“It's okay. I saved your number as 'sucker' anyway.”

– “Do you really want to die?”

Although there was much to say, I closed my mouth and listened to him as he wanted.

– “Anyway, I was wrong. You were working hard. You were really trying to climb up using any means necessary.”

Joo Woosung had been in the business for 4 or maybe 5 years. It seemed like he became a bit complacent as an idol.

Well, everything would wither away eventually. No matter how popular, the lives of celebrities were empty in the end.

Joo Woosung seemed to be that kind of case.

– “Your members are also working incredibly hard... Seeing them makes me think, 'What am I doing right now, so pathetic'.”

“Mr. Joo Woosung.”

– “......”

“Is this... a confession booth? Why are you suddenly confessing your sins?”

– “You cheeky brat...”

I said that because I was annoyed, but Joo Woosung couldn't help but laugh even though he grumbled. It wasn't meant to be funny.

I glanced ahead and saw Seo Hojin coming back with the doctor. Joo Woosung slowly stopped laughing and spoke to me.

– “Just keep fighting.”

“......”

– “Take care of yourself.”

“...Yes.”

I hung up the phone with a strange feeling. When I was a PD, I sometimes cast Joo Woosung and tortured him for the sake of the program, or maybe he disliked me because, with his outstanding talents and sharp instincts, he sensed something. Surprisingly, we have developed a friendly relationship now.

... Maybe I should change the saved name, at least.

I pressed my phone firmly. Then, as I was about to speak to Seo Hojin, who had returned with the doctor, a ruckus erupted suddenly at the entrance. It was the members.

“Hoyun-hyung!”

Jeong Dajun, with a tear-streaked face, and the members trying to calm him down were approaching us.

“Hey, hey. This is the emergency room. Be quiet.”

“Hyung is alive!”

“Guys, be quiet! Hoyun, I'm sorry!”

Even Seong Jiwon, who was trying to calm them down, was gradually raising his voice. The doctor, who was watching them blankly, asked me a question.

“Friends?”

“No, I don't know them.”

I covered my face and pretended not to know them... But my excuse wasn't persuasive.


Chapter 17

“Hyung, are you really okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You had gastritis from overworking. The doctors said not to push yourself too hard, but...”

“I'm fine.”

The members' eyes narrowed. They pretended not to hear and picked up their phones. The car was already headed to the music video set.

– Seo Hojin: Are you trying to work yourself to death, hyung??

– Seo Hojin: No answer, no answer, no answer.

– Seo Hojin: Don't complain to me later –

– Seo Hojin: Sigh... No answer... but if you're really in pain, just tell me

Now done with Seo Hojin's messages.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Crazy ;;; What is up with this leak?

– Lim Hyeonsu: How does your company manage things?

– Lim Hyeonsu: People keep saying you picked a good song amid thisha I admit to that –ha

She only sent it to brag. I sent a heartfelt text message to Lim Hyeonsu.

– Me: Yup.

“Did you collapse from the shock of the leak?”

“No, it was overwork.”

“Well... it's enough to collapse from overwork. Hoyun was the hardest-working one, right?”

Everyone nodded their heads vigorously.

“He doesn't look like it, but he's really unique.”

“What do you mean 'he doesn't look like it'?”

“It seems like you grew up without much hardship.”

“Me?”

A hollow laugh escaped.

“Hey, in my time...”

“Ah, here it goes.”

Hey! I really did have a hard time. If I were to write about the hardships I went through before I was possessed, it would be published as an autobiography, surpassing bestsellers and even being made into a movie, making people cry and creating a river with their tears!

Ding!

[It's hopeless!]

...If you include the system window, it would be classified as fantasy, not an autobiography, but anyway, that's how it was, okay?

“Anyway, it's a relief that you've come to your senses.”

“Everyone was on the verge of losing it, but when they saw you collapse, they actually pulled themselves together.”

When did these guys start feeling so close to me?

I ignored them and continued playing our song. We still struggled to match the slightly offbeat rhythm. We had no more time left because of my excursion to the emergency room.

“Ah, we've arrived.”

After visiting the salon and returning to the car for a brief nap, we arrived at the music video filming site in no time.

Seong Jiwon seemed nervous as he cautiously brushed his chest. Kim Seonghyeon patted his shoulder and signaled us to leave the car.

We got out of the car and started bowing 90 degrees as soon as we saw the staff.

“Hello!”

“Hello, please take good care of us!”

“Oh, you're the ones who caught that thief last time, right?”

“Yes, that's right!”

“That was so cool. I saw the news article. Good luck today!”

The staff's eyes widened, then they smiled and greeted us warmly. As we entered the studio, we saw a hastily prepared stage set.

“Wow, is this the set?”

“Amazing!”

It looks low-budget...

I wasn't sure if I should call this a stage set or just low-budget lighting trying to cover up the lack of funds.

I asked the CEO to give us proper promotion. My expression turned sour. In contrast, the eyes of the members standing next to me were sparkling as they looked around.

I glanced around and made eye contact with a man in his 40s in front of the camera.

“Hello! We are The Dawn.”

“Oh, you startled me.”

I could tell at a glance.

This man was Director Jeong, whom Lim Hyeonsu mentioned. It seemed like the two were quite close, considering they used casual language with each other despite the age difference.

Director Jeong smiled at us.

“You guys have great energy, being rookies and all. We're going to finish filming the individual teasers and the music video today. I look forward to working with you.”

“Yes! We look forward to working with you as well.”

He seemed nicer than I thought. I made eye contact with Director Jeong. He smiled and reached out his hand.

“You're Seo Hoyun, right? The one Lim Hyeonsu kept badmouthing until her mouth went dry.”

...Usually, she would praise us, wouldn't she?

I was nervous, but a professional smile was already on my face. I took his hand and replied confidently.

“I'm not sure what you're talking about.”

“Hahaha, don't worry, I didn't hear the details either. But I did hear that you have a very seasoned and bold spirit, unlike a rookie. There's a lot of talk about leaks and stuff, but you know all that controversy goes away if you do well, right?”

He was subtly putting pressure on me.

But I shamelessly smiled.

“I'll do my best.”

“I'll be looking forward to it today.”

I wanted to talk more with Director Jeong, but because the curious gazes of the members were fixed on us, it seemed difficult to have an honest conversation any longer.

I'll talk more to him later and try to capture him if he's useful.

“Guys, hurry up! You need to try on your costumes.”

A stylist who only worked with the actors from Daepaseong Entertainment raised her hand and called us. The members were very tense.

“Your costumes are really complicated.”

“We're sorry!”

“Huh? What are you sorry for? Actors don't wear clothes like this, so I don't often have a chance to make them. I had so much fun doing this after a long time.”

“Thank you, ma'am.”

“You can call me 'noona'!”

When Kang Iche kindly spoke, the stylist happily agreed. They skillfully divided the clothes for each member.

According to the plan pushed by the youngest member of the planning team, the concept was divided into two.

We looked with curiosity as we received the clothes. They were indeed complicated.

After struggling for a while, we dressed and stood in front of the mirror. Draped in a dark blue uniform that was more akin to navy, I had a strap running diagonally from my right shoulder to the left side of my waist.

I just stared blankly, not knowing if it was okay.

“Wow, Seo Hoyun, you look amazing!”

“...Is it okay?”

“It's beyond okay! You have a cool aura, so it's like you were born wearing this.”

“Thank you.”

“Perfect fit, perfect fit!”

The stylists and hair professionals looked on with satisfaction. As the other members came out, Seong Jiwon suddenly thrust a camera in front of us.

“Wow, Hoyun! It really suits you!”

“What are you filming?”

“The manager told me to film BTS footage for the shoot.

I roughly got the idea. Seong Jiwon wore a uniform similar to mine, but his hat was slightly different. His shiny brown hair that glowed under the light suited him well.

At the same time, Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, and Kang Ichae came out. They were dressed more in military uniforms than formal ones. The stylists were busy fixing their hair and clothes as the three wore their boots and rolled up their sleeves.

“Kids these days are really tall.”

“I know, right? Their long arms and legs make it fun to dress them.”

“Ah... hehe.”

Jeong Dajun laughed shyly. Kang Ichae had already snatched the camera from Seong Jiwon and was running around playfully like a puppy.

“Say hello to the camera here!”

“Uh, can the staff say hello too?”

“Of course!”

“I'm sorry. Kang Ichae, come here.”

“I don't want to!”

“This kid...”

Kim Seonghyeon scolded him, then brought him back because of his overly casual behavior with the staff.

It was then.

As we were getting ready to leave, a song began to echo through the quiet filming set.

“Uh...”

It was our song.

The low beat and the humming sound, the song we struggled to re-record because of Lim Hyeonsu–which, she said, might have turned out even better than the White Cherry track–was playing.

Playing the singer's song at the MV shoot was natural, so the staff quickly focused on their work again, but the other members nor I could move.

“...It's our song.”

Seong Jiwon quietly smiled. Jeong Dajun shut his mouth tightly, which had been chattering incessantly just moments ago.

Goodness.

How could I be moved again by a song we've listened to and practiced countless times?

Seeing the cute reactions of the members, the stylists and hair stylists added a few words with a smile.

“You guys really have a great song!”

“It's addictive. It'll be really popular once it's released.”

“Th-thank you.”

Jeong Dajun bowed his head with a slight sob.

I glanced at him and suddenly felt mischievous. I pressed down the back of Jeong Dajun's neck. Jeong Dajun stumbled and stuttered.

“Ah, hyung. What was that for?”

“Let's do well today too.”


“Be more sentimental! Don't be awkward in front of the camera, and handle your gaze more sentimentally, Jiwon.”

“Yes!”

Director Jeong was stricter than I thought. He was all smiles upfront but like a tiger behind.

I heard from Lim Hyeonsu that he was usually the laid-back type. Why was he working so hard now?

“Wow, he's really thorough.”

“He seems to know all the details too.”

I should really treat Lim Hyeonsu to some expensive sake later.

“Impressive, the energy.”

“Indeed...”

Seong Jiwon looked troubled and seemed a bit nervous too.

Even though he was already making a sentimental face, Director Jeong kept retaking the scene as if Jiwon could do better.

“No! I told you to look further away!”

“Ah, yes!”

Kang Ichae was enthusiastically filming the BTS video, capturing everything. Jeong Dajun seemed restless, unable to grasp Jiwon's struggle.

“Hyung! Hyung, think about the chick you raised in front of the elementary school! You said you cried back then!”

“Hey, hey!”

Seong Jiwon's face turned red, and he yelled at Jeong Dajun.

Laughter erupted among the staff on set. However, Director Jeong remained serious.

“It's fine, right? Let's try it again with a feeling of missing that chick.”

...?

“Imagine what that chick would look like if it had grown into a chicken.”

What was he talking about?

Is that even art?

Was it okay to say that? No, it was not.

I watched with my arms folded. What was truly remarkable was that, the moment the camera's red light flickered on, Seong Jiwon's embarrassed blush gave way to a genuinely sentimental expression.

... No, is it just a face?

I was confused, scratching my chin, while Director Jeong became even more excited and called for more chick-related expressions.

“That's it! That's the face! What was the chick's name?”

“Ch... Chicken.”

“Good, think about Chicken!”

“Chicken...?”

“Jiwon-hyung is quite crueler than I thought, isn't it?”

Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae murmured to each other. Dumb and dumber couldn't be more separate.

“Can you act like that after receiving that order?”

“I can't.”

As I murmured, Kim Seonghyeon silently nodded in agreement.

“The trainee life never goes to waste.”

Kang Ichae held the camera with a professional mindset, desperately holding back his laughter. I need to see how it'll be edited later.

Seong Jiwon seemed embarrassed but was no longer as tense as before. He was so nervous in the recording studio last time.

What's his problem?

I shook my head, puzzled. He was so nervous last time.

“Next, Kim Seonghyeon!”

“Yes!”

Kim Seonghyeon answered confidently and walked forward.

The red light flickered on. Sitting in the spot surrounded by the camera, he took a deep breath and composed his expression.

“Look coldly, Seonghyeon!”

At Director Jeong's order, Seonghyeon slightly tilted his head and looked forward. As planned, it was a fitting image for a cold and thorough character.

But, looking at Director Jeong, his mouth was slightly pouting, as if dissatisfied.

No way.

I quickly gestured to Kang Ichae. He nodded and asked a staff member for the sketchbook he had prepared earlier. He quickly scribbled something before holding it up.

“Hyung, look at this!”

As Kim Seonghyeon looked startled, the quiz in Kang Ichae's rushed handwriting came into view.

Kim Seonghyeon squinted at it, and a few staff members followed suit.

“What greeting does a gentleman makes...?”

“What? What kind of quiz is this?”

I took the sketchbook, flipped a page, and held it above my shoulder. Kang Ichae shouted.

“The answer is...!”

“...Shin Saimdang?”[1]

The atmosphere in the shooting set became awkward. Especially around Kim Seonghyeon, who was solving the quiz, it felt as cold as the Arctic.

Of course, Director Jeong was thrilled.

“Shin Saimdang! Your expression is perfect right now! That's the cold image I want!”

“......”

“Cold and disdainful, like you're looking down on your opponent!”

It worked.

Good.

Yes.

I held out my thumb to Kang Ichae. He nodded and started preparing the second question.

A few staff members with unique tastes watched this situation with great interest.

“When the dragon... goes up to the sky... what does it say?”

“What? Ascension?”

“The answer will be revealed by Jiwon-hyung!”

Pressured by the atmosphere, Seong Jiwon reluctantly held up the sketchbook. Kim Seonghyeon seemed really distressed, but he couldn't ignore the answer and had no choice but to look at the sketchbook. Embarrassed, Seong Jiwon shouted the answer.

“The answer is... I, I'm going up-dragon...!”[2]

“......”

“Did someone turn on the air conditioner?”

I asked Jeong Dajun. With a doubtful expression, he shook his head. It seemed like the temperature dropped at least 10 degrees.

Seong Jiwon genuinely seemed embarrassed as he hung his head. Director Jeong, who was happily commanding the camera and shooting non-stop, finished Kim Seonghyeon's filming in just five minutes.

“Perfect, nothing more to improve.”

Director Jeong sent Kim Seonghyeon off with a satisfied smile. For some reason, Kim Seonghyeon appeared exhausted as he stumbled out from in front of the camera. Then, he gave Kang Ichae a light punch.

“Um, next, Seo Hoyun, please come in!”

Ah, finally, it's my turn.

Kang Ichae cheered me on. I stood in front of the dazzling lights and reflectors.

I didn't know it would feel like this to stand here. I had always been the person standing behind the camera.

“Seo Hoyun, don't be nervous. Just do what you always do. Be subtle and somewhat cunning.”

... Okay.

It seemed like Director Jeong knew something about the incident with Lim Hyeonsu.

I frowned as I looked at the changing lights. I was subtly nervous.

“Why are you nervous?”

“Haha... That's right.”

Director Jeong smiled wryly and looked at me subtly. I recalled the advice given to me by Lim Hyeonsu and Joo Woosung while trying to smile awkwardly.

“I'll do my best.”

I took a deep breath and slowly opened my eyes toward the camera. Director Jeong's eyes were flickering as if trying to catch something but became serious instantly.

“Your gaze is perfect right now... Okay.”

Director Jeong gave me the pass sign from the beginning and did a close-up shot. I slowly fiddled with my fingers and looked ahead.

“Lower your gaze a bit more and try to smile.”

Fortunately, the character concept of this project matched well with me. If I had to continue with the cute and lively pineapple concept, it would have been difficult to immerse myself and shoot well like this.

“Good, just like that... Um, I like it.”

Director Jeong nodded his head and gestured. As I slowly walked out, the members' eyes were on me.

“You're good at facing the camera, Hoyun. It was worth the expectation.”

“Thank you.”

“Come here and take a look.”

As I went next to Director Jeong and looked at the screen, it felt a bit surreal.

Moving on the screen as Seo Hoyun and standing under the blue light with a frown – everything was strange.

It's fascinating.

...It felt like it wasn't me.

“How is it? Do you like it?”

At the same time, a prompt appeared.

[Choice

1. Am I... an angel?

2. My heart is racing so fast.

3. I'm very handsome.]

Damn it.

I quickly chose.

“I'm very handsome.”

“What? Hahaha!”

It was the best option. At least it was the safest. I shamelessly said it, but Director Jeong burst into laughter and patted me on the back.

“You have a sense of humor, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

Did he mean I was not really handsome?

신사 (gentleman) + 인사 (greeting) can also be understood as “신사 인사,” which sounds like “신사임당” (Shin Saimdang), a famous Korean historical figure.




1 It's a play on words. 신사가 하는 인사는...? (What greeting does a gentleman make?)



2 Again, a play on words. “......” means “to go up” and “용” means “dragon.” In the punchline, “......” is a pun combining the two words, creating a phrase that sounds like “I'm going up-dragon” which is both a literal description of the action and a play on the word “용” (dragon).



Chapter 18

“Hahaha! It’s fun, it’s fun.”

Director Jeong didn't answer; he just walked away laughing. It was a bit unfair, but I let it go.

The individual teasers and jacket shooting were finished in the morning, and the MV shooting went smoothly afterward.

I wasn't lying when I said we practiced the choreography at least twenty times. It was especially difficult because we did ten of those takes with water on the floor.

I wondered if there was a special meaning behind filling the floor with water. When I asked why, Director Jeong happily explained while raising his thumb.

“Low-budget filming makes it hard to add CG, so we put water to make it look prettier as you struggle for real!”

“Ah-ha!”

I kept my mouth shut about the lack of money and continued to shoot with the members and the director.

[Dance +1]

[Dance +2]

[Dance +2]

[Dance +1]

Why does the system work properly for once?

[“Real performance is the best!”

We give double experience points for the dance performed in a real performance because of the increased tension!]

It was nice of them to explain it kindly.

Since the time I failed a quest, I became more distrustful of the system window.

“I'll take a rest and come back!”

“Okay!”

Jeong Dajun quickly left the set and squeezed himself into a corner, resting while wrapping his red, swollen ankles with a hot pack after continuously dancing in the cold water.

...This will make him look pitiful, right?

“Kang Ichae.”

“Yes!”

I gestured to Kang Ichae and pushed the camera toward Jeong Dajun.

“Dajun, are you cold?”

“Uh, no, I'm fine!”

Jeong Dajun pretended not to be cold and jumped up in surprise. Seong Jiwon handed over the blanket he had been covering himself with.

“Use this. There's still some time before the next shoot.”

“It's okay!”

Watching Jeong Dajun forcing a brave smile made me feel uncomfortable.

He barely ate or slept for almost a week, and now he was working extremely hard here.

We didn't even push the contestants this hard in my competition program. Since Jeong Dajun was the youngest, he sometimes reminded me of Seo Hojin...

No, what was I saying?

Why would I be fond of Jeong Dajun?

While Kang Ichae interviewed Seong Jiwon with the camera, Jeong Dajun asked me a question.

“Are you really okay, Hoyun-hyung?”

“Why?”

“You were in the emergency room just a few hours ago. You're not going to pass out again, are you?”

Ah, what was I going to say? I was fine now that the debuff was gone.

I unconsciously pat Jeong Dajun's head.

“Worry about yourself, Jeong Dajun.”

“...What's this? A drama?”

Jeong Dajun grumbled and came out of the corner. Kang Ichae had already moved away and was heading toward Kim Seonghyeon, who was monitoring the shoot with Director Jeong.

Jeong Dajun stared at him.

“It's really touching to be able to shoot like this again.”

“Save that for when the camera is rolling.”

“I'm saying it because I'm in front of you. It's embarrassing. How can I say this?”

No, rather, he could earn sympathy votes. I considered giving him advice but decided against it, as it could be dangerous for a rookie to rely too much on public sympathy.

Jeong Dajun let out a small sigh.

“I really wanted to give up every day, but after Hoyun-hyung returned, everything seemed to work out.”

“Is that so?”

We'll see when the results come out. Of course, I already set up all the traps I could.

Hoarding was a guilty pleasure, and the risk of getting caught later was too high, so I set up the best traps I could. The rest was up to the public.

“I was once caught up in a malicious entertainment company.”

“Really?”

“I'm just grateful for our current agency...”

The current agency wasn't that great either... As an actor, maybe, but as an idol, they didn't even make it into any tier list.

As I kept my mouth shut and looked at him, Jeong Dajun shivered.

“What would've happened if I signed with that company? Ugh, it gives me goosebumps. If it weren't for the person who stopped me back then...”

“The person who stopped you?”

“Yes. A few years ago, someone told me not to join such a place and to come to my senses. They were a broadcast station staff member... but strangely, I can't remember their name or face well.”

...Huh?

Jeong Dajun suddenly clapped his hands with realization.

“Now that I think about it, Hoyun-hyung's vibe is similar to that person's. They're really similar. Their way of speaking and the atmosphere around them...”

...Huh?

I felt a sense of unease. My head throbbed for a moment. Just as I was about to grab Jeong Dajun and ask him, Kim Seonghyeon called us.

“Let's shoot again!”

“Yes, on my way!”

“......”

“I talked too much about useless things. Let's do our best again, hyung!”

“Uh... Yeah.”

I rolled my eyes and replied. Jeong Dajun ran off energetically, and I had no choice but to follow him.

No way, no way... No, it can't be. I shook my head and looked at the set.

Now was the time to focus.

A few days after the shoot ended, the teaser was urgently released.

It was a move conscious of the leaked comeback song incident.


“Ugh, I want to destroy my company...”

An office worker who had given up K-Pop nearly two years ago because of various K-Pop controversies arrived home, exhausted from work.

She cleaned up her fandom-related social media accounts but left her personal account active since she had friends she had been interacting with for years. Lying in bed, she was browsing her timeline, watching cute cat videos and re-tweets when suddenly, her timeline was filled with '???'

“What's this?”

The person who filled her timeline was a friend who lightly liked Joo Woosung and left only a personal account like hers. Thinking it was nothing serious, she was about to move on when she noticed a re-tweeted video.

It was the music video of The Dawn, an idol group she casually criticized for having a terrible name.

They were doing a lot of noise marketing before...

Of course, they were also famous for being heroes who caught a thief and helped an elderly woman. But they first caught her attention after watching Joo Woosung's appearance on a variety show. They consistently made minor appearances in online communities with incidents like the comeback song leak.

Well, he's handsome enough.

When a friend cried over the individual teasers of the members being released not long ago, she didn't pay much attention. After all, there were too many idols overflowing in South Korea.

It was as if a third of the Korean people were idols.

A few years ago, she was devastated by the controversy surrounding the character of the idol she was a fan of, and after that, her perception of K-Pop was no longer favorable. Of course, she still listened to some songs...

[Tears are streaming down my face; this is the taste of hot K-Pop... Yes, The Dawn is the new future.]

[We announce The Dawn's streaming guide for mass streaming.]

[It's been so long since I've seen a music video with this kind of story, I'm getting emotional ㅠㅠ If it's an apocalyptic SF movie + uniforms + techwear + Cheongbeom's song, you just have to listen, right? You just shove it in your mouth, right?]

[Guys, I'm desperate. What's the name of the brown-haired guy?????? He's so innocent???? My heart just skipped a beat.]

[I'm into black hair ;;;;; Who's the black-haired one??? I'm a longtime K-Pop fan, and I'm desperate right now.]

[Love... starts with “What the fuck is this?”]

But the timeline was full of rave reviews, which piqued her interest. These people were all K-Pop veterans, so they wouldn't be interested in just any idol.

“Cheongbeom” was the nickname of composer Blue Tiger.[1]

Oh... I love all of Cheongbeom's songs.

She clicked on the YouTube link. Five minutes should be fine. She was the type to skip through and only watch a bit of the beginning before turning it off anyway.

She opened the comments to check the members' names and memorized them as they were written with timestamps. It was easy since there were only five.

Let's watch it once.

A buzzing noise filled the air as if playing an old video.

Three silhouettes appeared on a black background.

– Buzz...

Seong Jiwon, sporting brown hair and dressed in a dark military uniform and techwear, pointed a gun at two men lying on the ground. These two appeared to be Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun.

Seong Jiwon licked his lips.

– I'm sorry.

Just as it seemed the gun would point at Kim Seonghyeon, he withdrew his hand and aimed it at his own head. The moment Kim Seonghyeon's eyes widened.

– Bang!

The screen went black.

“What?”

Did he commit suicide?

She unknowingly clenched her teeth and couldn't take her eyes off the video.

After a few seconds, the black screen slowly brightened.

– Thump, thump.

Along with the sound of drums, Blue Tiger's signature beat echoed.

Goosebumps rose all over.

As expected of Cheongbeom-unnie...!

The song was much better than those with corporate capital poured into them.

At the same time, under a blindingly white light, Seong Jiwon slowly opened his eyes, stared at the screen, and began to sing.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance,

Inside my head, this ringing sensation, say it again, I'm back.”

“Are you kidding me, regression?”

As a K-Pop and webnovel enthusiast, she immediately recognized the setting. Seong Jiwon committed suicide in the first scene to reset his life.

Seong Jiwon staggered to his feet and stared at an old bathroom mirror.

“I clench my fists tightly,

I can't miss this chance.”

The song is good, isn't it?

No... It's delicious?

As she seriously evaluated the song, a scene of the group dancing in unison in a dark place was inserted.

The camera seemed to close on a character named Kang Ichae, but with a gesture of turning the camera with his hand, the screen switched.

“Oh, pick a card, the future becomes clearer.”

It was Seo Hoyun. He sat in a chair, casually tapping his foot, and skillfully shuffled the cards. He then chose five cards from the ones laid out.

As he flipped each card, a spade, queen, ace, and joker appeared. Even when the joker came out, Seo Hoyun remained calm.

“Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need.”

In his uniform, Seo Hoyun checked the last card alone and smirked. He tucked the card into his chest, walked to the side, and sang languidly while locking eyes with the camera.

“It's okay, I'll lead you.”

“What is this... What is this...”

His hair, navy colored but actually closer to black, and a scar on his face perfectly matched her taste.

“What is this... No, not yet.”

Did I just experience an unexpected fandom crash?

No, not yet. At least not yet.

Despite her confusion, the music video continued relentlessly.

Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon wore navy uniforms, while Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae wore techwear. Seeing the contrasting outfits, it seemed they had captured the concept of government forces and rebels.

“Come to me, come to me,

Don't be afraid, come to me,

I have my second chance.”

Jeong Dajun, who was lying down with Kim Seonghyeon in the first scene, squinted his eyes under the dazzling white light. Then the military dance was cross-edited.

Techwear outfits with Cheongbeom-unnie's song beats, isn't that cheating?

As Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon grabbed each other's arms, Kim Seonghyeon appeared beneath them and sang.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us.”

At the same time, Kim Seonghyeon, the leader of the revolutionaries running with an assault rifle, was shown.

“I will come back every time,

Don't be afraid of this strange feeling,

No need to worry,

I'll lead you.”

Then, as Jeong Dajun bent his waist, Kang Ichae stepped on his back and spun in the air, making a grand entrance. It was a marvelous feat.

“Stand up with the target, I have confidence,

I won't miss this cold sensation.”

In the scene of the cold sensation, Kang Ichae held a sniper rifle. Jeong Dajun was the target.

Weren't they on the same team? Why is he targeting him?

Before she could solve the mystery, Kang Ichae winked playfully, making her forget what she was thinking.

So handsome...

“I can see your face even when I close my eyes,

I ain't gonna miss this time.”

Kang Ichae moved back as if shooting a gun while Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun began singing again with the choreography.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time.”

The music video was approaching its highlight with brilliant high notes and solid harmonies supporting the two.

In a place where it rained, Seong Jiwon approached the fallen Jeong Dajun. Kim Seonghyeon glared at Seong Jiwon as if resenting him. Seong Jiwon trembled in fear.

“Don't be afraid of this strange feeling.”

“Uh, this...”

This is the same as the beginning.

At that moment, the high note soared, and Seong Jiwon pulled the trigger towards his head, just like in the first scene.

– Bang!

The gunshot rang out again. However, what fell was Seong Jiwon's gun.

Far away, Kang Ichae, dressed in techwear, contacted someone through a walkie-talkie. Seong Jiwon tried to pick up the fallen gun, but someone kicked it away with their foot.

“No need to worry,

I'll lead you.”

And gradually a close-up.

The emotionless face of Seo Hoyun, wearing the same uniform as Seong Jiwon, was revealed. Seong Jiwon's eyes shook.

“Just this once, at least in this life, I must,

I will save you (save you).”

So he didn't die at the beginning!

A chill ran down her spine.

The chaotic scene of everyone in The Dawn was captured, and the screen transitioned to the military dance. The water splashing on the floor in sync with the sharp and perfectly matched choreography was truly fantastic.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance”

As the last chorus echoed, the scene returned to Seo Hoyun's card shot at the beginning.

The last card Seo Hoyun checked was revealed, overlapping with Seong Jiwon.

The King of Hearts.

“Give you, Give you, Give you Second Chance”

Seo Hoyun smirked. At the same time, drums echoed as if in tune with the heartbeat.

Slowly, the music video faded to black, and the title was revealed.

[The Dawn – “Second Chance

“]

“......”

She didn't know where her resolve to watch only for a minute had gone.

She calmed her pounding heart and entered SNS with her trembling hands.

[The Dawn... What is this???]

[What did I just watch????]

[Please explain why Seo Hoyun didn't kill Seong Jiwon damn it]

[Was Seong Jiwon betrayed?]

[Was I deceived?]

[Was I deceived by Seo Hoyun?? What's with the handsome guy who looks so strong? No, I'm still fine, not deceived yet]

[No, I think I'm deceived...]

[First of all, please give me the translated version, dear followers (Begging)

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠ So, you've also fallen like this... (Translation link)]

Stans became the most obsessed when denying their fandom.

While he was looking for The Dawn's promotional articles, related articles appeared below.

[Mango Chart reorganization begins... 24-hour accumulated score no longer 100% reflected, real-time chart counts for 70%]

Although the article was unrelated to him, Seo Hoyun, still in the practice room even though it was nearing dawn, had different thoughts.

[The Mango 100 combines 24-hour accumulated scores and real-time chart scores in a 3:7 ratio. During the late-night hours, the 24-hour accumulated score is 100% reflected...]

In a dark corner of the practice room, Seo Hoyun, who was lying down and reading that article, chuckled and put down his phone.

The music site had been reorganized.

Nothing has changed.

In other words, it meant the real game had just begun.




1 “Cheongbeom” (靑虎). 청 (靑) means “blue,” and 범 (虎) means “tiger.” When combined, 청범 (靑虎) literally translates to “Blue Tiger.”



Chapter 19

“Guys, we made it onto the real-time chart!!”

Despite being in the practice room since dawn preparing for the showcase and undoubtedly accumulating fatigue, the members of The Dawn couldn't contain their excitement. Not only did the view count for the MV continue to rise, but “Second Chance” also entered the real-time charts of two of the top three music sites, Tinkerbell and Tap.

“Well, we did drop off the chart again, but...”

Although it was 91st place, making it onto the chart was still an accomplishment.

“I couldn't sleep all night because I kept refreshing...”

“Same for me, hyung...”

Seong Jiwon seemed to have loosened up and was chatting with Jeong Dajun. However, I was still very tense.

All that was left was the Mango chart.

“I heard the Mango chart was revamped yesterday... What does that mean?”

Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head in confusion.

Oh, the timing was quite fitting.

“Originally, you only needed to consider the 24-hour performance to enter the chart, but now they've changed it to include real-time performance percentages.”

“Oh, really? I didn't know that.”

I listened to the conversation from the back seat with my chin propped up. It was exactly what I read in an article yesterday.

About a month ago, when I was still in my PD days, I heard it from an insider.

Am I crazy to track 24-hour performance?

How could a rookie enter the chart within a day? Honestly, it was like trying to pluck stars from the sky.

Ding!

[...Somehow you were very confident back then, and you even tried to stretch your legs while watching CEO.]

Of course.

I don't gamble.

Although there was no chance it could be heard, I casually replied while tapping my phone. While the restructuring was done correctly, the 24-hour streaming results appeared mixed, and the real-time results were not accurately reflected during late-night hours, causing a delay in the chart entry.

“Hmm... I don't want to file for bankruptcy.”

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

This time, it was not only important to achieve a good result, but “Second Chance” also had to rank for the sake of my bet with the CEO.

I was proud that the MV turned out better than expected, but I couldn't feel anything real since I hadn't seen the outside reactions directly.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was still excited and was just chatting with Kang Ichae, tapped me lightly.

“Look at this.”

“What is it?”

“An interpretation of our music video is already out.”

“This fast?”

Was the firepower stronger than I thought?

Speaking of which, I hadn't checked the community and SNS yet. I took the phone Kim Seonghyeon handed me and checked the post.

[Title: The Dawn's MV interpretation.

Our kids' music video is finally out after a long hiatus!!

The meaning of our kids wearing uniforms is that they are handsome. The meaning of holding a gun and flipping a card is that Seo Hoyun is extremely attractive. The meaning of Kim Seonghyeon suddenly running is that he is the ultimate attractive person...]

“...Kim Seonghyeon.”

“What?”

“Did you really want to hear the interpretation to be that you're the ultimate attractive person?”

“It's not like that!”

Kim Seonghyeon, slightly embarrassed, quickly scrolled further. A proper interpretation was now shown.

“Keep looking.”

[...As you can feel in the divine beat of ☆God☆ Cheongbeom, this MV is an apocalyptic SF piece.

Seo Hoyun/Seong Jiwon are government forces suppressing the rebel forces. Kim Seonghyeon leads the rebel forces, with Kang Ichae as the assault team and Jeong Dajun as the key. They're waiting for an opportunity to confront the government forces.

But there's a peculiar point here. Seong Jiwon starts by committing suicide and regressing instead of killing his enemy, Kim Seonghyeon. From “say it again, I'm back” and “I can't miss this chance,” we know Seong Jiwon is a regressor.

In the meantime, Seo Hoyun appears wearing the same uniform as Seong Jiwon. (It seems his stage name used to be Hoowoh, but it's changed and not coming up anymore...) Seo Hoyun picks up five cards on the table and unfolds them individually. The Joker represents Jeong Dajun, the “key” and important to both the government and rebel forces. Seo Hoyun flips through as if he anticipated this but smiles meaningfully at the last card.

Running_Jeong_Dajun_Kim_Seonghyeon_clip.gif

After that, Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon run away from the government forces. They then encounter government soldier Seong Jiwon during their escape, but with the lyrics “Don't be afraid of this strange feeling”' they strangely feel a sense of familiarity.

Saying “No need to worry,” Seong Jiwon doesn't kill Kim Seonghyeon. Instead, he notices the situation has gone wrong when he sees the severely injured Jeong Dajun. He then points the gun at his own head.

Seong_Jiwon_aiming_the_gun_at_himself.gif

He's trying to commit suicide and regress. This is the exact scene we saw at the beginning.

In fact, Seong Jiwon was on the side of the rebel forces. But there's another twist; Kang Ichae, whom we thought was a rebel, shoots Seong Jiwon, preventing his regression.

Kang_Ichae_holding_a_sniper_rifle.gif

The gunshot we heard at the beginning was not Seong Jiwon's but Kang Ichae's...!!

This tells us that the regression in the first scene failed.

“I ain't gonna miss this time,” Kang Ichae was a government spy and called someone on the radio.

Seo Hoyun appears amidst the fallen ruins. His appearance marks the beginning.

“Don't be afraid of this strange feeling.”

The song then continues. “No need to worry, I'll lead you.”

That's right. Seo Hoyun orchestrated the scheme. Seong Jiwon's regression failed, the rebel forces fell into Seo Hoyun's hands, and he even took the “key,” the “Joker” Jeong Dajun. Seo Hoyun knew everything from the beginning.

Seo_Hoyun_flipping_over_a_card.gif

The card shows the King of Hearts, Charlemagne. Do you know what this card is also called, everyone?

It's the King of Suicide...[1]

Seo Hoyun knew not only about Jeong Dajun becoming the Joker but also that Seong Jiwon, who we thought was on his side, was actually trying to save the rebel forces by committing suicide and regressing from the very beginning.

I'm not sure what will happen next, as it seems like the story will continue...

Everyone... Do I look like I'm shedding tears while watching this divine music video story?

Rather than wiping my tears, please stream our song.

It's The Dawn, who lit the fire in my K-Pop fandom after a long time...]

“Wow...”

The interpretation is really well-written...

I nodded involuntarily as I read. At the same time, I felt curious and asked Kim Seonghyeon.

“Who put so much effort into writing this?”

“It must be our fan... a fan.”

Kim Seonghyeon lowered his voice, seemingly embarrassed. With such talent, it was only natural for fans to emerge, but it had yet to happen.

At the same time, I also felt strange. It was so awkward and weird that someone would talk about me like this.

Do I have fans?

That feeling persisted until we arrived at the showcase venue. We reached the live hall, the Mecca of showcases, and our pictures were displayed prominently. People were already lined up in front of the door, waiting for the showcase that was still hours away.

“Look at those people...”

“Ah, there must be another performance happening here?”

The members didn't think much about it. We didn't have any popularity, so fans waiting in advance seemed impossible. We all got out of the van thinking that way.

“Jiwon! Seong Jiwon!”

“Ichae, Seonghyeon, look here!”

...We were mistaken.

We heard our names being called as soon as we got out of the car. We looked back in surprise.

Although there weren't many, people were waving their tickets and taking pictures of us with their cameras.

Seong Jiwon stammered.

“What, what is this?”

“Greet them quickly.”

Amidst the confusion, we heard them call out to us once more. Startled, we bowed, and a cheer erupted.

“Dajun is so cute!”

“Are they... our fans?”

Jeong Dajun mumbled nervously. No matter how new we were, after a year, they should have adapted somewhat...

I also bowed next to Jeong Dajun.

“Hoyuuuuuun!”

“...!”

Startled, I saw a fan waving a slogan and shouting at me.

“Hoyun, fighting today!”

“Handsome!!”

...Me?

I mumbled in response to this first-time experience. When I pointed at myself, they nodded their heads.

“Hoyun, when you smile, I'm happy too!”

Unable to accept reality, I blinked. Kim Seonghyeon pressed my neck and spoke in a playful tone.

“What are you doing? Greet them.”

“Ah... yeah.”

I bowed awkwardly, and the sound of cameras clicking erupted among the fans.

Still bewildered as we entered the live hall, Kang Ichae teased me with a giggle.

“Hyung, I think it's the first time I've seen you flustered.”

“Right? He's always so calm no matter what happens... but he collapsed at the sound of the fans' cheers.”

“......”

The other members added their comments as they passed by. They were also excited, but my reaction seemed the most unexpected.

I still couldn't believe I had fans.

Is this for real?

I had only received eggs from being the “evil PD.” The endless hospitality was unfamiliar.

Logically, I could accept that I should have a few fans with this kind of popularity, but it still didn't feel real.

That's why I couldn't snap out of it even as I was led to the waiting room, getting my makeup done and changing my outfit.

“It suits you well today, too, Hoyun.”

The stylist complimented me while adjusting my outfit.

Wearing in-ear monitors and standing in front of the mirror, I saw myself. It was my first time, so, as suggested by the stylist,  I agreed to go for techwear. But it made me feel awkward after I put on stage makeup.

... This feels strange.

My phone vibrated. Text messages from Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung, and Seo Hojin.

– Seo Hojin: Hyung

– Seo Hojin: Tear up the stage and come back

– Seo Hojin: If you don't do well, I'll change the front door password, and you won't be able to come home

A bitter laugh escaped my lips.

Yes, let's think about why I was here.

Taking a deep breath, I turned around to see the other members, except Seong Jiwon, gathered and trying hard to hide their anxiety. Jeong Dajun spoke to me with a nervous face.

“Hyung, we're going up soon. Get ready.”

“What about Seong Jiwon?”

“He said he's going to the restroom? He's running late.”

“I'll go get him.”

I think I knew what was going on.

I left the waiting room and headed for the restroom. Picking up Seong Jiwon and going up to the stage would be perfect timing.

As I nodded habitually to the passing staff members, I hid my body next to a vending machine in the hallway when no one was around and whispered softly.

“Item shop.”

[Opening the item shop.]

Various products appeared before my eyes, sparkling as if asking me to buy them. Without hesitation, I picked the item I had been eyeing last time as my gaze moved across the products.

“Purchase Cheongsimhwan.”

[Purchasing Cheongsimhwan.]

[300 points consumed.]

At the same time, I clenched and opened my hand slightly, and there was a small Cheongsimhwan wrapped in gold foil.

Wow, this was really amazing.

After checking the surroundings, I got water from the vending machine and looked for Seong Jiwon.

As expected.

I found him. Right next to the restroom stairs, Seong Jiwon's face was pale.

“...Uh.”

Heaving a deep sigh, Seong Jiwon awkwardly smiled when our eyes met.

“Hoyun, you came?”

“What are you doing? Let's go.”

“Ah... just, I'm feeling a bit nervous.”

It seemed like he was more than just a little nervous.

I would have thought it was Seong Jiwon, with a face completely bleached white, not me, who had just visited the emergency room.

“I'm sorry... I'll make sure the team doesn't get hurt.”

I sat down silently beside him. There was still some time left. Seeing Seong Jiwon mumbling weakly, I thought the showcase would be ruined if we didn't resolve this.

Even his breathing was a bit labored. It seemed like he might collapse at any moment due to his unstable breathing. I looked at him calmly.

Ding!

[Help Seong Jiwon successfully complete the showcase!

Seong Jiwon is exhausted from his long trainee life.

He is very tense about the sudden good fortune that has come his way.

Support Seong Jiwon 0/1

Successfully complete the showcase 0/1

Success: Charm 30, Dance 10, Singing 10

Failure: Charm -50, Dance -30, Singing -30]

Balance the failure, you bastard.

“Hey.”

I offered Seong Jiwon a calming pill and water. Seong Jiwon slightly furrowed his brow.

“Eat it. The calming pill.”

“...How did you know I was nervous?”

“You've always shown it; how could I not know?”

It was the same during the recording. He does well in practice, but when it comes to the real deal, he suddenly struggles as if he has experienced trauma.

“This kind of thing doesn't work for me.”

“Just eat it.”

“No, I'm fine-!”

It was expensive.

I threw it into Seong Jiwon's mouth while he was talking. It went in smoothly. It reminded me of when I used to nurse Seo Hojin when he was sick.

I quickly offered water while Seong Jiwon had a dumbfounded expression, unable to close his mouth.

Unable to spit it out, Seong Jiwon reluctantly swallowed the water, casting furtive glances at me.

“...You fed it to me in a really weird way.”

“I have a younger sibling. If I throw it like this, like feeding a dog, they eat it.”

“Are you saying I'm a dog?”

I looked at Seong Jiwon while making such trivial talk.

[Seong Jiwon's tension is relieved!]

It seemed that the medication was having some effect, as his ragged breathing began to ease, and he let out a sigh of relief. Seong Jiwon blinked.

“This is good. What is it? Is it the placebo effect?”

“That's good.”

Objectively, Seong Jiwon was the best among us. We needed to somehow save him so that our showcase could successfully end. Seong Jiwon showed a weak smile as if he might collapse.

“You really don't seem nervous.”

“I'm nervous too.”

“What? No way.”

I rubbed the back of my neck.

“It's true. I'm just trying not to show it.”

“Haha, well, it's good that you don't really seem nervous.”

“Why are you nervous?”

Seong Jiwon had it all. As much as his long trainee life, he was our team's most popular and well-balanced member.

Seong Jiwon hesitated, wondering whether to speak, and then sighed deeply.

“This is our first and... possibly last showcase.”

“Yeah.”

“I'm scared of failing. I know it's not what you want to hear at times like this...”

I hadn't thought that way. I just listened to Seong Jiwon's words without any complaint.

“I've been a trainee for a long time, right? I had several opportunities, but they all ended badly. I'm scared that this luck will disappear soon.”

I could understand. Seong Jiwon learned more from repeated failures than successes. He was pushed back whenever he tried to take a step forward, and the door of success was forcibly closed.

That's why Seong Jiwon was afraid to take that step. He feared this last opportunity would close again.

I knew that feeling very well. Very well.

“......”

“...Sorry, um, I shouldn't have brought this up. Somehow, I thought you'd never experienced failure, so I just blurted it out.”

“I haven't always had it smooth either.”

“Huh?”

“Wanna see?”

Before Seong Jiwon could answer, I rolled up my sleeve. Seong Jiwon looked at me in confusion.

“What, what are you doing?”




1 The person holding the knife looks like they're stabbing their head, hence the nickname.



Chapter 20

“Here, this.”

I showed him a long scar that extended from my forearm to my shoulder. It had faded over time, but upon closer inspection, the traces of the wound were still clearly visible.

Some might have noticed it during practice, but none of the members had asked me about it before.

“This scar, it's from a car accident several years ago, maybe ten years ago. At the time, I was told I might never be able to use my arm again.”

“......”

“I worked hard on rehabilitation, and now I can use my arm just fine... but back then, it was truly terrifying. No matter how hard I tried, it wouldn't move.”

For the first time, I confided in someone other than Seo Hojin. I wasn't sure if Seong Jiwon was an important person to me yet, but they were certainly necessary at that moment.

“I know that feeling well, when it seems like no matter what you do, it won't work.”

“......”

“But through rehabilitation, I realized that opportunities are given. They might not be fair, but they're given, and only those who are prepared can seize them.”

It wasn't just rehabilitation. After losing my parents, I entered society earlier than others and faced many injustices.

People who grew up without hardship in wealthy families, thinking it was natural to trample on others...

My life was filled with disappointments, to the point where it was overwhelming. Good opportunities were always snatched by others.

Even this moment, whether fair or not, was an opportunity given to us.

But as always, when prepared, opportunities would come. Even if only once.

I locked eyes with Seong Jiwon.

“You've prepared hard, haven't you?”

“......”

“Right?”

Hesitating, Seong Jiwon nodded. It meant they were ready to seize the opportunity.

I lowered my rolled-up sleeve. No matter how much I tried to smooth it out, it remained wrinkled. I'd probably get an earful from the stylist.

I glanced at Seong Jiwon, taking my eyes off the wrinkled shirt.

“That's enough.”

“Yeah.”

“Let's stop sulking and move on.”

Seong Jiwon clenched his teeth and stood up. Then, he whispered softly to me.

“I'll do my best.”

[Seong Jiwon trusts you.

Your relationship with Seong Jiwon is very friendly.]

I've said too much.

I was relieved that the cameras didn't capture this moment. I already regretted showing the scar and talking like an old man.

It would probably become an embarrassing memory later, but at least I had won Seong Jiwon's favor.

“We should save this emotional story for when the cameras are rolling...”

“Haha, you haven't changed.”

“...?”

Haven't changed?

“Ah, sorry. Let's just go.”

Seong Jiwon made a confused face after speaking. I felt a bit uncomfortable, but we were short on time, so I didn't ask further and returned to the waiting room.

The members seemed restless, seeing that we were late and the showcase was soon to begin.

“Why are you guys so late?”

“Was the bathroom that urgent?”

“Yes, you rascals.”

They pretended to tease us even though they had already figured out the situation.

They're quick on the uptake.

Instead of responding, I followed the staff member guiding the members through the dark backstage. The sound from the VCR, featuring each member's face, was playing.

Kim Seonghyeon, like a true leader, gathered us together.

“Let's do our chant.”

“...Did we have a chant?”

“Nope.”

“Just make one up, quickly.”

Everyone added a word, creating a commotion. Kim Seonghyeon sighed deeply and raised his hand in the middle of the gathered members.

“Let's just raise our hands. We need to do something like this before going on stage.”

“Yes.”

Five hands came together in the air. It felt both awkward and natural for me to be a part of this.

What do I mean? Don't ask me. I don't understand this feeling either.

I could see the faces of the members, looking nervous or smiling uneasily. Kim Seonghyeon hesitated before speaking.

“We've worked really hard for a month... Let's keep working hard for the next month too.”

“Woo!”

“That was so weak!”

“Let's come up with a cooler chant!”

“Ah, let's just do our best.”

“Yeah, let's do well.”

“Let's rock the stage.”

Kim Seonghyeon said with enthusiasm.

“Aja aja, fighting!”

Everyone laughed and teased each other over the improvised chant, which helped relieve the tension. I was glad to see everyone more relaxed.

As we walked onto the dark stage, cheers erupted. In the darkness, I locked eyes with Seong Jiwon. He silently mouthed something.

Fighting.

Even though he was the most nervous, Seong Jiwon encouraged me. It was hard to tell who was supporting whom at this point.

Nonetheless, I felt a sense of accomplishment for using my points on an energy drink.

I grinned but quickly composed my face as the music started.

As the song began, the fans' cheers grew louder. At the same time, we heard their voices chanting.

“Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Seo Hoyun, Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun!”

“......”

Is this a fan chant?

The fans were shouting their fan chant from below. We were all surprised, as it was unexpected.

“More, Second Chance!”

As the fan chant ended, I picked up the microphone and harmonized with Seong Jiwon.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance”

We would have a second chance. Seong Jiwon opened his eyes and flicked his head. His gentle gaze was gone, replaced by a stage-ready look.

His expression shifted to confusion, then determination as he raised his right hand to cover and reveal his face.

“I can't miss this chance.”

As expected, Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon gestured to the camera, and I, who had been waiting behind, raised my head and walked toward the front of the stage.

Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon crossed their arms, pretending to spread and flip cards while singing.

I'm an idol, an idol, an idol...

I felt confident covering up with gestures like this.

“Oh, pick a card, the future becomes clearer,

Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need.”

“Waaaaah!”

...Honestly, I was surprised. If I had practiced just a bit less, my expression might have faltered for a moment.

I twisted my head expressionlessly, picked up a card, and offered a sly smile.

“It's okay, I'll lead you.”

Cheers erupted towards me. Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun stepped forward and harmonized as I moved back after my part.

“Come to me, come to me,

Don't be afraid, come to me,

I have my second chance.”

Kim Seonghyeon danced wildly to the chorus. Behind him, I caught a glimpse of fans waving their slogans.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time,

Don't be afraid of this strange feeling,

No need to worry,

I'll lead you.”

I locked eyes with Kang Ichae, who was waiting in the back. He playfully scrunched his nose with an excited face as if everything would go well.

Then, as Jeong Dajun bent down, Kang Ichae stepped on him, lifted off, spun around, and landed.

“Stand up with the target, I have confidence,

I won't miss this cold sensation.

I can see your face even when I close my eyes,

I ain't gonna miss this time.”

He was practically flying.

Kang Ichae instantly took control of the stage. As the main rapper, his precise diction and overflowing confidence poured out on stage. Nobody could stop the fearless and passionate Kang Ichae.

When he displayed a gunshot-like dance move, some fans staggered as if they were shot.

I couldn't help but let out a little laugh.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time,

Don't be afraid of this strange feeling,

No need to worry,

I'll lead you.”

Everything we practiced until we were sick over the past few weeks poured out on this stage. Maybe it was even better than we thought. Sweat streamed down everyone's faces.

A good song, a decent plan, controversy-driven buzz, passionate members, and fans.

“Just this once, at least in this life, I must.”

I looked at the audience. The wildly waving slogans and the blind, strong faith in us.

Perhaps I had underestimated this job.

I locked eyes with Seong Jiwon on the opposite side of the stage. I felt my breath catch in my throat. A feeling came over me.

We can do this well.

“I will save you (save you).”

I belted out the high note. Seong Jiwon solidly backed me up with the chorus.

At the same time, we all turned our bodies to the beat and returned to the first formation. Then, slowly swaying like the wind, we moved our bodies left and right.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance,

Give you, Give you, Give you Second Chance.”

Kim Seonghyeon aimed a gun gesture at Seong Jiwon standing at the center. As Seong Jiwon fell to the ground and his shaky movement stopped, the formation dissolved, and I slowly stood up alone.

“Second Chance.”

The beat ended with a whisper-like phrase. We all held our breaths until the stage lights dimmed.

A brief silence was soon replaced by a waterfall of screams. It was unbelievably loud.

A blind affection I never thought I'd have in my life poured out.

“......”

We stood up and bowed deeply to our fans. As I lowered my head, unable to explain the strange emotions that threatened to burst my heart, I felt a hand patting my shoulder and back.

Jeong Dajun, with an expression of pride as if he were about to go crazy, and Kim Seonghyeon with a face of relief for passing the first hurdle. Beside the grateful Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae smiled broadly.


“Wow, you guys were amazing. It's been a while since I've seen a team dance so intensely. Right, everyone?”

As the members cooled off and drank water, the staff quickly set up chairs on the stage.

Once everything was ready, the MC went on stage and opened the showcase with praise. The audience responded enthusiastically.

“Now, let's have each of you introduce yourselves.”

I happened to be the first to pick up the microphone as I was sitting closest to the MC.

“Hello...”

“Aaahhh! Our bunny is so handsome!”

...Bunny??

Cheers erupted after just one word. The cheers were louder than my voice on the microphone.

I was momentarily flustered and forgot what to say next, so the MC quickly filled the gap with a joke.

“Who gave that person a microphone?”

I've never been so caught off guard by someone's reaction, but today it happened multiple times.

Bun... Maybe I misheard.

I gathered my thoughts and continued the conversation.

“Um... Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun, the sub-vocalist of The Dawn. Thank you so much for coming today.”

After finishing my greeting, I passed the microphone to the next member. Everyone took turns introducing themselves, and each time, the fans' cheers left us all flustered.

After all, we'd never been this popular before.

“There's so much to ask you today. The Dawn is the talk of the town right now, isn't it?”

The MC carried on with the program smoothly.

“First, let's hear about the long hiatus and the process of Hoyun joining the group.”

I was prepared for this question. It would be better if someone besides me answered it, as it would paint a more flattering picture.

Seong Jiwon immediately picked up the microphone.

“Yes, Hoyun was originally part of the debut members, but he took a break due to health issues and has resumed activities starting with this single.”

“I heard he came back with a lot of enthusiasm, right?”

...That wasn't in the script. Did what I said earlier spread that quickly?

The words about satisfying my parents by merely seeing and hearing me...

I had said all sorts of provocative things. I couldn't help but break into a cold sweat as the interview took an unexpected turn.

“Seo Hoyun, could you say a few words?”

The MC looked at me and smiled mischievously.


Chapter 21

“Haha, Hoyun always brims with energy, doesn’t he?”

Thank you, Seong Jiwon!

Seong Jiwon stepped up even before I could speak. Thanks to him, my foolish actions were seen as an enthusiastic human-like expression.

Without stopping there, the genuinely kind Seong Jiwon added sincere comments.

“Our team became more lively after Hoyun joined. He suddenly brought a song he received from composer Blue Tiger.”

“Ah, so you're saying Seo Hoyun brought this single for the group?”

“Yes, we were all surprised. We had no connection with the composer before.”

“Well, now I'm curious... How does Seo Hoyun know Blue Tiger?”

Attention was drawn to me. I decided to be as cautious as possible with my words to prevent any unnecessary issues.

“I was just lucky.”

I decided to keep it brief.

Before I could finish, the reporters' typing and camera flashes went off, but I didn't crack a smile anymore.

If they're curious, let them keep watching.

Kang Ichae quickly noticed the awkward atmosphere and added more to the conversation.

“He was really cool. He said, 'Trust me and follow me.' I could only admire him.”

“Seo Hoyun really has an extensive network. You're friends with Joo Woosung, right?”

“Yes, he's a senior I know from before.”

“Senior Joo Woosung came and shared his secret with us this time.”

“Please share the secret of your networking skills with me later.”

The MC playfully winked and flipped the cue card.

Discussing the stage concept, the music video interpretation, and the album's BTS eventually led to this question:

“You also became famous for catching a thief a few weeks ago, right? Can we hear that story?”

As soon as the question was asked, camera flashes went off again, likely hoping for something that would draw views.

Kim Seonghyeon cautiously picked up the microphone.

“We were taking a break from practice and heading to a convenience store at that time.”

“Hoyun immediately noticed.”

“And then Seonghyeon rushed out like crazy. I thought Seonghyeon was an action star.”

Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae spiced up Kim Seonghyeon's calm story. The reporters feverishly typed on their laptops.

The headline would probably be something like this.

[The group that won't stand for injustice: The Dawn... The story behind the robbery incident]

MC: Weren't you scared?

Kim Seonghyeon: Well, I was scared, but when I came to my senses, I had already caught him.

MC (laughs): That's amazing.

I could already anticipate the interviews without even reading them. As Kim Seonghyeon continued the story, a sudden spark flew.

“I heard you almost got seriously hurt...”

“Yes. I could have been severely injured if Seo Hoyun hadn't caught him.”

What's going on? This is so unexpected.

“It's fortunate that he wasn't hurt badly.”

The MC laughed as I replied cautiously to avoid being cornered.

“Why are you so calm, Seo Hoyun? It sounds like you're just pondering what to have for dinner.”

“Hoyun is always composed, so it takes something huge to surprise him.”

“That's right, he's such a big-hearted friend.”

“Why... am I the only one being targeted?”

As I asked while grabbing the microphone, feeling singled out, the showcase was filled with laughter.

Kim Seonghyeon playfully added something else.

“But he was really surprised to see our fans today.”

“Why?”

“It seems he didn't know he had fans.”

At that remark, the members and fans laughed hysterically. Kim Seonghyeon didn't expect this reaction.

“It was the same for Jeong Dajun.”

I couldn't be the only one to take the hit. Dragging Jeong Dajun into the conversation, he looked greatly flustered.

“That's right, he kept asking if they were our fans.”

“No, everyone was flustered. Why are you doing this?”

“Hahaha, The Dawn's popularity is indeed remarkable these days.”

As the MC skillfully led the interview, I noticed a commotion from one side of the audience.

What's going on?

I glanced over with a curious look to see what was happening, and I saw a staff member on the backstage stairs vigorously waving a sketchbook.

Suddenly, a hunch struck me. Oh, could it be?

The MC pretended to be surprised after hearing something on the walkie-talkie.

“We just received some fantastic news.”

“Yes?”

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened. The MC quickly scanned the audience.

“It seems like the fans already know?”

“What is it?”

“Everyone, shush for a moment! Please keep it a secret!”

As the members tilted their heads and asked the audience, the MC tried to stop them, but words spilled out anyway.

Briefly, words like chart, mango, and rankings were heard.

A 'could it be?' atmosphere circulated among the members.

“You'll be surprised when you hear it!”

The MC, aiming for more surprise, quickly changed tactics and grinned.

“Our 'Second Chance' song is charting in the top three!”

“......”

The members looked at each other with disbelief.

“Mango, Tinkerbell, and Tap – the song has made it onto all the charts! Tinkerbell and Tap are re-entries. Tinkerbell is 56th on the real-time chart, Tap is 71st, and Mango is 89th!”

No one expected such great news during the showcase.

Reaching the charts is like grasping at the stars for newcomers who haven't made it big. Even with a member who gained fame through a competition program, it was not unusual for the song to linger in the lower rankings and disappear.

But here we were, a lesser-known idol group from a small company with no variety show appearances, entering the music charts after a long hiatus.

Objectively, it was an unbelievable event.

I guess I won't have to file for bankruptcy.

Still, it was something I anticipated.

It was not common for a lesser-known idol group to become a sensation, make a comeback with a great song, and enter the charts during a showcase.

Journalists with a keen sense for news went crazy with their camera flashes.

I'll have to analyze later which factors contributed the most to this outcome. Just as I thought this, a hand suddenly landed on my shoulder. The force almost made me fall off my chair.

“Ouch, guys.”

“We're on the charts!”

“Are we dreaming right now?”

“Seo Hoyun, what are you doing? Say hello!”

The thoughts in my head flew away as the overjoyed fools flocked around me.

Those who seemed like core fans were already shedding tears like rain, shouting at us.

“Don't cry, don't cry!”

Wondering who they were telling not to cry, I looked around to see Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun in tears.

“We, we really...”

“......”

Jeong Dajun was sobbing uncontrollably, and Seong Jiwon was shedding tears like a faucet that had been turned on.

On the other hand, Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon were wearing the brightest smiles they had ever seen.

Ah, these fools...

Normally, he would have ignored it, but Jeong Dajun suddenly clung to him and thanked him.

“It's all thanks to you, hyung. Thank you so much, really.”

He couldn't respond to this. Though Jeong Dajun's tears soaked his shoulders, the stylist wouldn't scold him just this once.

“It's so soggy, you little punk.”

“Hyung, but... ah, it's embarrassing...”

“It's a big fuss just for entering the charts, not even being number one.”

“You know how desperate we were.”

They must have struggled a lot during their long trainee period and the seemingly short one-year journey. Just for charting like this...

I patted Jeong Dajun firmly and comforted the other members while joking so only they could hear.

“You have to cry like this again when we get number one next time. Make sure the camera catches it.”

“Seo Hoyun, you're really...”

“Let's say our thanks.”

“Ah, right. Thank you.”

Seong Jiwon nodded, and Kim Seonghyeon lined up. We bowed at a 90-degree angle to our crying fans.

“Thank you!”

The MC looked at us warmly while tapping his watch with a sense of humor. It seemed to mean it was time for the next cover song.

Seong Jiwon, who caught on to this, took the microphone.

“Th-thank you. If it weren't for our fans, we couldn't have done this.”

“......”

“We have so much more we want to say... Thank you so much. We've prepared a lot. We'll show you our next performance that we've worked hard on.”

I took the microphone from the flustered Seong Jiwon and made eye contact with each fan in the audience.

“It seems like it's time to show you our next performance. We've prepared with gratitude for our fans in mind. Please look forward to it.”

As I smiled brightly, the fans stopped crying and laughed while nodding vigorously. Fans, they're so cute no matter how you look at them.

I comforted the members with Kim Seonghyeon and prepared the lineup for the next cover song.

“Can you guys sing?”

“It's a charting singer's stage. Let's stay focused.”

Kang Ichae giggled. I acted confidently, but I was just as thrilled. I looked at the members with their swollen eyes and clicked my tongue.

I told you it would go well, you fools.

It was an expected outcome, but I couldn't help but smile seeing their tearful faces.


[Title: Today... Today's The Dawn Showcase... was so touching.

Why are the kids so emotional??????? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ └ㅠㅠㅠㅠ I also went and cried when Seong Jiwon cried

└ ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ Why??? What happened???

└ They entered the charts during today's showcase!! The kids found out on stage ㅠㅠ The fans cried, and it was a mess...

└ There seems to be some word-of-mouth effect ㅋㅋ It became a hot topic in the community

└ There's also some real fan-pick effect... It got a lot of attention on SNS, didn't it?]

[Title: I cried too ㅠ I'm really relieved... To be honest, The Dawn kids have suffered so much ㅠㅠ From the robbery to the leak incident...

└ But there was a lot of noise marketing ㅋㅋ In the end, they created a fuss and even charted, they used their heads well

└ What's with this comment? Are you being sarcastic?

└ Don't feed the troll]

[Title: In the midst of all this, Seo Hoyun is so stoic ㅋㅋㅋㅋ “I'm glad nobody got hurt” “We've worked hard to prepare”

I thought I was at a shareholders' meeting ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, but the point is that Seo Hoyun is not familiar with the fans... There's a bit of a gap ㅠ So cute ㅠㅠ

└ In a few years, they'll treat you like ATMs and have dead-fish eyes anyway... ㅋㅋ

└ Why does this person start a fight in every post?]

[Title: What's with Seong Jiwon? Crying just because they charted, wouldn't people think they got first place? It's just a rookie group... I heard he trained for years at a big agency, but his skills weren't great... Seems like Seo Hoyun just hitched a ride on the bus that's being carried by Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu.

└ Joo Woosung... Lim Hyeonsu... Seo Hoyun riding the bus that's being carried... (Ah, I'm so cool and objective ㅋㅋ) Pat, pat, pat, pat!

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What is that ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ I enjoyed your outburst ㅋㅋ Jiwon is a charting singer now]

After the showcase ended and everyone went to rest, I received a call from the CEO alone. While traveling with the manager after making an excuse to the members, I searched for the reactions to the showcase. But...

The fans are quite... resilient, huh?

I thought the fans wouldn't be able to handle the sudden rise in popularity, but it was beyond my expectations.

Of course, there were cases where they took the bait from malicious comments, but it was manageable at this level.

Upon reflection, the answer came quickly. The Dawn debuted about a year, so there was a small core fanbase, and it was safe to say that they quickly grasped the early atmosphere and practically carried the group.

Moreover, the concept was more stan-focused, so many fans with some K-Pop fandom experience joined.

...I was grateful.

The feeling of setting up a plan you're confident in succeeding and confirming that fans who like you have joined was really different.

Wrapped up in this strange feeling, I put down my phone and confirmed the completion of the quest.

[Quest Success!

Cheering for Seong Jiwon 1/1, finishing the showcase safely 1/1.

You have succeeded.

Charm 30, Dance 10, and Singing 10 are added.

As a reward for the first stage, you receive a special gift.

You can now view other people's stats.]

“Hey, would it have been great if you'd told me sooner?”

“What's the matter?”

Come on, you should've let me know about this kind of thing. Damn it...

They're doing this to mess with me. While annoyed, I stared into space and muttered, causing the manager to look back. I lowered my head.

“It's nothing.”

Every time I succeeded in a quest, my charm or dance stats increased, and though I couldn't tell for sure, I felt it was reflected in reality. That's why I thought there would also be some evaluation criteria for other people's skills.

But you should have shown me right away!

I promised myself to definitely try this on The Dawn members and Joo Woosung.

Is this the reward for the first stage? Are there more rewards to come?


Chapter 22

The Unknown Idol Tycoon was doing their best to prevent spoilers ^^

“Sigh...”

“Hoyun, we've arrived.”

“Ah, yes.”

I got out of the car and followed my manager into the company building, which was still old and worn whether we were having a showcase or topping the charts.

My manager kept talking to me.

“Don't worry too much. You're just meeting the CEO. I don't think it's going to be bad news.”

My manager continued to worry about me. This person, at a glance, seemed quite gentle.

“Your chart performance was sooooo good this time. Maybe he's going to give you a big push?”

...However, he was a bit too optimistic.

I chuckled and followed my manager into the CEO's office. The CEO was on the phone with someone, but when he made eye contact, he greeted me with a broad smile as if seeing rolling-in money.

Is this what it feels like to be hated by your own kind?

“Ah, Hoyun, you're here.”

“Hello, CEO.”

“Hold on, I have to take this call. Ah, yes, yes. Sorry about that. Seo Hoyun just came in.”

He was smiling too broadly, even selling my name like that...

Feeling oddly uncomfortable, I subtly glanced around.

Could it be a casting offer?

My manager sat next to me, nervously shaking his leg.

“H-H-Hoyun, would you like some water?”

“...Manager, please calm down.”

Maybe my manager was more worried than me.

After a moment, the CEO finished their call, repeatedly saying “yes, yes,” and then looked at me warmly.

“Our Hoyun, was your trip here difficult?”

Our Hoyun?

“Thanks for your consideration, CEO. It was fine. My manager took great care of me.”

“Hahaha! You're still good with words.”

I subtly praised my manager before the CEO to calm him down. The CEO, seemingly in a great mood, chuckled and sank into the sofa across from us.

“I heard you made it onto the charts.”

“Yes, I was lucky.”

“You guys really hit the jackpot this time. You caught a criminal, the song was great, and the planning was decent too... You even made it onto the charts. Among all of you, Hoyun, you were the best.”

“Hahaha.”

Get to the point quickly.

They laughed mechanically.

“Don't even think about the penalty now.”

“Yes, thankfully.”

Even though he was being praised openly, a suspicion came first. You know, life didn't usually flow that smoothly.

The CEO and I hid our true feelings and continued the conversation with smiles.

“Mr. CEO, do you have any good news today?”

“Oh, is it that obvious?”

“Yes.”

“......”

“Quite a lot.”

To be honest, the manager was sweating profusely, but the CEO just laughed heartily.

“I have two pieces of news for you. It would have been better to gather all the members, but—”

Neither of them should be bad news.

“First, your dorms have been arranged.”

“......”

My face darkened. The kids debuted a year ago, and this should have been taken care of back then.

“No more struggling with coming and going. Especially for Ichae, who had difficulty living alone because his house was far away – I was really concerned.”

You probably didn't care.

“Considering Dajun is a minor... We put a lot of thought into arranging the dorms.”

Hey, you didn't care at all.

“That's really great news. Thank you for your consideration.”

I responded automatically. As the image of Jeong Dajun struggling with a swollen ankle came to mind, the CEO's beaming smile seemed even more irritating.

However, it wasn't hard to understand. They probably didn't have the money to provide a dorm for the group.

“At the same time, we've discussed with the planning team and decided to film the BTS of the accommodation and upload it to YouTube. You can move into the dorms starting today.”

“Wow, Hoyun, this is amazing!”

The manager clapped in excitement. At the same time, my expression remained neutral. No, actually, I felt more disappointed.

I thought it would be a casting opportunity.

“Yes, understood. I'll let the other members know as well.”

“Great, I appreciate it. It's reassuring to have you, Hoyun.”

Was that all?

Anyway, the BTS of the music video would be released bit by bit, so it didn't matter.

The planning team worked hard, but the CEO made it sound like he took care of it all himself.

Well, it wasn't a bad idea. I shrugged my shoulders and asked a question.

“Is that everything?”

“Oh, Hoyun, you shouldn't be so impatient.”

The CEO grinned and tapped on his phone.

“You guys got an offer for a variety show.”

“A variety show?!”

The manager spilled water all over. The scene was reminiscent of a meme where someone spills orange juice.

“Ah, uh, I'm sorry.”

“Manager, here.”

“Our kids are already on a variety show...?”

The manager's eyes brimmed with tears, and I quickly grabbed some tissues from the table and tossed them his way.

“Th-thank you, Hoyun.”

“Yes.”

The manager sobbed, but my interest shifted entirely to the CEO.

“What kind of variety show is it?”

Weekly Star, something like that would be fine. We could at least create a few memes from it.

Variety shows, where many stars have the chance to shine. The godly realm where even unknown people suddenly rise to fame. That's why I was also in the variety department.

Weekly Star? Or behind-the-scenes filming? Considering The Dawn's level of recognition, it wouldn't be a major network; it would probably be a cable broadcast...

What's popular on cable these days? As I racked my brain, the CEO spoke with a smile.

“It's a survival competition show called Shining Star, to be exact.”

“A survival competition?”

I slowly clenched my fist. The CEO nodded.

“You know the PD named Jeong Moonseon, right? The one who was famous for audition competition shows. It's a program that person was working on, but they left for another variety show, so they're looking for a new PD. Still, it should have decent recognition.”

“......”

“You know, like those programs where they select debut members from trainees. It seems similar, gathering average boy groups and making them compete. The winner gets their own variety show and can participate in the next major competition.”

Wow...

I must have been living a virtuous life.

God was giving me such opportunities.

As I tried to suppress my delighted expression and maintain a stern face, the CEO glanced at me, worried I might refuse the offer.

“Why are you worried about it?”

“CEO, wouldn't it be a bit... difficult for The Dawn to participate in such a show? Last time, half of the idol group that went on a similar program had their image ruined.”

“Ah, I'm actually a bit concerned. That cable channel is... somewhat malicious.”

“It's beyond malicious! They're notorious for their devilish editing! They prioritize idols from big entertainment companies and ruin the images of others. Some groups even disbanded because manipulated clips completely destroyed their reputation!”

“Hmm, I think it's a good opportunity to raise recognition. But, in the long run, it could be harmful.”

The manager and the CEO had a heated discussion, going back and forth. As negative opinions seemed to dominate, the CEO stroked his chin and looked at me.

“So, what do you want to do, Hoyun? I'll respect your opinion if you don't want to do it.”

“No.”

I slowly nodded my head.

Devilish editing? Image-making?

“I want to do it.”

Why should I worry about that?

As I flashed an innocent smile, the CEO and the manager were taken aback. Plans were already forming in my head.

“I really, really, really want to do it. I'll convince the members for sure. Please let us participate in Shining Star.”

“Uh... A-Are you sure?”

“It's the first time I've seen Hoyun ask for something like this...”

“We'll pass on your positive response for now. We'll also inform the planning team and the manager. Make sure to confirm with the members, too.”

“Yes.”

“Go and rest. You've worked hard today.”

I bowed my head and left.

Inside my head, I was building scenarios.


“Oh~ Pick a card.”

“......”

“The future becomes clearer~!”

“You're annoying.”

I was packing some essentials from home to live in the dorm.

After packing, I was about to head to the dorm when Seo Hojin's teasing got on my nerves, so I smacked his head. With a loud thump, Seo Hojin whined in pain.

I continued to give endless advice to Seo Hojin even as I dragged my suitcase to the entrance.

“Turn off the gas and air conditioner properly if you're not using them. Don't just order delivery. Cook something as well.”

“Nagging is...”

“Are you not going to listen to me?”

Seo Hojin grinned despite my threats. He's gotten a bit cocky lately. He was proud when I first debuted as an idol, but now it seemed amusing to him.

“Hyung, you've gotten popular, huh? One of my friends has you as their profile picture. They said you're handsome.”

“Really?”

“So, now I can't send messages to them. I might forget and think I was chatting with you. It's scary.”

Seo Hojin laughed. I looked at my pathetic little brother and gave him one piece of advice.

“Don't mention that I'm your brother unless it's necessary. It just gets annoying.”

“I'll do as you say.”

I always did that. When I was a PD, I told Seo Hojin to hide the fact that I was his brother when my face became known. People would always start arguments because they thought I had done something wrong (although I didn't think I had).

It was especially true when my brother was in middle or high school.

It would be even more severe now that I was an idol.

“Hyung, take care. Live well in the dorm.”

“Alright, you fool.”

” Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need. It's okay, I'll lead you, so don't be anxious, tada!”

My face soured. Seo Hojin held back laughter, excited to tease me after a long time. I pouted with my arms crossed.

“I'm leaving...”

“Yep, the genius idol is now departing~!”

“Aren't you going to cry?”

“......”

“Huh? Are you going to cry? Are you?”

This time, it was Seo Hojin whose expression soured. When I mentioned his crying in the hospital after I collapsed, he remembered his embarrassing past and touched his head. I chuckled and left.

“Don't wet the bed without me~.”

“Just... get out of here.”

As expected, teasing a younger sibling had its charms.

“I'm leaving now~.”

“Go!”

I smiled contentedly as I looked at the slammed door and adjusted my hat. I was heading toward the dorm address by bus or subway when a song played on the street.

– “Say it once more, it's the beginning for us.”

Oh?! That's our song.

I suddenly stopped and looked at the shop. They seemed to be playing the top 100 songs from a music site.

Hearing our song on the street meant one thing – we were still on the charts. A smile spread across my lips.

It felt good.

"......"

“Why are you like that...?”

“Oh... It's you!”

“Do I look like a chart-topping singer?”

“Hmph... Your face is so bright that I can't see it!”

Until these guys stop their nonsense, that is.


Chapter 23

In front of the dorm, Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae were excitedly waiting for all the members to gather before entering together. The youngest planner and the manager were also present.

It was Lee Jihyeon, right? That's the name, wasn't it?

With a quick bow, they both greeted and approached us.

“Hey, move aside.”

Don't be a nuisance. With two guys blocking the already narrow entrance, passing was impossible. This startled Kang Ichae.

“Hey, that's my spot?!”

“I... I'm sorry!”

“Hey, stop taking photos and move out of the way already!”

These kids... What's with their mentality? Should I say it was good or what?

I was worried they might struggle with hate comments online because of their sudden popularity, but it was just a baseless concern.

Amidst their playful banter, laughter was already starting to erupt among the manager and production staff.

“Ouch! That hurts!”

“Stop it, you brats.”

While I was scolding the two, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon appeared.

“What were you guys doing?”

“They probably did something to deserve it...”

Seong Jiwon looked at us curiously, while Kim Seonghyeon seemed to grasp the members' personalities well.

I casually greeted them and then looked at the sketchbook hastily filled by the youngest planner, Lee Jihyeon.

[Please react as you enter the lodging!]

Okay.

Everyone dragged their suitcases, their faces full of excitement. Kang Ichae pressed the secret code they just learned and played the background music.

“Ta-da!”

“...Ta-da?”

“So, what does The Dawn's dorm look like?”

... It's shocking.

As someone who naturally thought of the song by Loveholic,[1] I felt both familiar and unfamiliar when I heard the Netflix starting sound.

Meanwhile, Kang Ichae playfully opened the door to reveal the dorm.

With two rooms and a living area, it was a bit cramped but enough for about five people to live in. There was only one bathroom, which would likely cause a morning rush, but that was manageable.

Since we're filming BTS, the camera was essential.

Where were they mounted? I scanned the room with eagle eyes. One on a teddy bear, another on the TV stand, and two beside the sofa...

They've set it up better than I expected.

Just as I was about to give a moderate reaction, Kang Ichae excitedly rushed toward the sofa, struck a pose, and recited his line.

“Why are you like that...? Do I look like a guy who owns a place?”

“It's dazzling...!”

“It's totally fine?!”

...?

Even Seong Jiwon entered the living room with a fluttering face.

“Why are they so excited?”

“Uh, um?”

As I looked at Kim Seonghyeon while speaking, I realized he was no different. With a flushed face, he was busy looking around. A feeling of pity surged inside me.

You guys... really haven't been treated well at the company...

Even I, known as a ruthless PD, could see that the situation for these rookie idols was truly dire. Perhaps it's just our agency that's particularly like that.

I placed my suitcase in the corner of the living room with a bitter face.

The planning team focused on filming Kang Ichae with their cameras.

The big room was for Jeong Dajun, Seong Jiwon, and Kim Seonghyeon. The small room was for Kang Ichae and me. As our eyes met, he laughed. It was unsettling.

The youngest planner, Lee Jihyeon, caught my eye and gave a subtle nod.

“Everyone, do you like the dorm?”

“Yes!”

“I'm glad. Don't worry because the cameras won't always be rolling. We'll only film when there's content, and our company will do all editing, so don't worry.”

I was worried.

“Today, we'll film unpacking your suitcases, deciding on roommates, and reacting to the music video. Just a quick monitoring will do for the behind-the-scenes of the music video.”

Lee Jihyeon flipped through the sketchbook several times. Everyone obediently answered and gathered their suitcases, which had been piled in a corner.

Filming the suitcases?

What's so fun about filming suitcases?

It might be fun for the fans. They were curious about everything related to idols, even their meals.

Still, I was worried since there wouldn't be much content.

And precisely one minute later, my worry crumbled.

“Puhahaha! Hyung, what's this?”

“A red ginseng set and ginseng extract...”

The first batter, Seong Jiwon. Half of his suitcase was filled with red ginseng. Seong Jiwon laughed sheepishly.

“Hyung, why do you have so many red ginseng sets in your suitcase?”

“My grandma gave them to me. She said we should all have some.”

“Your grandma is truly thoughtful...”

“Ooooh~ Ichae-hyung, that's too much~.”

“No, that's not what I meant.”

Kang Ichae, who had been joking around, hastily tried to explain himself. I seized the opportunity and discreetly approached Seong Jiwon.

“Can I have one?”

“Oh, of course.”

I quickly tore open the ginseng extract Seong Jiwon handed me and diligently sucked it dry.

His grandmother was really wise... I used to stockpile boxes of this stuff and have one every morning during my PD days.

Seong Jiwon carefully repacked his suitcase.

Next batter.

“Me!”

“Alright, Dajun. Go ahead and unpack.”

Jeong Dajun energetically opened his suitcase.

“...It's nothing but snacks.”

“All you need are snacks!”

“Just kick him out.”

Seong Jiwon was a gentleman. Next up was Kang Ichae.

“Ta-da! Games!”

A laptop, mouse, PlayStation 5, Switch... It was all games.

Kim Seonghyeon immediately closed the suitcase.

“Throw it away.”

“Why would you do that?!”

“Practice instead of playing those.”

“I agree.”

“No, my babies...”

As even Seong Jiwon joined in, Kang Ichae hugged his precious suitcase protectively.

“Next up, Hoyun.”

“Okay.”

Ignoring them, I opened my suitcase. It was ordinary and lacked impact, so I figured it would be edited out anyway.

But then, there was silence.

“Hyung, what's up with your clothes?”

“What?”

“......”

The members had been staring at my suitcase and whispering to each other.

“Did you see his suitcase? It's all black. I thought it was a black hole. I should've noticed since he always wears black clothes...”

“I know, right? He's always in head-to-toe shadow fashion.”

“Hoyun-hyung, what kind of idol does that...”

Even Jeong Dajun criticized me. I frowned. I don't think I've ever been criticized for my fashion before.

“What? Black is pretty.”

“Next up! Seonghyeon-hyung!”

My opinion was quickly dismissed, and the last batter, Kim Seonghyeon, sighed deeply before opening his suitcase. And quite literally... he was like Doraemon.

“This is for Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun. I knew they wouldn't bring clothes. Seong Jiwon, you get a portable steamer.”

“I wanted that!”

“Seo Hoyun, you get vitamins.”

Somehow, I ended up with the most items. Feeling flustered, I asked him as I watched an endless supply of vitamins pour out.

“Why do I get vitamins?”

“Hyung, you collapsed last time.”

That was because of the system window.

“Right, Hoyun-hyung is secretly frail.”

“Exactly. Hoyun, you need to take better care of yourself.”

No, that was because of the system window!

But I couldn't say it, so I kept my mouth shut. Obviously, I would be treated like a madman if I mentioned it.

Kim Seonghyeon proudly closed his suitcase after giving everyone the necessary items.

I hoped this would get edited out.

We already watched our music video countless times but doing it together on the sofa in our dorm felt different.

However, the problem was these pesky maknaes.

“...I'm sorry.”

“Ta-da!”

“Enough, guys...”

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun shared a laugh as they playfully picked on Seong Jiwon, who was sprawled on the sofa and appeared to be in agony. Since Seong Jiwon was the main character in the music video, they found it easier to tease him.

“Ichae, you look so cool! Like Hollywood.”

“Yeah, I rejected a casting offer last time.”

“Ichae, sometimes I envy your shamelessness.”

“That's my charm.”

Seong Jiwon tried a weak counterattack, but it didn't affect the mentally strong Ichae. Seong Jiwon was already clenching his fists.

I wondered if Seong Jiwon would ever punch Ichae.

“Hoyun-hyung is really good at shuffling cards.”

“Hyung, are you a card shark?”

“Stop it... Are you trying to cheat?”

“Hahaha!”

As I played along with them, the kids went wild with excitement.

The BTS video was edited as I suggested, like that of the show Screening Humanity.[2]

The rainbow-colored cursive font spelling “A Day in the Life of an Idol with an Extreme Job” was quite satisfying.

[Today, Kim Seonghyeon goes to the practice room again.

1. What do you think about while practicing?

2. (Kim Seonghyeon) What do I think about? I just do it...]

The BTS video was a mix of various memes circulating on the internet.

The more serious the members appeared, the funnier it was. The highlight was when Joo Woosung made an appearance.

[Joo Woosung: Hello~.

Members: (dumbfounded) Why are you here, hyung...?

Seo Hoyun: (calmly) Let's practice.]

“I was really surprised back then.”

“He's a celebrity among celebrities.”

Joo Woosung was just a guy distracted by love.

Clicking my tongue, I focused on the video. Before I knew it, the BTS footage led to the music video.

[Today, The Dawn takes their shooting seriously. Suddenly, Ichae gets up.

Kang Ichae: Hyung! How tall is a monkey?!

Kim Seonghyeon: (with a resigned face) About 121cm...?

Seo Hoyun: (hearing the answer) Vague[3].]

“I got goosebumps...”

“Hyung ordered that.”

Everyone laughed comfortably, knowing that the video wouldn't include their reactions. The planning team seemed quite satisfied with how the shoot went.

“Good job, everyone! We have a music show filming starting early tomorrow, so get some rest.”

While greeting the manager and the planning team, I made eye contact with the team's youngest member. I gave a natural business smile, and Jihyeon flinched.

“Ms. Jihyeon.”

“Yes, yes. Mr. Hoyun.”

“Thank you. We got great results thanks to your excellent planning.”

Jihyeon scratched the back of her head nervously, her face saying, 'Why is he talking to me?' Jihyeon, being new to the company, didn't understand why I was talking to her and not the team leader.

“No, not at all. You guys matched so well that it was more rewarding for us.”

But why was I approaching Jihyeon?

Obviously, I was laying the groundwork.

Great planning, especially in competition programs, was crucial.

Despite her wariness at my sudden move, Jihyeon obediently answered.

“Could I ask you for advice on planning in the future?”

“...Yes?”

“You know this stuff well, Ms. Jihyeon.”

“...All right, then.”

Jihyeon clenched her fists.

I waited. Promotion? Bonus? Will she ask for more? Although it was not within my authority, I was prepared to do my best to persuade the CEO or team leader.

“Can I pour out all the settings I want?!”

...

“...Yes, sure.”

My response came half a beat late. Maybe I was being too realistic.

“Kyaa! Thank you! I love how my thought-out settings move in 3D, no, 4D! I've been thinking about a sequel to this apocalypse concept, and how it would connect is...”

“Ah, I'm a bit busy right now.”

I quickly cut her off. I didn't plan on listening to a stan talk all day. Jihyeon looked disappointed as she said goodbye and walked away with a flushed face. ...Well, it worked out.

This should be enough for now.

I looked back.

“Ah, I'm exhausted, so exhausted.”

“Should we grill some pork belly?”

“Let's practice.”

“Practice bug...”

“Let's practice.”

“...Yes, understood.”

The rest was up to us.

Ignoring Kang Ichae, who was mumbling nonsense about being an idol forever, the diligent Seong Jiwon was preparing his practice clothes. I wanted to see the stats of Seong Jiwon, who had the best balance among us.

Seong Jiwon's stats.

[Opening Seong Jiwon's stats.]

[Singing: A0

Dancing: A-

Variety: C-

???: ???

??: ??

Charm: B-]

Wow, what were these stats for Seong Jiwon? What did singing A0 mean? And what's with the A- for dancing?

I knew he was talented, but seeing it like this was shocking. Training really paid off.

Variety and charm would come naturally as he gained more broadcast experience.

“Hey, you must have been born to be an idol.”

“Huh? What are you talking about all of a sudden? That's you, Hoyun.”

My goodness, he's even humble...

Seong Jiwon frowned and smiled. I gestured for Seong Jiwon to come forward as our tank.

“Seong Jiwon, come here for a second. You guys too.”

“Huh? Oh, okay.”

There was something important to tell them. Kim Seonghyeon stopped organizing his carrier and sat down in the living room.

“What's up, hyung?”

“Is the camera off?”

“Yeah, they took it away.”

“Good.”

“What is it? Why are you setting the atmosphere like this? It's scary.”

It's important. I remembered the warning I gave them on our first day in the practice room.

They all seemed to remember that day clearly, swallowing nervously. I slowly looked at each member's face.

“We got an offer to appear on a variety show.”

Everyone's jaws dropped.

“Really?”

“It won't be funny if you're lying, hyung.”

“You don't trust me?”

Every single one of them had a face filled with disbelief.

“I'm hurt...”

“...Let's get to the point.”

Even pretending to be hurt didn't work on the members. Seong Jiwon looked at me nervously.

“We got an offer for a competition show. The CEO said it's a program on cable where we compete with other idol groups to win first place.”

“Really? For us?”

Everyone's eyes widened in surprise. Then, Jeong Dajun bounced with excitement. As I explained in detail, some members became excited, while others had worried expressions.

Kim Seonghyeon thought for a moment.

“If we rush into it, it could be a negative experience.”

“True, the criticism can be harsh. There have been idols who went on similar shows and only ended up ruining their image. Some even disbanded as a result...”

“It's not a situation where we can just think positively, huh?”

“It's either a huge success or a huge failure? Either way, we'll be on fire on the internet.”

Kang Ichae shrugged his shoulders. Everyone's faces grew even more somber at his words.

These people, who had yet to taste success, were already consumed by negative thoughts; that's just how it was.

What should I do about this?

Should I try giving them a bit of shock therapy like last time?

“Hmm...”

As I pondered what to say this time, Seong Jiwon suddenly turned his head.

“Hoyun, what do you want to do?”

At Seong Jiwon's cautious question, the members' gazes naturally fixed on me.

“Of course...”

My answer was already determined.

“We'll face the criticism if we have to.”

This was precisely the time to jump into the fire.




1 It is likely that Seo Hoyun was referring to Loveholic's “Butterfly” (나비), a popular ballad from the early 2000s. The song includes the lyrics “바람에 흩날리는 그 집에” which can be translated as “In that house fluttering in the wind.” The song has been featured in various Korean dramas and movies.



2 Screening Humanity is a long-running KBS documentary program that explores ordinary people's everyday lives and struggles.



3 The joke is a pun that plays with the similarity between “monkey” and the Korean word “몽키” (Mong-key). The punchline, “몽키” (Mong-key), is a play on words, as it can be interpreted as “monkey” or as a Korean word “blurry” or “vague.”



Chapter 24

I was in no position to be picky about cold or hot water.

“We're still rookies.”

Speaking candidly, everyone's shoulders slumped. It was great to be on the charts, but we had to continue this momentum.

“To break free from the rookie title, we need to firmly establish our reputation, even if it means wearing out our image a bit.”

“Hmm...”

“Let's join this program.”

“......”

Everyone wore a contemplative expression. Amidst this, Kang Ichae casually answered while chewing on a dried squid.

“I'm up for it.”

This was easy.

“I like it too. I want to treat it as our last chance.”

Seong Jiwon gave a push to the momentum. The determination in his eyes was blazing.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun glanced at the other members and nodded.

“Let's do it.”

“I'll follow you guys.”

“Okay.”

The atmosphere was gradually coming together. As the situation neared its conclusion, I slowly found the right time to speak.

“Listen to this. There are three crucial rules to make it big, including through a competition program.”

“What are they?”

Although they debuted a year ago, it was evident they were still naïve rookies who didn't know the broadcasting ecosystem.

I raised a finger.

“First.”

“Yes.”

“Don't trust everyone at the broadcasting station.”

“...Excuse me?”

“They're all cunning foxes, harboring snakes inside.”

“Are you introducing yourself?”

I ignored that.

“Don't give them any reason to hold something against you. Be suspicious of everyone, no matter how friendly they seem. Especially with idols, actors, related personnel, and staff who might get involved in a scandal – don't even let your fingertips touch them. Okay?”

Everyone chuckled awkwardly.

“Did you set the mood just to say that?”

“Our company doesn't prohibit dating, right?”

“If you want to date, don't be an idol.”

“...Wow, okay.”

Everyone seemed a bit taken aback. But I wasn't joking. For idols, a dating scandal could be fatal.

It was even more critical for rising groups to be careful. I didn't threaten Joo Woosung with his dating history for no reason.

“If you receive a note with a phone number, hand it to the manager. Don't even unfold it.”

“Hand over the note?”

“The only thing you guys can open is fan letters.”

“We can't even open them...?”

I sighed.

“Jeong Dajun, I quit smoking to become an idol.”

“......”

“Can't you quit dating?”

After siping the red ginseng juice Seong Jiwon handed me, I grabbed Jeong Dajun's arms and shook him.

“What does dating have to do with the harmfulness of smoking...?”

A hard-hitting remark...

“Both quitting smoking and abstaining from dating involves self-control.”

Everyone had a 'what do you want us to do?' expression, but I was serious. Non-smokers wouldn't understand this pain.

That's when Kang Ichae spoke to me.

“Hyung... Do you know this?”

“What?”

“I entered the entertainment industry with the mindset of already being a monk.”

“Excellent. Everyone should follow Kang Ichae's example.”

“Haha, I'd like to dedicate this honor to my hamster at home.”

“You don't have a hamster.”

“It's my imaginary friend.”

As I clapped for Kang Ichae, he scratched his head shyly. The expressions of the other members soured, though.

“We got the first rule. Anyway, no one in our group is dating right now...”

“Yes. It's fine.”

Jeong Dajun nodded his head.

Good, it seemed everyone understood well.

“Since you all seem to understand, let's move on to the second rule. Be careful with your words. Always keep your mouth zipped, both in general and especially at the broadcasting station. Regardless of whether the camera is rolling or not.”

“Hmm... isn't that a bit extreme?”

Seong Jiwon still didn't know much about broadcasting stations.

“Broadcasting stations aren't just filled with staff, but also part-time workers who are ordinary people. And among the staff, there's no one you can trust. So be careful with your words around anyone who isn't part of our group. Especially gossip. If it gets recorded and leaked, there's no coming back from that. Remember the male idol who trash-talked his senior and had his conversation leaked a couple of years ago?”

Everyone's faces turned pale, so they must have known the story.

Good, this should be okay as well.

“Now, lastly...”

This was the most important one.

“No matter what happens, trust me.”

In fact, the first two rules were meant as a setup to say this.

Everyone laughed at that, thinking it was a joke.

“Of course, we trust Hoyun.”

“Absolutely, you're a genius idol, after all.”

But I didn't laugh. The other members jokingly patted each other's shoulders and moved on.

It seemed a bit early to bring this up. Regardless, it didn't matter.

Eventually, when something happens later, everyone will understand.


“Hello! We are The Dawn!”

“Oh, right. Hi.”

The male idol in his third year since debut casually greeted us while looking at his phone. We kept our smiles as we handed out our promotional albums.

Ah, that guy...

I remembered him. He was infamous for being extremely arrogant, and the guy next to him used to cling to me, calling me “PD-nim, PD-nim.”

“The Dawn? What's that?”

“That's our group name.”

“You mean like deodeok?”[1]

It was infuriating to introduce ourselves as rookies to guys like them. Especially when they tried to act cool and belittled us with their words.

Nevertheless, everyone bravely greeted them. Kang Ichae, in particular, seemed unfazed.

“Ah, I see. Haha... Well, good luck with that.”

Although their words seemed like encouragement, the mockery within them was apparent. Everyone responded calmly, perhaps used to being treated this way.

“Yes, thank you.”

As we continued to greet people, a few notes were exchanged, as expected. Some were openly flirting within the broadcasting station, which was definitely not a wise move.

The highlight of all these situations was when a group of 5-year debut veterans passed by.

“Hello!”

For some reason, one of them seemed to be looking too much at Kim Seonghyeon and then, with a smile, casually handed him a note. The manager narrowed his eyes at this.

Although they tried not to show it, I also received a note in my pocket. When I looked up, the person winked at me.

For now, I smiled and bowed my head, but as they moved away, I turned to the manager and handed over the note.

“Manager, here you go.”

“Ah, me too.”

Surprisingly, Kim Seonghyeon obediently handed over the note first. It was a relief that he was sincere about being an idol. The manager looked flustered but took the papers diligently.

“Hey, why have you guys become so popular?”

“I guess we look good because of a brief moment of fame.”

“I don't think that's the only reason...”

We also made it onto the charts. However, we hadn't really skyrocketed to fame yet. If we were truly famous, the broadcasting station staff would have gone to great lengths to talk to us for even a minute or a second.

“Wow... that senior just now! I really like them!”

“Do you want to quit being an idol?”

“Huh?? That's not what I meant... Yes, sorry!”

As the members murmured, I cut them off with a single comment. Honestly, I had no interest in their preferences, nor my own. When young men and women, especially those known for their looks, gathered, it was natural for relationships to form, and dating wasn't a crime.

However, for idols, it was.

I'm sorry, but I want to be successful.

For idols, especially rookies, dating was fatal, and if caught, it would turn into poison. Established groups could somehow form a support shield, but rookies would just sink to the bottom.

If caught... it's really the end.

Kim Seonghyeon didn't seem particularly bothered and simply shrugged his shoulders.

However, as we walked, I felt an uncomfortable gaze from behind. A male idol who ignored us earlier glared intensely at Kim Seonghyeon.

...Why was that guy acting like that?

I subtly turned my body, shielding Kim Seonghyeon from view, and decided to check on the situation later. We entered the waiting room where other groups gathered and took pictures.

“...Hey, when are we going on?”

As you know...

“We still have three hours left?”

“We've been waiting for two hours already...”

Waiting.

“...Let's practice.”

Waiting.

“...Should we practice more?”

“Might as well.”

Waiting.

“I'm hungry...”

I heard that there tended to be a lot of waiting when recording an idol music program, but since I wasn't an expert in this field, I hadn't fully grasped the extent of it.

At least there was plenty of time for practice. I glanced at my quest window.

[Complete a week of music programs!

The Dawn is finally stepping out of the music scene just a bit.

Increase your popularity by appearing on music programs!

If you successfully appear on 5 music programs: Charm +30, Dance +20, Singing +10, 1,000 points]

Well, this wasn't too bad.

The system seemed to be taking it easy this time. I discarded the ominous thought that it was the calm before the storm.

As I watched Kim Seonghyeon teach the dance steps thoroughly, a staff member opened the door and shouted at us.

“The Dawn, please get ready to perform.”

“Yes, got it!”

Their faces were just as tired as ours. It seemed they only planned to do a quick check for the first rehearsal.

“Let's do well today.”

“Of course.”

“Fighting!”

“Ah, hyung! What's up?”

Jeong Dajun replied energetically with a lively face. Unlike his initial sullen and downcast expression, his face was now full of confidence.

“Hello!”

“Nice to meet you!”

We greeted everyone we encountered on stage, and as we climbed onto the stage, we could see fans coming in for the pre-recording.

Counting the number of fans, there were about twenty-five. That's more people than I expected.

After checking the nametag on my uniform, I tidied up my microphone cord. Jeong Dajun waved at the fans, bouncing around cheerfully.

“Hello, we are The Dawn. Nice to meet you.”

Kim Seonghyeon bowed slightly to the fans while greeting the staff. I hesitated and then gave a slight wave, which was met with a response.

“Hoyun! You look handsome today too!”

Honestly, I felt a bit... guilty. We had been sitting in a cramped waiting room, but those fans had likely been standing the whole time.

“......”

I was afraid to say something that could be taken the wrong way and tried to step down without saying much, but somehow, a comment slipped out.

“...Um, did you all eat?”

That was my first remark. I could have come up with something better. I slightly regretted it, but the fans quickly responded.

“Is food important right now?! I got picked for the audience!!”

“Pffft.”

A sly grin escaped my lips.

“Still, make sure to eat well. It's all about staying alive, after all.”

“So caring... unfamiliar... I smell the scent of a stranger...”

“Did Hoyun just flip his personality?”

As Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae looked startled, laughter erupted among the fans. Seong Jiwon laughed in agreement.

“As Hoyun said, please take good care of yourselves and eat well. We'll do the same.”

With the rehearsal preparations done, the staff signaled for us to get ready, and Kim Seonghyeon bowed again toward the fans.

We couldn't slack off during the rehearsal for the fans who had been suffering since dawn.

“Don't be afraid of this strange feeling.”

Holding our composure, we gave it our all as if it were the real performance. I couldn't even tell how I looked at the camera or if I danced properly. After the rehearsal, we heard we had to prepare for the pre-recording next.

The fans had gone through so much for this short rehearsal, but seeing their faces strangely made it all okay.

Would I see them again?

Kim Seonghyeon quietly said something to me as we bowed and stepped down.

“You're a natural.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, I was a bit worried, but there was no need.”

What did he mean?

I wish Kim Seonghyeon would be clearer with his meaning when speaking. He just smiled and walked away.

We were about to return to prepare for the next pre-recording.

“Hey, Seong Jiwon.”

It was a new voice. The guy who had been glaring at Kim Seonghyeon earlier.

Approaching with his blond-dyed hair, he smiled brightly at Seong Jiwon.

“Feeling relieved? Now that you've gained some popularity, you don't even greet your seniors?”

“......”

Seong Jiwon's previously gentle expression hardened.




1 It's another play on words. “The Dawn” (더 돈) sounds similar to “deodeok” (더덕).



Chapter 25

“Wow, totally busted, Seong Jiwon?”

Who... who was he?

Kim Seonghyeon seemed to know something as he frowned, but Seong Jiwon just greeted him calmly.

“Hello, Yu Hyeok-sunbae.”

“Hahaha, just kidding, buddy! What's with that disgusting look?”

The man called Yu Hyeok put his arm around Seong Jiwon's shoulder.

Ah, now he seemed familiar. Today, a boy group that debuted three years ago. They were quite popular because they came from a large agency and even won first place a few times.

Speaking of which, was their agency D.Go? It was the large entertainment company Seong Jiwon used to belong to.

“No matter how much earlier I debuted, we've been eating from the same pot for years. I just wanted to talk to you because it's been a while, and I've heard good things about you lately.”

“...Thanks.”

It seemed the two practiced together in the past.

“I'm really glad things turned out well. My heart ached when your debut got canceled. I worried that maybe you were pushed out because of me like I stole your spot.”

“...Me?”

“I'm happy to see things working out for you, even if it's late.”

But this guy, he was subtly jabbing at Seong Jiwon.

“I hope things continue to go well. Well... it's a game with a predetermined outcome anyway.”

A predetermined outcome?

Before I could even deduce what he meant, Yu Hyeok glanced at Kim Seonghyeon. Seeing his glare at Kim Seonghyeon, I remembered where I had seen him before. He was the guy who stared too long when a girl group member handed a note to Kim Seonghyeon earlier.

“Your hoobae should work hard too. If you keep being clingy here and there, it'll cause bad rumors.”

Ah.

Now the situation was clear.

This Yu Hyeok seemed to have a crush on that girl group member, and he was upset because she showed interest in Kim Seonghyeon instead.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had never been clingy, raised his eyebrows in disbelief. At that moment, I deliberately dropped a piece of paper on the floor.

“Oh, shoot!”

When I said it out loud, everyone's attention turned to us. I hurriedly picked up the note and carefully put it in Kim Seonghyeon's pocket.

“Seonghyeon, be careful with it.”

“...Seonghyeon?”

“What's this after dropping it, huh?”

Kim Seonghyeon looked at me with a bewildered expression. He didn't seem to understand what was going on. Yu Hyeok's eyes were fixed on Seonghyeon's pocket.

“No matter how many you receive, you shouldn't be dropping them like this.”

“What...”

“Oh right, you said you weren't interested, didn't you?”

I pulled out the piece of paper from Kim Seonghyeon's pocket.

“I'll pass this on to the manager.”

“Hey, what's that?”

“Oh, sorry for interrupting. Kim Seonghyeon is just so careless...”

Yu Hyeok couldn't take his eyes off the note. I bowed my head with a kind smile.

“Thank you for the advice, sunbae. We won't be swayed by such things in the future, and we'll work hard.”

I grinned and playfully waved the paper.

It was an outright provocation. Yu Hyeok's expression turned grim, realizing what I had done.

Seong Jiwon let out a hollow laugh, and next to him, Kang Ichae turned red as he tried to hold back his laughter.

“You... What's your name?”

“It's Seo Hoyun, sunbae.”

As I answered with a smile, Yu Hyeok approached me and snatched the paper.

“You little punk, already losing your mind? Thinking you're something just because you got a note?”

I obediently handed it over. Shocked glances were cast from the side.

Hey, you're the one who said to watch your mouth at the broadcasting station.

Are you crazy? A note with a sunbae's phone number?

It's personal information?

That was the kind of look they gave.

They were probably worried the note would be passed to that sunbae, and we'd get caught. But I was confident.

Yu Hyeok unfolded the note with a swagger.

“I'll pass this on to that sunbae. You guys are already acting so high and mighty without manners... Huh...”

“......”

Yu Hyeok checked the folded paper and closed his mouth.

“Yes?”

“......”

“Yeees? What did you say?”

Because, you see, it was a receipt.

A receipt for the salad we had for breakfast.

I wouldn't carelessly leak personal information like that.

“A receipt?”

I tilted my head. Kang Ichae was laughing so hard beside me that he was almost in tears.

“What is this?”

“Ah, it's the receipt for the salad we had for breakfast. Our manager always tells us to take the cash receipts when we buy something.”

“......”

“But Kim Seonghyeon doesn't know these things very well. Maybe because he's only focused on practicing.”

“Then what you said earlier about not being swayed was...”

“Oh, I thought you were obviously talking about dieting...”

As I calmly replied, even Seong Jiwon's face turned red, trying to hold back laughter.

I, on the other hand, sighed.

Being an idol was tough... These kids... were jealous of their juniors wanting to date...

“Sunbae, I don't know why you want our receipt, but if you wish, feel free to take it.”

“Maybe he has a hobby of collecting cash receipts... That's unusual.”

“Or maybe he just likes the smell of the salad on the receipt... Wait, do salads even have a smell?”

“Hey, hey. You should keep that kind of stuff to yourself.”

Jeong Dajun muttered seriously beside me. I pretended to stop him with a laugh.

Jeong Dajun, this guy was really funny. A great character for variety shows. Especially when there's an opportunity to tease people, I must involve Jeong Dajun.

“These punks...”

Yu Hyeok's face turned red and pale. He lunged at me as if to grab my collar, but I dodged him smoothly.

If Yu Hyeok threw a punch at me here, it wouldn't be too bad to use it to our advantage. I was secretly looking forward to it.

It would be great if Kang Ichae was recording this. Yu Hyeok was trying to grab me at that very moment.

“Ah, Seo Hoyun!”

A familiar voice was heard. Turning my head, I saw Joo Woosung raising his hand and approaching.

Come to think of it, I heard he was here as a special MC.

Joo Woosung was nothing extraordinary, but because his debut and popularity were top-notch, everyone around him bowed 90 degrees every time he stepped in the hallway. It was a truly bizarre sight.

Are you some kind of god?

“What are you doing? You should greet people when you arrive.”

Hmm...

It was similar to what Yu Hyeok had said to Seong Jiwon earlier, but it strangely felt okay when Joo Woosung said it.

He must be trying to help.

I got goosebumps from his overly friendly tone, but I smiled broadly anyway.

“Sunbae, I went to see you earlier, but you weren't there.”

“Sunbae? Don't be so formal... Just call me 'hyung' like you usually do. And hello to the rest of you too.”

“Hello!”

“Have you been practicing? Did you improve from the last time I saw you?”

Joo Woosung chuckled and tapped me. I thought he had caught on to my intentions...

Is he actually helpful?

In terms of experience and recognition, Yu Hyeok was no match for Joo Woosung.

As if sensing something strange, Yu Hyeok looked at Joo Woosung and bowed at a 90-degree angle.

“Hello, Joo Woosung-sunbae!”

“Ah... Right.”

Joo Woosung glanced at him. Yu Hyeok quickly changed his demeanor and clung to him, flaunting their closeness.

“I've been enjoying the album you gave me last time, sunbae. I can't tell you how excited I was when I heard you were coming as a special MC.”

Shouldn't this guy have been an actor rather than an idol?

“Mmm... Thanks, Yu...”

“Yes, sunbae!”

“Yu... Yu Hyung, was it? Like a math problem?”

“......”

“Study guide?”

Joo Woosung burst into laughter after saying it himself. It was a dad joke.[1]

“Sorry, I'm not good with faces I don't recognize well.”

Yu Hyeok was totally burned.

His expression twisted for a moment, and then immediately relaxed.

“...It's Yu Hyeok.”

“Aha.”

Then Joo Woosung turned his gaze back to me. As an idol, he must have known the name of a fairly famous junior, so he deliberately ignored Yu Hyeok.

“Seo Hoyun, you have some time before the recording, right? Come to my dressing room later.”

“Why?”

“Well, I just want to catch up for a bit. It's been hard to get in touch since you're so busy, you rascal.”

Joo Woosung's acting had improved since I last saw him. I pretended to be embarrassed for no reason.

“Oh, I forgot. Sorry.”

“It's fine. See you later.”

I gave an OK sign and watched Joo Woosung walk away. Then, I smiled and greeted Yu Hyeok, who was dumbfounded after being ignored.

The sunbae Yu Hyeok tried to show off his connections with was treating Seo Hoyun nicely. That must be infuriating.

Such people definitely get frustrated.

“Sunbae, you seem hungry. Make sure to eat well...”

Go practice or something, kid.

Everyone quickly moved away from Yu Hyeok, trying not to laugh. After a while, Kim Seonghyeon quietly added a comment.

“You're really cunning, but it's reassuring when you're on our side.”

“I'll take that as a compliment.”


“Oh, you're here.”

“Right before your eyes, the great Mr. Shin O Jeong X is here...”

“Come on in, come on in.”

Joo Woosung said this as I walked into the waiting room he was using alone.

“I was pretty good, right?”

Joo Woosung took his eyes off his phone and looked at me, bragging. I chuckled and plopped down on the sofa next to him.

“Why is the MC's dressing room for one person so spacious? Ours is like a chicken coop.”

“Well, I am Joo Woosung.”

True. He's one of the top idols in Korea, both in name and reality. Would I be able to escape this game after I complete the main scenario by reaching that kind of level?

I stared at him and checked his stats.

[You're viewing Joo Woosung's stats.

Singing: A+

Dancing: S+

Entertainment: A0

???: ???

??: ??

Charm: S-]

I was speechless for a moment.

“Wow...”

“What is it?”

“No, I just realized how far I still have to go...”

“Huh? Why?”

So, I needed to build up stats like this guy to be on his level? When would I ever get out of this game? Could I get out before I turn eighty?

Losing my enthusiasm, I pouted, and Joo Woosung narrowed his eyes.

“Are you mocking me right now?”

“No, I'm not.”

“It sure seems like it...”

I was just admiring your stats, you brat.

There was no point in saying that since he wouldn't believe me, so I ignored it.

“So, what is it? Why did you call me?”

“Talking about it outside would feel awkward, and I didn't want to risk running into any White Cherry members.”

“White Cherry?”

I raised my eyebrows. Joo Woosung gave an uncomfortable smile.

“I've become a legendary jerk within White Cherry.”

Oh, right. They were dating.

“Did you break up?”

“I was dumped, actually.”

One of them finally escaped.

Of course, I was talking about White Cherry's side.

“Kids these days are scary, you know? Splashing water wasn't enough; they brought a big bowl of water from the bathroom and threw it at me. I was completely soaked.”

Well, that's understandable.

I crossed my arms, looking at the legendary jerk.

“Well... I am a jerk, after all.”

What's going on?

Was he finally going to treat his fans better? Or was it just a realization after being threatened?

“Anyway, if I leave, half of those people are my ex-girlfriends...”

“Hey, I'm not that bad... Am I?”

Joo Woosung seriously pondered. I ignored him.

“Anyway, I didn't call you to talk about that. It's something else.”

“What is it?”

“You guys are entering a competition this time, right?”

I was about to dismiss it as nothing serious and respond casually when my ears perked up.

“How did you know?”

“I heard it from someone. It seems the variety show department is pushing for that program this time. The lineup doesn't look bad.”

Joo Woosung said, tapping on his phone.

Shining Star seemed to be a gathering of idols with moderate popularity. I didn't know the lineup was considered good, though.

“Did you hear who's participating?”

“From what I know, Refined, Maz, and Today, the ones who picked a fight with you guys earlier.”

“Hmm...”

Refined, Maz, and Today. All of them debuted between 1-4 years ago. The competition seemed fiercer than I thought. Today has overwhelmingly higher recognition. It might be tough to break through the competition here.

“But don't expect to win first place.”

I quickly raised my head.

I thought he said that because of the difference in popularity, but Joo Woosung added calmly.

“There's already a predetermined winner.”

“What?”

“Shining Star and Today's agency seem to have strong ties. They've already arranged everything and are proceeding with the program.”

“......”

A rigged program with a predetermined winner. That's why Yu Hyeok said those words earlier.

The outcome is already set.

Today's side must know it as well.

I wondered if Kang Ichae recorded it earlier but decided to drop it. Yu Hyeok's words were too weak to overturn the situation. It would be over if he claimed he didn't have such intentions since it was too vague.

As I was thinking about what to do, Joo Woosung casually said.

“This kind of thing is common. I'm telling you not to be too passionate and end up disappointed.”

“......”

“As far as I know, the second and third places haven't been determined. You won't be able to compete with other groups as the first place, but it'll still be quite useful for raising your recognition.”

My disappointment must have shown as Joo Woosung's words became lengthier.

“Thank you.”

“Huh?”

“I'm grateful you told me. Can I tell the members and the company about this?”

“...Yeah, they'd know anyway. Just don't mention that I'm the source.”

“I understand.”

Seeing my unbroken spirit, Joo Woosung raised his eyebrows with a 'Look at this' expression.

More importantly, there was something else.

“Who's the PD?”

“All of a sudden?”

“Yes. Did you hear who the PD of Shining Star is?”

The CEO said they were still searching for one. Joo Woosung frowned at the unexpected question.

“I don't remember that. Why?”

“It's important. Can you find out for me?”

“Well, finding out isn't a problem... Whoa.”

Joo Woosung's words trailed off, and he suddenly asked earnestly.

“Seo Hoyun, you're not planning to threaten the PD, right?”

“I wouldn't do that.”

“I can't believe you since you have a history of it.”

It was difficult to damage a PD's reputation, even when they had flaws. I had to look for another way.

Rather than threatening, something more enticing...

As I was pondering, Joo Woosung shrugged.

“Anyway, I'll find out and let you know. If you have any more questions about the program, just ask.”

“Why are you being so helpful?”

Joo Woosung had been surprisingly helpful to a blackmailer like me. When I asked him honestly, he just grumbled.

“Even when I'm being nice, you're suspicious, you bastard...”

“I'm joking. I appreciate it, so consider me in your debt.”

“What would I gain by having you in my debt?”

“Well, who knows what will happen in life?”

It was good for me that they were helpful. Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu were softer than I thought.

My focus was already on Shining Star. It was understandable since a new quest window had appeared.

[Quest Arrival!

Win first place on Shining Star.

Success: Acquire hidden talent, +50 to all stats.

Failure: Unable to release the next album for 3 years]

I needed to create a new plan.




1 So the joke is essentially a play on the similar-sounding words “유혁” (Yoo Hyeok, his name) and “유형” (Yoo Hyung, the word for study guide).



Chapter 26

“Today’s number one is... Today! Congratulations!”

He clapped mechanically. MC Joo Woosung handed over the trophy with a beaming smile. Today's gaze briefly met his, but he pretended not to notice.

“Thank you!”

“We really didn't expect this.”

With Today, whether they ranked first or not, they were busy looking and waving only at their fans and showed no interest in others.

They were so funny, and it's like they really followed their own way, not caring about anyone else.

As they were about to leave the stage, Today's Yu Hyeok sent a deep, sarcastic gaze toward us.

It was a face that seemed to say, 'You guys can't get this, can you?'

That kind of disdainful face.

The kids were used to that kind of contempt, but surprisingly, Kim Seonghyeon took the bait. Seong Jiwon quickly grabbed and pulled him away as he made an angry face.

“Seonghyeon.”

“......”

“Let it go.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed and turned his head after looking at Seong Jiwon.

That's right. That's what they should do.

Even if it's petty and dirty, they couldn't let it show while the cameras are rolling.

“Today, Today!”

The cheers of Today's fans could be heard, and a passing idol group grumbled.

“Why do they like those guys? Their personalities are terrible...”

“When the cameras are rolling, they pretend to be nice, so who knows?”

“Their fans are really pitiful. They have such a bad reputation...”

I suddenly looked up and met their eyes. The gossiping idols quickly shut their mouths and moved away.

What was that group's name again? While I made a mental note of the overheard conversation, I also nodded to the people around them with a face that pretended not to hear anything and got into the cramped van.

“Guys, good job. Let's go to the dorm.”

“Yes.”

The atmosphere was strangely subdued.

I texted the CEO about what I heard from Joo Woosung and put my phone away.

What should I do? I pondered while plugging in my earphones and listening to our song.

Insiders...

I continued to worry about how to plan my strategy. When we arrived at the dorm, the manager carefully observed us before leaving. Then, Kang Ichae called out to me.

“Hyung.”

“......”

“Hoyun-hyung!”

“Huh?”

I looked at Kang Ichae with a bewildered gaze while absentmindedly tapping the dining table with my index finger. The other members' eyes were all gathered on me.

“What's wrong?”

“What is it?”

“Are you that upset about not getting first place? Or did someone pick a fight?”

“What are you talking about all of a sudden?”

“Why do you look so fierce? It feels like a cold wind is blowing from you. Is this the Arctic?”

Was I like that? No, I wasn't really angry, but...

It seemed like I couldn't pay attention to others while concentrating.

“No, it's not that. I just had something to think about for a moment.”

“Really?”

“What did Joo Woosung say?”

Why did they suddenly bring him up?

When I frowned at Kim Seonghyeon's question, everyone sighed in relief.

“I guess not. That's good. We thought you were scolded because Joo Woosung called you.”

“Why, if it was true, would you scold him?”

“...It's scary, but should we try?”

Surprisingly, Seong Jiwon gave a quick response. I dismissed it as a joke and moved on.

“So, what's going on? The manager was also carefully watching your reactions earlier.”

“The manager is sensitive; that's the issue.”

“Did you ever think you might be too tough?”

“I haven't thought about it...?”

I, for one, was emotionally sensitive enough. Everyone looked concerned, even though I didn't know what my expression was.

“Is that for real?”

“It's scary even if it's an act and even scarier if it's true.”

Kim Seonghyeon scolded Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae for whispering in front of the person in question. Then, he turned his gaze to me.

“So, what is it? Did something happen?”

“Well, that's...”

I recently warned the members about three things to be cautious of.

I never expected the last words, 'trust me,' to be used so soon.

“We can't win first place even if we compete.”

“What? Who said that?”

“It's because the winner is already predetermined.”

“What?!”

Jeong Dajun kicked the table and stood up, appalled.

“Ah, these people are sly...!”

“Are we just a screen?”

“How did you find out about that? Wait, who exactly are they?”

“Huh.”

I tapped the table again.

“Today.”

A chilling silence followed. All the members' faces hardened, and then they started cursing.

“Those guys don't have talent, so they resort to anything.”

Kang Ichae muttered coldly.

“I already thought they were too lucky compared to their abilities. I thought their popularity rose because they were pushed into entertainment shows, but...”

“I never expected them to be this blatant.”

Kim Seonghyeon's face twisted and seemed even more annoyed, perhaps because he had been pushed around by Yu Hyeok earlier. As everyone complained, Jeong Dajun asked a question.

“Hyung, why are you so calm?! Aren't you angry?”

“Hmm. I'm not really angry.”

“Are you a pushover, hyung?!”

“...?”

Who was calling whom a pushover now?

As I looked incredulous, Jeong Dajun stepped back nervously.

There was actually one reason why I wasn't angry. Sensing it, Seong Jiwon asked me.

“You have something up your sleeve.”

“I do.”

Right now, there's an astonishing scenario unfolding as the members are agitated. Seong Jiwon smiled bitterly.

“What is it, by any chance? Are you giving up? Saying it's okay not to be number one?”

“Of course not.”

“So, what's the plan?”

Well, I've finished thinking. I weighed a few factors and understood their cons. I spoke with confidence.

“We have to get first place.”

“......”

The living room fell into an even more profound silence than when Today had been mentioned as an insider earlier.

“Hyung, did you not hear the conversation until now? What are you talking about when you were the one who told us about the inside information?”

“Hoyun, even the agency is involved right now, and it's difficult. This isn't something we can handle with our abilities. This kind of thing happens all the time in the entertainment industry.”

I know. I was aware. It wasn't the first time a schedule was pushed back because of that. There was even an instance when another PD snatched away a project I had worked on for a year. At that time, I drank at least five bottles of soju out of frustration.

But could it be because I've experienced many delays like that?

“We can make it to the top.”

I was not very familiar with that world.

Upon hearing my words, the members' faces brightened again. It seemed my image was established here.

Crazy. That wasn't bad, either.

“But there's a condition.”

“What is it?”

“Do you remember what I said before? I mentioned three precautions.”

Kang Ichae's eyes sparkled. Everyone had a 'you can't be serious' look.

“You're not going to bring up dating here, are you? Trust us, okay?”

“Yes. No matter what happens, you must trust us. Even if we commit a crime, trust us. If we say the sun is the moon, still trust us.”

“Are you joking right now?”

“I'm not joking.”

“......”

“A lot will happen in the future. At that time, no matter what I do, you must trust me. Don't trust what others say.”

It was a statement that warranted comments like 'what nonsense is this?' and 'did he eat something wrong?'

Yet, everyone didn't outright dismiss it due to my track record so far.

To make it big, I would boldly make any deal.

Everyone might be trembling with fear, but still.

Kim Seonghyeon cautiously asked.

“What's the reason for saying that?”

“......”

“Isn't it because you have something in mind that you're saying that?”

It was an utterly different attitude from when I first met him, and he said not to ruin the atmosphere and leave. I slowly looked around at the members.

“I won't choose the means and methods.”

They were people who were once thought to be hopeless. But look at them now. They've become quite capable. Star quality can be created.

“I'll do whatever it takes to make us successful.”

“......”

“There might be times when your feelings get hurt... but you need to trust me anyway, even if it hurts.”

I spoke honestly. If I don't gain the members' trust now, the foundation of all my planned schemes will collapse. I waited calmly for the outcome.

“What are you talking about?”

Of course, they only imagined situations that could be dismissed with a simple laugh.

Suddenly, Jeong Dajun got up and, with a fumbling motion, took a red ginseng drink from Seong Jiwon's carrier and drank it.

“...What is it?”

“I just felt a sudden lack of energy... It's hard to deal with Hoyun always acting crazy like that. I just don't want to think about it.”

“Yeah, me too. Me too.”

Kang Ichae chuckled. When I raised one eyebrow, Seong Jiwon cautiously spoke.

“Hoyun, I don't know about the others, but I've trusted you for quite a while now. I knew you had a bad personality from the beginning...”

“That's right, I've already had quite a few heartfelt moments with you. Especially when you first mentioned your parents, I thought, 'Is there really someone like this?'”

“Honestly... Seo Hoyun has a really disgusting personality.”

...These guys?

Kang Ichae chimed in with the ongoing conversation.

“Let's see how it goes. To be honest, I enjoy working with you. We head in completely unexpected directions sometimes.”

Kang Ichae never said he trusted me until the end. But this was enough. The rest could be filled in slowly over time. Kang Ichae grinned.

“Let's do it, us. Trusting Hoyun, let's oust the designated successor and take first place.”

It's decided.


Time flew by quickly, and it was already time for the plan.

Despite knowing the rigged set-up, the CEO laughed heartily and said, “Be satisfied with second place.” Even the gentle manager seemed to grind his teeth angrily at the thoughtless remark, but I remained calm.

Because—

“There! Your position is wrong right now!”

“Ah! Seriously, this is a matter of centimeters!”

“Adjust it again!”

Seong Jiwon's switch turned on again.

Following Seong Jiwon was damn hard, and I didn't even think about the annoying words from the CEO or Yu Hyeok.

As I collapsed in the corner, Kang Ichae sat down with a thud.

“In my opinion, Jiwon is insane.”

“Yeah, he's definitely possessed. In my opinion, a dead trainee has possessed him in the practice room.”

“He wasn't like this for the past year... It's true that he's famous for being a practice bug.”

Everyone secretly gathered and gossiped about Seong Jiwon. Even Kim Seonghyeon joined in.

“Was Seong Jiwon famous?”

“Yeah, didn't you know? He used to be a big rookie and part of a debut group, so he had some recognition. Most of our small group of fans were here because of Jiwon.”

“That's where Today is, right?”

“Yeah. D.Go is the agency.”

Kim Seonghyeon quietly answered.

“He must have had a lot of pressure. He slipped from the debut group there, unfortunately.”

“Aha.”

“He used to practice half-heartedly, like a dead person. But after he joined us, his eyes flipped. He brought oil barrels to the burning house, not just fanning the flames.”

Kang Ichae emptied a bottle of water and as he said that to them.

Did Seong Jiwon hesitate with Yu Hyeok of Today for that reason?

No, why did he fail in the first place?

It went without saying that Seong Jiwon was the most skilled and well-balanced guy in The Dawn.

“Well, it turned out well, anyway.”

At Seong Jiwon's reply, Kang Ichae seemed surprised. It appeared he had heard our conversation. He walked over and fanned himself.

“I didn't want to debut with the Today members, either.”

“Even after winning first place now? Doesn't your stomach hurt?”

“I'd rather have a stomachache here than suffocate and die there.”

Seong Jiwon answered firmly. There must have been a serious issue, which I'll have to ask about later.

“Jiwon!”

“Yeah, yeah?”

Jeong Dajun, who I thought had fainted, suddenly stood up.

“Are you saying loyalty is more important than popularity?”

“Huh? Does that mean that?”

“Please make sure to include that in your autobiography later.”

“Do idols usually write autobiographies?”

Seong Jiwon was confused and got caught up in Jeong Dajun's nonsense.

In the meantime, my cell phone rang. When I checked it, Kang Ichae suddenly lifted his head.

“Is it the composer, hyung?”

“No, it's not.”

“Darn, too bad.”

Kang Ichae clicked his tongue. Lately, he's been acting strangely. Like an outsider, he looked disinterested in everything but would flip out whenever Lim Hyeonsu was mentioned.

“You can't possibly be...”

“Huh?”

“...Well, no.”

Surely... Surely, he did like Lim Hyeonsu?

As I glanced at him, Kang Ichae let out a hollow laugh.

“Hyung, what kind of filthy thoughts are you having?”

“Ah, sorry.”

“I never thought that, but your thinking is really narrow-minded...”

“I said I'm sorry.”

Kang Ichae went on about how the composer was in a different realm and almost like a religion to him. I half-listened and checked the message.

– Joo Woosung: Hey

It was Joo Woosung.

– Joo Woosung: I checked what we talked about last time. I even know what the first mission is, ㅋ

– Joo Woosung: Curious? Huh? If you say Joo Woosung-sunbae is the best, I respect and thank him, I'll tell you

“Wow.”

I carefully typed a message.

– Me: Best.

Best.

– Me: R.s.

Respect.

– Me: T.y.

Thank you.[1]

– Joo Woosung: I'm really ^^

– Joo Woosung: Sometimes I think, am I a fool for treating you well even after being treated like this ^^

Not a fool, but a real fool.

Joo Woosung told me, grumbling. I slowly checked the detailed mission he had written.

Lately, I've been receiving a lot of help from Joo Woosung.

– Joo Woosung: And I checked the producer too.

– Me: Who is it?

– Joo Woosung: It seems that many PDs have been replaced as D.Go started to interfere... The final PD seems to be this person.

I knew most of the broadcasting station PDs. I imagined the names that flashed through my mind. If it's a person in charge of such a competition program, it wouldn't be far from expectations.

As I casually read the message, my heart dropped.

– Joo Woosung: It's PD Kim Heeyeon.

“......”

“Hyung?”

I lost my words for a moment. Kang Ichae, who was still talking about Lim Hyeonsu's great points, tilted his head.

“Hyung, what's wrong?”

“Ha...”

I pressed my eyes hard and then collapsed on the floor.

“Ichae.”

“...What?”

“Life isn't easy.”

Kim Heeyeon — cool, smart, famous as the “crazy woman of this area” at the cable broadcasting station, and also–

“It's not easy...”

My ex-girlfriend.




1 Joo Woosung wanted Seo Hoyun to use three words: “......” (최고), “respect” (존경), and “감사” (thank you). Seo Hoyun replied with “......” “......” and “......” They're the first initial consonants of the three words in Korean, like a shorthand.



Chapter 27

“Hello, I am Kim Heeyeon, the PD in charge of the Shining Star project.”

Kim Heeyeon had a unique way of speaking with a soft, lingering tone. Despite being in her early to mid-30s, her face looked so youthful that she could have been mistaken for a college student.

Because of these characteristics, everyone who met Kim Heeyeon for the first time had the same thought: Ah, she must be easy to work with.

“Hello! We are The Dawn.”

“Did you arrive an hour early today?”

“Oh, yes!”

“I told you to come on time since our schedule is tight.”

And that thought would be shattered within five minutes for anyone.

“Do we have any foreign members who don't understand Korean?”

“PD, the camera is on!”

“We're the ones editing. What's there to be scared of?”

“PD!”

Same as always...

When everyone was at a loss for words, the assistant director (AD) glanced around discreetly. The manager then waved his hands in surprise, remembering that the important person here wasn't a popular idol but a successful PD.

“I apologize. There must have been a miscommunication on our end.”

“Next time, I hope you come at the scheduled time.”

Did people usually get scolded for coming late and not because they came in early?

Everyone looked puzzled, but it was clear that Kim Heeyeon, who had stayed up all night, was irritable. No, she acted like she had a problem with the program.

As Kim Heeyeon came out of the break room, she yawned continuously and waved the proposal around.

“Well, since we're here, let's start... You're called The Dawn, right? A big hit plan. It's quite the topic.”

“Yes, the members of The Dawn are really hardworking friends.”

“Hard work doesn't always pay off.”

Kim Heeyeon sighed deeply. The members' faces stiffened, realizing the meaning behind her words.

“Starting from the left, Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon...”

Kim Heeyeon slowly recited the names, seemingly determined to work. I tried my best to maintain a calm demeanor as the last name to be called.

“...And Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Hmm...”

Kim Heeyeon stared at me for unusually long, tilting her head.

Why is she doing this?

Cold sweat began to run down my back.

Could she have recognized me?

No, that's impossible.

Lim Hyeonsu and Joo Woosung lost their memories of me. This world belonged to idol Seo Hoyun, not PD Seo Hoyun.

As expected, Kim Heeyeon nodded.

“Seo Hoyun... You're really handsome.”

“...Thank you.”

“You look like you'd come out great on camera. You have a certain charisma...”

As Seo Hoyun heard that...

He quietly murmured to himself.

The members kept glancing over at him with faces that seemed to say, 'Hyung, why are you like this?', 'Your expression has been off since earlier...'. It seemed that I must have been making a strange expression.

As soon as Kim Heeyeon's gaze dropped, Kim Seonghyeon, who was next to me, nudged my side and gave me a look.

It meant to pull myself together.

No, I wanted to pull myself together, but how could I when my ex-girlfriend, Kim Heeyeon, was staring right before me?

“Well... I assume you've all seen the plan.”

“Yes, it's really interesting!”

“We enjoyed it.”

“Well, I'm glad it's to the liking of you guys at least. I honestly don't like it at all.”

“PD Kim!”

The AD, who was next to her, grabbed her in surprise.

“PD, have you gone crazy? Why are you acting like this, really? What do you think the newcomers will think of you if you say such things in front of them?”

“Ah... I don't want to be like this either.”

“But why are you acting this way!”

“What can I do if I don't like it? Those crazy people from above keep interfering like crazy. Do they think people are expendable? Damn it...”

Kim Heeyeon continued to grumble like a mad woman.

The faces of everyone, except Kim Heeyeon and me, changed colors like a laser show.

Ugh... I didn't want to talk if I could avoid it.

I was the only one who could stop Kim Heeyeon from going berserk here. Ultimately, I let out a shallow sigh and cautiously opened my mouth.

“Excuse me, PD.”

“...Yes, Mr. Hoyun.”

“You said you would summarize today's first recording and tell us the mission.”

“I did.”

“Can we hear that first? We didn't come here to listen to this kind of talk from you.”

As I said it, the faces of the members, who were already trembling at the PD's words, turned even paler. The manager wondered why I was picking a fight and if I had finally lost it. His eyes flashed like he was about to grab my head if I said another word.

However, Kim Heeyeon just blinked and slowly nodded her head.

“You're right. I'm sorry. I haven't been in my right mind lately.”

Finally, everyone let out the breath they had been holding, and their faces relaxed.

Kim Heeyeon was known as the crazy woman of this cable broadcasting station's area, but she was rational enough to rise to this position.

She slowly distributed the planning documents.

“As this project had many staff changes, the recording schedule is a bit tight. The first recording is in three days, so please be prepared. We plan to select 120-second stages for your debut, so please prepare for that.”

“In three days?”

“Yes. Oh, could you bring out the lottery?”

The faces of the members slightly frowned.

It was a lottery that had been contacted a month ago for appearances only.

Kim Heeyeon's expression hardened as she received a draw from each of the two lots handed over by the assistant director, but she quickly pretended to be calm.

“Alright, one person needs to draw.”

“Ah, I'll do it.”

Naturally, the leader, Kim Seonghyeon, ended up drawing the lots.

“There are five girl group songs from the music industry. I made a list of girl groups instead of boy groups to make it more unique. You'll compete with the song you draw.”

“What songs are there?”

“White Cherry, Like Girls, Merry Me, Rosemary, and It's You. Check the songs yourself.”

They were all strong girl groups. The members exchanged meaningful smiles at that remark.

Kim Heeyeon, who had been sneakily observing them, held out the right lot.

” And here's a note with the 'Fairy Tale' concept written on it. Since the motif is based on fairy tales, you'll choose one from several. Are you ready?”

“Yes!”

At Kim Heeyeon's signal, the camera closed in. The nervous Kim Seonghyeon drew the lot for the song and concept.

Everyone remained speechless as they watched him.

“......”

[Like Girls – Want You]

The most challenging song, they thought.

Jeong Dajun started clapping first.

“Wow. Ah. Ah.”

“It's. Truly. Awe. Some.”

“Oh my?”

Kim Heeyeon laughed at their deflated appearance.

“You guys are cute.”

“This will make a great edit,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes.


“Hoyun, wait a moment. I don't know where the kids scattered.”

“Alright. I'll be here.”

Everyone seemed shocked or stuck in the van, having dispersed in all directions.

After hastily sending off the manager, I walked around the broadcast station. I wandered aimlessly down the street, and my steps naturally led me to the smoking area.

It had been a while since I'd been here. I used to smoke here occasionally when I came...

I often ran into Kim Heeyeon here too.

...Feeling uneasy, I was about to turn back when...

“...Oh.”

There's the real Kim Heeyeon.

With great timing, I ran into Kim Heeyeon. She greeted me more warmly than expected while openly smoking in front of the broadcasting station.

“Isn't it Seo Hoyun?”

“...Yes.”

What should I do now? I couldn't just ignore the main PD.

I approached Kim Heeyeon like a cow being dragged to the slaughterhouse.

“Did you come to smoke?”

“No, I don't smoke.”

“Is that so?”

Kim Heeyeon, seen from the outside, looked just a tiny bit livelier than she did indoors. Apparently, she was still holding up while inhaling nicotine.

Guilt pricked at me.

Kim Heeyeon was a light smoker, but she had become a heavy smoker for some reason.

Ding!

[Mommy, mommy!]

...

[I opened the popcorn!]

Be quiet.

As I wondered what to say to naturally distance myself, my eyes met Kim Heeyeon's.

She exhaled a puff of cigarette smoke and smiled mischievously at me.

“Seo Hoyun, you're really handsome... How did I not notice before?”

“Thank you...”

“Of course, the other members are handsome too, but, well, how should I put it... You have a captivating charm. You also seem a bit sensitive, which is my type.”

She had argued with her type while breaking up, trying to slap me while I desperately stopped her.

“Ah!”

Kim Heeyeon waved her hands, interpreting my nervous expression somehow.

“I didn't mean anything special. If I upset you, I'm sorry. It's my fault, right? As a PD, evaluating people becomes a habit, and even I know I can be rude.”

“No, not at all.”

I quickly denied it. I could understand her intentions to some extent after spending time together. Her blunt and seemingly rude words were her way of praising.

“Why would I feel bad when the PD says I'm good-looking?”

“...Wow, impressive comment.”

As I gave a subtle smile, Kim Heeyeon couldn't take her eyes off it, then coughed awkwardly and cleared her throat.

“Anyway, I think you're fine, Hoyun. These days, idols are so careful not to make any mistakes. Even when I'm blunt, they just tiptoe around me. In that sense, you were refreshing earlier.”

“Isn't it because you're scary, not because they're afraid of making mistakes?”

“Haha, just kidding. How nice am I, really?”

Now I understood how the others felt when I claimed to be nice.

Kim Heeyeon giggled.

“Anyway, I'm sorry. I haven't been paying enough attention to your team. I told you about the mission too late...”

She must have thought we didn't know anything.

If Joo Woosung hadn't told us, we would have believed all the teams had started practicing three days earlier.

I slowly shook my head.

“No, it's okay. It's enough already.”

“No, you'll definitely be treated better.”

Kim Heeyeon smiled bitterly as if foreseeing what was to come. She looked exhausted.

“I'm sorry, really.”

“......”

“Life isn't easy, is it?”

You couldn't tell just by looking.

Kim Heeyeon was a successful PD. People would beg her to continue making shows even if she claimed she was tired of them.

Talented and confident.

She seemed to have it all, but in reality, Kim Heeyeon was exhausted.

What should I say to her?

I was not the Seo Hoyun that she knew.

“......”

I hesitated, ultimately remaining silent.

Kim Heeyeon took a deep drag of her last cigarette, extinguished it, and gave a faint smile.

“Well, if there's work next time, I'll try my best to call you. I like you, Seo Hoyun.”

“...PD.”

“Hmm?”

I pulled out the candy Kang Ichae had stuffed in my pocket. It was the candy he gave me to help me quit smoking.

Kim Heeyeon's eyes widened as I placed the candy in her hand.

“...What's this?”

“It's candy.”

“I can see that, but...”

Kim Heeyeon looked at me, wondering what this was about.

“It's a bribe.”

“......”

She looked incredulous.

Just then, I heard my manager calling me from a distance. I looked back at Kim Heeyeon.

We made a bet to quit smoking.

Kim Heeyeon was always confident, boasting she would quit faster than a heavy smoker like me.

I recalled old memories and smiled faintly.

As I indulged in nostalgia, an ominous sound rang in my ears.

Ding!

[Choices

1. Pretty Hoyun will come again♡

2. Think of me while eating candy♡

I'll step back then...]

Damn it!

It always appeared at moments like this.

Seo Hoyun had never made such a quick decision in his life, hastily picking a choice.

I was breaking out in a cold sweat.

“I'll step back then—”

“...Excuse me?”

“Wishing you good health.”[1]

Kim Heeyeon's face changed from bafflement to embarrassment and then to the look of someone observing a crazy person, but I turned away and left. Staying any longer would only have been more embarrassing.

She might think I was crazy, but seeing her after a long time made me smile uncontrollably.

There's no need to apologize, noona.

We're going to be number one.




1 Seo Hoyun actually said, “만수무강하세요,” which literally translates to “May you be blessed with health and longevity.” It's something you often use with elders and formal situations.



Chapter 28

“Hello, I know you’re wavering,

But you'll come to me eventually.”

“Ah... Out of all the choices, we got this one.”

The manager kept grumbling.

We leaned our heads together and listened to the song in our dorm.

Seong Jiwon spoke slowly.

“It's okay. We've already memorized the song.”

“Yeah, because Joo Woosung told us.”

Indeed, Joo Woosung told us about the first mission and what songs would appear, and we prepared by continuously listening to all five songs.

The problem was that the song we chose had the lowest recognition.

“Maybe I can't do it anymore,

I might have already lost,

But I'll take courage and try again.”

“...It's not bad, but...”

“There's no impact.”

The more we listened...

It wasn't addictive.

“Was this song popular?”

“No, it didn't make the charts. It's a B-side, and Like Girls had low recognition then.”

Like Girls was a group that rose to fame after seven years of debut, with one member's popularity exploding through variety shows after four years of obscurity.

A video of all members crying and singing the encore after their first win was still famous on various SNS.

They were touching and a genuinely good group, but...

The problem was that it was a B-side from their massively failed debut album.

Kang Ichae brushed his chin.

“Was this song in all five lots?”

“What?”

“It's possible. This song stood out from the list we got from Joo Woosung. If they wanted to push Today, they would give them a solid White Cherry song, and the rest would be like this.”

It was a persuasive argument.

Considering Kim Heeyeon's bitter expression, such manipulation could have taken place.

“Sigh...”

“That's annoying if it's true.”

“Hey, the PD couldn't help it either. There's pressure from above.”

That's right, Kim Heeyeon couldn't help it either.

Kim Seonghyeon looked good for the first time, as he made a valid point.

“It's quite lively. It's about pushing forward and confessing to someone you've had a crush on.”

“It has a cheerleader vibe.”

“Wouldn't it be good to go with a cheerleader concept?”

“Guys... We have one more lot.”

Then, Jeong Dajun pushed in another crumpled piece of paper.

“What should we do with this, guys?”

“......”

As the paper in Jeong Dajun's hand was unfolded, the phrase “Peter Pan” appeared.

It was extremely vague.

It would have been better if it was The Little Mermaid or Cinderella. At least those two were famous and had clear concepts.

“Peter Pan is about... Wendy meeting Peter Pan and going to Neverland, right?”

“I'll be Tinkerbell. Who wants to be Peter Pan?”

“I want to do it!”

Everyone seemed serious, but no good ideas emerged.

Jeong Dajun, who had been racking his brain, slumped.

“Guys, guys... I'm not good at this because I'm not smart.”

“Hey, who says you're smart?”

“You guys are... I'll practice well... If Jiwon-hyung tells me to roll, I'll roll...”

Then Jeong Dajun actually began to roll around on the floor. Kim Seonghyeon's eyes narrowed, and Seong Jiwon sighed deeply.

The issue isn't really the song's popularity. It's better to cover a less well-known song.

The popularity of the cover song wasn't directly related to our popularity. On the contrary, it offered many opportunities for a comeback if done well.

However, the problem was...

“Um, you know.”

Seong Jiwon stroked his chin.

“A lively and cute song, Peter Pan matches well in terms of style... but there's one problem.”

“Aren't there multiple problems?”

“...True, but still.”

“Seong Jiwon, what do you think?”

I pressed down on the back of Kang Ichae's neck as I looked at Seong Jiwon.

After skimming the contents of the paper, Seong Jiwon sighed again.

“It doesn't match our concept.”

That's right. That's the answer.

If the revolutionary and government soldiers, who were suicidal until recently, suddenly adopted a lively concept, fans would be pleased, but the group's image would blur.

It wasn't a great move for idols who needed to captivate existing fans and the public.

“We're already lacking in recognition, so we need a song that clearly shows our group's identity early on.”

“Right...”

“But what we got is a lively and cute Peter Pan concept!”

Jeong Dajun suddenly started rolling on the dorm floor again after having stopped earlier, picking up all sorts of dust as he went. Kang Ichae muttered something as he watched him.

“Why buy a robot vacuum cleaner when we have Jeong Dajun?”

“Are you saying I'm trash, hyung?”

“No, I'm saying you're a vacuum cleaner that's good at picking up trash.”

“Both of you quiet down. It's getting hectic.”

The noise was making it difficult to think. Even I, who excelled in planning, couldn't come up with a novel and good idea in this situation.

At that moment, Seong Jiwon's phone rang.

“Who is it?”

“Uh... I don't know the number. Wait a minute, sorry.”

“It's okay. Pick it up!”

Seong Jiwon hesitated for a moment and then answered. As it wasn't a time when saesangs would typically be around, we just let him be.

However, Seong Jiwon's face soon hardened.

“...Uh.”

“Who is it?”

Kang Ichae whispered to Kim Seonghyeon. At Kim Seonghyeon's gesture, Seong Jiwon discreetly switched his phone to speakerphone.

– “Ah, Seong Jiwon. You still haven't changed your number?”

It was Yu Hyeok.

– “Is the concept meeting going well?”

“Um... well.”

– “Haha, why does your voice sound so dead? Anyone would think your world has ended.”

It was so obvious, really.

I rested my arm on the sofa and clicked my tongue. That jerk called us to rub it in, knowing we drew the short straw.

– “What did you guys get?”

“We got Like Girls' song, 'Want You.'”

– “Hmm... What is that? I've never heard of it before?”

He scoffed. Although if he had recorded this and leaked it, we would have been dragged through the mud by Like Girls' fans, Yu Hyeok didn't hold back his words because of his smugness.

– “We got White Cherry's 'Lemon Love.' I'm so excited! Their popularity is no joke in Korea and overseas, right?”

“......”

Deep, pronounced wrinkles formed on Seong Jiwon's forehead.

At this point, Yu Hyeok, who was called a living annoyance by Seong Jiwon, seemed quite impressive in some sense.

Of course, the faces of the other members were no better.

– “Ah, of course, we're short on time. How can we practice in just three days with this intense choreography? You guys must be happy. It looks easy.”

Glancing at Kang Ichae, who listened to the conversation with his chin propped up, he gave a flash of a smile and shook the recording screen.

Wow, Kang Ichae is thorough.

I would have recorded it too.

I gave him a thumbs-up as I listened to Yu Hyeok's words.

Yu Hyeok seemed determined to provoke Seong Jiwon as he continued to blabber.

– “You're lucky, really lucky. We also have many schedules, so we don't have enough time to practice, but you guys have plenty. Aren't you in a better position?”

“Um...”

– “Won't this put us at a disadvantage? Your members must be envious, huh?”

Seong Jiwon displayed a calm smile.

Despite being his usual smile, it seemed like a completely new face.

“Yu Hyeok.”

– “Uh-huh?”

“I didn't ask.”

Silence ensued.

“You free? Go practice.”

Click.

And with that, Seong Jiwon hung up the call.

The manager, members, and even I were speechless.

That kind-hearted Seong Jiwon...

The always considerate Seong Jiwon...

It was the first time we saw him speaking so firmly.

“Heh...”

“What's with Seong Jiwon?!”

Everyone laughed, smacking the floor of the dorm.

I held back my laughter and nudged Kang Ichae.

“Hey, hey, Kang Ichae. We can't use the entire recording file.”

“I know, I just wanted to catch the tail end, but I didn't expect Jiwon-hyung to do that!”

“As Seong Jiwon said... 'I didn't ask, and I don't care.'”

“...Is that what it means?”

Everyone laughed uncontrollably, rolling around on the floor.

Meanwhile, Seong Jiwon, who hung up the call so resolutely, slowly became embarrassed.

“Ah, my cheeks hurt...”

“It's funnier because it's unexpected from Jiwon-hyung.”

“I think he got influenced by Hoyun-hyung.”

“Hey, why am I mentioned?”

As I gave a headlock to Kang Ichae, who was teasing me, an idea suddenly popped into my head.

The element of surprise.

A distinctive individuality that emerges even more strikingly and prepared due to people being unaware of it. This very surprise factor can captivate people even more, as it catches them off guard.

Wouldn't it make a nice picture?

I picked up the lottery slip Seong Jiwon placed on the floor when he answered the phone earlier.

Ideas and strategies flooded in as I stared at the note with “Peter Pan” written on it.

“Seong Jiwon, thank you.”

“Huh? What did I...?”

After placing the note on the table, Kim Seonghyeon brought paper and a pen.

Then, I started writing out ideas like a madman.

“Hey, we're done. It's over.”

“Hoyun-hyung again...”

Jeong Dajun mumbled.

“Just listen first.”

The guys, who were initially hesitant, got more excited as they listened to my words.

After discussing it for a long time, we ended up smiling at each other.

“Let's call Lim Hyeonsu.”


– “Eh? What did you guys get?

“Like Girls' 'Want You.'”

– “Ah! That one.”

As expected from a composer, Lim Hyeonsu immediately understood what I meant.

When I switched to speakerphone, the members, especially Kang Ichae, listened to Lim Hyeonsu's words as if she were a deity.

– “Actually, the melody turned out well. The arrangement was a bit messed up, though. It's a shame. Wouldn't it be fine with some tweaks?”

I got her.

“Hmm.”

A moment of silence followed.

– “...Hey, don't tell me.”

I grinned and stretched out the last word.

“...It's the Blue Tiger.”

– “Ah, shoot, what now? You're making me nervous.”

“Genius composer.”

– “I'm not doing it, I'm not doing it, I said I'm not!”

“It's the Lim Hyeonsu.”

– “I have urgent matters, I'm hanging up!”

So Lim Hyeonsu hung up on me, but—

– Me: ^^

– Me: ^^

– Me: ^^

– Me: ^^

– Me: ^^

– Me: In our relationship

– Me: Is there only

– Me: This option?

– Me: ^^

– Me: Am I deluding myself...?

– Me: Can't our relationship be based on goodwill?

– Me: I'm upset... really...

– Me: In the end... I, again... sigh... ㅠㅠ

– Me: Should I act like that time?

– Lim Hyeonsu: You're really crazy

– Lim Hyeonsu: Stop it

Eventually, Lim Hyeonsu had no choice but to call me again.

Lim Hyeonsu growled and threatened that she would hold this debt against me for a long time.

Yeah, yeah, sure.

That's how I managed to blackmail Lim Hyeonsu and get what I wanted.

A fairy-tale-like story with a very, very happy ending.

"......"

Three days later, after fully dedicating ourselves to practice, we arrived at the recording site for Shining Star's first episode.


Chapter 29

I’ve said it over and over.

The first of the three rules I mentioned!

Don't trust all those broadcasting station guys.

“Hyung, the vocalist of Nightmare seems really nice.”

“Why?”

“As soon as he saw me, he said I was the most handsome here. Amazing, and he gave me a sandwich. Want some?”

“Hey, would you eat something given to you by a stranger? I told you not to.”

“It's delicious!”

After being captivated by food, Jeong Dajun was eliminated right after he arrived at the recording site.

Second!

Be careful with your words.

“Ah, about Refined, that guy.”

“What is it?”

“I ran into them at the year-end waiting room. Their specialty was talking nonsense about grades... Seonghyeon got really annoyed.”

“Didn't I tell you to watch your words?”

“Oops—”

Kang Ichae, the indiscriminate blabbermouth of horror: Eliminated.

Third!

Trust Seo Hoyun unconditionally!

“Seo Hoyun.”

“What?”

“Um... Can we really react like this? Won't the response be too bad? If we re-think the plan...”

“You don't trust me?”

“I can't say anything when you ask like that...”

Overly anxious Kim Seonghyeon was also eliminated.

...I thought they would do well, but seeing them like this worried me.

Knock-knock.

A staff member entered the waiting room.

“You can enter soon. I'll follow with the camera.”

I nodded and looked around.

There was still some time before going on stage. Entering now was for the entrance cut.

As we entered the studio, the rookie idol group in their debut year, Nightmare, was already seated.

“Hello, we're The Dawn.”

Whether they're trying to be caught on camera more by reacting enthusiastically, Nightmare's response was extraordinary.

The Dawn members also bowed and sat down as other idols entered sequentially.

Refined, Maz, and finally... Today.

I glanced at Today, who greeted everyone with a very bright smile.

“Hello, we are Today!”

“Nice to meet you!”

“Oh!”

“Today.”

“They won first place last time... A four-time winner.”

Surrounding idols began to whisper.

I looked at my members sneakily.

Expressionless.

No comment.

Ignored.

Good.

That's what they were told to do when Today appeared. Even the anxious Kim Seonghyeon stared at Today with a stone-cold face.

That's right, trust me, you brat.

I smiled contentedly and caught Yu Hyeok's gaze. A faint sneer crossed his lips, but it soon disappeared.

The rookies and staff nearby became restless as Today approached The Dawn's seats.

And they subtly greeted us with a lowered voice.

“Hello.”

This guy must have wanted to imitate Joo Woosung.

“Guys, that's Hoyun, right? How've you been? We couldn't even catch our breath. We were so busy.”

“Yes.”

I gave a curt reply with my chin resting on my hand. The other members of The Dawn didn't mind since they knew my personality, but the younger members of Nightmare had a tremor in their eyes.

“Is it okay to talk to a senior like that?”

No, it was not.

However, when lying down, just look for a spot to stretch your legs out and make yourself comfortable.

“...?”

Yu Hyeok seemed taken aback.

“Seo Hoyun, you must be really nervous?”

“No.”

A crack appeared in Yu Hyeok's smiling face.

“...Oh.”

From afar, PD Kim Heeyeon, who seemed intrigued, gestured to the VJ. The camera closed in. It was probably getting a close-up.

How will it air? Probably as a rude character. It's impossible to package it as someone who tried hard to be nervous.

Then, how will the public react?

– What's with Seo Hoyun's character?

– The way he treats his sunbaes is really unpleasant. Nowadays, young people have no manners!

– ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Idol fight is so entertaining ㅋㅋㅋ

Yu Hyeok and Today's members raised their eyebrows.

I looked each of them in the eye, then exchanged a sly smile with PD Kim Heeyeon.

“Sunbae.”

“What?”

“Do you need a receipt? Why are you talking to me?”

Yu Hyeok's face was worth seeing. His blond hair and red face made him look like fresh produce.

His trembling hand seemed to want to grab my collar but couldn't in front of the camera.

You shouldn't have messed with me...

Ding!

[Your personality is really....]

The world made me this way.

“...Seo Hoyun.”

“What?”

Watching Yu Hyeok walk away with a swagger, Kim Seonghyeon patted me, sighed at my sullen response, and then turned his gaze forward.

He seemed to be sweating from anxiety.

“Disrespectful hoobae idol ignoring their entertainment sunbae,” what a perfect YouTube hit.

But seriously, it's fine, right?

While I was seriously contemplating, the MC entered, and everyone gasped.

The long hair that swayed with each step and the flashy face that screamed celebrity.

“Hello, everyone.”

Nation's little sister Yu Jia.

“I'm actress Yu Jia, the host of Shining Star.”

“Wow!”

“OMG, it's Yu Jia, the sunbae!”

Rising as the nation's little sister with her friendly and cute songs, she later transitioned to acting, steadily building her career as the next rom-com queen.

It was my first time seeing Yu Jia as I hadn't had the chance before in my previous life.

Refined, seated next to me, murmured.

“Wow, truly beautiful...”

“But a bit cold-looking.”

At least there's no one in The Dawn saying such things.

That kind of comment was perfect for getting criticized on air. Just the right kind to create noise.

The Dawn members clapped silently with calm smiles. Hmm, a good attitude.

Yu Jia glanced around the room and then smiled slyly.

“Welcome to Shining Star. Amidst the countless idol groups debuting each year, which group will survive? To determine the best, we've created this program.”

Yu Jia solemnly opened the show. Her provocative words had an effect, as some idols nervously swallowed.

“I'll explain the format of Shining Star. This program consists of six episodes. There will be three rounds of competition except for the first appearance performance.”

Meanwhile, Today couldn't hide their boredom as they already knew the format.

I rolled my eyes quietly.

“The first and second rounds will have a small audience for on-site voting, but the final round will be live, leaving the vote to the nation.”

Yu Jia briefly finished the explanation, paused for an intentionally dramatic silence, and smiled brightly.

“But it would be heartless to focus on competition from the start, right?”

“......”

“There are people we meet for the first time today and some we don't. Are you nervous?”

“Yes!”

“Knowing you'd feel that way, we prepared a simple icebreaker to help you relax.”

“Icebreaker...?”

For reference, it's best to be suspicious when the broadcasting staff claims to do something out of goodwill.

As expected, Yu Jia carefully read the script.

“We asked each group in advance to rank their group and give a reason for that rank... Nightmare's Lee Hanseong, do you remember?”

“...Ah, yes, yes!”

“Could you share it with us?”

“......”

Nightmare's youngest, Lee Hanseong, hesitated. He had written it down as requested but was worried it might be irreversible if it went on air.

Maintaining silence was, frankly, an excellent response.

“It's difficult, very difficult... I would have struggled to say it, too.”

If only the other party wasn't the production staff of an idol competition show.

“So, I'll announce it on your behalf! Now, we'll reveal the group rankings each group predicted for themselves!”

Yu Jia grinned and pointed to the large screen behind her, where enormous text appeared.

[Predicted Final Rankings of Each Group]

“...Gasp.”

Were they really revealing this now? Like this?

I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh. It seemed that everyone had written their answers thoughtlessly, and it showed.

Clearly, the intention wasn't to ease the tension but to intensify it.

Kim Heeyeon, what a spicy program you've created.

– Lol, revealing the final rank predictions, no conscience

– Is there anyone who would write 1st place there? What are the producers thinking?

The internet was already ablaze with headlines like these.

Especially among idols and not trainees, doing this was like openly instigating a fight.

“Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon's face turned pale. I glanced at him but then looked away.

There was a total of five groups gathered here.

“Well, shall we get started? First up is Nightmare's final rank prediction.”

– Nightmare? 3rd place

“No, no, it can't be!”

“We should've thought more before writing!”

Nightmare members stirred as they appeared slightly embarrassed. So, Nightmare predicted 3rd place...

I was lost in thought for a moment, and soon after, the rankings of other groups followed.

“Next is Refined.”

– Refined? 2nd place

– Maz? 2nd place

They had the same score.

“Did we rank ourselves too low?”

Only our group, The Dawn, remained quiet among the stirring members.

I stared silently ahead. I felt like I knew the picture the production team was painting. I saw Yu Jia sneak a glance at Today.

Yu Jia must know, too, that this program was rigged.

“Next, Today. Quite an unexpected result considering their popularity, right?”

– Today? 5th place

“Ah! That's too much.”

“What should we do if you reveal it like this!”

Today's members whined, and Kim Seonghyeon's expression hardened. Today's members already knew they would be in 1st place.

The reason they whined like that was simply to appear humble on camera.

Today's fans would praise their “humble” idols as if they were babies, with comments like “ㅠㅠ They didn't write a higher rank, they're so kind” and “As expected, they're humble.”

Yu Jia, a true professional, didn't let any expression show as she followed the script precisely.

“It's a real shame. We had high expectations for Today. We hope you achieve a higher rank than 5th place.”

Yu Jia, who wrapped up neatly, curled her lips towards Today. Even Today, who most likely knew the flow of the event in advance, seemed to be fooled by her sincere acting.

Is that what a pro looks like...

As I was quietly admiring, the next group's ranking appeared.

– The Dawn

So, um.

– 1st place

I wrote that score with a certain meaning in mind. I silently stared at the monitor displaying “1st place” with a crown beside it while someone beside me gasped for breath.

“Wow.”

“What's with the confidence...?”

The reactions were understandable. Our group gained some popularity lately, but it wasn't a score that could place us first compared to other idol groups.

The mocking laughter and silence in the studio felt like needles piercing my skin.

Well.

What could you do?

“Wow, that's impressive. The Dawn was the only group to write 1st place. Could you give us a word about this?”

At Yu Jia's bright smile, only Seong Jiwon nodded like crazy. In the end, I was the one handed the microphone by the staff.

I looked slowly around the studio.

The noticeably tense members of The Dawn, and Today, with their eyes full of scornful laughter.

At the end of their gazes, I caught sight of Kim Heeyeon, whose thoughts I couldn't decipher. I opened my mouth.

“We wanted to be 1st so we wrote 1st place.”

“Overflowing with confidence? Do you have some hidden strategy?”

“Well...”

I took my eyes off Kim Heeyeon, looked at the camera, and gave a sly smile.

“We'll show you on stage.”

” Woowww!”

As soon as I said those words, except for Today, cheers came from the other groups. I saw them imitating some kind of cheer and then sat back down.

With a disgusted look, the members burst into laughter and shook their heads.

“This kind of confidence is great. We look forward to more.”

As I nodded toward Yu Jia, Kang Ichae chuckled and patted my shoulder.

As the studio quieted down, Yu Jia made a mischievous face and raised the corner of her mouth.

“Now, we will perform our talents in the order we wrote them!”

“...?”

“We asked you to prepare talents in advance. Each group will have one person perform their talent. The Dawn, you'll get two talent opportunities for writing 1st place. The team with the most votes in the talent show will receive a benefit.”

“A benefit?”

Everyone was dumbfounded. Yu Jia took a breath.

“It's a special, exclusive 15-minute segment. We plan to broadcast it exclusively for that group.”

“What?!”

Are you kidding me?

If I were a fan watching Shining Star right now, I would have thrown the remote at this point.

A mere talent show determined something like that.

I glanced at Today's members, and they looked completely baffled. They seemed to have not been informed of this.

“Hahaha!”

Kim Heeyeon was laughing behind the camera. She must have wanted all of us to get a taste of defeat.

She really hasn't changed.

“Didn't we ask you to prepare? You should each show something.”

“Ah, yes, yes.”

“However... We will exclude dancing and singing. You can showcase those on stage later.”

“What? If we exclude dancing and singing, what's left?”

“Idols have talent. Besides good singing and dancing skills, you need a special and unique charm that makes you memorable to the viewers. We decided that's talent.”

Yu Jia cut it off in one stroke.

...Fans would protest this.

Anyway, Kim Heeyeon seemed to be planning to cause controversy by sacrificing someone, even if it meant burning the internet with manipulated content.

Well, I somewhat expected this.

After writing first place, The Dawn prepared their talent showcase to gain a softer image.

I-I'll do this...

I wanted to cook.

... In the talent showcase?

What do you want to eat?

I wanted to build a gentle image, but Jeong Dajun looked at me like I was strange.

Jeong Dajun was nervously fidgeting with his guitar case while I was thinking about the ingredients I had brought.

Should I make a big portion to share with the cast and crew...?

“We will do the talent showcase in a 3-minute time attack.”

“...!”

“Hyung, hyung.”

Ding!

[Don't you want to eat the food Hoyun made?]

You guys will regret it.

I could have cooked something delicious.

Ignoring the system message, Yu Jia gestured toward The Dawn. The stage was set, and the talent showcase began. Cold sweat trickled down.

“Then first, The Dawn, come forward.”

Damn, what talent can I showcase in 3 minutes?

I nodded to the absent-minded Jeong Dajun.

“Gasp, am I going?”

“Go.”

“Do I really do this? Hyung, what about you...?”

“...I'm sorry, but please. I trust you.”

I didn't really trust him, but I needed time to figure out a plan, so I lowered the corners of my eyebrows, and Jeong Dajun seemed touched by my gesture.

“You can trust me!!”

Ding!

[Trash!]

Yes, I was trash...

Jeong Dajun hesitated momentarily before getting up with determination, eyes tightly shut, and picked up his guitar case.

Once Jeong Dajun made up his mind, he swallowed hard, his nervousness audible.

“Oh... He must know how to play the guitar.”

“I'm looking forward to it.”

“Didn't they say we can't sing?”

“Just playing the guitar might be a bit boring... Ah, I really want that 15-minute broadcast.”

Comments flew around casually.

The broadcast buildup was taking care of itself.

Trembling, Jeong Dajun stepped onto the stage and tightly gripped the microphone with his shaking hand.

“Ah, hello. I'm Jeong Dajun, the sub-dancer of The Dawn.”

“Yes, Jeong Dajun. It looks like you prepared a lot, seeing what's behind you.”

“Yes, yes.”

Jeong Dajun nodded cautiously. Yu Jia eased his tension with a smile.

“Let's see it, then.”

Jeong Dajun repeatedly clenched and released his sweaty hand before opening the zipper of the guitar case.

“...?”

The guitar case was empty.

No, actually... there was one thing.

“Uh?”

He pulled out a recorder lying alone in the empty case. With both hands tightly gripping it, Jeong Dajun boldly spoke.

“I will perform 'The Puppy's Bell.'”[1]

That's right.

We chose the path of variety.

Variety is always the first priority, no matter what.

Huh?

Even with great skills, it's useless if you don't get on the show. So, variety is always the first priority.

The members, who initially dismissed my words, gradually became captivated. Even the most reluctant Kim Seonghyeon later joked about adding “Kim” to it. It was truly nonsense.

“Hehe, ahaha!”

Whether Yu Jia's gag code was originally like this or she just laughed out of the blue, genuine laughter burst out.

Jeong Dajun put the recorder to his lips.

“Do Mi Mi Mi Mi Mi Re Fa Fa Fa Fa Fa Fa”

It was a beautiful melody.

“Mi Sol Sol Sol Mi Re Fa Mi Re Do~”

“Is this the Concours, a concours?”[2]

“What's with that expression~.”

Regardless of the surrounding reactions, Jeong Dajun was dead serious.

He finished “The Puppy's Bell” to the end and made a proud face as if he had decorated a billboard stage. Even wiping the sweat on his forehead was a perfect finish.

“Thank you. It's an honor.”

“Haha, so cute, really.”

Yu Jia clenched her teeth to hold back laughter.

Satisfied with his own performance, Jeong Dajun left the stage without lingering.

I was up next.

Alright, decision made.

I intercepted Jeong Dajun, who was trying to high-five, grabbed a chair, and went up on stage. Jeong Dajun wore a bewildered expression.

“Why, hyung?”

“I need to borrow you for a moment, Jeong Dajun.”

“You didn't mention this before!”

“Life is more fun when you can't predict what's ahead.”

“Huh??”

Jeong Dajun tried to hold me back desperately, but I ignored him.

I racked my brain while Jeong Dajun was showcasing his talent. Something impactful that I could show in 3 minutes, other than singing or dancing.

A skit? I don't have a sense of humor.

Strength? I'm old and tired, without power.

Alcohol tricks? Honestly, they're impressive, but they invite criticism.

“Seo Hoyun, are you ready? What will you show us?”

I looked at the restless audience and slowly picked up the microphone.

That left only one option.

I practiced my talents relentlessly to fulfill my duty as a variety show PD and survive in a fiercely competitive society. One of the skills I tried to showcase at company dinners was...

“I will do voice impressions.”

“Huh?”

It was the classic voice impression.

“I'm a fan of all the previous Super Singer seasons. I've always admired and appreciated...”

The Super Singer program was a show I diligently followed during my student and military days. In its third season, I was the youngest PD in the show, and I worked hard on its editing day and night.

In that show, there was “that judge” whom everyone knew and who had already been impersonated by comedians and celebrities.

While editing, I had heard it dozens, if not hundreds of times...

“I will impersonate composer Lim Hyeonsu, the Blue Tiger.”

Our composer.




1 It's a Korean children's song.



2 In this situation, Concours refers to a music competition.



Chapter 30

I can already see Lim Hyeonsu grasping the back of her neck and falling.

“...I apologize in advance.”

“Hahaha, what will you do that requires an apology?”

It wasn't genuinely apologetic but an apology for broadcast purposes.

I sat in a chair, brushed my hair back, and sighed with Lim Hyeonsu's unique irritation, not forgetting to pick up the microphone.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Uh, yes... yep.”

“Why do you think rhythm exists?”

Jeong Dajun was taken aback.

“I-I'm sorry.”

“You shouldn't apologize to me but to the viewers. Watching such a low-quality performance during dinner time would make their appetite drop.”

“Uhahaha!”

Yu Jia's laughter burst out already.

For reference, the lines I was saying were all said by Lim Hyeonsu before.

Super Singerwent up to Season 5, and since Lim Hyeonsu was a judge in all seasons, even other idols struggled to hold back their laughter.

However, Jeong Dajun himself had tears welling up, shaking his head. It was unclear whether it was acting or genuine.

“I'm sorry, I should have practiced the recorder more diligently...”

“Diligently?”

“Yes?”

“If it could be done by working hard, why would talent exist?”

“Ahahaha! It's so identical!”

“Ah, no... my cheeks hurt.”

At this point, Yu Jia was almost crying, her head on the table. It seemed that she had a close relationship with Lim Hyeonsu as well.

After destroying the production staff and the members, we ended the skit.

“How can you be so identical?”

Just watch the same edited version 30 times or more.

“It's because I admire that person.”

I turned my eyes to the camera.

I hammered in the point that we were close to preventing any controversy.

“Ms.

Composer, I admire you a lot. Thank you always!”

I crinkled my nose at the camera. Jeong Dajun, still seemingly scared of Lim Hyeonsu, bowed 90 degrees to the camera.

It was funny to find out later that Lim Hyeonsu's direct comment, “Hoyun, let's not contact each other anymore,” was captioned.

Anyway, Yu Jia laughed for a while and then barely picked up the microphone.

“Ah, I would have voted for this if I had a voting right. I really enjoyed it. I think it's the highest sync rate of Lim Hyeonsu impersonations I've seen. Maybe because we're acquainted, I was more immersed in it. Ah, my stomach hurts.”

Yu Jia mumbled and then suddenly raised her head.

The next idols that appeared were very nervous and focused only on their image management, so they didn't get as good a response as us.

Today was especially a highlight.

“Um... I...”

“Yes, Yu Hyeok. Have you decided on your individual talent?”

“I'll try to show aegyo, aegyo!”

Was he trying to resort to aegyo since he couldn't dance or sing?

Well... it wasn't a bad choice.

If only this wasn't a team competition audition program.

Yu Hyeok winked while squinting his eyes and clenching his fist.

“Can I say 'ya'?”

“......”

“Can I say 'mine'?”

Wow...

“We need a pet name that only we know. Honey, honey, so from today, you're mine!”

Can I close my eyes?

Everyone rolled their eyes, quite flustered.

Especially Today's hoobaes, who wondered how to react to Yu Hyeok's 30-second show.

Watching Yu Hyeok finish with a finger heart and a biting action, I admired him.

At least Yu Hyeok is trying hard!

“...Wow...”

The only thing left on the set was a cold silence. Still, some polite hoobaes clapped for Today.

“Cute...”

“Hmm... sunbaes are really different.”

Yu Hyeok, having done his part, bowed his head in embarrassment.

Well, Today's fans might like it. Idol aegyo always left a good impression.

But this wasn't the image the staff wanted in this fierce competition program.

Kim Heeyeon was already cursing with her eyes.

I bet Kim Heeyeon will include this cheap scene whenever it airs.

“Ha... ha... ha... well...”

“......”

“That was some nice aegyo.”

Yu Jia couldn't add more on set but held up the next card with a deadpan (ha) expression.

“Now, let's vote, shall we?”

The talent show voting proceeded with three rules:

1. One cannot vote for their own group.

2. Voting is conducted according to the maximum member limit.

3. The group with the most votes wins first place.

I entered my vote on the pre-issued device, thinking the result was obvious.

After a little while, when all the idols finished voting, Yu Jia cheerfully recited the predetermined lines.

“Now, let's see who will have the honor of exclusive additional broadcast time.”

She turned her back, and the large monitor hastily displayed some texts.

Gulim font. It was a relief that it wasn't Gungseo font, but I would have fired the person in charge if it were me.[1]

“The Dawn!”

“Woah!”

“Hyung, additional broadcast!”

As soon as the group name was called, Jeong Dajun hugged me tightly.

The other members surrounded us, making a fuss. It felt chaotic.

“Hey, calm down. Just calm down.”

After detaching myself from Jeong Dajun's hug and escaping from the other members, Yu Jia gave me a thumbs up, and Kim Heeyeon's inscrutable expression flashed.

A face that said, 'I shouldn't be too happy.'

I looked away. Luckily, a break came just in time.

“We'll take a short break before the next stage!”

And as soon as the camera light went off, Yu Hyeok, who seemed to be waiting, approached with a flushed face.

“Ah, sunbae.”

“Hey, you punk.”

Despite being polite, a rough hand grabbed my shoulder.

“Wow.”

Kang Ichae exclaimed from beside me, even in front of the staff when the camera was off. Yu Hyeok chuckled.

“Did you plan to make fun of me?”

Just as I was about to answer, Kang Ichae interrupted.

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

“What about you?”

“Sunbae, did we make you laugh too much?”

It was unexpected for Kang Ichae to step forward. He was always just laughing from the sidelines.

Kang Ichae smiled brightly.

“Calm down, our Dajun will play the recorder for you again—”

“You punks...! You knew beforehand, right? That I can't sing or dance for the talent show! By writing first place, you would get two chances! You knew it all, didn't you?!”

“Gosh, you only see what you want to see.”

I flicked my ear.

Then, Yu Hyeok, who had been flashing a mischievous glance, reached out instantly. It was the moment Kang Ichae, who was in the middle, opened his eyes wide.

“You, come here!”

I pushed away Yu Hyeok's hand. I then grabbed Kang Ichae and shoved him back.

“Huh?”

Step back. I gave Kang Ichae a hint, and he obediently moved away with a slight frown. There was no need for one of the members to get caught by such a guy.

I could cover it anyway.

“Hey.”

“...What? Hey?”

“Are you scared?”

“...!”

“If you were scared, you should have written first place. Why are you taking out your frustrations on other people?”[2]

Yu Hyeok just mumbled after taking a hit.

I wanted to provoke him more, but this was enough for now. Everyone's attention was drawn to us. It was intentional and satisfying.

The more it spread that The Dawn and Today were not on good terms, the better. I didn't expect Today to fan the flames like this.

Yu Hyeok, this punk, was unexpectedly useful...

Dumb, though.

“...You, you...!”

He couldn't easily continue as he didn't expect his hoobae to speak casually, but I didn't miss the opportunity.

“Well, good luck. We'll go prepare for our performance.”

“Hey, hey... aren't you going to stay?!”

Ignoring him, I grabbed Kang Ichae and walked away briskly. I was expecting Kang Ichae to laugh and tease as always, but he was silent.

I wondered if he was hit somewhere earlier, so I looked at him.

“Why? Did you get hit somewhere?”

“No...”

Kang Ichae looked at me with his eyes wide open. Then, he shrugged his shoulders and walked ahead.

I wondered why he acted like that, but I had no clue.

It must be puberty.

I thought he'd go first, but Kang Ichae suddenly turned around.

“What are you doing, lingering there, hyung?”

“......”

“Let's get ready.”

Then he grinned wide enough to reveal his teeth.


Kim Heeyeon assessed the atmosphere in the filming studio.

The mood lightened up initially with the jokes, but adding extra broadcasts left everyone on edge.

Behind the polite exchanges and forced smiles, there was an endless power struggle. The viewers wouldn't be oblivious to this.

It's really a battlefield...

The fandom would criticize Kim Heeyeon when the show airs, but it's unavoidable.

No matter how much people talk about unity, creating controversy and sparking interest was essential for survival in the broadcasting industry. It's possible that this was all she's learned so far.

That's when Kim Heeyeon's gaze landed on Seo Hoyun, who seemed calm among the tense and pretentious newcomers.

Seo Hoyun, what's the deal with him?

All cast members wore microphones, so even his casual comment to Yu Hyeok was recorded. They would be in trouble if it had been recorded elsewhere, but why?

Is he a golden spoon... or does he have some secret?

Kim Heeyeon couldn't help but be interested in Seo Hoyun.

If handled well, it seemed like a good picture could be drawn, but did she really have to push such a young kid into the battlefield? Kim Heeyeon felt conflicted.

“PD.”

“Ah, yes?”

“The first mission stage will start soon. Everyone else will watch from the waiting room.”

“Okay. Um...”

As Kim Heeyeon listened to the AD's briefing, she suddenly spoke up.

“The last performance is by Today, right?”

“Yes.”

“Change it to The Dawn. Today will perform right before them.”

“Really? But investors and Today's fans won't be happy about that.”

“Will they fire me for changing just one order? It won't show on the broadcast anyway.”

Kim Heeyeon glared. The Dawn was more popular than Today, but still...

“When Today performs, focus on The Dawn's reactions, and vice versa when The Dawn performs.”

“PD, are you suggesting...?”

“Yes.”

She was sorry.

Kim Heeyeon ended up pushing these young people in their early 20s into hell.

Feeling guilty, she envisioned the first episode in her head.

“Let's create a rivalry between the two.”

She had no intention of being bossed around by the agency.

She couldn't change the winner, but at least she could stir up chaos.


“Yes?”

“Are we the last ones?”

Hearing that the order had been changed, Kim Seonghyeon's voice stuttered in surprise. He had been prepared to go on stage first. The cameras focused on his startled face.

I sat back and chuckled.

So, this is how it comes out, Kim Heeyeon.

“There was a mix-up in the filming, so it turned out that way. You're after Today.”

“Okay, got it.”

“Can you prepare?”

“Yes. It's not like we're being pushed forward.”

“It might be a bit of pressure being the last, but good luck.”

I said that on purpose.

At the words “last” and “pressure,” a storm of anxiety, worry, and apprehension swirled in Jeong Dajon's eyes.

“H-hey, hyung. What do we do?”

“What can we do?”

Seong Jiwon jumped up.

“We need to practice more.”

“Ah, you're right.”

“In that sense, Kang Ichae, come here. You don't seem to fit in here.”

“Aaah!”

Kang Ichae was caught as the sacrificial lamb. Everyone else turned their heads with an “as long as it's not me” expression.

As Kang Ichae was tormented by Seong Jiwon, Nightmare's performance began.

The stage was about Cinderella and a girl group, with the lyrics telling them not to go home even after midnight.

“Don't leave, our party here is just starting.”

The lyrics were a bit old-fashioned, but the stage itself was well-decorated. Everyone was young, so they expressed the concept of a refreshing, youthful man telling them not to go home quite well.

“They're doing well.”

“Wow, how did they do that?”

While the other members reacted enthusiastically, I secretly glanced at the camera focusing on our group.

Kim Heeyeon's doing.

Changing the order had a huge impact on the stage. It wasn't for no reason that music shows and year-end music awards pushed back the most popular idols.

Even viewers who started watching in the middle could see it. It was a way to attract as many viewers as possible.

The same was true for competition programs.

Even without the agency's influence, Today was likely to be scheduled last. They were more well-known than other groups.

In terms of popularity, we would have been, at best, second or third. But in this situation, The Dawn was the fifth and last to perform, which would certainly cause backlash amongst Today's fandom and the others.

PD's pick or manipulation?

The real manipulator is someone else.

Kim Heeyeon must have anticipated that but still decided to throw us into the fire.

The more criticism we received, the better the ratings would be, of course.

“Today's stage is coming up.”

Jeong Dajun mumbled. Suddenly, Seong Jiwon stopped staring at Kang Ichae and looked at the stage with an utterly serious expression.

The group Seong Jiwon might have debuted with.

The widely recognized hit song featuring White Cherry's beat started playing, adjusted to a male key. The popular concept of The Little Mermaid fitted them flawlessly.

How skilled were Today's members?

Would they be good enough for their popularity?

“Right, okay,

You captured me in an instant.”

The other members silently gazed at the stage intently.

The dazzling stage effects under the bright lights, the fluttering pollen, and the costly set.

After about three minutes, Today's members caught their breath and took their ending pose at the center of the stage.

“We'll move now.”

“Ah, yes.”

The camera turned off, and we silently walked through the dark corridor behind the stage.

We ran into Today's members coming off the stage. Yu Hyeok narrowed his eyes and shrugged his shoulders.

“Hey, did you see that?”

“What?”

“Honestly, you can't compete, can you? Have you ever worn something like this?”

Yu Hyeok laughed. Their outfits were indeed luxurious from head to toe. Moreover, the extravagant beats and set design were honestly jaw-dropping. It was the power of a large entertainment company.

“Ah, sorry. You guys are from a lousy agency, so you don't have any support like this, right? Do you even have a practice room?”

“Watch your words.”

Kim Seonghyeon stepped forward, visibly upset by Yu Hyeok's provocation. He quietly glared at Yu Hyeok.

I grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's nape and pulled him back. Kim Seonghyeon muttered as he retreated.

Yeah, our practice room is terrible.

“Honestly, we can't compete.”

“Finally, you understand?”

“Your skills are just too poor.”

“...!”

Today's members' skills weren't bad. The stage wasn't bad either. It seemed like the camera captured them quite well, perhaps due to the money invested.

But the sad thing was, these guys...

They can't do group projects.

Ding!

I wanted to stop there, but seeing the options appear, I couldn't help but laugh.

[Options:

1. Too bad, sunbae☆ You should've worked harder.

2. Even if spoon-fed, you can't eat it, oh, next time—

3. Sunbae, your words were harsh just now. Please be more considerate in the future.]

Finally, an option appeared that was polite and reasonable, something I would usually say, but I didn't feel like choosing it.

“Even if spoon-fed, you can't accept it. It's truly a pity.”

“...What?”




1 Gulim and Gunseo are both Korean fonts.



2 Seo Hoyun says, “종로에서 뺨 맞고 한강에서 화풀이해” which literally means “to get slapped in Jongno and take out your anger in Han River.” This Korean idiom suggests taking out one's frustrations on someone else.



Chapter 31

“Ah, just kidding.”

I winked with one eye. But knowing that it wasn't a joke, Yu Hyeok's face turned red from his ears.

Even if a large corporation invested capital, what can't be done, can't be done.

Fools. They couldn't see the bigger picture.

Moreover, the song by White Cherry was so famous that it worked against them. Even when they mixed in the concept of The Little Mermaid, the result was still similar to White Cherry's original track, so it didn't stand out as unique.

Today's members were talented, so they might become the talk of the town for a while, but the original performance was still much better.

“You, you...!”

“We'll get going now!”

Nodding to the staff, all The Dawn members left, and Yu Hyeok missed his chance to argue again.

Seeing his speechless face, I felt refreshed and went on stage in high spirits. Seong Jiwon also had a refreshing look on his face, as if he had downed a whole case of soda.

The staff's bewildered voice was heard as the dazzling stage lights enveloped The Dawn members.

“Is their concept really Peter Pan?”

“Yes, it is...”

“But why are they dressed as pirates?”

These costumes were deliberately hidden during the rehearsal. As I heard these words, I saw the corner of Kang Ichae's mouth rise.

Before asking Lim Hyeonsu to arrange the song, we had a conversation amongst ourselves.

“In Peter Pan, there's not only Tinker Bell. There's a character that fits our concept perfectly.”

“Captain Hook? A pirate?”

“Exactly. Actually, there's a story that Captain Hook is incredibly charming. He hates Peter Pan because he cut off his arm, but it's said he's gentle to Wendy.”

Seong Jiwon added his opinion.

“So, are we pushing a story about a pirate falling for the other party?”

“That's the plan.”

Like Girls' “Want You.”

A fresh and lively unrequited love song where the other person doesn't see me, but I still slowly approach and confess in frustration. Originally, the concept was based on cheerful American cheerleaders, but the arrangement could be changed at will depending on how you look at it.

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

The sound of a ticking clock flowed out.

Traumatized by having their arm cut off by an alligator, the pirates, afraid of the ticking sound, covered their ears and crouched.

In an instant, the stage brightened.

Kwaang!

At the sound of the cannon, everyone's eyes widened, and Kang Ichae jumped over the members and burst onto the front of the stage.

“My fellow pirates, this is our show time!”

Swoosh- Splash!

With that, Seong Jiwon stood up. Instead of a clock's ticking sound, fierce waves crashing against the ship could be heard. The lively song changed to a bright and cheerful beat with a hint of a siren, making the day feel even more electrifying.

“Hello, let me greet you once,

You there walking by, why don't you see me?

Right now I'm giving you the message.”

The song switched to a tempo that exuded the American high teen style's dangerous yet alluring scent.

As expected of Lim Hyeonsu, her touch on the music was simply incredible.

Kim Seonghyeon blocked Seong Jiwon's path and smiled at the camera.

“Look at me, not the one beside you,

Don't you think we'd be a perfect match?”

Kim Seonghyeon raised one hand above his eyes, gesturing as if he were looking out at the distant ocean. At the same time, he showed a motion of turning his other hand, which was holding a key, to the right.

It felt like he was swaying on a ship sailing across the ocean.

“It's not them, I've said it so many times,

He's so selfish,

I'll only look at you, making sure you won't regret it,

Trust me.”

Jeong Dajun fiercely stepped forward. It was hard to believe he was the same person who had been trembling and playing the recorder just a moment ago.

“It's not them” points to Peter Pan, and “me” refers to the pirate.

As Dajun raised his hand, the camera moved upward and swiftly closed on me.

“I know you're wavering.”

I leaned against the set and brushed my hair back while looking at the camera. I approached with the sailors' characteristic swaying steps and curled the corners of my lips into a smile.

“Eventually, you're meant to come my way,

But don't make me wait too long.”

Kang Ichae held a pocket scope, blinking and pretending to observe. Suddenly, he stumbled and fell below. At the same time, the sound of something falling into the water could be heard.

Kwoosh!

As the bubbling sound echoed, the song reached its highlight. The lighting turned a deep blue like it was submerged in the ocean. Seong Jiwon walked forward with a swaying gait, clutching his throat and frowning as if he was drowning.

“I might just lose my mind in your smile, in your words,

I've already fallen for you.”

At the same time, Kim Seonghyeon slowly picked up the triangular hat on the ground, casually placed it on his head, and then opened his mouth.

“Maybe I can't do it anymore,

Perhaps I've already lost,

But still, I muster up the courage and walk towards you.”

His gaze met Seong Jiwon's.

The final highlight. Leaving behind the bubbling sound, it rose above the sea.

“I really want you.”

In Like Girls' “Want You,” the previously descending final note was raised to its highest.

As soon as Seong Jiwon and my stable doubling ended, the refreshing sound of water accompanied the vessel's arrival to the surface, breaking the stage's tension again.

Kim Seonghyeon threw his hat up towards the now-brightened lights.

“Well,”

Kang Ichae, who caught the hat with the sharp tip of his sword, playfully whirled it around and flashed a mischievous grin.

“It looks like I don't need fairy dust.”

At the same time, Jeong Dajun joined in and flawlessly sang the hook.

“It's not them, I've said it so many times,

He's so selfish,

I'll only look at you, making sure you won't regret it,

Trust me.”

Seong Jiwon must be going crazy with excitement.

As we entered the group dance, the sound of sirens echoed, and a flashy dance performance unfolded.

Gradually, the beat slowed down, and the members rotated accordingly.

“Hello, let me greet you once again.”

Our bodies swayed left and right, following the ticking of a clock.

“We can do this together.”

Bang!

Everyone flinched and collapsed at the sound of gunfire, and the lights went out.

It was the end of the story for the supporting character who loved the protagonist. The story that illuminated the supporting character's tale had come to a close.

“......”

Silence filled the air.

I thought it was because there was no audience, but I couldn't hear any reaction from the assistant director or the PD either. After maintaining our ending pose for a moment, the other members of The Dawn and I exchanged glances and slowly lifted our heads one by one.

All the staff members looking at the stage were in shock.

It must have been alright.

“Good job, everyone.”

“Yes, good job.”

We bowed our heads first and greeted everyone. We then dusted off our hats and exchanged light greetings with each other.

Then, my gaze met with the astonished PD, Kim Heeyeon, whose mouth was wide open but her eyes sparkling like she had discovered a gem.

“Thank you.”

This was just the beginning.


“To commemorate the first filming of Shining Star, let's hope for a 1% viewer rating! Cheers!”

“Cheers~!!”

Everyone burst into laughter. The manager said we didn't have to participate in such events, but how could we miss the first dinner party for the program?

No way.

The manager was cautious at such gatherings, barely sipping on his drink, but his eyes glazed over as if drunk.

“Today, I, um, saw your stage, and it was so moving, I was in tears. How could I have neglected such talented kids...!”

“Manager, are you okay?”

“Ahem!”

It seemed like he would cry no matter what I said. I tried to console him moderately but then handed the duty over to Kim Seonghyeon, who was sitting on my left and silently drinking. Kim Seonghyeon made a puzzled face.

“Why are you passing this on to me?”

“Because you're reliable.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed, patted the manager on his shoulder, and even brought him some water. Hmm, I knew he would do that.

Next to him, Jeong Dajun laughed as if he was intoxicated by the atmosphere, even though he was only drinking a regular soda.

“Manager, don't cry~!”

“Don't cry, don't cry.”

Seong Jiwon clapped his hands to the rhythm while trying to console the manager.

Each group occupied its own section of the restaurant to celebrate, but then one idol group enthusiastically approached us. It was Nightmare, the only group on the show who was The Dawn's hoobae.

“Ah, hello!”

“Hello!”

All The Dawn members stood up to greet our hoobae, Nightmare.

Nightmare's leader hesitated before stepping forward.

“I'm Lee Hanseong. I wanted to say hello because I really loved your stage earlier.”

“We also enjoyed watching Nightmare's performance.”

One member started the conversation, and as they heard a somewhat cheerful reply, the rest of the members courageously approached and bowed 90 degrees.

“It was amazing. Also, your single was great too!”

Hmm.

I decided to leave this to Seong Jiwon. When I pushed Seong Jiwon forward a little, he looked embarrassed but couldn't escape.

“No, no, you guys are more amazing.”

“What are you talking about! The Dawn is more amazing!”

“No, Nightmare is more...!”

I needed to get out of this conversation quickly.

Leaving Seong Jiwon behind, I sneakily walked to another table. I had something to say to PD Kim Heeyeon.

As I walked, I saw the Today group chatting and laughing with the staff.

I tried to ignore them and pass by, but suddenly, their main vocalist firmly grabbed my arm.

He's drunk.

“Uh, aren't you the ones who did the last stage? The pirates!”

“Yes, that's right.”

“Wow~! I was really surprised. The stage composition was so good. You should have a drink with us in celebration! Don't you think so?”

“That's right!”

Doing this in front of the staff was like asking for a fight.

I debated whether to go along with it when Today's center grinned nastily.

“Or do you not want to drink with us? Are you afraid you will fall behind?”

Oh my...

The staff sensed the unusual atmosphere, and they opened their eyes wide and looked back and forth between us. I glanced at the staff. Behind them, Kim Heeyeon was standing with a grimace that said, 'These jerks are at it again.'

My mind raced quickly. It was just a tiny provocation that I could ignore, but...

Hmm.

It wouldn't be so bad to liven up the mood for once.

I finished my thoughts and smiled brightly.

“No.”

Alright.

“But can you handle it?”

Maybe it was time to show them something interesting.

.

.

.

I shook the beer bottle in front of my glass.

Gulp, I could even hear the sound of someone swallowing their saliva.

Many glasses were laid out in front of me. I lifted the beer bottle I had been shaking and aimed it at the glasses.

Swish!

“Wow!”

“Seo Hoyun! Seo Hoyun!”

As the beer accurately poured into the glass, completing the bomb shot, everyone was ecstatic. I smirked and shook the glass as everyone got even more excited.

“What! I can't do that!”

“An idol doing that kind of thing?!”

“Seo Hoyun! Show us the next technique!”

“Do you want to see it?”

“Yes~!”

“Ah... your voice is a bit low.”

“Uwu~!”

“Really, do you want to see it?”

“YES~!!”

The staff members were going wild.

Having seen all sorts of techniques in the entertainment industry, they were amazed by this rookie idol's performance.

“......”

“Seo Hoyun! Seo Hoyun!”

The already defeated Today members were bitterly cornered. Kang Ichae was in high spirits as he laughed and cheered by my side.

“Next one.”

I stood up, opening the bottle cap with a spoon.

The staff members held their glasses, their eyes shining brightly as they waited. I deliberately used a snap to fill each of their glasses from a distance.

“Wow!”

“Me too! Please fill mine up as well!”

“I'll go in the order of gratitude.”

“Hoyun, I think I've been good to you.”

“No, I took better care of him!”

Seo Hoyun hadn't died yet.

I proudly and diligently filled the glasses. It seemed like I had utterly defeated the Today members.

Kang Ichae excitedly hopped around and laughed.

“Hyung, how on earth do you do this?”

“Just learn it to death.”

“But where do you learn something like this?”

Where else would I have learned it? I learned it at the broadcasting station while pleasing the director.

I also learned to secretly pour soju into rice balls or soy sauce. However, I couldn't tell a newcomer like Kang Ichae.

“I'll be back after getting some fresh air for a moment.”

“Hoyun, hurry back. Dilute my drink, please.”

“I don't want to.”

“Hahaha, you're so cold~.”

The staff members laughed and let me go. At least they properly set the mood, and it seemed the Dawn members received special care.

As soon as I went outside, my body shivered. It was unexpectedly cold.

Usually, I would have smoked a cigarette, but I couldn't now.

Ding!

[Why did you go out? You're not even drunk.]

“I am drunk.”

[I saw you pouring it into the rice ball earlier.]

Oh my.

“That's possible.”

I was clear-headed and found mingling and responding to people bothersome, but there was a separate reason. I looked outside and saw the tip of a cigarette beyond the wall.

As expected.

I slowly approached, pretending it was a coincidence.

“...Oh.”

“Hello.”

It was PD Kim Heeyeon. She was holding a bottle of alcohol in one hand and gulping it down like water.

She's still the same, the same.

Kim Heeyeon grinned without any embarrassment.

“You were truly wonderful.”

“Thank you.”

“Where on earth did you learn that? It shouldn't have been at your agency.”

“It's a talent.”

“Goodness...”

Perhaps because of the alcohol, Kim Heeyeon's laughter trickled.

“Anyway, Seo Hoyun, you'll become very popular among our staff. I don't know about other groups, though.”

“True.”

“Your performance earlier was great as well. As an insider speaking, it was honestly the best one.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Kim Heeyeon sighed.

“So, more... ah, never mind. Just forget it.”

“......”

This kind of talk was a bit bitter. Our performance might have been the best, but it still wouldn't make us number one. Shining Star was a program where the first place had already been decided to go to Today.

Kim Heeyeon swallowed her words and drank the rest of the bottle.

“PD.”

“Yes?”

“You changed our order to the last one, right?”

“...I didn't do that. It happened because of issues with the filming schedule.”

“Is that so?”

As she tried to laugh it off, Kim Heeyeon froze. She seemed worried that I had caught on to her intentions.

“Anyway, thank you.”

“For what?”

“Just for being grateful. That was exactly what I wanted.”

“......”

At that moment, Kim Heeyeon's eyes wavered as if she was thinking, 'No way.' But then a sharp voice came from behind.

“What's the deal with Seo Hoyun and her?”

It was Today.


Chapter 32

Main vocalist and Yu Hyeok.

“I don't know, that jerk is so annoying. I'm already irritated because of Seong Jiwon, and now he's picking fights over every little thing...”

“Hey, what's going on between Seo Hoyun and the PD?”

“What do you mean?”

The person in question was right here. Kim Heeyeon looked at them with a scary expression.

“First the talent showcase, and then the special broadcast... Even the final stage changed. Do you think their company bribed her or something?”

“Nah, that's not it.”

“Then it's obvious. Seo Hoyun is attached to the PD Kim, and she is covering for him.”

“Ah, I see. That must be it.”

Ding!

[How pathetic...]

Even the system lamented. That's right. They could only see what they wanted and were so caught up in their biases that they spewed nonsense.

I didn't care if another dirty rumor about me was added to the mix, but I didn't want it to affect Kim Heeyeon. I was about to step forward when...

“Are you having fun?”

I turned around towards the murmuring voice. Kim Heeyeon had been faster.

Crash!

The sound of a bottle breaking was heard. Kim Heeyeon was holding a half-broken bottle in her hand. The main vocalist and Yu Hyeok froze as he saw the broken bottle.

“Hello there.”

Kim Heeyeon laughed insincerely.

'It won't be a good time...'

“P-PD!!”

In their confusion, Today couldn't even muster a proper greeting. Kim Heeyeon leaned the broken bottle against the wall and slowly made her move.

Squeak!

The hair-raising sound echoed in the alley, and the red light from the signboard reflected on her left cheek, making her gaze even colder.

The crazy PD of this area had appeared.

“What kind of interesting conversation are you having...?”

“P-PD.”

“Let me join in, okay?”

Yu Hyeok managed to regain his composure and made a pathetic face.

“We didn't mean it like that. First, calm down...”

“Calm down?”

“Yes, yes. So, please put that down first...”

Kim Heeyeon's smiling lips deepened further. Honestly, I was scared too.

“Do you know my nickname?”

“...!”

If you don't know, you're a spy.[1] Right, noona?

Today's face paled slightly. Perhaps they knew what it was.

Kim Heeyeon hummed elegantly.

“It's the crazy lady of tvK Broadcasting Station. Do you know why I got that nickname?”

“Uh, no, I don't.”

“Once, I was invited to a company dinner and the main CP[2] pretended to accidentally touch my hoobae...”

I've heard this story several times through rumors, but it was my first time hearing it directly from Kim Heeyeon's mouth. She continued, not even paying attention to me.

“So, what did I do? I poured soju over the CP's head, telling him to sober up. But he asked what I was doing, so I threw a rice ball in his face.”

“P-PD.”

“Then, he threatened to cut me, so I went straight to the manager, but he told me to endure it. So, I went to the section chief. Again, he told me to suck it up. So I finally went to the director. And I told him...”

It was a famous line that spread secretly among the broadcasting networks. Even I, who was standing behind her, slowly recited the line.

If you don't quickly deal with this pervert...

“If you don't quickly deal with this pervert...”

Gulp.

Today also swallowed nervously.

“ the 9 o'clock news tomorrow will be about his dead body.”

Wow!

Honestly, I was so impressed by that story that my heart pounded.

“In the end, he was fired~. Hahaha!”

She laughed hysterically and twisted her neck from side to side.

“What do you think? Should we make one more breaking news?”

“...We're sorry!!”

“We're sorry!!”

Today bowed deeply and then quickly left. It was as if they had encountered a notorious serial killer.

Although I found the situation exciting and enjoyable, I was worried about being alone with the excited Kim Heeyeon.

Should I run away too?

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes!”

I politely put my hands together. Kim Heeyeon clicked her tongue, looking displeased.

“Don't hang out with those kids, Seo Hoyun. It's not good at all.”

“Yes, I'll be careful about that.”

“Good, that's a relief. Damn it.”

I carefully took the bottle from her hand.

“Ah! Be careful!!”

I checked for injuries and carefully gathered the broken pieces, throwing them away in the garbage can next to us. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me.

“Seo Hoyun, let me be honest with you.”

“Yes.”

“Those kids who are showing off over there will take first place. It's already been decided. I'm telling you this because my conscience is pricking at me. So, Seo Hoyun, don't try too hard; just aim for 2nd place. If you gain some recognition like that...”

“Yes, I know.”

“At least it would be better... Wait, you know?”

I silently nodded my head. Kim Heeyeon's face turned pale, and she began to chatter nervously.[3]

“Where on earth did you hear that?”

“The world is small, after all.”

“No, when did you know?”

“From the beginning.”

“And you still wrote 1st place in your expected ranking? Are you crazy?”

No, I'm not crazy.

I dusted off my hands and looked at Kim Heeyeon. It seemed like she was trying to figure out if I was crazy or not.

“Like I said, PD.”

I told her I would be fine, even if I were to be treated poorly. I gave her a faint smile.

“I'm going to be 1st.”

I will make it so.

“But for that, I need your help, PD.”

“...What? Hey, I told you. I can't do that. I don't have the authority.”

“You will have it soon.”

“......”

“Not too long from now.”

There was nothing more to be gained by saying more.

I said my farewell to Kim Heeyeon and went back inside the restaurant. Jeong Dajun, who knew nothing, greeted me warmly.

“Hyung!”

“Uh-huh.”

“Where were you? I searched for you for a long time.”

My ignorant members.

Honestly, I was sorry.

“You were looking for me?”

But I hid my true feelings and smiled brightly.

“...What, what is that? That sweet tone. It's upsetting...”

I ignored the shivering Jeong Dajun.


[The Dawn appears on Shining Star... Will they take on Today?]

[The Dawn vs. Today, what will be the result?]

“What's wrong with these bastard reporters?”

Like any other day, the office worker was furious after being tormented by her boss. Her demeanor was so intense that she appeared capable of unleashing her wrath on anyone who crossed her path. However, one source of comfort for her was The Dawn, which had been making appearances for quite some time now.

What's with this guy? Crazy... So handsome...

The fan was shedding tears as she saved a preview clip of Seo Hoyun on Shining Star but became furious after reading an article.

“What will they do if they go against Today? Their fandom is famous for being extremely toxic!”

Frankly, Today was more popular than The Dawn. To her, however, the character of Today's members seemed to have deteriorated.

Despite a circulating clip of Today's members rolling their eyes and saying “Ah, really” during a fan signing event, their fans turned a blind eye and ignored the incident.

The Dawn is way better looking!

She wanted to see Yun, so she pleaded for them to hold a fan meeting! She was so ready to spend money! Why was she making money like this right now! The only reason she was still working after hours and nodding to her boss's requests was to earn enough money to support The Dawn.

She managed to ignore all kinds of provocations while grinding her teeth. That's when it happened. Her timeline was in chaos. As she checked what was happening, she jumped up from her seat.

[The Dawn? Like Girls' “Want You”]

“Pre-release?!”

Shining Star released a sneak peek. The three-minute stage was condensed into a video that wasn't even a minute long.

Taking a deep breath, the fan pressed the play button.

[“My fellow pirates, this is our show time!”]

It was Kang Ichae who opened the door of the opening.

“Ah, Kang Ichae, really...!”

Her heart felt constricted. A pirate costume, seriously? This year's K-Pop has been completely torn apart by The Dawn.

As the office worker clutched her heart, the ticking sound of a clock and the sight of Seo Hoyun tilting his head appeared.

[“Hello, let me greet you once.”]

“Aah! Hoyun!”

Her chest hurt. Sob, sob, sob.

Seo Hoyun seemed to be overflowing with composure, not knowing if he understood the fans' feelings. He approached unsteadily within the screen and said with a smirk.

[“I know you're wavering.

Eventually, you're meant to come my way.”]

“Hoyun, I'll go... I'll go now...”

[“But don't make me wait too long.”]

“I'll go right away!!”

As she grabbed her wallet and was put into a frenzy by herself, the 45-second preview ended.

The office worker stared at the black screen for a while, shedding tears from the lingering emotions. The community was already in chaos.

[What, did I just listen to Like Girls' “Want You”??????]

[Isn't this crazy??? ㄷㄷㄷㄷ It's so different, it used to be cheerful and refreshing but a bit bland, and now it's so spicy! A pirate with a tough exterior and soft interior hanging on me, my tongue is on fire]

[Hey, I thought this was a fairy tale concept, guys... Picking Peter Pan was honestly awesome, but then they bring in a pirate concept? Isn't that telling Peter Pan not to go??? I won't go, it's totally possible.]

[I just slapped Peter Pan, hayah.

└ Lol

└ That's a new level of nonsense.ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Barehanded crocodile combat is totally possible.]

[I must confess, I want to die stuck in Seonghyeon's dimples.

└ Get a grip.]

Everyone was excitedly having a nonsense parade. But suddenly, a strange post appeared in the community.

[Title: What's this? The Dawn is PD's Pick? Just looking at it, you know it's PD's Pick.ㅋㅋㅋㅋ They're really appearing together with Today, so that they could generate articles and controversies ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I knew something felt off from the beginning. Today wasn't meant to go up against those scrappy teams

└ Right? I thought their agency was insane for having them, the previous first-place winners, compete there

└ At least, it's over if you exclude Maz and Refined ㅋㅋ Especially with The Dawn, thinking they're on the same level as Today just because they've recently become popular and appearing together with those nobodies is pathetic.]

“Shoot...”

An aggro was triggered.

In cases like this, there's a high probability it's not a Today fan. Even if there were extreme Today fans, they wouldn't start a fire in such a public community.

The moment The Dawn fandom falls for such provocation, it would turn into a full-fledged fan war on both sides. She hurriedly left a comment.

It began with “I like Maz...”

[Today's stage was also goodㅇㅇ The Dawn did well too.]

I'm sorry, Maz fans... Honestly, I don't know if Today's stage was good, but I desperately tried to cover for them.

└ LOL, you like The Dawn?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ When a Maz fan starts with “I like Maz” ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That's transparent.]

Gasp...!

I made a mistake in my haste. I quickly tried to take down the post and scramble, but the aggro had already been drawn to the original post.

[Title: Honestly, what does Today have in terms of skills or personality? ㅋㅋㅋ

It's all thanks to their agency, right?

Those famous ones are so annoying ㅋㅋ The Dawn is better. At least they help grandmas ㅋㅋ

└ Are you kidding? Comparing them to those nobodies?

└ Honestly, if you saw the pre-release this time, you would've thought The Dawn was their senior ~~ Today covered White Cherry's “Lemon Love,” and it was an eyesore ㅋㅋ In comparison, The Dawn is like a fairy, a fairy~

└ That's some crazy talk, you crazy person.]

“It's ruined...”

It was a total disaster. With the community's response spreading uncontrollably, their secret SNS accounts were already spewing curses. This was a bad situation.

Meanwhile, Shining Star's official account callously released the audience application notice.

[Round 1 Audience Application Form]

No, it wasn't callous. This was a declaration of war.

If you don't want to kill us, apply and come— a declaration of war.

Damn those producers.

“I, I have to go.”

Today fans must never occupy the audience. She had to save her kids.

She began to flood SNS with audience application posts.


“Our first episode is a week later?”

“Yes. We're moving quickly. Filming was delayed, so we have to finish by episode 6. The final round is going to be live.”

The staff briefly explained.

It worked out even better. The Dawn members nodded as we sat around a conference table at tvK's broadcasting station.

“Yes, understood.”

“I wonder if many people will come to our performance...”

Seong Jiwon expressed his concern.

There will be a lot of people. Though the size of the fandom was still small, there would be fewer than Today fans.

The staff carefully observed our reactions. It seemed they would be comparing us to Today.

“As you know, The Dawn previously took first place in the talent show, right? So, in the first episode, you will have a special 15-minute segment.”

“Wow!”

Jeong Dajun clapped his hands with an innocent smile. Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae also high-fived and grinned.

The more they acted like that, the more the internet would be ablaze with controversy with titles like “Isn't The Dawn really annoying? ㅋㅋ.” I should tell the members not to look on the internet.

“I will announce the first-round mission.”

“Yes!”

“The first round is... your representative hit song.”

“......”

Our reactions turned sour in an instant.

We only had one single and our debut album from before.

We only had two songs.

“The judgment will be based on audience voting, judge voting, and the contestants' own voting. And among those, the group that takes first place will be given special authority.”

“Authority?”

“Yes. You'll find out when you go on stage. So, the first round will be the day after the first episode airs. There are eight days left.”

“That's quick...”

“Yes. Thank you.”

The staff left, and now only the camera remained.

Kim Seonghyeon let out a hollow laugh.

“There's only one stage... and we only have two songs. So, we don't have to take too much time to choose.”

“It's good that it's fast.”

“Ahaha...”

Seong Jiwon tried to smile, but his face was bitter. While the recent single did well, the response to our debut album was virtually nonexistent.

“Well, we've narrowed it down to “Second Chance” and our debut song “Glow.” Since “Second Chance” is more popular...”

“To gain a reaction on site, we have to choose a better-known song, no matter what.”

“Um, guys.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been quietly massaging his chin and lost in thought, cautiously began to speak to the members.

“Yes.”

“Actually, I want to do our debut song.”




1 The phrase “모르면 간첩이죠” is a Korean proverb that translates to “if you don't know, you're a spy.” It is often jokingly used to encourage someone to stay informed about everyday things. Or, as is the case in this scene, also used to gently tease someone who appears uninformed about something.



2 CP, or chief producer, is the highest-ranking PD in a broadcasting company.



3 Kim Heeyeon actually said “입으로 식빵을 구웠다”. This Korean idiom literally translates to “to bake bread with one's mouth.” It is used to describe someone who talks excessively or is just boasting.



Chapter 33

I was very satisfied.

No need to say anything.

As I watched quietly, the other members all had surprised expressions.

“To be honest, our debut song was indeed a flop.”

“It was a huge flop!”

“Our recent single had a great song, and the response was overwhelming, so we'll get points for that... but I'm just worried about our debut album.”

Kim Seonghyeon's honest remark darkened Jeong Dajun's face.

“That's right. Back then, we tried so hard, but it didn't work out well. We practically never slept and stayed in the practice room constantly.”

“Right. Our manager was... really upset too.”

“Yes, I think that song is also very good. And for the fans who have been with us since the beginning... I think it will be a great stage.”

Very good, Kim Seonghyeon.

He showed his delicate side here. I smiled contentedly at the tear-jerking story that was caught perfectly on camera.

“I also agree with doing the debut single.”

“So, unanimous agreement?”

“Let's just think of a new concept.”

“Concept?”

We watched The Dawn's “Glow” stage.

The concept was a naive male student making endless advances toward his first love.

After watching, Seong Jiwon gave his evaluation.

“Ah, there should have been a better... expression there. I didn't get the angle of my right arm right.”

“The human protractor has appeared.”

Seong Jiwon was murmuring without a break, so Kang Ichae made a light joke. The camera director filming The Dawn couldn't help but laugh.

“Compared to the “Second Chance,” this performance was weak.”

“Right. Since it's a competition, we need something that can be grasped tightly.”

“Do you mean changing the concept?”

“I think... our story was lacking. And it needed impact.”

Oh, Jeong Dajun hit the nail on the head.

“You're right. The concept itself isn't the problem. I think it's fine as it is. The problem is, as Dajun pointed out, the story.”

I pounded the table.

“It was vague, we knew it was about first love, but we had no idea what the situation was. We didn't know who we were, why the other person was so great, or why our friends were trying to stop us.”

Jeong Dajun frowned as he sank into deep thought. It didn't suit him.

We just needed to fill in the gaps. But what were they?

“There's no persuasiveness in the story. That's why it lacks impact.”

“...I have an idea!”

Jeong Dajun suddenly raised his hand.

Oh?

It was even more unexpected. After all, it was Jeong Dajun, the one who hesitated to give his opinion during the first intro stage and was instead rolling on the floor because it was too difficult.

As Kim Seonghyeon nodded, Jeong Dajun spoke with excitement.

“I recently watched a really fun movie. It's called Twilight.”

“Ah. I know it. It's an old movie, right?”

“Yes! In that movie, the protagonist approaches the other person while hiding their identity.”

This could work even without Jihyeon.

Everyone listened intently to the interesting story.

“What if we apply that to this song?”

“Then we can write the lyrics like this.”

“Ah, that's a good idea. So, for this stage, the choreography would be like this...”

The Dawn members excitedly went ahead with their own planning as soon as the concept was decided.

I must have been mistaken.

They weren't lacking in star quality.

Being stuck in a small-to-medium-sized agency, they just didn't have the environment to express themselves.

I listened to even the most minor ideas and carefully wrote them down in my notes, looking at the seemingly complete scenario.

“Okay. Jeong Dajun's idea is adopted.”

“Really?”

Jeong Dajun was so surprised that he opened his mouth wide, then started pouring out ideas excitedly, asking about this and that.

After writing down all of that, I organized the schedule.

“We have to prepare the stage in 8 days. Since it's entirely new, we'll have to memorize the choreography by then, and the arrangement should be completed in at least two days.”

Should I use Lim Hyeonsu's chance now? It seemed like I was already using too many.

As I was thinking and clicking my pen, Kang Ichae glanced at me.

“Guys, Dajun.”

“Yeah.”

“Can I do the arrangement?”

What's this about? I quickly looked up. Kang Ichae gave an awkward, slightly bashful smile.

“Do you know how to arrange music?”

“Well, I dabbled a bit and learned a lot from a composer recently. After that, I've tried it a few times on my own...”

So that's why Lim Hyeonsu was so enthusiastic about it. What should I do?

I twirled my pen as I considered Kang Ichae's potential. My principle was to be as stable as possible.

Although he was slightly embarrassed, ambition shone in Kang Ichae's eyes. A face that yearned to give it a try.

When Kang Ichae's sensitivity and the participation of one of the members in the arrangement were revealed, it would make for a beautiful picture on the broadcast. Plus, there was a very slight trust towards Ichae.

“I... think it's a good idea?”

As I spoke slowly, Kang Ichae seemed relieved and smiled.

“I don't know when you had time to study that. Did you even have the time?”

“It's just, you know, I've tried a little bit.”

Kang Ichae scratched his head. The decision was passed to Kim Seonghyeon.

“I'm fine with it. I'm just sorry I can't help.”

“Hahaha, hyung. Don't say it like that. Then I will really bring the best~.”

Kang Ichae scribbled on a memo with a bright smile and excited aura.

“Since we don't have time, I'll arrange the choreography.”

Kim Seonghyeon said with a determined expression. In fact, even if we had the time, it was evident that the broadcasting company would not pay for creating the choreography.

Whether Kim Seonghyeon knew it in advance or volunteered for it, our worries about the choreography were put to rest. He had been arranging choreography all along.

“Then I'll consult with Ichae and decide on the vocals.”

“I'll filter this and pass it on to the planning and production teams.”

Honestly, our teamwork was good. It felt great to be so in sync after so long.

Jeong Dajun rolled his eyes.

“Then, what should I do? Should I cheer? Or run errands for you guys?”

“Dajun.”

I gently placed my hand on his shoulder. It had been a million years since I called him so affectionately, and his eyes shook from the surprise.

“What do you mean? You're the center.”

“Me?! Not Jiwon-hyung or Hoyun-hyung?!”

“It's obvious with this concept.”

“Ah, I was thinking of Dajun too.”

“You have to set the mood well.”

As the hyungs playfully teased him, a clueless Jeong Dajun's face turned pale with pressure. Suddenly, his eyes sparkled with determination, and he clenched his fist tightly.

“I will... become the face of this team!”

“That's right, you'll make us proud.”

I chuckled as I scanned the finalized plan.

Preparations for the stage were complete.

Ding!

[Don't do anything strange...]

When did I ever?

Now, all that was left was to scheme.


“Uh, huh?”

“Hello.”

I approached the Maz member with a smile. Was he the center, or was it the lead vocal?

Anyway, the Maz vocalist, whom I met at the broadcasting station, greeted me with a surprised face as I approached.

“I heard The Dawn members had already left. What's going on?”

“Ah, I have something to ask you, sunbae.”

“Sunbae... um, just speak comfortably. We're the same age, right? I will also speak informally.”

We communicated more smoothly than I thought. No, I actually approached him because I knew we could get along.

I sat on the bench where he was and handed him a can of ion beverage.

“Yeah, why not. Want a drink?”

“Uh, thanks.”

'Why is he being like this?' he seemed to think. But I could be friendly to people when I needed something from them.

“Are your preparations going well?”

“Did you come to me just to ask that?”

“No, this is for breaking the ice.”

“What? Haha, you're really straightforward.”

The Maz vocalist widened his eyes and burst into laughter. He was known for his easygoing personality, and it seemed accurate. I silently smiled and took a sip from the can.

“What do you want to ask after breaking the ice?”

“I was curious about something.”

“What?”

“I saw it last time. You badmouthing the Today members.”

That's right. Maz was the one caught badmouthing when Today won first place on a show.

To be exact, he had said, “Why do people like those guys? Their personalities are just bad.”

“Why did you say that? I'm curious.”

I said it calmly. Maz's vocals looked at me with eyes filled with suspicion, as if he was wondering what my intentions were.

“Why are you so curious?”

“I just don't like them either. I want to talk behind their back, you know.”

Of course, there was another purpose. His eyebrows raised in suspicion.

“Speaking of which... I remember you almost got into a physical fight with them last time. That was satisfying.”

“That sunbae really seems to dislike me.”

“Yeah, well, everyone knows I don't get along with Today anyway. It's public knowledge.”

“Really?”

What could come out of this?

“Today's members are infamous for their terrible personalities. They treat their fans like personal ATMs, yet the fans just suffer and die for them. All because they don't want to damage Today's image.”

Ah, what was love, really?

Fans covered for their idols even when they were treated like money-making machines... It's just... I couldn't help but feel sorry for Today's fans.

“But there's more. They're regular club-goers. They can't possibly behave themselves there. If you dig deeper, you'll find more.”

Club, Today, and...

Ah. I think I got the gist.

If I check out the club once, I'll quickly find out whether it's a “source” or not.

I remembered someone's number in my head. Even with just these keywords, it should be enough to dig deeper. After all, poking around where gossip lived will make people laugh.

Of course, I was making good use of it as well.

“Wow, they really are such disgusting and pathetic people. Thanks for telling me.”

The Maz member didn't seem to know that Today was the frontrunner yet. But there was no need to tell him that. I was about to wrap up the conversation when he grabbed my arm.

“But why are you asking me?”

“Huh?”

“You could ask Seong Jiwon. He would know better.”

“Seong Jiwon was in the same agency but probably knows nothing about Today now.”

“No, that's not what I meant...”

He locked eyes with me, glanced around, and then scrunched his nose.

“You don't know, do you?”

“......”

What did he mean?

As I frowned, he looked pretty uncomfortable and hesitated before finally whispering.

“...Today's members are involved in sponsor problems, you know. Seong Jiwon was originally in a powerful debut group, but he left because he didn't like that. It's quite well-known.”

He quickly wrapped up the conversation.

“Talk to Seong Jiwon. It's better than hearing it from someone else. Just don't tell him I said it.”

“...Alright.”

“Yeah, let's both do well in the competition.”

I stayed sitting on the bench for a while after Maz's vocals left.

It all made sense now that Seong Jiwon thought this was his last chance, even though he had the face and talent. It's all because of those awful people.

Parallel universes or whatever, the evil in society still ran rampant, and it made me furious. I was desperately craving a cigarette right now.

“There are so many scumbags in this field...”

Why did I suddenly feel so disgusted?

Instead of pulling out a cigarette, I downed an electrolyte drink in one shot and threw it in the trash can.

I needed to talk to Seong Jiwon.


Chapter 34

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“No...”

Seong Jiwon opened his eyes wide as he practiced.

Looking at him again, he was too good to be in a small agency like this. His face was as handsome as a top idol, his singing was unquestionable, and his dancing was one of a kind.

It was clear. He must have wandered around after being noticed by a large agency, only to end up in a place like this.

Better to suffocate here than die over there.

That must have been how he felt before.

Seong Jiwon knew everything. He knew there would be nowhere to go if he was pushed out of here. That's why he called it the last chance at first.

The world was cruel and dirty.

But there was no need to bring it up now.

“...I can't quite figure out the pitch here.”

“Huh? You, Hoyun? What's going on? You're our pitch machine.”

“Just show me.”

As the subject changed, Seong Jiwon passionately explained everything while looking at the lyrics written on the paper on the practice room floor.

“You must accurately raise the last note here. It's from La to Do sharp, but it would be nice if we had a piano– well, let's just use an app to listen.”

Can you believe it? A talent agency without an electronic piano...

The more I looked, the more he seemed like a good guy. He passionately taught without showing any hint of displeasure.

...It's kind of annoying for some reason.

While rubbing my forehead and thinking about yesterday's conversation, Kang Ichae burst in with a loud noise, followed by a smug Kim Seonghyeon.

“Guys!”

“Hey, the practice room door is going to break. Are you going to fix it?”

“If the practice room door breaks, we'll practice with it broken. It'd be nice and cool.”

Kang Ichae shamelessly walked towards where Seong Jiwon and I were sitting, then plopped down and opened the laptop he'd brought.

“I tinkered with it yesterday, you know? I even called composer Lim Hyeonsu and confirmed it. She said it was better than expected, although she did curse a little... Anyway, we got the final okay!”

“Uh, okay.”

Ding!

[What's with the passion?]

While Kang Ichae seemed to be working hard, he was also leisurely and laid-back. He always had a bystander's perspective and acted aloof, but this time, he showed a more proactive side for the first time.

“Listen to this. First of all, our debut single, 'Glow.'”

As Kang Ichae played the song, even Jeong Dajun, who had collapsed in the corner, rushed over and pricked up his ears.

The song began with the sound of footsteps and a door opening. Following this, the melody gave off a more mature feeling than the original, refreshing with a lively high-teen vibe. It also had a unique charm and a slight twist at the end, which was appealing.

“And secondly, for our comeback song, 'Second Chance.' Oh, no, it should be called 'Second Opportunity,' right? Since that's the concept.”

Kang Ichae grinned and played the next song.

This one had a completely different concept. It kept Lim Hyeonsu's signature beats but added sound effects for a dreamier and more sentimental atmosphere.

The members who listened to the song fell silent.

“Why, why?”

Kang Ichae was visibly flustered by the silence filling the practice room.

“Don't you like it? Should I make some more adjustments? I thought it was okay...”

“...Ichae.”

Lost in thought, Seong Jiwon called out to Kang Ichae. Ichae rolled his eyes.

“Are you... a genius?”

“Huh?”

“Wow– I had no idea Ichae had this talent.”

“Ichae, you really made a great choice. I can't even believe it's our song.”

As the compliments flooded in, Kang Ichae slowly blinked and then grinned. He put his hand on his chest and giggled.

“Ah~, I'm scared of my own talent... At this rate, won't I be composing a Billboard No.1 song?”

“Ignore him.”

“Ichae's always like that.”

Everyone joked about Ichae's sudden mood swings, but the songs were genuinely impressive.

I thought about the ability stat that appeared on the system window.

Perhaps Kang Ichae's characteristic was just that.

“I listened to Ichae's arrangements first and thought about the choreography beforehand. We'll start with these positions...”

Kim Seonghyeon explained as he drew lines on a piece of paper. As he did so, Jeong Dajun, who had been silently watching, suddenly raised his hand.

“Hey!”

“Yeah?”

“I can't understand the dance moves from your drawings.”

“...Oh, fine, get up. I'll show you myself.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed deeply and pushed the paper and pen aside. He started to demonstrate the dance moves. We followed Kim Seonghyeon's movements one by one, and soon all of us were in sync.

And all the while, Kim Seonghyeon kept scolding me harshly.

“Seo Hoyun!”

“Seo Hoyun, that's not your spot!”

“Seo Hoyun!”

“...I know my name is Seo Hoyun.”

“If you know, then come quickly when I call you.”

“Ugh...”

It seemed like Kim Seonghyeon caught the practice bug from Seong Jiwon. I replied silently. And although I practiced tenaciously, I still couldn't win Kim Seonghyeon's heart.

Well, it's because my stats were like this.

[You are viewing Seo Hoyun's stats.

Seo Hoyun is a rookie idol in the Shining Star talent show who has recently gained some popularity.

Singing: A

Dance: D+

Variety: B+

??: ??

???: ???

Charm: B+]

What changed?

From D- to D+. A very small growth.

“Why isn't it working?”

“Maybe it's because Hoyun doesn't have much stage experience?”

“Huh?”

“Well, the feeling is different when you're actually on stage. He might not be able to get the hang of it because of the lack of practice in real situations.”

“But it's not like we can go on stage right now.”

“Well, that's true...”

Hey, quest window... Please help me out. Please...

Just as I was thinking that, I heard a notification for the first time in a while.

[Quest Arrived!

How pathetic!

This is a surprise gift from the system window taking pity on player Seo Hoyun. Hold a surprise guerrilla performance and gather 500 audience members.

Success: Dance D+ → C-

Failure: Dance D+ → F-]

I sprang to my feet.

If I couldn't take advantage of this opportunity, I might as well become a member of Today.

“Hey, guys.”

“Yeah?”

“Why can't we find a stage to perform on now?”

Everyone looked puzzled.


[Join us today at 7 PM at Sanghodong Hosan Park for The Dawn's guerrilla performance! We're looking forward to seeing you all there! #The_Dawn #더던 #GuerrillaPerformance]

“Let me check the mic over there!”

“No, save that outfit for later! How many people are gathered here now? Yes?”

The sudden guerrilla performance was being promoted through various SNS with group photos and promotional messages, spreading at an alarming rate. I kept murmuring the lyrics as Jihyeon approached me with a sly smile.

“Seo Hoyun, are you ready?”

“Ah, yes, Lee Jihyeon. Thank you for humoring us with this sudden request.”

“Ha... Hahaha. Let's hope it goes well today!”

Despite knowing I shouldn't expect much, I brushed it off lightly.

Is Jihyeon really good at her job?

When I brought up the subject at the office, she scrambled without hesitation to promote it on SNS. She contacted all the rental facilities and succeeded in securing a stage. These happened so quickly that a large company would never operate this way. It's actually better to be a small one in some cases.

“Really, if it goes well today, I'll make sure to tell the CEO to give you a bonus.”

“Seo Hoyun... you really know how to be mean, don't you?”

The chances of a recently debuted idol asking the CEO for a bonus and receiving one were slim. Jihyeon knew this as she was on the lower end of the company hierarchy. Still, she didn't seem to dislike my attempts to thank her in any way I could.

Seeing Jihyeon's subtle smile as she refocused on her work, I looked around and chuckled. Everyone in the makeshift waiting room under the tent was busy reviewing their parts.

At that moment, a staff member rushed into the tent.

“The Dawn, are you guys ready?”

“Yes.”

As we gathered, Kim Seonghyeon looked at me.

“I knew Hoyun was reckless, but I didn't think it'd be to this extent.”

“Sometimes in life, you must take off your shoes and jump in.”

“We'll enjoy being on stage, at least.”

“Guys, guys.”

Jeong Dajun licked his lips, his face pale.

“It won't be like last time, with no one there, right? At least ten people will show up, won't they?”

“Uh...”

“Why? Do you remember our guerrilla performance after releasing our debut single? Did we even have ten audience members then?”

“Right, half of them were just passing by.”

“But it was still touching to have at least five people come and watch us.”

Seong Jiwon smiled gently, and the promotional team diligently captured his smile. Not too long ago, he used to be sweet and innocent, but now, he was starting to show a more mature side.

“Put your hands together.”

“Alright... but we still haven't decided on a slogan, huh?”

“Let's just come up with something quickly to lift our spirits.”

“I don't like this kind of haphazard operation.”

Jeong Dajun grumbled with a pout. We were surprised that he knew the word “haphazard.”[1]

We all gathered our hands, laughing.

“Let's go, let's go, fighting!”

“Then let's go.”

As we left the tent, hairspray followed us.

When we stepped outside, the staff handed us microphones and guided us to the stage.

The moment we stepped on stage, we were honestly... astonished.

“Wowww!”

“Guys!”

“The Dawn! The Dawn!”

Countless people were filling the park. Hasty staff members were struggling to hold back the crowd, sweating profusely.

Our appearance was met with even louder cheers.

This crowd... wasn't just a few hundred people.

At least a thousand or more seemed to be present. Some people appeared to join the crowd out of curiosity, but more than half were our fans as they waved our banners.

“......”

“Guys, let's greet them. Greet them.”

Kim Seonghyeon quickly gathered himself and encouraged us. We hurriedly brought the microphones to our lips and bowed.

“Hello, we are The Dawn!”

“Wowww!”

After we each finished our greeting, Kim Seonghyeon seemed somewhat tense, licking his lips with his tongue.

“Today is cold, and we appreciate you all gathering here.”

“To be honest, we didn't know if you would come... It was quite a surprise.”

“A while ago, Jeong Dajun couldn't decide whether ten people would come or not...”

“Ah, no! That's not it, that's not it!”

Jeong Dajun's face turned pale, and Kang Ichae corrected him.

I glanced at the staff and began speaking to the audience.

“You've all come in such great numbers... I'm sorry that we don't have many songs to perform for you today.”

“It's okay! It's okay! Just seeing your faces is enough.”

“Hoyun! Did you eat yet?”

I laughed at the words that burst from the audience.

“Well, being Korean, I eat three meals a day.”

“Hoyun-hyung is always nagging us to take care of our meals.”

“That's right. Every time we meet, he asks if I've eaten.”

Of course. No matter what you're doing, you should always eat.

As I shamelessly shrugged my shoulders, Seong Jiwon picked up the microphone.

“We're taking good care of ourselves, so we hope our fans eat well too. Now, we'll show you our comeback song, 'Second Chance.'”

The place was covered in cheers as soon as the words “Second Chance” were mentioned. We bowed and turned around to get into position.

It was a beat that we must have heard thousands of times by now. Although it probably wasn't visible to the audience, Kim Seonghyeon was mouthing along with the fan chant.

Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Seo Hoyun, Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun.

As Seong Jiwon caught a glimpse of him, he chuckled. Then, at the start of the song's first verse, he grinned and sang with gusto.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance.”

“Seong Jiwon!”

“Inside my head, this ringing sensation, say it again, I'm back.”

“I'm back” – the lyrics fit perfectly.

As if his earlier tension had disappeared, Seong Jiwon's performance brought excitement to the guerrilla performance. Unlike on music shows, he whispered softly and slowly folded his fingers.

“I can't miss this chance.”

With Seong Jiwon's return, it was now my turn. The cheers, perhaps more suffocating than during the music show, filled the air.

I added a gesture of shuffling cards and picked one up.

“Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need.”

“No need!”

“It's okay, I'll lead you.”

The song's highlight was coming close. Suddenly, the sound became distorted and cut off. Kim Seonghyeon's face turned stiff.

Damn it.

A sound accident.

It was a common accident at concerts, especially hastily organized events like this. And it just had to happen now.




1 Dajun used the word “......” to describe what was going on. A better translation would be “slapdash,” but “haphazard” is still okay. It describes something done quickly and carelessly, without much attention to detail. Although the Korean phrase is still relatively well-known, it is mostly used by young and older adults.
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“What? A sound failure?”

“Are they crazy?”

The fans were buzzing. The staff could be seen running around frantically on stage.

I quickly picked up the microphone. It wasn't my part, but –

“Come to me, come to me,

Don't be afraid, come to me.”

Let's keep going, guys.

Whether it's a sound failure or not, we can't stop here.

“I have my second chance.”

Seong Jiwon caught on quickly and improvised a harmony underneath. It wouldn't have been there originally, but since there was no accompaniment, we had to make the sound richer somehow.

Following him, Kim Seonghyeon reassured the fans by waving his hand and singing.

“No need to worry.”

That's when the fans started singing along with our song.

We slowly moved in sync with the beat, and the frantic stage directions quickly untangled. At that moment, Kang Ichae entered perfectly in time like a ghost.

“Everyone, sing with us!”

“Stand up with the target, I have confidence.”

Despite the sound failure, Kang Ichae's confidence was overflowing.

Rather, he went wild like a horse unleashed because of the lack of an accompaniment. As Kang Ichae excitedly bounced around, the fans loosened their stiff faces and cheered.

“I ain't gonna miss this time.”

Jeong Dajun was swept into the excitement and came forward. Thinking 'since it's come to this,' everyone changed the song with crazy ad-libs.

Seong Jiwon and I cleanly raised the final note together in the highlight. Even without accompaniment, Seong Jiwon was like a person who swallowed a CD. There wasn't a single error.

Kim Seonghyeon purposely came to the front of the stage with a smile, then winked at each audience member and raised one eyebrow.

“Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance.”

That's how the song ended. The sound of gasping for breath was captured directly by the microphone.

The backing track suddenly cut in briefly, drawing jeers from the audience, but Jeong Dajun caught his breath and grabbed the mic.

“We've practiced hard, and it paid off.”

“Wasn't it a big picture to prove our live performance?”

“Of course, of course. I knew it all along.”

“You looked too flustered for that.”

“Ah, hyung!”

As we smoothly transitioned, the jeers stopped. Numerous slogans waved lovingly amid the looks of interest and affection.

We greeted them with bright smiles.

There were no pitch problems, and the beat was good.

Maybe it's actually fine? Should I try to get more attention by doing an unaccompanied live performance?

Holding the microphone, I ran the happy circuit.

“As you may know, we're in the middle of filming Shining Star.”

I deliberately mentioned Shining Star.

“Episode 1 hasn't aired yet, but we're giving our best in every scene, so you won't regret it.”

“Keep fighting, The Dawn!”

“Thank you. We'll work hard so we can proudly stand on stage with the other groups—”

It was then. A sudden angry shout rang out.

“Get lost, wannabes!!”

Crash!!!

“Kyaaahhh!”

Someone screamed. Something hit my head and broke.

Ah... this feeling was very, very familiar.

I slowly brushed over the spot where I was hit. My fingers were covered in thin broken shells and sticky yellow liquid.

...It was an egg.

“What the hell, is this crazy?”

“Who did it?”

The audience was buzzing. The fans and passersby who came to watch were distressed as they looked at one another.

But by then, the perpetrator had hidden among the crowd, and we couldn't find them. The members tried to approach me with stiff faces, but I stopped them with my hand.

“Here, wipe it off with this.”

“Thank you.”

A staff member hurriedly ran over and handed me a towel, which I used to quickly wipe my head.

Everyone's faces were pale.

Ah...

Such things had to happen. A sound failure and now an egg.

I understood the situation.

I heard that the talk of a “PD's pick” had spread within the community, but I didn't know it would go this far.

Even idols are hit with eggs, not just evil PDs.

It was a new discovery. I smirked and held the microphone.

“Seems like the program is quite popular even though it hasn't aired yet.”

The atmosphere was buzzing.

They must've expected me to burst into tears or show a dejected look.

But guess what, not me.

“Continuing from where I left off, we've been preparing a lot with the other groups to proudly stand on stage together.”

I spoke slowly. My skin felt sticky, but I didn't care at all. The more I cared, the happier the haters would become, and the sadder the fans would be.

And, actually, if the video of me getting hit with eggs caused controversy, it could be used to our advantage in various ways.

“We want to repay the fans' love and support with a great performance that we won't regret later. Please support us a lot.”

These feelings were genuine.

The faces of those who looked ready to kill someone from beneath the stage gradually changed to teary ones. I smiled reassuringly at them.

“You'll watch our next performance, too, right?”

“Seo Hoyun, we love you!”

“Thank you. I truly like you too.”

After finishing, I bowed deeply. The members immediately rushed over and hugged me. They then examined me and murmured worriedly.

“Are you okay, Hoyun?”

“We really need to find out who did this.”

“Hyung, are you really okay?”

“Let's leave if it's too hard for you, Hyung.”

I shrugged my shoulders and patted the teary members' shoulders.

“When I performed earlier, it felt like my head was sinking. But now it's fixed.”

“Hyung, are you really crazy?”

Kang Ichae was furious, but I flicked the foreheads of tearful members with my fingers – meaning, all the members.

“Ouch, that hurts!”

Don't make such a sad face.

I wiped my hands and returned to the stage to set our positions, and I saw Kim Seonghyeon clenching his teeth next to me.

He must be feeling wronged and was now even more determined to do better.

I nudged Kim Seonghyeon.

“Let's do well.”

Eventually, we successfully presented our second performance as well.

While getting off the stage, the members somehow stayed close together, not leaving my side.


[This guy is really crazy, I'm like aaaahhh, I'm going nuts! If you have a problem, go to the hospital, you crazy jerk! Why did you do that to our Hoyun?]

[We're suing all the haters right now. They must think we're pushovers. Let's meet in court, you bastards.]

[Why is Hoyun so calm in all this? When I see him so calm, I actually teared up... What hardships has he been through at such a young age to look unfazed even when experiencing this?]

[The people who laughed saying this was satisfying after watching this, it's as if they're declaring war now.]

.

.

.

[Title: Today's fans fucking really crossed the line this time. Obviously, a Today fan threw the egg at Seo Hoyun, do they really even have a brain? Or not?

There are also a lot of people who laugh at the video; they're really crazy, there are so many of them ;;]

An uproar erupted on SNS and community sites.

The sneaky spread of PD-picks among the fandoms of groups who appeared on Shining Star, had escalated due to the guerrilla concert and the egg incident. It became a hot topic even among other K-Pop fandoms.

At the same time, it also ranked 2nd in YouTube's real-time popular videos.

[Title: “The Dawn – Sanghodong Hosan Park Guerrilla Concert Fancam”

└  Wow ;; What is up with Seo Hoyun's mental strength... If it were me, I would have cried there, but he's so calm (Like 492)

└└  Seo Hoyun? That's really amazing... I know he caught a robber before

└└  There's a reason why Joo Woosung cherishes Seo Hoyun

└└  Top-class mental strength acknowledged

└  Throwing eggs is really too much, isn't it? Shouldn't their agency sue them?

└└  If I were a fan, I would have cried when I heard Seo Hoyun's comment ㅠㅠ He's the one who got hit, but he's comforting others instead

└└  I've become a fan of Seo Hoyun...

└  I haven't been interested in idols these days, but these young men are amazing. They got hit by an egg during a sound accident, but they still performed without any problems. I'm a 49-year-old uncle, but I think I will become an uncle fan of The Dawn (Like 1249)]

Everything turned out as I wanted.

The sound accident and the egg were unexpected, but our popularity increased thanks to handling them well. And we even created a rival image with Today.

Isn't it a huge gain?

The YouTube algorithm skyrocketed in views to hundreds of thousands in a short time. It was easy to see that it would reach millions soon.

Also, because of the relatively successful guerrilla concert, my stats increased.

[Dance: C+]

Again, it was a huge gain.

The problem is...

“What's that? Did you just cough?”

“What?”

The members became abnormally overprotective of me over the past few days. It was just a slight cough, but they all jumped up.

“Can someone turn off the air conditioner~ Hoyun is coughing.”

“Hoyun, did you just cough? Do you want me to get you some warm water?”

“Are you sick, Hoyun? Is it because you got hit by that cold thing?”

“Hey, I told you to take vitamins.”

It was overprotection.

I was receiving excessive protection from my almost-10-years-younger members. They're like my nephews.

They would cling to me whenever I took a few steps. They would all rush to bring me water if I coughed once as if I had caught the plague.

It was like that even yesterday. While watching the first episode together and talking, the atmosphere suddenly became serious whenever I appeared on the screen.

Even during the part where I imitated Lim Hyeonsu's boasting...

“Yeah, Hoyun is so desperate...”

“Are you kidding me?”

I tried to rebel a little, but even Seong Jiwon didn't listen. It was the king of excessive protection.

Anyway, the reactions after the first episode's broadcast were not bad.

[Title: Guys, I'll summarize the first episode for you. The Dawn, they're freaking handsome. The End. I thank you.

└ They perform and their faces appear in this order: Seong Jiwon-Kim Seonghyeon-Seo Hoyun-Jeong Dajun-Kang Ichae. Isn't this crazy?

└ How did such faces... It's the greatest miracle since Moses

└└ There's a rumor that they all have a weakness

└└ This is correct]

[Title: Guys, Seong Jiwon was the D.Go rookie, right?

I thought I saw him somewhere...

There can't be two such innocent-looking people in the world

└ Yes, it's him

└└ Ah, I see

└ I missed your nose so much, Jjoob

└└ Which should I report this to, D.Go or Daepaseong?

└└ └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠ It's not just me thinking this!!]

[Title: Seo Hoyun is a rookie, but he's close to Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu??

It's impressive, what's thishaha They're both known for not socializing. Was he just born with a golden spoon?? Is he the child of someone high up in the entertainment industry??

└ Isn't Seo Hoyun just being overly praised? When he was imitating Hyeonsu's voice, it wasn't that great. I think Hyeonsu would hate it

└└ You haven't seen the Star of Clean Conduct yet, the reaction to Seo Hoyun's imitation was deliberately filmed and uploaded

└ Then what about Joo Woosung?

└└ Actually, Woosung has a reputation for having no friends ㅠ Seo Hoyun is his only friend, so Woosung somewhat bothers him ㅠ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck that's too much ㅋㅋㅋ]

Well, I thought my Lim Hyeonsu's imitation might be criticized, but it seemed they deliberately took care of it.

As expected, they have a soft spot.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Hey, did you see my SNS?

– Lim Hyeonsu: Seriously, I tried to curse but held back

– Lim Hyeonsu: Anyway, do you want to comfort me?

– Me: No]

– Lim Hyeonsu: Haha, so cold

I briefly checked my phone after sending the message.

[2 missed calls from Joo Woosung]

[5 missed calls from Seo Hojin]

They were really blowing up my phone. I quickly turned it off. I appreciated their concern, but it was honestly an overreaction.

[1 missed call from PD Kim Heeyeon]

When I suddenly stood up, everyone was startled.

“Where are you going?”

“Hyung! Let me take care of it for you.”

“Keep quiet, everyone. Just stay still.”

I pretended to go to the restroom but subtly searched for a place no one was around. I already knew this broadcasting station like the back of my hand.

The best place to have a conversation without CCTV or many people, where someone could immediately notice if they were being eavesdropped on, was undoubtedly next to the smoking room.

As soon as I pressed the call button on my phone, I heard a ringing tone. Strangely, I felt a little nervous.

– “...Hello?”

“Yes, this is Seo Hoyun.”

– “Ah, Seo Hoyun.”

It was Kim Heeyeon. She called my name and hesitated for a while. After a few moments, she made a groaning noise and finally spoke.

– “...Actually, it might have been better to tell you in person, but I'm making this call because I think strange rumors are going around now.”

“Yes, it's okay.”

– “I saw the article and video. It's not right for me to ask if you're okay.”

Kim Heeyeon let out a deep sigh.

– “I'm sorry. It's my fault.”

“......”

– “I indeed intended for the two of you to fight and cause a scandal, but I didn't think it would directly affect you like this. You must be so frustrated, Seo Hoyun.”

“It's okay. I would've done the same if I were you.”

– “...Seo Hoyun, are you a Bodhisattva? Or maybe it's your second life? Why are you so mature?”

Kim Heeyeon was strangely kind to me. Or maybe it's because I'm so young that she felt a little guilty. In any case, she would feel somewhat guilty, knowing that her decision caused me to be hit by an egg.

– “Anyway, I'm thinking of covering this up. There won't be any more incidents like this in the future. We've already attracted enough attention, and the ratings should be good. I'm shameless and brazen, but... it won't be bad news for you, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

– “We won't create any more rivalries, so please understand.”

“No.”

I slowly crouched on the floor and buried my face in my arm, listening to Kim Heeyeon's voice.

“Please continue with that rivalry.”
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– “... Seo Hoyun.”

“I told you. I would have done the same by doing that kind of scheme.”

– “I don't get it. It's better to cut it off when there's public sympathy. If we keep dragging this on, the tables will turn in no time. You'll end up being unfairly slandered again.”

“PD.”

– “Yes?”

“As you know, this development isn't bad for PD either.

If she kept fueling the confrontation, the ratings would gradually accelerate.

– “What are you hoping for?”

I laughed. It was a phrase I'd heard so much over the past few months.

From Lim Hyeonsu to Joo Woosung, and even now from Kim Heeyeon.

“A stable job that'll allow me to have a decent life.”

– “...Are you teasing me?”

“I'm serious.”

– “Sigh... Fine.”

Kim Heeyeon sighed as if the earth was collapsing and said to me.

– “I'm going to expose something on today's broadcast. Don't regret not quitting now.”

“I won't.”

– “Aren't you curious?”

“No.”

– “You're really strange, Seo Hoyun. Don't you need a title like 'crazy schemer' of Daepaseong Entertainment?”

“I think I already have a nickname like that.”

– “What a pity.”

I chuckled. It was time to hang up, but I hesitated. There was just one thing I wanted to say.

I needed courage, but there was no dialogue window this time.

I sighed quietly enough for her not to hear, closed my eyes, and spat out that one word.

“Fighting!”

– “...Huh?”

“......”

– “...Uh, yeah. Thank you.”

With that, there was a brief silence before Kim Heeyeon cut the call.

Damn...

I regretted saying the last word, but it was already spilled water.

I checked the time on my phone.

It was time to go.


“Hello, I'm Yu Jia, the host of Shining Star.”

“Wow!”

“Yu Jia! Yu Jia!”

The loud cheer could be heard from the waiting room, despite being slightly delayed on the live monitoring TV.

“Everyone, you've participated a lot today. The sum of the scores obtained from the 1st to the 3rd round will determine who will advance to the Final Star. Before we begin the first round, let me announce your voting scores.”

As Yu Jia twirled around, a huge number appeared on the stage screen.

Audience evaluation 9,000 points.

An overwhelming number. Jeong Dajun swallowed hard.

“It's 9,000 points. In addition, the ranking of the 1st round will be determined by adding the 1,000 points from the judges' evaluation. Now you know how important your role is today, right?”

“Today!”

“Maz!”

“Go, The Dawn!”

“Haha, yes. I can already hear the cheers. The group that wins the first round will be granted a special privilege. Please look forward to it.”

Yu Jia winked her eyes.

A special privilege. I had a bad feeling just hearing the words.

When Maz's main vocalist sang the highlight during their third performance, Seong Jiwon marveled.

“Wow, he sings well.”

“He's really good. I got goosebumps.”

Seeing Maz's vocalist reminded me of our conversation regarding Seong Jiwon, which made my face stiffen involuntarily.

Maz's vocalist was good, but Seong Jiwon was no pushover either. He could have been more popular if only his luck wasn't so bad.

I felt irritated.

“Ah, Hoyun! Don't frown your eyes now.”

“Oh, sorry.”

“How is it? I put red makeup under your eyes and sprinkled glitter. Doesn't it look more alien? It perfectly matches the concept...”

Honestly, I couldn't hear the rest. The only “liter” I knew was a unit of measurement for liquids.[1]

I just nodded and expressed my gratitude.

“Thank you, ma'am.”

“Oh, look how polite this kid is.”

The makeup artist laughed lightly.

“Good luck today.”

I bowed after receiving their encouragement, and Seong Jiwon grabbed my arm and led me. He smiled faintly.

“Looks like our fans are over there.”

“Yeah, quite a few of them came.”

No wonder since we even got hit by eggs and set the place on fire.

I thought it was an obvious outcome, but the feeling was different.

As we walked through the long corridor with the other members, Seong Jiwon whispered to me.

“Hoyun.”

“What?”

“Are you... not scared or anything?”

What nonsense was he talking about?

I looked at him with a ridiculous look, but Seong Jiwon was serious.

“Well, I just thought you might have developed a trauma after the guerilla concert last time... I thought you might be scared.”

“Do I look like that right now?”

“...No, not at all.”

Seong Jiwon answered decisively. Then he glanced at me again.

“Then, are you nervous? You were last time.”

“A little.”

I was more annoyed than nervous right now.

Somehow Seong Jiwon found my answer amusing and chuckled with his eyes squinted.

We were the fourth to perform. Naturally, the last stage was Today.

Maz, who had just finished their performance, came out wiping their sweat. A staff member contacted them through a walkie-talkie.

“Yeah, The Dawn has arrived.”

“Good job.”

Kim Seonghyeon, walking next to us, greeted the Maz members first. Maz smiled broadly and bowed 90 degrees to us. They must have been conscious of the camera, despite being our sunbae.

“The Dawn, fighting!”

“Fighting!”

“Yes, thank you.”

The Maz vocalist alternated his gaze between Seong Jiwon and me, seemingly curious about whether we'd spoken already.

As Seong Jiwon caught the vocalist's gaze, Kang Ichae suddenly interrupted.

“Sunbae, that was amazing!”

“Uh? Yeah?”

“Especially during the rap part, we were all impressed.”

“Haha, thank you.”

I didn't know if Kang Ichae knew that, but he cut off the conversation at the right time.

“We'll go up now. See you later, sunbae.”

“Uh-huh.”

The vocalist nodded awkwardly.

We bowed and followed the staff's guidance onto the stage.

Yu Jia smiled at us and looked at the audience.

“We're The Dawn!”

“Ahhhh!”

“The Dawn, fighting!”

The cheers were deafening as we greeted them. It was more intimidating than the last guerilla concert.

I barely straightened my back and looked forward.

What?

Almost half of them were holding blue slogans. It was our official color that was nearly frozen after our first album. At a glance, it looks like there were more of them than Today's yellow.

There was no way. Our fandom was much smaller than Today's.

“Hoyun, fighting!”

I heard the audience shouting. That's when I realized.

Our fans worked hard. They must have given out slogans and promoted us to the general audience who got in through the lottery.

...Thank you.

I bowed my head once more and turned around to grab the mic. Today must be seething as they watch the stage.

Our members all seemed to have the same thought. Their eyes were filled with determination.

That's when I caught Kim Seonghyeon's eye, who was peeking at our side.

Hey.

What?

Keep an eye on the camera.

As I smirked, Kim Seonghyeon let out a bitter laugh as if he couldn't believe it. Then, as the intro flowed out, he quickly hardened his expression.

It was time to let out everything we had prepared.


Doom, doom, doom.

A cheerful song flowed out. The fans all made puzzled faces.

What? It's not “Second Chance”?

Didn't they say it was a representative hit song today? What song is it?

However, The Dawn's fans, especially those who were fans before the five-member restructuring, covered their mouths.

Could it be... could it be this...?

Glow!

The song had a high-teen concept but was too calm and was thus quickly buried in the charts. Fans would get immersed just by listening to the intro, their faces filled with nostalgia. This song couldn't even reach 300,000 views on its music video.

Yet, here it was again, playing in Shining Star.

Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon walked out, grumbling.

“They say you're still lost in a daze,

That's right, that's what they say.”

Hey guys! This is a high-teen musical concept in our school uniforms?

One of the original fans tilted their head. Their agency was working hard!

“You should know it, soon.”

Kim Seonghyeon slowly stood up, picked up a basketball, spun it around, and then threw it into a makeshift hoop with a grin. The ball swooshed into the hoop in one go, accompanied by the screeching sound of the net.

“Hey, what are you looking at.”

Kang Ichae snatched the ball from below and dribbled it before passing it to Jeong Dajun.

Dajun caught the ball. He was confused and looked around. And then the song started.

“No, I won't, I said I won't, I'll find my way, I will.”

Jeong Dajun threw the ball aside and ran off, doing his best to ignore Kang Ichae, who was laughing at him from the side. This was, by the way, a part of their act.

“You know we can't be but you keep talking.”

Blocking Dajun's path, Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae swaggered around. Dajun dodged them swiftly, and just as Ichae bent down, seemingly to tie his shoelaces, he jumped over him to the beat.

He then pulled a book from a nearby cabinet and made a sad face.

“Feels like my heart will leap out from my mouth.”

Seong Jiwon naturally took Dajun's book and leaned against the cabinet, messing with his hair.

Seo Hoyun sat down beside them, looking sulky, and chimed in.

“I keep spitting words so absurd (huh?),

I say the sky looks pretty today (but it's raining?),

Ah, I should just keep quiet, what can I say.”

The camera moved away from Jiwon and focused on Kim Seonghyeon, who was spinning a basketball on his finger. He took a deep breath.

“No, I won't, I said I won't, I'll find my way, I must be mad.”

Kang Ichae suddenly appeared behind Seonghyeon, playfully stealing the basketball and tapping his cheek.

“All my friends tell me so,

They say I'm different, but I keep, keep getting drawn to you.”

Guys! This refreshing concept is a huge hit!

The song was even more exciting as a musical arrangement than the original. The fans were already satisfied to the point of collapse, but the song wasn't over yet.

Screeeeech!

Suddenly, the stage darkened, and a moonlit night arrived.

The group gathered in the center for a group dance, their bodies hunched and twitching like wolves. The music stopped abruptly, and all the members crouched down as if waiting for something.

Then, a wolf's howl echoed throughout the venue.

The fans were taken aback.

“Was this part in the original song?”

Kang Ichae sprang up in front of Kim Seonghyeon, who was scratching the floor with his fingernails.

“Again, moonlight comes

I'm not who I used to be

Head spinning, instincts come alive.”

It was a newly added rap section in the original song “Glow.”

“Shit...”

“Is he a werewolf?”

The fans seemed like they were about to faint. Of course, it wasn't just the fans – everyone had their mouths wide open, taken aback by the unexpected development.

So, this is why they told us to brace ourselves.

It can't happen since they're not the same species!

“At the distant edge of this full moon, I find you, I do

You see, I can't stop thinking about you, even in this light.”

As Kang Ichae's part ended, Seo Hoyun appeared on the table. The table was lifted up by the members below. The bright white light illuminated Seo Hoyun strongly, making him seem almost inhuman.

“At dawn, alone with thoughts of you.”

Seo Hoyun slowly touched his lips.

As if all these emotions turned into regret, as if they kept on wavering.

“Can we be together? or not?

Can we stay together? or not?”

“Hoyun! Let's live together!”

A fan couldn't help but scream. Seo Hoyun's lips slightly lifted, perhaps because he heard the scream, and the fan seemed ready to faint.

Seo Hoyun slid down from the table and brushed his hair back.

“But it's over now, isn't it?

My mind's consumed with thoughts of you,

Please, hold my hand.”

He then slid to the side.

In an instant, the stage brightened, and the atmosphere changed back to a high teen vibe with the sound of a wolf's howl.

Jeong Dajun appeared, brushing his lips at the end.

“(No, she's not one of us)

Even your whims are charming (You gotta listen to me)

I know, I'm gonna regret this,

With a single text, I leap up and head toward your place.”

Seong Jiwon added a chorus at the end. It was much higher than the earlier Maz song and cleaner.

“I want to risk it all for you.”

The fans couldn't control their emotions, clenching their fists while looking at Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun, who were harmonizing while making eye contact.

“Can we be together? or not?

Can we stay together? or not?”

Jeong Dajun appeared stuttering, like in the intro, and slowly kicked a basketball.

“I'm not sane, I know,

But I still want to ask.”

As he slowly opened the cabinet and stiffened, he mumbled while holding the letter inside.

“Can you really be with me?”

Trending high teen, delightful plot twists, and stimulating narratives.

It was indeed a shocking first-round competition stage.




1 As in English, the words glitter and liter sound similar in Korean. Glitter is “......” while liter is “......” Note the Hangul “글” (geul).
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“Guys, I love you!”

“Pfft!”

There was a beep in the middle. Seong Jiwon laughed even though the microphone was on. The staff hurriedly adjusted the mic's volume, but the fans had already heard everything.

The stage brightened up again, and Kang Ichae playfully hit Seong Jiwon. As all the members greeted the fans, cheers erupted.

Yu Jia smiled at us.

“There's a lot to say, but...”

“......”

“First of all, I'd like to say that we want to see you again.”

The members relaxed at Yu Jia's words.

“How did you prepare all this in just a week? From the musical format to the unexpected werewolf concept. Who arranged the music?”

“Ichae arranged it, Dajun came up with the concept, Seonghyeon choreographed, and Jiwon supervised the vocals.”

“A perfect distribution... What about Hoyun?”

“I just tagged along.”

I was sincere, but everyone burst out laughing.

Kim Seonghyeon then picked up the microphone.

“Seo Hoyun looked after the overall direction. He did a great job conveying the plan to the production team and setting up the stage.”

“Yes, we really enjoyed the amazing stage. Lastly, please say a word to our audience.”

Hmm, it's nice to show a heartwarming side in front of the camera. Seong Jiwon picked up the mic with a determined expression.

“We've been preparing a lot for a week.”

“......”

“If the effort, as Hoyun said, was reflected in our performance, there's nothing more we could ask for. Thank you for today.”

Seong Jiwon spoke well today. As he spoke, the members' expressions were filled with determination.

Was I the only one who couldn't read the atmosphere here? The audience all had moved expressions for some reason.

Anyway, after the group greeting, we exited the stage when suddenly, Jeong Dajun hung on my left shoulder. Everyone patted my shoulder or head as they passed by.

What is it?

“Today's team, coming up!”

As we exited, the last team, Today, caught our eyes. They had bitter faces, as if they watched our performance. However, they passed by without saying anything, perhaps conscious of the egg incident.

Cheers for Today were not as loud as ours.

“It seems like we did well. Better than we thought.”

Jeong Dajun laughed heartily.

The camera that followed us seemed to be trying to give us exclusive coverage as it continued to capture a close-up.

As we headed to the waiting room, contestants and staff greeted us every step of the way. Eventually, we couldn't even return to the waiting room and had to go back on stage.

We quickly greeted Today, Refined, Maz, and Nightmare, who were all standing on stage. Their gazes were heavily fixed on us.

“Don't just stand there, guys!”

No, I was sorry, guys... I can still stand. Yu Jia pretended not to hear and held up a card.

“All five teams worked hard. Now it's time to announce the glorious rankings.”

Yu Jia spoke slowly. She deliberately announced the rankings from the bottom up.

5th place: Nightmare, 4th place: Refined, 3rd place: Maz.

The only teams left were Today and The Dawn.

Jeong Dajun narrowed his eyes.

Hyung, are we going to lose?'

...

It was possible.

“Now, it's time to announce the glorious first place.”

In fact, I did not expect much. I didn't think we'd win first place in the first round.

I had different plans.

We purposely didn't look at Today's side and only faced forward. Jeong Dajun, oblivious to the situation, fidgeted.

“The winner of Shining Star's first round is...”

An exciting song reverberated throughout the competition hall. Today's Yu Hyeok glared at us too much.

Hey, control your expression!

That's when it happened. Yu Jia took a deep breath and raised the microphone.

“Congratulations to The Dawn for winning first place with 4,700 points!”

Uh, what?

“Ahhhh!”

“The Dawn! The Dawn!”

The Dawn won first place?

With audience scores at 90%?

This didn't make sense.

I frowned slightly and caught a glimpse of PD Kim Heeyeon. She was looking at us with a distorted expression.

What's going on?

My head was spinning.

I couldn't hear what Yu Jia was saying.

“Congratulations, The Dawn. You successfully captivated the audience's hearts with incredibly stable vocals and a surprising concept.”

Audience...

Ah, now I understand.

Initially, they planned to manipulate the results if Today didn't get first place, but the agency backed down after seeing the atmosphere. Now that I've been hit with an egg, it wouldn't be a good look if Today ranked first. Anyway, it wasn't essential to be first in the preliminary round.

So, did that mean we just have to get first place later?

“Hyung!”

“We got first place!”

No, that's not it. There's something more.

While I was racking my brain, the members were smiling brightly with their faces full of emotion. Well, it's true that we've proven ourselves with our skills and captured the hearts of the audience. I patted them on the back and picked up the microphone.

“I'm Seo Hoyun from The Dawn. Thank you so much for voting for us despite our shortcomings.”

“Yes, congratulations! What are your thoughts on this?”

I shifted my gaze to Yu Jia, who was smiling as if she was wearing a mask, and continued.

“First of all, I want to thank our fans who always support us, as well as all my team members. Also, I'd like to thank all the staff who prepared hard with us and the opposing teams who always impress us with their amazing skills.”

I was genuinely grateful to the opposing teams.

Thanks to Today's provocation, our team's morale was soaring.

Yu Jia, slightly disappointed by my typical response, tilted her head. However, she professionally continued without showing any discomfort.

“Then, shall we check the privilege of being first?”

I wish it were money... but it probably won't be.

“What's the prize?”

“Is it something like Korean beef?”

Jeong Dajun asked innocently. Yu Jia looked apologetic for a moment, not knowing what to do.

PD Kim Heeyeon still looked at me with her lips tightly sealed.

“What should I do? It's not something like that... it's a bit more special.”

Yu Jia slowly flipped over a card and awkwardly smiled at the audience.

“The first-place group can choose another group and change their score to a negative value!”

“......”

Everyone was silent. Their faces showed shock.

“In other words, if a team gets 3,000 points, their score will become minus 3,000 points, and it'll be reflected in the final total. It's an important opportunity to bring down a group you've been keeping in check.”

Wow...

I asked for some sort of adversarial concept, but...

This was harsh.

Really harsh.

Is it Kim Heeyeon's work? Or is it Today's agency's work?

It could be. Kim Heeyeon was wishy-washy because she wasn't me. She created the concept but never cornered the participants like this.

So that's why Kim Heeyeon asked me if I was curious about the first-place privilege.

The Dawn members were too shocked to even speak. To be precise, they couldn't talk. If they said anything here, they would be pelted with stones, not eggs.

Only then did jeers erupt as the audience regained their senses.

“Are the producers crazy?!”

“Do you want to get sued?!”

It was something along those lines.

On top of that, everyone looked like they wanted to tear me to pieces, except for The Dawn fans.

I was used to malicious gazes, but this murderous intent made cold sweat trickle down my back.

“Please make your decision now.”

What should we do in this situation?

“So, The Dawn, which team will you choose?”

No matter who I picked now, it was certain that I would be torn to shreds. Maybe I'd even be burned to ashes on social media or online communities.

Now I understand why Today didn't rank first.

In the first preliminary round, the losing side was the one that ranked first.

I've been had.

I looked back at the members before grabbing the microphone. They all had faces that didn't know what to do.

“Hoyun.”

“......”

“I'll give the answer.”

Suddenly, Seong Jiwon whispered to me, holding my shoulder. No matter what happened, the person who answered would be torn to shreds.

Fear was evident in Seong Jiwon's eyes, but he pretended to be nonchalant and spoke to me. It was his sincerity.

“It's okay. Don't worry.”

“......”

“Guys.”

I faced their shaking eyes, feeling like I would crumble under their piercing gazes.

I looked straight at them.

I didn't know it would be used so soon, but—

“Do you trust me?”

Just in case, I prepared a landmine.

The third landmine was to trust me unconditionally even if I made a mistake.

Kang Ichae chuckled and then nodded his head. I stopped Seong Jiwon from answering and slowly turned my body towards the audience, facing Yu Jia. She gave a pitiful smile.

“Have you made a decision?”

I nodded.

“Yes.”

“Then, please tell us the name of the group.”

I looked towards the side where the other groups were. They all seemed surprised. Amid that, Today let out a sneer. Everyone seemed happy with the situation I had gotten myself into.

Since I was already set to face Today, choosing them here would only break the sympathy I had gained.

[There was no need for sympathy]

[I told you over and over that I'm strong ㅋ]

Titles like these would fill the online communities.

That's why they thought I would choose Nightmare, the group with the smallest fandom, or at most, Refined. Today just seemed to enjoy watching me struggle. But... guys, what should I do?

“I choose...”

I picked up the microphone with a smile.

“Today, I choose you.”

I decided. Screw it. I will just have to defeat them.


Chapter 38

“Ahhhh!”

“Seo Hoyun, you piece of trash!”

“What? What did you just say?”

The fandom fight was just about to become a physical brawl when security guards intervened.

No one had expected it, but it was an unbelievable result that everyone had thought, “No way, no way.” Security guards barely stopped the fight, escorted some fans out, and an icy silence settled in the venue.

“...Damn...”

Today's members failed to control themselves as one of them burned a piece of bread and hurriedly covered their mouth.[1]

“Today will receive negative points! The total is now in the negatives...”

“Cancel the program! Get rid of it!”

I didn't manage my expression either. I was so damn refreshed and relieved. Why would I control my face?

Looking at the members, none seemed to think I would call out Today. They all stopped in their tracks like meerkats.

“H-hey, hyung.”

A staff member quickly approached me, and I handed the mic over. I then greeted some fans with very cool expressions and retreated to where the other groups were.

The situation had become much more intense than expected, and the staff members gave hints to quickly finish and wrap up.

Yu Jia took the mic and drove the final nail.

“Today's score of 4,200 will be in the negatives. Please show the current total.”

Not only Today but also everyone else couldn't close their mouths. Today, who had the most recognition, instantly became 5th place just before Nightmare. It was a pitiful sight.

“I'm really looking forward to seeing if Today can make a comeback. Until the next competition, please stay tuned.”

The broadcast ending greetings were finished, and Yu Jia glanced at the idol groups on stage. Only then did the red light on the camera turn off, and everyone quickly bowed their heads and hurriedly got off the stage without properly exchanging greetings.

“Get down, get down.”

“Go quickly!”

No one dared to look at the audience.

Of course, I was the only one who leisurely walked up to the fans, greeted them, and checked the situation as I entered. The atmosphere was almost like thin ice, where a fistfight could break out at any moment.

As soon as we arrived at the backstage waiting room, Yu Hyeok grabbed me by the collar.

“You bastard!”

The VJ following us was also startled and hesitated about whether to turn off the camera.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Hmm.”

“I didn't know you were really crazy.”

The other members of Today also crowded around.

They wouldn't dare to start a fight here, would they?

At that moment, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly stepped in between us.

“Hey, let go.”

“Hey? Did you just say 'hey' to me?”

“Didn't you say it was fine to call you 'hey' last time?”[2]

As I mimicked the aegyo he showed last time during the talent show, Yu Hyeok's eyes rolled back in anger.

“This bastard really wants to die...!”

“Can't you understand the situation? Don't you see the camera rolling?”

Kim Seonghyeon coldly murmured. I thought he was angry at me, but thankfully, he directed his anger at Yu Hyeok.

Yu Hyeok smirked smugly on one side of his mouth.

“It's going to be edited out anyway. Do you think I care about that?”

“Really? Then can I throw a carton of eggs at you right now?”

Kang Ichae also sneered similarly, and Yu Hyeok's face turned red and blue. Moreover, as the stage clean-up was completed and the staff, Yu Jia, and the PD started to gather, Yu Hyeok had to forcibly swallow his anger.

“Seo Hoyun, you know you dug your own grave, right?”

“......”

“If you had just stayed still, we could have gotten at least half. You're done for. You'll be crushed until you turn to ashes and fail. Shouldn't you have at least pretended to be pitiful?”

He was right.

People wouldn't have ordinarily chosen Today in that situation.

“You brought this situation upon yourself. There's no one to cover for you now. We just need to move up in the next competition. What about you? Is there anything you can do?”

“Sunbae.”

I dusted off my crumpled collar from being grabbed.

“You're talking a lot today. You must be really upset.”

“You bastard...!”

Just as he was about to lunge at me again, Seong Jiwon couldn't take it anymore and stopped him.

“Stop it!”

“Seong Jiwon, shut up and stay out of it.”

“You should be careful. There's a chance you'll end up in the worst place if you keep running your mouth like that.”

“What?”

“I know a thing or two.”

At Seong Jiwon's words, Yu Hyeok visibly flinched and quietly closed his mouth.

I couldn't help but be astonished. The innocent Seong Jiwon was threatening someone.

It must be the sponsor issue.

However, talking about the sponsor out loud would have also put Seong Jiwon in danger. It was a card that couldn't be played recklessly.

“Stupid bastards...”

“......”

“Good luck with your losers' party.”

Yu Hyeok gritted his teeth and walked away.

I made eye contact with PD Heeyeon, but I passed by her without a word. As I returned to the waiting room to pack my things, Kim Seonghyeon turned me around.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes?”

“Why did you do that? Did you just charge in because you were mad?”

“Seonghyeon.”

“I need to know. I took your side in front of everyone, but this isn't a problem we can easily get over.”

I could understand why he would be angry. It was more than enough.

Kim Seonghyeon stared at me with a frustrated expression.

“It's already bad enough that we're getting criticized for favoritism, but after the guerrilla concert, public opinion turned against Today. People were cursing at Today. But now that we chose Today, it's like we're asking to be cursed at.”

“Hyung, the biggest victim here is Hoyun-hyung.”

“I know. That's why it's even more frustrating. Why do you keep doing this alone?”

Kim Seonghyeon was considerate. He took care of each team member and tried his best for the team as the leader and eldest member.

But I wasn't like that.

“I told you to trust me.”

“Hey, Seo Hoyun!”

“If you're already shaking here, what will you do? You said you'd trust me even if I did something really stupid.”

“Why are you like this?”

Undoubtedly, they wouldn't understand me even if I explained why I did it.

“It's true that I'm sorry for you guys in a way. It's true that the team is getting hurt. So just pretend to be the victims, guys. Say you got hurt because Seo Hoyun did something crazy. I'll take all the responsibility.”

“Hey!”

“Hyung, hyung.”

As Kim Seonghyeon clenched his teeth, Kang Ichae stopped him. And then, uncharacteristically, he spoke slowly and soothingly.

“Hyung, Hoyun-hyung must have a reason.”

“......”

“I didn't know it would be this bad when he said it would be fun.”

Kang Ichae let out a deflated laugh. It seemed a bit bitter. And then he looked at me.

“Hyung, I won't say that you should take responsibility. That's selfish. But think about Seonghyeon-hyung too.”

Kang Ichae shrugged after raising his eyebrows.

“You're smart. You'll figure it out soon.”


“Hey, guys. Shall we eat tteokbokki before we go?”

“......”

“You guys liked the tteokbokki place last time, right? I'll pay. How about it?”

“It's okay, manager... I'm not hungry.”

Jeong Dajun answered softly, noticing the atmosphere.

The car on the way back to the dormitory was so quiet that you could probably hear ants walking. The atmosphere was bitterly cold.

Despite the manager's efforts, the atmosphere didn't change until we got back to the dormitory, and eventually, the manager dropped us off with a tearful face.

Kim Seonghyeon didn't say anything even when we arrived at the dormitory. I took out my phone in the room but went outside as it seemed like it would make Kang Ichae uncomfortable.

“It's cold.”

The weather was getting colder. I sat on the stairs before the alley and checked my phone.

It was a mess once again. I first read Lim Hyeonsu's messages.

– Lim Hyeonsu: Hey

– Lim Hyeonsu: I heard the news. Do you just want to retire?

– Lim Hyeonsu: If you have nowhere to go, do you want to work at our studio? But you have to be my servant

– Me: Fine

I sent a rough reply. The following message was from Seo Hojin.

– Seo Hojin: Hyung, what happened today?

– Seo Hojin: Hyung

– Seo Hojin: No

– Seo Hojin: Just turn off your phone.

“Damn.”

– Me: Seo Hojin

– Seo Hojin: What?

– Me: Did you eat?

– Seo Hojin: Not yet

– Seo Hojin: You?

– Me: You internet addict, go eat

– Seo Hojin: -_-

With that, I closed the chat.

It was obvious that Seo Hojin was worried about me, and that's why he was acting like that.

I happened to remember and check the internet reactions, and people were angrily making noise.

[Title: I'm seriously fed up with shielding them. I regret all the times I shielded them up until now

└ Seriously, no more shielding. It hasn't been that long since that incident, but did we even shield them for a day?

└ What? Is this about that thing?

└└ Yeah, Seo Hoyun

└└ What happened?

└└ Look up the trending posts, but they might get deleted soon]

[Title: The group that's benefiting the most from all this is Nightmare. They looked almost desperate, but then Seo Hoyun went crazy and saved them

└ Did you see Today's expression? They were swearing with just their vocals

└ I would've sworn at them too ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Today acted all high and mighty, got hit with an egg, and now only Today is getting scolded. The fandom atmosphere was seriously tense

└ Only Today is pitiful

└└ I saw them getting sworn at]

[Title: Am I the only one who likes Seo Hoyun? Honestly, Today was ridiculed and made fun of, but Seo Hoyun chose Today over Nightmare ㅋㅋㅋㅋ It was really satisfying

└ I agree ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What a plot twist, it was seriously so entertaining ㅋㅋ

└ We've never seen a character like this before ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: But it seems like The Dawn didn't see this coming, so isn't this something Seo Hoyun did by himself?

The Dawn kids are the only ones who are pitiful. Seo Hoyun isn't pitiful at all; he's a crazy guy

└ Yeah well, those kids manipulated the situation

└ ㅋㅋㅋ But seriously, it looked true. Did you see everyone's shocked faces? Only Seo Hoyun remained calm, like a sociopath

└└ I know right... If the kids knew, they wouldn't have been that surprised

└ Seo Hoyun isn't pitiful. It's the production crew who made the announcement like that

└└ If you saw his face, you wouldn't think he's pitiful. He's literally a complete madman]

Hmm, great. Looks like I was the only one getting scolded.

Fortunately, The Dawn members weren't getting bashed as much as I thought they would.

Episode 1 has already aired, and there's a week until Episode 2. There are ten days left until the next competition.

There's not much time left. That's still enough time for the reactions to stay heated.

Just as I was about to put my phone down, a message appeared at the top.

It was from Kim Heeyeon.

– PD Kim Heeyeon: I'm sorry

There was no need to apologize.

As I was considering whether I should reply, someone spoke to me.

“What are you doing here?”

It was Seong Jiwon.

“Aren't you cold?”

“No, I'm fine.”

“Wait.”

Seong Jiwon took out a can of yuja tea[3] from his pocket. It was warm. When did he buy this?

Seong Jiwon scratched his cheek sheepishly.

“Actually, I saw you standing here, so I bought two cans.”

“Thanks.”

Seong Jiwon squeezed next to me and sat down on the stairs. I wiped my hands on the can and took a sip. It was surprisingly sweet.

After a few silent sips of yuja tea, I asked sneakily.

“...Where's Kim Seonghyeon?”

“Ha, he's sulking. He has a certain expression when he's upset.”

Seong Jiwon imitated Kim Seonghyeon's face. When he narrowed his eyes and raised his eyebrows, he really looked like Kim Seonghyeon. I couldn't help but laugh.

“I don't know what you think, but... please understand if Seonghyeon gets angry. He's just very responsible.”

“It's understandable. It's affecting the team.”

“No, it's not that.”

Seong Jiwon said firmly.

“Seonghyeon is angry because you're trying to shoulder everything alone.”

“......”

“You've been like that since the guerrilla stage. No, actually, from the beginning, you've been trying to do everything yourself.”

Seong Jiwon fidgeted with the can of yuja tea.

“You told us to trust you, but you don't trust us. That's why he's upset.”

“......”

I was caught off guard. Seeing me speechless, Seong Jiwon gave a small laugh.

“I know I'm not doing anything, so I shouldn't be talking.”

“Seong Jiwon.”

“Huh?”

“Did you really want to grab the mic at that moment?”

Seong Jiwon nodded without hesitation.

It wouldn't have been easy.

“Who were you going to choose?”

“Who else would I choose there? Of course, it's Today.”

Seong Jiwon grinned.

“So the result would have been the same anyway. I'm just sorry you had to take more blame.”

Seong Jiwon's mentality seemed to have gotten stronger. I clenched my jaw and organized my thoughts.

It had been some time since someone told me they were upset with me. People often said that they hated or disliked me.

Were the members forgiving me because they were young and innocent, or had I become too worn out?

On impulse, I asked.

“Were you the center of Today?”




1 See Episode 32 for a similar explanation.



2 What Seonghyeon and Yu Hyeok are arguing about is the Korean word “야” (ya). It translates to “......” in English and is an informal way to address someone.



3 It's very good. Yuja tea is a traditional Korean tea made from the citrus fruit yuzu, known for its tart and tangy flavor.



Chapter 39

“Huh?”

Seong Jiwon rolled his eyes and smiled awkwardly.

“Where did you hear that?”

“They said you were a promising rookie.”

“I wouldn't go that far.”

“I heard they were going to choose between you as the main vocal and center.”

“Well, among the members of Today, I'm the best, right?”

Seong Jiwon bragged without sounding obnoxious. He then asked another question.

“But why are you suddenly asking me about this?”

I felt embarrassed.

“Seo Hoyun, you know my position in Today, and it's not just out of curiosity that he's asking... You heard about that, didn't you?”

Seong Jiwon had become very perceptive lately. It seemed like being chewed out like a squid changed him.

Seong Jiwon clicked his tongue.

“The world is small, too small. Bad news travels faster.”

“You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to.”

“You're right. What you heard is correct.”

Seong Jiwon sighed.

“I ran away because I didn't like the sponsorship offer.”

“...Oh.”

“I knew there was growing pressure. Some members of Today already had some talks about it. They treated me like a fool. They said it's almost like being guaranteed, so why not take this opportunity?”

Seong Jiwon kicked a small rock on the ground.

“I was... honestly not sure. I really wondered if I was a fool. And it drove me crazy when my positions were taken away one by one. But then, one day, I don't know why or how, but my mind cleared up.”

He couldn't have forgotten.

Is he just beating around the bush because he doesn't want to talk about it?

Seong Jiwon's normally smooth forehead wrinkled.

“What am I doing? I realized I was going crazy. I chose that path. And after a lot of trials, I finally found my current agency. The CEO and manager are nice people. There is no pressure like that here.”

“They're nice people?”

“Well... they're good people.”

Seong Jiwon shrugged his shoulders.

The CEO and the manager seemed the same, pursuing their ideals and almost neglecting the members when the results didn't come instantly. They had such talented people under them.

“After that, just seeing Today would make me feel sick, like I would throw up. But you know what?”

“What?”

“Since that receipt incident, it's just been funny to me.”

Ah, that one. I remembered Yu Hyeok's desperate face trying to get a receipt he thought was a note.

“Whenever I think of his expression, it still makes me laugh.”

“You also told Yu Hyeok to keep his mouth shut.”

“Haha! I got a bit carried away with that. Today's expressions this time were no joke either. I'm definitely going to watch the show when it airs.”

No matter how much he thought about it, Seong Jiwon kept chuckling. Well, it was funny.

When his laughter subsided, he hesitated for a moment before standing up.

“...Anyway, thanks, Hoyun.”

“You're thanking me?”

I muttered in confusion.

“Why?”

I deeply suspected Seong Jiwon was a fool.

On the other hand, Seong Jiwon seemed to see right through my thoughts and laughed incredulously.

“There's so much I owe you. I actually came out here to say thank you.”

Seong Jiwon stretched out.

“I trust you. No matter how many more embarrassing things you do here, I'll trust you.”

“......”

“So please, trust us a little too.”

Seong Jiwon smiled faintly.

I might have been a little arrogant. The other members might have been right. I could have been pressing the accelerator too hard by myself.

But that was the kind of person I've always been.

I've lived like this until now.

I had to take responsibility on my own.

Could I change?

No.

I chugged the lukewarm yuja tea all at once. Then I got up and followed Seong Jiwon.

“Jiwon.”

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened.

I'm sorry.

“I'll make us number one.”

That was the only promise I could make right now.

I didn't make promises I couldn't keep. Seong Jiwon seemed to understand the meaning behind my words, and although his expression was a bit bitter, he soon patted my shoulder and said to me.

“Okay.”

“......”

“Let's go inside. It's cold.”


“Hey.”

“What?”

“Eat this.”

While waiting in tvK broadcasting station's meeting room, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly threw me a red ginseng packet. It seemed like he had taken it from Seong Jiwon.

“Uh... Thanks.”

“Eat it quickly. You're supposed to eat something like this once a day.”

“Why is he suddenly like this?”

“He says he's sorry~.”

Jeong Dajun chimed in from beside him. Apparently, he had regained his energy as he even managed to eat the tteokbokki that the manager had been dying to buy him for lunch.

Kim Seonghyeon playfully flicked Jeong Dajun's forehead.[1]

“He's regretting it, that's why. Anyway, you're the one who gets all the hate.”

“Hey, you better watch what you say.”

“What are you talking about? Hoyun must know about it already.”

Kang Ichae snorted. Of course, I knew about it too, but Kim Seonghyeon kept checking on me, worried that I might be feeling down after seeing the public's opinion on the internet.

I looked at him with narrowed eyes. Could he really be upset with me?

...I'm such a piece of trash.

I felt disgusted with myself, but my first reaction was always to doubt everything.

“Oh my, aren't you our lucky charms! Congratulations on winning the first round!”

“Hello~.”

“Hello! Thank you!”

Amidst all this, a staff member opened the waiting room door and entered. They were beaming, looking delighted.

“It looks like our viewership has skyrocketed! Our goal was to reach 1% at best, you know? Hahaha, but the first episode got a 2.3% rating! And the second episode is expected to reach 3%!”

Wow, that was an impressive rating for a cable show.

It's worth celebrating with a firecracker.

“It's all thanks to The Dawn!”

Of course, we are the show's sacrificial lambs.

“Especially Seo Hoyun, what should we do to show our gratitude? The production team should treat you big time.”

“Yes, please treat us big time.”

Might as well make the most of my sacrificial role.

The staff was excited, but Jeong Dajun tilted his head.

“Is the PD not coming today?”

“Oh, the PD is not feeling well today, so I'm here instead. Now, let's check the mission for the second round, shall we?”

The staff handed over an envelope containing the mission. Kim Seonghyeon carefully took it and slowly read the content.

“Second round mission: Sing a Different Song.”

“Yes! You have to sing a different song! Isn't that the highlight of an idol competition~?!”

They were very excited, indeed.

On the other hand, our expressions soured. Excluding us, there were four other teams, which meant that there was a 1 in 4 chance that Today's song would be chosen. This would only fan the flames of controversy even more.

“Now, let's see which group's song The Dawn will be covering!”

The staff shook the jar containing the lots with a big grin. Since there had been rumors of manipulation last time, I could have bet my wrist that only Today's songs were inside that jar.

It wouldn't be a bad thing for the production team.

“Quick, pick one!”

“Haha...”

Just as Kim Seonghyeon was about to pick a lot with his trembling hand, the door to the meeting room suddenly burst open.

“PD Kim?”

It was Kim Heeyeon, her hair disheveled. Wearing her hoodie backward and gripping her phone like a weapon, she looked like a mad woman.

“PD Kim, what is it? Didn't I tell you I could handle it? Why did you come?”

Ignoring the staff's words, Kim Heeyeon strode toward the table. A strong smell of alcohol wafted through the air.

Her dark circles looked worse, perhaps from the staff's previous drinking party.

“Get out of here.”

Kim Heeyeon snatched the jar of lots from Kim Seonghyeon and dumped them all out. The camera director hurriedly stood up.

“PD Kim! What are you doing?!”

One by one, she picked up the scattered lots on the table. They all had the same content written on them.

[Today – “Make Love”]

[Today – “Make Love”]

[Today – “Make Love”]

[Today – “Make Love”]

All four notes were the same.

Kang Ichae let out a hollow laugh. The staff's face turned pale.

“PD, have you lost your mind?”

“I told you to make the notes different, you bastard.”

“No, that was when you were drunk last night... The Dawn, don't misunderstand. We made a mistake. PD, you can't do this here.”

“Why not! I'm the PD!”

It seemed that Today's agency had already started pushing for this outcome. Public opinion had flipped, so they planned to ride the “The Dawn vs. Today” narrative to higher ratings.

It wasn't actually a bad strategy. That's why everyone expected Today's to come up.

But to get caught so blatantly was a first.

And by the main PD, no less...

“PD! Seriously, we're going to get fired like this!”

“Go ahead, fire me, damn it! I'd rather be jobless than live like this. I'll report it to the labor office and get some compensation!”

“You crazy? There are cast members right next to you!”

“What! Why! What! Don't you know I'm crazy?!”

It was a total mess. Everyone was watching blankly, and there was only one thought on their minds.

The editing... it's going to be tough.

“PD!”

“Stop it, don't do that. I'll pick a new one for you.”

As the staff tried to stop her, Kim Seonghyeon picked up a dropped straw and asked.

“Are we going to sing our song today?”

“Well...”

The staff hesitated. They knew the answer from that alone. Kim Seonghyeon glanced at me.

“Yes.”

Kim Heeyeon, the PD, came out confidently.

“So, don't do it. I'll pick something suitable for you. Just do that. It's the most I can do for you. I want to have a clear conscience.”

“No... we want to do this.”

Kim Seonghyeon said.

Hmm?

It was unexpected.

A hint of color returned to the staff's faces, and Kim Heeyeon's face turned sour.

“What, is everyone here crazy? I really don't get it.”

“Please, let us do this.”

Jeong Dajun clung to the idea. I didn't even need to say anything.

Kim Heeyeon slumped down and messed up her hair. Her already messy hair became even more disheveled.

“What's going on? Am I the only one who doesn't understand? Am I the only one feeling anxious right now?”

“PD.”

I called her discreetly and offered her some red ginseng. Kim Heeyeon glared at me, but I shamelessly smiled and tidied up my seat.

“Then we'll go prepare the cover song.”

“...Sigh.”

“Yes! We're counting on you!”

As I was about to leave with the members, Kim Heeyeon suddenly followed me.

“Seo Hoyun, can I talk to you for a moment?”

“Oh, sure.”

Following Kim Heeyeon, we walked down the hallway to the vending machine. She scratched her cheek and rummaged through her pockets before pulling out some coins.

“Do you like canned coffee?”

“Yes. Anything is fine.”

“Alright, it's not much, but I'll buy you one.”

Kim Heeyeon fumbled several times with her slightly trembling hand before inserting the coins into the vending machine. She looked nervous.

However, the vending machine only took the coins and didn't dispense the drink. At first, she calmly pressed the button.

“Huh? Umm... it's not working?”

“It's not?”

“Haha, it'll work soon. Just wait a moment.”

She pressed the button harder and harder. She pushed it until it almost broke, then banged and even kicked it.

People were startled by the loud noise and looked over, but Kim Heeyeon just yelled.

“Damn it, now even the vending machine isn't listening to me! Are they trying to drive me crazy?!”

“......”

“Kim... PD?”

A passerby was startled. The person was CP, who appeared to be higher in rank than Kim Heeyeon, but she glared at them like a cat.

“Chief, what are you looking at? Huh?! You have a problem with me?”

“...Ah, no, I have work to do, PD Kim...”

The CP quickly ran away. As expected, she was the crazy one in the broadcasting station.

I just waited quietly beside her without saying a word. Kim Heeyeon spent quite some time in front of the vending machine before finally giving up, flipping her bangs, and turning to me.

“Forget it. I'll buy you something more expensive later.”

“...Okay.”

“Anyway, Seo Hoyun, I didn't call you for this. I wanted to talk about something important.”

Kim Heeyeon tried her best to calm down as she spoke.

“Just remember that I owe you one. I made a mistake, and it affected you.”

“Why is it your debt, PD?”

“It's because I was in charge of this crappy program. Even though there was pressure from above, I was the one who carried it out. So, of course, I'm responsible.”

Kim Heeyeon roughly brushed her hair back, annoyed by her bangs that kept poking her eyes.

She didn't need to do that. I would've been happy to owe them a favor if it were someone else. But because it was Kim Heeyeon, I didn't want to.

I looked at her and realized.

If I refused, I would only scratch her pride even more.

“...Alright.”

“Good, you made the right decision. Just let me know anytime. If it's within my ability, I'll do it for you. Kim Heeyeon said that, and again, she slammed the vending machine. Strangely enough, a few drinks fell out. Huffing, Kim Heeyeon left the drinks behind and walked away with giant strides.

Hmm.

Kim Heeyeon was starting to feel a backlash.

Everything was going as desired.


“What's going on?”

I asked only after drawing a lot and returning to the practice room.

Everyone's spirits were higher than last time. Even more so after the guerrilla performance. Their eyes were filled with murderous intent as if to say, “I'll kill anyone who gets in my way.”

“This time, we'll really, really, really do better.”

Jeong Dajun stammered.

“I talked with Seonghyeon all night yesterday. Truthfully.”

What kind of development was this? As I crossed my arms and raised my eyebrows, Jeong Dajun clenched his fist.

“If we choose a song by Today and perform it better – much better – we can prove that we're better than them.”

“Right, that too. And it's better to think of this as a revenge match.”

Hmm...?

This wasn't the development I had in mind.

Well, it would be great for me if we continued to have a rivalry with Today.

My team members were so pumped up that my worries from yesterday about one of them losing their mental strength seemed unfounded. What if they didn't win first place? Wouldn't their mental state plummet?

As I stood there hesitating, Seong Jiwon patted my shoulder.

“Hoyun, it's not about winning first place in this competition. It's about showing people what we can do.”

“...You're like a mind-reading ghost.”

“Haha, I learned from the best.”

Seong Jiwon smirked.

“As Dajun said, let's show everyone we're much better than Today. So much that no one can say anything about our skills.”

Kang Ichae held up his thumb.

“Hyung, you said it too.”

“What?”

“That just doing well isn't enough. We have to do extraordinarily well.”

Kang Ichae opened his laptop. It had notes on Today's songs and concepts neatly organized in an Excel file. Honestly, I was surprised.

“What is this?”

“I organized it yesterday. All night. Honestly, I thought we would perform with another group's song at least once, so I had been preparing little by little, but not knowing which group it would be with made it difficult. Well, after yesterday, it was obvious that Today was the one, so I organized all the concepts and interpretations of the songs they had. I also decided on the arrangement atmosphere so we can be ready for any song we pick.”

What was up with these guys?

As I stared at them in shock, Kang Ichae glanced at Seong Jiwon and continued.

“Fortunately, Jiwon-hyung knows a lot about their situation, which made organizing much easier.”

“Is 'Make Love' within the scope of what we considered?”

“Yeah. We've even thought about the direction of the arrangement for that one.”

Kang Ichae rattled on.

“Look, as you can see from the 'Make Love' teaser video, Today's vocal line is weak in both high and low notes. So, we're going to lay the rap with low notes and put Jiwon-hyung and Hoyun-hyung on high notes to fill in the sound density...”

“No, no.”

“What? You don't like it?”

I raised my hand to stop Kang Ichae.

It's not that I didn't like it or that I was jealous.

“When did you guys have time to prepare this?”

Kang Ichae tilted his head and replied nonchalantly.

“When you were sleeping?”

“When Jiwon-hyung went to talk to you!”

“Weren't you guys sleeping?”

So, you weren't gossiping about me behind my back?

“Kang Ichae, you didn't come into the room because you went to talk about this?”

“What, did you think I went out because I didn't want to see your face?”

“......”

Actually, I did.

Speechless, Kang Ichae burst into laughter.

“Wow... You were really hurt because we talked without you, huh?”

“Ha~, how can this hyung be so sensitive~.”

“Are you crazy?”

I was annoyed, but my team was already looking at me with strangely proud faces. Kim Seonghyeon sighed.

“We have to do our best too.”

“......”

“We can't just take what's given to us.”

I clenched my jaw for a while at his words, ruffled my hair, and looked at Kang Ichae.

“...How are we going to arrange it?”

Kang Ichae grinned.




1 The sentence is actually “김성현이 정다준의 꿀밤을 때렸다,” which literally translates to “Kim Seonghyeon hit Jeong Dajun's honey night.” “꿀밤” is a Korean slang word that translates to “honey night” but is used to describe a playful, light slap, or flick to someone's forehead, usually among friends or people who are close.



Chapter 40

“When I see you, I feel like walking on distant clouds,

You don't need to consider.”

Today's “Make Love” was a fresh love song.

It told the story of falling in love at first sight with someone they met in college in their early twenties.

The song also had a catchy tropical vibe.

Kang Ichae laughed for a while as he skimmed through the lyrics.

“How on earth did they pull off a fresh concept with this?”

“Why?”

I thought I knew the reason, but I didn't want to say it in front of Jeong Dajun, so I just looked away.

As an early study abroad student, Kang Ichae couldn't help but burst out laughing.

“Didn't anyone at the agency object to this? It's like someone who knows absolutely no English just slapped any random English words on.”

Make Love.

In other words... let's make love.[1]

I'll just leave it at that.

“Do you think so too?”

“Why didn't the lyricist stop them?”

“Look at this.”

Seong Jiwon held up a printout with the lyrics written on it.

[Lyricist: Yu Hyeok]

We all (excluding Jeong Dajun) facepalmed.

“So that's why.”

“Yep.”

“Wait, what's it about?!”

We ignored Jeong Dajun and continued discussing the arrangement.

“Since it's already like this, I think it wouldn't be bad to go for a sexy concept. If we add some string instruments, we can create a grand atmosphere too.”

“So, we've decided on the direction for the arrangement?”

“Yeah, I think we know what we need to do. The melody line is a bit bland, but I want to really bring it out dramatically.”

Kang Ichae kept jotting down his endless ideas.

“But what about our concept?”

It was a good question.

“We don't have much time, so let's take a chance.”

“A chance?”

I held up my phone and called an expert in this field.

Immediately, Lee Jihyeon burst through the door with a bang.

“Me!”

“Oh, Jihyeon. You're here.”

“I want to decide on the concept!”

Jihyeon was like a concept-obsessed ghost. She quickly brushed her hair back and eagerly spoke.

“A competition program is the perfect place to try out a unique concept that strays from the main plans! The “Glow!” concept from last time was amazing! I'd like to talk to the person who thought of that idea. If Jeong Dajun takes the lead like in the post-apocalyptic song, we can create a completely different universe concept...”

It had begun.

“Uh, uh...”

“Yeah...”

The other members were mesmerized by Jihyeon's words.

Just as the conversation about the concept was getting heated, I raised my hand, knowing that Jihyeon and the other members would handle the rest.

“I'm going to step out for a bit. Can you guys take care of the rest?”

“Ah, sure.”

“Where are you going?”

Kim Seonghyeon held me back. He's probably suspicious that I will do something crazy on my own.

But I didn't blink an eye as I answered.

“I'm going to meet my younger brother for a bit.”

“Brother?”

“Yeah, the one from the hospital last time.”

“Take care~.”

Jeong Dajun bid me farewell cheerfully. I quickly asked Jihyeon for a favor, slipped out of the practice room, and found the scammer's number I had called earlier. Just in case, I brushed my bangs down and flipped my hat backward.

More and more people have recognized me since I started appearing on YouTube. As I left the onlookers behind and got into a taxi, I made a phone call.

“Yes, I'm on my way.”

I heard the sound coming from the other end of the phone. As I looked out the taxi window, I saw a Shining Star advertisement bus passing by in the distance. The Today members were plastered all over it, and Kim Seonghyeon's anxious gaze came to mind.

Seonghyeon, I'm sorry.

“This is solid information.”

I'm going to do something crazy, that's for sure.

“You won't regret it.”


The job of a paparazzi was not common. However, with the recent Hallyu wave sweeping across Asia and Chinese gossip magazines picking up on the trend, being a paparazzi became quite lucrative.

There was no place too far for them when there were rumors to be sniffed out. Although the job involved digging into people's private lives, it was very satisfying for the morally lacking Kim Jaeyeon.

Having seen numerous stars up close, Kim Jaeyeon was now intently focused on the man before him.

Seo Hoyun was a man enjoying newfound fame. His agency, Daepaseong Entertainment, launched a new idol group that flopped as soon as it debuted. Yet, public opinion shifted in their favor after Hoyun joined them. There was the robbery case, the egg incident, and Hoyun's extraordinary performance in the current Shining Star.

It was too well-timed to be a mere coincidence. In every incident, Hoyun took an unpredictable route. But it had nothing to do with Kim Jaeyeon, so it was fine.

That is until Hoyun suddenly contacted him out of the blue.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes, Kim Jaeyeon.”

Kim Jaeyeon was taken aback. He had always used a pseudonym, but now Hoyun addressed him by his real name.

“...Let's put aside how you found out my name.”

“Okay.”

“How on earth did you get in touch with me?”

Unexpectedly, the man in question ordered lemonade while flipping through the menu. He then calmly rested his chin on his hand and started speaking nonsense.

“I wrote a number on each rose petal and scattered them on the ground... Your number came up.”

“...Excuse me?”

Suddenly, he clenched his fist and banged on the table, mumbling curses like a lunatic about “lines” and the “damned system.”

Kim Jaeyeon frowned, but Seo Hoyun just sighed and spoke as if nothing had happened.

“It's not the rose petals... It's a common method, you know. I don't think it's that different from your familiar methods.”

Sweat trickled down Jaeyeon's back. This guy was not just an ordinary idol. Hoyun's gaze swept over him.

“What I know about your side is not particularly important.”

“......”

“What I know is probably what you're more curious about.”

Jaeyeon impatiently shook his legs. When the lemonade arrived, Hoyun took it and slowly stirred it with a straw.

“...Is the information reliable?”

“Give it a try.”

Seo Hoyun smirked.

“Today and drug use.”

This is huge...!

Jaeyeon excitedly covered his mouth. Today was a well-known idol group even in China.

They were also affiliated with a reasonably large agency. If someone were to dig deeper, they would likely uncover even more secrets. As Jaeyeon calculated in his head, Hoyun's face froze over.

Ugh, these paparazzi.

I sighed.

Jaeyeon was a relatively well-connected figure even during his days as a TV producer. Being in his mid-30s, his clean-cut appearance could easily be mistaken for a businessman.

This is what paparazzi were like—digging for information, relentlessly extracting everything they could, and then dropping their subjects without remorse.

When I probed for club information I heard from Maz's vocalist, I naturally heard stories of drugs being handled there. It was unthinkable that Today, who frequented the place as if it were their home, didn't know about it.

“If you dig around the place I mentioned last time, you'll find something soon enough. But, Seo Hoyun, why don't you also dig into the sponsorship issues?”

“That's already well-known.”

Nonsense. I just didn't want to involve Seong Jiwon.

It was possible that even Seong Jiwon, who was once in Today's agency and almost took the center position, would be implicated.

With my twirling straw, I poked at the thinly sliced lemon in my drink.

“Even if you blow it up, it'll be blocked soon. In that case, you should focus on an area where you, Kim Jaeyeon, can excel. A drug scandal involving a celebrity is a great scoop.”

“...You know that too?”

“There's a limit to what I know.”

A news article will be coming out soon.

Kim Jaeyeon looked at him with delight and suspicion, then shrugged his shoulders.

“The timing is up to me.”

“That's a bit difficult. Our principle is to break the news as soon as possible.”

“You have to save the tastiest bit for last.”

“Haha! That's true.”

Kim Jaeyeon laughed as if amused by his firm response.

Either way, it wasn't bad for him. It was better to release information in batches.

The value of the information Kim Jaeyeon passed on would be at its highest if released when Today's stock price was rising, and the timing was most appropriate.

“It'll take some time to investigate anyway. It's not a bad condition. Sounds good.”

“Yes.”

“It's strange. You're giving everything away so easily, which is good for me. But isn't it too risky for Seo Hoyun? Doesn't the company know about this?”

Kim Jaeyeon was curious and kept digging.

“What's the purpose of exposing Today's drug scandal?”

“You don't need to know such useless information, Jaeyeon.”

“What if I expose you as the source of information? Your ship will sink along with mine.”

I burst into laughter. That's what being a paparazzi was – always ready to stab each other in the back, so there had to be at least one restraint.

This must be a threat, asking for something in return.

“Go ahead and expose it.”

How cute.

“If you want to go down with me, Kim Jaeyeon.”

Now, let's talk about my tactics for dealing with the paparazzi.

First, throw out some tempting bait.

Second, sweettalk them.

And the most crucial third step: If they don't know the favor they owe and expose you, teach them a lesson!

“Kim Jaeyeon, you've been working soooo hard. It's time for you to take a break from the prison-like atmosphere, isn't it?”

“What?”

Kim Jaeyeon stiffened and hesitated while gulping down his americano.

“...I'll pretend I didn't hear it.”

“Let's pretend we didn't hear each other's remarks.”

We casually buried each other's weaknesses like landmines, then shook hands and got up.

“I'll be counting on you.”

“Yeah. This is a great help. Thank you.”

Kim Jaeyeon regained his composure and was smiling. He must be happy. The table was already set; he just needed to lift the spoon. He would definitely enjoy this.

As he was shrugging his shoulders and about to leave, Kim Jaeyeon let out a displeased laugh.

“Oh! By the way.”

“Yes.”

“This isn't a threat but a favor out of gratitude. I'll give you a bonus.”

What was it? I raised my eyebrows.

Whenever this happens, always –

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

Kim Jaeyeon approached quietly and whispered.

Hearing what he whispered, my eyes narrowed. I slowly calculated it in my head.

Innocent but delicate Kim Seonghyeon. I tried to match what I heard from the whispers to his traits.

“Is it made up?”

“Uh? Why are you like this? Annoyingly naive.”

“Who's the source?”

“It's confirmed. I checked before meeting you. You might want to block this in advance.”

I nodded my head. Although he seemed to have said everything, Kim Jaeyeon didn't distance himself but stared at me blankly.

“What is it?”

“Are you and Joo Woosung close? In case Woosung...”

“......”

“...Alright, alright. I got it.”

My icy glare worked, and he quickly backed away to avoid any sparks.

I drank the lemonade and tilted my head back out of frustration.

“Just when I try to stop one thing, all sorts of problems pop up...”

What should I do?

Kim Seonghyeon.

An incident from high school.

School bullying.

Withdrawal.

Words that didn't suit him were tangled up in my head.




1 It's exactly what you think it is.



Chapter 41

Here’s a question:

Who is Kim Seonghyeon?

First batter: Seong Jiwon.

“Huh? Seonghyeon? He's a good guy. Always considerate and caring. He might look scary, but if you think about it, Hoyun isn't exactly a pushover either... Ah, I get it. It's a joke.”

“It's not a joke!”

“Come on, Hoyun, you know I'm not serious, right?”

Second batter: Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun.

“Why are you asking that all of a sudden? Well... Sometimes he's more of a parent than our actual parents. I heard he has a lot of younger siblings, so maybe that's why he's responsible.”

“He remembers even the smallest details! He remembers me stubbing my toe two years ago and always tells me to be careful.”

“I didn't ask.”

“Yes...”

Third batter: the manager.

“When I think of our Seonghyeon, I can't help but tear up...

He really started crying.

“He's been silently supporting us since he was our company's very first trainee, even though we haven't done much for him. He always listens to me and respects us. He's truly amazing.”

“......”

“If I had a son, you know, I'd want him to grow up like him. How about you, Hoyun? If... my son were Seo Hoyun, that might be a bit scary. Yeah. Sorry, Hoyun.”

“Phew...”

“Don't sigh! It's scary!”

Ignoring the manager, I turned away.

Why was someone as highly praised as Kim Seonghyeon have school bullying rumors?

After finishing practice, I glared at Kim Seonghyeon. He misunderstood something and threw me a new bottle of water.

“Why? Not this? Do you want something else?”

“No, this is fine.”

But what should I say here?

What happened to you? Are the bullying rumors true?

You can't just ask that out of the blue.

“What's wrong? You're being weird.”

“Never mind...”

“If something hurts, tell me. We'll go to the hospital right away.”

“I said I'm fine.”

“You're more irritable than usual today.”

Kim Seonghyeon clicked his tongue and walked away.

When I thought about it, Kim Seonghyeon rarely got angry. I tried to recall the moments when Kim Seonghyeon lost his temper:

1. When I was new and the team was on the verge of breaking apart.

2. When I got hit with an egg.

3. When I picked Today and took responsibility for it alone.

... Am I the trash?

No matter how I thought about it, Kim Seonghyeon hadn't done anything wrong.

His anger was always for the good of the team or for others. Until now, it was hard to imagine the Kim Seonghyeon I knew was hurting others.

No, I didn't know. You can know about a road ten miles long, but you can't know a person one mile deep. And in the entertainment industry, that was especially true. It was a world where people could smile one moment and stab you in the back the next.

I should only believe in what was certain.

The important thing was that Kim Seonghyeon withdrew from school, and there were rumors of bullying. Even if Kim Seonghyeon claimed innocence, people would believe only the rumors and a stigma would be attached to him. Then that was the end for The Dawn.

What should I do?

[Quest Arrival!

Learn about Kim Seonghyeon's past.

Kim Seonghyeon is very reluctant to talk about the incident. Ask him about the whole story.

Success: Kim Seonghyeon's trust increases, main scenario progresses,

Failure: Popularity drastically decreases, impossibility to release an album within a year.

Note: Three days until the bullying rumors break out]

“Crazy.”

The system window that appeared after a long time was very excited. As I stared at the quest window, my head became a mess. But it was helpful.

Three days until the bullying rumors break out.

It meant someone was already harboring ill will towards Kim Seonghyeon.

I calculated the date. If it was three days, then two days after that was the start of the second round of the competition. If I can't resolve the bullying rumors by then, I'll obviously fail.

“Let's practice again.”

At Seong Jiwon's words, I jumped up. Right now, it wasn't the right time to ask.

After practicing for a while, it was already dawn.

Jeong Dajun mumbled.

“Do you think it'll really work out this time?”

“We got lucky.”

“Honestly, I think our version of Today is better than the original.”

“Right?”

“Ichae is really good at composing.”

“You just realized my greatness?”

“What about composer Lim Hyeonsu?”

“Compared to her, my skills are garbage....”

Kang Ichae conceded quickly for some reason. It seemed he genuinely respected Lim Hyeonsu.

I crawled onto the practice room floor, exhausted.

“Let's go back to the dorm and get some sleep.”

“What's gotten into you, the practice maniac?”

“Of course, we'll return for more practice after sleeping for a few hours.”

“Where did my human rights go?”

Kang Ichae grumbled but followed Seong Jiwon to his feet. However, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly started pacing on his own.

“What's going on, Kim Seonghyeon? Aren't you leaving?”

“I want to practice more before going. If I don't do it now, I feel like I'll forget.”

“Wow, you're really crazy too.”

“Okay, but make sure to get some sleep.”

“I will.”

“Hoyun, let's go.”

I hesitated. As much as I wanted to go back to the dorm and sleep, I could not miss the chance to talk to Kim Seonghyeon alone.

“I'll practice a bit more before I leave.”

“Ugh, why are you both like this?”

“Jiwon's practice spirit must be contagious.”

Kang Ichae clicked his tongue. Everyone was too tired to protest, so they just got up and left the practice room.

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at them.

“What part do you want to practice from?”

“I want to start from the part where I make up my mind.”

“Alright.”

As soon as I said that, the rearranged song by Kang Ichae flowed out. The sound of a flute came through the majestic intro of string instruments.

As I tried to match my harmony with Kim Seonghyeon, he suddenly stopped and hesitated.

“There's an expression called 'walking on clouds.' Instead of a solo dance here, let's change it to a group military dance expressing the trembling of the wind.”

“How?”

“If I stand in front here...”

Kim Seonghyeon continued his explanation in a gentle tone. I didn't really listen to half of it. Even if I had seriously listened, I wouldn't have understood. I just could feel that Kim Seonghyeon was genuinely passionate about this stage.

“Hey, are you listening?”

“I wasn't listening.”

“Seo Hoyun, you...”

“Let's talk about it when everyone's here. I can understand it better if we look at it as a whole.”

I said that as I lay down exhausted.

While fuming, Kim Seonghyeon continued to ponder and scribble on paper.

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Yeah.”

“Why did you become an idol?”

“...Huh?”

I asked indirectly, but it seemed like an unexpected question for Kim Seonghyeon. He stopped writing and looked at me.

“Why did you do it?”

“I had no choice.”

“There's no such thing as 'no choice.'”

“Well, sometimes there is when you live in this world...”

Living in this world, sometimes a system window suddenly appeared and made me become an idol... Threatening perfectly normal people...

Kim Seonghyeon let out a hollow laugh as if he was speechless.

“Answer me.”

“You're really strange today.”

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at me, threw his pen down, and lay down with a flop.

“It's obvious, isn't it? I used to be a B-Boy and got cast on the street, and it seemed interesting... and I liked the other guys too.”

“Were you with Daepaseong Entertainment from the beginning?”

“Yep. Unlike Seong Jiwon, I've been with Daepaseong from the start. I'm the first idol trainee here, aren't I?”

“Yes, Kim Seonghyeon-sunbae. Please teach me well.”

“First, make sure you take vitamins and get enough sleep...”

As I joked, Kim Seonghyeon began to nag half-seriously, half-jokingly. I blocked my ears to shut out his nagging and threw a bait.

“Since high school?”

“Huh?”

“Have you been a trainee since high school?”

Kim Seonghyeon's face went oddly stiff at the mention of high school. His answer came much later.

“Not at that time.”

“......”

“Back then, I was just... I just liked dancing, like a fool.”

Like a fool.

As I stared at Kim Seonghyeon's face, he suddenly got up.

“We've practiced enough for today. Let's go back, have some supplements, and sleep. We have to get going soon if we want to meet up with the guys.”

“...Alright.”

I tried to carefully dig and uncover his past, but I failed. I couldn't ask any more questions when Kim Seonghyeon had that expression. I shrugged my shoulders and left.


“Wow! Isn't this the Rebel Idol?”

After barely catching some sleep at the dorm, I headed to the company, only to find Joo Woosung sitting lively in the lobby. The members who didn't know what to do anxiously sat beside him.

I made an annoyed face.

Why was Joo Woosung here? No, before that.

“What's 'Rebel Idol'?”

“You don't know? That's your recent nickname.”

“My nickname?”

Why was that my nickname? I was still half-asleep and drinking water when Joo Woosung chuckled.

“The second episode aired yesterday, right? Though not all of the first round was shown, people-in-the-know know you chose Today.”

“Ah, that.”

So, that's why I was the “Rebel Idol.”[1] I should be more careful when going out. I don't want to be attacked by Today's fans.

“Wow, I knew this guy was crazy, but I never thought he would go this far.”

“Is that why you came to talk to me?”

“No, not just that. I mean, I came to see you guys too. And I have something to talk about.”

Joo Woosung licked his lips and looked at the members. Realizing what he meant, I gestured to the members.

“I'll be back soon. Go in first.”

“Okay.”

“If you have something to say, just say it. Sunbae, I'll go in first.”

“Yeah, fighting.”

Seong Jiwon bowed, and the rest of the members rushed into the practice room, relieved.

I looked around in the lobby. Then I brought Joo Woosung into a conference room.

“Is this something we can't talk about in the lobby?”

“Why can't we just go to a cafe? I don't want to drink dust in your shabby building.”

“I'll be killed if I go out now.”

“Right, you're the type of person who cares about that stuff.”

Are you kidding me? As a PD, I had to dodge all kinds of anti-fans, sneak out through the back door, and hide in the parking lot to go home. Kim Heeyeon asked me if I was an idol at that time...

No, come to think of it, I am an idol now, right?

“Hey.”

“Ah, yes.”

I hurriedly returned from my trip down memory lane and looked at Joo Woosung. He was sitting in a chair, fiddling with the conference room microphone.

“It wouldn't be, but...”

“Yes.”

“I'm just asking.”

“Yes.”

“I'm not doubting you, but...”

“Stop being annoying and just ask quickly.”

What's with all the hesitation?

As I showed my annoyance, Joo Woosung scratched the back of his head.

“Have you met the paparazzi?”

I raised my eyebrows.

Ah, I think I knew what Joo Woosung was anxious about.

“Did you meet Kim Jaeyeon?”

“That's not his name, but maybe his pseudonym.”

“You're more naive than I thought...”

I muttered and pressed my temples. From the beginning, I knew Kim Jaeyeon was that kind of person, but my threats must have been weak.

It was already annoying dealing with uncontrollable people, let alone him. I buried myself deep in the chair and pondered how to deal with this as my eyes met Joo Woosung's.

“Sigh.”

I scoffed at him.

“You came here because you were afraid that I said something, right?”

“This guy really needs to fix his attitude.”

“No, Joo Woosung, you don't have to worry about that.”

Despite my firm words, Joo Woosung still didn't believe me.

“Then why did you meet him?”

“I'm plotting something.”

“What?”

“To become the number one on Shining Star.”

“What? Are you still thinking about that useless dream?”

Joo Woosung scoffed.

“It's not going to happen. Today's agency seems to be pushing hard this time. You should be able to tell from how the production staff treats you guys.”

“I know. I get it.”

“Then why are you doing this?”

“There are many ways in this world...”

Talking around the subject, Joo Woosung didn't press the issue to the end. But my shoulders drooped.

“It's good that you're doing something, but take care of your teammates too.”

“......”

“When I mentioned you, they didn't say anything, but their faces said it all. On the left, it read 'anxiety,' and on the right, 'affection.' They're all worried about where you'll go next, and it's pitiful.”

“That's...”

I closed my mouth as I tried to argue.

There was nothing to say. The question lingered.

“Have you, Joo Woosung, ever done that?”




1 하극상(hageuksang) can refer to a younger person being disrespectful towards their senior.
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“What?”

“Have you ever worried about your team members? Like, what if something happens to them, some kind of accident or incident?”

“Well, I'm the biggest troublemaker of all, so...”

I know that. As soon as Joo Woosung got into a relationship, it turned into a huge mess.

Joo Woosung crossed his arms and thought deeply.

“Generally, our kids are good, so nothing like that ever happened. Oh, but there was one time some member shouted about doing a musical and messed it up big time. Ended up drinking lots of soju to heal.”

“Didn't you stop them?”

“I didn't. I thought they would do well. If I had stopped them in the first place, they would have just lost their spirit. At least they tried to challenge themselves.”

“Isn't success more important?”

“Without that kind of experience, you can't succeed. If you're too scared to try, opportunities will fly away.”

Surprisingly, Joo Woosung was giving some very sunbae-like advice. I thought he would be more realistic, considering how difficult it was to even talk about challenges at his level.

I tapped my fingers on the desk as I listened.

“So, trust is important?”

“We're all in the same boat, after all.”

Joo Woosung mumbled.

“But why? Anything happened?”

“I heard about Kim Seonghyeon's school bullying rumor.”

“...Really?”

“I'm not sure if it's true.”

As soon as I said it honestly, Joo Woosung rolled his eyes, looking troubled.

“Sorry, I don't have much to say about that. It's a very sensitive issue.”

“That's okay.”

“There was a similar controversy about one of our members as well. Smoking, and all... It was a false accusation, though.”

Joo Woosung sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.

“Seo Hoyun, you'll realize this as you work here. There's really no end to strange happenings. People are curious about why they would hate me so much. The higher you go, the more people want to bring you down.”

“......”

“Just remember that where there's smoke, there isn't always fire. So... don't act impulsively.”

Joo Woosung chose his words carefully. It was a sensitive issue and something that shouldn't be done, so his words were cautious.

I slowly went over Joo Woosung's words in my head.

It was the most serious I had ever seen him since knowing him.

“At least trust him once. No matter what anyone says, he's in the same boat as you.”

“......”

He was right. I accepted his advice as it was.

I suddenly froze as I sorted out my complicated thoughts and stood up.

Ding!

[Surprise!

Oops, I made a mistake!! >//<

Kim Seonghyeon's school bullying controversy exploded much faster than expected.

Explain the situation and stop the controversy.

Stop Kim Seonghyeon Controversy 0/1

Success: Main scenario proceeds

Failure: If not resolved before Shining Star ends, The Dawn's reputation will significantly decline]

The issue had blown up.


As my expression hardened, Joo Woosung seemed to notice the atmosphere and left. When I rushed to the practice room, the guys who had already caught wind of the incident looked grim. I snatched the cell phone that Kim Seonghyeon was blankly staring at with a dumbfounded expression.

“Wait.”

What was on the cellphone was a post on some community site. I slowly read the title.

[Title: Exposing the school bullying of Kim Seonghyeon from The Dawn.

Hello. I am exposing the school bullying of Kim Seonghyeon from The Dawn.

I am a graduate of XX High School, which Kim Seonghyeon attended.

I tried to forget about it, but seeing Kim Seonghyeon shamelessly appearing on TV again, I couldn't hold back and am posting this.

Kim Seonghyeon and I were in the same class. Kim Seonghyeon harassed a classmate, Hwang-something, terribly. He not only extorted money but also verbally abused and occasionally even assaulted him. Everyone was too scared to stop him.

One day, Kim Seonghyeon tried to extort money from Hwang-something. When he refused, Kim Seonghyeon assaulted him, leaving Hwang to suffer some injuries that took two weeks to heal. Kim Seonghyeon left the school without any remorse but ultimately received disciplinary action due to the victim's testimony. Also, he ended up dropping out a month later.

The proof of my high school attendance is at the bottom of this post.

I cannot forgive Kim Seonghyeon for shamelessly appearing on TV as if nothing had happened.]

“Huh.”

I quickly scrolled down to read more. There was a high school graduation album but no other proof. It was filled with vague words, and the writer wasn't even a direct victim.

The only thing that caught my attention was Kim Seonghyeon receiving disciplinary action because of the victim's testimony.

“Hyung.”

“Hey, just a moment...”

Kim Seonghyeon looked pale. I deliberately didn't return his phone and held onto him.

“Kim Seonghyeon. Tell me everything that happened in high school.”

Everyone looked at me as if I had lost my mind. Kim Seonghyeon furrowed his brows.

“What?”

“First, tell me if it's true or not. That way, I can figure out what countermeasures to take.”

Everyone was taken aback by the blunt words I suddenly blurted out.

“Hyung, what are you talking about right now?”

“Hoyun, are you doubting Seonghyeon?”

Everyone treated me as if I was sick.

It seemed Kim Seonghyeon had been living diligently. No one else thought that way, judging by their reactions.

Kim Seonghyeon's face was so pale it was turning blue.

“Tell me quickly. If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't have asked.”

“......”

“The incident already blew up.”

“Hyung!”

Jeong Dajun widened his already large eyes.

“Hyung, I... I think it's nonsense. There's no way you would do that.”

Kim Seonghyeon let out a bitter laugh, and I folded my arms and stared at him. Seong Jiwon calmed down the animated Jeong Dajun.

“Let's hear him out first.”

Seong Jiwon and the others had known Kim Seonghyeon for about 2-3 years at best. However, because they practiced together daily and lived even closer than anyone else, their trust in him couldn't help but be one-sided.

Kim Seonghyeon let out a sigh and put his hand on his forehead.

“It's not true.”

“......”

“The things written there... It's really not true. I swear, I've never bullied anyone. Neither extortion nor assault.”

Out of habit, I tried to gauge whether he was sincere.

At that moment, Joo Woosung's words echoed in my mind.

Since we're a team and on the same boat anyway, I should try trusting him.

“What about the disciplinary action?”

“...That's true.”

“The story doesn't add up.”

“Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon cautiously tried to stop me. I was already thinking of a plan in my head.

“Soon, the manager and CEO will talk about this too. We need to sort this out before then. So, tell me everything honestly. If there's even a little lie, I won't be able to help you.”

“...Seo Hoyun.”

Kim Seonghyeon pressed his furrowing brow as if he had a headache. Then he let out another sigh and slumped down.

“Yeah, my story doesn't add up. I didn't assault anyone, but I received disciplinary action. It doesn't make sense.”

Kim Seonghyeon murmured with a deflated expression.

“But it's not true. How could I do that to him?”

To him?

“I was friends with the victim written here.”

Kim Seonghyeon looked bitter.

After wetting his lips several times, as if he had made up his mind, he began his story carefully and slowly.

“I might have thought we were friends, but at least we talked to each other. Suddenly, he was targeted and harassed. I was scared and just watched. One day, I saw him being beaten in an alley next to the school and ran to help. I called the police and helped him.”

I decided to listen to Kim Seonghyeon's words now, believing they were 100% sincere. That was my best compromise.

I arranged the whole story of Kim Seonghyeon's incident chronologically in my head.

“But the moment the police arrived, the bullies started laughing and said I was the one who hit him. The victim, my friend, also pointed to me as the assailant under their pressure. In the end, I received disciplinary action, and ever since that incident, my hands would shake whenever I went to school. So, I dropped out. My family didn't have money to send me to college anyway...”

“......”

“So, I wasted my time like a cripple, then started dancing again, did a lot of part-time jobs, and tried becoming an idol.”

Kim Seonghyeon laughed bitterly.

“That's how it happened.”

[Quest Success!

“Find out about Kim Seonghyeon's past.”

Kim Seonghyeon's trustworthiness (very) slightly increased, main scenario progress]

Even though a quest success notification appeared, it was the first time I felt so uneasy.

At that moment, Jeong Dajun suddenly started crying.

“Hyung.”

“Why, why is this happening?”

“I'm sorry. I didn't even know about this and kept nagging you constantly.”

“Hey, hey. Don't cry. Stop.”

Kim Seonghyeon, flustered, threw his rolling coat at Jeong Dajun. Jeong Dajun grabbed it, wiped away his tears that flowed like a faucet, and blew his nose. Kim Seonghyeon's expression soured.

“Hey, why are you blowing your nose?”

“It's hard to breathe because my nose is stuffy...”

“With my coat?”

“Argh, I'll buy you a nice one when I earn lots of money.”

Jeong Dajun, still tearful, grumbled. The atmosphere had lightened up a lot. Seong Jiwon cautiously comforted Kim Seonghyeon.

“You've been through a lot.”

“......”

“Hyung, you really struggled.”

Kang Ichae also followed and comforted Kim Seonghyeon. Kim Seonghyeon didn't speak, as if his nose hurt.

While he hung his head and endured it alone, I stored the entire incident in my head.

“We'll have to clarify this...”

“Kim Seonghyeon, are you in contact with that friend?”

As I asked nonchalantly, Kim Seonghyeon shook his head.

“I haven't contacted him since I dropped out.”

“Then what about witnesses at the time of the incident?”

“That too... as far as I know, there were none.”

Kim Seonghyeon spoke gloomily.

I weighed the article that had come out and Kim Seonghyeon's best explanation that he could give.

I guessed which side would be more advantageous. I finished calculating.

“Then let's not explain this right now.”

“What?!”

Jeong Dajun jumped up.

“Hyung, that's not possible. How many misunderstandings do people have right now? Seonghyeon is such a good person. We need to clear up the misunderstanding quickly.”

“It'll backfire if we do it now.”

“...I agree with that too.”

Seong Jiwon, who had remained silent, stepped forward. He made an apologetic face toward Kim Seonghyeon.

“If we can't even get in touch with the victim, there's nothing we can do.”

Seong Jiwon was right. Even if we claimed it wasn't a proper explanation, the backlash would only grow.

“Can we quickly take care of it now and then explain later?”

“No, if we do that, people will forget. Then, only the label of school bully will remain.”

I racked my brain. The manager would soon enter the practice room. I grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder.

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Yeah...”

“I trust you.”

Kim Seonghyeon's eyes wavered.


Chapter 43

I’m sorry, but being the trash that I am, trusting you is the best compromise I can make.

I couldn't just unconditionally accept Kim Seonghyeon's words and say it was okay. That would only make things worse.

“Assuming everything you say is true.”

“......”

Instead of nodding hesitantly, Kim Seonghyeon asked me a question.

“What are you going to do?”

“Listen carefully.”

I told him all the plans I had in mind. Originally, I would never have told him.

The members who heard the whole story let out a sigh.

“This is unbelievable...”

“Hyung, are you still human after all this?”

“I am human.”

Everyone held their heads as they became dizzy from listening. Seong Jiwon spoke with a pale, sickened face,

“The risk is too high.”

“I have no choice.”

“What about the stress Seonghyeon will face during this time?”

“Turn off your phone. Don't look at the internet. Cut off your connection to the outside world completely.”

“How can you say that? We have to go on stage.”

Everyone objected, but I was serious. I grabbed Kim Seonghyeon.

“Kim Seonghyeon, your opinion is important. If you say no, I won't do it.”

“......”

“But if you say it's okay, I'll go all the way.”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated for a moment and then let out a bitter laugh.

“It would be good for the team and me if it goes well.”

“What if it fails?”

“If it fails... we'll fall without even hitting rock bottom.”

That's true. Kim Seonghyeon was cautious, as his own fate was on the line. He hung his head and rubbed the back of his neck.

“I guess I should be grateful that you're even telling me this. Originally, you wouldn't have said anything and just carried on.”

He hit the nail on the head.

I thought I had wrapped it up well, but Kim Seonghyeon knew me better than I thought.

I don't know what kind of face I made, but Kim Seonghyeon looked at me and smiled.

“Then I'll make up my mind too.”

He nodded. It was decided.

At that moment, the manager kicked open the practice room door and ran in late.

“Guys! Did you see what's happening right now?! Huh, S-Seonghyeon.”

“......”

“Seonghyeon, let's send the others out first so we can just talk between us. It might be a bit uncomfortable...”

“No, it's okay.”

Kim Seonghyeon gave a firm answer and took a roll of kimbap from the bag the manager was holding. He unwrapped it quickly and stuffed it into his mouth enthusiastically.

“We've already talked about everything.”

“Huh! Okay, I see. Um, can you explain a bit to me...”

“I'm not going to explain right now. It's not true.”

“Whaaat?”

“We're going to practice for now.”

“Whaaat?”

Kim Seonghyeon took out another roll of kimbap and threw it to Seong Jiwon. Jiwon caught it and unwrapped the kimbap with a venomous expression. Kang Ichae gently smiled and pushed the manager out of the room.

“Alright! So, manager, please talk to the CEO for us.”

“Guys!”

“Manager, if the company tries to make the announcement first, let me know. I'll talk to the CEO.”

As I snatched some kimbap from Seong Jiwon, I spoke to the manager. The manager's face turned blue, possibly recalling the previous incident with the CEO. The manager, who clearly didn't want to get involved between the CEO and me, hurried towards the door.

“I'll do my best to persuade him.”

“Please, I appreciate it.”

“Seonghyeon! Fighting! I believe in you!”

“Of course you should!”

The manager left noisily.

As Kim Seonghyeon ate his kimbap, I saw him choke up. I pretended not to notice.


[Oh, why would this lucky guy call me?]

“Kim Jaeyeon.”

I called Kim Jaeyeon as I headed toward tvK Broadcasting Station. Kim Jaeyeon's whining voice came from the other side of the phone.

– “Wow, it's a huge hit, really. I'm sure it'll blow up Today, and then it'll be a straight path to success. It's definitely the right time now, isn't it? If you're worried about that, you don't have to be.”

“Kim Jaeyeon, you didn't listen to me, did you?”

– “...Yes?”

“What did I say about making contact with Joo Woosung?”

– “Huh? What are you talking about?”

Kim Jaeyeon stopped mumbling. I unconsciously scanned across the smoking room to see if Kim Heeyeon was there.

“It seems like my words were taken as a joke. But I was serious.”

– “Ha ha ha! I don't know what you're talking about. It's starting to get annoying.”

“Do you remember when you suddenly had to pull out of the third-generation chaebol's case from XX Construction?”

– “......”

“They're still grinding their teeth over there. And they don't even know it's you, Jaeyeon.”

– “Wow... seriously?”

The silence continued from the other side as if he was speechless. Then Kim Jaeyeon let out a groan.

– “How on earth could that have...?”

“Is this the time to question me? Don't you know who you should be apologizing to right now?”

I purposely went hard on him. Kim Jaeyeon was startled, and after a while, he finally apologized.

– “I guess I really messed up. I won't bother you anymore. I'm sorry.”

“Yes. Apology accepted, but you have to do me a favor.”

– “This is the first time I've seen an idol like this...”

I rubbed my ears. An apology is an apology, but I still had to get what I deserved.

This time, it wasn't a deal. It was a threat.

“Look into the whereabouts of a friend named Hwang Jungkyu from XX High School, a classmate of Kim Seonghyeon. As soon as possible.”

I could hear Kim Jaeyeon grumbling over the phone, but I didn't care. I just said “please” and hung up, then went striding into tvK Broadcasting Station. There was a massive poster of Shining Star plastered in the lobby.

“Isn't that Seo Hoyun?”

“Yeah, that's him.”

The murmuring sounded unusually loud. I guess I managed to escape the rumor mill for a while.

[Now, he's a rising idol, even more so than just a face people know!]

Well, I was quite grateful.

I got on the elevator and walked towards where Shining Star's PD, Kim Heeyeon, was. I asked a staff member I recognized, and soon Kim Heeyeon came rushing over. Seeing her eyes full of dark circles, I could tell she had probably been editing all night.

She quietly closed the door to the meeting room and came in.

“Hello.”

“Yes, Hoyun.”

Kim Heeyeon sighed. It seemed that even just looking at my face made her sigh now. I couldn't help but smirk at the thought.

It was like this before, and it seems nothing has changed this time either.

“Do you regret coming here?”

“Excuse me?”

“Weren't you thrilled to get back at Today, but then got scared after a while? I didn't think you were that type.”

I just smiled without saying anything. Both Kim Heeyeon and I knew it wasn't a serious joke.

Kim Heeyeon shook her head and wiped her face.

“So, Kim Seonghyeon?”

“That's right.”

“We would like to know if Seonghyeon will be leaving the show. I hope you guys make a decision quickly.”

“You don't even check if it's real or fake.”

“What difference would it make if I did? People only believe what they want to believe.”

She was right. In this aspect, Kim Heeyeon and I had the same way of thinking.

“Seonghyeon won't leave the show. That's not what I came to talk about. You said you owe me something, remember?”

“I did.”

I tapped on the table.

I calculated the actual broadcast time and stage performances.

“The second episode has already aired. Today's stage and our first round of competition will be shown in the third episode. That's when it will be revealed that I chose Today.”

“It seems so.”

“I came to ask for a favor with the editing.”

“Editing?”

Kim Heeyeon laughed bitterly and ruffled her hair, looking troubled.

“Hoyun, it's true that I owe you a favor, but I can do nothing on my end. If I edit that scene, I'll get complaints from my superiors, and the viewer's forum will be filled with protests.”

“I'm not asking you to edit that part.”

“Then what? Do you want me to edit it more favorably? Like adding in cheers and narrative?”

“No.”

That wasn't what I meant.

“Please edit it negatively.”

“Negatively?”

“Yes, the devil's edit.”

Kim Heeyeon's eyes wavered. Then she quickly composed herself.

“I must have misheard you. Do you want me to give Today the devil's edit? No, I can't do that. The backlash from their agency would be no joke. I said I would repay the favor within my capabilities.”

“No, PD.”

When did I say it was about Today?

I spoke calmly.

“It's Seonghyeon.”

“......”

“Please give Kim Seonghyeon the devil's edit.”

Kim Heeyeon's expression was priceless.
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“What the heck... Why is the editing like this all of a sudden?”

The fans of The Dawn were utterly disgusted by the recently aired broadcast.

[“It's true that they can't perform well.”]

['As Seonghyeon watched Today's stage, his face became more and more rigid...']

[“Yes... you worked hard.”]

['The words Seonghyeon said after watching Today's stage.']

[“I... don't really know.”]

They turned on the broadcast to see the handsome faces of The Dawn, but the more they watched, the angrier they felt.

The devil's editing.

It was already well-known that tvK station was infamous for their devilish editing, so they were prepared for it. But even with the preparation... this third episode seemed to be particularly aimed at destroying Kim Seonghyeon.

“That's a different outfit!”

It was too extreme.

“What, they're piecing together every single line?”

It was almost like they stitched together every single line. However, the editing was so skillful and natural that it was easy to be fooled by it unless you were a hardcore fan.

In the broadcast that was deliberately edited to showcase malice towards Today, Kim Seonghyeon received enough hate and curses to give him immortality.[1]

[What kind of hoobae's character is that? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, Kim Seonghyeon ㅋㅋㅋㅋ His school bullying personality is showing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Isn't this an exaggeration? He can't even read the situation and is acting like a fool in front of the whole nation, right?]

[Why doesn't he just leave ㅋㅋㅋㅋ? I get annoyed whenever I see Kim Seonghyeon's face.]

“You guys are the foolish ones...”

She blocked everyone, and she slowly posted updates on her SNS. Today was the day of their final showdown.

Shining Star second round competition.

According to what she heard, it's a cover song contest.

Please, please don't let it be Today.

If it wasn't Today, they could somehow avoid this controversy. However, if they picked Today's song and made even the slightest mistake, Kim Seonghyeon would disintegrate into dust, if not completely vanish into thin air.

Guys, fighting.

[Ahhhh, I finally got in ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

The Dawn's fan who finally got into the performance venue put away their slogan when they saw people around them. However, they still talked openly about the recent incidents on their private SNS account.

[There are two staff members today, but there are so many fans ㅋㅋ Is this for real? Did the production team put this in to stir up fandom fights? If they were going to do that, they shouldn't have included such a controversial element.

Even now, after Kim Seonghyeon's school bullying controversy erupted, opinions were divided among the fandom. However, she didn't back down.

To be honest, she was skeptical, but since she had been a core fan of The Dawn since their very first song, she wanted to trust Kim Seonghyeon. And there was a reason for that: after performing on a rainy day, Kim Seonghyeon felt sorry for the fans who might be cold and bowed deeply to them, even buying canned coffee to share with them.

There's not a single person I can trust...

Still, thinking about that time, she wanted to believe in Kim Seonghyeon until an accurate explanation came out. After all, the victim of the controversy didn't directly post about it, and the details were vague.

The company should respond quickly! It's so frustrating to deal with these small and medium-sized agencies.

Daepaseong Entertainment was still keeping quiet. As the fans' outcry grew louder, the agency didn't communicate with them and continued to post Shining Star promotions on SNS without regard.

That's why Today's fans were even scarier. She cautiously looked around as she entered the venue.

[@anajungbyeongwa, did you go in? How's the atmosphere?]

[It's really tense ㅠ I'm so scared...]

[What if the kids get disheartened ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ My babies ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I'll cheer them on with all my might ㅠ]

That's right; they couldn't lose now that they'd come this far. Today's fans were already glaring at the fans who seemed to support The Dawn.

Hey, our kids didn't do anything wrong! She wanted to say that but was too scared to open her mouth...

Especially in the last episode, the third one, whenever Today was on the air, Kim Seonghyeon's rotten expression, deliberately ignoring their words, and scenes of him disregarding Today were repeatedly shown.

You could see the outfits were all different, but the production team jumped into devil's editing when they sensed Kim Seonghyeon's controversy brewing. Today's fans seemed ready to jeer at The Dawn when they appeared.

“My babies...”

Tears streaming down her face, she waited for the stage to begin. She exchanged goods and talked with a few other The Dawn fans for a while, and then Yu Jia appeared.

“Hello, everyone! I'm Yu Jia.”

“Unnie, you're so beautiful!”

Yu Jia smiled. She indeed had the popularity of a nation's younger sister.

While watching the stages of Nightmare and Refined, her mind was elsewhere, but she heard that this competition was about singing cover songs.

No way.

Her last glimmer of hope shattered when Yu Jia cheerfully called out for The Dawn.

“Shall we call them? The Dawn, who covered Today's 'Make Love'! Please come up!”

“Kyaaaaaaaa!”

Shit!

She screamed louder than anyone else, but cold sweat poured down her back.

Why of all times! Amidst the intense conflict between The Dawn and Today, why did they have to cover Today's song?!

Could this be a ploy by the production team?

Even as a fan of The Dawn, it felt unfair, but Today's fans were colder than anyone at the scene.

“Today? The Dawn is covering Today's song?”

“Wow~, where is their conscience?”

“What do they want to do with this?”

Amid the commotion, The Dawn came on stage and bowed their heads.

Kim Seonghyeon's expression was impassive.

White outfit, grey pants underneath. Just as she was about to be disappointed by the surprisingly ordinary stage costume, Seong Jiwon, who was usually quiet, grabbed the mic and greeted the audience.

“Hello! We are The Dawn.”

'That's right, their faces are fitting...'

“Wow! Guys!”

She screamed as enthusiastically as possible. The cheers were less than during the first round, and jeers could be heard in between. The Dawn has never been more unpopular than at this moment.

From school bullying to targeting Today, and even the devil's editing...

Even if they weren't Today fans, the public's perception was biased. However, The Dawn members' faces were determined as if they didn't know about these issues.

Guys, you still look great today...

It's alright because their faces were their character... She looked at their increasingly sparkling faces and cried.

Seong Jiwon also answered during the short interview that followed.

“So, how do you feel today?”

“We covered Today's 'Make Love' for our performance today. We may be lacking, but we prepared earnestly. Please enjoy our performance.”

“How shameless!”

“......”

At that moment, the audience erupted with jeers.

Seong Jiwon hesitated for a moment but calmly passed the microphone. It was obvious that his face had slightly hardened.

No, our kids did nothing wrong!

“We love The Dawn even more!”

This roar was the result of a die-hard fan's great pride. Ever since the beginning, she had shouted their love for The Dawn.

Although the surrounding people were surprised, Kang Ichae laughed brightly.

My friends, we should only have happy days...!

The fans felt wronged. It wasn't even the kids' fault, yet they were being criticized for this situation.

Seo Hoyun turned his head toward her when she was about to tear up.

Is he looking here...?

He lightly waved his hand.

As if to say, don't worry.

Hoyun...

While she was watching him with a tingling sensation in her nose, the bright stage lights dimmed, and The Dawn got into their positions.

The audience was still buzzing, but when the intro to “Make Love” began, it became as quiet as if it were a lie.

“Unbelievable...”

The melody peculiar to traditional instruments flowed out.

It's oriental...!

That's right! If they were an idol group, they should try the oriental style at least once!!

“Make Love” was a light love song, so they didn't know how they would connect the concept, but the new attempt itself was okay. At least it won't be compared with Today's performance, but the moment she decided to calm her mind...

Thud.

In the dark stage, the spotlight turned on. Seong Jiwon, wearing a magnificent yet light blue robe, slowly walked out alone, leaving the other members behind.

So that's why the inside was ordinary...!

It was a delightful surprise while preventing spoilers. Even if the stage failed, the feeling of being able to get a picture of Seong Jiwon wearing a robe made her crazily shake her cheering slogan[2].

Seong Jiwon slowly touched the bamboo flowers set up on stage as he started the narration.

“I would be anxious if I were you too.

To you, I am just a stranger.”

He must be crazy... his voice is amazing!!

“But please remember this one thing.

No matter how many times it takes, even if it takes hundreds of times,

I will fix everything.”

It seemed like a statement laden with significance, that somehow it was related to their current situation.

Furthermore, the newly added intro seemed to connect with The Dawn's first post-apocalyptic setting.

As if Seong Jiwon was a returnee on this stage too.

Don't tell me they...

All the stage lights went out, and the spotlight with the camera shone toward Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun, who had closed his eyes while in his original position, opened them.

His face is insane!

Heavenly. For a moment, she lost her mind, forgetting the seriousness of the situation, and stared. Then, Seo Hoyun shook his right hand and opened the fan. His delicate eyes were barely visible above it.

“When the passing wind turns my head, our eyes meet.”

He turned his head, and his gaze met Seong Jiwon's. Then, he hid behind the fan.

Jeong Dajun slowly walked over toward Seo Hoyun.

“I feel like I've seen you somewhere before, but where?

No, it's not important.”

They added their own album concept to someone else's song?!

The returnee and the one who recognized him, Seo Hoyun.

The confrontation between the two was clearly the concept of The Dawn's previous single, “Second Chance.”

By simply putting this on a monotonous love song, they turned someone else's song into their own group's series.

Insane...!!

Seo Hoyun slammed the fan shut and stepped forward, the sound of the wind rustling. At this point, it was time for the lively tempo of the English lyrics to come out.

“There's no need to worry.”

But The Dawn.

“Because the answer is me.”

They changed everything to Korean.

Kim Seonghyeon smiled slightly as he picked up a cloth from the center, then passed without saying a word. The fan looked at him with a bitter taste in her mouth.

Right, now we have no choice but to accept...

No matter how good a person he was, the controversy itself was too big right now. While biting her lips, The Dawn's stage became colorful and faint.

At Kim Seonghyeon's place, Jeong Dajun picked up a cloth, and raised his right hand as if looking at the clouds.

“When I see you, I feel like I'm walking on distant clouds.”

And as he dramatically lifted the robe and disappeared between the cloths, Seo Hoyun, who was behind, came into the camera's view, snapping his fan shut.

“Let's go back and see, us.”

It was like a signal.

Thud, thud, thud!

The slow drum sounds gradually grew louder, accelerating the beat. The gayageum's[3] sound rang out, and the fabric hanging in the middle fluttered fiercely in the wind.

Something changed on the stage with Seo Hoyun's signal. And then...

“Ahh!”

Kim Seonghyeon took off the cloth he was wearing and threw it to the side, revealing himself alone in the center, holding a long sword.

The fan's eyes widened.

What?! They made Kim Seonghyeon the center?!

He was the most controversial, and the thought was he'd be hidden away, but The Dawn had Kim Seonghyeon stand in the center as if mocking such expectations. Kim Seonghyeon took a deep breath for a moment, not looking at the camera but standing at an angle.

Seo Hoyun looked at him with downcast eyes, but the fans didn't notice. And then...

Boom!

When the gayageum sounded again, Kim Seonghyeon stared at the camera with a determined look.

Swish!

The members pretended to aim arrows at Kim Seonghyeon on stage. At the same time, as Kim Seonghyeon grabbed and pulled the cloth, it bounced away as if it had been struck by an arrow. The image, which would have looked awkward if even 0.1 seconds later, fit perfectly with the beat, like a scene from a movie. Her mouth dropped open.

What's with this quality?

However, this stage was completely Kim Seonghyeon's show.

“Kyaah!”

One of Kim Seonghyeon's fans beside her cried and waved their fan slogan.

As Kim Seonghyeon swung his sword toward the flying silk, it brilliantly fluttered in the air. It seemed as if he was really shooting an arrow with his sword.

He's the epitome of a hero...

The fan was speechless. At the same time as Kang Ichae released the last arrow, Kim Seonghyeon fell to his knees.

However, his fierce eyes were caught on camera.

...

The fan somehow felt a sting in her heart without knowing any of his circumstances, as though his intensity and determination were clearly conveyed through his eyes alone.

Seong Jiwon appeared before him, and when he lowered the silk, the two disappeared without a trace.

The setting of the song “Second Chance” was exactly like an apocalypse.

While they were astonished, a shadow appeared on the stage, and Kang Ichae landed gracefully underneath the stage by kicking the wire, just like a Taoist priest from an old movie.

He fluttered his cloak and smiled slyly at the approaching camera.

Chiing!

The cymbals crashed, and the tempo of the performance paused perfectly.

“On the thin line of our fragile relationship, we walk on the edge”

These were the newly added historical drama-style lyrics!

“Kang Ichae!”

Who arranged this song? Who made Kang Ichae look so cool?!

The fan was on the verge of fainting.

Kang Ichae continued to fly across the stage.

“Even if the line breaks, I'll tie it back together and twist it again and again.”

As Kang Ichae quickly turned around and strode back, the other members of The Dawn surrounded him and lowered their heads, fanning themselves. Amidst the white fans, Kang Ichae looked just like a wise master.

“The result is already determined, right?”

I'm going crazy... A genius idol is going crazy...

Seong Jiwon spun around behind Kang Ichae's back and appeared.

“You will remember me!”

Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon harmonized together.

Their voices were one octave higher than the original song but still clean and sharp.

Goosebumps rose on her skin.

The high notes were much richer and more dramatic than in the original song.

Along with the sound of the gayageum, Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon stood up with the silk again.

“There's no need to worry, because the answer is me.”

The voices rose endlessly, and the silk spun around dizzyingly at the end, forming a line of trees.

Kim Seonghyeon sang with a sorrowful expression in front of them.

“When I see you, I feel like I'm clearing away distant clouds”

The faint sound of the flute accompanied the slow sound of blowing wind.

Seo Hoyun moved in slow motion on the stage. The fallen silks on the floor were scattered like clouds. Everyone slowly raised their fans to cover their faces and bowed their heads.

The white spotlight stubbornly followed Seo Hoyun from behind as if enchanted.

“I'm not worried.”

The fan looked at the stage with a lump in her throat. Seo Hoyun touched the tree that Seong Jiwon had fiddled with at the beginning, lifting one corner of his mouth as though speaking to the fans.

“I know you.

So...”

This part connected to the line that Seong Jiwon had said earlier. Seo Hoyun slowly plucked a flower and dropped it to the floor. At the same time, the flower fluttered and fell onto the white silk.

“Shall we start again, together?”

Thump.

Along with that, the spotlight slowly went out.

A perfect Eastern-style arrangement that made them forget about the original song, a stage filled with fewer members, and even without all that...

They did so overwhelmingly well.

The intention to take a picture had long since vanished. Everyone was momentarily silent, shocked by the performance, and soon an enormous scream erupted. Not only The Dawn's fans but also those of Nightmare, Refined, and Maz waved their banners and shouted.

Perhaps they recognized each other as being on the same side.

The fan looked back with lingering excitement.

“Kyaa...”

Today's fans looked pale and dejected.

It was as if they had just poured a cool, refreshing soda over their heads.




1 Koreans have a saying that being cursed at makes you live longer. That's what Hoyun told the idol at the beginning of the story.



2 The thing that K-Pop fans hold when cheering for their idols is commonly called a “fan sign” or “cheering slogan.”



3 A gayageum is a traditional Korean stringed instrument similar to a zither. Think of a gayageum like a horizontal harp with movable bridges and twelve silk strings, played using a bamboo stick.



Chapter 45

“Great job!”

“Thank you!”

With a thunderous cheer behind us, we hurriedly left the stage. As we hastily took off our durumagi[1], we swept our sweat-soaked hair up.

“Did it go well?”

“Yeah, really well.”

It went much, much better than during the rehearsal when we didn't wear the durumagi robes. Sure enough, as the camera director passed by, he gave us a thumbs-up.

“Wow, that was amazing! The fierceness in the members' eyes was incredible!”

“Thank you!”

“Who decided to add the dance break?”

“Oh, that was me.”

“The formation was so good! I haven't seen a performance of this quality in a long time. It was even better than the rehearsal.”

“Th-thank you!”

With red ears, Kim Seonghyeon bowed his head in gratitude. As the camera director walked away with a chuckle, we turned and headed toward the waiting room. Maz was about to go onto the stage.

“We'll cheer you on.”

“Thank you...”

This time, the gaze that fell upon us was a mixture of acknowledgment and admiration. The most prominent emotions, however, were undoubtedly wariness.

Well done, Kim Seonghyeon.

It was the highest praise for a rookie who suddenly rose to the occasion. There was a sense of accomplishment in having Kim Seonghyeon as the main focus of our performance.

Everyone seemed to share the same thought as we entered the waiting room with proud expressions.

“Let's wait!”

“Yay, great job, everyone!”

As soon as we entered the waiting room, Maz's performance started.

“They do have a good vocalist, though.”

I should have checked the stats when we passed by earlier.

Well, even if their vocalist was good, he still couldn't quite compete with Seong Jiwon or Joo Woosung.

Destroyers of the ecosystem...

Being diligent, Seong Jiwon didn't take his eyes off the monitor as he watched Maz's performance intensely. Only after the song ended did he exhale and chug down some water.

[“The next performance is by Today!”]

“It's our sunbae, Today.”

Kang Ichae blatantly sneered.

While watching Today get onto the stage, I first studied their costumes. It was a dead giveaway.

“Second Chance.”

“There was no other choice, really.”

“Well, there are only two songs, and we already used 'Glow.'”

We watched Today's performance more seriously than anyone else. Their stage was extravagant, and their outfits were covered head to toe in luxury brands. However, there was an unmistakable anxiety on Today's faces that they couldn't hide. I smirked.

Nervous, huh.

Their anxiety became apparent after seeing our performance. Meanwhile, a familiar beat rang out.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us,

I will come back every time.”

“The concept hasn't changed.”

“Yeah, it seems they just used the same one.”

In this competition, our team and Today chose utterly different routes. While we modified “Make Love” into a completely different concept, maintaining only the backbone of the melody and the core lyrics, Today stuck to the original “Second Chance” concept and only slightly changed the beat.

I guess the plan was to crush the competition with their skills...

I honestly assessed the situation.

“It's not going to work.”

“...!!”

“H-hyung!”

Seong Jiwon gasped for breath. Jeong Dajun was startled and said,

“The camera is rolling.”

“Should I be more diplomatic?”

Should I call up a dialogue box in the system and change it to “Not good at all♡”?

As I contemplated such a trivial matter, the other members (excluding Kang Ichae, of course) looked at me anxiously, so I kindly explained.

“We're bound to get criticized anyway.”

I didn't expect Kim Heeyeon to go so far.

Hearing that, everyone rolled their eyes and nodded.

“It makes sense when you think about it...?”

Jeong Dajun was convinced and returned his attention to Today's performance. I shook my head as I watched the part that was originally mine.

“Did they really... understand the concept? It was so cool when Hoyun sang it, but why does it seem so awkward when they do it?”

That's only because I did it well.

Whether he was bold or perceptive, Kang Ichae, who usually didn't pay attention to the camera, burst into laughter when one of Today's members stumbled through the rap, cutting out an entire verse.

“What's this? Is it a comedy show?”

As expected, Kang Ichae was a terrifying chatterbox.

“No need to worry,

I'll lead you-!”

“Whoaaa!”

Even their main vocalist cracked. He tried to hastily smooth it over with a cool demeanor, but the audience clenched their fists in embarrassment.

“Ah...”

“I can't watch this...”

Jeong Dajun seemed to hit the empathy max as he screamed. I chuckled and sipped my red ginseng juice.

“Cracking must be so embarrassing...”

“Our song does have a high vocal range.”

“Still, as idols...”

“It's a bit excessive to be unable to do that...”

That's what they meant.

It was quite harsh. Everyone finally let out the words they'd been thinking, and their faces looked as refreshed as if they had just come out of a bathhouse.

After Today's performance ended, our talk continued for quite some time.

“Whew, what would we have done if we held all that in?”

“Hyung, you were the worst of all.”

I smirked and tossed the red ginseng juice wrapper into the trash bin.

“The Dawn, it's time to go up!”

“Alright!”

Upon the staff's words, everyone quickly stood up from their seats.

As we stepped outside and headed toward the stage, we crossed paths with the Nightmare group.

“Se-Seo Hoyun-sunbae!”

“...?”

Nightmare's youngest member, Lee Hanseong, approached me as if he had been waiting.

“I'm not your senior. I've only debuted a month ago.”

“Ah? Really? Then Seo Hoyun? Or should I call you hyung?”

“......”

“You were so cool earlier!”

What's this about?

Hanseong made fists with both hands, said what he wanted to say, and then walked away with a flushed face. The Nightmare members patted his back with a pleased expression.

“What was that?”

As I mumbled in surprise, Kang Ichae sneaked up to me and whispered.

“Hyung is popular~.”

“Why me?”

“Last time, you could have chosen among Nightmare, Maz, and Refined, but you purposely picked the biggest challenge among them. They think you generously gave them a chance with a selfless heart.”

“What?”

I laughed bitterly.

I swore that wasn't my intention.

“Kids are so sweet. They only think positively.”

“What? Hyung is indeed cool.”

Ichae grinned and moved away. I slightly furrowed my brows, shrugged my shoulders, and cleared my thoughts.

Let's focus.

As we went up on stage, a loud cheer filled the hall.

“Now, it's time for the long-awaited announcement, isn't it?”

Yu Jia smiled brightly. She was really something.

“We'll start by announcing the 4th place. They captured the judges' hearts with a fresh concept different from their usual style.”

Her commentary was lengthy. It was a typical tactic of survival programs, deliberately dragging things out to build tension. Cameras were focused on us during that time.

Jeong Dajun showed a tense, frozen expression.

“In 4th place! Refined!”

Oh, dear.

Although the Refined members looked slightly disappointed, they quickly composed themselves. Their leader waved with a bright smile to the fans.

Not too bad. It seems the on-site votes had a significant impact.

The competition had now become a head-to-head battle.

Until the first round, The Dawn's fans had been dominant, possibly due to the various controversies involved.

However, after what appeared with Today, public opinion completely changed. The already numerous Today fans flocked to the competition and fiercely supported them against The Dawn.

Is this going the way I wanted?

I couldn't help but smile, even though I knew I shouldn't.

Yu Jia proceeded to announce the 3rd place.

“In 3rd place, it's Nightmare!”

“Wow!”

The youngest Nightmare member, who had greeted me earlier, jumped up in surprise. Climbing from the 5th to the 3rd place was a remarkable improvement, especially considering they had the least experience among the program participants.

Nightmare members bowed and greeted everyone.

Now, only the 1st, 2nd, and 5th places were left to be announced. Just as they were about to announce the 5th place, Jeong Dajun grabbed my sleeve.

...Oh dear.

Dajun's head hung low, his fingertips trembling slightly, seemingly a mix of nervousness and anxiety.

Since he was a minor, he looked especially young. I called out to him.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Y-yes, yes.”

“Lift your head.”

He didn't do anything wrong.

Yu Jia glanced at us with a sympathetic smile and opened her mouth.

“In 5th place, with 1,500 points, it's The Dawn!”

“...!”

Kim Seonghyeon's face turned pale. I playfully hit him and then tried to give him a reassuring smile.

Without any reaction, Kim Seonghyeon tightly closed his mouth. His face seemed to say, “I'm terribly sorry.” He must have thought he had ruined everything because of the bullying controversy.

“Thank you.”

I bowed to Yu Jia and the fans. The judges' faces clearly showed mixed emotions: Impressive, Pitiful, and Sorry.

The apologetic faces were undoubtedly from our fans. I waved and smiled brightly at them.

“First place goes to Today! Congratulations to Maz for coming in second place!”

“Wow!”

“Thank you!”

Today smiled brightly and waved at the cameras and fans. I didn't want to watch it anymore.

I hurriedly greeted people and went backstage to change out of my costume.

“Guys! Great job!”

“Yes~”

The manager tried to lift our spirits with a cheerful expression. However, it didn't affect Kim Seonghyeon at all. Seonghyeon pressed his fingers against his forehead and let out a small sigh.

“Guys, I'm sor...”

“Do you guys want to eat tteokbokki on the way back?”

“Huh?”

“Tteokbokki! And sundae!”

“Ah, can I also order some fish cakes then?”

“Sure. There's a food stand on the way.”

“Manager, can we buy tteokbokki on the way back?!”

The moment Kim Seonghyeon tried to apologize, all the members pretended not to hear him. Seonghyeon hesitated and was about to speak again.

“Guys, it's all my fault that we ranked 5th...”

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

I put my arm around Seonghyeon's shoulder. He frowned deeply.

“Seonghyeon, what am I then? I'm the main contributor to this situation.”

“What? No way...”

“If it's not me, then it's not you either.”

“Hyung, don't look so down. It doesn't suit you.”

Kang Ichae playfully poked the flustered Seonghyeon, whose eyes were shaking.

Kim Seonghyeon, you're too soft.

“Seonghyeon, do you know what's most important in a survival show?”

“......”

“It's the narrative.”

It's been a long time since everything went according to my plan.

Everything was in my hands.

“Think about it. We ranked 5th here and then win 1st place. How would that be, Kang Ichae?”

“It would be a huge hit, hyung.”

Kang Ichae smirked cleverly beside me. I proudly patted Ichae's back.

“That's right, a huge hit.”

Ichae excitedly rattled off various memes.

[“From last place to awakening and rising to 1st place.”]

[“A true underdog hiding their strength.”]

[“An idol group with real talent that was unfairly oppressed.”]

Nice. I like all the titles.

“Let's see how far we can go.”

How well would this story be received in Korea, where people are accustomed to spicy flavors?


[Title: Today's N-Tube rankings are already up, 1st place: TDY, 2nd place: MZ, 3rd place: NYTM, 4th place: RFND, and 5th place: TD[2]

└  ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is there any meaning in concealing the names with initials?

└  ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└  What?!????? TD is 5th place????

└  Weren't they 1st place last time? What happened?

└  This competition was so well done ;;;; Year-end stage level

└└  Don't exaggerate too much

└└  Go watch the preview...]

[Title: After manipulating the rankings, The Dawn's ranking is confirmed at 5th place

└  ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ LMAO, the real biggest victim of the show

└  Proven through evil editing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So innovative

└  The production team should compensate them

└└  What compensation? TD's fandom has grown so much this time ㅋㅋㅋ

└  Really, when I think about it, these fuckers, they were all over the place claiming The Dawn was rigged, but now they're quiet, huh??]

[Title: Today's blooper has already become a meme and is spreading around ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└  But they won 1st place

└  TD paved the way, but they burned it dow

└└  TD: ???

└└  Seo Hoyun: You can't take advantage of this...? (Confused)

└  Today's fans must be really embarrassed

└  Today: I'll find my own path, ↗↘evil↗

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Voice support ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The online community was on fire.

[Preview/Shining Star 2nd Round Competition: The Dawn's “Make Love”

└  Totally cool (3241 Likes)

└  Honestly, this should have been 1st place... Were the people on-site blind...? (10453 Likes)

└└  Half of them were Today's fans ㅋㅋㅋ They must know... Today doesn't deserve 1st place...

└  Let's not criticize Kim Seonghyeon's skills even if we criticize his character (241 Likes)

└└  Please remove this comment ㅡㅡ

└└  Yeah, Kim Seonghyeon school bully Kim Seonghyeon school bully Kim Seonghyeon school bully

└  What's the original song? I can't listen to the original key anymore because it's so boring (3152 Likes)]

N-Tube was on fire.

[Let's try starting over, sliding click... Let's try starting over, sliding click... Let's try starting over, sliding click... Let's try starting over, sliding click...]

[Seo Hoyun is a godly genius rabbit idol, and I'll accept any objections with the most expensive Seo Hoyun photocards]

[Seong Jiwon, I love you: There's only one sun in the world (a picture of aiming a gun at the sun)]

[Ichae's noona: Mom, why is my friend's name Kang Ichae?

Because her mom loves Kang Ichae. What about my name?

Good question, Shining Star 2nd round competition “Make Love” Kang Ichae]

SNS was on fire.

All the memes came out one after another.

However, there was only one quiet place.

Kim Seonghyeon's fans' accounts.

Most of them went private after the school bullying scandal, and they quietly lamented.

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Honestly ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Kim Seonghyeon killed it this time ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ He was the center ㅠㅠㅠ But why can't I brag about it because I'm being considerate... My heart aches...]

[I cry every time I think about Seonghyeon]

[Graduation photo proof? There are tons of people who buy those and fake it ㅋㅋㅋ If that photo is proof, then I'm best friends with Yu Jia and private friends with Joo Woosung, huh??? Getting beaten everywhere with just that one graduation photo proof, shit... It's so pathetic, really]

[When they got 5th place, Seonghyeon's face looked like he was so sorry, even though he did so well... Why does he have to look sorry when he did well...]

[Today, I sent another PDF of hate comments to the agency. I hope Seonghyeon isn't having a hard time...]

With the 3rd and final live competition approaching, all sorts of controversy gathered.

From manipulation controversies, school bullying, various hardships, evil editing, and new stages.

With unprecedented moves, Shining Star's ratings soared, and were on the verge of breaking through to the universe.

I've been waiting and waiting.

After the 4th episode of Shining Star aired, and a record-breaking 5.7% rating for a cable competition program was achieved, I picked up the phone.

“Yes, Kim Jaeyeon.”

In other words, to put it another way.

“Did you get the photos?”

Now was the time when some refreshing cider was needed.




1 A durumagi is a traditional Korean overcoat that is worn over hanboks.



2 In Hangul, each syllable must have at least one consonant and one vowel. The consonant comes first, followed by the vowel. The original Korean text only contained the consonant, hence the reply about the initials. So, Today / 투데이 / ㅌㄷㅇ, Maz / 마즈 / ㅁㅈ, Nightmare / 나이트메어 / ㄴㅇㅌㅁㅇ, Refined / 리파인드 / ㄹㅍㅇㄷ, and The Dawn / 더던 / ㄷㄷ.
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“Wow, there are so many people today.”

“I know, right?”

“Is there a variety show filming today?”

We decided to film our reaction to the 4th episode that just aired on the tvK Broadcasting Station. As we peeked outside from our van, we noticed that there were more people in front of the station than usual.

Even when filming a variety show, it's not usually this crowded, right?

If I were them, I'd rather wait in front of the agency since I wouldn't know when we'll arrive at the broadcasting station...

We quickly became familiar with the faces of the well-connected PDs and staff members rather than the celebrities in front of the broadcasting station.

Our manager glanced at his rearview mirror and spoke.

“Do you want to get out first?”

“Oh, yes.”

It didn't matter whether we entered through the underground parking lot or the main entrance, so I nodded and got out of the van.

Suddenly, we heard loud voices calling us.

“Wow! The Dawn!”

“Dajuuuuun!”

“Hoyun! Seo Hoyun!”

'...'

This was unexpected.

“...Should we get back in?”

“Hey, are you kidding? We can't get back in now.”

At Jeong Dajun's innocent question, Kang Ichae pushed him out of the van. I hurriedly grabbed the dazed Kim Seonghyeon and bowed our heads as we entered the broadcasting station.

Only after rushing into the broadcasting station did we look at each other.

“What was that?”

“Uh...”

“No, seriously... What just happened?”

“I don't know either...”

We repeated the dumbfounded conversation. No, really, we couldn't understand.

The stares from inside the broadcasting station were still the same.

Before our manager arrived, Shining Star's writer came running out in socks.

“Oh my, our lucky charms!”

“......”

It was still an unadapted nickname.

“Good to see you, good to see you. Was it hard coming here?”

“We're fine.”

“There are a lot of people outside today, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Apparently, they're all here to see The Dawn and the Shining Star cast members! You know, Shining Star's ratings have been explosive recently.”

The ratings were indeed exploding. I admit to that.

Thanks to that, our popularity seemed somewhat maintained, even if we didn't make it to first place here.

They didn't mention Kim Seonghyeon's school bullying controversy and him leaving the show because we were ultimately helping the ratings.

The writer had always been kind on the surface, but I felt a strange boundary. Today, especially, the writer seemed overly friendly, which made me suspicious. My mind raced.

Ah, now I understand.

She must have secured a reward because of the good ratings.

“I'm jealous.”

“Uh? What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

I'm jealous. I stared at the writer.

The rating for the 4th episode was close to 6% because we were used as sacrificial offerings. If I had secured a reward vacation like that, I would have taken care of The Dawn more carefully.

The entire tvK Broadcasting Station was now covered with Shining Star posters. The popularity we couldn't feel until just a few months ago hit us all at once.

“Sit down, sit down.”

The writer guided us to the prepared location to film our reaction to the 4th episode. We sat at a large conference room table and turned on the wall-mounted TV, and a pre-set video came on.

However, we couldn't concentrate on the reaction because we were worried about the absent Kim Heeyeon.

Where did she go?

“Wow, Hoyun looks so handsome!”

“You came out pretty~.”

While I was thinking about the absence of Kim Heeyeon, the 4th episode ended before I knew it. At the same time, another staff member entered and started the third-round performance announcement.

“Shall we start the third-round performance announcement?”

“Yes!”

“The third round is a free-concept performance, meaning you can do whatever you want!”

“......”

I knew something was fishy, and now I got it.

Jeong Dajun asked cautiously.

“Weren't we... doing that until now?”

“This time, it's different! This time, you can produce the concept, song–everything according to your preference~. However, you can't use songs from your original album!”

I have a feeling.

The Today side must have already prepared the comeback song to this extent. So, it was clear that they gave us a free concept, meaning we could do anything we wanted. I calculated in my head.

“How much time do we have left...”

“We have a week to come on stage and practice and then ten days until the live broadcast!”

“Make a new song in just ten days?”

“Yes!”

These guys...

The production crew didn't seem to know I was the type to spit at smiling faces, so they just grinned brightly.

I couldn't actually spit in front of the camera, so I just stuck out my tongue inside my mouth.

This made things difficult. Even though we had prepared everything else, it wouldn't be a perfect narrative if we presented a bland performance in the third round.

After the production crew finished speaking and left, we were given some time to discuss amongst ourselves.

“So, we have to choose a song within the next two days, right?”

“Is that even possible?”

“Well, if we were given a demo or something...”

“Usually, other agencies would have some songs stored to the side, so we could just choose from them...”

“Do we have any stored songs?”

“'Pineapple.'”

“Pass!”

We couldn't use such a disastrous song for Shining Star's finale.

Should I try to squeeze something out of Lim Hyeonsu? But, even if I pushed Hyeonsu to the limit, the time was too tight, and there was no guarantee that the result would be good. Moreover, Hyeonsu was a card that I wanted to save for more critical situations.

Ignoring Jeong Dajun's frustrated PopPop pop sounds, I was spinning my pen when my eyes met Kang Ichae's.

It seemed like he had something to say.

“What?”

“Hehe...”

Kang Ichae made a sly face and acted cute. This was suspicious.

“What is it, you little punk? Just spit it out.”

“Hyung, we're at the broadcasting station.”

“Ah, right.”

I had forgotten I was supposed to watch my language because I was an old, tired office worker.

I pretended to zip my lips, and the other members lightly laughed.

“Hoyun-hyung, Seonghyeon-hyung, Jiwon-hyung, Dajun, I'm Kang Ichae.”

“I know. Your name is Kang Ichae.”

“I... have five songs that I've worked on.”

No way!

I clenched my fist but then stopped myself. If I got my hopes up and it didn't work out, I would be the one feeling sad.

“Didn't you only do the arrangements?”

“Ah, hyung, don't be like that. Of course, I learned a lot about composing skills from Lim Hyeonsu. Wanna listen?”

Kang Ichae confidently brought out his cell phone.

He must be quite confident in his work to let us listen right away.

With a mix of anticipation and worry, we all stared intently at Kang Ichae's phone as the first song played. Before even the first verse passed, a gleam appeared on everyone's face.

“Ichae.”

“Yes.”

“You truly are Ichae.”

Kang Ichae had lived up to his name.

I really made a good choice.

“Kang Ichae, why did you say you were okay with 'Pineapple' when you could do something like this?”

“I learned it recently too. I just got interested in what the composer was doing and tried it a little bit.”

Lim Hyeonsu would cry if she heard this.

How could the song be this good after just trying it a bit? Did he already know how to play instruments? I looked at Kang Ichae suspiciously, but he just pretended not to know anything.

After listening to a few more songs, we stopped.

“I'll ask the composer again. Just in case.”

“Hey, this is already really, really good.”

Kang Ichae scratched the back of his head, looking embarrassed.

Anyway, it was great. I checked the songs on a piece of paper.

“I like the second one the most. It's grand and has an orchestra, giving off a finale vibe.”

“Finale... sounds good.”

Seong Jiwon nodded in agreement. I noticed Kim Seonghyeon, who had been acting unusually quiet, was glancing around.

“Hey, Seonghyeon, the one who's looking around.”

“Uh...”

“Say what you want to say quickly.”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated a few more times before finally opening his mouth.

“What about a concept like the birth of a star? ...The name of the program is Shining Star, after all.”

“Right, it's a name made for idols to shine.”

'Hmm....'

It wasn't bad, but it was an ordinary concept. The term “Shining Star” implied that it would make someone a star.

However...

“Do you have any other ideas?”

With MSG, things would change.

Before bringing up the topic, I waited for Kim Seonghyeon's words. He looked anxious as if he had something important to say. After a moment of hesitation, Kim Seonghyeon spoke.

“We've been... through so much throughout the program. We thought we could shine, but there were constant conflicts during the shooting.”

I was secretly surprised. So were the other members.

We didn't expect Kim Seonghyeon to talk about his struggles in front of the camera, even if it was somewhat gentle.

The camera excitedly captured every scene.

The fifth episode would be broadcast soon... and it was about time this kind of story came out.

“I read it in a magazine when I was young. Stars need intense friction from the beginning. As nebulae collide, the internal pressure increases, and the heat and temperature rise, creating a nucleus at its center and forming a baby star!”

“Was that in Korean just now?”

When Jeong Dajun mumbled in confusion, Seong Jiwon briefly translated.

“So, a star is born after going through that much hardship?”

Kim Seonghyeon nodded.

“Yes. And after going through that, the baby star can shine on its own after enduring gravity and nuclear fusion.”

“......”

“So...  Ah, I'm not even sure what I'm trying to say.”

I understood what he meant.

“So far, our struggles were inevitable, and after overcoming them, we finally became stars that can shine on their own. How about making that our story?”

When I summarized it, Kim Seonghyeon nodded vigorously. As I twirled my pen, I thought about the synergy between the “final” stage and the concept, and my eyes met with Kim Seonghyeon's.

We smiled at each other for a moment.

“It would be amazing if we really got first place.”

“......”

“Okay. I'll accept.”

It could be touching to the fans, and the narrative would be good.

Seong Jiwon also nodded.

“I like it too. The lyrics might come out pretty. Oh, should we try doubling here?”

“Wait, planets?! Space?! Can I arrange the sound to be grander?”

“Hyung... Eh, is Seonghyeon-hyung becoming a star? Then, can I make a wish to hyung?”

Everyone said what they wanted to say.

Ding!

[It must have rubbed off from Seo Hoyun!]

What did I do?

I habitually stopped twirling my pen and stood up straight.

“Let's go back to the practice room and discuss.”

“Can we get choreography?”

“We'll have to do it ourselves... again...”

“......”

What could we expect from a small to mid-sized agency...?

But the dancing duo, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, were already getting heated discussing the choreography.

“So, here it's like, pat pat!”

“No, it's not pat pat. It should be a sweep. Sweep, sweep, and then boom.”

“Uh, I'm not sure... let's listen to the song again and talk.”

I didn't know if it was Korean, but I believed they would do well. If the other members laid the groundwork, all I had to do was enjoy it.

When the final decision was made on the song and concept, and the camera director thought he had filmed enough, he packed up the camera and left.

“Hey, handsome weirdo.”

“Handsome weirdo?”

It was Kim Heeyeon. She approached, looking much tidier than before.

“It means a handsome crazy guy.”

“Ah.”

At my flat response, Kim Heeyeon snickered.

“Handsome weirdo, so, did your life improve? After the evil editing?”

“Thanks to you. I appreciate you accepting my request.”

“Ah, seriously, I really don't know.”

Kim Heeyeon brushed her hair back.

“You guys managed to suppress the manipulation controversy by getting fifth place after the evil editing. That was the right thing to do. It's better to quiet down the controversy like that than to leave it unresolved.”

“Ah, well...”

I rolled my eyes.

Kim Heeyeon seemed to think that the evil editing I asked for, focusing on Kim Seonghyeon, was a way to calm down our manipulation controversy.

“Killing two birds with one stone.”[1]

“Isn't it strange...? Did I misunderstand the meaning? Isn't it a case of 'different strokes for different folks'?”

“No, you can interpret it in the original meaning.”

Kim Heeyeon frowned.

“We managed to calm the manipulation controversy, but we haven't been able to get the second bird yet.”

“I really don't know what you're thinking. Not at all.”

“You'll find out soon.”

I grinned, and Kim Heeyeon, frustrated, pounded her chest.

“Anyway, stop by the express bus terminal station on your way back. It looked like you hadn't been there yet. It's very flashy.”

“Huh?”

“Huh, the company didn't tell you?”

“What is it?”

Not knowing, I asked. Kim Heeyeon let out a slightly disgruntled smile.

“Really, how does Daepaseong Entertainment handle its work? Didn't you know there's an electronic signboard?”

An electronic signboard?




1 The original text was 꿩 먹고 알 먹는 거죠, which literally translates to “Eating the pheasant and its eggs.”
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Electronic signboard?

“Wow, you really don't know. Look it up on the internet as you go.”

“Alright...”

“I'm off!”

Kim Heeyeon sashayed out of the room, waving her hand. I was left dumbfounded, and then I caught Seong Jiwon staring blankly at a distance.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“Huh?”

“Did we, like, get an electronic signboard or something?”

“What? What are you talking about?”

Seong Jiwon, as if hearing the story for the first time, tilted his head. I immediately pulled out my phone and searched. The moment I entered the SNS, the information came up. While searching, a good idea came to mind.

I grinned and turned to the members.

“Hey, guys.”

“Yes?”

“Who wants to do something fun?”

Everyone frowned, not understanding.

I shook my phone and hummed a tune. Everyone's eyes widened at my unfamiliar behavior.


“You guys, don't be alone for the time being.”

The noisy car instantly quieted down at the manager's words.

“Absolutely! Stick together, and always stay with me. Got it? Huh? Understand?”

I secretly grimaced at the manager, who was checking the members' nods through the rearview mirror.

“Manager.”

“Huh?”

“You know, the Express Bus Terminal Station.”

“Whoa!”

As soon as I said that, the manager was startled and twitched. Then he cleared his throat.

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Guys, aren't you hungry?”

The manager knows.

He and the company were deliberately keeping it hush-hush.

The Kim Seonghyeon controversy had blown up quite a bit, and the gaze on The Dawn was not very pleasant, so they seemed to want to let it pass quietly.

It seemed like they were planning to gather the signboard news and show it all at once later.

Certainly not a bad decision, but...

I started the engine slowly.

“I'm hungry, manager.”

“Ah, right? Should I buy some kimbap or something?”

“Can I ask you to?”

I deliberately smiled softer than usual. I could feel the other guys stiffen around me.

Our manager, who was a good person but a bit slow, didn't seem to notice as he laughed heartily and parked the car.

“Alright, guys! Wait here for a moment!”

“Okay.”

We quietly nodded.

As soon as the manager left the car and entered the kimbap store, I got out of the passenger seat and immediately got into the driver's seat.

Escape.

It was a massive escape.

Holding the steering wheel, I hummed a tune.

“Are we really going?”

“Of course.”

“With the van?”

“There's a perfectly functioning car here, so why bother catching a taxi.”

Everyone's eyes widened in shock. I discreetly signaled Seong Jiwon.

“Jiwon, send the manager a gift card or something. An expensive one. And call him, telling him to take a break at a café for an hour or so.”

“Okay! We just have to pick him up later, right?”

Was Seong Jiwon unexpectedly excited?

I thought he would stop me, but he was the most excited and called the manager. The manager's bewildered voice echoed from the other side of the phone.

“Manager, take a break! We'll be back in an hour!”

Jiwon looked thrilled as if he were a child doing something naughty. Jeong Dajun glanced at me.

“Hoyun-hyung, your driver's license...”

“Class 1, perfect score on the written test, perfect score on the practical test.”

“Good.”

“Let's go.”

And so, we escaped.

The great escape of rookie idols.

Even with the van in tow.

When the manager hurriedly bought the kimbap and left the store, the van was already nowhere to be found.

Is this for real...?


I led the members to the express bus terminal. At first, some of the anxious members suddenly charged ahead as if their reins had been loosened.

Seong Jiwon constantly checked his phone for directions.

“Is it this way? Ah, no, not here?”

“Uh, I think it's over there.”

Everyone had their hoods and hats pulled down, but they still gave off an “I'm a celebrity” vibe.

It wasn't long ago that they had only appeared briefly on television, but they were already attracting attention like this...

I watched them fondly for a moment before turning back to Seong Jiwon, who was about to enter the wrong place.

“It's this way!”

“Uh, isn't it over there?”

“Right, it's that way.”

Everyone seemed excited, either chatting away or whistling. I slowly followed them, observing the chaotic subway station.

I used to commute like this every day.

Now, I can hardly even ride the subway. The company was so cautious about it.

After always riding in a van, being in the subway felt like returning to my everyday life after so long. I paused to take in the familiar scenery before turning my head toward the members.

“......”

“Hyung! Hyung!”

Jeong Dajun excitedly pulled me. And then, I saw the advertisements on the subway station wall.

A large group photo of the members and a smaller individual photo of each member were displayed.

[We support your shining days]

“Wow...”

I thought I'd be thinking, “Wow, they must have spent a lot of money on this” when I saw it.

“Here too!”

Apparently not.

[The Dawn, please cast your precious vote.]

It just... felt overwhelming.

Seong Jiwon playfully hit my flushed face. The members were smiling brightly, waving at something.

I stared at the photo in a daze before moving forward.

“Guys, there are post-its attached here too?”

“Where?”

“Personal billboards.”

“Ah, really.”

“Did the fans put them up?”

The members were still buzzing, unable to believe that fans put up ads and left messages for them.

Kim Seonghyeon stared at his billboard with a choked-up expression.

His was filled with some post-its that were...

[Seonghyeon, we're supporting you]

[We've fallen for the kind-heartedness you've shown and always trust you]

[Seonghyeon-oppa ㅠㅠ You're my source of energy. Fighting today as well!]

“......”

The messages were considerate of recent controversies.

Kim Seonghyeon hung his head and stood still for a long time. His hands were trembling.

“You're lucky, Kim Seonghyeon.”

I patted his shoulder and moved away, thinking he might want to be alone.

Not far from him, there was a billboard with my face on it.

There were many post-its attached to it as well. As if in a trance, I approached the billboard.

“......”

A calm smile on my face. It seemed to be a photo from the time of our guerrilla performance. Judging by my neat hair, it must have been before I got eggs thrown at me.

Did I smile like this?

I raised my hand and touched the photo gently. There was a message written below my face.

[Hoyun, you are my light]

“Really...”

I was never that kind of person.

Sorry.

My heart felt heavy. I read the post-its next to it.

[Hoyun, I tried to stop being a K-Pop fan but couldn't. I fell for you at first sight. Take responsibility!]

[Let's get married]

I couldn't help but laugh.

I read the message below that. It was a bit more serious.

[Always calm Hoyun, I like that side of you too, but I hope you won't carry everything on your own]

[I hope you have only happy and joyful moments!!]

[Oppa, if you ever have a hard time, just tell us ㅜㅜ]

It seemed like this time had been full of ups and downs. Seeing the fans worrying like this...

As I read the messages, I felt a strange sensation.

It was odd to have countless people saying kind words to me rather than criticism.

Always getting scolded for sticking to the main job, taking on responsibility... It was amazing to receive unconditional love here, the more effort you put in.

I stared at the Post-its with fascination. The content, the writers, the handwriting were all different, but they all shared the same feeling.

They wanted me to be happy.

Ah, this...

It felt... suffocating.

I took my time to read the last Post-it.

[Hoyun, I love you a lot.]

“......”

I repeated the words to myself, then slowly peeled off the Post-it. From top to bottom, I removed them all, one by one, without missing a single one.

It was the first time I had done something without any plan.


[Guys??? Why are there no Post-its?]

[Oh, they're really gone]

[Ugh, did the admins take them off? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ We were going to clean up later ㅠㅠㅠ Was the announcement not made properly?]

[Ah, that's a shame... It was fun to see those post-its]

Fans reacted in real time.

The fansite master, who had hung Seo Hoyun's photo as the representative, couldn't hide her disappointment. Still, she couldn't openly talk about the post-its on the official account.

The kids are already involved in controversies...

It's better not to get into trouble for nothing. But it was still a pity.

I'll have to ask the supporters later.

While refreshing the timeline, suddenly, everyone was flooded with tears.

“Huh?”

What's going on? Why is this happening?

For a moment, her heart sank.

Damn it, she was afraid that a controversy might have erupted because of some sudden reaction.

The fansite master calmed her heart and slowly understood the context. And then she saw a video that popped up.

[A video appeared on the community forum ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Hoyun is taking the post-its ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

“Heol...”

It was unbelievable. The fansite master watched Seo Hoyun, who was wearing a cap, slowly and carefully peeling off the post-its.

Why is he wearing jeans?

No, what's with taking the Post-its?

Hoyun...!

The fansite master covered her mouth. She couldn't see Seo Hoyun's face, but seeing him previously taking one post-it at a time, a tear welled up.

My poor baby...

There wasn't much content in the post-its, right?

From what she saw in passing, they were all messages of support, so there shouldn't be any major issues.

Everyone just wrote a lot of cheesy expressions of love and support.

It made her heart feel warm.

“Why did he take them? There's nothing special... He should just keep letters later.”

[The other kids took them too ㅠㅠ They must have come to see them together]

[Is Kim Seonghyeon crying right now?]

[Heol, really?]

[It seems like he's trying to hold back his tears ㅠㅠ]

[There's nothing bad written on the post-its, right?]

[Not that I know of... Maybe he's just overwhelmed...]

[Wow ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Seonghyeon ㅠㅠㅠㅠ We're sorry ㅠㅠㅠ]

“Wow, it's a mess on Kim Seonghyeon's side too.”

People say you can't sell someone's personality, but... Kim Seonghyeon was famous for being kind even among core fans. He had always taken care of the fans one by one.

And finally, chaos erupted.

The fans who had been holding back for Kim Seonghyeon saw him cry and burst into tears.

[You, who sees a Post-it and cries, what's with the bullying, you fucking bastard!!! Stop grabbing people by the hair!!!]

[I'm really sorry, Seonghyeon. From the very beginning, it was suspicious... ㅡㅡ They reacted well to Nightmare and Refined (even though it was edited), but if it were me, I would have been upset with Today

└ Why?? Is there something with Today??

└ It's nothing]

Although they tried to be quiet from their private accounts, the reaction was too big, and it eventually flowed to the community.

[Title: Is there a reason for Kim Seonghyeon's reaction?

Kim Seonghyeon is famous for taking good care of Nightmare kids too... So the Nightmare fandom also likes Kim Seonghyeon. I think there's something between Kim Seonghyeon and Today]

[Title: Is it because of Seong Jiwon?

Seong Jiwon was originally in Today's debut team, and after he was eliminated, their relationship must have soured.

└ Ah ㅡㅡ Don't randomly drag Jiwon into this

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Sorry, sorry]

[Title: But really, why??

Kim Seonghyeon's expression is really not good

└ Don't give attention to the bully ㅋㅋ]

And those posts piled up and eventually gave birth to one popular post.

[Popular post: I'll summarize exactly why Kim Seonghyeon hates Today]


Chapter 48

[Title: The reason why Kim Seonghyeon absolutely hates Today, thoroughly analyzed after watching Shining Star.

First of all, only facts have been organized, excluding a few controversies.

1. Kim Seonghyeon is a genuinely upright and well-behaved young man. Kim Seonghyeon's stories? They're overflowing. It's just that they're not well-known because he's so modest... It's natural for him to be nice to his fans, maybe because he has three younger siblings, but he also takes good care of his members. He's been involved in volunteer work with abandoned dogs, orphanages, and even a small organization he has supported for six years.

2. On the other hand, Today, they're screwed up.

First, their fan-hatred is extremely severe. (Their fans are like bodhisattvas for putting up with it)

They only pretend to be friendly to successful people.

They love clubs and girls even more. There are rumors of sponsorships and assaults, but since these are not facts, they are excluded for now.

3. So why does Kim Seonghyeon hate Today? I think the connection is Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon was originally the center of Today, but suddenly left and joined Daepaseong Entertainment. He then debuted with Kim Seonghyeon. The two have a good relationship. But this time, in the broadcast, we see the following scenes:

Today ignores Seong Jiwon

Seong Jiwon tries to laugh, but his expression is not good

As they quickly pass by, Today is heard swearing at Seong Jiwon

Kim Seonghyeon's face stiffens next to him

Today's disdain for Seong Jiwon is evident. This is just the tip of the iceberg. I think this is the decisive reason why Kim Seonghyeon hates Today so much.

Conclusion: Today has a messed-up character, and Kim Seonghyeon hates them for it. Those who claim Kim Seonghyeon is a school bully after seeing this are just antis who can't grasp the context.

└ Why are you so mad?

└└ I already gave you the conclusion, you fucking bastard. Can you even pass the college entrance exam at that kind of level?

└ Oozing with sincerity[1]

└ Spitting facts, bullshit my ass[2] ㅋㅋㅋㅋ You're obviously a Kim Seonghyeon fan ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Go to another forum, not here

└└ Isn't Kim Seonghyeon too overrated, to the point of attracting anti-fans? Are you a fan of Today?

└ But it seems like a valid point... When I watch the show, I also feel that Today is biased ㅋㅋ Especially more toward The Dawn

└└ Agree ㅋㅋㅋ Today's One and Only[3].

└ Bring up actual evidence of Today's character

└└ Physiognomy

└ If this is true, it'll be a holy pilgrimage ㅋㅋ]

I checked the community and nodded. With the ratings approaching 6 percent, it's only natural that all attention is focused on Shining Star.

The stories about Kim Seonghyeon were slowly resurfacing, well-organized, and very good.

[Please.]

I couldn't help but let out a stifled laugh as I texted Kim Jaeyeon.

“The time has come.”

“The time has come indeed.”

Jeong Dajun intercepted from the side. I glanced at him.

“Finally! We can face each other on stage!”

“That's not what I meant, but... sure.”

I patted Jeong Dajun's head. He was so pure and innocent, with chubby cheeks that made him look like a tiny puppy.

“Your gaze was weird just now.”

“Why?”

“You looked at me like a small animal...”

“Exactly.”

“Ah, hyung!”

He was quick-witted in times like these. Ignoring what Jeong Dajun was saying, I glanced at the stage.

The final competition was to be broadcast live. We were at the broadcasting station for a special rehearsal to prevent accidents.

“On the day, there's a dry rehearsal and then a camera rehearsal before the actual broadcast. We still have plenty of chances to prepare, but today we must perfectly align our movements.”

“Jiwon-hyung is at it again...”

“What did you say, Ichae?”

“Hyung, you look great today! The best!”

Kang Ichae quickly gave a thumbs-up. Seong Jiwon knew everything but just let it slide with a “ha”[4] expression.

The final competition.

“We're heading towards the end.”

The other members' rehearsal began. The order was determined by drawing lots, and we were right before Today.

The members seemed slightly disappointed, but I thought it wasn't bad.

And then...

“Hey!”

Before I could finish my thought, the vocalist of Maz approached.

“Hello.”

“You're looking sharp today, huh?”

“Thanks.”

Maz's vocalist was friendlier than I had thought. He grinned and approached me, greeting Seong Jiwon casually. He seemed to have grown fond of me for some reason.

I guessed that clashing with Today significantly impacted his favorable impression of me.

“Did you prepare well?”

“Not bad. How about you guys?”

“Haha, we've let go of our greed a bit.”

“...?”

“Ah~, the leisure of being first place. Today is also late.”

Maz's vocalist sighed deeply. He seemed to be fishing for information. I deliberately stayed quiet, and he shrugged his shoulders.

“You guys still don't know.”

His reaction was a bit different than usual.

He had a self-mocking edge. He looked around to see if there were any microphones or staff nearby, then whispered to me.

“Actually, Today is the predetermined winner.”

“Ah.”

So that's what he meant.

Did you just find out now?

I remained unfazed, but Maz's vocalist grumbled, seemingly unable to sense my indifference.

“Ugh... I was so shocked when I heard that yesterday. Then what does all our hard work amount to? We cursed so much yesterday.”

“Yep.”

“Well, the program's ratings are so good anyway. Even if we don't rank first, there's still something to gain.”

True enough.

Maz's vocalist quickly adapted to reality.

“We should just take what we can get.”

Anyone would've done the same.

“Why are you giving up already?”

“Huh?”

That's when Today burst in energetically, even before the vocalist could ask me what I meant.

“Hello~!”

“Hello!”

They were even greeting the staff, something they didn't usually do.

“It's a great day!”

So they say.

“Ahahaha!”

Innocent brain, huh.

It's understandable since they're having a smooth ride until the final competition.

Watching their pompous shoulders soar high, I locked eyes with Yu Hyeok. He grinned and approached me.

“Oh my, isn't this our pitiful hoobae?”

“Yes, sunbae.”

I responded nonchalantly.

“I'm in such a great mood. I've been waiting so long to see you guys fail miserably today.”

“Hey, hey. Stop bothering the kid. They'll cry if you poke them now.”

Soon, all of Today's members had gathered.

Their catty laughter and taunts were quite tiresome.

“So, is being pathetic your concept today? I bet you didn't even prepare your stage outfits.”

“Leave them alone. What would their agency know?”

Once again, it was The Dawn vs. Today.

I wondered if the camera was filming this. Even if it doesn't make the broadcast, I'd like to keep this scene for myself.

“The one with the big mouth can't even say a word today.”

“Hmm...”

Ding!

[Didn't you hear me call you sunbae? Are your ears blocked?]

As if the system window was annoyed on my behalf, I glanced at it, and Yu Hyeok became even more excited.

“Finally lost your nerve? Did getting egged and ranking fifth knock some sense into you? Shouldn't you have joined a big agency if you're bitter?”

Woof woof... woof woof woof...

I quietly translated his barking in my head.

The Dawn members frowned at the situation. Seong Jiwon strode over and stood between Yu Hyeok and me.

“What's going on?”

“Ah, our savior has arrived.”

Yu Hyeok sneered.

“Jiwon, I'm really curious. How do you feel? You pretended to be so clean but screwed up big time.”

“......”

“I told you this would happen. Why didn't you listen to me?”

Jiwon didn't react to his words, but his gentle face turned icy. Unfazed, Yu Hyeok continued to taunt him. Instead, an angry Kim Seonghyeon pulled Jiwon away.

“Don't listen to that nonsense.”

“Wow, you two are close. But Jiwon, can you trust him? Isn't he the one who hit you when he got mad?”

Jiwon's expression changed.

“Watch your mouth.”

“Jiwon, you used to talk so much trash about us, but what's different about him? Is a school bully okay with you? I just can't follow your tiny brain.”

“Yu Hyeok.”

“Huh? Go ahead, say it.”

Yu Hyeok poked Jiwon's forehead with his finger. Jiwon's face visibly hardened.

But, seriously...

This jerk?

Why is he bothering someone else's member?

A sudden wave of anger surged in my calm heart.

“Hey.”

I quickly pulled Seonghyeon and Jiwon away from him.

While they stumbled back in surprise, I swiftly pushed them back.

“Uh, uh?”

“Stay put.”

I deliberately blocked their path and looked at Yu Hyeok. I asked him quietly.

“Sunbae, are you a gangster?”

“What?”

“Why are you messing with someone just minding their own business?”

Yu Hyeok was visibly flustered. My voice echoed throughout the quiet set. The staff and members of other groups all turned their attention to us.

“Fuck, what kind of tone is that to use with your senior? Did you just swear at me?”

“My tone has always been like this. And you're the one who just swore, sunbae.”

“Wow, seriously... Aren't you afraid of anything?”

“I am, but not of you, sunbae.”

The guy next to Yu Hyeok clenched his fist. I tried to maintain a calm demeanor as I looked at them.

In truth, I was a bit irritated.

A nobody like him dared to bother someone as important as me.

I can tolerate other people messing with me, but not you guys.

I'm the perfect tsundere.

I crossed my arms and let out a deep sigh on purpose.

“Sunbae, I've been thinking about it. Why do people like you always bother those just minding their business? But I came to a conclusion.”

I snapped my fingers.

“It's because you're ugly.”

“What?”

“You must be jealous of our good looks.”

Yu Hyeok was dumbfounded, with his mouth hanging open. Then, he turned red with anger and charged at me.

“Hey, what's your deal?”

“What's yours?”

“......”

It seemed like I had hit a nerve. Yu Hyeok was momentarily at a loss for words, his eyes rolling back in his head.

“I really don't know what you believe in to act up like this.”

“Acting up?”

“You guys will never be number one, no matter how hard you try.”

“Oh my, how scary.”

I yawned.

Furious, Yu Hyeok grabbed me by the collar.

“I'm going to make sure you fail. You won't be able to set foot in the entertainment industry ever again. I've had enough of you guys.”

I chuckled, fluttering my ears.

“It's always the same threats wherever I go.”

“You little... Do you think this is a joke?”

“No, it doesn't seem like a joke.”

I had heard the same threats back when I was a PD and even in my current situation. These threats had become so clichéd that they were boring. Yet, I always had a response.

“Do you know? I've heard that kind of talk at least ten times... But I'm still here, alive and well.”

“You!”

“But what about you?”

I pointed at him with my finger.

“Will you be okay?”

Then, Yu Hyeok furrowed his brow, not understanding what I meant. Suddenly, Today's manager burst in, gasping for breath, his face pale.

“Hey!”

“Ah shot, what's going on?”

“Hey, Yu Hyeok! You guys!”

Yu Hyeok turned around. He had been enjoying teasing me and now seemed to be in high spirits.

“Hyung, come in later. I need to teach these guys a lesson today.”

“Forget about your damn teaching! Dude! You guys are in big trouble!”

“Ah, what is it?”

I made sure to etch every detail of this moment in my memory—the rough spit flying out of Yu Hyeok's mouth, Today's members furrowing their brows, and the fear in our members' eyes. I will never forget this delightful moment, no matter how much time passed.

This was the climax of the story.

Then, a scream erupted from the staff members. Hearing the noise, Yu Hyeok whipped his head around, and his face turned pale as he heard the following words.

“Today, involved in drug use...?”

“...!!”

Standing next to the staff, Kang Ichae glanced over and let out a snicker. He then deliberately looked at the staff member's phone, making it seem like he'd noticed it by chance, and spoke loudly.

“All the members of the idol group 'Today' have reportedly been purchasing and using drugs through an acquaintance since 20XX.”

“...!!”

Ah~

“What?”

They're done for~

Feigning pity, I placed my hand on my forehead and lowered my gaze, but Kang Ichae's voice didn't waver.

“In addition, a video from a club in Seoul that the investigative team obtained shows Today's member Yu Hyeok brutally assaulting a customer! My goodness!”

Farewell~

“How did that...?”

“Oh dear, what to do.”

You won't go far~

I hummed and looked at Yu Hyeok, who was pale as a ghost. His hands were trembling with panic. Watching the panicked Today members reminded me of the hard times that had passed. I exchanged glances with the Maz vocalist, who seemed to notice that I was too composed amidst the chaos.

Don't tell me?

Yeah, that's right.

I smiled mischievously and squinted my eyes, not saying anything out loud.

Of course, I knew everything.

Did I just know?

I planned everything from the beginning.

The long and winding road that led to the Shining Star case started like this:

First, the information that Joo Woosung told me.

– “The first place is already decided.”

– “Really?”

Second, getting a hint through the Maz vocalist.

– “Today... those guys are known for playing dirty.”

– “Oh, is that so?”

Third, squeezing Kim Jaeyeon for information.

– “I found it! I found it, the Today's drug picture!”

– “Haha, really?”

I had been waiting for this moment for quite a while.

So, what's the conclusion?

If the first place has already been decided...

We just need to take care of the predetermined winner.

Garbage belongs in the trash can!

I looked at Today, then turned to Kim Seonghyeon, who seemed shocked by how trashy Today was.

“Drugs? Assault?”

Yu Hyeok shivered as he paled even more. Everyone around him quickly searched the internet, and articles about Today filled the screen.

“Hyung, this has to be a mistake, right? The agency can still cover this up, right?”

“I don't know. I'm trying my best, but it's spread too much.”

“Where did this come from? Who the fuck spread this?!”

Thanks to the great paparazzi Kim Jaeyeon.

Seeing Yu Hyeok's mental breakdown was satisfying, like chugging a cold beverage. He glared at me when our eyes met, and I smiled sweetly.

“What should we do, sunbae?”

“......”

“Can we even step foot in this industry anymore?”

“Fuck!”

At that moment, Yu Hyeok's eyes completely flipped. He seemed to have a hunch.

He suddenly started shaking and raised his hand to hit me, grabbing my collar and shaking me violently.

“You knew, didn't you? That's why you were so confident, right?”

“What are you talking about, sunbae?”

“You... you, Seo Hoyun! You can't be...”

Yu Hyeok trembled.

“Was it you?”

“Uhm?”

Yes!

Although I wanted to answer with a wide smile, I just tilted my head innocently. I brushed off Yu Hyeok's shaking hands from my collar and dusted off my clothes.

“I don't know... sunbae. I'm just a fragile person who cries when touched. How could I do something like that?”

“You... you...!”

“Ouch, that hurts.”

I pretended to be in pain and smiled, infuriating Yu Hyeok even more.

“Seo Hoyun, you son of a bitch!”

With all the eyes on us, he raised his fist to hit my face. I frowned, wondering if I should just take the hit.

Well, whatever.

It wouldn't be bad to create one more headline. I could take a hit but at that moment...

“Hyung!”

Jeong Dajun pushed me away, grabbed Yu Hyeok's arm, and knocked him down.

“Ah! Aargh!”

He was literally knocked down.

“......”

The bustling set suddenly became silent. Even I, who was grinning moments ago, couldn't help but be in awe.

It was neither Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae, or Seong Jiwon.

It was the youngest, Jeong Dajun.

“We, we...”

Jeong Dajun clenched his fists and stuttered. And finally, with flushed cheeks and teary eyes, he screamed.

“Don't mess with my hyungs!!”

At that moment, we all must have thought the same thing.

Not scary at all...

...a puppy?

How cute.

...a pooch.

The once docile pooch now had its tail raised, growling fiercely.

Anyway, I tilted my head and looked down at Yu Hyeok, who was knocked out on the ground.

“Haha.”

It was the beginning of the hardships for the drug idol.




1 정성추 is an abbreviation for 정성스러운 추천, which means a sincere recommendation. It is often used sarcastically online as insincere.



2 The original text contained the term “......” which is a rough English equivalent of the Korean slang term 이지랄 (i-ji-ral or ee-zee-r). It can be translated to mean “bullshit my ass” in English.



3 원투데이 is a play on words combining 'one' and 'Today.' It means that someone is the only one who is picked on or favored by Today.



4 It's a Korean emoticon that represents a laughing face.



Chapter 49

“Gangster rat.”

“Aaah!”

“Angry rice cake, can you say it one more time? 'If you guys even dare to touch a single hair on my hyungs!'”

“I never said that!”

Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae teased Jeong Dajun relentlessly. I patted Dajun's head for a while before pretending to scold them, finally settling the situation.

“Ah, seriously, I hope they aren't going to sue for assault, right? I just couldn't stand it.”

“It was self-defense. And there's no way those guys have any time to worry about that now. But how did you become so good at judo throws?”

“I did judo as a hobby in middle school... Ah, I regret it now.”

After the Today members fled the scene with pale faces, as if they had lost their minds, the set was quickly cleared up. It was because it was decided that rehearsals couldn't continue any longer.

The manager rushed over, heard the situation, and insisted we should go to the hospital, but the one who might actually need to go was probably Yu Hyeok.

“Do you think the camera caught that?”

“Ah, I'm curious too. If it exists, I'll watch it whenever I feel down.”

I talked with Jiwon about trivial things.

“Will the live broadcast schedule be delayed?”

“Well, I don't know. The entire program might be ruined.”

“Still, the audience is coming, and we can't cancel because of this. We'll probably go on stage anyway.”

We looked at each other blankly. Jiwon had a strange face.

“Why?”

“I don't know. It just feels like we made it happen, like you said.”

“......”

“So it's over like this.”

Jiwon's expression looked somewhat bitter. He probably didn't expect the things that had been tormenting him to crumble so easily, so he seemed to be feeling mixed emotions. Jiwon lowered his long eyelashes and took a deep breath before nodding.

“Thanks, Hoyun.”

I took his thanks lightly. I wanted to pass over it as if it was nothing. I hoped this incident wouldn't linger as a debt or burden for Jiwon.

...It's just that, for some reason, it didn't leave a clean aftertaste.

“Should we practice?”

“Yeah.”

Jiwon deliberately smiled brightly.

Before leaving, I looked around.

PD Kim Heeyeon...

I wanted to ask PD Kim Heeyeon about the program's direction, but I decided to put it on hold. She's probably busy dealing with Today's side of things.

I shouldn't bother busy people, and we should handle our situation on our own.

I got in the van and checked the internet reactions. Hundreds of posts were pouring out on social media in real time.

[Goosebumps hahaha I always said Today was strong, but the drug incident ㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's really over with the pictures spreading]

[Management!!! I told you! Look at their faces!!!!!!]

[Really fucking embarrassing...]

[What about the assault?? Is there a video posted?

└ Search on YouTube

└└ (link)

└└ Don't click on the link above, it's just disgusting ㅡㅡ Just give us the link for Today's video]

I checked the real-time search trends.

[Today]

[Today Yu Hyeok]

[Yu Hyeok]

[Shining Star]

[On suspicion of drug use, all of Today's members were sent to the prosecutor's office (breaking news)]

They were sent to the prosecutor's office. From this point on, it wouldn't matter if Shining Star decided to part ways with them.

Next, I searched for The Dawn. There were fewer posts compared to the explosive ones about Today, but some were still popping up.

[Title: The Dawn's reevaluation is urgent

Picture of Kim Seonghyeon frowning at Today's stage

Picture of Seonghyeon saying 'Do I have to say it?' after seeing Today's stage

Picture of Yu Hyeok being blatantly ignored by Seo Hoyun

What kind of devil's editing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They say it was actually angel's editing, Kim Seonghyeon always frowning and not greeting Today, there was a reason

└ Right ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Kim Seonghyeon, a big nose? How did he know? Fans didn't even know

└└ There's a drug-detection dog story

└ It's still a sunbae, though ㅋㅋ I think this is a bit harsh...

└└ Better than building a relationship with drug users

└└ Drug user idol and senior, bullshit my ass ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are you a Today fan crying?]

[Title: If Shining Star continues, will The Dawn be in first place? Really curious

└ If all the Today fans withdraw, it might be possible

└└ School bullying idol vs. drug idol

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Battle of the century

└ First, the biggest concern is whether the program will continue right?

└└ Would they stop just because one group dropped out? The program is popular right now]

The online community's reactions were furious.

[I'm so fucking pissed watching those ignorant people saying we need reevaluation... But still... Is it a relief, at least?]

[At least it's a relief that Seonghyeon's unfair treatment was revealed ㅜㅜ]

I also checked the Shining Star YouTube channel, where Kim Seonghyeon and The Dawn's videos were uploaded. The most popular comments hadn't changed yet. In the latest comments, there was one that caught my eye.

[Kim Seonghyeon, a school bully, stop making things up~]

[I feel sick and want to vomit watching The Dawn fans taking advantage of this situation]

There were quite a few likes. Hmm.

This is a bit of a problem...

I scrolled through the comments while resting my chin on my hand and remembered my phone call with Kim Jaeyeon.

– “You found the school bullying victim, but they went to study abroad?”

– “Yeah?”

– “They went to Austria. I found the phone number, but it's a bit difficult. They don't seem to use social media, and their email account has changed.”

I thought I could quickly resolve the school bullying issue, but things got twisted. It would have been better to resolve it before exploding the Today controversy.

So everyone was still nervous while smiling at Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon cried when he saw the Post-it last time. That's a problem.

What should I do about this?

As I was lost in thought, organizing my thoughts, the system window rang after a long time.

[A special service for you!]

It made me uneasy. It felt surreal.

[Check the item shop!]

...Item shop.

It was a shame that the shop was still empty, but there was a new tab in the item shop called [Special Service Item]. I clicked on it.

[Lucky Fortune Dice: Roll the dice, and the phone number you want will appear!

Usage count: 1.

Note: The item will disappear immediately after use.]

“Wow...”

The system window actually helped for once? But how much is this?

[Points: 2,000

Owned Points: 1,000]

I reopened the quest window, which was flickering as if asking to be found.

[Idol's Aegyo is Essential!

Aegyo is essential for idols.

Practice aegyo to increase your proficiency.

Current Aegyo Proficiency: 0%.

Reach 30% for a reward of 1,000 points.]

“......”

The system window wasn't trying to help; it was mocking me!

My body shuddered. I looked at the internet comment section again, then the quest window, and finally at Kim Seonghyeon.

“What's up?”

Kim Seonghyeon asked, puzzled. At the same time, an image of Kim Seonghyeon wearing a hat and looking down at the electronic billboard passed by.

“...Ha.”

I clenched my teeth.


“Huh? Hoyun, are you going to practice more?”

“Yeah. You guys go ahead.”

“Hyung, aren't you pushing yourself too hard?”

Jeong Dajun asked in surprise. I waved my hand casually.

“I'm just going to do a bit more. You guys go ahead and rest.”

“Alright... text me if anything happens.”

With Kim Seonghyeon as the last one, the rest of The Dawn members left the practice room.

They're all gone, right?

Just in case, I checked the practice room several times, going in and out.

2 AM...

Yes, it's the perfect time to be out of my mind.

I searched for aegyo on YouTube.

[Ppuing Ppuing~!]

[I'm so cute, I'm adorable!]

I watched the videos, took a deep breath, and looked in the mirror.

Yeah, aegyo. Aegyo is good.

It's essential for idols, and I have to do it if a fan asks. I can't make a sour face then. If fans ask, I must obey.

I looked in the mirror and raised a fist next to my face.

“Ppuing...... Ppuing.”

Shit!

[Aegyo Proficiency has increased by 1%.

Current Aegyo Proficiency is 1%.]

I unwittingly punched the mirror.

No, I can do it. I can do it. I have the ability.

I chanted the spell of victory several times and repeated the aegyo casting.

“Kkungkkotto... Gisungkkung... Ah, shit.”

Now the curse word slipped out. The skill level had almost increased.

I was rolling on the practice room floor by myself. I had no thoughts when I watched others do it, but when I tried it myself, I felt like I was going crazy.

“How does everyone do this? Is it innate? Do I have to be born this way?”

I took a deep breath. It's no big deal. Everyone else does it too, so what would change if I did it too?

I brainwashed myself several times, jumped up, and practiced again.

“Save it in my heart! Save!”

[Aegyo skill level has increased by 1%.

Current aegyo skill level is 2%.]

I felt a bit more comfortable after letting go of my conscience. After searching the internet for a while, I thought I could make it work.

Why is it disgusting when I do it but okay when others do it? I urgently needed to reassess Yu Hyeok, who was acting cute in front of the camera.

Seo Hoyun, get a grip.

Thinking that the disgusting me in the mirror was another self was a bit more comfortable.

I can do this. This is nothing.

[Current aegyo skill level is 28%.]

I started to approach 30% after trying all sorts of nonsense.

“You. Are. So. Love. Heart. Fluttering. Heart. Fluttering. Heart. Fluttering. “[1]

Now it seemed like aegyo would come out with a simple tap.

I am an aegyo machine. Just a little more, and I'll reach 30%......!

“I'm. So. Pretty! I'm. So. Pretty! I'm. So. Pretty!”[2]

[Current aegyo skill level is 29%!]

I was so immersed in practice when I felt something was off.

Chills ran down my spine...

I turned around with a startled expression, and there he was.

“......”

“......”

“Um...”

It was Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae stood still in front of the practice room door.

As our eyes met, the usually shameless Kang Ichae smiled awkwardly for the first time.

“Um, I couldn't reach you on the phone... I came to tell you some news about Shining Star.”

“......”

“Today dropped out, but Shining Star will still continue. The live broadcast will also proceed as planned.”

“...Yeah... That's good news.”

“Yeah. PD Kim Heeyeon was looking for you.”

“Oh. I'll call her.”

Even though our conversation was over, Kang Ichae stood there, scratching his head and glancing at me.

Usually, he was always laughing, so it would have been less embarrassing if he had just laughed and teased me, but his gaze seemed to pity me for some reason.

“Um... Hyung, um.”

“......”

“Cheer up.”

With that, Kang Ichae quickly left.

My soul was stripped away, and I collapsed on the floor.

Life...


[Current aegyo skill level is 30%!

Quest complete!

Aegyo is essential for idols!

I almost broke the wall because I was so embarrassed!

1,000 points will be given.]

I barely–barely–managed to fill up 30% aegyo skill level and checked the Lucky Fortune Dice at the item shop.

I almost shed tears, but I held them back. I wouldn't do this shit again. I won't do it, no matter what happens.

“Seonghyeon... Hyung is doing this much for you.”

[I will purchase the Lucky Dice.

2,000 points will be consumed.]

I muttered to myself as I purchased the dice. A bright light poured out, and a nine-sided dice rolled into my tightly clenched hand.

“Do I have to roll it eleven times?”

[Austrian phone numbers have ten digits!]

“Okay. Thanks, you little...”

With a heavy heart, I rolled the dice. I wrote down the numbers that appeared in succession, 6 and 6.

How many times was it now? Without having time to think, I rolled the dice one last time, and it disappeared.

I wrote down the last number, jumped up, and took out my phone. Wait, it's an international number... As I entered the Austrian international dialing code, a long ringtone followed.

Pick up, pick up.

I'm doing this, so please pick it up. I heard a soft clicking sound from not far away.

– “Hello?

“......”

– “Hello, Hello, Hwang speaking.

“Mr. Hwang Junggyu.”

I sighed. I could feel the person on the other end taking a breath.

“Hello, this is Seo Hoyun, a friend of Seonghyeon's. Can you spare a moment of your time?”

I don't care if you don't. Fuck.




1 “Shim. Ka. Kae.” is a Korean expression that is short for “심쿵하게,” which means “heart-fluttering” or “making my heart race.” It is often used when someone is so cute or charming that it makes the speaker's heart flutter.



2 “Mi. A. Nae.” is a Korean expression that is short for “......” which means “I'm sorry.” It is often used cutely or playfully to apologize for something minor or to ask for a favor.



Chapter 50

“Seo Hoyun.”

I arrived at the PD's editing room, where I occasionally visited. Kim Heeyeon looked surprisingly well today. No, she was actually more radiant than ever. I approached her as she waved with a wide smile.

“PD, you were looking for me.”

“Yes, yes. Sit down here. I'm sorry! I know you're busy with practice, but I had to call you to this shabby, dusty, and crappy place.”

“No, it's fine. PD, do you want to drink this?”

I offered her the americano I had bought in advance. Kim Heeyeon looked at it with a slightly perplexed expression. She hated plain americanos the most. I quickly added.

“It's a triple-shot.”

“...Now, I'm starting to get scared. Are you a shaman?”

“Ha ha ha.”

americano with triple-shot was Kim Heeyeon's favorite.

“Thank you. I'll drink it well.”

She reached for it, and I started sipping my caramel frappuccino. Kim Heeyeon looked at me strangely.

“Why?”

“By your looks, I thought you'd drink espresso.”

“I like sweet things.”

“I see...”

As we sat down, I saw Kim Heeyeon busily editing the final episode's VCR footage. Even though she could have left this task to one of her assistants, her personality shone through here.

“Ah, seriously. I'm dying right now editing this and taking out Today.”

“But the program is still continuing.”

“Yes, well, Today's agency has no time to care about us now. And because Shining Star is doing so well, their agency can't even beg us to stop, even if they want to give us a wad of cash. Our station director will just laugh at them.”

Kim Heeyeon shook her head with a bitter smile.

I had seen the tvK station director a few times too. To put it nicely, he was a practical man; to put it badly, he was a money-grubber.

“Well, it worked out. I didn't know taking such revenge would be so refreshing. I heard there was a paparazzi involved.”

“Yes...”

I did it but didn't feel like correcting her, so I just stayed silent. Kim Heeyeon didn't need to know anyway.

Kim Heeyeon stared at the screen with an indifferent expression, clicking her mouse.

“Well, let's cut the small talk. The main point is... I have a question.”

“Yes, what is it?”

She asked me without looking away from the screen or skipping a beat.

“Did you do it?”

Wow...

“What do you mean?”

“Stop pretending you don't know. Did you, Hoyun, stab Today?”

I stared at Kim Heeyeon. Her expression was calm, but she seemed a bit tense.

Is she recording this?

It was possible. If this conversation were to be leaked, I wouldn't be able to escape easily.

I blinked once.

“Yes.”

I answered simply.

Without searching for a recording device or ignoring her question.

“I did it.”

Because it was Kim Heeyeon.

It wasn't because I trusted the favor Kim Heeyeon had towards me. It was just that... she was that kind of person. Someone very different from me, who couldn't tolerate injustice.

Although she thought she had worn herself out by being swept up in storms, she remained the same in my eyes.

It was alright with Kim Heeyeon like that.

“Ha, Haha...”

Kim Heeyeon let out a laugh of disbelief. Finally, she took her eyes off the screen, sighed, and wiped her hands as if washing them.

I sipped my frappuccino while waiting for her thoughts to be organized. The sweet taste filled my mouth.

“PD... how did you know?”

I asked, thinking she might have deduced it somehow, but I wanted to ensure I hadn't missed anything. Kim Heeyeon searched for a cigarette in response.

“From the start, you seemed too relaxed. I thought maybe you were a rich kid with something to rely on.”

“I wish I were.”

“Haha... Seriously.”

If we had to be specific, I was from a dirt-dirt-dirt-dirt-dirt-poor background.

“It was weird when you said there was no need to be sorry even though I told you there was already a predetermined winner. And the most decisive thing, of course, was that request.”

“......”

“The Devil's Editing.”

I asked Kim Heeyeon for Kim Seonghyeon's Devil's Editing, especially when Today appeared.

“At first, I thought maintaining the confrontation would at least let me benefit from the mess. And to clear the false accusation about the PD Pick. I owed you a favor, so I went along with it. But... now that we're in this situation, it suddenly feels like the puzzle pieces fit together perfectly.”

Hearing this, it was clear to Kim Heeyeon. She had no choice but to notice.

“If Today's reputation declines, it's certain that you guys, who were keeping those kinds of people in check, would be re-evaluated. With the manipulation controversy and public sympathy combined, you guys can easily take first place.”

“That's right.”

That really was my intention.

“How did you come up with that idea?”

“Can't other people have such thoughts?”

“......”

“It's not that they don't have thoughts, but they can't do it because they have a conscience.”

“So what about you?”

“I don't have a conscience.”

Originally, I would have proceeded without even getting Kim Seonghyeon's permission. But I tried to be a little whimsical. I slurped my caramel frappuccino with a brazen face as Kim Heeyeon let out a frustrated sigh.

“Hoyun, let me be honest.”

“Yes.”

“It's a devilish talent.”

“Thank you.”

“Shouldn't you have gone into politics instead of becoming an idol?”

“I've had many concerns about that.”

Kim Heeyeon fumbled with her cigarette pack. She scratched her head but closed her mouth tightly and clicked her mouse again.

“...To be really honest, I hope you guys take first place. But even with your popularity, there's still one issue unresolved.”

“What?”

“Kim Seonghyeon's school violence. What are you going to do about it?”

Kim Heeyeon looked away and met my eyes.

“I feel really sorry for you guys. I consider it a debt. But in this last episode, there's not much more I can do for you through editing.”

“......”

“You need to get at least 5,000 points to take first place. Live voting will be the most important. But with the public opinion on school violence, you can't get such an overwhelming score.”

“You must be really sorry. You're even worried about that.”

“You really are...”

I laughed softly, and then a text message notification rang on my phone. It was Seong Jiwon.

[Hoyun! Hoyun, where are you?]

I checked the message and smirked.

“PD, it's okay.”

“Huh?”

“Look.”

I showed the message to a frowning Kim Heeyeon. Seong Jiwon's message was on the screen.

[A victim's testimony about school bullying just came out!]

As if to prove the pretty saying in fairy tales that if one lives kindly, they will eventually be rewarded.


[Title: Hello, I am the victim of Kim Seonghyeon's school bullying controversy.

Hello,

I am the victim of the school bullying controversy involving The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon.

To get straight to the point, everything in that post was a lie.

Seonghyeon was my friend and someone I've been forever grateful to...]

The post, which began with a clear conclusion, told the story of what had happened so far.

The sudden bullying was extremely painful, and even when he told the teacher, they didn't help. The post continued, explaining how Kim Seonghyeon supported and helped him throughout the year.

[... I did something irreversible.

While I was being assaulted, Seonghyeon called the police and rushed to help me.

But when the police arrived, the bullies told me to identify Seonghyeon as the perpetrator. If not, they would torment me throughout my school life or even until I die.

I was so afraid of them back then. They seemed so huge that I lied and said Seonghyeon was the perpetrator.

I've attached a recording from the incident as well...]

In the noisy recording, one could hear Kim Seonghyeon rushing to help.

[...After that incident, Seonghyeon dropped out of school, and I fled abroad to study. After several years, I was still in pain and cut off all contact with Korea. That's why I found out about this incident much later.

I didn't know that Seonghyeon had become an idol or that the bullies were still tormenting him.

Once again, I want to say that Seonghyeon is not that kind of person.

Seonghyeon is my benefactor who helped me.

(omitted in the middle)

I want to apologize to Seonghyeon face-to-face, so I'm hastily returning to Korea. I may be unreachable for a few hours, but I wanted to convey this message urgently.

Seonghyeon, I want to use this opportunity to say I'm always sorry and thankful to you.

I was too cowardly. You must have been scared too, but you stood up for me. Thank you. And I'm truly sorry.]

Despite being just connected sentences, there was a trembling sincerity in them. The truth revealed by the victim, who had been honest despite their fear, ended with one more sentence.

[In fact, back then, you were my hero.]

The post on the community website quickly spread. While there was no news about the case being sent to the prosecutor's office, this post had become like a lightning rod, igniting the public's rage.

[Title: The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon is not a bully (link)

1. The person who posted about Kim Seonghyeon's bullying controversy is the actual bully

2. Kim Seonghyeon actually helped the victim

3. Because of the false testimony, Kim Seonghyeon had to drop out.

Summary: Kim Seonghyeon is not a bully; he was actually a victim.

└ Isn't that just a lie?

└└ Watch the video and come back]

[Title: Kim Seonghyeon is a light. Did you listen to the recording? Wow... How did Kim Seonghyeon bear this...

If it were me, I would have shot back right after the bullying controversy came out.

└ The bullies really have no conscience.

└└ Not even at Satan's level; that's a bit much.

└ Kim Seonghyeon must have collected evidence back then too.]

[Ah!!!!!!! Seonghyeon!!!!!!!!!]

[The video is real... My heart aches, and I can't watch it till the end. I'm crying so much, and my head hurts so bad...]

[Seonghyeon is suffering so much ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Our Seonghyeon ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Seonghyeon ㅠㅠㅠㅠ I'm really sorry, I'm truly sorry, I should have protected you more, how hard it must have been for you...]

[Why the hell aren't those Daepaseong bastards doing anything? Hurry up and release a statement and sue them!!]

[Sue all the malicious comments, fuck!!!]

Not long after these cries, entertainment reporters who caught wind of the huge issue started to upload articles recklessly.

[The Dawn Seonghyeon's School Bullying Controversy: He Was Actually the Victim]

[Kim Seonghyeon's School Bullying Victim Says “Seonghyeon is a Hero”]

[The Truth Revealed! Excessive Cyberbullying Towards the Hero]

All sorts of provocative keywords were attached to the reports.

As if they couldn't stand idly by any longer, precisely two hours later, Daepaseong Entertainment finally posted Kim Seonghyeon's statement.

[Hello, this is The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon.]

The statement started calmly and remained composed till the end.

[First of all, I apologize for causing turmoil with unpleasant news for several weeks. I was careful about making any hasty remarks regarding the incident, which is why it has taken me so long to speak up.

Two weeks ago, rumors started circulating that I, The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon, had committed school violence. Let me clarify: the stories spreading online about me being a school bully are not true.

I did not use violence against anyone, nor have I used language equivalent to violence. It's true that I dropped out of high school, but it was not because of a recommendation resulting from school bullying. It was my own decision to start my life as a singer. Please stop spreading false information.

I will take legal action without leniency against those who spread false information and post malicious comments that cross the line.

Furthermore, I ask that you refrain from crossing boundaries by making reckless assumptions about victims of school bullying.

Lastly, to those who are experiencing school bullying, I would like to cautiously say this:

It's not your fault in any way.

Even though it might be overstepping, I'm sharing this because of my painful mistakes. I thought I was alone back then and spent many long nights alone. However, in reality, people are always willing to help around you. I hope you will hold onto their helping hands tightly.

I will return with a better image in the future.

From Kim Seonghyeon]

Seo Hoyun tried to subtly advise him, but Kim Seonghyeon refused. The official statement released by the agency was written entirely by Kim Seonghyeon himself.

The honest statement from Kim Seonghyeon quickly spread across the internet.

[Title: Where is Kim Seonghyeon?

All I can see is the light

└ God Seonghyeon... He is the light...only light...]

[Title: If you dare to diss God Seonghyeon, I will shoot you! Ceasefire!!! He's one of us!!!

└ God Seonghyeon... God Seonghyeon...]

[He's an upright young man, not like the kids these days, to the point of being foolish. Politicians should be like this.

└ Suddenly, what's with the politics; old man, go home and wipe your feet before going to bed]

[Guys, now I can die peacefully stuck in Kim Seonghyeon's dimple! Fighting!

└ Fighting![1]

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠ Seonghyeon, I love you to death.]

It was soaring.

At the same time, Kim Seonghyeon's second competition video and The Dawn's guerrilla video started trending again. The comments were full of praise for Kim Seonghyeon.

└ Kim Seonghyeon is really fucking cool, he's persevering through it (Like 10339)]

└ This was when Kim Seonghyeon got the most hate.

School bullying controversy, (huge mess) because of negative votes, he got on Today, so Today fans' retaliation was no joke. They boycotted the competition, showing no reaction.

But everyone was shocked during the competition. Kim Seonghyeon was doing so well. (Like 3953)]

└ Seong Jiwon's words seem to have predicted this whole situation...

“I would be anxious if I were you too.

To you, I am just a stranger.

But please remember this one thing.

No matter how many times it takes, even if it takes hundreds of times,

I will fix everything.”

In the end, Kim Seonghyeon fixed everything...

Goosebumps... How far did The Dawn foresee? (532 Likes)]

[Seo Hoyun's line too...

“I'm not worried.

I know you.

So... Shall we start again, together?”

Because he trusts the members and the fans, he can move forward without anxiety... It feels like he's saying that, and I love it so much I'm tearing up.

└└ Tears ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

It was a series of breadcrumbs.

And so, the breadcrumbs that Seo Hoyun struggled to throw all came together and flowed into a single narrative.

[It's a live broadcast tomorrow.

If you're human, vote for The Dawn.]


“Eh, where is Seonghyeon-hyung?”

“I'm here.”

“Huh? I can't see you.”

Kang Ichae smirked. Jeong Dajun muttered seriously next to him.

“Ah, there's only light.”

“Just the light...”

“Hyung! Are you there? Can you answer if you're there?”

“Flowing through them all at once...”

“Hahaha!”

Kang Ichae laughed and wandered around. Kim Seonghyeon felt awkward, so he did it on purpose.

Seeing that, Seong Jiwon chuckled while practicing with his neck bent.

“Guys, stop teasing Seonghyeon.”

“Jiwon, tell these guys to stop.”

Kim Seonghyeon looked at Seong Jiwon with a choked-up expression, but Jiwon just smiled calmly.

“Heroes shouldn't be teased.”

“Hey!”

“Roar~!”

Kim Seonghyeon struggled and pulled his hair. I clicked my tongue and shifted my gaze to my phone.

Still, Kim Seonghyeon's face looked much better, so I felt relieved.

“Kim Seonghyeon, you're my hero~!”

“God Seonghyeon! God Seonghyeon!”

Between practicing, dealing with Today's disaster, and resolving Kim Seonghyeon's school bullying rumor, it's like I needed three bodies.

As I stretched and cracked my neck, Kim Seonghyeon approached me stealthily.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“Huh?”

“Do you have time later?”

Ah.

Kim Seonghyeon looked at me hesitantly.

He must be thinking about the call I made to Hwang Jeonggyu.

You're so different from the first day.

I thought of Kim Seonghyeon's face when he used to dislike me and smiled.

“No, I don't.”

“...!”

“I'm kidding, I do.”

Kim Seonghyeon nodded vigorously. Actually, he's the most obedient among the members.

As I turned my head and traced the stage's path in my mind, the staff suddenly opened the door.

“The Dawn, you're going on the live stage in five minutes! Get ready, please!”

“Yes!”

We hurriedly got up and headed toward the stage.

In the meantime, I glanced at Seong Jiwon, wondering if he was still trembling.

There's no more point in giving him a calming pill.

There's no more aegyo to put on.

As I thought about it quietly, Seong Jiwon and I locked eyes. Jiwon quickly replied.

“I'm fine. I'm not nervous.”

“You're quick-witted.”

I just looked at him once.

At first, it wasn't this much, but the members' intuition suddenly became incredibly sharp for some reason.

“We've practiced dozens of times, and both the dry and camera rehearsals went well.”

“You did well.”

“We'll do even better on the live stage.”

“Are you really Seong Jiwon?”

“Of course.”

Seong Jiwon, still embarrassed, glanced at Kim Seonghyeon and smiled slyly.

“I think it'll be okay now.”

As Seong Jiwon moved away, I muttered softly.

“...System window.”

[Yes!]

“Can't you check things like Seong Jiwon's mental stats?”

[The system window isn't omnipotent.]

“Alright, I know you're incompetent.”

As I teased it, the system window filled with windows as if to argue back, but I ignored them all. As we went backstage, the eyes of the staff and members of other groups were fixed on us.

We greeted everyone without missing anyone and finished our last in-ear check.

“Let's go up.”




1 The actual text actually said “......” It's a Korean slang that stands for “......” which translates to “hard work” or “effort.”



Chapter 51

“Woaaaaah!”

“The Dawn! The Dawn!”

“Seonghyeon!!”

“Seo Hoyun-!!”

Thunderous cheers erupted from outside.

It seemed like a VCR was playing before The Dawn's performance. Seong Jiwon's voice could be heard from the interview.

[“The Dawn was actually on the verge of disbanding. Our record sales weren't good. We all thought we had no choice, that we should be grateful for what we achieved.”]

Next was Jeong Dajun.

[“I just trusted my hyungs and followed them! Is this what you call self-sacrifice? Ah, self-made? Well, anyway. Ichae-hyung composed the song, Seonghyeon-hyung created the choreography, Jiwon-hyung took charge of the vocals, and Hoyun-hyung led us!”]

[Huh? Dajun said he just trusted us and followed? Haha, that kid. How did I feel? I just did it because it was fun. I enjoyed life with the members and the fans loved it.]

After Kang Ichae, Kim Seonghyeon's interview played. After much consideration and silence, Kim Seonghyeon gave a subtle smile.

[“I feel like I owe a debt of gratitude to those who believed in me, one that I can never repay no matter what I do.”]

The editing was well-done.

“Woaaaaah!”

“We're moving!”

A staff member yelled at the top of their lungs.

We nodded and stood in front of the wall that blocked the stage. When the VCR ended, the wall would split open and reveal the stage.

“The Dawn!”

The cheering grew louder, drowning out the sound of the VCR. The members standing next to me seemed a little tense, but their faces were flushed with excitement.

The last VCR was of me.

[“Seo Hoyun, tell us how you feel about the last performance.”]

It was Kim Heeyeon's voice.

My laughter echoed.

[“Of course—”]

My voice resonated in the hall.

[“I have to do well.”]

Kim Seonghyeon looked back at me. He smirked.

Let's do well.

It was exactly like when Seong Jiwon had said that to me, and I couldn't help but smile.

Of course.

We prepared so much.

The stage opened. As we walked forward from the dark backstage, dazzling lights poured into our eyes.

An unbelievable sight unfolded before us as we adjusted to the blinding lights.

Woaaaaah!

Countless fans filled the audience seats, waving The Dawn's slogans.

“Seo Hoyun! Seo Hoyun!”

The cheers erupted. Fans were ecstatic just seeing my face.

The effect of a 6% viewer rating was tremendous. Even I started to feel overwhelmed.

At the same time, the intro ended, and the beat of the song composed by Kang Ichae began.

The song was called “Kismet.”

It meant a destiny beyond human control.

To be born as a star, there must be intense friction from the beginning.

We compared The Dawn to a star and applied our struggles up until now as a process to be born.

What does that mean?

Our hardships were inevitable.

In the end, it was our destiny to become stars.

[“No, sir, there is nothing here.”]

The sound of an astronaut communicating over a wireless device, accompanied by static, began the song.

[“Only little clouds of dust.”]

With a pop, the sound cut off, and the camera zoomed in on us.

Lying in five different directions, we looked like stars. Seong Jiwon then raised his upper body and reached out his hand.

“In this vast universe, I met the miracle that is you.

Enchanted, I reach out my hand.

But I'm too small.”

The background showed a huge nebula expanding behind Seong Jiwon, who had a serene smile.

“But you told me,

That I can be a star.”

At the same time, everyone jumped up!

The song's tempo picked up. Unlike the last sentimental performance, this one had a funky rhythm.

Kim Seonghyeon walked forward.

“Lift my head up, open my eyes amidst the dust.”

As he was captured on camera, the fans' screams grew louder.

“Kyaaaaaaah!”

“Kim Seonghyeon! Kim Seonghyeon!”

It was the entrance of Kim Seonghyeon, the greatest beneficiary and hero of this song.

It was truly an overwhelming response.

“Everyone warns me,

To be born, I must plunge into the storm.”

The image of Kim Seonghyeon on the large screen looked cool even to me.

All the sweat he had shed was for this stage.

“It's alright, I've already decided, I want to meet you.

It's okay if I burn.

I know things gonna be alright.”

Kim Seonghyeon waved his hand and bowed his head. Kang Ichae suddenly appeared beside him, smiling mischievously as he rapped.

“You see, the nebulae gather.

Dive into the storm, withstand the gravity,

These collisions are nothing.

After all, this is the path to you,

Birth of a star.”

Seong Jiwon started the chorus, touching his in-ear monitor. I added ad-libs as a double.

“A brilliant light bursts,

Don't miss it.

This is it (Well, I told you),

The moment a star is born.”

The reaction was good. At the same time, Jeong Dajun ran to the center, and the other four members spread out to the sides.

“Dajuuun!!”

“I'm rushing to you

I want to proudly tell you

Because of you, I became a star.”

The audience seats under the stage vibrated beautifully. Fans were cheering and shaking our slogans.

As Jeong Dajun approached and pretended to turn the camera with his hand, the focus shifted to me.

The blue light shone brightly on me.

At a glance, it was too dazzling, but I thought it was like...

The future of these pure, foolish guys.

“Don't panic, you just have to do one thing.”

This message is for the fans who believed in The Dawn through all the ups and downs.

“Hold on to me and follow,

You showed me the way.”

A very small reward we can give.

I want to show it someday as a bigger reward.

The shaking slogans vibrated like waves. My heart pumped wildly as if it would explode soon.

“Now, I'll be the guiding light for you.”

A smile crept up on my face. Another unforgettable scene was added to my life. As Seo Hoyun the idol, I've been accumulating unfamiliar emotions and experiences.

Fireworks burst beautifully as we returned to the main stage.

“I will dance all night to please you

Until the heart of the star grows cold

I will sing all day only for you (only for you).”

Sweat poured down. There was no time to wipe sweat or rest. I brushed my hair back and focused till the end.

“It's alright, I've already decided.”

Everyone was singing together when the camera focused on Seong Jiwon. As Jiwon walked briskly and playfully drew a star with his hand, cheers erupted naturally.

“It's okay if I burn till the end.”

The song was sprinting toward the end.

The crackling sound of communication came again.

“Wait, there is something going on.”

We stood tall, looking straight ahead, and stretched our arms out. Our neatly spread palms faced the swaying fans.

And the final protagonist was Kim Seonghyeon.

Seonghyeon looked straight ahead.

“Because you told me,”

Seonghyeon smiled brilliantly.

“That I can be a star.”


“Good job, everyone!”

“Thank you, good job to you too!”

Honestly, I don't remember much after that. People kept talking to us as we finished the stage and headed to the waiting room.

“This is going to be the highest rating! The highest rating for the program!”

“Sunbae! You were so cool.”

“Let's do a quick interview after the stage! It'll be uploaded on YouTube!”

It felt as if we were in a bustling market. Amid all the chaos, it was time for the announcement.

As we headed to the stage, bright lights shone on us. With a bright smile, Yu Jia announced the rankings one by one.

“4th place: Refined!”

The Refined members walked out smiling as if they had expected it. Although they weren't bad, they were buried among the strong stages.

“3rd place: Nightmare!”

Nightmare's Lee Hanseong screamed in surprise. Laughter burst out. He caused a scene, but he was so satisfied with the results that he bowed repeatedly. Eventually, he shed tears while giving his acceptance speech.

I had a feeling that Nightmare would rise higher in the future. Yu Jia smiled brightly.

“Now, only 1st and 2nd places are left, right? Maz and The Dawn, who will get the ticket to Shining Star Season 2!”

I made eye contact with Maz's vocalist. He gave a slightly bitter smile. However, his eyes showed approval.

There was the typical long wait for live voting results, for the advertisements and ratings, but everyone on stage knew the outcome. And then, Yu Jia slowly picked up the microphone.

“With 7,220 points this time...”

It was an overwhelming score.

“Total 13,420 points...!”

Even at this point, the fans' minds were racing, and they were already screaming. I smiled brightly.

“The Dawn!”

“Kyaaaah!”

“The Dawn takes 1st place!”

Pop!

Fireworks burst, and paper flowers fluttered down.

We expected it, but the members' faces were still plastered with a few pieces of paper flowers, with a disbelieving, dumb expressions.

What fools.

But I couldn't guarantee that my appearance differed from the rest of the members.

“Uh, we...”

“Congratulations!”

“Congratulations!”

Ding!

[Quest success!

You have won 1st place in Shining Star.

Congratulations!

All abilities are increased by 50 each.

A hidden attribute is acquired.

Would you like to check the hidden attribute?]

No, I should enjoy this moment now.

“Kyaaaah!”

The cheers of the fans continued endlessly. Tears streamed down the faces of the fans waving their slogans wildly under the stage. I wish they wouldn't cry.

Yu Jia was caught up in the excitement of the scene and continued enthusiastically.

“The Dawn will have the chance to participate in Shining Star Season 2!”

Finally...

Someone suddenly bumped into me as I looked around to pass the comment to Kim Seonghyeon.

“Hyung!”

It was Jeong Dajun.

“Hyung! We're 1st place!”

At the same time, Kang Ichae jumped on me. Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon followed suit. It felt like being crushed.

“1st place! We really made it to 1st place!”

“Hoyuuun!!”

Even though I didn't say anything, my hair was tousled, and my body was being pushed and pressed in every direction.

I managed to fend them off and opened my mouth.

“I told you it would happen.”

“Hyung, you really know that I believed in you, right?!”

“Ugh... fine. Kim Seonghyeon, leader, take the microphone quickly.”

“Ah, umm. Uh-uh.”

I calmed down the ecstatic Kim Seonghyeon, who was hugging me and bouncing all over the place, and handed him the microphone I received from Yu Jia.

“Uh, um... I sincerely thank all the fans who voted for us. It was truly, truly unexpected...”

I looked at the hard-working Kim Seonghyeon.

The fans were still crying and waving their hands. I couldn't help but smile again.

“First of all, I want to thank our company and our members who worked so hard. Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun. And... Seo Hoyun.”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated and emphasized each word with force.

“Really, I'm really grateful.”

Despite being incoherent, Kim Seonghyeon's calm demeanor showed his concern for the fans and his determination not to cry.

Just as someone said—

“As a member of The Dawn, I am truly happy to stand here. ...I will continue to work hard.”

“Thank you!”

He truly seemed like a hero.


“The final rating for Shining Star was 7%!”

“Wowww!”

“What was the highest rating during the show?”

“It was during The Dawn's performance! No, it was during the announcement of the first place!”

“It was 7.6% during the first-place announcement!”

Kim Heeyeon never cried.

Kim Heeyeon, although she always had been, wasn't interested in titles like “star PD” or fame. She just felt relieved and thrilled about the changed ending.

I know her well, and I'm 100% sure she's happier about getting rid of Today than the show doing well.

“Seo Hoyun! You genius idol! Congratulations on getting first place!”

“Ah, it's all thanks to you, PD.”

“Don't thank me! Thank Seo Hoyun's face!”

“......”

“Aww! PD! You're so annoying!”

“Wahaha! Did you see that, you guys! It serves you right, it serves you right!”

Kim Heeyeon was a bit drunk and laughed loudly. I quietly passed her off to a staff member next to her.

I swiftly abandoned Kim Heeyeon and headed towards The Dawn's table, only to be caught by another troublemaker.

“Guys, it's my fault! I'm the sinner!”

“Why are you all like this?”

This time it was the manager.

“Who got the manager drunk?”

“They called for another round.”

“Just run away with the van! I'll never stop you, even if you do it ten times!”

“What do we do about this?”

“Leave him be. He's drunk.”

Seong Jiwon drank and muttered. Hopefully, someone will take care of it.

I replied to the texts from Joo Woosung, Lim Hyeonsu, and Seo Hojin as the staff's frantic screams reached me.

“Reward! Reward vacation!”

“Today, we'll treat ourselves to vodka!”

“Kyaaa! Let's go to the fourth round!”

Seeing people wanting to go to the second, third, and fourth rounds after breaking 7% in ratings made me sick.

“Let's slip away while Jeong Dajun is still here.”

“What about the manager?”

“Should we leave him? He seems to be having fun.”

“Yeah, he's worked hard, so he should enjoy himself tonight.”

Kang Ichae playfully hit Jeong Dajun, who was still drinking soda, and gestured to leave.

Jeong Dajun was still underage, so he sipped soda with his eyes half-closed but looked happy nonetheless.

He was always friendly and kind, quickly becoming close with others, and through this competition, he seemed to have become particularly close with Nightmare.

“Dajun! Let's go!”

“Hyung, you did great too!”

“The Dawn, you all worked so hard!”

We greeted everyone and stepped outside. The night air was cold and refreshing.

“Should we take a taxi?”

“Let's do that.”

As we headed towards the main road to hail a taxi without much thought, I caught Kim Seonghyeon's eye. He looked hesitant, reminding me of what I thought earlier.

I asked for some time.

“I'll walk to sober up. The dorm isn't that far from here.”

“Uh, me too.”

“Hyung, let's walk together!”

As I subtly spoke, Jeong Dajun's eyes lit up. He was half-asleep and grumbling about wanting to go home, but at times like this, he became clingy.

How do I get rid of him?

I didn't have to worry for long. Quick-witted Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae grabbed the maknae's nape with gentle smiles.

“Young children should go home and sleep early~.”

“Right, right?”

“What's going on, hyungs?”

“Let's go, I'm tired~.”

They dragged Jeong Dajun into the taxi. Seong Jiwon poked his head out of the window.

“See you later! Don't come back too late.”

“Yes.”

“Good work today.”

“You too.”

“Really.”

As Seong Jiwon laughed and closed the window, the taxi quickly disappeared. Kim Seonghyeon and I were left on the empty road.

“Shall we go?”

“Yes.”

Walking in silence, I felt a bit regretful.

We had just finished an amazing performance a few hours ago, so there was a certain emptiness, but...

“It's cold.”

It was freezing.

“How much of an honest conversation do we need to have to endure this?”

“...Damn, should we have just taken a taxi and returned to our dorm?”

As the alcohol wore off and we sobered up a bit, the coldness hit us. Kim Seonghyeon rubbed his hands together and looked around, spotting a pojangmacha[1]. Our eyes met.

“Let's go in.”

“Let's go in quickly.”

I gestured to Kim Seonghyeon, and we quickly went into the pojangmacha. There weren't many people since it was early morning.

Most of them were drunk, and the older owner didn't seem to recognize us, so it felt like we could comfortably chat.

“Do you want some fish cakes?”

“Tteokbokki too.”

“Then I'll also have some sundae.”

“Soju too?”

“Deal.”

We quickly agreed and sat down to order.

Soon, the soju came out first, and I poured it into a glass. I downed the alcohol in one shot and said to Kim Seonghyeon.

“Good work.”

“Yeah... You too.”

Kim Seonghyeon fidgeted and cautiously called me.

“Hoyun...”

“What? That's disgusting.”

“You can say whatever you want... never mind.”

I immediately felt goosebumps on my arm. Seeing Kim Seonghyeon like this was not something I could get used to.

When Kim Seonghyeon failed to set the mood, he glared at me and sighed deeply.

“That's what I'm saying.”

Kim Seonghyeon downed his soju.

“I met Jeonggyu yesterday, and we talked for a bit.”

Ah, Kim Seonghyeon's friend.

He said he was coming back to Korea urgently, so I guess he really did.

“How... how did you get Jeonggyu's number? He said he cut off all ties with Korea.”

“Ha... You wouldn't know what I went through...”

I remembered that dark history and drank the soju. Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head.

“So, did you talk things out?”

“Yes, well, it ended well, thanks to you. We cleared up the misunderstanding and expressed gratitude to each other.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed and poked the freshly served tteokbokki with his chopsticks, mumbling.

He's not drunk enough yet.

“Do you want to drink?”

“Yes.”

Then we should get more drunk to talk more comfortably.

I poured more soju for him. Without saying a word, we continued drinking, and Kim Seonghyeon got more talkative as he got drunker.

“Actually, it was really tough back then. I kept thinking I had done something wrong... and the activities I had prepared myself for didn't go well either.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Because of that, I was really... impatient. That's also why I was initially so harsh to you.”

“Is that so?”

I thought that being harsh was a natural reaction from Kim Seonghyeon.

Backed into a corner.

I didn't even realize I was clicking my tongue, and Kim Seonghyeon wiped his eyes. Before I knew it, the guy who had put me down more than anyone else had let down all his barriers.

“I'm so sorry for back then.”

“......”

“And... I'm really grateful that you cared so much.”

I sighed for a moment.

He really deserved to be called a hero.

The person who knows how to bring themselves down is the bravest of all.

Having lost my words, I silently chewed on a fish cake, but as soon as I saw the next scene, I couldn't help but spit out what I was eating.

“I'm really a jerk.”

Kim Seonghyeon shed tears.

“I'm really, really sorry. You had to suffer because of me.”

“It's, it's okay.”

What the hell? How am I supposed to fix this situation?

I'm not someone who gets flustered when someone cries, but since he was always so stoic, it's incredibly bizarre. In front of a faucet with gushing water, I picked up words as best I could and spat them out.

“We're doing great right now. That's enough.”

“I ruined the atmosphere... and you guys had to get badmouthed because of me...”

“It's alright. There would've been plenty of trials for me, even if it wasn't you. I've been doing well but then, bam, knocked down. Getting badmouthed and failing, but then things suddenly go smoothly. Right?”

“Is that so...?”

“You never know what will happen, so you just do it. And you've done more than enough. More than anyone else. So, stop crying... Hey, what are you going to do if you keep crying?”

Ding!

[Is he just saying anything because he's feeling embarrassed?]

“Quiet down.”

I quickly grabbed a tissue and turned my head away.

“Boss! Two more bottles of soju, please!”

“Oh my, are you guys okay?”

“Yes, we're fine!”

And then we both got wasted.

Damn, I tried to calm him down by toasting with him and drinking together, but now I'm drunk too.

“I'm actually quite a good dancer, right??”

“Yeah! You're not bad! You've improved a lot, really.”

“As much as Joo Woosung?”

“Don't cross the line.”

“No way. You're not really drunk, are you?”

As soon as Joo Woosung was mentioned, Kim Seonghyeon's face changed quickly.

Ugh, seriously.

Just as the atmosphere was getting more comfortable, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly dropped his head and rested it on the table, mumbling that he could keep going. But by then, the alcohol had filled my throat, and I wasn't in my right mind either.

“Do you want more fish cake?”

“I'm full...”

“Hey, eat it, eat it. You need to eat something hot. You're not in your right mind because you're drunk.”

“You're not in your right mind either, Seo Hoyun.”

“Haha, really?”

When I laughed lightly, Kim Seonghyeon made a face.

“...It's strange.”

“What is?”

“You're too similar to that hyung...”

Kim Seonghyeon, who still hadn't lifted his head from the table, suddenly muttered.

“When I see you... I sometimes think of him.”

He was probably just talking nonsense because he was drunk.

I was holding two fish cake skewers in both hands, alternating between them and considering whether to open another bottle of soju.

Kim Seonghyeon continued talking, whether I was listening or not.

“Back then, after dropping out... I was exhausted, and, on my way home, I stopped by a street food stall.”

“Mm.”

“At that moment, I was thinking about what to order when tears suddenly filled my eyes. My life was so pitiful.”

“......”

“But a stranger standing beside me suddenly handed me 5,000 won and bought me fish cake. He even scooped up some broth for me.”

Ding!

[Some “memories” are unlocked.]

I suddenly remembered the scene as if the noise had cleared away.

– “Boss, can I have more broth, please?”

– “......”

I almost dropped the half-eaten fish cake I was holding.

A memory of a cold day passed by.

A high school student in a uniform crying with a blurry face came to mind.

“That hyung stayed with me until I stopped crying. So, I forced myself to eat the fish cake while crying...”

“......”

“He was about to leave after paying, so I grabbed him. I wanted to at least say thank you.”

I remembered the words the teary-eyed high school student said.

– “Thank you.”

“But he didn't say anything, just looked at me and said this.”

I got goosebumps.

I looked at Kim Seonghyeon's face. The blurry impression gradually matched.

[Some “memories” are unlocked.]

– “Fighting.”

“Fighting.”

“......”

“It wasn't much, but that phrase saved me then. I was able to continue. I made it this far and started to believe in myself more. I'm happy, but... am I stupid?”

I put down the skewer I was eating on the table.

“I can't remember the face very well...”

With that, Kim Seonghyeon finally passed out.

Considering that his head was still down and he wasn't moving, he seemed to be asleep.

Ding!

[You have gained Kim Seonghyeon's complete trust.

Infamy points decrease.

You have heard all of Kim Seonghyeon's past.

Privacy is unlocked.]

I opened a new bottle of soju and poured it all down in one go.

Frowning at the hot and sharp sensation that went down my throat, I looked down at the sleeping Kim Seonghyeon. There was a status window hovering above him.

[Kim Seonghyeon, The Dawn's leader and main dancer]

“Seonghyeon.”

I put my hand on my forehead and thought about it all for a while. No matter how I thought about it, the conclusion was the same.

“...I think that hyung was me.”

I let out a bitter laugh.

Ding!

[Note: In the past, Player “Seo Hoyun” helped him, and he has continued his idol life ever since.

Once again, with “Seo Hoyun's” help, “Kim Seonghyeon” has risen and gained the strength to move forward, overcoming his painful past.

Main scenario 15% completed!

Proceeding to the next main chapter.]

Now I get it...

Why I ended up in this damn game.




1 Pojangmacha is a small street food tent in South Korea



Chapter 52

[#TheDawn_Kismet_Forever]

[#TheDawn_YouAreMyStar]

[The Dawn Kismet – Special stage]

“Ugh...”

[“Because you told me that I can be a star.”]

“Life's great, fuck...”

She hurried home from work when she heard that The Dawn was having their first V-live at 5 PM. Before the V-live, she watched the stage of tvK Broadcasting Station's Special Stage, commemorating them reaching first place in Shining Star, with her eyes full of tears while petting her dog.

“It's a shame to only have this amazing stage once...”

Her heart swelled with pride seeing The Dawn looking much more relaxed than in their Shining Star days.

Having become a fan of The Dawn through “Second Chance,” she knew how hard the group had worked over the past few months. That's why this performance seemed even more special.

As she opened her SNS, she saw it was already a mess.

[I withdraw my support for The Dawn from today on. These guys are now one with me.]

[Next time, it's a real shot at first place! Trust me, guys, this is a winning stock!!]

“Let's go all-in with our support!”

Reading the posts full of excitement and anticipation, she shared in the joy. The cyber friends who had bonded closely over “Second Chance” and Shining Star were all in a similar situation, having taken time off work to watch the V-live.

[V-live]

[Is it for real that their first V-live is almost a year after their debut?]

[Their agency sucks, seriously. They've been neglected ㅋㅋㅋ Now they're late collecting fandom names ㅋㅋ When will Daepaseong Entertainment come to their senses?

└ Daepaseong: So, you don't want us to do V-live?

└ ㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ No, thank you very much! (hurriedly)]

[Who else is in Daepaseong Entertainment?

└ Actor Min Jiheon in Boy Boss

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Approved]

Although everyone was excited to see The Dawn's cute interactions, today's V-live mainly focused on the fandom name. Which one would they choose from the submitted names? Her heart pounded with anticipation.

[Let's communicate together! The Dawn's first V-live]

“Argh!”

The fan quickly entered the V-live.

– “Uh... is this on?”

– “Seems like it?”

The V-live finally began.

It seemed like they were in their agency's practice room, and everyone was dressed casually. Seo Hoyun, who had recently caught the attention of fans, had his hair down today.

– “Should we say hello first?”

[Crazy fuck![1]]

[His hair down is heavenly...

└ Probably smells good

└ Fuck![2] Don't say stuff like that]

However, Hoyun was dressed in black from head to toe.

Hoyun, are you going for the shadow look too?

Would it kill you to wear something white?

Tears welled up in her eyes as she continued to take screenshots of his handsome face.

– “Hello!”

– “Rising Dawn! We are The Dawn!”

Being somewhat older rookies, they greeted fans with more energy than other popular idols. It was rare to see idols coordinate their greetings for fans on V-live these days.

They beamed at their long-awaited idols while a moment of silence passed within The Dawn.

– “Is this really working?”

– “Let me check... Oh, it is!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's working!!]

[The Dawn's first V-live!]

– “Hello~!”

Finally, The Dawn started to chat amongst themselves.

Seong Jiwon asked with a smile,

– “Did you watch our Kismet stage today?”

[Yes ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Oppa I love you!!]

[♡♡♡♡♡♡♡]

[The stage was so beautiful ♡♡♡]

– “Thank you for coming in large numbers. The stage set was really pretty too...”

[Yes, yes, it was beautiful!]

...said the comment, and the office worker left another post on SNS with a completely different tone.

[Jiwon, it's not the stage set that's pretty right now

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ shitt ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow... Seong Jiwon is really so pretty, I want to slide down his nose

└ Ah, really ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Although the temperature of the (moderated) chats uploaded on V-live and the tweets were quite different, the flattery itself was the same. The office worker laughed at him and sighed.

I should have gone myself...

Although she regretted not going, it wasn't easy.

Shining Star's ratings were much higher than expected, and the awareness of all members, including the hot issue with Kim Seonghyeon's fake scandal, skyrocketed.

I think I'll know how popular they'll be when they make a new comeback...

She heard that love calls from various variety shows were pouring in, but it was still a mystery which variety show they would participate in. Some even said to focus more on the new song to get number one quickly.

There was a fierce battle between wanting them to remain like this forever and wanting them to become more popular.

Still, the kids are cute.

– “The chat is moving really fast.”

– “Ah, um... I have to focus on reading.”

Watching the chat that was uploaded almost every second, they made a remark and stopped to stare intently at the monitor, which looked adorable.

While the other members were hesitating, Seo Hoyun alone read the chat amazingly fast.

It was because he had some experience in variety shows.

– “Did you eat today? Yes, I ate.”

– “We ordered jjajangmyeon in the practice room!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, it's cute how they tell us the menu too]

[I want to deliver the jjajangmyeon myself ^-^ !!!]

[Are you practicing well~?]

– “Yes, we are practicing well. We're just practicing basic skills for now, though.”

That's when Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae were in sync, reading the chat window. A malicious comment quickly passed between the posts.

[Hoyun, you're not getting hit with eggs anymore, huh ㅋㅋ]

[I miss the egg incident, it was so entertaininghaha]

Just when Seo Hoyun was reading intently.

Shit!!

Those bastards should all be beaten up! The office worker clenched her fist and slammed the table.

Surely they didn't see it, right?

– “......”

Kang Ichae seemed to have read it as his expression stiffened, but he quickly relaxed, perhaps aware of the camera.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun's lips curled slightly.

– “We're going to order food again with the kids later.”

Didn't he see it?

[Ah, Hoyun is obsessed with food]

[Food. Obsessed. Seo.]

[The real food maniac]

– “Hoyun-hyung, they say you're obsessed with food?”

– “As a Korean, we should eat three meals a day...”

– “Hoyun-hyung, it's starting again!”

Kang Ichae also joked with a smile towards Seo Hoyun, and Seo Hoyun responded without any problem.

Phew, they must not have seen it.

Not only themselves but others also caught the chat with eagle eyes, and for a moment, private SNS accounts were in an uproar.

[It seems Hoyun didn't see it, right???]

[Ah, shit, they should just beat up those fuckers... God, I'm sending one more person today]

[But Seo Hoyun's slight smile is so handsome ;;;;; (I lost my mind at that point)]

Still, the posts on V-live passed so quickly that negative stories were buried without any chance of being mentioned.

...Yeah, it's better for the fans not to react. They shouldn't draw any more attention to this situation.

While the fans were calming down, the main topic of the day appeared on V-live.

– “Then, should we reveal the fandom name today?”

– “Yes!!”

– “Are you excited?”

– “Yes~!”

[Aigoo, these kids are so excited kekekeke]

[So cute ㅠㅠ]

As Seo Hoyun caught the wind, Kim Seonghyeon carefully took out a card. The atmosphere was as if it were an awards ceremony.

– “Thank you for submitting so many beautiful names for our fandom. Our company has carefully reviewed them and narrowed down the candidates.”

– “Yes! We then consulted with the company and made our choice.”

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Whatever it is, I'll love it, guys]

[If The Dawn chose it themselves, even if our fandom name was “Cabbage,” I'd be fine with it]

– “Our fandom name is...”

– “......”

– “Are you curious?”

– “Woo~!”

As Kim Seonghyeon sneakily glanced at the card, he suddenly stopped speaking and playfully raised his eyebrows. Annoyed by his teasing, Jeong Dajun suddenly jumped on him.

– “Ah, so frustrating!”

– “......”

– “Hurry up and tell us!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun is a true Korean...]

[The people of the hurry-hurry culture]

As Jeong Dajun lunged at him (saying it was fun), Kang Ichae joined in as well. Kim Seonghyeon, who had momentarily been on the floor, pushed them off and stood up. His disheveled hair and trembling eyelashes showed the hardships of being an idol leader.

– “Phew... alright, alright.”

– “Woo! Hurry! Hurry!”

– “I said I'd tell you.”

[The look of a leader.png]

[Ah, these kids are really cute kekekeke]

[God Seonghyeon's serious face is so cute kekeke]

– “Our fandom name is... 'Noeul[3]'!”

Noeul?

The office worker quickly racked her brains. They must have wanted something related to The Dawn, meaning 'dawn'... Why did they choose Noeul?

It doesn't seem like they put much thought into it. In an instant, the fan was left with a strange expression as she found herself agreeing with “Noeul” without much consent.

It seemed like many people shared his thoughts, as the reactions on social media were lukewarm.

[Hmm, what's the meaning behind it?]

[Did the company just choose it...?]

[How are foreign fans supposed to call it? fuck kekeke The Dawn's image is dropping hard]

[Guys, hurry up and cheer up. You said you'd be fine even if it were “Cabbage.”]

At that moment, Seong Jiwon smiled and explained.

-'”'Noeul' doesn't just mean the time when the sun sets. It can also refer to the phenomenon of the sky turning red at dawn when sunlight appears.”

– “Yes, yes!”

– “We hope that as dawn approaches, our fans, like the 'Noeul,' will always be with us. That's the meaning behind the name we chose.”

[Ah... such a deep meaning... (a picture of someone hitting their forehead with a bottle)]

[Jiwon, I loved it from the beginning

└ This person's sudden change of mind, what is this

└ But... but our Jiwon... (sobbing)]

[I'm seriously immersing myself and staring into the distance right now]

As Seo Hoyun, who had been quietly watching, spoke up.

– “It's nice that we have a fandom name now. I've always wanted to call out to them.”

Seo Hoyun smiled gently. It was much more approachable and lovely than the provocative, broadcast-ready image he usually had.

That gaze penetrating the camera, guilty as charged, fuck...

[Noeul is okay. Foreign fans, it's time to learn Korean

└ Agree~]

Quick to change their tune, the “Noeul” fans swiftly moved on to the next topic.

[When is the next song coming out?]

[When r u coming back?]

Fans always wanted new songs and activities, so they threw out various bait, but The Dawn slyly pretended not to notice and let it pass.

The kids will tell us when it's the right time, right?

The office worker scratched under the puppy's chin while reminiscing about the happy times.

It was their first V-live, and it had already been over three hours. Although they must be tired, the fans continued sharing TMI and analyzing each member's personality.

[Seong Jiwon is surprisingly clumsy ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I knew Seonghyun would be affectionate, but I didn't know he would be this affectionate. He tied Dajun's shoelaces so he wouldn't trip while running around ㅠㅠ Such delicate consideration, I love it

└ His big hands are really noticeable]

[The same-age line is somewhat soft ㅋㅋㅋ The younger ones are more spirited]

[It's already been over 3 hours. Why do these kids have so much love for their fans? Did they order chicken?]

Ah, the kids must be hungry...

– “Oh! The chicken is here!”

– “Our youngest~.”

– “Ah, you only order me around in times like this...”

– “Just go~”

– “I, Jeong Dajun, will return!”

Jeong Dajun went out quickly as if he had been waiting for the cool moment.

The members looked at him as if it was cute and then returned to their noisy conversation. Jeong Dajun came back humming a song, holding the chicken bags tightly.

– “Chi-chi-chi-chicken, let's eat~, delicious chicken~!”

[Jeong Dajun ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's good at composing]

[Ichae must be jealous of Dajun's composing ability]

Jeong Dajun happily laid out the chicken and cola while humming the song.

At that moment, he was so excited about the chicken before him that another tune slipped out of his mouth.

– “You're my key~”

[????]

[???]

– “Uh-huh, you're the only answer for me~.”

– “Dajun!”

– “Oops.”

At that moment, everyone around him froze.

Seong Jiwon urgently covered Jeong Dajun's mouth, and Seo Hoyun smirked as if he couldn't believe what happened.

– “Oops...”

– “Uh...”

– “Mmph!”

– “Wait a minute!”

Kim Seonghyeon hurriedly turned off the V-live.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh, guys ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Was that a spoiler? Did he spoil something?]

[Ahh ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The kids really turned off the V-live ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Ah!! What is this!”

Laughter burst out. I almost choked while eating and watching them.

A few minutes later, the V-live turned on again.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Oppa what's going on??]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hello, oppa!!! ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

It seemed he connected through his phone as Seo Hoyun's face appeared closer. He shamelessly greeted.

– “Hello, Noeul.”

[Face Paradise]

[I dropped what I was eating because I was so surprised... Fuck! Is that even human?]

[Can you still say there's no country for Seo Hoyun???]

[He is our king (picture of someone bowing)]

– “Yes, everyone, there was a broadcasting accident just now. Mr. Jeong Dajun is reflecting in the next room.”

(I'm sorry, hyungs!)

[Dajun is being quarantinedㅁㅊㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seong Jiwon, who had covered Jeong Dajun's mouth, appeared together shortly after. Seo Hoyun captured the scene on camera.

– “The penalty is a five-minute ban on opening your mouth.”

– “Ah, suddenly, Mr. Jeong Dajun is writing something? What is it?”

Jeong Dajun quickly wrote something on an A4 paper and held it up. Kang Ichae, who was next to him, read it.

– “Can I eat some chicken?”

– “Ah~, what should we do about this?”

– “Then you have to put it in in just 0.5 seconds.”

– “And close your mouth again.”

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Cold idol world...]

– “What's this... They all look so close... What's going on...”

– “Hey, eat slowly.”

– “Can I have some cola?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, he is actually trying to eat quickly, but the others are laughing and telling him to eat slowly... That's the penalty

└ Hoyun, I can eat quickly too

└ I want to get scolded by Seonghyeon for eating slowly too

└└ I want to say “snap out of it,” but I'm like this too]

[These kids are really enjoying themselves]

[Is it because they were together during hard times that they don't give off a business-like vibe ㅠㅠㅠ They're so cute

└ I'm going to be fooled by their sincerity again, is that okay?

└  Let's get fooled together

└ Okay okay ㅋ]

– “Then, we'll go back to practice!”

After eating chicken, The Dawn waved their hands with a smile as they spent many hours on the V-live broadcast.

Before turning off the camera, Seo Hoyun released a short “Um” and hurriedly removed the lens cap.

– “Please look forward to it a lot.”

Thanks to Seo Hoyun's cryptic message, The Dawn's name briefly appeared on the SNS trends that day and then disappeared.


After the Shining Star program ended, several weeks passed in a whirlwind. With their sudden rise in recognition, they not only performed in regional events but also frequently heard the song “Kismet” on the streets.

With this momentum, they would get good results after releasing their next song. They would, but...

“I want to check my hidden traits.”

[Hidden traits have been checked.

??? The lock has been lifted.

Congratulations >_< You have gained the “acting” trait!]

[Seo Hoyun, is this an idol or a disruptive species...

Singing: A

Dancing: C+

Variety Shows: B+

Acting: B-

???: ???

???: ???

Charm: B+]

“Ugh.”

[......]

It means that the acting trait has been unlocked. Surprisingly, I, who often got scolded for not being able to express my emotions well in songs, had a B- without doing anything.

“Haah...”

Why me? Before that, if it was going to be like this, improving my dancing would have been better.

Although I've escaped mediocrity to some extent, an idol's life is based on dancing and singing. During our prime time, I wished that a skill that could boost the whole team rather than my individual abilities would have increased.

Of course, there were advantages to an idol member being good at acting. There were still controversies about idols' acting, but it was not a bad ability to raise the team's recognition and attract attention.

However, with a 'B-' ability, it depended on the role they played, but it was an ambiguous number that was not bad for an idol but not enough to captivate the public.

In other words, carrying this trait now would not earn me any praise.

It's not great, and it's ambiguous after all the struggle to unlock the trait...

I decided to ignore the trait. There was no point in worrying about a hidden trait that wasn't helpful.

Leaving the pouting system window as it was, I headed to the studio with the members to work on the next song.

“Composer!”

Kang Ichae ran to Lim Hyeonsu as soon as she entered the studio workspace, and they exchanged an elaborate high-five.

“My disciple, you have arrived.”

“Is my wise teacher in good health?”

“I'm not bad, thanks to my disciple.”

“Such an honor!!”

What's going on here...




1 The original text was “......” a Korean slang acronym that stands for “미친 씨발.”



2 ㅅㅂ is a slang abbreviation for “......”



3 I had trouble deciding how to translate the Korean word “......” It describes the period just before sunset when the sun is near the horizon, and the sky is painted with shades of orange, pink, and purple. In English, “노을” is often translated as “sunset glow” or “dusk.” In Korean culture, this time of day is considered romantic, and many people enjoy watching the sunset and appreciating the colors in the sky. In the end, I decided to keep the word in its original Korean form.
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Kang Ichae and Lim Hyeonsu exchanged flashy high-five like those seen in the so-called hip scene, and then they began to talk about something I didn’t know.

“When did you two become so close?”

“Wow, look at that!”

“Oh no, we're late, we're late.”

They threw jokes at each other and giggled... They were inseparable, inseparable indeed. Lim Hyeonsu clicked her tongue.

“During Shining Star, I took Kang Ichae as my first disciple.”

“Ah, yes...”

I wasn't interested. As I nodded with a bored face, Kang Ichae shyly covered his blushing cheeks with both hands.

“Are you jealous?”

Of course, I ignored him.

I led the remaining members, who were still huddled together, to the sofa and brought up the main topic.

“We need to revise our title track.”

“What about the money?”

“How about a talent donation?”

“Do you want to die?”

After scolding him once, Lim Hyeonsu trembled as if memories of being bullied in the past came flooding back. I shrugged my shoulders and handed her a piece of paper.

“This is the contract. Write your bank account number here. Please write your desired amount in the memo section.”

“...!”

Lim Hyeonsu's eyes widened in surprise. Then she gasped and touched her forehead as if she was shocked.

“...Ah, shit. Did I just get surprised because Seo Hoyun said he'd give me money?”

“......”

“Even a blue toad has turned over...”[1]

Yeah, just hurry up and sign the contract.

As I silently crossed my arms and stared at her, Lim Hyeonsu continuously muttered curses while slowly writing the contract. Jeong Dajun, next to her, looked puzzled.

“Huh? Money? I thought it was a given...”

“Let's get started.”

I handed him some candy in a flash and told him to be quiet.

“Alright, let's listen to it again.”

This album was another single.

It was only natural. There's no time to make a full album with multiple tracks.

Lim Hyeonsu played the song that was scheduled to be the next title track. Jeong Dajun hummed the same tune he had hummed on the V-Live. It was good as it is, but...

It has to be better.

That's right.

The next song must be amazing.

After Shining Star reached number one, our group received numerous requests to appear on various entertainment shows thanks to our increased popularity and recognition. Honestly, we wanted to participate in all of them, but there was no time to accept every request. Even though we had to choose from our schedule, the priority was still our comeback.

Since we had to reject so many entertainment shows, our song had to be even better.

“How about mixing just the chorus part of the second verse like this... What do you think?”

“...Oh, it's good?”

In this regard, Kang Ichae was excellent. He had a natural talent for creating addictive melodies.

Ah! Kang Ichae...

This useful kid.

As I looked at him fondly, Lim Hyeonsu, who was quietly watching Kang Ichae, suddenly asked,

“When is the deadline?”

“It's in a week. We're making a comeback in three weeks.”

“Wow, that's really fast.”

“Can't you see the company's intention to take advantage of the timing and suck up all the benefits?”

“You're always the same, which is great.”

“Don't mention it.”

Kang Ichae and Lim Hyeonsu effortlessly progressed through the song revision process on their own.

Now, what I had to do...

“Why are you staring so intently?”

My mission was to win over the remaining members.

Feeling my gaze, Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head and smiled.

The system window was still lingering at the edge of my vision.

[Main Scenario in progress...]

“...Is there something bothering you?”

“No.”

Kim Seonghyeon is done.

During the last Shining Star broadcast, Kim Seonghyeon had already spilled everything to me. In other words, his character was completely conquered. At the same time, the main scenario had progressed by 15%.

Last time, Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon were also mysterious. They seemed to remember me.

This was a simple deduction.

Excluding Kang Ichae, who hasn't given any hints, it meant Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon were the ones to focus on. The members of The Dawn had some kind of connection to each other, and the purpose of this game was to listen to each member's past and help them overcome their grudges.

I'm Korean.

So, I'm going to finish this fucking fast.

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun, what are you thinking so hard about again~?]

I ignored the slightly mocking words of the system window that appeared again.

If that's the case, I might be able to return to my original world after finishing this task.

My original world. The place where I lived as a PD, where all my career achievements were. And...

...Well, whatever.

It could've been a trick of the light. I cracked my neck from side to side and stretched out.

Now, all that was left was to speak.

“Hoyun, let's practice together for a bit.”

Seong Jiwon.

“Can I eat this??”

Jeong Dajun.

“Dajun, pass mine too.”

Kang Ichae.

So, who's the next batter among the remaining guys? A system window appeared as if it knew what I was thinking without me saying anything.

Ding!

[Not telling you.]

“Uh, I didn't ask.”

[......]

I had to do all three anyway. It would just naturally flow if I did the quest. Otherwise, the scenario would somehow be broken.

First, let's put out the urgent fire.

I opened the item shop. There was one item floating above it.

[“Dance” – Flashing eyes, flashing physical vision!

– Dance absorption speed is 3 times faster.

– Experience points accumulate 3 times faster.

Points: 3000

Validity period: 2 weeks]

I must buy this.

It's good to be prepared in advance.

“Seo Hoyun, are you not focusing?”

“I have to.”

Lim Hyeonsu, who was concentrating on composing, asked while fiddling with something. I shrugged my shoulders and closed the item window.

It's good to buy things. Buying was a decision, but...

The problem was where to gather the points.


“Hey...”

“Huh?”

“What time do we have to leave tomorrow?”

“Around 3 in the morning...?”

“Are you crazy...”

Everyone was exhausted from the continuous schedules, performances, and practicing for our new song. I wasn't sure if we even slept two or three hours a day.

“Guys, sleep! I'm going to play games!”

“Are you crazy?”

Kang Ichae, who had been flying around, was excited to play games after being forcibly banned for a week.

“Ah, young guys really are different.”

“There's only a two-year age difference between you and me.”

“...I'll sleep.”

I laid down, brushing off the slip of the tongue. I'd rather sleep an extra hour than play games. I was familiar with staying up all night working since my PD days, but that didn't mean it wasn't tough.

Why am I suffering here, trying to enjoy wealth and honor...

But there was nothing a slave could do. I collapsed on the bed, set the alarm on my phone, and immediately closed my eyes.

If I sleep now... I can sleep for exactly 2 hours and 14 minutes.

I was instantly drowsy as soon as I lay down.

Ding-dong!

Just when I was about to fall asleep, the bell rang. I ignored it and stayed in bed.

Ding-dong-ding-dong!

...It rang persistently.

“Who the hell is...”

I couldn't help but let out a rude remark.

I finally took the call, fumbling for my phone with my eyes squinted.

“Yes, this is Seo Hoyun.”

– “Yeah, my very precious and closest little brother, Hoyun.”

“...?”

I recognized that voice.

I suddenly heard a dog barking, and my sleepiness vanished instantly. I looked at my phone with a still-frowning face.

– “...Seo Hoyun?”

It was Joo Woosung.

...Why was he doing this?

“...What's the matter...?”

I tried to ask about the matter but quickly stopped myself.

– “Seo Hoyun! You didn't hang up, right?!”

His voice sounded hurried and anxious, so it was obvious.

It was 2 A.M., a time when he could be in the middle of filming. The sudden call. The contrived, annoying voice.

My sleep-deprived brain quickly came to a conclusion.

This guy was filming a variety show.

“Yes, hyung... I mean, sunbae.”

I pretended to fumble with the honorific, remembering our last concept. If there was any noise during filming, I'd definitely get scolded, but it was worth a try acting friendly.

It might seem like I'd throw up at the thought of sticking to Joo Woosung, but it didn't matter. If he gets annoyed, I'll just have to become more popular than him.

Woosung laughed as if relieved. In that greeting, he understood my hidden message that I knew he was filming a variety show.

I had a sour face as I waited for him to finish laughing. Woosung then cleared his throat.

– “Hmm hmm, were you sleeping...?”

“...Yes?”

What's this?

What's with this mushy sentiment?

– “Hey Hoyun, I enjoyed watching you on Shining Star.”

“Ah...”

– “Congratulations on getting 1st place. As expected, you were great since I gave you my support.”

– “Ah! Woosung, really... (Shh! Quiet!)”

As Joo Woosung rambled on, the sound of people nearby trying to hold back their laughter reached my ears.

Hmm, I think I got it.

It's a phone mission.

How were phone missions usually carried out?

I racked my brain. About 30 seconds had passed since I answered the call. Typically, you pass if you say the designated keyword within 1 minute or 100 seconds of being called.

So, what was the keyword?

“Thank you for calling as well.”

– “Yeah, yeah. Bro, I don't really want to hear that you respect me so much...”

He deliberately emphasized the word “respect.” This seemed like a hint. A Korean word starting with respect... respectful?

My mind isn't working too well.

– “And I don't really want to hear that I'm handsome either...”

What kind of nonsense was this?

As I racked my brain trying to figure out the mission's keyword, I suddenly realized what it was through the whispers of the participants in the brief silence while Woosung waited for my response.

– “Don't panic!”

– “You're doing great. You're handsome!”

Ah.

– “...I already know that.”

Very handsome.[2]

Was that the mission? I hesitated for a moment. I could just comply and get it over with quickly, but...

Woosung had unexpectedly been good to me, so maybe I should help him.

Let's see, it's been 60 seconds now, and since they haven't hung up, it seems like a 100-second mission...

“Um...”

5 seconds. I intentionally kept silent during that time. I could feel the participants getting impatient through the phone.

I counted the time slowly in my mind and called out to him.

“Sunbae.”

– “Uh, uh.”

After taking my time with about 10 seconds left until the 100-second mark, I asked with a serious face.

“Why are you suddenly acting like this?”

– “......”

“You shouldn't ask others about how you look. Live independently.”

At the same time, I heard an angry voice coming from the receiver.

– “......”

– “Time's up! Failed!”

The familiar voices from the TV show were loudly transmitted. As expected, they were filming a variety show...

I yawned, connected my earphones, and left the room.

– “Seo Hoyun! You little!”

– “Ah, Joo Woosung! It's a failure, no more ramen for you!”

“Oh~.”

– “You knew it! You knew it from the beginning! You were pretending not to know, right?”

“What?”

Yes, Woosung, you should live independently~

– “Are you close with Hoyun?”

– “I heard you have no one to call except the members?”

I heard laughter coming from my cell phone for a while.

– “Seo Hoyun, I'm greeting you late! Let's eat, play, and not work!”

“Hello, it's my first time greeting you. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

I knew it.

“It's a shame... If I had known, I would have been more prepared.”

– “What were you doing!”

“I was in my dorm.”

– “Weren't you sleeping?”

“No, I wasn't sleeping.”

I was sleeping.

– “I told you, just go back to sleep!”

Joo Woosung's angry, resentful voice came through. He must have really believed that I would catch on.

Woosung... Once again, let me tell you, it's all because I took special care of you.

Why couldn't you notice that?

– “It's a shame to hang up like this, so we'll give you a second chance! How about a speed trivia quiz? If Seo Hoyun gets five out of ten questions right, we'll provide ramen to Joo Woosung~.”

“A trivia quiz?”

– “......”

“Um, I'm not good at trivia quizzes...”

– “Haha, it's okay! Do it without any pressure. We'll go easy on you.”

“Ahahaha.”

Do you know who you're talking to?




1 An expression that implies something very unlikely or unexpected has happened.



2 This was a bit difficult to translate since it involved Korean wordplay. The designated keyword was “......” a Korean slang for a respectfully handsome guy. In other words, they're very handsome. The term is a combination of two words: “......” which means respect, and “잘생기다,” which means to be good-looking. Woosung used the word “존,” which is the shortened form of “......”
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Trivia Quiz?

That's the first thing you memorize when you become an entertainment PD. But there's no way Seo Hoyun like me wouldn't know it.

...However, when I pretended to be unsure and mumbled some words, the production team eagerly jumped in with a deal.

– “If you get ten questions right, not only Joo Woosung, but we'll provide food for the entire cast!”

– “Wow! Seo. Hoyun. The. Savior!”

– “We. Love. You. Seo. Hoyun!”

“It's a bit overwhelming...”

As if it to show how overwhelmed I was, I was now in the kitchen, just sipping some water. Kang Ichae, who was playing a game while leaning against the couch in the living room, glanced at me.

What's up?

Nothing.

Just play your game.

– “Hey, don't be so anxious!”

“...Alright, I'll give it a try.”

– “Seo Hoyun is the best!”

– “Let's start the 100-second quiz! First question, there are six metropolitan cities in South Korea. Please name them all!”

Please update the contents of the quiz...

– “Oh, this is suddenly so hard to think of~.”

Although the cast jeered at the production team, my mouth was already listing the answers.

“Daejeon, Daegu, Busan, Incheon, Gwangju, Ulsan.”

– “......”

The production team had been caught off guard by my rapid response and blurted out reflexively.

– “...Uh, correct!”

I poured water into the coffee pot and waited for the next quiz.

– “Next question: What is the name of the climate change agreement related to global warming and greenhouse gases, signed in December 1997?”

“Kyoto Protocol.”

– “...Correct! What is the capital of Albania?”

“Tirana.”

I slowly made coffee in the kitchen and answered within 0.1 seconds. The coffee smelled so good.

From then on, the production team's side became restless as I continued to answer without hesitation.

– “Alright...! How about this one?”

“Please go ahead.”

– “What is the English term for the time when the advertising fee is the most expensive due to the highest viewer ratings?”

– “Hey! This is too much!”

– “The production team is trying to starve us to death!”

“...Ahaha.”

I couldn't help but laugh. The other side seemed genuinely flustered.

– “Why, why are you laughing?”

“Oh, no, uh...”

I couldn't really say it was because even this miserable world seemed to be helping me sometimes. I just hummed the answer.

“Prime time.”

– “...And in Korean?”

The cast yelled “The production team is so mean!” But I calmly answered.

“Prime time.”

– “...Ugh.”

The production team grumbled for a while before finally spitting out the words they never wanted to say.

– “...Correct.”

– “Seo Hoyun!”

– “You got all ten questions right, Hoyun!”

– “Thanks to Hoyun, we get to eat!”

Yeah, I know that feeling...

I nodded with satisfaction. I remembered memorizing trivia questions when I was a rookie just in case there was a “staff vs cast” situation.

– “Seo Hoyun, I'll buy your album!”

– “Hope your album is a huge hit!”

“Ahaha! Thank you. I will send you our album.”

– “You're even so cool! So awesome!”

On the other side of the phone, the cast was already in a party atmosphere. They were even praising me.

Maybe it was time to throw in some bait.

“Well, I'm going to hang up now. Thank you for your hard work late at night.”

– “Wait! Just a moment!”

The production team hurriedly called me.

– “Seo Hoyun, let's do one more Trivia Quiz.”

I had a sudden idea.

I could imagine the subtitle “Desperate production team” appearing on the screen during the broadcast. As I hesitated on purpose, the production team quickly added.

– “If you get all ten questions right, the cast can sleep in a room with the boiler turned on, not in a tent tonight!”

“Gasp...!”

– “...Hoyun, please!”

“Ah, this is...”

I could answer more trivia questions without any problem, but the production team wouldn't be such an easy opponent.

– “Since Joo Woosung used a phone chance, we'll do a quiz related to Joo Woosung instead of trivia questions.”

– “Why? Why me? That's a bit...”

– “Is Woosung upset because he can't hear people saying he's very handsome?”

– “No, it's not that. I'm saying this because he really doesn't seem to know much about me.”

They must have thought that I wouldn't know much about Joo Woosung since I failed the mission earlier.

Wrong assumption.

– “How about it, Seo Hoyun? Do you have no confidence? Oh right, no looking up the answers beforehand! You must answer immediately for it to count.”

“Alright. Let's do it.”

He didn't need to provoke me; I would have taken the bait anyway. As soon as I answered, not only the production team but also the cast members seemed a bit flustered.

– “Hey, isn't this a bit too much? How would he know what you will ask?”

– “Ah... I don't really trust Hoyun.”

Ignoring Joo Woosung, I continued.

“However, if I get all ten questions right, please invite me to your next broadcast.”

As I said this while sitting at the table with a cold coffee that had gone cold, Kang Ichae laughed at me for still working so early in the morning.

Be quiet.

– “Uwaaah!!”

– “Mr. Seo Hoyun is so confident~.”

– “He must be really sure of himself!”

Shouts erupted.

The production team seemed to ponder for a moment, then whispered keywords like quantity, fun, and material, before finally deciding.

– “Okay, call!”

Let's go.

I concentrated as the game began.

– “Now, let's see how well you know Joo Woosung. First quiz! What is the first song Joo Woosung topped the charts with, and who was its composer?”

“ICU. Composed by Philharmonic. It ranked first on Music Bank on February 5th, XXXX.”

– “...Huh?”

Joo Woosung's puzzled voice was transmitted clearly.

– “Correct! In the recent song Strike by Black Call, please say one line of Joo Woosung's part!”

“Tell me what you want, I'll make it come true. Who do you think you are talking to?”

– “...Correct!”

– “What?!”

I already learned all this information when I researched Joo Woosung's background.

After watching his videos a few times, I could easily remember it... On the other hand, the production team remained silent.

– “Grr... What is the date Joo Woosung debuted on a music show?!”

“December 9th, XXXX.”

– “Uh... was it?”

– “Joo Woosung! How could Woosung become unsure of himself.”

– “...Correct!”

– “Wow, it's amazing! Seo Hoyun must be a fan of Joo Woosung!”

The next questions were also easy. Too easy.

I correctly answered the names of Black Call's featured songs, the recent drama OST sung by Joo Woosung, and even his cat's name.

– “Yaaaaah! We're going to be invaded!”

– “Hey, Joo Woosung, you've raised your junior well!”

– “Hey, Seo Hoyun... I'm starting to feel a bit overwhelmed here...”

“Next question, please.”

– “...Alright.”

As Joo Woosung grumbled, laughter erupted from the other side.

Finally, it was the last quiz. The production team seemed to have given up.

– “Do we only have this one quiz left? (Yes...)”

– “Ah, seriously... This is like a freebie.”

– “We lost...”

– “The last one... this is like a spoon-feeding service question.”

I was confident I could handle whatever came my way. Considering that The Dawn would appear on a terrestrial broadcast, I was already humming.

– “Here is the final quiz. What is Joo Woosung's favorite food?”

?

– “Ah, I know this one!”

– “It's famous. Joo Woosung really likes this.”

...What did they say?

Was this famous?

“...Um.”

A cold sweat ran down my face.

– “Uh-oh?”

I searched my memory over and over.

Did I have this information? Naturally, I mainly investigated Joo Woosung's music show performances and activities. If they asked me to recite the lyrics of a Black Call song from their second album that Joo Woosung wrote, I could do it right away. But...

How would I know Joo Woosung's favorite food?

Not being able to answer easily like before, the production staff quickly realized that I didn't know.

– “Seo Hoyun, you have ten seconds left!”

Black bean noodles. Bongole pasta. Cat food. Tuna kimbap. No, tuna kimbap was Jeong Dajun's favorite.

I tried to think of various things, but they all scattered chaotically in my head.

Sensing their chance, the production team excitedly began the countdown.

– “Mr. Seo Hoyun, please answer!”

...I need something to answer with.

“...That.”

– “......”

“That, do I really need to know that?”

– “...!!”

An icy silence passed for a moment.

– “Buzz!”

– “......”

I got it wrong. I had come so far, but just because I didn't know Joo Woosung's favorite food... Feeling empty, I just glared at my phone.

– “...Don't cry! Don't cry!”

– “It's okay even if your younger sibling ignores you!”

The silent cast suddenly started comforting Joo Woosung. Honestly, what did it matter if Woosung ate well or not? I was listening to the noisy chatter from the other side of the phone, and one of the cast members kindly explained.

– “Joo Woosung is famous for loving kimchi fried rice, isn't he~? He's been known to eat it all the time on shows, so even non-fans would know.”

– “Enough, enough. Hoyun doesn't want to know.”

– “Ah... I see...”

Was that so?

Now that they've mentioned it, it seemed like I had seen something like that... I didn't care, so I skipped it. With nothing more to say, they switched to a one-on-one call, urging the two to make up. Joo Woosung remained silent for a long time.

– “......”

“...Should I hang up if you have nothing to say?”

– “Yup, let's end the call and also our relationship.”

“...Ah, come on. What kind of words are those?”

No, you can't. It's not a refund period.

– “Please edit out the part where I got touched earlier...”

It wasn't my intention to catch the last part...

The quiz, which turned into a sea of laughter at the end, ultimately ended in the production team's victory.

– “With the production team's victory, the cast will sleep in tents tonight!”

– “It's okay, we can sleep outside! We've already warmed up from laughing.”

– “Seo Hoyun, you're so funny. Even though we failed the mission, you should come back next time.”

“I'd be grateful if you invite me.”

After adding a few more words of appreciation and small talk, I hung up the phone and sprawled on the sofa.

The surroundings felt even quieter after the noisy sounds had disappeared. Kang Ichae, who had been focusing on his game with earphones on for a while, turned his head to look at me.

“You've been working hard since dawn? You said you were sleepy.”

“It's okay.”

It was worth giving up a little sleep for what I gained. The system window in front of me confirmed that.

[Sudden Quest Arrival!

Appear on a variety show alone and receive positive feedback.

Success: 3,000 points

Failure: Ban on variety show appearances for one year]

“Ha, as expected...”

Joo Woosung was a resource to be used until the end.

As I chuckled, Kang Ichae glanced at my expression and shook his head before going into his room.

I found a way to earn points.
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[Title: (Preview) “Hoping to Get Closer” – Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun's Hilarious Telephone Mission?????

Joo Woosung: “A phone mission without the members???” (Pupils dilating)

Woosung, who has no friends outside the members... eventually decides to make a call!

Joo Woosung: “I don't think he'll pick up...”

???: (ringing) “Yes, this is Seo Hoyun.”

It was Seo Hoyun from The Dawn!!

The keyword is: Very handsome.

Joo Woosung: “Yeah, yeah. Bro, I don't really want to hear that you respect me so much... And I don't really want to hear that I'm handsome either...”

Annoying since two in the morning!

Seo Hoyun: “You shouldn't ask others about how you look. Live independently.”

Joo Woosung: “...?”

A surprisingly accurate response!

Seo Hoyun: “Oh... It's a bit overwhelming...”

(1 minute later)

Seo Hoyun: “Daejeon, Daegu, Busan, Incheon, Gwangju, Ulsan.”

Production team: “...????”

(What is Seo Hoyun's identity?)

Production team: “What is Joo Woosung's favorite food?”

(Past variety show clips where Woosung was a fan of kimchi fried rice flashes by.)

Joo Woosung: “I love kimchi fried rice so much♡

Joo Woosung: (satisfied) “Of course, he'll guess it right? Ahaha”

Seo Hoyun: (silence)

Joo Woosung: “...?”

(Seo Hoyun hesitating...)

Seo Hoyun: “That, do I really need to know that”

Joo Woosung: “...?”

Wrong!!!

Seo Hoyun: “...Should I hang up if you have nothing to say?”

Joo Woosung: “Yup, let's end the call and also our relationship.”

A quick severance!

Joo Woosung: “It's my mistake to call this (beep) Seo Hoyun, (beep)...”

(Joo Woosung's cursing has been censored)

(Our program adheres to broadcast censorship standards. ^^)

Joo Woosung: “Who is Seo Hoyun? Who said to call him in the first place??”

(Joo Woosung... We hope you make up soon.)

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I laughed so hard like a dog... shit... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ (likes 4911)

└└ Joo Woosung: “Of course, he'll guess it right? Ahaha”

Seo Hoyun: (bewildered)

This amazingly awkward business relationship!

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, so cute, Hoyun ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└└ They must be really close friends ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Joo Woosung is lucky to have a friend

└ How did Seo Hoyun answer all the trivia questions? Was it scripted?

└└ Famous for no script

└└ If it's real, it's amazing. And knowing the debut date based on that music broadcast standard means he's a real fan of Joo Woosung

└└ Isn't he a K-Pop veteran...

└ But why doesn't he know about the kimchi fried rice even though he's a fan? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Even my mom knows that Joo Woosung is a fan of kimchi fried rice after watching all his variety shows ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seo Hoyun, turns out he's a scary guy...

└└ From being pointed out in Shining Star to Today... suspicious...

└└ Can't read the context? When did I say that?

└└ (This comment has been reported)]

As expected, I got a good response. Joo Woosung has been in the industry for years, and his popularity with the public was quite high, so it's not bad.

But...

[What... Why is Seo Hoyun doing a variety show alone? Don't they know that in the early days of being an idol, you have to work hard as a group? Is the agency not taking care of them?]

[Seo Hoyun is probably trying to make a name for himself among K-Pop idols. I've seen a million guys like that]

[So sick of seeing Joo Woosung being leached on by fans ㅠ Cut the sucking up~ (vomiting emoticon)]

How was the content of the hate comments so similar to what I thought they would be?

I hesitated for a moment while scrolling through the hate comments. It was fine to be scolded like this since it was a part of my daily life as a PD.

Individual schedule...

If the other members also hesitated because of individual schedules, that would be a bit of a problem.

Teamwork shouldn't be compromised.

I gave Kang Ichae a proper answer with a bright smile.

“That's right. The response is pretty good for a preview.”

“I have to work more on my song today... Are you doing a variety show with Joo Woosung today?”

“Yeah. What about the other guys?”

“Dajun is practicing with Jiwon.”

Kang Ichae listed the members' schedules. I couldn't gauge the other team members' reactions then. While nodding my head, Kang Ichae showed me something with a grin.

“Look at this.”

“What is it?”

“Seonghyeon's photo.”

Kang Ichae showed a picture of Kim Seonghyeon wearing a police uniform.

[Police Promotion Ambassador, Kim Seonghyeon]

Because of the previous incident, he became an important icon for eradicating school bullying. Kim Seonghyeon repeatedly refused with a troubled expression, but after a long persuasion from Seong Jiwon that he could have a positive influence on many people, he finally gave in.

“I should post this on the group chat too.”

– Kang Ichae: (photo)

– Kang Ichae: (photo)

– Kang Ichae: Kyaa! You look so cool, hyung!

– Jeong Dajun: Is this the dazzling “God Seonghyeon”?

– Kang Ichae: Huh? Is this...  “me”?

– Kim Seonghyeon: ......

– Kim Seonghyeon: Stop it.

– Seong Jiwon: Oh, it's today! Cheer up!

He sighed softly as he looked at the group chat messages that kept coming in without a break.

I have to maintain this as is.

All of The Dawn members were good-natured.

Compared to Today, who failed miserably and were now under police investigation and running to the army... No, anyone would seem like a fairy compared to those bastards.

Anyway, the bond between the members was strong, probably because they all knew how much they we struggled together.

“......”

If teamwork was going to break apart, it would come from within, not from the outside. So, what internal trouble could cause that?

There was only one answer at this point.

Individual settlements.

Honestly, it's an important issue.

Only my contract had been renewed under favorable terms. The members were likely unaware of this matter.

What if they found out that my contract was different from theirs? They wouldn't sue the company, would they?

No, at the very least, it would cause discord in the team. Such unfortunate events must be prevented in advance.

I should modify the entire contract at some point.

But lately, the CEO seemed to be nowhere to be found. I heard from the manager that he's busy with business because of Daepaseong Entertainment's top actor Min Jiheon's filming in China.

The CEO is really trying to pull a fast one.

The best timing would be when our comeback song got first place. At least with good conditions, it could be negotiated.

“Hyung.”

Even if I told them I changed it just for myself now, there would be no good outcome.

“Hyung!”

“Huh? What?”

“What are you thinking so deeply about? You can't even hear me.”

“Ah, sorry. What did you say?”

“Hyung, you're weird sometimes.”

Kang Ichae clicked his tongue.

“When will you be back later?”

“I think I'll be back in the early morning.”

Ichae narrowed his eyes and looked at me. From what I had seen so far, Ichae's intuition was lightning-fast, like Usain Bolt.

I quickly averted his gaze.

“Ichae, what will you do with the settlement money?”

“Huh? All of a sudden?”

It was sudden, but—

I couldn't ask, “I changed the contract for myself, and you'd be really pissed off about it, right?” so, I went with a settlement-related question instead.

“Well, I don't really want anything right now. I have all the game consoles, and it hasn't been long since I upgraded my computer to the best specs.”

“Game console...”

I remembered that Kim Seonghyeon desperately tried to take all of them away last time. Ichae was only able to save his consoles after promising to play no more than 5 hours a day.

Usually... what do kids like? I tried to recall the tastes of the 20-something celebrities I saw during my PD days.

“Hmm, don't you want to buy a watch or a car? Kids your age usually like that stuff.”

“What the... No, before that.”

“...?”

“You're talking like you're not my age.”

This kid was frightening. Cold sweat ran down my back.

“People want to buy something when they get money.”

“Well, about that...”

Ichae hesitated and shrugged his shoulders.

“I'm not really interested in money.”

“What?!”

Is this possible?

Could such a person exist in South Korea, a country that's capitalist to the bone? I, a small citizen of South Korea, was shocked. I could find happiness in looking at my account balance when things were tough...

Ichae, who was casually flicking his ear due to the shock, even looked noble for a moment.

“...Why? Are you planning to devote your life to a religion?”

“Yeah. Just pray that it's not a cult.”

“Don't suddenly contact me to buy a water purifier.”

“Ahahaha.”

Seeing him engaged in trivial small talk, it seemed like he was just joking. Ichae frowned slightly and tapped his phone with his index finger.

“It's just... I've seen too many people getting endlessly ugly because of money... I'm sick of it.”

“......”

I stepped on a landmine.

Wasn't this about me?

I missed the timing to answer as cold sweat dripped down. It seemed that Ichae realized his mistake and quickly changed the subject.

“No, I mean, that's just how I am.”

As if he made a mistake in his words, he lowered the ends of his eyebrows and smiled gently.

“Anyway, hyung, we're gonna be late. Let's go quickly.”

“...Alright.”

Following Kang Ichae's words, I was about to head out when I suddenly turned around. At that moment, Kang Ichae's eyes widened as he looked at me.

“Hey.”

“Huh?”

“...Should I buy you something you like on my way there?”

As if he knew the intention behind those words, Kang Ichae burst into laughter.

“What are you going to buy, anyway? Do you even know what I like?”

“...Chicken?”

“......”

Was I wrong?

“Hamburger? Pizza? Or Jjajangmyeon?”

“If we had a phone mission together, we would've failed.”

I admitted awkwardly. Everyone seemed to expect too much from me lately.

“I'll just buy anything.”

“Awww~”

I quickly mumbled and left the dorm, walking briskly when a system window popped up in the corner of my vision.

Beep!

[If there's something wrong, try to appease with food... No wonder Kang Ichae doesn't like that.]

“...Well, at least it calms me down a bit when I give him food.”

[As if...]

I lamely listed off a bunch of lame excuses.

But in one part of my head, several thoughts were tangled together urgently.

We must get first-place as soon as possible so that I can negotiate with the CEO.

If not, this team would be ruined.


“Hello, please take care of me.”

“Ah! Welcome, welcome.”

I must have answered the trivia quiz well; the show I entered this time was a newly created school-themed variety show.

Seeing the familiar face of PD Choi, I slightly tilted my head.

“Seo Hoyun, you look great in a school uniform! Just like a real student.”

At the age of thirty-three, wearing a school uniform made me feel shameless... but I quickly dismissed that thought. Entertainment people wear whatever they were told to wear, be it a school uniform or a monkey mask.

“It's your first solo variety show, right?”

“Yes, it is.”

“My program being your first solo variety show is an honor! Ahaha!”

“I should be thanking you, PD. I've been following your recent mystery-solving program closely.”

“Oh, you know about that. It was so minor that it flopped!”

PD Choi was famous for making interesting programs, contrary to his innocent-looking face and twisted personality.

That meant he wouldn't be satisfied with just having stars dressed as students.

“Today is the first recording, so I'm a bit nervous. But I'm relieved that Hoyun and Woosung are starting the show. Especially since Kim Heeyeon praised you so much, Seo Hoyun.”

I smiled and quickly changed the subject.

“What about the other guests?”

“They'll be here soon!”

Seeing his vague smile, I could tell it wasn't just a happy-go-lucky variety show with everyone in school uniforms. Usually, even with reality shows, there would be some prior communication about the concept and how the filming would proceed, but this time there was none...

All they told us was to act naturally while following the moving route.

As I chatted with PD Choi about various things, I turned my head to the sound of noise.

“Oh, Joo Woosung!”

As expected, it was Joo Woosung. He smiled brightly and greeted the staff members, then looked at me and frowned.

“Ugh, Seo Hoyun...”

“Hello.”

“Why do I have to be on a variety show with you? Why don't people know that you blackmailed me?”

“Do you want them to know?”

“...You jerk.”

With the now quick-witted Joo Woosung by my side, I looked at the school in front of us. The set was incredibly realistic.

“You've been on variety shows quite often lately.”

“It's because of the good views. Something about chemistry with my hoobae... they said they'd like to have me as a guest, and if the atmosphere is good, they'll have me on for a while with you.”

“I'm kind of busy...”

“What about me? The guy from Black Call?”

Woosung grumbled, but my default response to his words was to ignore him.

“So when are you guys making a comeback?”

“It's just a few weeks away. We still have some MV filming left.”

“Really? Should I visit the practice room?”

I suddenly stopped walking and looked at him. Woosung scratched his cheek, looking awkward. I asked with a slightly bored tone.

“Living like that... haven't you been scammed yet?”

“Shut the fuck up, seriously... Cheongbeom-noona asked me, okay?”

“Right.”

Lim Hyeonsu was really lucky... I was a relatively nice scammer, so Woosung and Hyeonsu were fortunate.

“Don't worry about helping... it's fine.”

You've already helped me enough, anyway.

How could a rookie like me have appeared on such a variety show without you? As I thought that, I heard the familiar sound of a school bell ringing, and I saw a camera with a red light on following Woosung and me. The filming had begun. And then...

“Hey! You two over there!”

We turned around at the sudden voice.

A man in his 40s with a strong physique, dressed in a gym uniform, looking like a typical physical education teacher, was shouting at us.

“What are you doing not going to class!”

“Us?”

“Yeah, you two. Huh? Write your names on this paper and go.”

Joo Woosung and I glanced at each other as we were dragged along. As soon as the paper was handed to us, Woosung grabbed the pen and signed it out of habit. Peeking at the paper, it read:

[Always be happy~ Joo Woosung]

“What are you doing?”

“Ah, oops. I just signed it out of habit...”

I thought it was a gag, but Woosung's genuinely clueless face showed he was serious. His ego was invested in being an idol.

“What are you guys doing! Not writing it properly? And with dyed hair, too...”

“I wrote it properly.”

“...Right. Joo Woosung! Come here!”

“This shit's gonna hit me too?”

Woosung, who was pouting and glancing at me, changed his expression quickly as the man in his 40s crossed his arms and began scolding him.

“Eh, teach~.”

The middle-aged man hesitated as he watched Woosung pretend to be pitiful and wipe his hands. Woosung's popularity was so immense that it seemed the wrath of his fans was frightening.

“Hmm! Hmm! I'm just! Doing my job diligently!”

“......”

“I absolutely! Have no ill feelings towards this student! Hmm!”

“We'll get going.”

To save the pitiful actor, I quickly grabbed Woosung and hurried to the designated classroom.

Creak.

“......”

Quiet.

It was quiet.

Cameras were set up everywhere, and actors pretending to be students were studying in their seats.

On the blackboard, the words “Self-study” were written in large letters.

...What were we supposed to do?

For now, I sneaked out of the classroom and looked at the doorplate.

2nd grade, Class 1. Ah, we were pre-high school seniors.

Only the sound of solving math problems could be heard. Woosung approached quietly with an awkward face and sat in an empty seat. I found an empty seat and started talking to my seatmate.

“Excuse me...”

“He, huuh!”

“...?”

“Seo, Seo Hoyun!”

But as soon as I started talking, he was startled, got up, tripped over the chair, and fell on his buttocks.

“What, what is it? Seo Hoyun!”

“...??”

As I was about to ask if he was okay, my seatmate pointed at me with trembling fingers.

“Are you back from that underground fight?”

“......”

What?

“I heard you fought with the neighboring high school... and you came back unharmed!”

What kind of nonsense was this?

As I looked over at Woosung, he also raised his eyebrows as if he couldn't believe it.

“Hey!”

“There's Joo Woosung, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, too!”

“Is it really?”

I wanted to ask if it was really true.

Following my seatmate's words, the quiet atmosphere in the class suddenly became lively, as if it had been a lie.

Woosung, as an ordinary person (aka “godly” person), shuddered with genuine chills and brushed his arm.

“What's going on...?”

That's when it happened. Suddenly, a strong wind blew in, and the curtains fluttered. As the dancing curtains lifted, Yu Jia, who had been the MC for Shining Star, was sitting by the window.

“Lucifer's appearance in the school of demons...”

“......”

“How interesting.”
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If there had been subtitles, it would have been something like “Why is she coming out here...?”

Yu Jia, with an indifferent expression, recited the lines that she obviously received from the production crew and walked towards us with long strides. Her acting was truly outstanding.

“Um, that is...!”

“National hip-hop star, Yu Jia!”

“Long time no see, everyone.”

Not knowing what to say and not wanting to speak, I closed my mouth, but Joo Woosung glanced at Yu Jia and asked.

“Sunbae, what are you doing here?”

At that moment, the ceiling suddenly opened, and a tray fell on Joo Woosung.

Thud!

“Ahh!”

“...What, what's going on?”

Joo Woosung looked up at the ceiling, groaning.

This wasn't some kind of tray music room... At the same time, a screen came down in front of the blackboard, and huge captions appeared.

[Production Crew: Joo Woosung's failure to immerse himself!]

“Over-immersion?”

“Why did I get hit...?”

As Joo Woosung mumbled dumbfoundedly, Yu Jia giggled and tapped her head.

“There are rules to follow in this 'world'.”

Why did she say that?

Why did she emphasize certain keywords?

“If you fail to interpret your character or over-immerse yourself, a 'punishment' comes flying.”

So why...?

“Snicker.”

Yu Jia snickered. Even though it was a variety show, being able to immerse herself like that was truly the reason for her success.

[Production Crew: Over-immersion in character settings will raise your score!]

Ding!

[This must be crazy...]

Even the system window seemed bewildered.

I've never seen anything like this before. I quickly scanned the instructions on the screen and skimmed through my character settings.

“Seo Hoyun. One of the four heavenly kings. Cold-hearted and the brain of the group... Has a painful past.”

“Yeah. And I'm in the cool category.”

Yu Jia said it herself. Joo Woosung, forgetting to immerse himself, felt too embarrassed by my “brain” character and got hit by a tray for the second time.

“...You're really amazing.”

“I don't want to be bound by the standards you set.”

“......”

Don't get caught up. I didn't want to get hit by a tray falling from the ceiling like Joo Woosung.

Joo Woosung was visibly flustered by his role as a playboy with a light but painful past. It seemed to have struck a chord.

“Hoyun! Is it true that you caused a scandal last time?”

My partner, who had risen from the floor and sat back in his seat, blurted out.

A scandal...?

“...Which one?”

I couldn't grasp it; there were too many. Yu Jia admired my sincere response.

“Seo Hoyun is really shameless. How can you accept that?”

“It seems like he's really confused.”

Yu Jia and Joo Woosung whispered to each other and got hit by a tray.

[Production Crew: Yu Jia and Joo Woosung, both fail to immerse themselves!]

“...So, Hoyun! Even though life is tough, you know you'll win first place in this exam, right?”

“Exam?”

My partner seemed to be slightly swayed by my shamelessness but professionally carried out the role assigned to him.

What's this?

At that moment, our homeroom teacher entered as if he had been waiting.

“Alright, kids, let's take a test! Put your books away.”

“A test?”

While Joo Woosung asked in surprise, I quickly racked my brain. There were new instructions on the screen.

[Seo Hoyun, if you get 1st place, we'll give you extra immersion points! ^_^ But there's a penalty if you fail!]

“Come on, pass the test sheets around!”

A penalty?

I took the test sheet with a bewildered feeling.

As I picked up the pencil and skimmed through the test sheet, I felt a slight dizziness. The test was a college entrance exam from the national test center.

It's like they're telling me to fail.

“Hmph.”

As I wondered what to do, Yu Jia suddenly stood up and flung the classroom door wide open.

The surprised teacher opened his eyes wide and shouted.

“Yu Jia! Where are you going?”

“This isn't for someone like me, who can go anywhere with the wind and the sky.”

“Yu Jia! Hey!”

[Production Crew: Yu Jia's “free spirit” immersion success!]

Wow.

She managed to slip out.

Yu Jia only said what she needed to and disappeared. Even the homeroom teacher didn't stop her, so that must have been Yu Jia's “immersion.”

Joo Woosung was lost in thought for a moment, resting his chin on his hand, and then he promptly folded the exam paper into a paper airplane and sent it flying towards the homeroom teacher.

“Joo Woosung! Are you taking this test as a joke?”

“Teacher.”

Woosung abruptly stood up from his chair.

Then, he took large strides with his long legs, approached the teacher, and locked eyes with him. The teacher, flustered, stepped back, but Woosung leaned in, supporting himself with one arm on the blackboard.

“Why, what's wrong?”

“Teacher, why do you always wear the same shirt?”

“Huh? No, that's not true.”

The flustered teacher tried to explain that he just started wearing the shirt today, but Woosung covered the teacher's mouth with his index finger and winked, raising the corner of his mouth.

“Cutie~.”

“......”

Seriously, these people...

By the way, the teacher was an ordinary middle-aged man who could be seen in any neighborhood. Chuckling at his own lame jokes, Woosung snickered, and the teacher regained his composure and scolded him.

“Hey, hey! Stop messing around and hurry...”

“It's not a joke.”

Woosung interrupted, lowered his eyes slowly, and slightly raised the corner of his mouth as if he knew when he looked charming.

“When does today's work end?”

“......”

[Production team: Joo Woosung successfully immerses himself in the “playboy” role!]

Really crazy... a ruthless bastard...

Not just anyone could become a top idol...

“Alright! Hoyun, I'm going first.”

As the teacher stood speechless with his mouth wide open, Woosung checked the screen, waved his hand, and left the classroom humming a tune.

The remaining actors in the classroom stared blankly at the spot where Woosung had left, their faces tired.

I was the only one left.

“Se-Seo Hoyun! What are you doing? Hurry up and solve the problems!”

“I don't do such trivial things.”

“Stop wasting time and solve it quickly.”

“......”

Evidently, it's better to get hit first, and it seemed right to take the challenge first. The impact had diminished after Yu Jia and Joo Woosung had their turns.

“Ugh...”

I sighed and picked up my pencil. I had no choice but to solve these test problems according to the concept of a genius.

I glanced through the questions.

So it's a college entrance exam for English. Fortunately, I still remembered how to solve it to some extent. But...

I'm a bit worried.

Should I try my best? Or not?

If I establish an intellectual image here, how much attention will I attract in the future? Or, in the worst-case scenario, would it make things worse?

It's good to attract attention, but how much buzz will it create?

...To not lose to those ruthless people, I have no choice.

After weighing various conditions, I nodded my head.

I twirled my pencil, wrote my name, and began to solve the problems one by one from question.


“Wow, this is really difficult.”

PD Choi looked at the submitted test papers with Yu Jia, who finished earlier. Seo Hoyun was talking to Joo Woosung after handing in the test paper.

PD Choi chuckled slyly.

“Right? It's a college entrance exam from two years ago.”

“How can you expect us to solve this?”

“Ahaha, do you think I brought it for you to solve? I brought it for you to receive a penalty.”

“That's too targeted at Seo Hoyun.”

“Seo Hoyun is a variety show rookie. He has to go through the initiation. How about this for a penalty: stick a fake mustache and write his name with his butt?”

“For an idol...?”

“How cute, right!”

Has he lost his touch?

PD Choi winked. Yu Jia glanced at Seo Hoyun.

She had felt it when she saw him in the Shining Star, but he was an unusual junior. He was unusually calm, and PD Kim Heeyeon treated him kindly as if he were a sore finger.

He has a strong mentality, he's shameless, and he has good eyes. He seems to be quite good at acting too.

Yu Jia sipped her coffee and stealthily observed her junior. It didn't matter if her junior ended up wearing a fake mustache or not, but she tried to gauge his potential.

It was subtly intriguing whether the thick-skinned Seo Hoyun had any plans to try acting in the future.

Should I ask him sometime, even though it's none of my business?

“PD! PD Choi!”

“Oh, did the results come out?”

The staff member who had gone to grade the submitted test papers rushed back, panting. PD Choi was excited at the thought of discovering a talented rookie idol after a long time.

“How many points did Seo Hoyun get? If he guessed, did he get at least 30 points?”

“No, that's... ”

“Why? Is it worse? If it's too bad, we'll just edit the score. Being ridiculed for being ignorant is the worst look for a celebrity.”

Then why on earth did you make him solve a college entrance exam English question...?

Although the staff member grumbled inwardly, that was not the important issue.

Yu Jia, who was next to them, absentmindedly drank her coffee and then spit it out when she heard the staff's words.

“Seo Hoyun got 97 points! He got only one 3-point question wrong!”

“...What?”

“He's in first place! Even among the extras, he's first!”

PD Choi, who had been momentarily frozen like a buffering computer, quickly snatched the paper and checked the name neatly written in the top right corner.

[Seo Hoyun]

“...??”

As PD Choi was looking at the test paper with a disbelieving face, Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung, who had been chatting in the corner, stealthily approached.

“Can I see it too?”

“...Se-Seo Hoyun.”

Even after seeing the written score of 97 points, he remained calm and, after briefly glancing at the back of the paper, just smiled awkwardly.

“Ah, I got this one wrong. That's a shame.”

“......”

“It was difficult.”

At that moment, everyone at the shooting location had the same thought in their minds.

What the hell is this guy...?


“Seo Hoyun, shouldn't you be going to college now instead of being an idol? How about studying?”

Joo Woosung seriously asked, annoyingly sulking, as I raised one eyebrow and met his gaze.

“It's okay.”

I've already been there.

“What! What a waste of your brain.”

“I just guessed well.”

“Wow, even being so humble... it's annoyingly cool...”

Did you know how hard it was to pass the PD recruitment exam...? I studied so hard that I thought my head was going to explode. It had been over ten years, so it made sense that I would have forgotten, but as I solved it, the memories came back.

It's ridiculous to label oneself as a genius for answering one college entrance exam subject well, but when an unexpected person does it, it became a hot topic.

“Seo Hoyun, did you prepare for the college entrance exam by any chance?”

“Even you, sunbae, why are you doing this?”

Seeing even Yu Jia asking with a serious expression, it seemed that the story was too well-received. Joo Woosung kept nagging beside her.

“How high did you rank in your school when you were studying?”

“Stop asking, is it a holiday now?”

“Go to the Making People Speechless competition.”

Even though Yu Jia and Joo Woosung were making a fuss next to me, I only glanced at PD Choi.

It seemed like I secured airtime.


[Title: New Variety Show Over-Immersive Captain Clip “Can Go Anywhere with Wind and Thousand Dollars? ( ˘ ³˘)”]

Yu Jia: “This isn't for someone like me, who can go anywhere with the wind and the sky.”

Seo Hoyun: (hollow laugh)

Joo Woosung: (shocked) (got hit by a tray again)

Who will be the most immersive?

└ I divided it into three because of the adhesion (like 2195)

└└ Real embarrassment, deep breathing while watching

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ PD Choi seemed to have sharpened his knife after the last failure, this variety show is really innovative and fun ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ It seems Joo Woosung carried the show just by being so cute...

└ Yu Jia ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ escaped the exam like a ghost with wind and a thousand dollars ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I never saw her like that, but now she just became a friendly unnie image (like 313)

└ Joo Woosung can't immerse at all, I thought his laughter was too low, but he screamed when he made a good comment (like 1283)

└└ Let's start with our high laughter slowly]

[Title: Over-Immersive Captain Clip “I didn't see Seo Hoyun like that, but he's a scary person...”]

(Solving college entrance exam English with the Four Heavenly Kings)

PD Choi: “Hoyun, what should be your punishment?” haha (a moment later...)

PD Choi: “97 points...?”

Seo Hoyun: (glances) “That's a shame.”

PD Choi: “???”

Seo Hoyun: “It was difficult” haha

Staff: “?????”

(※Attached is a photo of the test paper Seo Hoyun solved)

(※I swear there was no cheating/script/pre-mention, if not, I'll submit my resignation)

└ Seo Hoyun... I didn't see him like that, but he's a scary person

└ Number one video not to show to parents (like 3041)

└└ ??: Celebrities can study like that while earning money! Huh?

└└ Ah! That's a script~

└ Seo Hoyun, a man who has it all – looks, skills, and brains... But as the 24th descendant of Kim Gyeongju, I, Kim Je Eun, couldn't have it (like 411)

└└ Kim Je Eun, go wipe your feet and sleep

└ I got mad at the video, so I sulked, fuck

└└ I'm so envious, I hope it's scripted]


Chapter 57

After finishing the variety show, we were busy preparing for our comeback.

“Hey, let's have a trivia quiz showdown!”

“Just pack your stuff.”

“Ichae, what are you bringing now?”

“My video game console... No, I'll leave it behind! Yes!”

“Hey, hurry up! Our manager must be waiting.”

...Our morning was chaotic from the start.

Ding!

[It's the same as usual!]

Well, yeah.

After finishing all the preparations by myself, I laid down on the sofa and checked YouTube reactions. It was as expected.

[Unexpected Quest Complete!

Appear on a variety show alone and receive a positive response.

Success!

You gain 3,000 points.]

“Seo Hoyun, let's go!”

“Ah, are you done?”

Kim Seonghyeon tapped me. I grabbed the packed suitcase and went outside.

The spring breeze was subtly giving way to early summer scents. I loaded the suitcase into the van and took a deep breath as I sat down.

“Are you guys ready? Got your passports?”

“Eh?! I don't have mine!”

“Gosh, I totally forgot!”

Kang Ichae looked back and forth between the flustered members and the manager.

“Why would we need passports to go to Jeju Island?”

“Ah.”

“Oops.”

Ugh...

While everyone was being noisy, even Kim Seonghyeon looked out the window with an excited face.

Well, it's understandable – it was our first location shoot.

We were going to shoot the MV for our new song.

“I've never been to Jeju Island before!”

“Really?”

“Have you ever been there, Hoyun?”

“Well...”

I think I visited a couple of times to help with some filming. As I nonchalantly answered, Seong Jiwon got excited and spoke up.

“Don't worry, Hoyun!!”

Suddenly, Seong Jiwon stuck his face in-between the seats with a grave expression. He then pulled out a worn-out Jeju Island guidebook.

“Jeju Island is famous for its black pork. Ah! And we should definitely try the abalone noodle soup. I'd like to visit Mount Halla too, but with our MV shooting schedule, who knows...”

“Black pork... I wonder if it's delicious.”

...He's really excited.

Kang Ichae playfully teased Seong Jiwon, who seemed determined to show the opposite attitude. Jeong Dajun discreetly spoke to the manager.

“Manager, is senior Min Jiheon also filming in Jeju Island?!”

“Huh, how did you know? The schedules coincidentally overlapped.”

“I heard it through the grapevine at the company. Ah~ I really want to meet him! We haven't seen him lately because he's been filming abroad.”

“Min Jiheon? Why?”

Everyone's attention was drawn to Jeong Dajun's words. Kim Seonghyeon asked, and Jeong Dajun excitedly slapped his knees.

“He's filming Please Serve the Ciderin Jeju Island! Ah, I've been a fan since the beginning~. I watched it recently and it's so much fun.”

“Ah, the weekend drama? He's really good at acting.”

“Right. I heard it's really popular in Asia these days. They're filming in Jeju Island for promotional purposes.”

Lately, I've been hearing a lot about Min Jiheon.

That also meant that the CEO was pushing only Min Jiheon. He should be rowing while the water's flowing[1], but he never seemed to have a clue.

I need to try to persuade him soon...

“Guys! We've arrived.”

Before we knew it, we arrived at the airport entrance. The manager parked the car but couldn't hide his concern for us.

“Absolutely, don't panic! Smile and don't get too close to the fans' faces! Follow the security guards!”

“Manager, we're not that popular.”

Jeong Dajun answered innocently. The manager looked worriedly at each member through the rearview mirror before opening the door.

“Ah, they're over there!”

A journalist holding a camera pointed his finger at our van from the entrance. While Jeong Dajun was caught off guard, journalists swarmed in.

“Jeong Dajun! Look over here, please!”

“Please smile!”

I quickly caught Jeong Dajun as he stuttered and pulled the members closer.

“Ah, I'm... I'm so touched...! It's like... like a drama...! But you shouldn't hold my wrists like this. These days, dramas don't even have wrist-grabbing scenes...”

“Quiet. Smile.”

I roughly anticipated it, but I didn't expect this many people to gather. The other members also had awkward expressions as they waved their hands and nodded their heads.

“Ah, hello.”

“Hello!”

“Seonghyeon! Ichae!”

A loud voice rang out as we entered the airport. Through the gaps between the journalists, I saw people eagerly squeezing through and taking pictures with their huge cameras.

They were definitely our fans.

“Jiwon! Have a safe trip!”

“Hoyun! Be careful on the plane!”

Not only the reporters but also the flock of fans that gathered, with some of the more skillful ones managing to squeeze into the tight spaces in between the journalists, taking photos of us was truly at the height of artistry. I was also impressed by how good our security guards were at their job.

It was really nice and also apologetic. We showed only a mechanical smile to the reporters, but seeing the fans brought out a genuine smile.

“Hoyun! You must have a safe trip!”

They must have had a hard time getting here, so the photos have to turn out well. Making sure to look good, I quickly approached the camera and waved my hand in front of it.

“I'll be back.”

The fans screamed while not missing a beat to press the shutter.

Leaving the strange feeling behind, I barely made it into the gate with a bow. Everyone clenched their tickets and didn't even open their mouths until we got inside the gate; only when the fans were out of sight could we finally talk in low voices.

“Wow, I was really surprised.”

“Right... I thought such things only happened to others.”

Jiwon scratched his cheek bashfully. Ichae, who was walking next to me, chuckled and whispered to me.

“Hyung, did you know?”

“What?”

“When Woosung-sunbae came to the airport, it was paralyzed. From there to there, it was all filled with people.”

“Heol. Well, that's Woosung-sunbae after all...”

Not only in Korea but also overseas, he was one of the representative idols leading the Hallyu wave.

So even more, seeing the fans earlier was amazing.

There are such guys around...

Why did they bother to come to take pictures of me?

“Hoyun, what are you thinking?”

“...You'll be fine.”

“Huh?”

Jiwon tilted his head and smiled. Jiwon, who had almost cheat-like abilities from the beginning...

We entered the gate.

It was an hour-long flight, but I was ready to sleep with my arms crossed. I left the members, who were still excited about the fans, alone.


“Wow! Black pork! Black pork~!”

After barely getting an hour of sleep, we arrived and it was already evening. We were told to rest at our accommodations. Filming would start tomorrow morning, so we had free time tonight. They suggested we play by the ocean later, making it feel like a school trip.

I don't want to go.

Gasp!

Wow, hyung.

R, really?

...Fine, I'll go.

I only said one thing, but it was as if I had committed a terrible crime... I couldn't not go.

I was planning to sleep more.

I sighed deeply and put a piece of well-grilled black pork belly in my mouth.

“Wasn't I born to eat this?”

“Yeah...”

I thought I might as well have a drink of soju since I was eating anyway...

Ding!

[Typical rice friend... He rarely takes care of himself]

“Why are you saying that?”

“Excuse me??”

“Never mind.”

I was about to ask our manager if I could drink alcohol when, perhaps fearing the aftermath, the system window disappeared more urgently. At that moment, the restaurant door swung open.

“Huh?”

A group of people wearing black-padded jackets poured in through the opened restaurant door.

No matter how I looked at them, they were people armed with padded jackets in preparation for filming. As soon as our manager spotted one of them, he suddenly stood up, and one person in the group of padded jackets looked surprised.

“Ah, why is manager Kim here?”

“We came to shoot The Dawn's music video.”

“Ah! Oh, my goodness, look at me. Hello.”

The man from the other party bowed his head with a bright smile.

We also got up and bent our backs deeply to greet him, and Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled with anticipation.

Who is he?

“I'm Kim Seongcheol, Min Jiheon's road manager.”

“Ah, hello.”

Kim Seongcheol, a manager from the same agency, offered his hand first with a friendly and pleasant impression. After shaking hands with each member of The Dawn, he turned his head back to our manager.

“Wow! It's not like there's only one black pork restaurant in Jeju Island, but we happened to meet at a place like this.”

“I know, right? What brings you here?”

“We came to unwind a bit after finishing our shoot.”

The managers seemed to know each other and were chatting away. Then, a man who could be identified as an actor by anyone walked in, yawning.

Min Jiheon.

The guy who our CEO admired so much has appeared.

“Hyung, where is our table...?”

“Wow!”

When Jeong Dajun screamed, Min Jiheon's gaze turned this way. Our youngest member, who was also a celebrity, shamelessly approached Min Jiheon with raised eyebrows.

“Min Jiheon-sunbae!”

You're getting too close.

“Min Jiheon-sunbae! I'm a huuuuge fan!!!”

It was rare to see the face of an actor famous for his mystique in everyday life, but the CEO was such a miserable guy that I already disliked Min Jiheon even before I met him. Min Jiheon stared at Jeong Dajun for a while and then clapped his hands.

“Jeong Dajun, hello.”

“Wow, you even know my name...!!”

“...Ha ha.”

But Min Jiheon wasn't as cool and intellectual as the image he had on TV. He seemed a bit dim-witted and slow.

As Jeong Dajun covered his mouth with both hands, seemingly touched, his face turned red as he stuttered, excited by himself.

“Please, I'm a big fan of your work! I-I want your autograph, but I don't have any paper... Can you sign the back of my T-shirt?”

“Um. Is that okay?”

“Then, could you sign on my forehead?”

“Should I...?”

“Hey, what do you mean 'should I'!?”

As Min Jiheon obediently nodded, his manager, Kim Seongcheol, put him in a headlock and ruffled his hair. It seemed like the manager quite adored him as he pinched his cheek while saying “You rascal, you rascal.”

Contrastingly, Min Jiheon's face slowly turned into a sad expression.

“...It hurts.”

“Hey, give Jeong Dajun a proper autograph on paper later.”

What's wrong with this guy?

Hey, when are we going to sit down?

Just wait a bit longer.

While Jeong Dajun was going crazy, the rest of the members couldn't sit down or join the conversation, and just watched the situation unfold.

Of course, I was busy calculating.

Is there anything I could gain from getting closer to them, or not?

...There's nothing.

I got the traits, but I probably won't have to act either.

As I finished my calculations and was about to turn my attention back to the freshly cooked pork belly, my gaze met Min Jiheon's.

“...?”

The previously dim-witted Min Jiheon suddenly frowned as he scanned me up and down.

“...I've never seen something like this before.”

“Excuse me?”

Was he picking a fight right now? If he said one more thing, I'll rev up my thug persona to strike back, but Min Jiheon's manager pulled his arm.

“Hey, Jiheon, let's not bother them while they're eating.”

“Yeah... Seongcheol-hyung, I'm hungry.”

“Alright, kiddo. I know you're a big eater, so let's eat quickly.”

“Can I eat enough for ten people?”

“Sigh, do whatever you want.”

“Alright.”

Min Jiheon grinned and said goodbye to us without any lingering attachment.

“I'll be going now...”

“Sunbae! Next time, I'll definitely get your autograph!”

“Sure...”

He blended in with the staff effortlessly, and soon we could hear laughter coming from the other room.

“Hoyun, what's wrong?”

“It's nothing.”

After that, while eating, I couldn't tell if it was my overactive imagination or the thug persona I had developed over 30 years. I felt an odd sensation on the back of my head.

As I stuffed a piece of pork belly into my mouth, Jeong Dajun returned to his seat with a sullen expression and started chewing on lettuce.

“I wanted to get his autograph on my forehead...”

“Dajun... Please, snap out of it.”

“If Jiwon says that, you really need to reflect on yourself. It's serious.”

Following Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon also tried to calm down Jeong Dajun (which could be interpreted as scolding).

Kang Ichae, who seemed to have taken a liking to the director role, shoved the camera in Jeong Dajun's face and conducted an interview about his feelings on not getting the autograph on his forehead.

“Please Serve the Cideris the drama of my life, and Min Jiheon-sunbae is just... radiant...”

“Who's your favorite character, Dajun?”

“That would obviously be our own 'The Dawn'!”

“Wow~!”

Nobody seems to have noticed anything.

Excluding Jeong Dajun, the other members' ability to pick up on things was outstanding. Even Today, those guys could exchange glances and understand each other just by looking at each other's faces.

But nobody, not even Kang Ichae, mentioned anything...

Was it just my imagination?

And that guess was shattered exactly one hour later when we stepped outside the restaurant.

“Oh.”

Min Jiheon was there.




1 It means that the CEO should take advantage of The Dawn's current popularity.



Chapter 58
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“Hello.”

“Yes, hello.”

Eventually, a drinking session unfolded at the black pork restaurant. Min Jiheon and I ran into each other outside the restaurant, as we both stepped out to get some fresh air. I thought Min Jiheon might be smoking, but he wasn't.

We greeted each other awkwardly and began fiddling with our phones when I felt a piercing gaze. As I rolled my eyes to the side, I saw Min Jiheon staring at me blatantly.

As if he was looking at some fascinating creature.

...Why is this guy like this?

Even if there were rumors going around among the staff that I was not that friendly in front of my seniors, it didn't really matter in reality. But it felt like he would keep staring at me if I didn't say anything, so I took the initiative.

“Do you have something to say?”

“No... I'm just curious.”

“What about?”

“Um...”

“......”

“Really unique and interesting.”

Min Jiheon simply shrugged his shoulders. Then, as if he had some social skills, he introduced himself first.

“I'm Min Jiheon. I couldn't properly introduce myself earlier.”

“Yes, I'm Seo Hoyun. It's nice to meet you.”

“So... I think it's really our first time seeing each other. If I had seen you before, I would have remembered you because you're so interesting.”

“......”

So, what's the point of this?

I looked at Min Jiheon with a slightly annoyed expression.

Min Jiheon was an actor who had joined the Hallyu star ranks after striking it big with a supporting lead role in a drama, following his early career in theater. He was a character that existed even before I was transferred into this game, but unfortunately, I had never encountered him when I was working as a PD. If I had known him, I would have had some information about him, but Min Jiheon was a mysterious actor who rarely appeared on variety shows or gave interviews.

He also held fan meetings only occasionally, and there was hardly any information about him available to the public.

I think I know why they call him a mystery.

It's because if people knew how clueless he was, his image would be ruined...

I was always mentally prepared to face choices popping up as if they were waiting for me to meet new people.

But strangely enough, he remained quiet.

Hmm...?

That couldn't be right. As I frowned slightly, Min Jiheon turned his head and stared intently at my face.

“So... you're an idol, right? You're in the same group as Jeong Dajun... I remember seeing you on TV.”

“Yes. I haven't debuted for very long.”

“Is that so? I don't think you have much time left...”

What?

“......”

Could it be that he's being condescending?

I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh. Just as I was about to ask him what he meant, Kim Seongcheol, Min Jiheon's manager, burst out of the restaurant.

“Hey! Min Jiheon, where did you go?”

“I was full.”

“Finally full, huh? Should I stop ordering food now?”

“No! I think I can eat about five more servings.”

“Min Jiheon, you pig...”

“Hyung, I'm a person too, and I get hurt.”

Min Jiheon pouted and mumbled with a sullen face. Yet, Kim Seongcheol, who seemed used to this, didn't pay any attention and greeted me before hastily dragging Min Jiheon away.

“Hey, let's get going quickly.”

“Umm.”

Well, it's better to get rid of this mysterious guy quickly.

“Oh, Seo Hoyun, could I see your phone for a moment?”

As he was being dragged away by his manager, Min Jiheon suddenly turned his head toward me. Beside him, Kim Seongcheol looked at him with a face asking, 'Why is he suddenly doing this when he never did before?'.

“Yes... Here you go.”

As I handed my phone obediently, Min Jiheon punched in his phone number.

“This is my number, so... later, when you return to Seoul, please give me a call. You seem to be in a hurry.”

“... What? What is it?”

“Huh?”

“Jiheon, are you feeling sick? Did you eat something wrong? Why are you suddenly doing this?”

“Ah~ Seongcheol-hyung, I have some social skills, too.”

“Did you drink too much? Should we go to the hospital?”

Kim Seongcheol, the manager, was so confused that he grabbed Min Jiheon's shoulders and shook them. Min Jiheon stuck out his tongue and grumbled that he was being looked down upon before handing my phone back to me.

“Anyway, please call me later.”

“Yes.”

“Seo Hoyun, sorry! We'll go ahead!”

In the end, Min Jiheon was dragged away by Kim Seongcheol. Watching that clueless figure, I quietly looked at the number written on my phone.

“Somehow... it feels unsettling?”

There's no need for big data analysis. Min Jiheon was unsettling. There was a loud warning signal that I should never get involved with him.

I not only added Min Jiheon's name to the blacklist but also carefully saved his number before calling Kim Jaeyeon.

– “Hello?”

“Kim Jaeyeon, do you have time?”

Having insurance was not always a bad thing.

“Please check this one thing.”


“Oh! Seo Hoyun, The Dawn! It's been a while!”

“Hello, Director Jeong.”

As I greeted Director Jeong, whom I hadn't seen since our Second Chance shoot, he showed a friendly smile and gently patted my shoulder.

“I really enjoyed watching your variety show appearance in Over-Immersed Captain. It was so fun.”

“Ah, thank you.”

“My daughter is a fan of Kim Seonghyeon, but she says Seo Hoyun is her favorite... If the MV doesn't come out pretty, I feel like I'll be kicked out of the house...”

“I see.”

Director Jeong greeted us warmly.

We exchanged a few more words before looking around at the turquoise waves reflecting the sunlight.

This MV was mainly going to be filmed at the beach, and we could already hear song playing.

“The song is good. It's Lim Hyeonsu again, right?”

“Yes, we asked her again this time.”

“That's lucky! Lim Hyeonsu, with her high nose bridge, is famous for not composing songs no matter how much you beg. How do you manage to get her songs as a priority?”

You just have to threaten her.

“We were lucky.”

Director Jeong laughed and turned his gaze to the beach.

“Wow, the weather is really nice today. It's perfect for a refreshing concept, isn't it?”

“Indeed.”

“Later, you'll be getting in the water.”

“Yes—What?”

“I also want to go home.”

I asked again, but Director Jeong just hummed and left. Although I wanted to ignore it and pretend that I heard it wrong, Jeong Dajun gently rubbed my arm.

“The water is still cold though...”

“It's perfect for catching a cold...”

“...Do we have a hair dryer?”

“Just dry it in the sunlight, duh.”

Seong Jiwon nonchalantly replied as he walked by.

“...Sometimes, it seems like he's the one with the least fears among us.”

“I agree.”

“Seonghyeon-hyung, is the sandwich good?”

“Oh, totally.”

Jeong Dajun sat down next to Kim Seonghyeon, who was munching on a delicious-looking sandwich. He supported his chin with both fists.

“It still feels like a dream that I got his autograph yesterday.”

“Who, Min Jiheon-sunbae?”

Min Jiheon?

Even though I didn't want to listen, my ears perked up reflexively. Jeong Dajun's cheeks turned red.

After living in the dorm, I realized that Jeong Dajun was a drama fanatic... a drama otaku, to be exact. That's why he especially praised actors who were good at acting.

“Is he that great?”

“Of course. He's such a good actor!”

“Really?”

Everyone else replied indifferently with “I see” and tried to move on, showing no interest. But Jeong Dajun became even more excited, chattering nonstop.

“I've watched a lot of dramas and know many popular actors, but Min Jiheon-sunbae is different... There's no other way to describe his acting other than being possessed!”

“Oh, I see...”

“I should have seen him when he was doing plays...! He's popular now, but back then he appeared in many experimental roles. For example, playing a mad scientist who fell in love with a frog...!!”

“...I see.”

He did that too?

Even though we were getting bored, Jeong Dajun kept on listing Min Jiheon's amazing achievements. I wanted to cover my ears, but Seong Jiwon suddenly spoke up.

“Hoyun, didn't you talk with that sunbae yesterday?”

“Yes.”

I frowned, and Jeong Dajun suddenly leaned closer.

“How?! Why didn't you tell me?!”

“...Well, I just greeted him.”

“Hyung... could it be!”

What was it?

Jeong Dajun suddenly stood up.

“Hyung, are you also a fan of the drama Please Serve the Cider where Min Jiheon-sunbae appears...?!”

“Sit back down.”

I was a fool for paying attention to Jeong Dajun when I thought he noticed something.

Jeong Dajun whined, saying, “Min Jiheon is the undisputed peak of Korean actors and is a god with acting skills that transcend genres from romance to thriller.”

I shoved a sandwich into his mouth to shut him up.

But Min Jiheon is strange.

My intuition was telling me that there was something suspicious about him. It would be best to avoid him as much as possible. Borrowing Jeong Dajun's words, Min Jiheon was indeed different.

He's not like these other punks.

I couldn't put my finger on it, but he just felt strangely unpleasant. After talking on the phone with Kim Jaeyeon last night, he spent the entire night investigating, and I got a call from him at dawn.

However, when I recalled our conversation, there was nothing really worth mentioning.

– “There was nothing... Not a mysterious past, just really nothing at all.”

“Don't be ridiculous.”

I sipped on an electrolyte drink.

There's no way a person without a dark past exists. There's no way such a person exists in this world...

“Did I just say something stupid?”

...It's possible.

I turned my head away from Jeong Dajun, who always looked innocent.

Anyway, that's not important... Now, it's time to start my strategy.

“Ichae, you look great together!”

“Really?”

Kang Ichae was combing his hair with a lot of pomade applied. Two stylists were murmuring beside him.

“I want to make Ichae look a bit rascal-like.”

“How?”

“As the dye in Ichae's hair fades, there's a beauty of that summer, like a wildflower blooming...”

“Ahaha, I look like a wildflower?”

Kang Ichae closed his eyes and laughed softly. The makeup artist called me.

“Hoyun, come over here!”

“Ah, yes.”

“Since you always had a strong and sexy vibe, how about changing the concept this time? How about a national first love vibe, since it's summer?”

“Wait a minute! But it's too bad to miss out on the sexy vibe!”

“Sexy or innocent?!”

The hairstylist and clothing stylist joined the heated debate about my look, while the sun was burning hot, and the waves were refreshingly rolling in. I kept thinking as I looked at the members playing and bickering.

I just need to win over three more of them, and when I become an A-lister, the mission is complete.

Everything was going according to my plan. Even if a variable like Min Jiheon appeared, the outcome was already determined.

I'll get out of this game, go home, and return to my life.

It's obviously necessary.

“What do you think about this?”

...I also had things to check.

“Hoyun!”

“Yes?”

“Why are you like this, so absentminded and unresponsive?”

The arrow suddenly turned towards me. I awkwardly smiled, feeling caught off guard.

“Ah, I'm sorry.”

“......”

“......”

There was a moment of silence. The stylists glanced around and murmured.

“Hoyun, what did you do before becoming an idol? I'm really curious.”

“Why did you join Daepaseong... I mean, you must have received many offers.”

“What?”

Then, they all quickly gathered around me, buzzing with opinions.

“We must go for both innocent and sexy!”

“I agree. It's a pity to give up on both with that face. Instead of bangs, let's give it a slightly wet look with wax.”

They spoke hastily and finished setting my look. I glanced at the mirror, and it seemed fine.

I thanked the stylists and joined the members. Shortly after, the MV shoot began.

“Oh! That's good, keep up the lively vibe!”

Director Jeong continued to give strange orders, and amidst that, I kept collecting my thoughts. After several retakes of a scene where I simply walked on the beach with gentle waves touching my ankles, we finally got an okay.

“Break time!”

“Thank you.”

“Hoyun, you're really capturing the camera today. The atmosphere is no joke~”

Atmosphere or not, there's no need to keep getting tangled up in thoughts alone. There's no need to complicate things.

Let's catch just one person.

I looked around.

Okay, let's have a serious talk. Everyone was doing individual shoots right now... and the only one apart from the others was Kang Ichae.

“What is he doing?”

Ding!

[...Building a sandcastle?]

Well, it looks fun and nice...

I walked up to Kang Ichae, who was happily building a sandcastle by himself, and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Elementary student.”

“Ugh, you startled me.”

I carefully sat down beside Kang Ichae because of the costume and asked him with a serious expression.

“Are you troubled by something?”

“What are you talking about?”

“If something's bothering you, tell me. I'll give you advice like an older brother.”

Ding!

[What are you doing right now?]

I had resolved the issue with Kim Seonghyeon in a similar way, so why couldn't I do the same with Kang Ichae? He might just spill all his concerns.

Ding!

[...I think I know what you're thinking, but that's not how it works!]

You never know. It's worth a try.

Kang Ichae glanced at me from head to toe with a questioning look.

“...What is it?”

“Ah, never mind. Just say anything.”

“Hmm...”

Kang Ichae dusted off his sandy hands and smirked. Then he lowered his voice and said,

“Hoyun, actually, I have a concern. I can't sleep well these days because of this.”

Oh!

“What is it?”

“Will you listen to me?”

“Go ahead.”

I showed a trustworthy smile, also known as the “magic participant-dismissing smile.” Even those who cursed me behind my back for being a two-faced character or a villainous PD would be disarmed when they saw this smile. They'd spill all their inner thoughts and earning me the reputation of being an interview genius. I silently congratulated myself.

Ding!

[Is this really... possible?]

Even the system was taken aback.

However, the other party was Kang Ichae.

“I want to be good at acting cute.”

“......”

“I want to do it for my fans. I've been thinking about how I can be as good at it as Hoyun... Ah! Hyung!”

Annoyed, I stomped on the sandcastle, destroying it, and walked away with long strides. I could hear Kang Ichae deliberately making fake crying sounds from behind, but I ignored him. As expected, Kang Ichae soon caught up and stood beside me, fidgeting.

“What's up? I noticed something's been off since yesterday.”

“I don't know what you're talking about.”

“We came all the way to Jeju Island. Cheer up.”

Kang Ichae gently scratched my nerves. Once I smacked his head, he quieted down. As I was about to enter a building with a café on the first floor, I heard voices from inside.

“Isn't it true that The Dawn isn't really a group that should make it this big?”

“Ah, I agree.”

It was staff gossip.


Chapter 59

“Originally, The Dawn wasn’t quite popular. This year, though, a lot has blown up.”

“Their appearance in Shining Star was barely saved by Today's drug scandal.”

This was quite interesting.

It had been a long time since I heard gossip about The Dawn, not counting the internet hate comments. Even top stars like Joo Woosung and Yu Jia received those.

I tried to listen to what they were saying while I was behind the building, but I turned around just in case.

Ah, Kang Ichae.

I wondered if he would get hurt.

“Why?”

But he still had an indifferent face and continued to brush off the remaining sand off his hands.

Ding!

[As expected, those guys...]

“...?”

[These days, they link Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae together like that.]

Anyway, Kang Ichae didn't seem particularly interested. But for me, listening to staff gossip was as entertaining and useless as ever, so I eavesdropped eagerly.

“I must admit that their skills are pretty good.”

“Ah, but Seo Hoyun isn't that great.”

“Why?”

“He's a terrible dancer. It's ridiculous to see him relying on his face alone to be an idol.”

“Really, everyone and their dog wants to be an idol now.”

Is this... a compliment or an insult?

I, who was now known as “the guy who only relies on his face without any skills,” gave them a special score for their fresh evaluation: 5 out of 10 points. Of course, it had no credibility.

Ding!

[You aren't hurt by this?]

Well...

Even on YouTube, there were tons of videos with clickbait titles like “Hoyun, do you want to be an idol?” so it wouldn't be a big deal to hear such things in person.

Knowing that, Kang Ichae tried to make a lame joke.

“Hyung, do you only rely on your face?”

“I'm so sick of this misunderstanding.”

I filmed a short video with Kang Ichae, but suddenly the conversation switched.

“But now that he's doing well, does he have a powerful backer?”

“If that's the case, it's really ridiculous...”

I couldn't help but laugh at that.

I wish I actually had a powerful backer and received such misunderstandings. We were still making our choreography ourselves.

I quickly covered my mouth with both hands and observed the staff's atmosphere before whispering to Kang Ichae.

“Hey, do you know who's backing me?”

“The king god emperor general Chumugong majesty himself?”

As Kang Ichae joked about me, the staff's conversation went even further.

“Could it be that he has a special relationship with Shining Star's main PD?”

He was (had been) right.

Though it's in the past tense now.

“......”

As I turned my eyes to see Kang Ichae, who seemed just as uncomfortable as I was, it was clear that we couldn't just laugh off this rumor.

“Stop talking nonsense...”

I muttered softly and stopped Kang Ichae, who was glaring at them. He looked like he was about to jump out at any moment.

“Just a moment.”

“......”

Kang Ichae raised one eyebrow, but he stopped in his tracks. He's not good at listening, but he's good at assessing situations.

I didn't want Kim Heeyeon to get hurt, so I tried to think of how to naturally stop their nonsense when Seong Jiwon suddenly appeared in front of them.

“Hello.”

“...!”

The gossiping staff members were startled. As they bowed their heads towards Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae and I exchanged glances.

Stay still.

Okay.

Because I wanted to see how Seong Jiwon would handle it.

“Ah, hello... there.”

The staff rolled their eyes, clearly worried that he heard their conversation. Seong Jiwon just smiled softly.

“Yes...”

“......”

And he looked straight at the staff. His smile remained, but his eyes were sharply focused, making it clear that he had heard their conversation.

The staff members looked uneasy, glancing around.

“Um, did you have something to say...?”

“Yes?”

“...No, you were just staring.”

“Uh-huh...”

Seong Jiwon's smile deepened.

“I thought the staff members had something to say to me...”

“......”

“I didn't hear it clearly earlier. If it's okay, could you repeat it for me?”

Seong Jiwon is so fucking intimidating...

All of us—the staff, Kang Ichae, and me—froze. Seong Jiwon was still smiling innocently, but his face said, “Try saying that one more time in front of me.”

In the end, the staff apologized to Seong Jiwon and bowed their heads.

“I'm sorry...”

“Ha, if you can't say something in front of people, don't say it behind their backs, okay?”

“I'm sorry! Time is up, so, um, I'll go ahead first...”

“Yes, take care.”

As Seong Jiwon politely greeted the staff, they quickly fled. Watching their retreating figures, he let out a frustrated sigh (surprisingly) and tried to run his hand through his hair but realized it was already set, so he just lowered his head. Then, he inadvertently locked eyes with us.

“Ah!”

Seong Jiwon's eyes gradually widened, and in an instant, he returned to the familiar face we knew.

“Hyung... What's going on?”

“Well, that is...”

Seong Jiwon stuttered with great embarrassment.

I looked at him with reasonable suspicion.

Could it be that this group, contrary to what I thought... was mentally not as soft as rice cakes[1]?

“Um, when did you start listening?”

“From the beginning.”

“Oh, I got caught...”

Seong Jiwon scratched his neck, seemingly embarrassed.

“Was I too rash...? I'm sorry. They didn't know how hard we worked, and then they are spreading these weird rumors behind our backs. It really hurts.”

“You're right~. Jiwon-hyung don't lower your head like that.”

“But you know it's embarrassing, right?”

Seong Jiwon sighed deeply again. Then, he looked at me with a grave expression.

“Hoyun.”

“...Yeah?”

I'm screwed.

I instinctively felt the sparks flying my way.

“This time! Let's make sure to show them!”

What does that mean?'

Um.

I hurriedly sent an S.O.S signal to Kang Ichae, who subtly took my side after noticing the situation.

“Let's not push Hoyun-hyung too hard~. He didn't get to practice much lately because of his busy schedule.”

“No! He's fine!”

“Ouch.”

Seong Jiwon roared. Seeing his gleaming, crazed eyes, it seemed like the opportunity to persuade him with words had already passed.

Cleverly noticing that part, Kang Ichae smirked and discreetly took a step back. He didn't want to get involved. I narrowed my eyes.

Hey, you were on my side.

Hey, both of us don't have to die.

Kang Ichae just kept laughing without saying anything. Though we argued among ourselves, the outcome was already a chaotic mess. Seong Jiwon was burning with passion.

“I made up my mind!”

It was the comeback of the tiger teacher.

“I'll turn Hoyun into a dancing machine!”

“......”

In the end, this thing came.

I sighed as I watched Seong Jiwon, who developed such passion in such an unexpected place.

“...Fine, whatever.”

I intended to ask for help anyway.

I'd lose my freedom starting tomorrow, but that was fine. I planned to ask Seong Jiwon or Kim Seonghyeon for help anyway.

This time I felt really confident. It was to be expected.

[Seo Hoyun can move from being terrible to average in dancing!]

It's annoying...

[Singing: A

Dancing: C+

Entertainment: B+

Acting: B-

???: ???

???: ???

Charm: B+

※ Dance Concentration Set is equipped.]

I had already used the points I'd earned doing the various quests while appearing in variety shows to buy the Dance Concentration Set.

Dance experience increased by a whopping three times! It was worth the 3,000-point investment. I expected that the hellish dance training with Seong Jiwon would continue, but preparation was already complete.

“Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, let's go now.”

“...I hate it when hyung laughs like that.”

No one will call me a failure from now on.


“It's coming out soon!! Let's wait!!”

Today, as the youngest member of the planning team, Lee Jihyeon, finished preparing for the MV reaction strategy meeting for The Dawn's comeback, she looked through the fans' reactions on SNS.

The reactions to the released teaser photos and videos that were hot.

[Refreshing Refreshing Refreshing ahhh, I love it so much ahhhhh]

[Daepaseong Entertainment is amazing ㄷㄷ, I'm so surprised]

In particular, the visuals were so hot that sometimes they even crossed over to other timelines and caught people's attention.

[I don't know much about K-Pop, but who is the member who looks like they'd barely get one 5-star card even if they spent a million won? (Photo)

└ Ah, fuck that's Seo Hoyun

└ Tnx, tnx]

[Seong Jiwon's nose, I fucking love it

└ Jiwon almost removed it

└ ?????????? I'll vomit in front of Daepaseong then

└ Ah, he wanted to remove it when he was in D.Go

└ Just burned it]

...It was a bit intense, but anyway, it was okay. Jihyeon searched for other reactions with a trembling heart.

The newly released logo and light stick were the focus.

[Fuck fuck, I said I'd become The Dawn]

[No matter how much I think about it, Daepaseong went too far; suddenly releasing the light stick, official logo, and teaser in just one day (although grateful, I have a suspicious expression)]

[Daepaseong working so fast is fucking annoying ㅋ]

As expected, when it came to Daepaseong, only curses came out on Twitter. Jihyeon could understand that sentiment, but she couldn't help feeling a little down.

But it's understandable... I'd be pissed too.

[The official logo wasn't too bad]

The image of a horizontal line drooping in a triangle reminded people of the sun rising at dawn. Below it was written THE DAWN.

[But the lightstick is......]

[Sigh]

The lightstick was a stretch.

The design itself wasn't bad, and as a modern light stick, it had the typical recognition features and LED mood lighting. But...

When the actual light stick was made, it had an inverted pyramid shape which was a bit off.

[Is it meant to stab people?]

While other idols' light sticks were mostly round spheres, The Dawn's light stick was too sharp.

[It could be considered a weapon at the airport]

[Is it their grand plan to stab overly-enthusiastic fans...?]

...Well, that's...

Moreover, it was heavy. Remembering the rushed light stick production project made her head throb.

We can renew it next time.

But the cost would be no joke. Lee Jihyeon skimmed through fan reactions, and it was already noon when she finally closed her SNS window.

“It's out!!”

It wasn't an easy task to follow up a winter version of Apocalypse with a summer version of a refreshing concept... But the results were well worth the countless hours of brainstorming and worrying.

“Turn it on, let's watch it again.”

“We've already watched it dozens of times.”

“We need to make sure one more time that there are no mistakes!”

Composer: Blue Tiger

Lyrics: Blue Tiger and Kang Ichae

Arrangement: Blue Tiger, Kang Ichae

In other words, Lim Hyeonsu and Kang Ichae did most of the work.

“I'm nervous!”

It was a trendy and refreshing song. In short, it was a track that screamed, “We'll be number one this summer!”

After refreshing the page and observing the rapidly growing view count, Jihyeon clicked on the music video once more.

In the middle of the video, with the sound of waves crashing, Kim Seonghyeon was standing.

“There he is—”

“Wow, it came out great.”

“He looks so cool and refreshing.”

Thanks to Director Jeong's passion and hard work in editing, the overall look of the video was beautiful.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been quietly staring at the sea at the beach, stood up and brushed off the sand from his clothes. Then, the title appeared over his figure as he walked on the sandy beach.

[“Ocean Train”]

The light and upbeat sound, different from their previous concept, gradually grew louder, echoing throughout.

Next, Seo Hoyun appeared, wearing a blue jacket and a white shirt. Squinting as if blinded by the sunlight, he got on the train.

“The sun is shining on your back,

Quickly, get on this train.”

“Wow, his image is so different from “Second Chance.” Is Seo Hoyun the fixed center of The Dawn?”

“It's probably because he stands out. Kim Seonghyeon has more public interest, but Seo Hoyun really solidifies the color of The Dawn.”

“Right, he has a strong presence when he appears. Same goes during meetings...”

“......”

“......”

“Let's stop thinking about it.”

“Right.”

The planning team shivered as they thought about the last meeting. Whenever they recalled how Seo Hoyun was able to point out the flaws in their logic like a ghost... the planning team leader grinded his teeth.

“In my opinion, Seo Hoyun is really something else.”

“Anyone can see that. That guy, he's on his second life...”

Though it was a joke, it was half true.

“We've only just turned the first page,

Let's see how far our story goes.”

The train started moving, and on the opposite platform, Jeong Dajun appeared. He smiled brightly and he was the first to run towards the sea.

“It's good that they incorporated Jeong Dajun as the 'key' into the story.”

“Jeong Dajun really matches the refreshing concept. Maybe it's because he's young, he absorbs the concept quickly.”

“The sea train cuts across the sun.

Even if the waves crash over us,

Tide gets high and low,

It's just the natural course.”

Kim Seonghyeon appeared again. Jeong Dajun grabbed the hand of Kim Seonghyeon, who was afraid and refused to get on the train. He was dragged in by Jeong Dajun.

“They're going for that, huh.”

“They're addressing his previous controversy.”

It was a scene that depicted the struggle Kim Seonghyeon had with the controversy during his time in Shining Star. Kim Seonghyeon probably filmed it without thinking much about it, but his fans would go crazy seeing this and crawl on the floor.

At that moment, the screen changed, and Seo Hoyun, who had boarded the train with a stern expression, appeared. Kang Ichae, already on the train, greeted him with a smile, seated Seo Hoyun, and took care of the following part.

“Splash, Splash!

Try pulling up the box sunk in the deep sea.

No need to be scared.”

Jihyeon stared at the screen for a long time.

Kang Ichae really holds the center of the team well. Not only for his composing ability... His laid-back personality seems to work well within the fandom too.

“Tide gets high and low,

It's just a part of us.

As Kang Ichae playfully pretended to shoot a gun, the train heading towards the sea began to gain speed.

“Wow, isn't the CG is amazing?”

Of course, we spent a lot of money on it!

Jihyeon clenched her fist.

The train raced on and eventually derailed into the ocean. As if time was moving slowly, the slow-motion scene showed the windows breaking on either side and water pouring in. However, Seong Jiwon simply glanced at the scene, not trying to escape.

“You alone are my only answer,

You are my key-“

“Seong Jiwon's vocals really... are insane.”

“I wonder how they brought them all together.”

“You, who I've been constantly searching for,

You are the one.”

The call back to the lyrics of “Second Chance” caught the eyes of the fans. They got immersed in the song, and their comments online soon followed.

As the highlight ended, everything seemed to freeze in time. Seong Jiwon's profile was motionless, and the camera quickly fell to the ground, capturing the scene of floating objects inside the train.

Bubbles surrounded Kim Seonghyeon as he struggled underwater. He writhed in pain until he spotted a small, shining box at the bottom. He swam toward it, reaching out to grab it just in time. Then, someone pulled him up to the surface, allowing him to breathe.

As he looked up, he saw Jiwon smiling and brushing his wet hair back and Dajun sitting down next to him. In Seonghyeon's hand was the box.

Carefully, they opened the box. A bright light burst out, and the beat of the song began to build up again.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun, who was sitting in the train car, tapped his fingers and stood up, wearing a knowing smile on his face.

“This is it.”

The lyrics of Kismet comparing the moment to the birth of a star.

The refreshing beat returned, and the train's time resumed. Hoyun and Ichae joined the others, walking coolly down the train's aisle.

“The wave is pushing at your back,

Quickly, get on this train.”

On the other side, Seonghyeon, Dajun, and Jiwon appeared. They walked with relaxed expressions.

“Tide gets high and low (It's going to be fun, I promise you).”

The scene continued to alternate between the sinking train and the members walking nonchalantly.

When the members finally met in the middle of the train, a huge, powerful wave crashed over them, destroying the train.

Crash!

The scenes of the members dancing on the beach and laughing inside the train intertwined.

“You alone are my only answer,

You are my key,

You, who I've been constantly searching for,

You are the one,

It doesn't matter where our destination is,

We're just here to ride the waves and enjoy.”

Hoyun approached the screen with a grin and covered the camera with his hand.

“So quickly, get on this train.”

Silence.

The MV returned to the beginning, focusing on Seonghyeon's profile as he sat alone on the beach. He played with the box before putting it down and standing up to respond to someone's call.

Let's go now.

The camera gradually focused on the box lying on the sand. It was empty, with “Memory” engraved on it. Seonghyeon had been afraid of the box, but in reality, there was nothing inside it. The words overlapped on the box's surface.

[The Dawn – “Ocean Train”]

“Wow... That came out so pretty!”

It's okay.

As Jihyeon gave a calm assessment of the story she had created, the fans were in tears over the music video and the visuals.

[Their faces are so beautiful]

[I must be in paradise]

Jihyeon monitored the fans' reactions through the screen, looking over her glasses. Besides the visuals, there were other stories being told.

[Am I the only one disappointed? Where did the post-apocalyptic setting go?]

[Well, it can't be helped... It's summer, and post-apocalyptic doesn't fit well in summer...]

“Ahaha.”

She smiled.

Don't underestimate stans.

She had long incorporated hidden symbols while maintaining mass appeal. People would get more engrossed in the music video once they realized this, and various interpretations would likely be uploaded by tomorrow.

Jihyeon nodded in satisfaction as she stretched.

At this rate, there won't be any issues with the post-apocalyptic trilogy coming out this winter.

While she was calculating in her head, others were already amazed by the music video.

“Look at the comments!”

“Yep!”

After refreshing the page, the planning team gave a round of applause for the burning comment section.

“That firepower...”

“...It's incomparable to last time, isn't it?”

Laughter slowly filled the once-silent planning room. They all had one thought in mind, “This time, we're getting a bonus!”

“Okay, you've all worked hard. Go home, get some rest, and come back tomorrow.”

“That's it for today?”

“Right... it's already dawn. Ahaha! The Dawn sure picked a fitting name.”

Ignoring the planning team leader's joke, Jihyeon continued to monitor the comments. A few malicious comments were already starting to pile up.

[Is Seo Hoyun going to mess everything up this time too? I wish he'd just leave and stop muddying the waters]

Hmm~ They're getting popular... even malicious comments are showing up.

Not wanting to dampen the excited team's mood, Jihyeon just reported the comments and closed the window.

I hope Hoyun is okay.

While Jihyeon worried about him, Hoyun was lying on the floor of the practice room, catching his breath. He rubbing the dark circles under his eyes. In front of him, a blue system window appeared.

I did it.

As a result of practicing almost every day, cutting back on sleep to dance, the following message appeared:

[Dance Concentration Set, the effect has expired.

Congratulations! Your dance has ranked up from C+ to B-!]

The relentless efforts of the villain had finally borne fruit.




1 The phrase “......” is often used to describe people that are mentally weak or easily affected.



Chapter 60

This chapter is generously sponsored by Aimless.

[Aaahhh!]

[Screaming!]

After the release of the music video, everyone on the timeline suddenly began screaming. The latecomers, confused by the uproar, scrolled up to find a link.

[Guys, this seems to be a sequel to the Apocalypse series (link)]

Clicking the link led to a post.

[Title: “Ocean Train-Second Chance” series confirmed, opinions divided but this is clearly a sequel!

Just watch the MV, this time the concept for “Ocean Train” is about the members boarding a train heading towards the sea

(clip of Seo Hoyun walking inside the train)

(clip of each member looking around)

But when they walk through the train, sometimes the background seems distorted, right? The train itself is the same, but... It was strange, so I looked closer.

(zoomed-in background of the train)

When you zoom in, the paintings hanging in the train are different. Each painting looks like a famous artwork, but in reality, they represent the cards Seo Hoyun flipped in “Second Chance”. Particularly noticeable is Seo Hoyun, whose card was a spade but is revealed in more detail this time.

(comparison of tarot and playing cards)

I think it's the “King of Swords,” which in tarot represents a logical but self-serving tyrant. This is the same as Seo Hoyun, who controlled all the boards in “Second Chance”.

Meanwhile, the painting for Seong Jiwon shows a king holding a sword with a heart. The concept of regression remains the same.

Well, we've come this far, right? Everyone thinks there's no connection, and it seems like they just threw in the concept of “Ocean Train” randomly (I thought so too)

But I realized that Daepaseong is seriously insane, from a long time ago... the sea is...

A symbol of the unconscious...

(unconscious_drama1.jpg, unconscious_drama2.jpg, unconscious_movie.png)

(“Ocean Train” music video clip of the train going underwater)

This represents not the reality of each member but their unconscious... That's why everyone's backgrounds are different...

“Second Chance's” background was reality, while “Ocean Train” represents their unconscious...

...So, what are they thinking in their unconscious minds? I was curious, so I carefully examined the background. I noticed English words engraved in the background in a flash:

Seo Hoyun: In the end, I'll have my way;

Kang Ichae: If you can't avoid it, enjoy it;

Kim Seonghyeon: I want to protect everyone;

Seong Jiwon: It doesn't matter how many times;

Jeong Dajun: ??? (not shown)

(I can't figure out Jeong Dajun no matter how many times I watch... It seems intentional, but what is it?)

But now, everyone's ideals are very different, right? So when they all come together, the train shakes a lot.

(clip of members facing each other and the train sinking)

When all the members meet in the end, a fierce wave comes in, meaning their ideals are clashing.

Sigh... That's why even when the train is sinking, they don't care and just keep walking as if nothing's wrong, because they have their own beliefs... They don't doubt a single bit...

(I think I'm going to explode watching Seong Jiwon's expression of showing no care)

After that, the box Kim Seonghyeon pulls out is empty, and there are many interpretations, so I won't mention that. In conclusion, everything in this MV is the unconscious of each member, and the reality is still in the post-apocalyptic world of “Second Chance”.

I'm writing this because there were many people complaining about the refreshing “Ocean Train” and thinking they abandoned the previous album concept. Guys, go watch the MV again.]

After the post was shared, explanations and hidden clues poured out on various SNS platforms.

[Daepaseong is insane]

[Daepaseong, come out and give us a bonus!]

[Planner, come out right now!]

And Lee Jihyeon, who planned all these settings, shivered in awe at the accurate interpretation.

Thus, whether the fans belatedly screamed or not...

“Ocean Train's” live performance began soon.

.

.

.

“Yuyu Bank! I'm Joo Woosung, the bank president~! It's almost early summer now!”

Joo Woosung focused on the camera and flashed a businesslike smile.

Today, Yuyu Bank had Black Call's Joo Woosung and White Cherry's vocalist Han Chaeri as special MCs for their summer special.

In the audience seats behind the camera, there were noticeably many triangular shaped lightsticks, probably because it was The Dawn's comeback day.

Joo Woosung suppressed his slight trembling eyes as much as possible and exchanged smiles with Han Chaeri standing next to him. As the two often appeared together as special MCs, they were dubbed the “visual couple” of Yuyu Bank, even being promoted by international fans on YouTube. It was a ridiculous story within the fandom.

“What do you think about all these refreshing summer songs, Chaeri?”

“Yes, Woosung~! With the wind and sky, it feels like we could go anywhere!”

White Cherry members smoothly continued with their professional comments. However, the real meaning behind their words was this:

Roll your eyes while you can.

I don't want to.

As always, the broadcast station was like a jungle.

Although they were chatting according to the script, deep in the eyes of White Cherry members, there was a silent emotion engraved, saying “You trash.”

Hehe.

Knowing this, Joo Woosung, who had already broken up with all of them, just smiled even more brightly.

As they finished introducing and went backstage to wait, Han Chaeri muttered to herself while her eyes were fixed elsewhere.

“Sometimes when I see such shameless Woosung, I'm amazed. A true pro, huh? Oh, you're shameless?”

“Wasn't that a good thing?”

“......”

Joo Woosung sat on one of the two chairs arranged backstage, passing by the irritated Han Chaeri. He then turned his eyes to The Dawn's stage.

The members, dressed in light t-shirts and linen shirts that matched the bright and cool summer concept, were checking their positions.

“...They're nominated for first place today, right? Seo Hoyun. You guys have gotten close recently, haven't you?”

“Well... yeah.”

“They seemed like good kids. Polite too. I don't know why they're hanging out with you, Joo Woosung.”

“Seo Hoyun is good?”

Woosung shivered, remembering his first encounter with Hoyun. No matter how he looked at it, Hoyun wasn't on the good side, and he could bet all the earnings and buildings in Seoul that he was more delicate and kind-hearted than him.

“No, they're not ordinary.”

“Huh?”

“They're much worse than me.”

Does he mean they're much bigger jerks?

Han Chaeri seemed puzzled, but Woosung had no intention of clearing up the misunderstanding. If Hoyun found out, it would be embarrassing.

'They're really weird.'

He had felt it from the beginning, but there was something about Hoyun. He wasnn't like the other people in the entertainment industry, who filled in the gaps with effort after entering the scene with their looks and a little bit of talent.

It was as if Hoyun knew every step of the way, and naturally sprinted towards the predetermined outcome. So, in the past six months, things went well.

But to go higher, he needs real skills.

Especially when his dance skills were lacking.

Hoyun checked his in-ear monitor in front of the camera and took his position. The music started, and the camera followed him.

“The sun is shining on your back,

Quickly, get on this train.”

“Wow, they're known for their live performances.”

Chaeri muttered as she rested her chin on her hand. These days, it was natural to use AR and perform live, but removing MR and live verification were like checkpoints that idols had to pass. In the midst of that, the voices of The Dawn members who were performing live soared through the sound, leaving no doubt that they were good at live performances.

“They would probably benefit more without MR.”

“He sings well.”

It was not a bad talent. He was on the beat and was pitch-perfect. Much better than those who missed half the beat just to show off.

But his dancing is...

Woosung sighed as he recalled Hoyun practicing awkwardly in the stuffy practice room of their agency.

Dancing doesn't improve easily. Talent, sense, and hard work are required. Having watched the last episode of Shining Star, Woosung knew Hoyun's dancing skills hadn't improved much.

I guess they should be prepared for some criticism this time too. Well... they probably won't care about that.

Woosung accurately grasped Hoyun's carefree personality and seriously analyzed the stage performance.

Unaware or not of Woosung's thoughts, Hoyun found the right timing and started the choreography in earnest.

“The sea train cuts across the sun.

Even if the waves crash over us,

Tide gets high and low.”

Huh...?

As the song progressed, Woosung's eyes grew wider.

What's going on?

He's good.

Hoyun is...

That clumsy dancer!

He was not only on the beat but also able to do the wave!

“Oh, he can dance a bit.”

Chaeri's appraisal was just that, but Woosung, who knew the old Hoyun, was shocked to the point where his jaw nearly dropped.

“The wave is pushing at your back,

Quickly, get on this train.”

“What the...? What's with them?”

How could this happen? How on earth could he improve so much in such a short time?

“Whoa, calm down. Sit down.”

Chaeri tried to calm Woosung down as he suddenly stood up and moved to a place where he could see the stage better. If it were up to her, she'd let this trashy guy get caught on camera and scolded by the camera director, but she wasn't that cruel.

Woosung's eyes followed Hoyun, completely oblivious to Chaeri's mixed feelings.

Hoyun continued the performance, making eye contact with the camera throughout.

So, Hoyun...

Looked like he was good at dancing.

Is that even possible? That can't happen with just practice.

“You alone are my only answer,

You are my key.”

Woosung was deep in thought.

...Does he have a hidden talent I don't know about?

No.

Hoyun was just a hard worker who made good plans and got a little lucky with the system.


“Wow, amazing.”

“Good job, good job.”

We were on our way back after doing two prerecorded performances with the other members. I was exhausted, but the young guys were still bouncing around.

I could only think about the red ginseng[1] that Seong Jiwon gave me in the waiting room, but from afar, I saw Woosung approaching.

“Hey.”

“Hello.”

“Hello!”

Since Woosung popping out of nowhere had become routine, the members greeted him without any tension. Only Woosung had a serious expression.

And today, as soon as we met, he blurted out nonsense.

“Doping?”

“What?”

“How can you suddenly dance so well?”

“...Sometimes I wonder what's going on in Woosung's head?”

Despite my sincere admiration, Woosung didn't let it go and just raised his eyebrows. I couldn't say it was all thanks to the system store in the system window...

Wait, is that a crazier idea than doping?

“No matter how I think about it, it's strange that you've improved so much in such a short time.”

“Ah, really?”

“Ah, it's not just that...”

I had become quite good at dancing.

Of course, I wasn't as good as Kim Seonghyeon or Joo Woosung, but... at least now I could move my hips and sway smoothly.

Joo Woosung squinted at me and let out a heavy sigh.

“Hey, I'm really curious. How did this klutz become like this?”

“Hoyun practiced really hard.”

Seong Jiwon cut in with a smile.

“Right. He practiced almost 24 hours a day! I thought Hoyun would die.”

Nice. The other members noticed my awkwardness and stepped in to speak up for me. Woosung grumbled with his chin up, only showing his quick-wittedness at times like this.

“But... is it really just from practicing?”

Talent overload...

“Is that all you wanted to see?”

I quickly changed the subject. Woosung still looked uneasy, but he went along with it for now.

“Hmm, the song was good. The stage was pretty too.”

“Thank you, sunbae!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who admired Woosung, bowed his blushing face after being startled. Woosung awkwardly accepted the gesture.

“Sometimes, I can't believe that Seonghyeon and Hoyun are in the same group.”

“What can you do if you don't believe it?”

“Seonghyeon, fighting!”

Woosung clenched his fist and shouted. It was obvious that he wanted to tease him.

“I hope you get 1st place~.”

“Just saying?”

“Huh?”

“You have to vote.”

I grinned and tapped his phone. It was a gesture to show that he should vote instead of just saying empty words. Woosung rolled his eyes, annoyed.

“Sometimes I wonder, have you ever taken the MBTI personality test?”

“Yes. It said I'm normal.”

“You little shit...”

Woosung grumbled as he walked away. I chuckled as I watched his back.

1st place... must be difficult.

Even on special broadcasts like today, only top idols like Woosung and Han Chaeli were invited as special MCs – and that was just for music shows. Moreover, it was one of the three major terrestrial stations.

The request for a vote was half a joke and half an expression of desire for 1st place.

As expected, we didn't win 1st place in the final ending stage. Woosung congratulated the winner and handed them the trophy.

I clapped and looked at the members.

I wondered if they were disappointed.

“Hey...”

But it was a false alarm. Kang Ichae immediately started bickering with Jeong Dajun as soon as we returned to the waiting room.

“Back in the day, people would come up and start a fight with me every two steps I took, asking what I was doing here...”

“Grandpa, how many times have you told that story~!”

“Ahem! That's what I'm saying.”

You fools...

...Their mentality seemed overly stable. Soon, Kang Ichae finished his joke with Jeong Dajun and strolled over to my side, changing the subject.

“Chef! I'd like to order kimchi stew for dinner.”

“Am I the one cooking?”

“Hyung! We bought all the ingredients!”

Jeong Dajun shook his head up and down.

Instead of kimchi stew, please pay more attention to getting 1st place...

Even Seong Jiwon laughed from the side, making it seem like they couldn't even imagine winning 1st place. It was good that their mentality had improved, but... I sighed and looked at the system window.

[Quest in progress... Win The Dawn's first music show!

Success: 5,000 points awarded

Failure: If you don't get 1st place until “Ocean Train's” music show activities end, the calculation fails♡]

What's with the heart behind you?

Don't mess around with money, okay?

“...Fine, let's have kimchi stew.”

I followed the manager's instructions to pack up and leave the waiting room. As I walked out, stretching my sore neck, I saw Woosung glancing at me while receiving greetings from his juniors.

Our eyes met, and he pointed to his phone while pursing his lips.

Such a waste. I voted, you know?

Wow... what a real pushover.

I sighed with genuine admiration. But there was no need to worry about the pushover, so I turned to the members.

“Anyone wants to make a 1st place promise?”

“...Huh??”

There was no place for 1st place in this music show in my plans anyway.


“Today, The Dawn is a candidate for 1st place~!”

See. They immediately hyped us up as soon as we came here.

After a long period of hardships, the pre-recorded and live stages were over, leaving only the 1st place announcement.

It was a robbery.

This particular broadcast program, unlike other shows, had a great system for rookies where only the singers who appeared on the show could become candidates for that week's episode.

We bowed our heads to the slightly popular ballad singer who was also a candidate for 1st place.

“The real-time voting ends!”

So, there was no way we could lose in the voting. The MC faced us with a smile and said the usual lines.

“Before the announcement, can we hear your pledges first?”

“Ah...Yes, yes!”

Kim Seonghyeon grabbed the microphone and found the camera with ease, becoming quite familiar with it. However, he was still a bit clumsy.

“If we were to become candidates... No, I mean, if we win first place, we'll switch parts for the encore stage of “Ocean Train”!”

“Ah~, switching parts! That sounds exciting~.”

It was one of the fans' favorite encore performances.

Of course, it wasn't chosen randomly...

“How about switching parts as our first-place pledge?”

It was obviously calculated.

“Huh? Alright, sure... But can we really win first place?”

“Wow!! I want Hoyun's part!”

“Ah~, seriously, man.”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun innocently agreed, thinking it was a fun idea, but Seong Jiwon let out a subtle smile while Kang Ichae chuckled, looking at me.

Smart guys...

“If I win first place, I'll sing while standing on a water tank!”

The ballad singer followed with their pledge. The MC smiled brightly and held the microphone.

“Now, we've heard each of the first-place candidates' pledges. So, who will take the honor of being this week's Lucky Music's number one? Let's find out! First, the digital scores!”

The digital and album scores were slightly in favor of the ballad singer by 4 to 500 points. However, our video scores led by 2,000 points. Finally, the live text voting scores that would determine the winner.

[The Dawn]

I quickly calculated the 2,430 points. Just when I was about to smile, I heard a loud pop sound.

“Today's first place goes to... The Dawn!”

Oh~.

The sparkling confetti fluttered around the members. At the same time, the quest completion message appeared.

[Quest Complete: Congratulations on your first music show win!

5,000 points have been awarded.]

Thank you.

What were the ratings for Shining Star again?

It was obvious considering it was empty-nester[2] ratings.

Not only was it not one of the big three terrestrial broadcasters, but thanks to the great system that allowed only artists appearing on the day to be candidates, it was already predicted that we might win first place on the music show known as the gateway for rookies... I turned my head towards the members with my usual expression, but it seemed the other members were different.

“Um...”

For a long time, they bowed their heads and didn't move.

“......”

“Thank you, everyone. ...Uh.”

Eureka.

With an impassive expression, they shook off the colorful confetti stuck in their hair, waiting for their thoughts. No one could pick up the microphone, not even Kim Seonghyeon, who was supposed to speak their feelings.

...Oh my.

Kim Seonghyeon raised and lowered his head several times, fumbling with the microphone but unable to open his mouth. He gritted his teeth to stop the bursting sound of tears and choked back sobs.

Seong Jiwon cried like a faucet, and Jung Dajun was bawling like a baby.

Darn.

The only ones remaining were Kang Ichae and me. Our eyes met.

“Hey, do you want to do it?”

“Nah, you go first.”

I quickly took up the microphone and, like an idol would typically do, I started by thanking the not-so-grateful representatives.

“Thank you to our always grateful CEO of Daepaseong Entertainment, the planning team, stylists, and our manager. We are also grateful to the composer Blue Tiger and Director Jeong for the fantastic music video.”

I was only genuinely grateful for a few of the people I just thanked. I just listed them because everyone else did, and that's all there was to it.

The truth was, I wanted to express my gratitude to the people I was about to mention.

“To our families, who are always by our side, thank you. And to our hardworking members, thank you, too.”

I took a deep breath after saying that.

“Lastly, to our fans, Noeul.”

Cheers erupted. Seeing how happy they were just for being mentioned, I couldn't help but feel good. I bowed my head.

Well... all things considered.

“Thank you so much. We will continue to show you our best.”

Winning first place was still a big deal.

Kang Ichae took the microphone and waved with a beaming smile.

“Noeul, we love you!”

“Thank you!”

“Thank you~!”

The tearful members finally pulled themselves together and bowed to those around them. I approached Jeong Dajun, who was still shedding a storm of tears, and put my arm around him. With my other hand, I gently squeezed both of Dajun's cheeks.

“Do you feel better?”

“Hyung, it hurts, sob...”

“Pull yourself together, kid.”

Some people might think that it's easy for them because we won first place so soon after our debut, that we must be cunning, and it's all thanks to the survival program. However, I just smiled.

I didn't want to measure this moment with such words.

Seong Jiwon came over and patted Jeong Dajun's head vigorously. He still had tears flowing down his face and a mix of emotions in his eyes. Nevertheless, he smiled brightly at me.

“Hoyun, we... we won first place.”

It had been a triumphant moment for me in half a year, but for Seong Jiwon, it was a long-awaited light.

I decided not to disturb Jiwon's moment.

For those who had devoted years of their anxious youth to an uncertain future...

“First place... for real.”

This time, I decided to congratulate him sincerely, without any calculations.

Jiwon hurriedly wiped away the tears streaming down his cheeks and trembled.

“Right.”

I smiled back.

“You did well, Jiwon.”





1 Red ginseng is a type of ginseng popular in Korea, believed to have various health benefits and provide energy.



2 Empty-nester refers to a situation where there is little competition, making it easier to achieve success.



Chapter 61

[1st Place!!!]

The atmosphere of the Noeuls was almost like a party. They laughed and cried at the same time. Particularly, the core fans who had been following them since their debut were crawling on the floor.

[1st place... 1st place... 1st place... Ah, fuck, is this real or a dream? Is this really happening? Aaah, it's so great!]

[They're the fastest among the new groups, are they buying their way up?

└ Music manipulation?

└ Shining Star + Robbing an Empty House

└└ Ah, ㅋㅋㅋ, they really racked their brains]

[As soon as they were announced as 1st place, the members cried like babies ㅋㅋㅋ cute ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

It's so funny and sad and touching and great ㅠㅠㅠ I didn't know I could cry this much...]

[In the midst of all this, Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun are perfectly fine

└ Their spirit is the true definition of a professional]

The reaction to them being 1st place was good. Maybe it was because of their hardships during Shining Star, but everyone was deeply immersed in the moment.

[Wow, it's really like a novel set up. From total nobodies -> Appearing on Shining Star -> Rising to fame -> 1st place. I'm so proud and going crazy...]

To begin with, the fact that this song caught on just as well as their previous one, add in the fact that there were fewer controversies, played a big part.

Meanwhile, when The Dawn's performance and Seo Hoyun's fancam were released...

[Wow]

Seo Hoyun's individual fans were taken aback.

[;;; What's up with Godking?]

[Why is he dancing so well? He must have practiced a lot ㅠㅠㅠ So proud, it's driving me crazy]

[What is Seo Hoyun lacking now... He has it all: looks, singing, dancing, and variety...

└ Lack of manners

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅅㅂㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm laughing so hard right now]

Of course, the Noeuls didn't mention his godliness.

To those who just casually liked Seo Hoyun, they might not know, but people describing Hoyun as “insane” seemed to know about his personality.

He was somewhat affectionate to his fans, but... he has a strong spirit and was definitely not friendly to everyone.

Some of them fully supported Seo Hoyun, no matter what controversy erupted. In fact, when Hoyun chose Today, some of them just coolly laughed it off.

[Hoyun is just a baby, so that's why ㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ insane ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Are you laughing?

└└ └ Sorry]

[Our rabbit might have done that tooha

└ Agree, agree ㅋㅋ]

As the saying goes, “Like idol, like fan,” they were shamelessly thick-skinned so much so that the members would be shock if they found out.

Anyway, as the increasingly powerful fans celebrated Seo Hoyun's impressive growth with laughter, more and more videos titled “The Evolution of Seo Hoyun's Dancing” appeared on YouTube. The praising comments also increased, but of course, there would be flies at the growing feast.

[He's only good at his own part ㅋㅋ. You can see the level when idols barely manage to memorize their own parts and get praised for it.]

Naturally, the fans got upset.

[Wow, look at the subtle provocation coming in~ Ah, it's so thrilling ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It's proof that he did really well, right? ㅋㅋ]

They were slightly annoyed but not the type of fans to be swayed by this level of agitation. If The Dawn became more popular in the future, of course, there would be more trolls stirring up trouble.

However, when the 1st-place promise fancam was released, even this agitation disappeared in an instant.

[The Dawn “Ocean Train” encore stage ? Congratulations on 1st place!]

[Pledge part summary!

Seong Jiwon → Kang Ichae,

Kang Ichae → Jeong Dajun,

Jeong Dajun → Seo Hoyun,

Seo Hoyun → Kim Seonghyeon,

Kim Seonghyeon → Seong Jiwon.

Please press like♡]

Whether it was a funny concept or not, the rap part and vocal part were switched.

Watching Seong Jiwon awkwardly rapping Kang Ichae's part, even the hardcore fans of Jiwon couldn't help but close their eyes tightly.

[He memorized it correctly... The beat is right... The diction is good... Why...]

[Jiwon... Just sing]

[Jiwon, don't do what you want to do

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You guys are so cold]

And then Kang Ichae imitated Jeong Dajun so well—waving his hands like crazy and copying his unique singing style—that everyone was in stitches.

[Kang Ichae is really shameless ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ For a moment, I saw Jeong Dajun

└ He's really got a strong spirit but his personality is so good ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The epitome of being in his own world

└ A person who would've been on top in any group... I just can't help but love him]

Next up was Jeong Dajun. Jeong Dajun tried to be cool by slicking back his hair and doing various gestures, but to the fans, he was only adorable.

[ㅋㅋㅋ It's just Jeong Dajun

└ Jeong Dajun: ㅠㅠ;;

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Our baby ㅠㅠ He's so cute]

Kim Seonghyeon sang Seong Jiwon's part effortlessly and sincerely. Surprisingly, his voice was good, and there was a buzz among the fans.

[What is this... What is this... Kim Seonghyeon taking on the main vocal part all by himself, what's going on...]

[Too many settings on this guy... If he went on Today, there would've been so many settings, and people would've asked if the writer had a conscience...]

Everyone had fun revealing their gag skills or unexpected talents by switching parts, but the most eye-catching one was Seo Hoyun. At first, he seemed hesitant to take on Kim Seonghyeon's part, but during the dance break, he adjusted his strength according to the beat and danced well.

[????]

[Huh???]

Compared to Kim Seonghyeon, he still had a long way to go, but it seemed like he was at least at the average level of other idols. His graceful dance lines attracted even more attention.

[What? Seo Hoyun is good at dancing even when it's not his part??]

[He knows how to control his strength]

[If Kim Seonghyeon is powerful and dignified, Hoyun knows how to adjust his strength accordingly. His facial expressions are also good, so I'm just watching this with a fist in my moutj ㅠㅠ

└ Yah, take the fist out of your mouth

└└ Ugh]

[Hey, those who said he can't dance unless it's his part, come out! Let's battle~!!! (A big grin, fuck~!!)]

The reaction was precisely in the direction Seo Hoyun had aimed for.


“Seriously, they have no conscience.”

I said while putting on a gray jacket. No matter how I thought about it, they were just too shameless. Jeong Dajun, who was still in high school, whined while flitting around.

“I don't want to wear my school uniform anymore.”

“Ah~ what good times.”

“Hoyun, why are you saying that? You only graduated four years ago.”

“No, it's been a long time.” I wanted to say that to Seong Jiwon, but I gave up.

The Dawn was going to appear on a talk show program. The concept was to dress up in school uniforms, become students, have dance battles, and determine the true “best” through a talk show.

“Kang Ichae, go.”

“Okay.”

After finishing the shooting preparation, I followed the staff's guidance and walked down the hallway to the classroom set.

For this concept, the shameless and cunning Kang Ichae was perfect.

He took the lead, opened the classroom door with a bang, and entered while fidgeting. Then he smacked the desk with his palm.

“Who's the top dog here?”

“These are all familiar faces.”

The celebrities, whom I had terribly troubled during my PD days, cheered without knowing anything.

“It's The Dawn!”

“Hello, guys.”

Following that, Seong Jiwon entered, waving his hands gently, and the rest of the members came into the classroom. We stood in line, smiled and greeted one another.

“We came to eat at this school.”

“Ahahaha!”

The shooting went smoothly. As much as the camera was rolling outside the set, there were people who stuck with the concept and remained faithful to their fame.

“So, I heard that Ichae composed the song for this release?”

“Yeah, that's right.”

“You must have made some money, right? How much did you earn?”

“That kind of money... I've seen it so many times that it's disgusting.”

For a moment, that thought crossed my mind and I glanced at him. Kang Ichae responded casually while fiddling around.

“Ah, unfortunately, the copyright royalties haven't come in yet.”

Kang Ichae winked playfully at the camera.

“Please transfer the payment to Ichae soon!”

A man who strictly separates work and personal life.

Everyone burst into cheers at his relaxed appearance.

Jeong Dajun was teased for crying too much, and Seong Jiwon was asked if he was really a tiger teacher[1]. When it was Kim Seonghyeon's turn, they indirectly brought up the school violence issue to grab emotional points, but Kim Seonghyeon... well, he deliberately avoided that topic with a nervous face.

“Yeah, don't do that. There will be a backlash.”

Each member had their turn to shine, and then it was my turn. The celebrities suddenly leaned forward.

“Hey Hoyun, I heard you're really smart?”

“Huh?”

I showed an awkward smile.

I was curious about what would come up, and it was this.

“No, not that much.”

“What do you mean? We all saw it on TV. You're good at English, and you memorize dances quickly.”

Hmmm...

It was nice to be praised, but if I kept being labeled with this image, fans might get bored.

They keep hearing the same story again and again. Was there no fresher story? While thinking lazily, I maintained a polite smile on the outside.

“Haha, it's no big deal.”

“......”

“......”

“...but you're really handsome.”

“I'm surprised...”

I think I heard similar things during my PD days when I first met them. Of course, once the program started and we worked together, it was no secret that they called me a sly person who smiles and grinds people down behind my back.

Ah, it was fun back then.

I miss it a lot.

Now that I'm in the subordinate position.

“It seems like there are about ten teenagers on the other side of the camera?”

I calmly waited while listening to the whining of a celebrity with a mischievous image.

But there's no laughter...

While waiting for a punchline to burst, my variety show PD alter ego was starting up... the next step began.

It was called “If You Die, I Die,” a secret revelation corner with a rather cheeky title[2].

“Hey~, let's talk about scary stories.”

“Yeah, sure!”

As the classroom darkened and the sound of thunder rang out, the comedians in the cast created an atmosphere by cracking jokes.

On a rainy day, the students in the classroom each brought up interesting stories.

A way to show off a star's eloquence and return!

“Who wants to go first?”

As I was about to open my mouth, Kang Ichae suddenly raised his hand confidently.

“Ichae will do it.”

“Ichae, why do you keep mentioning your name?”

“So you'll remember my name well.”

Ding!

[Isn't he just trying to be cute?]

I also think that's right.

Anyway, Kang Ichae looked like he was trying to focus everyone's attention by smacking the desk with both hands and putting on a serious expression.

“It's a shocking true story I experienced.”

“What is it, what is it?”

“This time the protagonist is not me but Houhou-hyung.”

“Houhou?”

“Hoyun-hyung. It's his previous stage name.”

This guy?

Kang Ichae's finger pointed at me. I crossed my arms and legs in a showy manner. The production staff laughed warmly, thinking it was just a joke, but in reality, I had no idea what was going on and cold sweat was dripping down my face... I had made too many embarrassing mistakes in the past.

No, Kang Ichae isn't the kind of guy who would mess around.

He wouldn't say anything that would damage my image.

But then again, there was nothing. All the recent conversations I had were related to Today, which would be edited out anyway...

As I forced my brain to work like an old, slow computer, Kang Ichae's story began.

“That day... it rained a lot, just like today.”

Kang Ichae whispered in a low, gloomy voice, as if trying to match the atmosphere. Kim Seonghyeon also listened carefully to the story.

A day when it rained a lot...?

“What is it? Hoyun, do you know?”

“No, not at all...”

I answered Seong Jiwon and quickly counted in my head, but still, I couldn't figure it out.

“It was the day before the final recording of Shining Star...”

“Shining Star? You mean the last episode when we performed 'Kismet'?”

“Yeah, that's right. You remember well. At that time, there was a lot of talk about whether Shining Star would continue or not. But what could we do? We practiced hard together in the practice room.”

I felt slightly anxious.

“I really wanted to be number one, so I practiced hard until I was exhausted, and when I was about to leave... Hoyun wanted to stay and practice more.”

“Hoyun?”

“Yeah. But we just let it be because he's a practice bug. He even had to be taken to the emergency room once because he practiced so much that he couldn't sleep and got sick.”

“Really? The ER?”

Voices of surprise echoed throughout the set.

Jeong Dajun nodded in agreement.

“Hyung suddenly collapsed. We were all so shocked, it was no joke.”

“Wow! You've really lived a passionate life. That's so cool.”

I felt a little guilty as everyone's eyes pierced me for having gone through such hardships, but I left the title of “an idol who was hospitalized for practicing too hard” alone, as it wouldn't harm me.

To be honest, my anxiety was elsewhere.

What... what was it?

“Anyway... Hoyun is always calm and rational when he practices. I was on my way back when I suddenly got a call. They said that the Shining Star program would continue. It's good news for us, right? So, I called Hoyun to let him know.”

Kang Ichae banged on the desk twice.

It was a rainy day.

The day before the final recording of Shining Star.

The day when I practiced alone.

“But he didn't answer the call.”

“...!!”

I remember!!

Feeling doomed, I jumped up and rushed to the desk, desperately trying to cover Kang Ichae's mouth. He struggled to avoid me while grinning, but he couldn't resist my desperate attempt to stop him.

The flustered comedians stood up.

“Seo Hoyun, you can't do this!”

“Stop, let's stop. Cut, cut.”

If this got out, I would really want to die. As if trying to smother Kang Ichae, I hugged him and tried to stop his mischievous mouth. Meanwhile, the other members who still didn't know what was going on just stared at the situation with question marks all over their faces.

“Hey, you really...”

“Hyung! I said I'd take care of the variety show part for you.”

“Please, Ichae.”

There was something here, something huge was about to happen.

The comedians, who had sensed something, laughed and separated me from Kang Ichae.

“Wow~, seeing Hoyun like this, there must be really something?”

“Ah, what is it? I'm so curious.”

Kang Ichae, who had become a mess, stood up from under the desk and spoke ominously.

“You can't stop the truth, hyung.”

Laughter erupted even among the staff members. Anticipating the approaching humiliation, I crouched down on a chair in a corner, covering my face and escaping reality. I could feel the camera zooming in on me.

“So, I went back to the practice room because I was worried that he might have collapsed again. But if he was practicing, I couldn't interrupt him, right? So, I slightly opened the door to the practice room and—”

Kang Ichae made a gesture of opening the door slightly with his hands.

“Hoyun was practicing his aegyo.”

“Wow!”

“Whoa!”

“You. Are. So. Love. Heart. Fluttering.I'm. So. Pretty! I'm. So. Pretty. He was doing that.”

Kang Ichae even demonstrated by clashing the tips of his fingers together, making the comedians scream in empathetic embarrassment.

“...What did you say?”

“Did I hear it wrong...”

The other members acted as if they had heard something they shouldn't have, digging their ears or looking at the ceiling.

That bastard...

I thought he was a good guy for not telling the members, but fuck, he was the kind of guy who would hold his tongue and endure it just to reveal it to the whole nation.

Kang Ichae let out a deep sigh.

“I couldn't believe what I was seeing... Hoyun isn't that kind of person... You'd know if you asked the members.”

“What's his personality like?”

Curious, a comedian asked, and Seong Jiwon forced a smile and replied.

“Well... he's calm and rational. He's definitely not that kind of person...”

“Exactly! He's not that kind of person. He'd never do anything that would put himself at a disadvantage.”

Kang Ichae, that trash, was stirring up the atmosphere with the people around him.

“But then, that person was doing this “I'm so pretty, I'm so pretty.'”

“So? So?!”

“Our eyes met through the mirror. His face turned blue.”

“Kang Ichae...!”

As soon as I got up, people around me grabbed my arm and made me sit down again. The filming set was already filled with screams and laughter from people (who had felt the empathy level).

“So, I quietly told them the news to spare you embarrassment, hyung.”

“AHAHAHAHA!”

“Then I thought as I was leaving...”

Kang Ichae finished with a regretful face as he brushed his hair back.

“This hyung is... really trying so hard in life.”

“UHAHAHA!”

“Wow, that's a legendary story! Confirmed!”

Having become the target of embarrassment, I just lay down on the desk, pretending to be dead. It seemed better to hide my presence and pretend not to exist.

” Hoyun, Hoyun, don't you have something to say?!”

“Is it for the fans?!”

Everyone was so agitated that even the cast members forgot their informal speech concept. I had to come to the lectern as the comedians kept making a fuss, asking if I had fainted.

Kang Ichae was smiling mischievously.

It's not covering 2%, but rather 200%. Ha...

“Hyung, please share your thoughts.”

“...If the fans are happy, isn't that all that matters?”

As I spoke honestly with a disappointed expression, even the staff couldn't help but laugh to the point of almost sobbing. Kang Ichae leaned on the lectern and laughed almost to the point of wailing.

“You're so lovable, it's so cute...”

It was the most depressing “It's so cute, it's so cute” in the world.

In the end, I had to do three reenactments of the aegyo, getting completely picked on during the shoot. The staff even crazily waved the sketchbook, asking for more.

These crazy bastards...

No, I was even crazier...

I half-heartedly read the lines written in the sketchbook.

“Hoyun is... just born pretty...”

“Waah! So embarrassing!”

“Because others are just pretending to be pretty... Ho. Yun. Also. Tries. Hard.”

Life...

“Seo Hoyun, please! Please stop!”

That bastard Kim Seonghyeon was laughing so hard that he slid off his chair and fell, not even realizing it was his fault.

He didn't even know the favor he owed me, fuck...




1 Refers to a strict and disciplinarian teacher



2 “너 죽으면 나 죽어” is a playful mistranslation of a Korean phrase that means “we will stick together through thick and thin” or “we will be together until the end.”



Chapter 62

This chapter is generously sponsored by Voo.

[Exclusive Preview/Legendary Embarrassing Moment: Check Out This Male Idol]

“......”

I quietly turned off YouTube after watching the video in the practice room. As I did, a message popped up on the screen.

– Seo Hojin: hyung hyung hyung hyung

What's going on?

– Seo Hojin: I'm in a hurry

– Me: ?

– Seo Hojin: Have you seen my class notes from freshman year? I need it for an assignment

– Me: No

– Seo Hojin: Ha... thump-thump[1].... thump-thump...ㅜ

I was sure this bastard deliberately made up this story just to bring it up. I clenched my fist and gritted my teeth to contain the anger that rose from within.

In an instant, the variety show that was broadcast to the whole nation turned me into an “idol with legendary embarrassing moment.”

It was great that my intelligent image had a 180-degree change, but it wasn't so great that my embarrassing moments on YouTube garnered millions of views.

[Is Seo Hoyun an aegyo machine or a robot? (Like 113)

└ Aegyo machine: Is he a robot or Seo Hoyun?

└ Robot: Is he Seo Hoyun or an aegyo machine?]

[When Seo Hoyun grabbed Kang Ichae by the collar, it was the highest rating (Like 2144)

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ho.Yu.N.Be.Strong.Sob.Sob (Like 3155)

└ Amazing staccato

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It's really funny to see him struggle so fucking hard with aegyo... He really can't do it and only does it because he's told to ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ His image is so refreshing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ When he said he'd do anything if the fans liked it, I screamed... Yes... my face is burning... but it's good to live hard!!]

Ding!

[Am I the only one who's embarrassed?]

“I'm the one on the spotlight so why would you be...”

I murmured quietly as I held my head. Kang Ichae, who had casually exposed my embarrassing moment, sat down laughing as if he was enjoying it. I angrily gave him a honey punch.

“Calm down. We have a fansigning event tomorrow anyway, so it's good.”

“What's so good?”

“Just think of it as practicing aegyo in advance—”

Kang Ichae squinted his eyes as if it was none of his business. A quest appeared as I pushed the traitor away with my foot.

[Quest Arrival!

Make memories with fans at the fansign!

A surprise gift from the system for the sulking Seo Hoyun.

Success: 2,000 points awarded.

Failure: Share on SNS with the reputation of “A Real Fish Market Rock”]

Until recently, The Dawn had only a handful of fans, yet they still held a fansign during their first album release.

Fansigns.

An opportunity to meet and talk to idols who were only seen through videos.

It was a shitty random drawing event where you had to spend tens of thousands of won to even have a chance of winning, just to talk for a few seconds or minutes, depending on the number of members.

“How was it last time?”

Kang Ichae, who had clearly wronged me, eagerly approached.

“Are you talking about our fansigning during 'Glow'? Like fansign cuts, things like that?”

Jeong Dajun raised both of his hands and jumped up.

“Me!”

“Okay, Dajun. You only need to raise one hand.”

“The company didn't tell me anything!”

It was the only thing Daepaseong Entertainment did right.

It must have been Jeong Dajun's innocent smile that made it up to my terribly contrasting personality.

“Let's practice once.”

Feeling excited, Kang Ichae sat in front of me and screamed with both hands covering his mouth.

“You're so, so handsome, Hoyun!”

“Even using informal language.”

“Can you be a bit more cooperative? Let's try again.”

This didn't feel like something I could just answer vaguely and get it over with. When I raised my eyebrows, Jeong Dajun jumped in.

“Let me try. I ate tuna kimbap today!”

“Oh, really...?”

“......”

“...Good job?”

Everyone was silent. Even Kim Seonghyeon, who was nonchalantly sipping water at the corner, looked at me as if he couldn't believe my attitude. Kang Ichae coughed a few times before asking brightly again.

“Hoyun! When is your next comeback?!”

“I think it'll depend on how the songs turn out, wouldn't it?”

“What... should we do?”

Everyone mumbled with a nervous look. I answered this question sincerely, but the reaction was still not good. According to the members, what was important was not the serious TMI, but the appropriate response and a balance of push and pull.

Well, I think I knew it theoretically...

Feeling awkward, I looked away but Seong Jiwon suddenly stood up.

“Wait a minute.”

He then grabbed an employee passing by in front of the practice room.

“Jihyeon, I'm sorry, but please help Hoyun come to his senses.”

“Yes, what??”

It was the stand Lee Jihyeon who had been caught by surprise. After listening to the whole story, Jihyeon scratched her cheek uncomfortably.

“So, you want me to talk about my ideal fansigning event... But it's difficult. I've been out of the fandom for a while now... Now I'm more into 2D[2]...”

“That's fine. Just get Hoyun to snap out of it.”

“Um... 'Oh, really?' is a bit too much. Okay, got it.”

And so, Lee Jihyeon's fansigning experience began. Starting with a fansigning event from N years ago, Jihyeon suddenly began talking and accelerated five minutes later.

“...No, come to think of it, it's infuriating!”

“Huh??”

“What's so hard about doing that for real that she had to roll her eyes like she's at a fish market, that girl? Do you know what she said at the fansign event? She wants to live a normal life now. If that crazy bitch wants to live like a god, she shouldn't have such a normal bank account?!”

“......”

It was an emergency.

As cold sweat poured down from seeing the rampaging Lee Jihyeon, the members' gaze focused on me.

“...You saw it, right? Let's do well.”

“Yes...”


After suddenly receiving an emergency education (also called brainwashing) from the members, Seo Hoyun entered the fansign event with some confidence. Everyone screamed at him for taking off his usual dark outfit and putting on a blue jacket that matched this concept.

However, for Seo Hoyun, it was an emergency from the start.

“Hoyun! Do you have a favorite animal? Like a rabbit?”

“Yes...?”

Blinking at the sudden question, he answered. It didn't matter what kind of animal he liked, but he felt like he should pick one to like, so he hid his heart that didn't care at all about such things and answered.

“I... like cats.”

“...Think again. From within there.”

“...A rabbit?”

“Of course!!”

Of course?

Seeing the fan pass by with a happy face and clenched fists, Seo Hoyun was very flustered. And belatedly, he had a thought.

Wait, could it be...

And then, a post like this went up on SNS.

[Guys, Hoyun prefers being called a rabbit. It's official, so if you disagree, show me your photocards.]

[Where did the cat faction go?]

[Seo Hoyun looks like a freaking cold handsome guy, but...

Fans keeps calling him a rabbit, so he starts to look like one. Just like how when you keep calling someone your husband, eventually people think, “Ah... that's that person's husband.”

└ Ah... Seo Hoyun was a rabbit.]

It was manipulation and fabrication.

He had seen reactions like “Seo Hoyun, rabbit, genius idol” before, but never thought that he, the top personality and evil PD, would be called a rabbit. Shocked, Seo Hoyun greeted the next fan.

“I heard you like sweet things but you also like Soruinun at the same time...”

“That's correct. How did you know?”

As he opened the album and signed it while having a conversation, the fan hesitated for a moment and then spoke up. It was a story that Kim Seonghyeon, who was before Seo Hoyun in the line up, had told the fan.

While Seo Hoyun struggled with the headband falling off as he constantly bowed to sign and sincerely responded to the fan's questions, the members (especially Kang Ichae) were jumping around like fishes in water.

[Ichae remembers me... Everything from my name, major, where I live, and what we talked about back then. He said we'll see each other more often ㅠ Jeong Dajun is also happily bouncing around next to him as always...]

[I just showed Kim Seonghyeon our marriage certificate and he really tried to sign it calmly, but I stopped him ;; I had a conscience, right?

└ Wow, you really had patience.

└ I squeezed some strength into my brain.]

[Jiwon says he's happy these days... ㅜ He's thankful ㅠ Be happy forever you bastard ㅜ]

[Ah, life is good these days. Shining Star was so annoying because it was so spicy, but when we actually look at the kids' personalities, they're so soft and squishy...]

As they gobbled up the breadcrumbs poured down in a flurry, Kang Ichae smiled and sent off the fans who had just finished signing.

“Take care, noona~! Just finish with a good mood after seeing Hoyun-hyung's aegyo!”

“Hahaha! I will!”

“......”

Seo Hoyun, who was next in line after Kang Ichae, had no choice but to work hard at showing different aegyo every time, as Ichae constantly teased him...

After finishing the fansign event with their faces shining, the exhausted members all left. Seo Hoyun, who had been happy to meet the fans but also hit by a sudden reality check, stuck to the corner of the van on their way back to the dorm and washed his face.


“Good job~!”

“Where should we put the gifts?”

“It would be nice if there was one more room. Right?”

With dark circles under our eyes and our spirits half-gone, we returned to the dorm and, as if it was natural, each sucked on Seong Jiwon's red ginseng juice. Kang Ichae laughed as if he wasn't tired at all.

“I was worried, but it turned out fine~.”

“......”

“Leave it, Seo Hoyun's out of it right now.”

“Thank you...”

Aside from my mental state, the fansign event seemed to have gone well, but when it ended and we returned, my fingers were too tired to move, and I melted into the sofa, my body sprawled out. Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun seemed to be trying to sneak into their rooms. They probably didn't want to get caught in the crossfire... but then Kang Ichae suddenly blocked their way.

“Hyung, I'm going to the convenience store, what should I get?”

“Damn.”

“Can't you at least be half as nice to us as you are to the fans?”

“You're asking for a lot, you accomplice.”

“Aigo, you're such a bastard~!”

Kang Ichae spat out nonsense and dragged Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun along to buy ice cream. There was no need to watch anymore since we had already monitored the event in the car on the way back.

Looking at the community and SNS reactions, it seemed not bad. Thankfully, they seemed satisfied. I was now lying flat on the sofa, lost in thought.

But no matter how much I think about it... I don't understand.

They waited in line, spending money to buy dozens of albums and barely winning a spot at the fansign event, then even bought gifts, and still tried to only say nice things.

After all that blabbering... is there any value in liking me?

As for the other members, they were on the rise and performing well lately... I absentmindedly organized my thoughts, and my gaze naturally went towards the music show trophy in the living room.

“......”

The manager said he would take it to the company soon.

The reactions to our first-place promise weren't bad either. A good song, first-ever first-place win, decent music sales, and good variety show reactions.

Everything was going smoothly, as if the wind was in our sails.

I've got all the conditions.

Ding!

[What's our bunny thinking about? ha.ha

Bunny versus cat, pick one ㅋ]

“......”

This brat, someday I'm really going to hit him...

I took a deep breath and turned my gaze to Kim Seonghyeon.

“But why aren't the kids coming back?”

“Well, I don't know?”

Kim Seonghyeon awkwardly averted my eyes and stammered. I got up from the sofa, scratching my head and about to change clothes.

I needed to hurry to the company to discuss the settlement with the CEO...

“Seo, Seo Hoyun!”

“Euk!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been fiddling with his phone from afar, suddenly rushed over and threw a blanket draped over the sofa at me, then rolled me up like a sushi roll. The blanket was a heavy winter one that I had put out to wash.

“??”

“Aren't you tired? Wanna be a kimbap? It's warm and cozy!”

“What...”

Why was he suddenly acting like this? He even covered my face so I couldn't see ahead. Kim Seonghyeon raised his voice, blocking my hands so I couldn't remove the blanket.

“It's so cold!!”

“It's summer, you lunatic.”

“Get out.”

“Before I swear.”

Feeling my ominous tone, Kim Seonghyeon flinched. Normally (although he wouldn't have done this in the first place), he would have apologized and stopped quickly, but he was both flustered and persistent.

Even without seeing, I could sense Kim Seonghyeon's confusion. Seizing the moment when his grip slightly weakened, I snatched the blanket away and glared at him.

“Kim Seonghyeon. There must be a reason for suddenly mentioning kimbap...?”

“......”

When I narrowed my eyes and pressured him, Kim Seonghyeon, who had zero talent in acting, just rolled his eyes with a perplexed expression.

This brat definitely had something.

“You did something wrong.”

“No... I didn't.”

What did you mean you didn't? You're acting like a guilty puppy.

“Spit it out.”

“Nothing? But...what if I try speaking gently and kindly like I usually do?”

“...What?”

I was about to seriously ask him what he had eaten when suddenly, I saw his phone on the other side of the room.

The phone fixed on a tripod looked suspicious.

“...?”

“Why is that there and...”

“What does kimbap have to do with...”

Bang!

That's when it happened. The front door opened, and a paper firecracker burst.

“Wow~!! Congratulations on your first place~! You've successfully finished your 'Ocean Train' music promotions... Uh...”

“...!!”

Jeong Dajun came in with a big smile and a huge cake. It looked like a cake to celebrate our first place since there was a “1” on it.

Kim Seonghyeon and I were awkwardly standing still around the sofa. Our posture looked suspicious to anyone.

The icy atmosphere, our strange behavior, the messy hair, and the sweat on my forehead. It all gave the impression that something had happened.

“...Kimbap?”

Jeong Dajun mumbled blankly, then his eyes widened.

“Did you two... fight over kimbap?!”

“Hello~, congrats... Huh.”

“Congrats, congrats... Huh?”

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, who entered the room late, also stopped talking and closed their mouths. Wearing silly cone hats and quirky glasses, the other members who had burst in with firecrackers froze in place, apparently misunderstanding something.

“You guys fought because of food?”

Why on earth did the conclusion go in that direction?

“We didn't fight... No, anyway.”

They seemed to get the gist of it, but why me... I was the target of the surprise, wasn't I? Why was it me who seemed the least likely to be entertained by it?

No, no, pushing all that aside.

My head hurt, so I supported my forehead with my hand.

“Was it recorded?”

If it was recorded, at least there was some chance of saving the situation. They could edit it somehow... But all the members averted their eyes.

“...Uh...”

“V-Live...”

“...Live broadcast?”

Everyone nodded their heads gloomily.

With me as the target?

I'm screwed...

The manager who came in late, not understanding the situation, entered the room with a joyful expression and set off a party popper.

“Surprise~!”

“......”

Pop! The confetti fluttered and hung humorously on the members' heads.

An icy silence filled the room.





1 “......” is an internet slang and a contraction of “심장이 가쁘다”, which can be translated as “heart pounding” or “heart racing”.



2 Me too... ^ㅂ^



Chapter 63

This chapter is generously sponsored by Soah.

[Title: Today's Failed Surprise! After finishing the fansign event, The Dawn held a sudden V-live...

(Kang Ichae: Today's surprise guest is~ none other than Hoyun-hyung!

Seong Jiwon: Ahaha, I'm looking forward to his surprised reaction since he's usually the calmest one)

They had no idea what the future held...

They even set up a camera in the living room to focus on Seo Hoyun's reaction

(Seo Hoyun: You guys are expecting a lot from a mere stand-in criminal...

Kang Ichae: You're the one who's going to kill him~)

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They're always like this, so freaking cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hoyun is still holding a grudge against Ichae for exposing his aegyo, but then Hoyun tries to change his clothes. Wow, this guy... only half-unbuttoned his shirt, but his abs... and muscles were... there... I couldn't help but swear (I'll hold back)

(Kim Seonghyeon: Ahhhhhhhhh~ (making kimbap))

The best excuse!

The leader strives with all his might!

(Seo Hoyun: You did something wrong.

Kim Seonghyeon: (Feeling wronged)ㅠㅠ No... I didn't ㅠㅠ

Seo Hoyun: Spit it out ㅋㅋ)

Hoyun was about to scream in earnest, this guy's sense of humor is no joke

But then, they suddenly find the camera!

(Seo Hoyun: ...??)

The members enter with innocent expressions!

(Jeong Dajun: Did you two... fight over kimbap?!)

A chaotic ending due to misunderstanding!

(Seo Hoyun: Was it recorded?

Members: (Nodding)

Seo Hoyun: ... Live broadcast?

Members: (Nodding...))

Hoyun's expression at this moment ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The ultimate highlight (Manager: Surprise~!)

Unending innocence and deadly silence...

Hoyun sighs, turns off the V-live, and comes back

The V-live title after that: >>>We apologize to you, dear fans. <<< I never thought I'd see such a title in the V-live ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are they controversial YouTubers or something ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

(Seo Hoyun: Now, apologize to the fans)

The members all bow their heads

(Seo Hoyun: Apologize to me too.

Members: We're sorry!)

~Surprise Fail~

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why do they always film hidden camera pranks ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ They're so harmless when they play ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Hoyun's real-life speech is showing in the midst of this ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are they really close friends?

└ The manager shouting “Surprise~!” without noticing is so funny I almost threw up

└ But they don't seem to feel sorry at all, especially Jeong Dajun. Jeong Dajun tries to sneak some cake onto Hoyun's nose ㅋㅋㅋㅋ, but when Hoyun glares at him, he quickly crouches down

└└ How can our golden retriever be so cute]

I almost caused a huge mess.

Cold sweat dripped down my back. If I had let slip what I was thinking, I would have been scolded.

If I had called Kim Seonghyeon a “bastard,” I would have been cursed at, and if I had said, “Why do fans like me?”, I would have been accused of playing the pity card and garnering all sorts of negative attention...

After barely fixing things up, we ended the V-live, and I smacked each of the other members once.

“Ouch!”

“It hurts!”

“Sorry...”

“...?”

I let Kim Seonghyeon off the hook. Feeling wronged, Kang Ichae jumped up and pointed at me.

“What! Why are you letting Seonghyeon-hyung off?”

“He at least had some human decency.”

“True, I did my best.”

It was because he had covered me with a blanket. Looking back, Kim Seonghyeon was just as pale as me.

They must have been dragged into it by the younger members.

“Phew, I need to go to the company for a bit.”

“Are you going to... kick us out?”

“Stay quiet before I change my mind.”

Leaving a frustrated Jeong Dajun behind, I went down to the dormitory parking lot, thinking about the manager who had sneakily escaped earlier.

If he had already left, I would have had to take a taxi to the company, but fortunately, the manager was still in front of the van, having just finished a call.

“Manager, can we go to the company?”

“Uh, yes...”

“Let's go together.”

“What are you up to?”

After putting on the seatbelt and looking forward, the manager kept glancing at me anxiously.

“Why, what's up?”

“I get so nervous every time Hoyun says he's going to the company...”

“Have I ever caused any trouble or accidents?”

“......”

After saying that, I hesitated for a moment.

“...Have I?”

“Hoyun! This time, please! Let's get through this quietly!”

The manager's nagging went on and on, but we arrived at the company in no time since it was close to our dormitory. As the manager said, I headed straight to the CEO's office “quietly,” but as I approached the door, I bumped into someone leaving the room.

“Uh...”

It was Min Jiheon.

“Hello.”

“......”

Min Jiheon was silent for a while, then rubbed the back of his neck.

“Wow, I got confused for a moment...”

About what?

I couldn't help but stare at Min Jiheon. He gave a faint smile and asked.

“You came up, huh?”

“Yes, well.”

Once again, I had a bad vibe about this person. However, this was the company, and it wouldn't do any good to show my feelings, so I gave a non-committal response. Seeing his uninterested face, it seemed like he didn't have any business either.

But against my expectation, Min Jiheon muttered,

“I told you to contact me if you come to Seoul...”

“......”

“I don't even have your contact information...”

“...I'm sorry. If it's urgent, you can contact me through the company.”

“Ah, that's a bit of a hassle...”

What's with this person...?

Min Jiheon, who had been sizing me up, obediently stepped aside.

“...Eh, never mind. It doesn't seem that urgent now... Go ahead. Hello to you too, Manager.”

“Min Jiheon! Hello!”

“Yes.”

Min Jiheon, who still looked clueless, replied with a deflated tone and walked away.

No matter how you look at it, it feels uneasy...

Anyway, as we were about to move on, my manager made a fuss.

“Are you close with Min Jiheon?”

“Not at all.”

“But Jiheon speaks so casually with you?”

I shrugged my shoulders as if I didn't know anything, and the manager tilted his head. It seemed that the manager was confused because he had seen a side of Jiheon that he was not familiar with.

Well, I had more important things to deal with. I needed to resolve the settlement issue before the members' teamwork was completely torn apart because of resentment.

Now, how should I cook this up?

I knocked twice on the CEO's office door and opened it. The CEO, whom I hadn't seen in a while, had a radiant face as if he was enjoying a good life with the money they had earned.

“Oh, isn't this our Hoyun!”

“Hahaha. Hello, CEO.”

Since when did I become your Hoyun?

I approached him with a business smile.

“It seems like a special day, with Jiheon first and now Hoyun.”

“Min Jiheon came and left.”

“Yeah, I called him over to talk. I don't know what he's thinking since he's always so clueless.”

The manager placed the trophy he had brought on the table.

“Well, we'll be getting a few more of these in the future.”

“Still, I have to see it in person once. We'll display one in our CEO's office. Who knew our The Dawn would grow this big... and do so well.”

Did you raise us?

While inwardly raising my middle finger, I outwardly played along and laughed.

“Our recent achievements have been quite good, right? Both in terms of music and variety shows. As far as I know, we're still in discussion for a commercial deal.”

“Of course. We really hit the jackpot this time.”

“So, about that.”

As I leaned forward to bring up the main topic, my manager visibly tensed up. But before he could speak, the CEO raised his hand.

“Hoyun, I know what you're thinking.”

“Huh?”

“There's only one reason you would suddenly come to see me like this. You want to change the contracts, right? But we already revised yours...”

“Ah.”

I let out a sly smile.

“You're half right and half wrong.”

“Huh?”

“It's not my contract, but the members' contracts.”

This had been on my mind for a while.

Contracts couldn't be changed just by whining about it. My case was special. Back then, I brought a song from Blue Tiger and temporarily raised our recognition through the media, but the members hadn't shown much.

However, with our Shining Star victory and first-place achievement, it was now a story worth considering.

If the teamwork started to crumble now that we were just taking off, it wouldn't be good for the CEO either. It wasn't a bad idea to bring it up, considering the timing.

“Please change the members' contracts to match mine.”

The CEO, slightly surprised, took a sip of tea before replying.

“I didn't think you were that kind of person, but when did you grow so attached to your members?”

...Hmm.

“Or is it not about being attached, but are you worried about being cornered later because your contract conditions are different?”

They were spot on. As much as it was true, it felt shitty to hear it from someone else's mouth, so I just laughed.

“You don't have to be curious about my intentions.”

Just change the contracts.

Seeming to understand the meaning, the CEO's eyebrows twitched slightly.

“Well, that's true. Anyway... I was planning to bring it up myself. It's easier if your conditions are the same.”

What's going on? Was he actually doing his job?

The CEO wasn't just a figurehead; he noticed this much.

It seemed to be going smoothly, but I couldn't let myguard down until the contracts were completely changed.

“Thank you.”

“Next time we revise the contracts, let's go over them with all the members.”

“Yes, please.”

It felt almost too easy, which made me feel uneasy.

At times like this, something would always blow up.

Sure enough, the CEO asked slyly,

“Hoyun, by the way...”

“Yes?”

“People should seize opportunities when they come. It seems to me that you have lots of opportunities. You have good visuals, vocal skills, and high recognition... I've received various contacts for you.”

These were nice words, but why did they sound so unpleasant when the CEO said them?

As I closed my mouth with a “get to the point” look, the CEO cleared his throat.

“Do you happen to...”

“I don't.”

“...I haven't finished talking yet.”

“I don't plan on acting.”

“...Fine, just lay it on the line.”

He backed off after I sharply cut him off.

“Anyway, why don't you want to? It's an opportunity to raise your recognition a lot...”

“It's time to focus on group activities now.”

“No, think about it again. We used to be an actor management company, right? If we put our minds to it, we can push Min Jiheon to the side.”

Don't lie...

That fierce Min Jiheon from earlier was already a national actor. In terms of dramas, even the cold and objective Jeong Dajun praised his acting. He's a textbook example of a “trustworthy actor.”

Although his strong personality is a flaw.

“I probably don't have talent like Min Jiheon-sunbae.”

“That's a shame...”

“I'll postpone it to next time.”

When an idol's activities, which have just begun, were going well, there's no way not to attract attention if a recently debuted idol tried to stand out with individual activities.

These would be the clickbait titles.

[Seo Hoyun wants to act, but his acting is terrible.]

[If you're going to do this, just say you wanted to be an actor from the beginning~ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Yep~ His expression was sour because he didn't want to be an idol]

...It's all too plausible.

When I imagined it, I saw my poor acting skills being uploaded on YouTube and community sites.

“Hmm... It's a pity, such a pity.”

The CEO's face showed great disappointment, but he reluctantly agreed and moved on since I strongly refused. That was the only good thing about this company.

Leaving me to handle things on my own.

The downside?

Everything else.

Lee Jihyeon was somewhat of a gem, though.

She's so sharp and intelligent that I wanted to keep her around...

“I'll be going.”

I bowed and got up.

But why suddenly bring up acting...? He doesn't even know about my hidden trait.

It's strange. No matter how I think about it.

Doesn't Seong Jiwon objectively fit better?

Especially in terms of appearance, Seong Jiwon seems to suit acting better with his good looks, innocence, and ability to change his expression according to the role. I tilted my head but missed the timing to ask.

“Ah, I'm going to talk to Kim about this.”

“Yes.”

As expected...

He'd pretend to respect my decision in front of me and then send the manager to persuade me behind my back.

Well, that's the manager's job to handle.

Ignoring the manager's desperate SOS signal, I left. As I walked down the hallway after leaving the CEO's office, I ran into an unexpected person.

It was Min Jiheon, tapping his phone.

“Ah...”

Noticing me, Min Jiheon stuffed his phone into his pocket and asked,

“You came out faster than I thought?”

As if he had been waiting for me.
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“...Do you still have someone to see?”

“No, um... I was just going to leave, but I'm a little curious.”

About what?

However, contrary to his words, Min Jiheon yawned as if he was not interested and rubbed his eyes.

I was about to ask what he was curious about when an icy feeling came over me again.

Uh-huh!

Let's not ask.

I turned my head and tried to move on. If his dialogue window doesn't even pop up, he's definitely not helpful in progressing the scenario.

“Well then, I'll be going.”

“Aren't you going to act, Seo Hoyun?”

“...?”

But then Min Jiheon asked me as I was trying to pass by without any problem.

“The CEO must have asked you. If you want to act.”

“How do you know that?”

“Oh, I mentioned it. How about letting Seo Hoyun try acting?”

“...You, Min Jiheon-sunbae?”

I didn't expect this development.

With a trembling face, Min Jiheon looked at me up and down.

“Actually, the sequel to the Please Serve the Cider I filmed last time is coming out. It's called Please Take the Camera... The writer really liked Seo Hoyun after watching Shining Star. He said that you'd fit the image of the next character very well...”

Suddenly, the back of my head felt heavy. So, it was you who made the CEO suddenly ask me!

You breathed into the CEO's ear?!

“Yu Jia also said that Seo Hoyun would be good.”

Min Jiheon continued to speak, regardless of whether he knew my displeasure or not.

“So, what did you answer?”

“I said I wouldn't do it.”

“Really? That's such a shame?”

A shame?

At this point, I was getting suspicious, so I asked nervously.

“...Do I have an incredible talent? So much that Min Jiheon would ask?”

“Uh?”

Did he really need to approach me like this?

I was actually being sarcastic, but Min Jiheon laughed as if he took it seriously.

“Ahahaha, I don't know!”

“...?”

What's going on...?

Ignoring my confusion, Min Jiheon hummed and babbled on.

“I don't really know by looking at faces. There are people among the other stakeholders who know right away... I think it's really divine inspiration?”

What the heck was this guy...?

“Anyway, I'll tell the writer that you can't do it.”

Min Jiheon, who didn't seem like the person who stirred up the CEO, calmly accepted my refusal and soon received a phone call from the manager. He quickly made a bland face and said, “Yes, yes,” trailing off.

As soon as he hung up, he looked at me and waved his hand.

“Goodbye~! Stay healthy in the meantime!”

“...??”

Suddenly, the atmosphere became festive.

He acted as if he was saying his last goodbye to someone he wouldn't see again, so I opened my mouth in astonishment as Min Jiheon turned around and walked slowly away.

What's really up with that guy?

I called up the system window.

“Hey, show me Min Jiheon's stats...”

But there was no answer.

“...Hey?”

Only after Min Jiheon had been gone for a while did the system window pop up.

[Yes?]

“I called you earlier.”

[I didn't hear it~.]

The system window pretended not to hear me and then disappeared. I raised my eyebrows at that.

This is new?

The system window...

Now it even lied right in front of my eyes.


“Hyung, come here!”

I thought I would finally have some relatively free time after finishing all the music show schedules, but Kang Ichae suddenly became enthusiastic.

“What is it?”

“We're going on Victory is Mine. We need to practice quickly, so write down your desired events.”

Ah, right.

This program, held every year at the end of May, was always popular. The fact that it was still held every year despite idols getting hurt and causing chaos showed its popularity.

“What events are there?”

“Running, archery, wrestling, rhythmic gymnastics, and esports!”

“Esports?”

I was familiar with the other events, but e-sports was new. Kang Ichae shook his game console excitedly.

“There are even more events within e-sports! I have to win first place in this for my pride.”

“What's the prize for first place?”

“...Honor? Glory?”

“Korean beef!”

Jeong Dajun seemed to be burning with passion for the prize.

“Are you working this hard just to eat Korean beef now?”

“What are you talking about? This is our 'pride'!”

“Don't hang your pride just anywhere.”

“Men's pride is cheap, after all.”

Kang Ichae insisted that he must win first place no matter what, with another nonsense reason.

“We can join up with another team, but first, I need to check your skills. I roughly know Jeong Dajun's abilities.”

“Ah, hyung! I can do well, you know?”

“What's up?”

Wiping his towel, Seong Jiwon showed interest, and Kim Seonghyeon, who hadn't had anything to do for a long time, quietly approached and joined the conversation.

“Esports?”

“Do you guys play games?”

I was the only one feeling down among them. Lying flat on the sofa without any enthusiasm, I responded.

“Your hyung doesn't do esports. I want to do something else.”

“Ah, hyung~! Just try it once. We have exactly five people, right? I'll let you choose your favorite role!!”

So whether I choose or not... I really don't play games.

“I have a feeling that you'll be good at this game with this cold demeanor! Good judgement! Mental strength! I bet Hoyun-hyung will be good at gaming!”

“......”

Kang Ichae's eyes boiled with the same passion as practice bug Seong Jiwon, who would usually shout for practice. It's surprising to see this usually indifferent guy get this heated, but...

It's annoying...

“Really annoying...”

“Are you not even trying to hide your true feelings anymore?”

Kang Ichae looked at me with dissatisfaction and shook his head vigorously while trying to persuade me.

“Hyung, hyung, just once!”

I tried to ignore Kang Ichae's whining by putting on earphones, but suddenly, a system window appeared after a long time.

Ding!

[Victory is Mine is indeed the flower of a multi-entertainer!

Win the 1st place in the Victory is Mine event 3 times.

(Acknowledging 1st place wins from group members as well.)

Success: 3,000 points.

Failure: You will do more embarrassing things.]

“What more embarrassing things can there be...?”

[ㅋㅋ]

What? Why was it suddenly laughing? I looked at the system window with a slightly uncomfortable feeling.

[There are many dialogue scenes.]

What?

[New idol's bold behavior in front of the camera... Whoever sees it,

“Real legendary dark history... (see more)”]

“......”

Seeing the list of dialogue scenes laid out by the system window, I clenched my teeth and got up abruptly.

“Hey, let's go to a PC room.”

“Eh! Really?”

Kang Ichae was happy, not knowing the hidden intention behind my decision.

I wonder if these kids knew the feeling I had to hide while showing them this side of me...

“Dajun, sometimes hyung's life is hard...”

“What are you talking about?”

I stroked Jeong Dajun's head out of habit. He looked at me incredulously, but he didn't avoid my hand.


One hour since we entered the PC room.

“Am I dead?”

“...Yes.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“...No, hyung is just... not suited for this role, I guess. Shall we try support?”

At first, Kang Ichae was gentle.

“Hyung, why did you use flash there?”

“Am I not supposed to?”

Two hours passed, and he started grinding his teeth.

“Why is your mana full right now?!”

“Am I not supposed to save it?”

“How can you have such creative thoughts?”

Three hours since we entered the PC room.

“...Hoyun-hyung.”

Looking at me dying by being hit by the enemy's turret, Kang Ichae quietly put down his headphones.

“Hyung. I learned an important lesson this time.”

“What is it?”

“Don't have prejudice against people...”

“Are you insulting me?”

“You catch on quickly.”

He must be disappointed because he thought I would be good at the game, but I wasn't...

I glared at Kang Ichae and sighed. I understood what he was saying, but my hands couldn't keep up. I was full of those “ah” moments after messing up. Of course, every time that happened, Kang Ichae gradually lost his words.

“Hyung, go next to Seonghyeon-hyung and eat some ramen.”

“......”

In the end, Kang Ichae completely lost interest in me. It's been so long since I've been treated so coldly that I got a little sulky.

“Hey, how good are you to...?”

Kang Ichae quietly raised his hand to the monitor.

“Hyung, just look at this once and then say it.”

“...What is this?”

I asked, feeling deflated as I stood up from my chair. No, it's fine. It'd be great if Kang Ichae did well.

If they get first place, that's good for me.

Giving up easily, I started wandering around and observing the others. Kim Seonghyeon, who had dropped out long ago, asked me with a raised eyebrow, having received harsh criticism earlier.

“Seo Hoyun, want to order some ramen?”

“Don't order Kang Ichae's.”

“Of course, why would I?”

Seonghyeon and I badmouthed Kang Ichae, but it didn't get us anywhere. We slurped up our ramen and started watching more intently.

“What about Jeong Dajun?”

Next was Jeong Dajun.

“Dajun is alright.”

“Yeah!”

Dajun cheered and clenched his fist.

“Seong Jiwon.”

The only one left was Seong Jiwon. His skills were probably about the same as mine. I waved at him, thinking he would be eliminated without even watching.

“Seong Jiwon, come and eat ramen quickly. It's getting cold.”

“No, wait a minute, guys. Please don't bother Jiwon.”

“Eh?”

But Kang Ichae couldn't take his eyes off Jiwon's screen.

“Hyung, how long have you been playing this game?”

“Umm... not that long.”

“Wow, what's...?”

Next to them, Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae were getting excited. Seong Jiwon dived into the enemy tower, hit the opponent with three ghostly skills in a row, and set the opponent on fire with a chat.

[“You fucking bitch”]

Somehow, Seong Jiwon figured out they were cursing at him and said innocently,

“Wow, they are cursing at me.”

“Mute them.”

“What's mute?”

As Seong Jiwon followed Kang Ichae's instructions to mute the other team, his brow furrowed slightly, and he quickly turned his hand with the mouse. At that moment, he dodged a grab flying from the bushes and killed the opposing team.

['Practice guy' is going crazy!]

['Practice guy' Double Kill!]

“What the!”

“Amazing...”

[“Oh;;;”]

[“Well, fucking practice”]

Even their teammates started praising them. A rare sight in Korea: someone playing a game and hearing kind words. Kang Ichae peeked at Seong Jiwon.

“Hyung, about the cursing earlier...”

“Huh?”

“...You don't care?”

“Ahaha, I get cursed at all the time.”

An idol indeed!

“Sensibility and mentality...?”

Kang Ichae, who was always serious about games, looked at Jiwon's screen with a moved expression. Following that, Jiwon wrapped up the team fight safely.

['Practice guy' Double Kill!]

['Practice guy' Triple Kill!]

[“No one can stop 'Practice guy'!”]

[Victory]

When the tower was destroyed, and they returned to the main screen, medals were awarded in a flurry. It was the MVP given by the people who played together.

“Wow! I guess I did well.”

“......”

“......”

“...No?”

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun were silent. Then they nodded simultaneously. Dajun grabbed Jiwon's right shoulder, while Ichae grabbed his left.

“Hyung, what do you want to do?”

“Huh?”

“Choose any lane. I'll push all of them for you. I can support, and you can be the attacker.”

Kang Ichae was as serious as an Olympic athlete preparing for a competition. Jiwon was still puzzled about the situation, but Dajun and Ichae grinned.

“I saw Seonghyeon, and we have to give up on him.”

“Yeah. Hoyun is worse than Seonghyeon. It's over for him.”

“Why am I done for?”

I expressed my displeasure, but it didn't reach the two of them, who seemed to be wearing some protective gear.

“Let's do this. We'll bring Jiwon, one from Nightmare, and one more from Refined. Then we'll have five good people.”

“How were the people you brought?”

“Not bad. We can win with that level. We just have to train hard with Jiwon for the remaining time.”

Kang Ichae clenched his fist, full of enthusiasm.

“We'll win this match.”

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun sang “I Thought of You and the Championship~” with Seong Jiwon in the middle. It was a surprisingly life-or-death atmosphere for such cheap pride.

While they were busy creating a new narrative, Kim Seonghyeon and I were peacefully eating ramen with rice.

“What are we going to do?”

“Let's do archery or something.”

“Then I'll do athletics.”

If they just get 1st place, I just have to sit back and enjoy the rewards.

It couldn't have been more peaceful.
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“Ah, Hoyun. Long time no see.”

“Hello.”

I reattached my name tag that fell off and greeted her. When we arrived at the Victory is Mine auditorium, I went around greeting the members, and just after coming back from a brief trip to the restroom, I ran into PD Kim Heeyeong.

Kim Heeyeong, who I hadn't seen in a while, was shining brightly.

“Wow, the best-looking one!”

...Yeah.

“Are you the main PD for this?”

“No, I'm just here to fill in the staff shortage. This damned old-fashioned company...”

PD Kim Heeyeong had been taking a break after finishing Shining Star. Well, there's no need for a non-idol to continuously take charge of representative programs like that. It seemed like she had been dragged here as a last-minute replacement.

“Anyway, I heard you won first place. I'm a bit late, but congratulations.”

“It's all thanks to you, PD. I wouldn't have made it to first place without your warm consideration.”

“Wow, you're really good at saying nice things.”

PD Kim Heeyeong giggled. Just as I intended to make a heartwarming comment and move on, Kim Heeyeong tilted her head.

“By the way, what's going on with Joo Woosung?”

“Huh?”

Did this guy get caught?

“No, it's just that when I came in, the atmosphere here seemed tense whenever people looked at Joo Woosung... Although I don't really know why.”

“Ah.”

So it wasn't that he got caught. Instead of responding with “That's because he lives like a trash,” I just nodded quietly, and Kim Heeyeong shrugged.

“You guys are close. If there's anything, help him out.”

“That's not the case.”

It wasn't my place to worry about others when my ex-girlfriend was right here. I suddenly felt a wave of realization and touched my forehead.

Forgetting just one side of my memory is such a... pathetic thing.

“...I'll go first.”

“Mm~.”

I left the thoughtless PD Kim Heeyeong and quickly walked to the members and took my seat.

“Ha...”

Jeong Dajun, looking at today's schedule, opened his eyes wide and asked.

“Hyung, why are you suddenly like that? Did someone bother you?”

No, it's just that I had a moment of realization...

Our innocent members, who seemed as pure as newborn babies, each said something.

“Who? Wow, was there a fight?”

“Did you already take care of that person?”

“......”

“Hey, if it's Hoyun-hyung, he would have handled it well.”

I take back the innocent comment.

What are you guys babbling about? As they continued to push, a familiar voice came from behind.

“Seo Hoyun.”

One of the few people everyone knows, even with his name tag casually stuffed in his pocket, an idol group member, and that group's center, Joo Woosung.

“Ah, Joo Woosung-sunbae, hello!”

“Ah, hello.”

Black Call was also participating in Victory is Mine this time, and the members were standing by his side.

Woosung glanced around the auditorium. His eyes were filled with nostalgia, and then mumbled,

“I really didn't want to come...”

“I can understand why...”

You dated most of the people here, after all...

Woosung sighed and plopped down onto a chair.

Why are you here if you didn't want to come, especially since this program doesn't even suit you?

“Why are you here?”

“...To support my junior?”

“Me?”

“Do you think so? My direct junior is over there, High-Five.”

Woosung gestured toward the other side. I knew about the direct junior group of Black Call, but... Woosung didn't seem to show any interest in supporting them.

Strange.

There's no way all of Black Call would come out just to support their junior... However, I soon arrived at the conclusion.

Ah.

He's being bullied.

It seems like he heard that if Black Call didn't appear, the junior group wouldn't be able to appear on music shows. It was a tactic that broadcasting companies often used.

Despite being cornered by the broadcasting company... to come all the way to a place where you would face your ex-girlfriends every three seconds!

I decided to reevaluate Woosung's mentality, but he made a disgusted face.

“What's with you, looking me up and down like that??”

He shrugged his shoulders and ignored me, turning his head. Behind Woosung, the Black Call members waiting for their chance to talk had curious expressions.

“Hello.”

“Can it be that you're the one...! The one who fixed our Woosung-hyung's messed-up mentality?”

“Hey! What are you talking about?”

“Yes, that's right.”

As I greeted and bypassed Woosung, the leader of Black Call stepped forward, repeatedly shook my hand, and thanked me.

I didn't even know what kind of conversation was going on. Still, the fans watching were excited to see the close relationship between the senior and junior groups, cheering and making a fuss.

“Thank you so much, ha... I've been worrying about when this kid would grow up, but after meeting someone like Seo Hoyun, he's changed to the point where I can say, 'Our child has changed.' How did you do that magic...?”

“I didn't do anything. You've suffered a lot all this time.”

“Oh, even the virtue of consideration...! You really have everything.”

Joo Woosung was sulking, but the Black Call leader just smiled contentedly. That group must've also worried about having a playboy in their midst.

“This is Jeong Dajun, our youngest member.”

“Ah, I've seen you a lot on TV.”

“Hello, sunbae-nim!”

Black Call and our group were assigned seats close to each other, so we chatted away. In the meantime, the competition had already begun.

[Welcome to the 14th Victory is Mine!]

“Has it really been 14 years now?”

“Seems like it.”

The opening ceremony proceeded quickly. In keeping with the concept, the national anthem was played.

The fans had faces that read, “Why here, of all places?” But they still begrudgingly stood up, thinking, “We can't let our kids look bad.”

After the brief opening ceremony, the events began one by one. The first event was athletics. Each idol group sent out one representative.

Our team's representative was...

“Kim Seonghyeon, fighting!”

Of course, it was the physically outstanding Kim Seonghyeon. As he stretched here and there, Black Call's vocalist also came out.

I put my arm around Seonghyeon's neck, lowered myself, and spoke urgently.

“Seonghyeon.”

“Geez, what?”

“Please, please, please come in first.”

If not, another embarrassing moment will be added to my past.

I didn't receive any more damage after the last aegyo incident, but don't I have at least some basic rights as a human being? Seonghyeon furrowed his brows as I desperately pleaded with him.

“Seo Hoyun, do you want to win first place?”

“Yes.”

“Alright.”

Seonghyeon's expression became even more determined.

“I have to return the favor.”

“Hey... shit, you...”

I was not usually like this, but I was momentarily moved and looked at Seonghyeon with admiration. Wow, there really was a reason people called him God Seonghyeon...

“I'll be back.”

Seonghyeon took his place at the starting line. As the men's 100m preliminaries were announced and the athletes were introduced, Seonghyeon's face appeared on the screen, and Noeul's cheers could be heard.

“Wowww!”

“Kim Seonghyeon! Kim Seonghyeon!”

“Seonghyeon is really popular.”

Hearing Seong Jiwon's pleased murmur, I calmly nodded.

Since the last school bullying incident was resolved and the editing of Shining Star went well, Seonghyeon's popularity has been quite good, even among other fandoms.

Seonghyeon's lane was number 5. The commentators naturally started talking about him as the camera focused on him.

– “Wow-! Kim Seonghyeon's form is looking pretty good!”

– “Seonghyeon was the one who caught that thief on the street last time, right? The hero!”

– “That's right. He's so fast that he caught a thief! This is really something to look forward to.”

Once everyone got into position, the starting signal sounded with a bang. Seonghyeon took the lead right from the start, sprinting with everything he had. The commentators got excited and stood up.

– “Oh, oh, oh! He's fast! Seonghyeon is fast!”

– “He's going further! Seonghyeon is taking the lead!”

– “Oh no! Black Call's Jeongwoo is catching up! But wait, Seonghyeon is pulling further ahead! Seonghyeon is going for it, all the way to the finish line! And he crosses-!”

– “Seonghyeon! Seonghyeon is in first place!”

“Hyung, that's amazing!”

Seonghyeon sprinted past the finish line and crashed into the sponge wall. Black Call's vocalist also hit the wall right after, and they both got up with a laugh, patting each other. While they seemed to be at peace, the commentators were in an uproar.

– “How can he run so fast?”

– “It's incredible! No wonder he could catch a thief!”

“Kim Seong Hyun, the purple light!”

The Dawn members excitedly danced in celebration. The camera caught us dancing, and I clenched my fists in silence among the members.

With the preliminaries going this well, the finals were as good as won. Seonghyeon waved at the camera and Noeul with a bright smile.

I clasped my hands together and prayed fervently.

“Hyung, what are you doing?”

“I'm praying over the water.”

“Where did you put the water?”

I left the confused members behind and put all my faith in Seonghyeon. Please, please, my dear child.

While waiting for the other participants' preliminaries, Seonghyeon went to the fan section to chat briefly before returning with even more energy.

– “Oh, Kim Seonghyeon's condition seems even better than before!”

– “But this time, it won't be easy. Maz[1] won the gold medal in the men's 100m event last time.”

– “What was Maz's record back then?”

– “It's on the all-time record list. It's the third best!”

A Maz member casually walked out. His record was faster than Seonghyeon's earlier time.

I was on high alert, even though I wasn't the participant. Seonghyeon bowed to his opponent courteously, and the commentators marveled at his gesture.

– “Even in the midst of this, he still bows! Is this what idols are like?”

– “No, no, this is a psychological tactic. He's checking how light and flexible his opponent's body is and measuring the angle with the bow.”

– “Such deep meaning!”

“...Hmm.”

“That's a long shot.”

The commentators were spouting nonsense, but that was fine. I still held both hands together, desperately hoping for Kim Seonghyeon's victory.

– “Ah~, The Dawn members are cheering so hard.”

– “Over there, Seo Hoyun is already clasping his hands and praying.”

– “It's a tearful display of teamwork!”

I almost shed tears myself.

Because my life was on the line.

– “The men's 100m final begins now.”

Everyone took their positions in front of the lanes. Kim Seonghyeon's face hardened again. At the same time, Bang! The starting signal sounded.

– “Off they go!”

Kim Seonghyeon bolted out like a beast. It was as if he used some sort of teleportation technique, moving so quickly that the space seemed to fold with every blink. His tall stature and long arms and legs seemed to contribute to his speed, making it even faster than before.

– “Ah! It's neck and neck with Maz's Camel and Park Bing!”

– “No way! Maz's Camel is faster. Wait, no, no?! Right now, The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon is catching up! Kim Seonghyeon, Kim Seonghyeon!”

– “Shouldn't this guy be an athlete instead of an idol?!”

The commentator's excited voice filled the stadium.

Kim Seonghyeon sprinted like a madman until the end. He and Maz's Camel were neck-and-neck until they almost reached the finish line. The race was incredibly close, and Kim Seonghyeon crashed into the sponge wall and collapsed.

“Who's first? Who's first?”

“Seems like it's Seonghyeon-hyung?”

– “And the winner is-!! The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon! With a record-breaking—Victory is Mine's best time!”

“Wow! He broke the record!!”

The entire stadium buzzed. Kim Seonghyeon, gasping for breath on the ground, suddenly stood up and beamed. Then, he checked on the other team members before running toward us.

Ah!

We raised Kim Seonghyeon well!

“Hey! I got first place!”

“Wow, Seonghyeon, you're amazing~.”

As Seong Jiwon greeted Kim Seonghyeon with bright applause, I clenched my fist and made a small, victorious gesture.

“You saw that?!”

“You did great!”

“Of course!”

I grinned and patted Kim Seonghyeon's back enthusiastically. Kim Seonghyeon soon ran towards the fan seats with a flushed, excited face. The fans cheered as they welcomed him.

“Look at him, rushing straight to the fans... Is this the legendary... God Seonghyeon?”

“Your group doesn't have a Kim Seonghyeon, huh?”

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun murmured with pride. My face must have shown the same pride, as I didn't even think about teasing them.

Ding!

[Are you happy?]

Don't use informal speech.[2]

[Victory is Mine quest 1st place count: 1/3]

Just two more times. Just two more.





1 Apologies, but I decided to change this group's name from Maze to Maz to be more faithful to the phonetics of the Korean, “......”



2 For those unfamiliar with the Korean language, the system used “......” which is informal/banmal. The formal version would be “좋으세요?” which uses the polite form “습니다/세요” ending. As far I remember, the system has always been using formal speech,  but I'll have to check the raws.
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– “Thank you for the 1st place! Ah... It’s not really something to be thankful for since I earned it myself, right? No, I still want to thank the Noeul members.”

“Idols, huh, idols.”

“Pros~.”

As Kim Seonghyeon's first-place interview played on the screen, Black Call's vocalist returned with a laugh.

“Wow~, kids these days have such stamina~.”

“Jeongwoo-hyung, you're getting old.”

“Whose fault is it that I aged so quickly...”

Joo Woosung, who had been stretching his legs, laughed sheepishly.

Black Call had a particularly gentle atmosphere. From the start, they didn't seem too eager for first place. It was the kind of composure that came with having high recognition even without trying to appear on camera for an extra second, like other groups.

“What's next? Rhythmic gymnastics?”

“Yep, and then archery after that.”

Since none of our members participated in rhythmic gymnastics, we quickly got up during the setup time, went to the waiting room, and got a box directly from our manager.

It was a counterattack lunchbox we had been preparing since yesterday.

“Our fans probably haven't eaten either...”

“Exactly.”

Members usually have their meals prepared by their agency, but our members insisted on using their own money to prepare a modest lunchbox, just like how they treat themselves. As we approached Noeul with the boxes, the fans screamed. We smiled and laid down the boxes and greeted them.

“You must be hungry. It's already 9 o'clock.”

“Ya!! You guys must be hungrier!”

“We just grabbed something quick to eat.”

Seong Jiwon carefully opened the boxes and cautiously handed out the lunchboxes one by one. Although the breakfast was relatively light sandwiches, they were all handmade, so they looked thoughtful.

“I hope it's delicious...”

The Noeul members almost cursed in awe as they received the lunchboxes. Each lunchbox had a handwritten note from the members.

“You guys probably don't have enough time to practice...”

“I'm sorry it's not much. We should give you something better.”

“I tried it earlier, and it was delicious!”

“Did you eat it?!”

Seong Jiwon covered Jeong Dajun's mouth and bowed his head. Thanks to him, laughter erupted among the Noeul members.

We chatted for quite a long time, and then one of the fans' voices caught my ear.

“You don't have to get first place today. Just don't get hurt!”

“Of course!”

Jeong Dajun smiled brightly and nodded.

As the rhythmic gymnastics event was about to begin, we quickly returned to our seats.

An idol group of a similar age to us was performing rhythmic gymnastics, showcasing their ribbon skills. Their dazzling costumes and tension that could be felt all the way to their toes made it obvious that they were grinding their teeth during the performance.

So, I also came out here with clenched teeth...

Jeong Dajun stood and clapped for a while before sitting back down. The idol, with a proud expression, checked their score and went backstage.

The next event was archery. However, there was a sudden commotion among the staff, and they began to move hastily.

“Huh? What's going on?”

“Isn't the next event archery?”

The announcer quickly checked a note handed over by the staff and managed not to panic, smiling naturally.

– “Next up, everyone, is e-sports!”

“Huh?”

Ah, it must be because of the time distribution...

While setting up for each sport, they constantly squeezed in e-sports preliminaries. However, it seemed that the actual playtime differed from the estimated time, so they moved e-sports forward, even if it meant pushing back archery.

As I turned around with a tsk, Kang Ichae, who was participating in the last semi-final match, chuckled.

“Ah... Is it my turn now?”

“......”

With an arrogant tilt of his head, Kang Ichae, who had been obsessed with a strange concept for days, smiled. He swept his hair back, then did a high-five with each member. Even the Black Call members sitting next to him got swept up in the atmosphere and did the high-five.

Such an unthreatening guy...

The e-sports team consisted of Seong Jiwon, Jeong Dajun, Kang Ichae, and one member each from Refined and Nightmare.

Joo Woosung, sipping some juice next to me, asked,

“Aren't you participating?”

“I already failed when our team chose the candidates. What about you, Woosung?”

“I'm bad at games from the start. What about Seonghyeon?”

“...I thought I was good.”

“Ha, you won the gold medal in the 100m, so it's fine.”

As Kim Seonghyeon spoke with a slightly disappointed tone, Joo Woosung patted his back and laughed heartily. At Kim Seonghyeon's genuinely happy reaction to the simple compliment, the Black Call members also snickered.

The semi-final started with a member from Refined.

There wasn't an interview or live broadcast for the previous e-sports rounds since they were only edited for short cuts.

The announcer, who had brought each team's information, made a puzzled face.

– “Oh! What's this about The Dawn team? It seems like The Dawn team is the main team, but what does 'Nire' mean at the end?”

– “It stands for Nightmare and Refined.[1] Only three members from The Dawn are participating, and the other two spots are filled by members from the other groups.”

Sensing that an interesting interview was about to take place, the announcer approached and asked for the reason.

– “Ichae, The Dawn has five members, so you could have participated just as a team. Why didn't the other members participate?”

Kang Ichae, with one corner of his mouth raised as if he had been expecting the question, responded.

– “That's because a member who contributes negatively isn't a member...”

– “Wow, that's harsh.”

As Kim Seonghyeon and I lowered our thumbs and booed, the camera didn't miss the chance to capture us.

– “Yes! Kang Ichae, quick to cut his losses. Well done. Shall we listen to the interviews with other members of Refined and Nightmare?”

The remaining Refined members glared at their teammate who had joined The Dawn with faces twisted in anger.

– “They abandoned their teammates for the sake of victory and went over there.”

– “What do you think?”

The announcer shoved a microphone in the face of a Refined member who had joined The Dawn. He responded with a relaxed expression.

– “You know the saying, 'A white heron should not go where the crows play'...”[2]

As the Refined player responded lightly, laughter broke out from the audience. The Refined fans didn't seem too surprised, as if the members' squabbling was a daily occurrence.

– “Refined team, The Dawn-Nire Team, please take your seats!”

– “Putting a man's 'pride' on the line... Battle ON.”

“Alright~!”

Despite Kang Ichae's game-nerd enthusiasm, Seong Jiwon kindly played along and continued to smile brightly, waving his hand.

– “Now, let's start the first preliminary match!”

The commentators stepped back, and the pro-gamer analysts took their seats. Their faces didn't seem to hold much expectation.

– “Ah, the players are heading toward their towers from each camp. Seong Jiwon the ADC, and Kang Ichae the Support. Are they trying to show off The Dawn's teamwork?”[3]

– “Kang Ichae's submitted rank is quite high. But Seong Jiwon doesn't have a rank posted?”

– “He didn't submit it for ranked matches.”

– “Ah...”

The analyst laughed. It was a “don't expect much” kind of statement, but the fans who knew Seong Jiwon well didn't have high expectations either, so it didn't matter.

However, as the game progressed, the analysts' eyes sparkled with excitement.

– “Oh~! The opposing Refined Jungler is coming down right now. It's a gank, but unfortunately, their vision is limited on the top side. This might work.”

“Jiwon-hyung.”

“Yeah, I saw it.”

You saw it?

As soon as he said that, Seong Jiwon swiftly moved his mouse. His character's brown hair flew around as he dodged the grab coming from the darkness and alternated between basic attacks and skills.

– “Oh, oh, oh!”

– “Seong Jiwon dodges and exchanges damage at the same time!”

– “Support Kang Ichae comes in simultaneously! He gives him some movement speed!”

– “Refined members are flustered and retreating! They should've boldly engaged here!”

– “First Blood! Seong Jiwon gets First Blood!”[4]

Seong Jiwon calmly spoke, without any excitement from getting First Blood.

“Ichae, shall we dive?”

“Yep.”

– “Diving here? Wow, they're more aggressive than expected!”[5]

– “It's too risky for the Support to dive; their health is too low! They'll die quickly!”

Just before they entered the enemy's turret range, Seong Jiwon killed an enemy, leveled up his skill and set it up in the incoming area where the Refined members were. Kang Ichae dealt magic damage to the approaching enemies, and their health rapidly decreased.

– “Refined! Refined is going under their turret!”

“The Support is too weak! No, The Dawn is going in! They're going in!”

Tadadadadak!

As soon as Seong Jiwon went in, he immediately landed basic attacks and skills.

['The Dawn Seong Jiwon' Double Kill!]

One enemy died instantly, and a pet lunged at the remaining player with a sliver of health, killing them.

['The Dawn Seong Jiwon' Triple Kill!]

As the turret started attacking, Kang Ichae cunningly applied healing and movement speed at the perfect moment. They took damage, but both survived unscathed.

– “Wow! What an amazing play!”

– “Seong Jiwon gets his first Triple Kill!”

– “If Kang Ichae hadn't healed just now, they would've gotten a kill there! If his reaction was even 0.5 seconds late, it would've been over! Actually, even if Kang Ichae had died here, it would've been a gain for them! But he survived!”

– “Wow, The Dawn's teamwork is quite good. This game is turning out to be quite interesting~?”

The commentators got increasingly excited with the unexpectedly thrilling game. Although they were pros watching an amateur match, they were riding high.

– “Bottom lane completely pushed their line. They haven't even used their ultimate yet...”

“Want some ice cream?”

“Uh, sure.”

“No such thing (flavor).”

“...Then anything.”

While Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae were involved in a virtual life-and-death situation, we were leisurely sucking on ice cream while watching. To begin with, I didn't know much about the game... Of course, the excited commentators didn't care about other people's reactions.

“Hyung, come this way.”

“Yeah.”

– “It seems like player Kang Ichae is in charge of overall management, right?”

– “Yes! But right now, in the top lane, Refined's player, Yeongjun, quietly got a kill! They're pushing the top lane too!”

– “And here at the bottom! The Dawn's bottom lane doesn't care about pushing and pulling, they want to finish it quickly! They show strong determination and destroy the turret!”

Kang Ichae clicked the mouse rapidly.

– “What is player Kang Ichae doing with the minimap? Did they see everything at once?”

“Gank.”

“Yep!”

– “Player Seong Jiwon! They're heading to the valley! But, oh no, Refined's players saw them! They're rushing over, but the physical difference is overwhelming! Kill! Kiill!”

['The Dawn Seong Jiwon' is going wild!]

– “Player Seong Jiwon, unbelievable!”

– “This is natural sense, a sense!”

The commentators jumped up. The Dawn's fandom was already noisy.

Seonghyeon and I sucked on our ice cream and shook the slogans casually.

“Fighting~.”

The whole commentary team burst into laughter, except for the commentators focused on the game.

– “The remaining Dawn members, are they cheering or not~?”

– “It seems like they're saying, 'Try winning without us, just try it!'”

The Dawn team that swept away the whole fight destroyed the opponent's base inhibitors and the last turret in just 20 minutes.

– “Ah~!!! The Dawn team grabs the victory, victory~!!”

– “Wow~! In this game, Players Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae really stood out.”

Despite the commentators' continuing words, Jeong Dajun threw off his headphones and excitedly ran out.

“Hyung! Ichae-hyung! Jiwon-hyung~!!”

“...Clean up, done.”

That annoying guy...

Kang Ichae's downcast head concept remained unchanged amid it all.

“You were amazing just now!”

The Dawn-Nire team huddled together, hugging each other and making a big fuss. In contrast to their hot atmosphere, Kim Seonghyeon and I continued to feel chilly.

“Finals?”

“It keeps making me want to nag...”

We sat crookedly in our seats, pouting and grumbling.




1 '나리' comes from the combined initials of two words, “나이트메어” (for Nightmare) and “......” (Refined)'.



2 “까마귀 노는 곳에 백로야 가지 마라” implies that someone (the white heron, a symbol of purity) should avoid bad company or negative things (the crows, often symbolizing trouble) in order to maintain their reputation and integrity.



3 If you're like me and haven't played League of Legends before, let me break down the roles for you. ADC (Attack Damage Carry) is the main damage healer. Support, well, supports the ADC. A Jungler operates in the jungle (get it?), farming jungle monsters, securing objectives, and ganking/assisting lanes to provide strategic advantages for their team.



4 First blood refers to the first kill that occurs in an LoL match.



5 Diving refers to a maneuver where one or more players aggressively engage an enemy under their turret in order to secure a kill or force them out of lane.
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This chapter is generously sponsored by mimimi.

Of course, the slightly tangled situation was quickly resolved.

Anyway, it was good to be in first place.

While the next team was doing their preliminaries, I approached Kang Ichae after he returned to his seat.

“Kang Ichae, the hyungs only trust you.”

“Hyung, I saw you messing around earlier.”

Perhaps wanting to escape the subservient position he had been in for a while, Kang Ichae didn't miss the opportunity to act sarcastically.

Then, upon watching the ongoing semi-final match of White Cherry, he seemed slightly nervous.

“White Cherrr-sunbae... they're good.”

“Really?”

“They're people who play in the upper ranks. Especially, their leader's management is extraordinary.”

He muttered seriously, and he then called out to Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun and began to whisper to them.

“That won't work. We don't have any previous data, so it's hard to grasp.”

“No, I just saw Chaeri-sunbae playing, and...”

Okay, okay, whatever you do, do your best. I don't understand even if I hear it anyway. The previously excited Refined team was vigorously shaking the slogan, as if to say, “Yeah, even if just one person wins.”

– “White Cherry~!! White Cherry advances to the finals!”

– “Wow! That was easy—easily crushed it!”

– “White Cherry was such a good gaming team! Why haven't they shown this skill until now! I want them to create a YouTube channel~!!”

Next to me, Joo Woosung quietly testified.

“Figures. They play that game every day when they're angry.”

“Really? Does it relieve stress?”

“It seems to cause more stress.”

Joo Woosung, who said, “Whether they're happy, annoyed, angry, sad, in rain or snow, they play that game,” clicked his tongue.

I could feel an extraordinary energy.

I thought first place was a sure thing, but the variables were bigger than I thought. As soon as White Cherry's match was over, Kang Ichae took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders, and nodded his head as if he had decided.

“Let's go.”

“Let's do it.”

Flutter-

Waving the slogan on their shoulders, they left with a solemn look.

“Proud, yet... pathetic.”

Kim Seonghyeon, sitting next to me, expressed the perfect feeling.

– “The majority of White Cherry's ranks are gems, gems!”

– “The Dawn team won't back down either.”

The Dawn-Nire and White Cherry teams greeted each other politely before taking their seats.

– “As expected, they don't lose when it comes to greetings!”

– “It's a pressure tactic, pressure~!”

All the members found their seats.

White Cherry was over there, but Joo Woosung, seemingly unbothered, poked me.

“I want some ice cream too.”

Apparently, you needed this kind of mentality to date a celebrity. I roughly pointed to where the staff handing out ice cream were, and the commentators, who were already excited before the match started, were tearing open popcorn.

– “Players Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae have the same picks as last preliminaries! Why the same picks?”

– “Player Seong Jiwon probably didn't have enough practice time, so they chose the champion they're most confident in.”

– “It's a shame, it's like showing their full power already...”

– “Ah, White Cherry! Their picks are disappointing too! The Dawn team's picks are counter-champions. Why?? Why would they do that?”

White Cherry member Han Chaeri laughed at the commentator's words.

– “Ah—they're laughing, laughing!”

– “Is it confidence in their physical ability?”

“Unnie, what should we do here?”

“Give it a try?”

“Just like always.”

“Kill them.”

This might be a bit dangerous...

The match progressed quickly. The phrase “I don't expect much” written on the commentators' faces had long since disappeared. They were shouting excitedly, standing up repeatedly.

– “Ahhh! They're applying the stun! They applied the stun! But White Cherry Player Woobin adjusted the angle!”

– “Wow, that was so close! But they adjusted it again!”

– “This match is neck and neck!”

“They're pretty good...”

White Cherry's Woobin, who had taken care of the bottom, muttered. She chose a word that wouldn't cause controversy in front of the camera, but a faint gloominess was felt in her tone. The commentators, not knowing whether they were aware of this or not, were excited.

– “Let's not talk about the bottom side, okay? Oh, the mid, the mid side is being pushed! I believed in the counter-champion, but Nightmare Player Younggun is being pushed!”

– “Wow! The skill is dazzling, dazzling! They pulled the player to this side's turret with a grab! They pull and take a kill!”

– “'White Cherry Chaeri' cannot be stopped!”

– “Will they turn it around here? No, no! They aggressively push all the way to the opponent's turret! Wow! They're unstoppable!”

“Aah, Ichae, I'm sorry!”

“Younggun, it's okay. I'll cover you.”

Having given up on the concept, Kang Ichae calmly replied and moved his keyboard skillfully. Then, Jeong Dajun started ganking.

3 vs 2.

White Cherry's Woobin, who couldn't escape even after watching, calmly tried to retreat. But Seong Jiwon was faster.

– “Basic attack, skill, basic attack, basic attack, skill! The basic movements are solid, but the innate physical ability is different! This is talent, talent!”

– “On the other hand, White Cherry is experienced. They give and receive smoothly. The two bottom lane players pull back without any signal and let the turret approach! You can't make that move unless you have faith in each other!”

– “But Player Jeong Dajun! He rolled the snowball, rolled the snowball! And he hit!”

– “Player Kang Ichae! He shoots the bow after breaking the wave, ah, it hit! Player Seong Jiwon is diving! Double Kill!!”

While Kang Ichae swung the wave and teleported, he quickly bought items from the store and checked the mini-map again.

“Dragon.”

– “Player Kang Ichae, so chic! Just one word!”

– “Seong Jiwon is running straight ahead!”

In the meantime, the White Cherry team members who were eating the mid-lane boss monster showed up.

– “White Cherry's leader, Liz, the player who stood out the most during the preliminary matches!”

The commentator said seriously. Player Liz didn't back off even when the opposing team's players came and kept her focus on the dragon until the end. Kang Ichae, who had been frowning slightly, widened his eyes.

“Wait, this is...!”

– “Oh no, is Liz going to die here?”

– “No, no! Player Liz uses Sauna Clock with only one health bar left!”

“What is that?”

“An invincible item that doesn't receive any attacks.”

Kim Seonghyeon kindly replied.

Liz's character used the item and successfully blocked all incoming attacks. Seong Jiwon checked the mini-map and quickly tried to back off, but the other White Cherry members who came from above had already surrounded them.

– “Player Liz survives using Sauna Clock and retreats! Instant health recovery! Now, Chaeri, who has grown tremendously, rushes in and lifts all four of them! At the same time, Dealer Woobin uses her skill right away! Hits all of them!”

– “Amazing combination!”

White Cherry was...

A master of team fights.

After all, they were inseparable, having spent 24 hours together every day, enduring insults and practicing choreography as a team... but that combination was crazy.

– “Finally, Nightmare's Younggun arrives late and just gets hit, yes! Team fight, 5 vs 5! Kang Ichae hits four of them with his ultimate. Four of them! What an absolute art!”

“Kang Ichae is doing great!”

I clenched my fists in desperation, not knowing exactly what the heck was going on, but still seeing hope.

The beautiful melody unfolded, and at that moment, when the entire team was captivated, Seong Jiwon immediately followed up with a combo.

However, the problem was that Seong Jiwon's character's health was too low this time.

– “Jeong Dajun rushes in, but uh, oh, White Cherry's Chaeri hits Jeong Dajun right next to her! Kill! Gets the kill! With only one health bar left, Woobin, who was just released, uses her ultimate! The Dawn team gets wiped out!”

After that, it was brutal.

– “Shut down! Double kill! Triple kill, no, Pentakill!”

– “To see a Pentakill here! Wow! Chaeri's movement is insane, insane!”

– “The Dawn team really held on well, but the problem was that White Cherry's players were unbelievably pro! Liz used Eternal Clock to hold on, and Chaeri dodged the stun and fired her ultimate! Today's highlights are bursting, bursting!”

The commentator went crazy witnessing a scene that was hard to see even in professional matches.

After that, White Cherry ate the dragon without recovering their health. By the time the resurrected Dawn team rushed over, it was already over.

“Hyung, I'm sorry!”

“No, it's still okay.”

– “Player Kang Ichae's mental strength is outstanding! Not giving up even when the end is near! He even supports Seong Jiwon and kills two White Cherry players!”

– ““The Dawn Seong Jiwon” Double Kill!”

– “Seong Jiwon, Seong Jiwon Plaayeeer!”

Tadadadadak.

Dalkkakdalkkakdalkkak.

If you just listen to the sound, it's like a professional game.

– “Can there be a twist here? Actually, the situation is similar in terms of destroyed turrets! Ah, but Refined Player gets a kill!”

– “The Super Soldiers are coming as the inhibitor is destroyed! It's breaking, breaking!”

In the end, White Cherry pushed in fiercely, and the inhibitor was destroyed. Seong Jiwon tried his best until the end, but it was not enough.

– “White Cherry Win~~~!”

“Ah well.”

Seong Jiwon let out a bitter smile.

White Cherry got up, threw off their headphones, and hugged each other excitedly. They started off leisurely, but the thrill of winning seemed to hit hard as it was a great game.

– “White Cherry takes 1st place~! Gold medal~!”

– “The Dawn-Nire team, unfortunately, finishes 2nd!”

– “Wow, it was so much fun! Especially the team fight during this final match, it was a push and pull that wouldn't be seen easily even in professional matches! It was twist after twist after twist!”

“......”

Kang Ichae blankly stared at the monitor, then wiped his face with his palm. It seemed like he was about to start his performance concept again, but he looked genuinely sad.

Suddenly, the sincere faces he had shown at the PC room passed by.

“Hoyun-hyung! If we get 1st place, shall we go eat some Korean beef?”

“This time, I'll win 1st place in e-sports and treat hyung!”

“Hyung, why are you so bad...?”

Let's ignore the one in the middle. Anyway, Kang Ichae was confident in promising a beautiful future where they would win 1st place.

“Is he crying?”

I frowned and poked Kim Seonghyeon, but it was such an absurd story that Kim Seonghyeon just burst out laughing.

“He's never been lucky since he was born.”

Well, there's no way Kang Ichae would be like that.

“...Sigh.”

Kang Ichae rubbed his face with his palms a few more times before suddenly standing up.

His face was perfectly dry, without a trace of tears.

Alright, don't embarrass yourself by crying here...

He gathered the Nire team members and patted their shoulders, then looked at the opponents.

White Cherry's leader, Liz, was walking towards Kang Ichae.

Wow.

Her stride was like a general holding the severed head of an enemy in one hand. Kang Ichae quietly watched her approach and bowed his head slightly.

“Thank you for the match.”

The other White Cherry member also gave a small nod.

“Good work.”

“...Good work.”

– “Ah, both players! Greetings, greetings!”

The commentator seemed slightly teary-eyed.

– “Even though I won this time, I acknowledge that it was a beautiful game! You can see it on that solemn face!”

After the commentator wrapped up, the e-sports camera turned off, and Kang Ichae tried hard to maintain his expression. It might not have reached the fan seats, but I heard it well.

“No regrets.”

“Hyung, good work.”

“Ichae, it was fun.”

Seeing Seong Jiwon's cheerful smile without any regret, Kim Seonghyeon clicked his tongue in disgust.

“I wouldn't be surprised if he really has the no.1 mentality.”

Kang Ichae let out a bitter laugh. Just before Liz left, she checked that the camera was off, crossed her arms, and asked Kang Ichae.

“Do you mostly play support?”

“Huh?”

“Or a different lane?”

“I play AD carry as well, but I originally like support.”

As Kang Ichae stammered his response, Liz nodded and seriously advised him.

“Your brain works fast, maybe that's why... Sometimes your play is too hasty. If you look out for your teammates a little more, you'll get better results.”

“......”

“Other than that... there's nothing to fix. It's been a while since I had so much fun, thanks to you.”

“...!!”

Kang Ichae's eyes widened at Liz's praise.

“Pride” was written in his left eye, “honor” in his right.

...No, I wish he had gotten advice on idol activities instead of online gaming.

Unaware of his trembling reaction, Kang Ichae burned with embarrassment alone.

“I look forward to seeing you again next time.”

“...I won't go down so easily next year.”

At Kang Ichae's words, Liz smiled brightly and coolly waved to the fans waving slogans. Kang Ichae returned to his usual sly grin as if he had never been shocked.

“Sometimes you lose. Ahaha, sorry~.”

“It's fine.”

I patted Kang Ichae's shoulder.

It was time to leave since the archery set-up had already been completed in another area.

– “Please prepare for the next archery session.”

“Let's go, Seo Hoyun.”

“Alright.”

As Kim Seonghyeon and I stood up, the excited fans screamed. I casually waved to them and confidently eyed the archery set.

“I'll take the first place.”


Chapter 68

I confidently fixed my name tag and walked with Kim Seonghyeon. Joo Woosung also came forward this time, participating alongside a Black Call member.

– “The archery rules are simple! Each team has two participants, each shooting three arrows, and one arrow is shot by the ace member.”

“Who's your ace member?”

“It's obviously me.”

“No way.”

Joo Woosung shook his head in disbelief. When his face was caught on the screen, the fans' cheers grew louder than before.

I knew Black Call was quite popular, but experiencing it directly was quite fascinating.

An announcer approached Joo Woosung for an interview and asked him seriously,

“Joo Woosung, you ranked first in the archery event at the last Victory is Mine, right? Can we hear your thoughts on this year's event?”

“Ahaha, I'll do my best this time as well.”

Joo Woosung gave a textbook-perfect answer and then locked eyes with me. He smiled mischievously.

“At least I'll beat that side.”

“......”

My eyebrows twitched, and the camera caught it again. My irritated expression was displayed on the main screen, and laughter filled the stadium. The announcer continued enthusiastically.

“These two are known as close friends in the entertainment industry, and their rivalry is burning hot~! At this point, we should also hear Seo Hoyun's thoughts!”

“He's a respected sunbae.”

I took the opportunity to correct the misconception, but Joo Woosung clicked his tongue.

It was just like the entertainment industry to keep picking at a topic once it was brought up.

– “That kind of talk really means they are close friends.”

– “Whenever I hear friends talking about their close friendships, I get chills.”

Despite my sincere denial, no one, including the broadcasting team, seemed to believe me.

“Joo Woosung's goal is directed at Seo Hoyun. Seo Hoyun, please share your goal as well! What mindset will you have during the match?”

With a lively smile, the announcer pushed the microphone closer to me. Wondering if it would be better to be honest, considering our teasing image as close friends, I decided to go with a safe answer.

I leaned slightly towards the microphone.

“...I'll just do my best.”

– “Wow~~! Joo Woosung is not even considered a rival by him!”

How did it turn out like that?

– “That's the epitome of leisure, right? He's saying, 'I'm the only one who can be first! There's no room for two!' Isn't that it?!”

– “It's getting intense!”

Joo Woosung snorted a little and picked up his bow. I did the same.

I heard that Joo Woosung had won first place in the previous competition and generated numerous memes, but I absolutely had to win first place this time.

I didn't have the luxury of worrying about Joo Woosung, who wasn't even an immediate opponent in the preliminaries.

I held the bow and tried pulling the bowstring without an arrow. Not bad.

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon, who had just finished a brief interview with the announcer, whispered to me.

“I heard the distance is increased this time?”

“What?”

“Not 15 m. It's 25 m now.”[1]

“What? There was no mention of that before.”

I tried to stop my eyebrows from furrowing, but the broadcasting team kindly explained.

– “There's something different about this year, right?”

– “Yes. The idols have become so good at archery that they've broken too many camera lenses![2] The production team had to take special measures.”

– “The distance is changed from 15m to 25m! Will any idols break lenses this time~?”

“10m difference... that's quite significant.”

Kim Seonghyeon mumbled worriedly. Judging by the scores of the other group members who started before us, most scored only 5 or 6 points.

– “The distance is indeed challenging~!?”

– “The average score has dropped significantly! It used to be around 7 or 8 points. Now it's 5 points!”

Seeing that the highest score was 8 points after two groups participated, the increased distance seemed to be causing quite a struggle.

– “Joo Woosung is up!”

– “Wow, Joo Woosung is so relaxed~. Is that the leisure of last year's gold medalist?”

Joo Woosung smoothly walked out, waving to the fans before assuming his stance and pulling the bowstring. When Joo Woosung's face filled the screen, the stadium stirred.

Thwack!

The arrow soared in a parabolic arc.

– “Wow, Joo Woosung got 9 points! 9 points!”

“Well done.”

I nodded my head and looked closely at him. The other Black Call member scored in the 7-point range, but we quickly moved to the finals because the other groups' scores were somewhat lower than usual.

– “Are the members of The Dawn who were previously excluded from playing in e-sports now stepping forward?”

– “Did they regain their energy earlier by eating ice cream?”

“Isn't that kind of... random talk?”

“Exactly.”

Kim Seonghyeon and I shook our heads and went against Team Nightmare. We decided Kim Seonghyeon would shoot first, and I would be the second shooter.

Kim Seonghyeon took his stance and slowly raised his arm. Cheering voices were heard from where the Noeul fandom was.

Pishung!

– “8 points! It's 8 points!”

– “Ah~, as expected from Player Kim Seonghyeon, he's got great physical strength! I hear people saying he's only bad at games~.”

“...Ah.”

Kim Seonghyeon chuckled while pulling the bowstring after hearing the commentator's words. Maybe his concentration was disrupted because the next arrow he pulled scored 7 points.

“Kim Seonghyeon, get it together!”

“I'm sorry!”

Kim Seonghyeon, responding with a spirited answer to my sharp voice, pulled the last arrow. The last arrow flew in a parabolic path and hit the 8-point mark.

– “But it's still player Kim Seonghyeon! What's the current score now?”

– “The Dawn has 23 points, and Nightmare has 19 points!”

– “Wow, if they do well, they might catch up.”

Considering the point gap, it wasn't a bad score, so I patted Kim Seonghyeon's back as he came back.

“Good job.”

Then it was my turn. I picked up the bow and took my stance. Although I had practiced quite a bit, it was still a little burdensome with everyone's eyes on me.

A Nightmare member I had seen quite often during the Shining Star days spoke up.

“Did you guys practice?”

“A little bit.”

“Ah, I couldn't practice much because of our busy schedule...”

“Really?”

He said he couldn't practice because of their schedule. The Nightmare member's words didn't seem to have much ill will, but it seemed like he was trying to lay the groundwork for a low score.

But it was still somewhat intimidating.

I attached the arrow to the bowstring and replied.

“That's a shame.”

The surrounding noise died down. Even though the distance had increased compared to practice, I thought I could hit it. I raised the bow and pulled the bowstring as I lowered it. The camera focused closely on us.

Hyung, did you join any archery clubs in high school?

No.

What? Are you sure it's your first time?

I told you it's my first time.

The memory of my members getting excited during the first practice flashed through my mind. Even the trainer was.

I released the bowstring.

Pishuk, the sound of the bow shaking as the arrow pierced through the air and shot forward.

Pop!

It hit exactly the center of the target. The commentators jumped up.

– “Wowwww!”

– “Player Seo Hoyun just got 10 points, 10 points!”

– “This is the first 10-point shot after the distance increased!”

It turned out I had quite a talent for archery.

Screams poured out. Looking at the open-mouthed Nightmare player, I calmly said to him,

“It's a shame you couldn't practice because you were busy.”

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun (23, regressed): baits people in a breathtaking way, has a bad-tempered personality.]

Do you get it now?


10 points, 9 points, 9 points, 9 points.

I hit all the shots consecutively and casually waved my hand. Without calculating the total score, it was obvious that Nightmare had lost. I returned, gave Kim Seonghyeon a high five, and drank water to wet my throat. The other members were cheering in the distance.

“Seo Hoyun! Seo Hoyun!”

“Milky-skinned aegyo machine Seo Hoyun!”

Should I kill them...?

Yeah, guys. I'll be first place here for you. I quickly calculated my chances as I passed the archery preliminaries and semi-finals.

I just need to win first place in archery... and one more first place in the final relay race.

Kim Seonghyeon was there, and I was confident in running. So, on the other hand, it meant...

I had to win first place now.

– “Finals! It's the archery finals!”

– “Wow, The Dawn's rise this time is really terrifying. In fact, The Dawn couldn't participate in Victory is Mine during their debut year, so this is their first appearance. Yet, they are conquering everything from athletics to e-sports and now archery!”

Joo Woosung came up, fiddling with something.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“It's so embarrassing...”

The Black Call member behind him looked very disgusted, but Joo Woosung didn't seem to care.

“You practiced a lot, didn't you?”

“Yeah, I practiced a lot.”

– “Ah~! The two archery aces are having a conversation!”

The commentators seemed curious about our conversation but couldn't hear us from there.

Joo Woosung chuckled and patted my shoulder.

“Let's take it easy, Hoyun.”

“Yeah.”

“You're really rude today.”

Joo Woosung's lips turned into a frown, but I didn't back down. This might just be a matter of pride for you, but I'm putting my life on the line here.

– “Wow! We can't hear their conversation, but their expressions show an intense energy battle!”

– “The two are best friends. They can't lose in this kind of thing.”

That's not it.

“Seo Hoyun, don't you have any friends?”

“Stop introducing yourself and sit down.”

“......”

Joo Woosung grumbled and sat down in a chair.

Kim Seonghyeon, who grabbed the bow first, scored not bad points.

– “The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon is still stable! 8 points, 7 points, 9 points!”

– “Black Call is no pushover either! 8 points, 7 points, 7 points! The total score is 24-22! The Dawn is slightly ahead!”

“Please get ready now!”

“Yes.”

It was time for me to get up and go. I was getting ready with Joo Woosung when suddenly, the script seemed to change, and the announcer came in for another interview.

“Seo Hoyun, can I get an interview? What do you expect your total score to be?”

“I don't have any expectations, but I'll do my best.”

“Ahaha, what a textbook answer!”

I didn't want to be caught on a technicality, so I answered appropriately. It seemed my response wasn't what the announcer wanted, so they turned to Joo Woosung.

“What about Joo Woosung?”

Joo Woosung, who had been checking his bow, looked at the announcer and seemed to think of something. He came up quickly as if an interview at this time was sweet.

“As if it's a pleasant thing.”

“I'll also do my best, but...”

“...?”

Joo Woosung looked at me. Ominously.

What are you looking at?

I glared back, and Joo Woosung showed a suspicious smile.

“If Hoyun loses to me, he'll be completely. Embar. Rassed. Completely. Embar. Rassed?”

“......”

Shit...

My expression soured. Joo Woosung's display of aegyo was so unusual that fans were already screaming and shaking their slogans like crazy, but... this was clearly a deliberate action to unsettle me.

That bastard!

“If I win first place, I'll be so. Thank. Ful. So. Thank. Ful~!”

Joo Woosung didn't stop at one verse.

He even did a visible wink at the camera, humming away as he walked off. Following him, my sulky face was caught on camera for the second time.

– “Wow, was that a variation of Seo Hoyun's aegyo just now?”

– “Yes! Seo Hoyun's expression is full of life right now! His fingertips are slightly trembling?”

– “Joo Woosung just effectively shook Seo Hoyun's mental state! It's quite crafty but a great strategy~!”

Even the commentators admired this “crafty and effective strategy.”




1 15 m is about 49 ft or the length of a school bus. 25 m is 82 ft, a little bit less than the length of a basketball court.



2 During the idol archery competitions, they usually put a camera at the bullseye to capture the action from the target's viewpoint. Obviously, if someone hits the center, the camera lens breaks.
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“Let Woosung treat everyone~.”

Joo Woosung finally stripped my mental resolve and shot first, scoring 10 points.

– “10 points! It's 10 points!”

“Serious stuff, serious stuff~.”

Joo Woosung hummed a tune. I sighed and took my stance, staring at the target.

Suddenly... I remembered the day when Kang Ichae looked at me with a frightened expression after seeing me practicing my aegyo.

Thump!

Damn!

– “Oh, 8 points, 8 points, what a shame~.”

– “Did Player Seo Hoyun suffer a significant blow to his mental strength??”

“Hahaha!”

Joo Woosung wouldn't miss the chance to laugh heartily beside me. I stared at him quietly.

I wondered if I should threaten him, but with so many watching eyes, I hesitated...

“Oh dear, what to do.”

Joo Woosung kept grinning and swaggering. He then pulled the bowstring without hesitation and scored 10 points right in the center again.

Damn... He really performed well.

– “Wow, Joo Woosung is a gold medalist, not to be underestimated~!!”

– “Will Black Call retain the first place again?”

First place.

They shouldn't get first place.

I took a deep breath.

“Let's recall, let's recall... when I first held the bow...”

Ding!

[It's just an event that happened a few weeks ago!]

Shut up.

I grumbled quietly, and the system window didn't miss the opportunity to chime in.

Ignoring it, I recalled the memories from that time.

The hard feeling of the bow, the bowstring that needed more strength than I thought, and the position of my left hand that had to be firmly fixed. I took a deep breath and naturally went through the series of actions.

I could do this.

Swoosh!

I let go of the string at that moment, and the arrow flew accurately into the target.

– “10 points! Another 10 points by Seo Hoyun!”

– “Has his mental state recovered~?!”

No, it wasn't just a recovery. Joo Woosung glanced at me, and I raised my bow again, scoring another 10 points.

The commentators went wild, but I didn't give a damn.

I just need to do my job.

I also pulled a new string, and the arrow flew into the center again.

– “Two consecutive 10-point shots by Seo Hoyun! It's 10 points!”

– “Wow! What's the total score now?”

– “It's a tie with 52 points! It's a tie!”

Joo Woosung laughed, then stepped forward and pulled the bowstring. However, my consecutive 10-point shots seemed to have affected him, causing his posture to waver slightly, and he scored 9 points.

– “9 points! It's 9 points!”

– “With this, Black Call's final score is 61 points! If The Dawn scores 10 points, it's over!”

– “Can Player Seo Hoyun overcome this pressure and score three consecutive 10-point shots?”

I gently brushed my damp forehead. My face was focused on the main screen, the audience stirring, but I didn't see it. Right now, there are only three things in this world for me: myself, the bow, and the target.

Ding!

[Should you really work this hard? I'm starting to feel sorry.]

I can't be embarrassed any further.

Absolutely not.

I grabbed the bow and stepped onto the podium. I slightly placed my left foot forward and firmly held the arrow. I felt like everything was in my hands.

“Huh...”

The target was 25 meters away.

I quietly raised my left arm, pulled the bowstring until it touched my lips, and at that moment, I felt the surroundings become quiet.

The red line in the center, 10 points.

I aimed for that spot and let go of the string. The arrow seemed to fly in slow motion.

And then,

Clang!

I broke the lens.

...Done.

As I slowly put down the bow, I heard the surrounding noise again.

– “...Shit! Seo Hoyun broke the lens!!”

– “He scored over 10 points?! This is the first time in the finals that Seo Hoyun has broken a lens!”

The flustered staff members checked the lens once again, then waved their arms. The broadcast team quickly stood up.

– “It's The Dawn! 10 points confirmed! Black Call has 61 points, and The Dawn takes 1st place with 62 points~!!”

– “Wow! The last scene is definitely the highlight of this archery competition!”

– “Seo Hoyun's release of the arrow looked so artistic.”

– “I thought it was a movie. Such a solemn face, both the camera angle and expression were truly artistic.”

I clenched and unclenched my sweaty hands a few times, and the announcer in the stadium rushed over for an interview.

“Seo Hoyun, you broke the lens and scored three consecutive 10-pointers to win the gold medal! Please tell us how you feel!”

“Ah... My feelings.”

My feelings. Right.

“Yes! You momentarily wavered because of Joo Woosung's sabotage strategy but quickly regained focus and hit a 10-pointer.”

I quickly came back to reality and looked around in surprise. The Dawn members were already celebrating, waving their arms. Meanwhile, Joo Woosung was looking at me with a slightly annoyed expression.

...Annoyed?

Isn't that the wrong expression for you?

Sigh, this bastard... repaying my kindness like this?

Late anger came over me.

How could you try to beat me like this, even risking your reputation with such sabotage? Just let your hoobae win once, will you?

As I snapped my fingers, the system window that astoundingly caught my intentions came flying.

[I will obey your command!]

Ding!

[Options:

1. Hoyunnie~ just happens to be good at archery, right?

2. Did you see my amazing archery skills?]

Thank you.

I made my choice, and, with a straight face, I spoke to Joo Woosung.

“Hoyunnie~.”

“...Yes, yes?”

“Just happen to be good at archery, right.”

Recalling my previous aegyo, I blatantly mocked his sabotage strategy. Then, I brushed back my sweaty bangs that kept sliding down my forehead with a clearly annoying smile.

“......”

“It's really troublesome when others act like this~.”

By the way, this was said not because of a dialogue window but by my own choice.

I kindly smiled at Joo Woosung and left my seat. Woosung looked away as if he couldn't stand seeing my aegyo.

This scene would probably circulate with the title “Hoyun really hated it” as the biggest output of this competition, but I couldn't help it.

It's my victory.

No one would dare to mock my dark past. My face had thickened so much that I was now immune to aegyo attacks.

Ding!

[You won, but your aegyo is... Seo Hoyun's mysterious 1st loss!]

Shut up.

[Victory is Mine quest 1st place count: 2/3]

One more.


“Hoyunnie is the best~.”

“He~ just happens to be good at archery.”

When I returned with the gold medal, my fellow members went wild. I ignored their teasing and took my seat.

With my fingers crossed, I quietly muttered.

“I just need to win one more time.”

“But, what's your standard for winning, hyung?”

“I only need to do it three times...”

My fellow members, who didn't understand why I was so obsessed with winning, just exchanged confused glances.

– “The flower of my victory! The relay race begins!”

Finally, the moment for the relay race had come.

White Cherry, set on winning, claimed a gold medal in the women's 400m relay.

But we couldn't just be happy about it. Other group members nearly slipped and fell, apparently because the ground was slippery.

“Oh, dear.”

“It seems a bit slippery...”

We all tied our shoelaces extra tight.

For some reason, Jeong Dajun looked a bit uneasy. The other members seemed fine, but Dajun, burning for victory and nervously pacing, resembled a child left on the water's edge...

“Hey, you be careful.”

“Seems a bit slippery, right?”

“Just try it, and if it seems too dangerous, you don't need to get 1st place. Just run slowly. Got it?”

“Uh... Yes!”

He answers so innocently, but it's still somewhat precarious.

“Did you get that?”

“Ah, I got it, hyung. Don't worry so much.”

I checked that Jeong Dajun's shoelaces were tightly tied and patted his back. Seong Jiwon was the first to bat, followed by Kang Ichae, me, Kim Seonghyeon, and lastly, Jeong Dajun.

– “Another highlight race following the women's 400m! The men's 500m relay race!”

The race itself proceeded quickly. Since the relay only took place once, considering the length of time, people participated and cheered desperately, feeling it was their last chance.

– “The Dawn is very serious right now! There's even more anticipation because Kim Seonghyeon is playing.”

– “1st lane, The Dawn! What's their team name, The Dawn? 'The-the-the-the Dawn'? Is it a play on words for 'da-da-da jumping?”[1]

“Who came up with that?”

“......”

Seong Jiwon shyly raised his hand and confessed.

“Well... well, that's possible.”

“That's seriously unfair.”

Kang Ichae grumbled nervously as he moved to his starting position, but at any rate, we couldn't let Seong Jiwon's morale drop since he was the one starting the relay. As Seong Jiwon approached the line and assumed his starting pose, I also moved to my spot.

– “Now, the 500m relay is starting!”

Baaang!

It began.

– “Seong Jiwon, oh my, Seong Jiwon is so fast!”

– “No way! His movements are not big, but his speed is outstanding!”

Of course, Seong Jiwon is good at everything except being kind. Seong Jiwon was not only fast but also had excellent stamina. I quickly got into position, confirming that Seong Jiwon's baton was reaching Kang Ichae.

– “The Dawn and Refined are fighting for 1st place right now! No, Seong Jiwon hands the baton directly to Kang Ichae!”

I couldn't see clearly because the distance was quite far, but Kang Ichae caught the baton like a ghost and ran toward me.

– “Kang Ichae is overwhelmingly widening the gap!”

– “Kang Ichae even shows off tumbling on stage! He's flying around here, too, flying around!”

Kang Ichae ran very diligently. I thought of the e-sports alert.

Kang Ichae is unstoppable!

“Hyung!”

Kang Ichae called me and reached out with the hand holding the baton. I felt the gaze of other group members, but I stealthily moved forward and chose the best time to receive the baton. When the baton touched my hand, I dashed out with all my might.

– “Woah! Seo Hoyun is also fast!”

– “It's not just his archery skills that are good! Seo Hoyun's physical abilities are troublesome, troublesome!”

I heard the words mimicking my aegyo from earlier, but it was already a zero impact. The problem was...

This floor is...

Slippery.

I broke into a cold sweat instantly, but I kept looking forward and running. My pace would crumble as soon as I became conscious of something strange.

As I turned the corner where Noeul was sitting, screams poured out.

– “Is it because The Dawn members are all quite tall? They're stretching out so much!”

“Seo Hoyun!”

“Uh!”

– “Oh my, this is the combo that caught the thief! Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun! They passed the baton very stably!”

Kim Seonghyeon also received the baton and started running but stumbled and almost fell, quickly regaining his balance.

Ah...

I panted and joined Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae.

“How is it?”

“We're in 1st place right now.”

“Seonghyeon is really fast.”

– “Kim Seonghyeon is going crazy running fast!”

– “Today, The Dawn is crazy!”

There was almost half a lap difference between the other group members. Everyone was buzzing since it was the first time there had been such a big gap, but in my heart, a tiny thorn seemed stuck, making me uncomfortable.

I have a bad feeling about this...

– “Kim Seonghyeon hands it over!”

– “There's a half-lap difference. Is this basically the same as winning?”

Kim Seonghyeon, who sprinted to the last moment, kicked the floor and handed the baton over to Jeong Dajun.

“Jeong Dajun!”

“Yes!”

Jeong Dajun could have run slowly, but he gave it his all until the end. And when there was about half of the finish line left...

At that moment, Jeong Dajun put too much force on his foot, slipped, and whoosh!

“...!!”

He fell forward. He raised his arm to cover his head for a split second, but he tumbled forward for two or three spins.

Shit, I knew the slippery floor was uneasy!

“Jeong Dajun!”

We all jumped up.





1 더더더더던 (“The-the-the-the Dawn”) is almost the same as 다다다 뛴다는 (“Da-da-da jumping”). Tbh, it's slightly funnier in Korean.
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– “Oh no! Player Jeong Dajun has fallen!”

Although Jeong Dajun's location was far away, all the members became flustered and started running toward him. Dajun, who had just raised his head, locked eyes with me.

“Jeong Dajun, stay still!”

“......”

It would be a big issue if he was injured.

Not only would it affect future activities, but who would be responsible for Jeong Dajun if he had any aftereffects?

“...!”

But as expected, it was Jeong Dajun.

Even though he clearly heard me, his eyes wavered as he glanced back and forth between the finish line and us, and he suddenly got up. He's really good at answering but never listens when it matters.

– “Player Jeong Dajun! He's up!”

He picked up the fallen baton and started running again.

– “Oh! Player Jeong Dajun doesn't stop! He's up and running again!”

– “Is this the spirit of a pro?”

Pro spirit, my foot!

Although he was temporarily overtaken after falling, he stubbornly maintained first place. After crossing the finish line, Jeong Dajun smiled brightly.

“Hyungs!”

– “The Dawn takes 1st place! The Dawn stumbled but didn't give up and won first place!”

“Jeong Dajun!!!”

But I was angry.

In the noisy stadium, I yelled out loud. Almost everyone there must have heard it. But I didn't care.

I quickly walked over to the finish line, where Jeong Dajun was lying down, panting. He couldn't stand up yet and spoke with a flushed face.

“Hyung! We got first...!”

“I told you to stay still!”

I knew I had a bad feeling. Jeong Dajun was startled and opened his eyes wide. I diverted my gaze and took off his sneaker from his twisted leg.

“Ugh...”

As expected, it was swollen and red. The color change indicated a certain injury.

Shit!

I knew something was off with his posture. He must have ignored the pain and just kept running. The other members who ran over looked at Jeong Dajun and sighed.

“Where did the medical team go?”

“They were called just now.”

“Why aren't they here yet?”

I couldn't hide my irritation towards the broadcasting station. Jeong Dajun grabbed my arm in a hurry.

“Hoyun-hyung! There's no need for a medical team. I'm fine.”

“......”

“Really, I'm fine, hyung. I said I wanted to win.”

Hearing that, my anger welled up inside me.

I had so many things I wanted to say. I told him to run slowly if it was slippery, that it was okay not to win, and to take it easy.

“Well, uh...”

I swallowed the words that almost came out of my mouth. Jeong Dajun smiled cautiously, even though he was in pain.

“Ahaha, really, I'm really fine.”

“......”

“I'm not hurt enough to worry...”

Jeong Dajun drooped his shoulders with a gloomy look. The medical team was still nowhere in sight, and when we walked over to them, they just glanced at him casually and threw a spray can at us.

“It looks like it's just a mild sprain. Just apply the spray and go.”

...Huh.

“What did you say?”

Not only me but Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon also looked displeased. Kang Ichae spoke sharply.

“You're saying he only needs the spray? He can barely walk!”

“It's fine. It's just the muscles that got hurt.”

“Ha.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed as if he couldn't believe it.

“If someone is injured, you should come right away. Are you saying the treatment is over just by looking at him from afar? Then why are you even here?”

“Whoa, Seonghyeon-hyung.”

Jeong Dajun quickly stopped Kim Seonghyeon. Then he pulled him back and whispered.

“I'm~ fine, really. I'm okay, so please stop...”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon's face reddened, but seeing Jeong Dajun, he turned away and closed his mouth.

Would it really be okay?

I knelt down and met Jeong Dajun's eyes.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“...Yes.”

“Let's go to the hospital.”

“But then, we won't be able to participate in the event's ending...”

I held back from saying anything that could prompt a response. If even the usually clueless Jeong Dajun could say such a thing, it was clear that we were all agitated. Yes, we were.

“If we don't participate in the ending, we'll get criticized... For not staying until the end.”

“......”

Slippery floors that causes injuries every year.

A mindset that praises someone for getting up after falling and calls it 'pro spirit.'

A medical team that casually dismisses an injury and tells them to go.

Jeong Dajun, who had to endure all of this.

Everything... boiled my blood.

“You...”

“......”

“You don't have to worry about that.”

I turned my back to Jeong Dajun.

“Get on my back quickly.”

“Hyung, ah, I'm seriously fine...!”

“Forget it.”

“......”

“I'll take responsibility for everything, so just come with me.”

As I gestured to Seong Jiwon, he helped Jeong Dajun climb on my back. Careful not to touch his ankle, I lifted Dajun up.

“Ask the manager to prepare the car.”

“He already did, hyung.”

“Good job. Where's the nearest hospital?”

“I'm looking it up right now, just a moment.”

The situation was louder and more chaotic than we had anticipated. People realized something was wrong when they saw someone being carried and heard the shouting. Dajun whispered nervously to me.

“Hoyun-hyung, we're making such a scene... What if it's nothing serious?”

“Then that'd be a relief.”

“......”

Dajun fell silent at my words. At least he wasn't complaining noisily anymore.

“Hoyun, I'll talk to the fans briefly.”

“Alright, I need your help with something.”

Everyone was taking care of their tasks, and I was grateful. As I lifted Dajun up, Kim Heeyeon followed us.

“Seo Hoyun!”

“...Ah, PD.”

“Not this way. The nearest exit is over there. Follow me.”

“...Yes.”

“Hurry up. I'll take care of the aftermath.”

PD Kim Heeyeon led the way with a worried expression. She was a last-minute replacement and seemed apologetic as if it were her fault. I bowed my head in gratitude.

As we left the stadium and went to where the van was parked, the system automatically completed the quest.

[Victory is Mine quest completed

You have won 1st place in Victory is Mine events 3 times.

(1st place for group members is also recognized.)

You have succeeded and received 3,000 points.]

Usually, I would burst out at the system window, but now it remained quiet as if it was observing the situation.

“......”

It started lightly but ended with a seriously annoying conclusion.


“In conclusion!”

Dajun beamed brightly.

“I'm totally fine!”

I reflexively wanted to slap the bragging Dajun on the forehead but held back.

Hold on. He's a patient.

“There's no bone damage, but there's ligament damage.”

“Meh, it's just a minor stretch.”

Seong Jiwon quietly stuffed an apple in Dajun's mouth.

“Dajun, just be quiet.”

“...Yes.”

The doctor said there was no bone damage, but Dajun would need a cast for about 2 weeks. He complained about the cast, but it was better than having aftereffects.

“Hyung, I've been getting lots of calls.”

“I'll answer them later.”

Calls were coming in from everywhere. The CEO, our manager, Joo Woosung, and others... Since getting injured, Dajun had been constantly checking them.

“What did the CEO say?”

“He said to rest.”

Actually, it was a lie. I tried to stay with Dajun, but Seong Jiwon gestured to me.

“Hoyun, make the call and come back.”

“Alright, hyung. My head's spinning from all the ringing.”

“...Understood.”

With Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae nearby, stepping away for a moment seemed alright. At least we knew the injury wasn't too severe.

I sighed, stood up, and went to the hallway to make a call, not to the CEO, but to PD Kim Heeyeon, who was at the scene.

– “Hello?”

“PD, it's me.”

– “Ah, Seo Hoyun. Wait a moment; we're still cleaning up here.”

“...I'll call back later, sorry.”

– “I'm more sorry. I always end up apologizing. I'll call you back.”

Kim Heeyeon sounded deeply apologetic, even though it wasn't her fault. I hung up, feeling a sense of futility, and checked the message from Joo Woosung.

– Woosung: Is Dajun okay?

– Woosung: Everything went well here, the atmosphere is good good~

Woosung was probably trying to say not to worry, but I knew there would be more to it.

If we don't film the ending, we'll get criticized... for not finishing the job.

I knew this would happen, and maybe enduring would have been the right thing. But seeing Dajun with his swollen ankle, looking down and only paying attention to others, I unknowingly got annoyed...

Forget it. The water has already been spilled.

Thinking more about it won't change the outcome.

I ruffled my hair and was about to return to the room when I heard whispering from inside.

“Hasn't Hoyun-hyung changed a bit lately?”

“...?”

What's going on? Why were they talking about me all of a sudden?

Leaning against the wall next to the door, I raised my eyebrows as Kang Ichae initiated a discussion, and Seong Jiwon and Dajun agreed.

“...Yeah, he's been acting weird.”

“Right. I think so too.”

Without any hesitation, I walked over and crossed my arms nonchalantly.

“What did I do?”

“Huh?”

“Ah!”

The three people inside the hospital room shrank back as they saw me. Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae turned their heads to look at me and gave awkward smiles.

“We'll go get more vitamin drinks!”

“Hyung! Hyungs! What the, are you just leaving me behind?”

“We'll be right back~!”

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae quickly left without even looking back. They clearly looked like they were running away to avoid being caught gossiping. Only Jeong Dajun, who couldn't escape because he was lying down with a cast, looked upset.

“Hyung...”

I sighed and pulled up a chair to sit down.

“Are you going to gossip about me now?”

“Hyung, we've been gossiping about you from the beginning!”

Jeong Dajun exclaimed innocently. I raised my hand to scold him, but he quickly waved his hands in defense.

“Just kidding, just kidding!”

What can you expect from these guys? Seong Jiwon had left a fruit knife behind, so I picked it up and started peeling an apple. I was planning to let it go this time, but Jeong Dajun's pleased gaze made me uncomfortable.

“What's with that look?”

“Ahaha. We weren't really gossiping about you. ...We were just saying that you've changed.”

“What has changed about me?”

“Well, it's just... it feels like you're putting the members before work now.”

Even as he said it, he looked embarrassed and scratched his blushing cheek.

“So, I was happy about it. You're considering my thoughts too.”

“......”

How much of a jerk had I been?

To be honest, if Jeong Dajun were just a stranger, I might have just ignored him.

But he's a member who's been working together and struggling with us for the past few months.

It's not that.

More than anything, Jeong Dajun was too young and reminded me of someone.

“......”

I closed my mouth as I couldn't find anything to say. Suddenly, Jeong Dajun cleared his throat and imitated me from earlier.

“'Get on my back quickly. I'll take responsibility for everything, so just come with me.' Kyaah~, that moment was so touching, you know.”

“When did I say that?”

No matter how hard I tried to remember, I never acted that cool. Moreover, it was an exaggerated version of the truth.

When did Jeong Dajun ever cause me to worry? But Jeong Dajun never had a habit of stopping at the first verse.

“Isn't that a drama line? 'I'm worried, Jeong Dajun.'”

“Jeong Dajun has been making up a script since earlier...”

“Hehehehe!”

“Eat your apple. Here, eat this apple.”

“Wow, is it a rabbit apple??”

I shoved an apple into his chattering mouth, just like Seong Jiwon did earlier. When was lunch coming? He must be hungry.

Jeong Dajun seemed slightly anxious even as he made those silly jokes.

As expected, his casual remark was this.

“We'll probably get a lot of hate.”

“......”

He must be prepared for the backlash.

I took a deep breath and patted Jeong Dajun's head. He couldn't be unjustly treated.

“Your meal will come later. Make sure to eat well.”

“Instead of the hate?”

Jeong Dajun asked, shaking his head.

Stupid.

Jeong Dajun had some hate to eat... actually, there's a lot.

I couldn't block all the hate that Jeong Dajun would receive in this situation.

But we couldn't just take the hate while the guilty party was spared, could we?

I tapped the armrest of the hospital bed and narrowed my eyes.

“Alright.”

Shall we give it a try...

“Instead of the hate.”

I'm really good at stirring up mud.


Chapter 71

[Summary for those surprised by the burning timeline while coming with a single pizza:

1. Jeong Dajun trips in the relay (It doesn't seem like he tripped by himself, but rather slipped on the slippery floor)

2. Seo Hoyun runs to him, lifts him up, and goes straight to the hospital

3. Everyone is pissed and there's a huge fight, but the closing ceremony atmosphere is saved by Joo Woosung]

[Until the archery event, I was enjoying Seo Hoyun's cuteness, but what's going on now?]

[I've never seen Hoyun so angry before ;;; He's someone who usually instantly blocks all trolls ;;]

[Dajun didn't want to go to the hospital because he thought he would get blamed ㅠ What did you do wrong, baby ㅠ]

The reactions of The Dawn's fans were like a portrait of sadness. Fans of other members who saw the situation and, especially, the Black Call fandom was cursing the production team like crazy. Most of them knew that Joo Woosung covered for The Dawn and were being protective.

[I hope you recover quickly ㅠㅠ]

[Ah ㅠㅠ It's so nice that Woosung and Jeongwoo are trying to cheer everyone up ㅠㅠ but I'm worried ㅠㅠㅠ]

[I was already pissed off about Black Call's appearance being forced this time, ㅋㅋ fuck]

Although everyone had deep-rooted resentment and was furious, trolls still posted comments insulting Jeong Dajun and The Dawn.

There was no particular reason; most of the posts were just people wanting to blame someone when an issue arose.

[Since there's no official statement, Jeong Dajun must be fine? I thought his bone was broken. Well, I enjoyed watching the show where you were carried out.]

[Are the other idols not hurt and tired too ㅋㅋ Ah, Hoyun ㅋㅋ It's disgusting how hard you're trying to showcase your warmth~~~ Dajun, are you really in pain? ㅠㅠ You're complaining so much

└ Black Call is standing there, but what kind of rookie would act like that?]

The comments above were definitely not from a Black Call fan, but rather someone using another famous group to bash us further.

All this chaos happened just one day after Jeong Dajun was hospitalized.

After seeing the reactions insulting Jeong Dajun and the broadcasting station not even issuing an apology, I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

“Hyung! Want some apples?”

“No, thanks.”

Jeong Dajun was carefree, but I wanted to tear an apology out of someone rather than eat a red apple.

The reason they're not apologizing is obvious.

They're going to edit out this minor injury and air it anyway. They believe that as long as it doesn't show on the broadcast, no matter how much fighting happens behind the scenes, it won't affect the ratings.

And that suspicion became clearer when I saw the preview of Victory is Mine uploaded on YouTube.

[Victory is Mine Video Preview]

The preview video uploaded on the YouTube channel of Victory is Mine quickly gained views.

It had highlights of several events. In archery, Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun were playfully competing against each other, and in the last relay, Jeong Dajun was more than half a lap ahead of the other groups, running in first place.

What about the injury?

Of course, all that was edited out.

Fans who watched the preview multiple times noticed something strange. In the ending scene, all idol groups were standing, but The Dawn was nowhere to be seen.

Naturally, the fans' reactions took an odd turn.

[Hmm, why is The Dawn not there?]

[??? The video just showed them winning, right? They're not even on the podium...?]

[Wow ㅋㅋㅋ Rookies not attending the ending ❬ they're saying it's a fact from the official statement ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Black Call, White, Cherry are all standing there >>❭but<<< only The Dawn is missing]

As a response to those comments, furious fans uploaded fancams from that day, and other fandoms that attended the event also came to our defense. However, the outrage didn't go away.

In the end, the support for The Dawn gradually turned into fatigue from dealing with malicious comments.

Having skimmed through the reactions for a few days, I put down my phone and smirked.

“Wow... This is amazing.”

Their level of bashing was almost like a pure bully.

However, wasn't I also a bully?

They chose the wrong opponent. With a major in evil editing and a minor in manipulating public opinion, the top-notch PD decided to work behind the scenes.

First, I made sure I was in the right place and then went outside, taking casual photos of the surroundings. Ignoring the manager who was just watching me with a wary look, I entered the private message app to send to my fans.

“...What are you doing? Is it okay to upload this now?”

“It's fine, it's just a message to Noeul saying they worked hard. It's not even a photo of Jeong Dajun lying down in a cast.”

“Still, now?”

“I do it all the time?”

“Fan love is nice, right?!”

Uploading that kind of thing would only get backlash for pretending to be pitiful. I hummed as I spoke.

“What should I write for the message...”

The manager shot me a suspicious glance, having spent enough time with me to sense something fishy. Despite that, he was still naive and gullible, so he obediently examined the photo.

After looking closely, he couldn't find anything worrisome in the photo of the sunset and quickly gave his approval.

After confirming the photo was sent properly, I sent the manager away and called Kim Jaeyeon. He picked up the phone before it even rang three times.

“Kim Jaeyeon.”

– “Why do I get scared when I get a call from you?”

Kim Jaeyeon seemed to already know everything and spoke in a playful tone. I took out an ion drink from the vending machine and replied.

“I already know what you're going to ask, right?”

– “Of course.”

“I'll let you know a good one next time.”

– “Great, it's just one click for me. After all, it's a profitable business for me.”

Yeah, it must be profitable for you.

As soon as I heard the answer, I hung up and sat on the bench, looking up at the sky. I gently smiled, watching the clouds floating between the blue sky slowly turning red.

“Isn't it exciting?”

The sunset was very beautiful.


This time, the fans of The Dawn, who won and claimed the victory, were shaking their fists while looking at the community and various reactions. As a fan who has been especially drawn to Jeong Dajun recently, yesterday's event was unbearable.

“Ah! These fucking jerks...”

On top of that, it hadn't even been two days, and the controversy seemed to be entertaining to the trolls, who were already gathering all sorts of attention.

The issue of winning the championship had started with “Just one ending would be warm and angry,” but it had turned into a criticism of The Dawn's personality.

Most of the talk was about the Shining Star (which was a hot issue in itself).

“Argh! It's so frustrating?!”

When I got sick of the endless trolls appearing despite the reports, I got a notification.

[“Hoyun” message arrived!]

It was a message from Seo Hoyun.

[Did you eat, and be careful because it's hot?]

A short message that started with a simple greeting...

[Thank you, Noeul fans.

(Picture)

This is the sunset I took haha!]

The picture of the sunset sky. Even a glimpse of his face would have been nice, but the picture itself symbolized the Noeuls, and I could guess the meaning behind it, making me feel touched for no reason.

“Ah... he must have posted this to reassure us.”

The fan saved the picture and went straight to SNS. Everyone seemed to have similar thoughts, and it was a sea of tears with “ㅠㅠㅠ.”

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Are they angels ㅠㅠ They're worried about Noeul even when they're hurt]

[Jiwon came to the fan seats, telling us not to worry, apologizing for going like this... and to be careful on our way back home ㅜ

└  Ah, Jiwon, is so sweet that I could die...]

“Ah, guys...”

But in the meantime, a post was quickly reposted among people.

[;;;;; Guys, if you have an iPhone, save Hoyun's picture and check the location;

└ Eh? I don't have an iPhone, can someone share the picture?

└└ (Picture) The location is a hospital

└└ ???? They're still in the hospital?]

Someone posted the location information that appeared on that picture, and the fans who found out where Seo Hoyun was now sighed.

[Hey, it's really a hospital...]

[What? It's been days, and he's still in the hospital? Is he hospitalized?]

[So, Dajun is in the hospital, and he took this picture to tell us not to worry???]

“Huh...!”

The fan closed her mouth in shock.

To tell the truth... that was what Seo Hoyun intended. He deliberately turned on the location information.

Someone would surely save that picture, and someone would post the fact they found out on SNS. So, he waited for this information to spread among Noeul fans.

At first, the timeline was filled with worries and concerns, but it soon turned into anger.

[No, they can't even talk about being okay officially, and instead of a selfie, they just uploaded a picture of the sunset because they're worried about us... They're the ones who got hurt... They didn't even play the game, and they missed the ending because they went to the hospital... Is this a normal society??]

[Ah, shit, I just had a fight with a troll and now I'm so pissed!!! Jiwon, you did nothing wrong!!! Don't be so conscious!!!]

As Noeul's anger reached its peak, Kim Jaeyeon, who was asked by Seo Hoyun, leaked the “Accident Compilation of Victory is Mine.” The fans eagerly started to share the post.

It didn't take long for the post shared among Noeul fans to spread all over. Of course, Kim Jaeyeon's incredible instigation played a big part in it.

Eventually, the small pebble became a big wave, and it even turned into a compensation controversy.

[Hey, they're still the same ㅋㅋ Everyone will go crazy... Stop it...]

[Compensate, you bastards]

As more and more words piled up, some criticized Seo Hoyun for making the situation this big, but even that was crushed as soon as it appeared.

[Title: Isn't it a bit too much that The Dawn missed the ending?

There have been many injured in the past, but they have waited until the ending

└ Just stop talking]

[Title: In my opinion, Seo Hoyun intentionally uploaded this. He usually never turns on location information, and now he turns it on when he's at the hospital ㅋㅋ Isn't it really transparent that he's sending a picture with location information on to show that he's in the hospital?

└ Wow ;; Are you crazy?? Hoyun just took a picture of the sunset ;;

└ Your negativity is really crazy...

└└ Am I the only one who thinks so? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ If it's Seo Hoyun, it's possible. He has a nickname “No shortcuts.”]

A few more posts like that came up, but every time that happened, it only fanned the flames and made the issue burn even more.

In the meantime, sympathy for the injured Jeong Dajun grew, and White Cherry's leader, Liz, posted a story with a subtle nuance, saying, “It's always like that, isn't it?” as the final blow.

[Title: Did you see the story from Liz? ㅋㅋ >>>>>>>Always like that<<<<<<< Ah, unnie...

The epitome of No shortcuts. Who can't fall in love with this unnie? Please teach me

└ ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Crying unnie ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ A few years ago, she fell and cried ㅠㅠㅠ]

The popularity of White Cherry made public opinion grow.

Thanks to that, the fancam videos, which had only been buried by the fans, rose sharply again. The members going out, taking care of each other, turned into “warmth,” and eventually, major entertainment articles came up.

[Victory is Mine☆ Shining teamwork even in unexpected situations]

[Whose responsibility is the Victory is Mine accident?]

[Idols and fans working long hours standing... Who is the program for?]

And a few hours later, the program issued an apology along with a new statement.

However, with a simple apology, people started another argument.

[What should be in an apology:

Who am I, what did I do wrong, how do I plan to take responsibility, and what shouldn't be included

There was no intention/We will be careful in the future...

└ The apology is too short to analyze

└└ ㅋㅋ Agreed]

[Two-line Summary: Your scam got exposed, sorry

Will you still keep watching?

└ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Shaken, shaken!”

Hit from here, hit from there!

The broadcasting station was like a piece of laundry in a centrifuge, getting shaken and shaken.

As the backlash grew, the program had to issue another statement.

[Victory is Mine will undergo a format review...]

It meant they would actively revamp the program. The infuriated Noeuls reluctantly accepted it, tilting their heads.

. . .

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun was calmly answering a phone call.

– “It seems that it worked out. Isn't it too good for you to make use of?”

“Of course, it's not for free.”

He handed over some light information he had known before to Kim Jaeyeon. He thanked him repeatedly and hung up the phone.

He put his phone in his pocket and approached Jeong Dajun, who still had a plaster cast. There was a basket of flowers and a letter next to him.

“What's this?”

“Ah, someone from the broadcasting station came and went! Apologizing for their mistake, they bowed their heads... It made me feel even more sorry.”

They came so fucking fast...

He took out a vitamin drink from the refrigerator, sat down on a chair next to the bed, and gulped it down. Jeong Dajun, oblivious to everything, kept talking beside him.

“And track and field might be gone too! They say there are too many injured people, lots of viewer complaints... They're considering reorganizing the program with less injury-prone sports.”

“Is that so?”

“Yup!”

As Jeong Dajun answered innocently, Hoyun rested his chin on his hand and sorted out his thoughts.

Review? Just empty words.

Getting an apology didn't take as long as he thought. Honestly, if the victim had been just The Dawn, the backlash wouldn't have reached the point of getting an apology... White Cherry's unexpected help made things much smoother.

With that momentum, he managed to bring other fandoms with grievances on board, and the broadcasting station couldn't bury the issue quietly.

The broadcasting station must be busy taking complaint calls even now.

But now...

Should I do more, or stop here?

He was a bit conflicted.

Thinking about the sudden change of distance in archery, the slippery floor, and the staff who treated injured members as if they were faking, he weighed his options.

When he looked up, he made eye contact with Jeong Dajun.

“Hyung?”

“Huh?”

“What are you thinking about?”

Ugh.

So pure.

Seeing his innocent face, Hoyun blinked and thought about the aggro comments directed at him once more.

If he went further from here... the issue would grow bigger.

And there would be a higher chance for Dajun to be exposed directly to such trashy stories he wouldn't need to know in his entire life.

“Hey.”

...It's time to stop.

“I saw you being picky with your food earlier.”

“Eek! When did you see that?”

There was nothing to gain from going further, and he could face backlash if things went awry.

He made the decision, took out a piece of candy from his pocket, chewed it, and sighed just as Kang Ichae entered the room humming a tune.

“My darling is here~.”

He loudly opened the door with a Ta-da! feeling, and as soon as he saw Hoyun's face, he burst into laughter.

“Hoyun-hyung is here too.”

It seemed he already knew how things were going. He came over, snatched some of the food Dajun had received, and asked while eating.

“Did you change your phone settings back?”

Of course.

“Obviously.”

“Ahaha, I didn't need to ask, right?”

“Huh?”

(Stop reacting) Whether Dajun's phone got snatched or not, Kang Ichae sat on a chair, putting his feet up, and talked casually.

“People with bad tempers are most reliable when fighting for others.”

“Did you pay for the bus fare?”

“I paid for two people. You and King-God-Emperor-General-Seo-Hoyun live in my heart...”

“Ugh.”

Tired of the silly joke, he pushed Kang Ichae away, but he just chuckled.

As a result, Jeong Dajun became an idol who had worked hard but had a setback, and they took care of each other like warm-hearted members.

As for the suspicions about me... who cared.

You know now, right?

Let them curse and become invincible.

After all, no one can be loved by everyone.

“Hyung, what are you talking about since earlier?”

“Dear, our youngest.”

“Ew, Ichae-hyung is disgusting.”

Kang Ichae sighed. It was understandable to feel this way when looking at Dajun's innocent, clueless expression. Kang Ichae messed up Dajun's hair, not sure if he was patting it or ruffling it.

“Be careful in this harsh world.”

“Yes!”

“Listen well to your hyungs.”

“Yep!”

“Anyway, answer well...”

But at this point, Hoyun started to wonder.

Does Dajun still not open up to me?

Of course, that wasn't what he was hoping for when he started all this... but looking at Dajun, who was laughing without a care in the world, he couldn't help but feel a sense of alienation.

And it made sense.

Why hasn't the scenario completed notification come up?

The system window was quiet.

It was a very King-God-Trash-Seo Hoyun-like curiosity.


Chapter 72

“Summer is in our hand.”

“What a refreshing feeling.”

A carbonated drink CF came in. It was a long-awaited outdoor shoot, and everyone was nervous since it was their first major CF.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were riding skateboards they had chosen as props, whizzing around.

“Phew, I thought we'd need stand-ins, but they're really good!”

The CF director seemed very satisfied. Jeong Dajun, being young, had recovered twice as fast as the doctor had predicted and was energetically roaming around the set as usual.

“Tsk, I told him to be careful...”

“He must want to play.”

“I always feel uneasy when I see him. He's like a child left at the water's edge.”

As Seong Jiwon sighed, he glanced at him with a hint of pride.

What's with that, huh?

His attitude towards me has been annoyingly strange since last time. He quickly noticed it as I glared at him and changed the subject.

“Hoyun, aren't you going to ride?”

“I've only ever ridden a regular board.”

“Are you good?”

“No one in my neighborhood could beat me...”

“Sometimes I can't tell if you're serious or not...”

As Seong Jiwon murmured ambiguously, I finished checking the CF storyboard written on the printout I was holding. Kang Ichae, who had been enthusiastically following Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun with a camcorder to film the BTS footage, approached Seong Jiwon this time.

“Seong Jiwon! What are you doing and where right now~?”

“Today, we're shooting a 'Ranta' CF. I'm checking the storyboard with Seo Hoyun~.”

“Ranta is so delicious~! Please share your thoughts.”

“Yes, yes...! It's all thanks to our fans, Noeul, that we were able to be here. We will make sure not to disappoint the advertiser who kindly invited us and show our passion in everything we do.”

“Wow... Did you memorize all that?”

“...Huh? I'm being sincere.”

“......”

Kang Ichae was quite flustered and then caught me, who was next to him, as his next target.

“Seo Hoyun, do you drink Ranta often, even when you're not working?”

“Even when I'm not working?”

I frowned slightly, looking displeased.

“Come on, my blood is made of Ranta...”

“Oops! My apologies.”

“Please be careful with your words.”

“Aigoo, aigoo. I'm sorry~.”

Kang Ichae seemed satisfied with my response, and with a hum, he went off searching for his next target.

Goodness, he's not filming for someone else; he's doing it for his satisfaction. As I clicked my tongue and finished checking the storyboard, all the members gathered.

Thankfully, we had a schedule in the morning. Even if the shoot took longer, we could go to the CEO's office.

Right, today is the day.

Finally, it was time to change the members' contracts.

Although it could be changed by mutual consent, this was an exceptional measure.

From what I saw, our group grew independently, considering the company didn't provide much support. The current share we were receiving was outrageous.

“The shooting has started!”

As expected of a carbonated drink shoot, the staff's energy was overflowing from the beginning. We responded strongly, nodding, and entered the pre-booked skate park.

“We'll start with Seo Hoyun's shot!”

“Yes.”

I brushed my hair back and walked slowly.

The members' faces were full of mischief as if they were planning to tease me when I was off camera.

The camera slowly focused on the carbonated drink in my hand and then moved toward my face. I looked at the camera and slowly recited the lines I had memorized.

“Summer is in our hands.”

The camera director slightly raised the angle. I took a step forward, staring straight ahead, and lifted the corners of my mouth to smile.

“Grab onto the cool youth.”

“―Okay, cut!”

Did it turn out okay?

Anyway, we had to record the lines separately later, but we actually said them out loud during the shoot.

The director, who was checking the footage, tilted his head slightly.

Didn't he like it?

“Seo Hoyun. Great. It came out well, but I'll try another angle.”

“Yes, understood.”

I nodded and returned to my original position, and the members who tried to tease me suddenly changed their minds and remained quiet, just watching.

Once again, the director called cut and stared at the monitor, rubbing his chin. Then he turned his attention to me.

“Seo Hoyun.”

Did he not like something?

“Yes, please tell me.”

I prepared myself to do whatever he asked, but the director said something unexpected.

“Your diction is really good, like an actor.”

“...Yes?”

“Your facial expressions are fine too... I'm just curious. Did you take acting lessons?”

What was this about?

These days, offers for me to act were coming from everywhere. And I wondered if the CEO had a hand in it here too.

I cautiously replied with a slight guard up.

“Ahaha, no, I'm just following your direction.”

“Wow, your words are so eloquent.”

The director didn't say anything more.

I was relieved he didn't ask me if I wanted to act here, either.

Fortunately, Daepaseong Entertainment was a mid-sized company and couldn't exert too much influence on this CF director...

“Wow!”

Suddenly, the staff let out a burst of admiration. Curious about what happened, I turned my head and saw Kim Seonghyeon waving from a distance.

“Seo Hoyun, look at this.”

“What?”

Kim Seonghyeon poured a drink into a paper cup, then got on a skateboard with the cup still in hand. He then rode down a half-pipe.

“...What is that?”

Swoosh!

At exactly the same moment, he came down from the vert using the momentum, caught the cup mid-air, and spun on the half-pipe.

“Wow...”

Kang Ichae sincerely admired him. Kim Seonghyeon returned to his original position and lifted the cup, not spilling a single drop of his drink.

“Not bad, right?”

“Seonghyeon! Can we have an interview? Please, let's do an interview!”

As Kim Seonghyeon strolled over, drinking from the paper cup, Kang Ichae excitedly thrust the camera toward him.

This guy... would have been fine without being an idol.

“Seonghyeon, let's use that for the commercial!”

The director, who had seen this, rushed in with excitement. Kim Seonghyeon seemed slightly bewildered since it was a spontaneous move, but he eventually used it in the shooting.

“I want to try too!”

“Don't.”

“Hmph.”

I cut Jeong Dajun off in one swift motion as he tried to follow Kim Seonghyeon's lead with a skateboard in hand. He was recovering from an injury and still wanted to show off...

From then on, it was Kim Seonghyeon's time. The staff didn't hold back on their praise and applause for him. They seemed happy because they got good shots, and the shooting ended quickly.

At that moment, I caught Seong Jiwon's gaze as I turned my head to take a break.

“Hoyun.”

“...Yeah. What?”

For some reason, I felt uneasy when he made this expression.

Jiwon, who could kill someone with the amount of practice he put in, smiled even more...

“Did you hear what he said earlier? Are you going to act?”

“Why are you doing this too?”

I narrowed my eyes and clicked my tongue quietly.

“Who did you hear it from?”

“The manager. Seo Hoyun refused Min Jiheon's recommendation because he didn't like it.”

“What's with the exaggeration?”

“So?”

It was not for me to decide whether I liked it or not.

He's someone I should refuse... But not this. I wore my jersey training suit and gulped down a carbonated drink.

“I won't do it.”

“Why? The director also asked if you were acting. From what I see, you have talent.”

“Do you think everyone has talent? It's just a casual remark.”

“No, when I was at a big company, I received acting training and saw many people who were actually actors.”

“Seong Jiwon.”

As a warning to “slow down,” Jiwon slightly recoiled but soon laughed and continued to hang around my side.

“Did the manager ask? To try to persuade me?”

“No, it's not that. I just thought you were thinking about something else.”

Thinking about something else?

I didn't understand the meaning, so I asked.

Jiwon sat down beside me and opened a carbonated drink.

“Okay, I can see what you're thinking, Hoyun. We don't have seniority, and we only got first place on that music show before because of a rebound. We should avoid individual activities until we have stable recognition. With just a mediocre acting skill, if one person stands out for the reasons, there might be internal issues again.”

“......”

Ding!

[Is he a Talmud scholar?][1]

I closed my mouth as he hit the nail on the head. I had the confidence to refute anything, but I couldn't say anything when my true intentions were exposed so candidly.

“But I wish you'd do as you please. Don't worry about what others think.”

“......”

“Hoyun, you have more than enough qualifications to do that.”

Didn't this kid suffer injustice?

Even though he dedicated his youth and practiced for a long time, Seong Jiwon prioritized the other members first.

Noticing the uneasy expression on my face, Jiwon cracked a joke.

“And if you become more popular, won't we be able to ride your coattails?”

“How far will you go to accommodate others?”

“Huh? Ahaha... I'm not accommodating, Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon crinkled his nose and cleaned the empty drink can before leaving.

However, the core issue remained.

Both Jiwon and others were mistaken...

“...I'm not interested in acting.”

Ding!

[I gave you a special feature!!]

Why did everyone think I wanted to act?

Not at all. I have no talent.

Min Jiheon didn't know until he dug deeper.

I clicked my tongue and threw the empty can into the trash bin.

“Geez, I can't understand.”

For now, I left the unsolvable problem alone and continued monitoring.

Kim Seonghyeon's skills looked even more artistic as the sunlight reflected off him.

The picture came out really well.

“Let's wrap up the shoot. Thank you for your hard work!”

“Thanks for your hard work~.”

Everyone was happy with the early end of the shoot, clapping and exchanging greetings with the staff.

After shaking hands with the youngest prop master, I was about to leave when my phone suddenly rang.

“......”

It was the CEO.

For some reason, I had a bad feeling about this. I stared at my phone briefly before slowly answering and placing it by my ear.

“Hello, this is Seo Hoyun.”

– “Ah, Hoyun.”

I could hear a low sigh and a slightly apologetic voice.

– “I'm sorry, but it seems we can't renew the contract this time.”

“...Excuse me?”

– “I've already talked to the manager. Let's talk again later.”

I was about to ask what kind of nonsense that was when the manager hurriedly entered the shooting site.

At the same time, the CEO sighed once more and hung up the phone.

...What is it this time?

“Guys! Guys!”

Anyone with that face would know something had happened. All the members remained frozen, waiting for the manager's next words.

Being extra cautious, the manager grabbed Jeong Dajun and whispered to him.

“Dajun, I'm sorry about the timing, but we must go to the company immediately.”

“Why?”

“Seonghyeon, later...”

“Why.”

Being the leader, Kim Seonghyeon stepped forward and blocked the path between the manager and Jeong Dajun.

Dajun looked at the manager with a puzzled expression, not understanding the situation.

I also walked over to them, trying to sort out my thoughts.

Jeong Dajun? What about Dajun?

What's left? Victory is Mine? The broadcasting company? Or a dating scandal? No, we've dealt with all of that already.

Dajun also kept his promise to me, so it wouldn't be a dating scandal.

So, what could it be...

Ding!

The unsettling system window sound echoed.

I stopped walking and glanced up at the explanation that appeared, sighing deeply.

“Ha...”

This was insane, seriously.

Meanwhile, Kim Seonghyeon, who still hadn't grasped the situation, quietly questioned the manager.

“We need to know so we can be prepared.”

“Well... Ah, I shouldn't be doing this.”

The manager couldn't sit still and eventually whispered quietly enough that no one around could hear, covering his mouth with his hand.

“It's an issue with the exclusive contract.”

“...Excuse me?”

“Dajun. They say Jeong Dajun had a double-exclusive contract. So, we have to go and explain quickly. The CEO is really angry right now...”

Dajun's eyes grew wider and wider. I stared at my cursed fate and the system window.

[Double-Exclusive Contract

Resolve Jeong Dajun's double-exclusive contract issue!

Success: 10,000 points

Failure: Jeong Dajun's withdrawal, main scenario progress impossible]

Seriously, couldn't there be a single quiet day?




1 Talmud, as in Jewish scholars. I'm not exactly sure if this is a Korean phrase or something.
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The staff members cautiously glanced in our direction, sensing the unusual atmosphere, but fortunately, they didn’t seem to have heard the conversation.

I gathered my thoughts and stopped the manager.

“Let me come with you.”

“Hoyun, I understand your feelings, but don't come now.”

“No, I'll go.”

After all, this whole situation was a matter concerning my life.

Jeong Dajun's potential withdrawal and the inability to proceed with the main scenario meant one thing:

The Dawn was on the verge of complete failure.

I saw Jeong Dajun's pale face as he leaned on me slightly.

I then looked at the other members.

“Then I'll go too.”

Kim Seonghyeon stepped forward.

Judging by his gaze directed at me, he seemed to feel sorry for always relying on me.

They must be flustered too.

“Never mind, you guys go home first. Didn't you have a V-Live scheduled for today?”

“That is...”

“It's important to keep it a secret from people. In that sense, it's better for me to go than for the leader to be absent. Manager, the news hasn't been released yet, right?”

“We're desperately trying to stop it.”

“Did you hear that? It's important to keep it hushed. Cover for us at today's V-Live. I'll follow Jeong Dajun and talk to the CEO.”

Jeong Dajun is a minor, only 19 years old. I couldn't leave him alone with that snake-like CEO.

“Ugh...”

Turning to the groaning manager, whom I couldn't fully trust, he tightly closed his eyes.

“Fine, it's not the first time Seo Hoyun doesn't listen...”

He habitually rubbed his stomach as if it hurt.

I should be the one with the stomachache in this situation.

I bid farewell to the filming crew with a bright smile, pretending that everything was fine, and quickly got into the van with Jeong Dajun.

“Hyung, ah... shit... I'm sorry.”

It seemed that Jeong Dajun only realized the reality of the situation after getting into the van.

He was clueless and panicked.

“What should I do? Will I get caught up in a lawsuit? No, I definitely settled things with that agency, so why now...!”

“Jeong Dajun.”

“I clearly said I would terminate the exclusive contract. They agreed and let me go. Why now...!”

“Jeong Dajun!”

I placed my palm on Jeong Dajun's shoulder.

A loud slap was heard, and the manager glanced at us through the rearview mirror.

Regardless, I lifted Jeong Dajun's face and looked him straight in the eyes.

“Explain it properly so I can understand.”

“...Hoyun-hyung...”

“I need to know what's going on to cover for you.”

Honestly, I wasn't sure if I could resolve the exclusive contract issue.

That's why I vaguely used the term “cover,” but Jeong Dajun seemed relieved by my words.

“...I understand.”

Throughout the drive to the company, Jeong Dajun nervously recounted his story.

In summary, this was what happened:

Before joining Daepaseong Entertainment, he had an exclusive contract with a sketchy agency. Although he had signed a contract, he felt suspicious and requested its termination. The other agency agreed and let Jeong Dajun go, and then he proceeded with an exclusive contract with Daepaseong Entertainment.

I can see the scheme.

What came to mind was a ghost company.

These con artists would target young and naive individuals, sign contracts with them, and then let them terminate the contracts, only to later take advantage of the signed contracts to blackmail them.

“Hyung, what should I do...”

“First, tell them everything as is. Just like you told me.”

“And after that?”

Jeong Dajun looked at me with anxious eyes.

Just as I was about to respond, the van stopped.

We were in front of Daepaseong Entertainment.

I sighed and unbuckled my seat belt.

“Leave it to me.”

What more could I do at this point?


The manager tried not to show his frustration as we entered the CEO's office, but the CEO's gaze seemed to say, “This guy didn't do his job well,” and “Why did you bring Seo Hoyun?”

As if I wanted to bring him!

Although teary-eyed inside, he kept his mouth shut for now.

Seo Hoyun had an odd ability.

No matter how ridiculous his claims were, things always turned out as he wished.

“...That's what happened.”

Jeong Dajun seemed to have regained some composure with Hoyun by his side as he explained his situation much more logically than when he had told them in the van.

Upon hearing the whole story, the CEO looked annoyed.

“You got played.”

“......”

“Sigh, they just want to extort the penalty fee, including trying to silence the news...”

“CEO...”

Jeong Dajun stuttered at the CEO's words.

However, the manager tilted his head, not understanding.

“Dajun is still a minor. Isn't it possible to cancel a minor's exclusive contract?”

“Sigh... If only it were that simple.”

At those words, Seo Hoyun's eyebrows twitched.

The man who had been quiet except for the greetings finally opened his mouth.

“Did they stamp their seal?”

The CEO glanced at Seo Hoyun and clicked his tongue.

“Yeah, they did.”

“Do we have the seal certificate and family relationship certificate?”

“Who takes care of such things in actual practice? But they said they have the phone records. They're scary. They also sent a recorded call by email.”

Confirmed.

If it had gone to a lawsuit, they would have claimed that the exclusive contract was established, raising all sorts of fuss.

The call with Jeong Dajun's parents at the time of the contract would be used as evidence.

“...Hmm.”

Seo Hoyun sank deep into thought.

Jeong Dajun, unable to follow along, just rolled his eyes.

The CEO sighed heavily but explained for Jeong Dajun's sake.

“Dajun, a contract with a minor without parental consent can be voided. But in your case, there's consent. There's a contract with a stamped seal. You got your parents' consent and stamped the seal. Your parents weren't physically there, but they agreed while on speakerphone.”

“No! They called several times back then. They're claiming that was the recording during the contract. Even during the consultation... my parents worked and couldn't make the time.”

“Dajun, don't lie because you're scared. A contract made through a minor's deception cannot be canceled.”

“I didn't lie!”

“......”

As Jeong Dajun's voice grew louder with injustice, Seo Hoyun glanced at him.

With trembling hands, the CEO swallowed back a sigh that threatened to escape as he watched Jeong Dajun aggressively shake his head, adamant in his denial.

“They said they didn't give you a contract termination notice. They just pretended to terminate it and discarded it. Crazy bastards.”

The CEO seemed to regret swearing before Jeong Dajun, but his energy seemed drained as he rubbed his forehead.

“So, they claim that you knowingly signed an exclusive contract with us even though they treated you unfairly. They just stabbed us in the back.”

“......”

Jeong Dajun cringed, his face contorted.

Seo Hoyun carefully examined the contract on the table and asked.

“What are the conditions they're proposing?”

“Ho-Hoyun.”

“They can't really be planning to take Dajun and have him do activities, and if they were going to sue, they would have already sent the notice. They're just trying to milk us for a penalty fee.”

Seo Hoyun calmly deduced the situation.

The CEO let out a hollow laugh.

“They haven't told us yet.”

“...Buying time to raise the conditions?”

“Yeah. We fell for it big time.”

Money would solve the problem.

However, knowing that Dajun was a potential rookie from Daepaseong Entertainment, they were dragging it out, and it was unclear how much money would have to be poured in.

Jeong Dajun's fist, partly hidden by the table, was clenched so tight it looked white.

“Then the fans will get tired too...”

“The next activity will be delayed, at least.”

Just as the CEO and the manager worriedly discussed what to do with the scheduled plans, Seo Hoyun, who had finished organizing his thoughts, nonchalantly threw another bomb.

“We'll proceed as scheduled.”

“...What?”

Seo Hoyun patted Jeong Dajun's hunched shoulders as if to say there was no need to hunch if there was nothing to mope about.

“Three days.”

Hmm...

The CEO, although dumbfounded, felt a subtle expectation that if it was Seo Hoyun, he would somehow resolve the situation.

This rookie idol, who always spouted nonsense, had always managed to produce astounding results in the end.

“I'll get Dajun out in three days.”

It was still a crazy statement.


“Damn, who the hell delayed their debut for their own sake?”

Some fans would wait patiently, like azaleas[1].

But who would remain if there were only lawsuits without any activities during that long period?

And how could they turn back time when he was at his prime age?

It was inevitable that the size of the fandom would shrink.

“We need to catch it now.”

A noisy mosquito must be caught right away. Immediately.

It's better than grinding your teeth while looking at your swollen red skin the next day.

In that sense, mosquitoes and fraudsters had something in common: they must be dealt with immediately when found.

“Seo Hoyun, what are you saying right now! You're not thinking of stepping in yourself, are you?”

“It's not about what's important right now. It's about whether we can cover this quickly or not.”

I brushed off the manager's shock lightly.

“We have to deal with this before the fans all leave. Everyone still doesn't know the situation, and the news hasn't come out yet. We need to handle it.”

“......”

“CEO, we had no choice but to wait anyway, right?”

The CEO hesitated and then nodded his head.

Why do I have to go this far for this agency? It pisses me off, but I have to do it if no one else can handle it.

“CEO, you can just keep waiting.”

“...Do you have any connections on their side?”

The CEO seemed to think I had some sort of reliable backing, as if I would have any connections in the entertainment industry.

I don't have any, but...

Since they're misunderstanding it on their own, I don't need to deny it.

“I'll contact them again.”

I patted Jeong Dajun, who was sitting silently and gloomily on the back.

“Let's go.”

“......”

“Quickly.”

Somehow, the situation was exactly the same as a few days ago.

Jeong Dajun gazed at me from afar. He bit his lip as he suddenly stood up.

He bowed politely to the CEO but still looked upset.

Ugh.

I turned my head just before leaving the door.

“Don't forget to renew the contract.”

The door closed with a bang.

As I walked briskly ahead, Jeong Dajun hurriedly followed me.

Then, he lingered a step behind me, looking around nervously.

“Hoyun-hyung, I-I'm sorry...”

“It's fine.”

“......”

He was really down.

Jeong Dajun thought it was all his fault.

That's why I hated scams.

The victim was the one who got scammed, but people just kept repeating, “You should've been more careful,” and pointing fingers.

Since we needed to do some work behind the scenes again, I tried to contact Kim Jaeyeon, but I heard Jeong Dajun calling me with a trembling voice.

“Hyung.”

“What.”

“Hyung, do you... do you believe me?”

“What?”

What kind of nonsense is this?

I was in a hurry because I thought I had a lot to do, so I couldn't ignore it and stopped walking to look back at him.

Jeong Dajun stared straight at me with a face that seemed like he was about to cry.

“Even if I were you or the CEO, I would've thought the same... that Jeong Dajun lied because he couldn't handle the aftermath.”

“......”

“But it's really not true, hyung.”

Jeong Dajun's still clenched fists trembled.

“Really... I didn't lie.”

Seeing the disheartened Jeong Dajun, my past self came to mind.

It's tough not having anyone on your side. With no backing or abilities, the blame fell solely on me, who cried out without proof. How much I struggled alone in that situation.

I sighed.

“Jeong Dajun, do you feel wronged?”

“...Yes.”

I browsed the item shop while clicking my tongue. Some points were saved from the last quests, so I just needed to find something useful with them.

“If you feel you have been wronged, just ignore people's nonsense and live more boldly as you deserve. Then, eventually, people will forget, or the real issue will be resolved.”

“......”

“But when you still feel upset about being deceived, when you can't help but remember it every time you lie down even after enough time has passed, there's only one way to resolve it quickly.”

I quickly scanned the item shop.

Then, I found exactly what I needed.

[“Let's Get Closer”

A chance to know people's true feelings!

Tea leaves that make people answer as honestly as if they were drunk.

Points: 10,000

※Note: The user may not function properly like they are drunk.]

This should do.

“What is it?”

Jeong Dajun asked hesitantly.

I immediately purchased the item and went to him, putting my arm around his shoulder.

“All you have to do is prove that you're right.”

“...?”

“Simple, right?”

Jeong Dajun seemed dumbfounded, and the tears hanging from the corner of his eyes disappeared.

Anyway, I looked at my reflection in the lobby door and brushed my bangs up.

“Dajun.”

I glanced through it, and it looked a bit edgy. Doing this kind of thing made me laugh.

“What do you think? Does hyung look lighter and dumber with his bangs up?”

“...Yes?”

Jeong Dajun, who couldn't understand what was happening, furrowed his eyebrows.

Whether he understood or not, I tried to smile lightly.

Hmm, good.

I looked like a punk.




1 A type of flower known for its resilience
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This chapter is generously sponsored by Ash.

Wisu Entertainment.

It was not unreasonable to view them as a group of scammers who caught minors or inexperienced young adults new to society, signed them to exclusive contracts, and then swindled money by either taking away their contract fees or disguising it as investment funds.

The CEO of Wisu Entertainment took quite some pride in his organization.

It's a great world for exploitation.

That's what he thought.

Especially this time, he had a good feeling.

Jeong Dajun, although he had set a trap by having an exclusive contract, he never expected the guy to make it big.

He waited for the perfect timing when Dajun's career wasn't too successful, nor was it worth giving up on, then threatened him with a double-exclusive contract.

The CEO was happily wondering how much penalty fee to demand when a paparazzo he knew casually mentioned something while having a drink.

In summary, it was this: These days, Seo Hoyun of The Dawn was having a lot of conflicts with Daepaseong Entertainment and was looking for another agency.

“Lucky me.”

His efforts in networking paid off.

He got the scoop from the valuable paparazzo first.

Not wanting to miss such a good opportunity, he subtly threw bait to Seo Hoyun and got a prompt response.

But I should be careful.

The CEO pledged to himself while wiping sweat off his forehead.

Although he couldn't help but grin at the thought of ripping off a huge sum of money from Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun, he reminded himself to prepare for every possible situation.

After all, Hoyun appeared to be a calm and knowledgeable person on broadcasts.

“Yup, hello~.”

However, when the CEO actually met Seo Hoyun, his long-held sense of caution was shattered.

“...Hello?”

“Wow~, this office really sucks. How does work get done here?”

Chewing gum noisily and swaggering like a delinquent, Seo Hoyun barely nodded before sitting on a sofa.

His hair was neatly combed forward, and his whole body was wrapped in a well-coordinated luxury brand, a typical look of a snobbish delinquent.

...What's with this delinquent?

“CEO, I'm thirsty.”

“...Do you, uh, want some water?”

He stuttered slightly, taken aback by the unexpected gap.

Seo Hoyun buried himself deeply into the sofa and crossed his legs on the table.

He then leaned his head back and yawned loudly, complaining that the water was taking too long.

However, when the CEO handed him a bottle of water from the fridge, Hoyun frowned deeply and didn't even bother to take it.

“What? Don't you know that I don't drink domestic water?”

“...This is all I have.”

“Ha, really...this place suuucks.”

Stretching out the last syllable, Hoyun opened the cap and sniffed the water.

He even shook it like wine to smell it better.

“Not that great.”

...What?

The dumbfounded CEO stared at the seagulls painted on the ceiling to calm his mind.

Because of this, he missed Hoyun adding a white powder to the water.

Hoyun closed the cap again, clearly not liking it, and handed it back to the CEO.

“You drink it, CEO. I'm good.”

Fuck...what's with this punk?

“Hahaha! Hoyun, you're so funny. The gap between your broadcast persona and... I was a bit taken aback.”

“Gap?”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head.

Seeing his innocent look, the CEO thoughtlessly answered.

“Uh, yeah. You were so hardworking and smart on the broadcast.”

He regretted his words immediately.

It implied that Hoyun's current behavior was not smart.

However, instead of getting upset, Hoyun burst into loud laughter.

“Oh, that?”

That?

“That's all just a concept. The company had me manage my image so much~. They even told me to stick to the script or not to open my mouth if it's not in the script.”

“You even solved college entrance exam questions well...?”

“That's all edited. I had a hard time pretending to solve them after memorizing the answers. I just need to be good at singing and dancing, right? Do I have to be smart, too? I told them that was too much~. They insisted anyway.”

So, that's how it was?

The CEO's tension eased.

Hoyun's speech revealed an undeniable lightness and stupidity that he could not hide.

Seo Hoyun smirked at him instead.

“You really believed that CEO? You have a more naive side than you appear to have.”

“...Hahaha!”

Although slightly annoyed, such an attitude would only be detrimental to oneself.

The CEO of Wisu Entertainment managed to suppress his anger with a friendly smile.

After all, it would be that jerk who would be deceived.

“Thank you for coming today, Seo Hoyun. It must have been a big decision for you.”

“What, did I come to sign a contract? I just came for a consultation. There are many other places too. Of course, this is my first choice.”

“Oh, why is this the first choice?”

There was a slight catch.

If Seo Hoyun knew about Jeong Dajun's situation, and if he had heard how Jeong Dajun had been wronged, even a fool wouldn't have come this far.

Wisu Entertainment was originally a scam specialist, not an idol training expert.

“Our CEO is going fucking crazy right now.”

“The CEO?”

“Yes. But I fucking hate the CEO. Since I'm going to sign with another company anyway, I came to Wisu just to see that jerk get screwed.”

“What does that mean...?”

“Think about it, sir.”

Seo Hoyun laughed playfully.

“Two people betraying him and going to the same agency would be horrible, right?”

Wow, this guy really doesn't think.

The CEO admired him.

Well, if that were the reason, he seemed to have no intention of signing the contract yet but appeared to be trying to provoke Daepaseong's side gently.

Now was the time for his smooth-talking skills to shine. If handled well, he would eventually stamp the contract.

The CEO briefly worried as he walked to the mahogany desk that he had purchased with great reluctance to prepare the contract.

It was advantageous for him to leave as little evidence as possible, so he didn't install any CCTV.

However, he thought that recording might be useful for later editing and wondered if it would be helpful.

But looking at Seo Hoyun, who was chewing gum and blowing bubbles while glancing around, it didn't seem necessary to go that far.

Once the contract was signed, the rest would be smooth sailing, so the CEO decided to relax and just prepare the contract.

“Please read it first, Seo Hoyun. We usually don't do this, but we've set exceptional conditions.”

“Hmm...”

The CEO pushed the contract towards Seo Hoyun, who flipped through it casually and asked,

“What is this 'cultural arts service'?”

“Oh, that refers to services related to entertainment in the culture and art industry...”

“So, what is a service?”

“......”

He couldn't answer for a moment.

He thought Seo Hoyun was teasing him, but it seemed sincere as he frowned and examined the words closely.

“Well, it's like... providing the necessary labor during the production or work process...”

“What do you mean?”

Damn it...

Yes, a person might not know the word “service.”

Yes, a person might not understand what others say.

The CEO tried his best to hold back his cursing and kindly explained, but Seo Hoyun kept making a confused face and continued to torment him with similar simple questions.

This guy has really crafted his image well...

For a moment, the CEO sympathized with the employees of Daepaseong Entertainment.

He couldn't understand how they managed to create an intelligent concept with such a stupid idol.

When the questioning was repeated about ten times, the CEO drank the water Seo Hoyun had refused, his throat burning.

“Ha, now do you understand?”

A glint of mischief flashed in Seo Hoyun's eyes, but the CEO didn't notice.

“Well, it seems like I get it...”

Seo Hoyun still stupidly scratched his head.

“The ratio is good, and the contract period is fine. Honestly, the conditions are quite groundbreaking.”

It's because it's a scam, you jerk.

“If you pull a carrot, you might as well chop it, right? I'll sign it.”

It was a fresh interpretation of the saying, “If you pull a knife, you must cut something.”

The CEO, now completely relaxed, nodded his head repeatedly.

“Here, a pen!”

“Thank you.”

Seo Hoyun fumbled with the pen and filled his personal information in the blank spaces.

Ah, finally, he could get rid of this stupid kid, the CEO thought, feeling good about himself for somehow managing to pull it off.

Then, Seo Hoyun, quietly filling out the contract, spoke again.

“But did Jeong Dajun get better conditions than me?”

“Dajun? Nah, his conditions are worse than yours, Hoyun. He signed when he was a trainee.”

Seo Hoyun seemed satisfied that he received better conditions than Jeong Dajun.

“Hmm... really? Did he read and sign it? He wouldn't have understood this stuff.”

Is he saying that as if he understood it?

The CEO tried his best to maintain a smile, though the veins on his forehead were bulging.

“No, Jeong Dajun didn't understand either. But he just signed it anyway. I guess he thought it was a good opportunity.”

“Didn't his parents try to stop him?”

“His parents couldn't read the contract at the time. They said they were busy with their jobs or something... They only had a consultation.”

“So, they didn't get their consent for the contract?”

“Right, Jeong Dajun just stamped it himself without his parents' consent.”

“That's weird. My CEO said that you sent a recording of their consent.”

“Ah, about that.”

Huh?

Oddly enough, the words flowed smoothly.

He even revealed details that he would never have mentioned usually.

As if he was heavily drunk, he honestly recounted the events of that day.

“We edited the consultation content. We couldn't get the parent's consent, but they believed it anyway. After all, the call and the contract date were the same, so they couldn't doubt it.”

“Really?”

Seo Hoyun chuckled. Only then did the CEO sense a slight unease.

“May I summarize everything?”

The tone of voice that had been pressed flat against the floor just moments ago had suddenly become clear and piercingly cold to the ear.

“The CEO of Wisu Entertainment manipulated the situation to forge the consent of a legal representative and signed an exclusive contract with underage Jeong Dajun.”

Suddenly, the surrounding temperature seemed to drop.

With a chilly gaze, the person asked the CEO again with a smooth voice.

“Is that correct?”

“Yes... it is.”

Wisu's CEO couldn't believe the words that he had just uttered.

When he opened his eyes wide, Seo Hoyun shook his head and took his legs off the table.

Then, as if by magic, the previous thug was gone, leaving only a cold man behind.

Snap.

Seo Hoyun took out his smartphone from his pocket, stopped the recording, and shoved it back in.

He had been recording.

The whole conversation, every bit of it.

“Thank you.”

Seo Hoyun spoke with a slightly annoyed tone, yet clearly enunciated.

“If we have to go to court, I'll use this recording well.”

“You...!”

The CEO excitedly stood up. He tried to snatch the phone, but strangely, his body wouldn't move after that.

Seo Hoyun just looked up and stared intently at him.

“Why, why is this...!”

“Oh.”

He snickered and kicked away the table.

Screech!

With the sound of the table scraping the floor, the CEO, standing on the opposite side, was pushed back into the space between the table and the sofa.

Seo Hoyun met his eyes and showed an innocent and naive-looking smile (also known as a “harmless” smile).

“I'm amazed by this too.”

“...!!”

“Let's not make a big deal out of this. Even if you delete the recording on this phone, it's all backed up on the cloud.”

“You, what are you doing...! This is an illegal recording, you know?!”

“It's refreshing to hear that from a CEO who sent the recording file himself...”

“Hey!”

“As you know, if the conversation participant records it directly, it's not illegal and has evidential value.”

Although sorry for the CEO, Seo Hoyun had always recorded conversations as casually as eating meals.

While working on an investigative program, the first thing he learned was these backdoor tactics, so in a way, this was easier for him than breathing.

“Ha~ you scamming bastard. You were quite prepared, weren't you?”

Seo Hoyun waved the contract he had picked up and put down earlier.

The personal information section read “Hong Gil-Dong,” the address was “East-West-North-South,” and the age was “Ah, this is a bit confusing.”

Additionally, instead of his signature, the contract had “Aigoo ㅋㅋ” written in big letters.

In other words, he had done nothing.

“What, what...!”

Riiip!

In front of the dumbfounded CEO, Seo Hoyun tore the contract into long pieces. The fluttering paper fell at the CEO's feet.

“You... you bastard! Hey! Do you think you'll be safe after doing this?!”

“Oh! Are you recording or filming CCTV footage?”

“No, I'm not... Ah! No, that's not it!”

“Hmm, what's the safe's passcode?”

“487194... No, no!”

“Thank you.”

He wanted to stop him, but strangely, he couldn't muster the strength to do it.

There must have been something in that water.

There was, but...

“You know, when you get that tested, it'll show up as a drug, right?!”

“You have quite the imagination.”

“I'll send you to the police station like those Today guys! I'll put you in jail!”

“Go ahead and try.”

There's nothing in it.

Would there be a tea leaf in this world that would make someone answer honestly while searching everywhere?

In the meantime, Seo Hoyun diligently entered the passcode and opened the safe.

In addition to Jeong Dajun's exclusive contract termination agreement, which was neatly placed on top, a few other contracts were visible.

“Hey, put that away! I'm not going to stand still for this?!!”

With Jeong Dajun's contract carefully tucked into his side, Seo Hoyun ripped the rest and stuffed them into his pocket.

He then strutted past Wisu's CEO. At the door, he turned his head with an “ah.”

“I'm genuinely curious about this.”

“Just go and leave!”

“Is the name Wisu because it's 'We Sue'?”

We Sue = We prosecute.

In short, he asked if they had named it after a group specializing in lawsuits.

CEO Kim Wisu (48, scammer) grabbed the back of his neck even though his body wasn't moving properly.

He couldn't answer.

Seo Hoyun shrugged his shoulders as if to say he already knew and then nodded his head with a strangely satisfied expression.

“Hmm... I thought so.”

“Hey!”

The CEO shouted angrily. However, Seo Hoyun left the office without any lingering feelings.

[Double-Exclusive Contract quest completed!

You have resolved Jeong Dajun's double-exclusive contract issue!

Using an item designed to make friends as a tool to threaten someone is...

10,000 points have been awarded.]


Chapter 75

– “The CEO of Wisu Entertainment manipulated the situation to forge the consent of a legal representative and signed an exclusive contract with underage Jeong Dajun. Is that correct?”

– “Yes... it is.”

As the sound of the recorded conversation filled the office, the CEO opened his mouth in shock. It seemed like he didn't anticipate me resolving everything within three days, or rather, two days.

“Is this... really what you've done?”

“Yes.”

I nodded my head and presented the original termination notice.

“With this, everything should be settled.”

“How did you even...!”

“I got it.”

The CEO was surprised at how easily I had obtained it and looked back and forth between the termination notice and me.

As soon as I entered the lobby, Jeong Dajun, who seemed to have been waiting for me, stood up anxiously.

I purposely left him outside, as I couldn't speak properly with him there.

“I've done my part here. Please handle the rest, CEO.”

“......”

“I hope you do better next time.”

I cleaned up this mess, so figure it out yourself next time.

The roles of the powerful and the weak had been completely reversed. Still, it seemed that somewhere deep in his conscience, he reluctantly agreed to my demands.

However, I didn't stop there.

“Is the renewal ready?”

“About that...”

He hasn't prepared it.

He thought I couldn't solve the issue.

His expression stiffened.

If I had failed and Jeong Dajun's contract had been breached, he would have definitely not settled the matter.

Rather, he might have used it as an excuse to invalidate this renewal and corner us.

What a world.

I purposely didn't say anything. When you stare at someone silently, they naturally look for an excuse.

“Well, Dajun's matter hasn't been completely resolved yet, so...”

“CEO.”

I weighed my options for a moment. Should I go through the trouble of finding another agency, or should I manipulate the CEO to make him more useful?

“For me...”

My style was the latter.

In that sense, this current agency that left me alone wasn't all that bad. It was easier to control with my own hands.

“When I was talking with Wisu Entertainment and carefully examining the contract, I remembered something.”

“Uh, yes?”

“When I first renewed my contract, I created a penalty clause. Do you remember?”

...the investment money that has been put into me so far should be charged to me twice as much.

'Okay. Let's make the penalty clause twice as much as the investment.'[1]

The clause stated that I would repay twice the investment funds as a penalty.

Although it had become a useless clause since the last promotion ended, it was still a valid card I could use.

“I remember.”

“I thought about it, and it might seem like an unfair contract to others...”

As I spoke up, the CEO's eyes began to shake. He had a “No way, no way” sort of expression.

I gave a slight smile.

That's right.

That was a trap from the beginning.

Thinking he was dealing with a rookie idol, the CEO accepted it without a second thought. But he had made a mistake.

If such a clause were to be leaked to the public, the company would be branded as one that presented unreasonable conditions to an idol, and the CEO would be caught up in the unfair contract scandal.

If he didn't want that to happen, he had no choice but to listen to me, even if I threatened him.

It's time to put some pressure on him.

The CEO wouldn't have thought that a 23-year-old, naïve rookie idol would go this far without any conscience. He couldn't have predicted it.

If it were any other normal person with common sense, they wouldn't want to stick their neck out with such a clause and risk getting into trouble.

But I was different.

I am Seo Hoyun, a mud-slinging specialist. I won't die alone, even if it kills me.

I leaned back comfortably against the sofa.

Although my voice was slightly uneasy, as if I was worried about it being leaked to the public, I subtly emphasized certain words to pressure him.

“I hope it doesn't leak out. You can manage it properly, right?”

“......”

“I want to be with Daepaseong Entertainment for as long as possible. A good Daepaseong Entertainment that can protect its artists.”

Not being completely stupid, the CEO must have understood what I meant. He pressed his forehead and nodded obediently to my words, which implied that he should behave if he didn't want to be screwed over.

“Seo Hoyun...”

“Yes?”

“...Never mind.”

The CEO let out a heavy sigh. I could hear him mumbling, “I messed up.”

Really?

I pretended not to hear him and stood up.

“Thank you. I'll go ahead then.”

As I opened the office door, Jeong Dajun was standing there, still tense and not having heard anything.

Dajun stuttered and bowed his head to the CEO. The CEO was lost in thought but still managed to smile brightly as he stood up.

“Dajun.”

“Yes, yes?”

“Thanks to Hoyun, everything has been resolved. And...”

The CEO hesitated for a moment and glanced at me surreptitiously.

“I'm sorry. I didn't believe in you.”

“CEO?”

“I wasn't lying, but I was too anxious and didn't see the bigger picture. If a CEO doesn't trust their artist, who will protect that artist first?”

Talk about a change of attitude...

I clicked my tongue internally as I observed the CEO trying to appease me with kind words. I knew that surviving required such actions, but seeing it in person was truly disgusting and nauseating.

...Forget it. It's not my place to say anything.

“I'm really sorry.”

“...Ah, no, it's alright.”

At times like this, it would be best to confidently accept the apology by saying, “I understand,” but Jeong Dajun, who was still too soft-hearted, vehemently denied it.

Well, it's not up to me to worry about that.

“Work hard.”

“Yes, thank you. But there's a limit to how much we can achieve just by working hard.”

In other words, give us more money.

“...If you need anything, I'll support you as much as possible.”

The CEO couldn't say anything else and just watched us. As expected, people should be regularly appeased so they won't bother you easily. That sight was quite satisfying, so I laughed heartily.

[Options:

1. CEO! Cheer up~ We're~ here for you~

2. Well, Hoyun and Dajun will work hard and get going now >.<

3. Hey, yo- man! Thank you for all of that!]

Even amidst all of this, the system window continually annoyed me.

“Well~ Hoyun and Dajun will work hard and get going now!”

“...Right! The Dawn, our agency's rising stars, fighting!”

“Fighting!”

Like snakes, we laughed and turned away from each other.

One had a bitter expression, and the other wore a winner's smile.

Naturally, the winner was me.


“To celebrate the end of Dajun's case safely~.”

“And to congratulate the renewal of our contracts!”

“Congratulations~!!”

We spread out newspapers in the middle of our dorm and laid out the ordered chicken in celebration of the safe conclusion of Jeong Dajun's double contract case. We sneakily added some alcohol, but of course, only carbonated drinks were served to Jeong Dajun.

“You guys did well on the V-Live yesterday.”

“Was it alright?”

Seong Jiwon smiled, eyes squinting. Kang Ichae chimed in from the side.

“We had fun~ We had so much fun, but I heard Seonghyeon was worried a lot. So, we quickly switched to a ramen-eating show. You don't have to talk when you eat.”

“You did well. Good job.”

“Should only Seo Hoyun do it?”

Fortunately, no one found out about this incident. There were no rumors or news articles because nothing was leaked.

There were too many controversies this year, and even the fans were getting tired. It was better to only show the good side during times like this.

It's better to move on quietly.

In fact, if possible, I wanted to live as if I were invisible.

As I mumbled to myself and picked up a piece of chicken, Kim Seonghyeon curiously asked.

“How did you do it? I heard even the CEO couldn't do anything about it...”

I sneakily told paparazzi Kim Jaeyeon that he should tell Wisu that Seo Hoyun was interested in a new contract. I then borrowed designer clothes from Joo Woosung to create a clueless idol image. Then I purchased a tea leaf that made him confess everything when mixed with water and had him drink it.

Wow!

Actually, saying it out loud could make me sound like a real madman!

I couldn't say it like that, so I just brushed it off.

“I was just lucky, I guess.”

“Dajun said you suddenly went and acted like a different person.”

“Well... something happened.”

At Seong Jiwon's words, I shrugged and changed the subject.

“Did you renew your contracts well?”

“Yeah, we all signed them.”

“Fortunately, the ratio went up.”

Yes, I was satisfied.

As I had already renewed my contract, I didn't join the members when they signed. The manager vaguely explained that I had already signed the renewed contract after meeting with the CEO regarding Jeong Dajun's case.

Even though I helped them, they'd feel betrayed if I had renewed the contract alone. I initially intended to maintain such a ratio only for myself.

The reason my thoughts changed was...

Well, just because.

As I sorted out my complicated thoughts and just focused on eating chicken, Seong Jiwon suddenly spoke.

“You could have just done it for yourself. Thank you.”

“...Huh?”

“Ah, right, hyung. You already renewed your contract, right? It must have been a hassle to go to the CEO again, but thank you so, so much!!”

“...Uh, what?”

What were they talking about right now?

As I swallowed the chicken and looked around at the members, they pretended not to notice my strange expression, then looked back at me with puzzled faces.

“Hoyun, why?”

“...You guys already knew?”

“What?”

“That I had already changed my contract...”

My words trailed off, feeling a bit awkward. The members' faces were filled with even more question marks.

“Hmm?”

“Of course, I knew...”

“Was that supposed to be a secret?!”

What were they talking about...?

Kim Seonghyeon asked with a puzzled look.

“Did you really think we didn't know?”

“...Of course.”

“Ahaha, what's with this situation?”

Everyone seemed confused, but Kang Ichae burst into laughter, holding his stomach.

“What, you guys really knew? Seriously? Since when did you know?”

“About 5 months ago? I guessed it when I saw you going up alone. The manager couldn't keep still either...”

“But why didn't anyone say anything?!”

“Well, what should we... say?”

Wasn't it normal for a group to get angry when only one member renewed their contract?

I would've been pissed off, too.

“Aren't you mad?”

“Mad~?”

As the conversation continued to misalign and I couldn't comprehend, Kang Ichae, who still laughed, wiped the tears from his eyes and grabbed my shoulder.

“Hoyun-hyung, we all knew and didn't care... No, rather, we thought it was natural.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We all know you've been through a lot, hyung. How many things have you solved for us in the past six months?”

Everyone nodded in strong agreement at Kang Ichae's words. Seong Jiwon cautiously added his opinion.

“Honestly, Hoyun, you deserve more. You should have a better share than us. We should be the ones feeling sorry...”

Ding!

[Shocking! The Buddha exists!]

I had never heard such a thing in my life.

I was really at a loss for words.

“Ah, that's right!”

As if Kang Ichae had suddenly remembered something, he abruptly snapped his fingers while opening a soda can. Then he looked at me and laughed out loud.

“Hyung! Was it because of this that you were being so careful when discussing the share last time?”

“......”

“Wow, it must be true!”

Kang Ichae said back then that he was sick of people being greedy for money. He even playfully teased me as he danced in front of my eyes.

“I didn't get sick of you~!”

“Please, just go away.”

He teased me relentlessly. What a guy. The other members asked with curious faces.

“Seo Hoyun being careful?”

“Hyung did that?”

“Hoyun... Why were you acting so nice?”

“His heart is quite tender.”

These crazy guys...

Looking at the members bursting into laughter, I was flabbergasted. The hurdle for being a good person these days was too low.

“Hyung, hyung, hyung.”

Feeling defeated, I sprawled out on the sofa when Jeong Dajun came over and started teasing me. Somehow embarrassed, I grabbed the string of Dajun's hoodie and pulled him closer.

“Hey, you, come here.”

“What is it?”

“I, a tender-hearted hyung, will listen to all your worries.”

The big issue was resolved. All that was left was to proceed with Jeong Dajun's scenario. Dajun thought for a moment with wide eyes before sitting on the sofa's edge.

“Um... I do have one thing.”

“Okay! Tell me!”

Trying to look dependable, I sat up straight. Dajun awkwardly scratched his nose.

“I've been into hamsters lately. But since I'm busy with activities, I can't take care of one even if I raise one. I guess I'll have to be satisfied with YouTube. Yup, that's right.”

“Get out.”

“What? You said you'd listen!”

“Just leave. Don't come back home.”

“That's too much!”

Dajun whined and clung to me.

No, I didn't need Dajun; I needed to complete the main scenario.

I was about to tell him to raise an imaginary hamster like Kang Ichae but got lazy and just pushed Dajun's forehead instead. Suddenly, his eyes sparkled with anxiety.

“Eek, home?”

“......”

“I have a favor!!”

“...What.”

“Hyung, I want to go to your home!!”

I looked at Dajun coldly, but the members chatting nearby heard this, and their eyes lit up like hyenas who found their prey.

“I want to go too!”

“Me too!!”

These guys...

Their faces clearly showed they were looking for more fun.




1 See Episode 9.



Chapter 76

This chapter is generously sponsored by mimimi.

“Eh?”

Seo Hojin's eyes widened as he held a toothbrush in his mouth. The suddenly created “housewarming expedition team” was at my doorstep.

While driving the van, I asked several times, “No, really, why are you so curious about my house?” But the members just chuckled and didn't give up.

“What's going on, hyung? Why all of a sudden...?”

“Have you been well?”

Seo Hojin assumed that only I was there and frowned after looking through the slightly opened door crack.

He opened the door wide as if telling me to enter, raising question marks on his face as he looked at the army-like members behind me.

“Hello!”

Seo Hojin just rolled his eyes at the sight of the members greeting him with bright smiles.

I muttered with resignation, “This is how it turned out.”

“...??”

“Wow! Amazing! You do look alike.”

Jeong Dajun stared intently at Seo Hojin's face in surprise. I sighed deeply, pushed Hojin aside, and went inside with the members.

The members circled around Hojin, who was still brushing his teeth and unable to grasp the situation.

“Oh, you really do look like Hoyun's younger brother.”

“A gentler impression?”

“What the... (What is this...)”

“Seo Hojin, go finish up in the bathroom.”

“Ugh.”

After rescuing Hojin from the members, I pushed him into the bathroom. A moment later, he came out looking slightly less clueless.

“Hello! Sorry for the sudden intrusion.”

“No, no. It's alright.”

Hojin extended his hand. And then, he glanced at me with a look of disbelief.

What. Why. What.

Hojin turned his gaze away and coughed discreetly.

“So... you're hyung's members, right?”

“Yes! That's right. My name is Kang Ichae.”

“I'm Seong Jiwon.”

“I'm Kim Seonghyeon.”

“I'm Jeong Dajun!”

Everyone introduced themselves with wide smiles. Hojin accepted their greetings awkwardly.

“I'm Seo... Hojin. Hoyun's younger brother.”

“Ah, so you both have 'Ho' in your names!”[1]

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-three... ah.”

While answering the flood of questions, Hojin suddenly closed his mouth.

Twenty-three, right. Ten years younger but the same age as me. Everyone noticed the strangeness and tilted their heads.

I jumped in to clarify.

“I was born in January, and he was born in December.”

“Wow, I see.”

“But you still call each other hyung?”

“Are you crazy? Of course, I'm the hyung.”

Luckily, our birthdays were far apart. The members plopped onto the sofa as soon as they entered the living room. Hojin looked at the members and then headed to the kitchen.

“Would you like... something to drink?”

“Ah, yes!”

Things were getting noisy. Everyone found a seat and settled down.

“Why does Hoyun's younger brother look so gentle?”

“No way. He's Seo Hoyun's younger brother... how can he be normal?”

“Maybe the younger brother can be gentle because the hyung is like that?”

“You said my heart was tender earlier?”

“Did you really believe that?”

These bastards...

Hojin brought some juice and sat down.

“Thank you!”

“Yeah, sure.”

Even while drinking the juice, the members continued to scrutinize Hojin. I told them there wasn't much to see in my house. After the last member finished their juice, I stood up.

“Are you done?”

“Uh? Yeah.”

“Then get out.”

“What?!”

Just go without making a fuss. I wanted to rest comfortably since I was home, but Jeong Dajun insisted on staying.

“I don't want to! I want to look around more! I want to talk more with your younger brother!”

“Get out before I start cursing.”

“You're already cursing with your eyes!”

“Seo Hojin, since we are the same age, should we talk casually?”

“Huh? Oh, sure.”

While I was dealing with Dajun, Seong Jiwon swiftly captivated Hojin. With no choice, Hojin just rolled his eyes while talking casually with Jiwon.

“Are you a college student?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“What major?”

“I'm in political science and diplomacy.”

“Since he's hyung's younger brother, he must be good at studying, right? Wow, that's a university jacket!”

Dajun discovered the department jacket in the corner, and his eyes widened. By the way, Seo Hojin and I were from the same school. There was a ten-year gap, so he would sometimes tease me for being a fossil and then get hit afterward.

“Uh, I'm in the same school as my brother... Ah!”

“Hojin.”

I aimed my fist at the center of Seo Hojin's head and gently struck him down since he still seemed out of it.

Hojin looked at me with an expression of injustice and grumbled.

“Your temper, seriously...”

“Feeling wronged? You shouldn't have installed that stupid game, then.”

Ding!

[What did I do to deserve this?!]

You, be quiet.

“Hyung... you're still the same at home, huh?”

“Huh?”

Kang Ichae looked at Hojin with a slightly pitiful expression. Hojin grumbled with an annoyed face before suddenly turning to look at Ichae.

“Do you torment the members every day too?”

“How did you know?”

“Wow, he really acts like this everywhere.”

Hojin, happy to meet a fellow sufferer, started spilling TMI that no one asked for.

“He always tells me to turn off the lights and not stay up all night.”

“Right, right. And when we eat instant food, he nags us a lot.”

“He tells me not to do anything, but then he goes and does all these dangerous things without a word!”

“Right!! Right!!”

Suddenly, the conversation went off on a tangent. I wondered how far it would go, and in our living room, the bold “Seo Hoyun Backbiting (Frontbiting) Competition” unfolded.

How outrageous.

As Hojin said something, the members revealed everything they had been holding back.

“He's a total dictator!! He doesn't talk and just carries out his plans!”

“Agreed! Agreed!!”

“But then he complains to me!”

“Exactly!! And then he does more!!”

“Did you guys come here to talk behind my back?”

I couldn't help but mutter. Even the previously shy Hojin seemed in high spirits, excitedly joining in the conversation before he met the members' eyes.

Hey, you too?

Yeah, me too.

In the end, they all joined hands passionately.

“You must have gone through a lot...”

“No, you, Seo Hojin, have been going through this for 23 years...”

“It's been a long time...”

“Uh...”

As I got up while clicking my tongue, Hojin opened his eyes wide and asked.

“Smoke?”

“I quit a long time ago.”

“...You quit smoking?”

Hojin was appalled.

The members looked curiously at something interesting about to happen, but I decided to keep my mouth shut. Feeling bored, I thought about raiding the fridge.

I rummaged through the freezer and took out some ice cream.

Unfortunately, there were no Babam O.[2] How tasteless.

“Ah, so then you two live together? Living alone?”

“Huh?”

“Are your parents in the countryside?”

I casually took out a few more strawberry ice creams and walked over, and the atmosphere felt like we had been close friends for almost ten years. Suddenly, I stopped when I heard that question.

Ah, I didn't mention it?

Hojin glanced at me, and I stuffed ice cream into the back of his neck. Of course, I ignored Hojin's screams.

“Our parents both passed away.”

“...Huh?”

“Traffic accident.”

It had been so long since it happened that I could answer indifferently.

I then sat on the sofa and scooped some ice cream, but the atmosphere somehow felt cold.

I couldn't describe the expressions on the members' faces. Jeong Dajun lowered his head in embarrassment, not knowing what to do.

“I'm, I'm sorry.”

“No, no, it's okay. It's been a long time...”

Hojin hastily waved his hands and then poked me.

“You still haven't told them?”

“I forgot.”

“...It's surprising to suddenly hear that.”

“Wow, Hojin, when did you grow up to have such a warm heart?”

“It's annoying when you're sarcastic... If it was someone else...”

“What? What did you say?”

“...You're so handsome.”

As Hojin and I bickered over such trivial problems, dark clouds loomed heavily over the members' heads. I threw some ice cream at them and said,

“Hey, hey, cheer up. Did you commit a major crime?”

“...I don't know... I'm sorry.”

Seong Jiwon's gaze swept over my left arm. He must have been looking at the scar.

Right.

That traffic accident—the accident where I lost my parents—was where I got my scar. Seong Jiwon's face turned pale as he cautiously asked me.

“Is it okay for you to drive?”

“You know I drove the van to bring you guys here, right?”

“...Right?”

“You guys kept begging me to bring you here.”

“...You really drove us here yourself?”

It was okay to drive. It had been okay for a long time.

Maybe.

Hojin looked at me with a strange expression before scratching his head.

“We're fine. It's such an old memory that we don't even remember it well. Um... and you came all the way here...”

Hojin glanced at me and suddenly faced the members with a strangely relaxed expression.

“Do you need anything?”

“Me!”

Kang Ichae raised his hand as if trying to break the ice.

“Please tell us the story of Hoyun's first love!”

“Ooh~!”

“I want to hear it.”

Laughter erupted among the members.

Are you a middle school student teasing a newly assigned student teacher?

What was even funnier was that Hojin seriously pondered the request and carefully chose his response.

“First love... I'm not exactly sure, but I think hyung was quite popular during high school. A lot of people often asked me if I was his younger brother.”

“Wow~”

“Hyung's popularity dropped once they got to know his personality, though.”

“Ah, as expected~.”

I sneered.

“Hey, stop it.”

The members became more excited.

“Then I'll listen to hyung's dark history.”

“Has Hoyun ever been dumped?”

“As far as I know... Hyung never confessed first, right?”

There should have been.

“Ugh! So unlucky!”

“But he's been dumped a lot while dating.”

“Wow, ahaha, why?”

“Why do you ask such an obvious question?”

“Ah, so it's because of his personality...”

“Hey, where can you find someone as kind as me?”

“Where did you throw away your conscience, hyung?”

I slapped Seo Hojin's forehead as he looked around, asking. Seo Hojin had a wronged expression but still bravely answered the members' questions. When I told them about the day I returned with a swollen cheek after being slapped, everyone burst into laughter. Evidently, their purpose for coming here was to hear about my dark history with a deep-seated resentment.


“I'm going to sleep!”

“Even if I say no, you still won't listen.”

“How did you know?”

In the end, the members didn't think about leaving because they found Seo Hojin's stories so entertaining.

Having all my embarrassing past revealed in an instant, I gave up and went out to buy some candy because I felt left out.

When I returned, the party talking behind me was still going on.

“Aren't you tired? Go get some sleep, please.”

“Ah~, director~, it's so much fun~!”

“Hyung! Hojin-hyung, give me your number. Let's talk more later.”

“Alright, Ichae... If life gets tough, get in touch. I'll tell you lots of funny stories.”

“Give me your number too.”

Everyone grumbled but eventually lay down to sleep.

Youngsters these days were so energetic. They finally closed their mouths after I urged them to hit the sack and sleep.

It feels like I'm taking care of five kids.

I was so tired that I was falling apart.

Since there wasn't enough space for everyone to sleep in the living room, I brought Jeong Dajun to my room. As we lay down, Dajun quietly started a conversation.

“Hyung, hyung.”

“Go to sleep.”

“Ah, hyung.”

“What now...”

“Uwahaha. Are you already tired?”

I needed to sleep if I was going to work tomorrow. Dajun's laughter filled the dark room.

“Today was really fun. Hojin-hyung is very funny.”

“Is that so...?”

I gave a vague answer and tried to close my eyes, but Dajun kept talking.

“Hojin-hyung said he was surprised since it was rare for you to bring someone home.”

“......”

“He said it seemed like you trust the members.”

Did Hojin say that? Come to think of it, I hardly ever let anyone into my house after my parents passed away.

Questions like “Where did your parents go?” always came up, and I didn't want to see young Seo Hojin crying in the corner when I answered calmly.

“I felt sorry for you all this time... We trust you, but you don't seem to trust us. Especially me.”

“...Why you?”

“I'm not worth much. I'm not good at composing like Ichae-hyung, nor do I have a strong conviction like Seonghyeon-hyung. I can't sing as well as Jiwon-hyung either.”

Dajun unexpectedly said such things.

I never knew that this happy-go-lucky guy had those thoughts hidden inside him. When I didn't say anything, Dajun continued.

“So, I thought I'd never be able to help you in my life. I wanted to at least be a useful member, but... I felt anxious because I couldn't do that.”

“......”

“But after hearing that today, I felt relieved. I thought you'd at least consider me within your boundaries.”

I sighed upon hearing that.

“Jeong Dajun... Are you an idiot?”

“...Excuse me?”

“Why are you worthless?”

Of course, there was a time when I thought so.

I thought carefully. Dajun was a fool. Just when I thought he knew me reasonably well, he acted like a complete idiot.

“Do you not remember being the center in Glow? Your image was very important.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Also, trusting people well and following them well, that's a great talent.”

“...Is that a talent?”

In the 21st century, it was.

Dajun asked again with a trembling voice.

“But I trusted too much and got kicked because of the contract this time.”

“That's the fault of the person who deceived you.”

“...I thought I disappointed you.”

I turned my body toward Dajun while lying down.

“Hey. ...If I didn't like you, would I have gone that far to take care of you?”

I've been like that since the sports competition. Honestly, I would have ignored them if it were someone else. But when Dajun, whom I had been fond of, was ignored by others, I snapped.

Even with the double-exclusive contract issue, I didn't have to go that far. I could have just gently persuaded the CEO to take the penalty, even if the circumstances were dubious.

But I cared.

“Darn, it's easier since you've admitted it.”

“Let's sleep if you've said everything.”

“...Did you know?”

The question was asked over the rustling sound of the blanket.

“The reason Wisu Entertainment terminated the contract in less than two days.”

“Yeah.”

“Someone advised me to do it, remember?”

I remembered. He mentioned it during the first MV shoot, and I couldn't forget it.

I had looked closely at Jeong Dajun several times since Kim Seonghyeon's scenario was completed, all because of that remark.

Hesitating momentarily, Dajun cautiously raised the question he'd been hiding all this time.

“...Was it you, Hyung?”

I remained silent for a while. At that moment, a system window floated above my head.

Ding!

[Some memories are unlocked.]

Why go there?

...Excuse me?

If I were your senior in school, I would've taken you out even by force.

I first overheard this conversation in a cafe near the broadcasting station. I didn't catch the entertainment company's name, but the contract method sounded like a scam.

Looking at Dajun's face, which seemed much younger than a middle school student, I said that at the time.

So, think it through again.

“...Me...”

As I tried to answer, Dajun smiled bitterly, looking a bit older than before.

“...It doesn't make sense, does it? That person was from the broadcasting station. They even had a staff ID badge... but I don't remember the face well, though.”

“......”

“Hey, just forget about it, hyung.”

It was too late for me to say it was true. Dajun grinned and pulled the blanket up to his neck. Before falling asleep, he forced his words out through the overwhelming drowsiness.

“Hoyun-hyung.”

“...What?”

“Anyway... you practically saved me. I'll definitely repay your kindness. I'll really do my best. In practice, in activities, in everything.”

Dajun appeared at the edge of my vision.

He seemed just naïve, but he had concerns too and wanted to repay my kindness. He relied on me a lot.

“I'll do well.”

Ding!

[You gained Jeong Dajun's complete trust.

Infamy points decrease.

You've heard all of Jeong Dajun's past. Non-disclosure is lifted.]

“Jeong Dajun.”

“......”

“Dajun.”

I turned over and sat up on the bed. Dajun had already fallen asleep.

“Are you asleep?”

No answer came back.

I let out a hollow laugh. Dajun, who had fallen into a deep sleep less than a minute after covering himself with the blanket, snored softly.

“Is it because he's young...”

He fell asleep so quickly. Above him, a system window floated.

[Jeong Dajun, The Dawn's youngest sub-dancer]

Ding!

[Notes: Jeong Dajun escaped from a fraudulent entertainment company with Player Seo Hoyun's help and safely became a member of The Dawn. With Seo Hoyun's help, Jeong Dajun severs ties with the corrupt entertainment company and will work hard to be a source of support for the members.

Main scenario 33% complete!

Proceeding to the next main chapter.]

I... felt uneasy.

Strangely, the phrase “proceeding to the next main chapter” didn't feel as welcoming as before. Maybe it was because a warning light turned on in my head, realizing I had given these guys more affection than I thought.

“Dajun, don't trust me too much.”

But I won't change.

After all, I had to leave this place.

As if I never existed in this world, as if I had nothing to do with these guys from the beginning.

Looking down at Dajun, who naively trusted me and made up his mind without knowing such a truth, I mumbled.

“Hyung's kind of trash.”





1 In case you're wondering, Hoyun's name in Korean is 호윤, while Hojin's is 호진. They both share 호.



2 He's probably referring to Babam Bar (바밤바).



Chapter 77

This chapter is generously sponsored by mimimi.

“Hello, I'm the Visible Radio DJ Yu Jia. Today's guest is someone who has worked with me on a program before.”

At the end of this promotion, I appeared on a radio program.

Yu Jia and I weren't particularly close, but since we were acquainted, the other members of The Dawn felt more at ease and were immersed in the broadcast.

“Today's guest is the rising idol group, like a comet, The Dawn!”

“Hello! Rising dawn! We are The Dawn!”

Visible Radio has many advantages. Fans could see a more relaxed and friendly side of us compared to regular broadcasts, create videos known as “taming clips,” and even perform live.

[Oh ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I've been waiting so long for today]

[Wow, Seo Hoyun's clothes are bright today]

[I love the cardigan]

[What, did you give up on black clothes?]

No... I still like them...

But there was no choice.

The members knew that fans wanted me to wear something other than black, and I pleaded with the wardrobe staff multiple times that I absolutely couldn't wear black today... Eventually, I wore slightly brighter clothes.

I don't really know why this was so important, but...

Well... if they like it...

Yu Jia smiled happily as she looked at the chatroom filling up faster than usual. The radio broadcast went smoothly under her skilled leadership.

“Right~! I heard you prepared songs. Can we hear a verse from each?”

Preparing something whenever appearing on the radio was customary, so we practiced thoroughly.

“You can't find love here, but you can put your love in.”

[?????? Is this a dream?]

[Am I really hearing Put Love from Seong Jiwon's mouth...?]

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Jiwon, I love you ㅜ]

The song Seong Jiwon sang was by a foreign female artist. The song had a sweet voice, soft beats, and lyrics with various nuances, making it a hot topic.

The chatroom was filled with sounds of fans swooning as Seong Jiwon sang the song with his attractive voice.

“Thank you.”

Seong Jiwon sang with full immersion, then blushed and laughed shyly as the song ended.

Next to him, Jeong Dajun adjusted his headset and gave a thumbs-up.

I sang a carefully-selected song and turned my head, only to lock eyes with Yu Jia.

...?

I felt a strange vibe for a moment... but Yu Jia quickly moved on with her following remark, disguising it naturally.

Perhaps because of her acting experience and years of radio broadcasting, even the fans didn't notice anything.

[Hoyun, your song selection is fantastic. How did you think to have a male idol sing this????

└  A Disney medley from a male idol, this is insane

└  And such a nasty personality too

└└  Ah, a princess with a nasty personality is the best]

[Ah, Daepaseong is doing well these days]

After various conversations and corners, we successfully ended the radio broadcast... Yu Jia approached me as if waiting for the camera to turn off.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes.”

“It's heartwarming to see you getting along well with your members.”

“Thanks for your consideration. We're doing well together.”

“Oh, my?”

Although her words were empty, Yu Jia still smiled brightly. But then, she looked at me meaningfully for a moment, which was unusual. She was an experienced actress who had been in the entertainment industry for years.

...She seems to be hinting at something.

“Is there something you want to say?”

“Ah.”

Feeling somewhat exposed, I tried to laugh it off. But Yu Jia seemed to realize something and gave an awkward smile.

“Um~, not yet, I guess.”

“Huh?”

“It's nothing. Just be careful with your members.”

Yu Jia left with cryptic words and disappeared to talk with the staff.

Kim Seonghyeon gestured to me to hurry up.

“Let's go.”

“...Yeah.”

That felt strange.

We walked to the van, and everyone seemed tired as they dragged their feet.

“It's the end of the last schedule. Time for a break.”

“A break? Really?”

“A break?” Seong Jiwon repeated Kang Ichae's words and tilted his head in confusion.

This was even a little scary to me.

“We have to practice.”

“......”

“Are you not releasing the next album?”

Did you want to be a singer?

Everyone was shaking with excitement. Kang Ichae was so shocked that he clung to Seong Jiwon almost as if begging him.

“Hyung, please... stop... We've only been able to sleep for two hours these days.”

“It seems you're grateful and want to work even harder. Alright.”

“Why is everyone being like Seo Hoyun?”

“Hey, what does that even mean?”

I wrapped my arm around Kang Ichae's neck, teasing him as we continued to the van.

To be honest, until that moment, I never expected that the reason behind Yu Jia's words would suddenly approach so quickly.

Once all the members had boarded the car and before the engine started, the manager handed me something from the passenger seat.

“Hoyun, take a look at this.”

“Huh?”

I stared down at the item I received unexpectedly.

...Wow, it's a script.

It was a script, something anyone who's worked at a broadcasting station would have seen.

The title, Please Take the Camera, was obviously a sequel to the recently popular Please Serve the Cider.[1]

The manager smiled slyly and said,

“This is a script by that really famous writer, Kim Sukhui.”

“So, what about it?”

“Gasp, the writer of Please Serve the Cider?! ”

Jeong Dajun suddenly appeared, excitedly reaching out his hand toward the script. I pushed his forehead away and glared at the manager. Through the rearview mirror, I could see the manager was surprised.

“Hoyun, you know.”

The manager seemed to be trying to persuade me, giving hints as gently as possible.

“Your talent is too precious to waste.”

“What talent do I have?”

“...Your face?”

It took a while for the manager to come up with that answer, even after rolling his eyes around. And there was even a question mark attached.

Nonsense.

It's not that I didn't understand the CEO's intentions.

If the series became a hit and the members gained public recognition, the group would naturally be affected too. So, in the long run, it wasn't necessarily a bad idea.

However, we were still rookies. I was an outsider in the middle, and it hadn't even been a year since our debut.

...It's too soon.

Regardless of the album promotions being over, there was no need to risk tearing the fandom apart with hasty individual activities.

“There's a character named Lee Jeonghun there, and the CEO said it's perfect for Seo Hoyun. Please read it at least once!”

“I said I won't do it...”

“Hyung! Wow! At least read it. It's by Kim Sukhui!”

Jeong Dajun, who had been pushed away and leaning against the chair, looked at the atmosphere and suddenly got excited again as he shoved his head forward. At least Kim Seonghyeon, who was considerate, covered his mouth and dragged him away, signaling me with his eyes.

Take your time talking.

I was grateful for that.

“Just read the script once. It's such a waste not to.”

“Hmm...”

“If you do well, you might really pass and get the role.”

“Do I just have to read the script?”

“Yeah, of course!”

Reading the script wasn't tricky in the first place. But I had to hold back on purpose and delay it a bit.

I hummed as I watched the manager anxiously tapping the steering wheel with his fingers.

“Then, please do me a favor.”

“Uh, what is it?”

“Please arrange a meeting with the planning team.”

“Huh?”

Our eyes met through the rearview mirror, and the manager looked puzzled.

“I have a plan I want to do.”

“...You guys don't have much time left for your next album, right? When will you find the time??”

Of course, album promotions were the centerpiece and highlight for idols. However, it would be too sad to say that that was the end for us.

It's better without a hiatus.

If an idol was very active, they might make a comeback up to three times a year. In other words, once every four months.

Including preparations, four months go by quickly, but in the end, fans see them only during the active month.

“We have to make time.”

During inactive months, it was vital to continuously give fans something in other ways. That way, they didn't have to wait that long.

The reason Lee Jihyeon had a hard time was also because of communication problems.

You have to ride the wave when it comes.

“Can I ask for it by tomorrow?”

“Um... yeah, of course! I'll talk about it on my end first.”

“Thank you.”

From the start, it seemed the planning team would grind their teeth, saying, “Seo Hoyun is making work again,” but...

I'll give you money, guys!

They could receive a bonus. If they got a financial reward, their anger would quickly subside.

After finishing what I had to say, I shook the script.

“Then I'll read it.”

My manager, fearing I might change my mind, quickly nodded.

Lately, he's been listening very well. I stroked my chin as I looked at my manager. One more road manager was coming in. The planning team was also carried by Lee Jihyeon, and, from what I heard, they even made an exclusive A&R team[2] like the big companies.

People really need to explode periodically.

I smiled proudly.

The company had been running in decent shape since I pushed them using the contract issue with Jeong Dajun. I made it a point to keep nagging every time I met them.

And one more thing.

I glanced at my manager.

“Hmm, I'm in a good mood today~.”

...He is so innocent.

How much more could I take advantage of him?

I tilted my head slightly as I looked at my manager. If our dear manager was only innocent, I would have kicked him out long ago...

Upon thinking carefully, I slyly asked.

“Manager, did you say you have a family?”

“Yes! My lovely and respectable wife, and Grace Rosie~.”

“Grace Rosie?”

“That's the name of our Shih Tzu.”

“......”

He had a better naming sense than Joo Woosung, who named his pretty cat Nyangnyang.[3]

“But Hoyun, why are you asking??”

“Ahaha, I was just curious.”

Well, anyway, it was good.

For the things I'd ask in the future, a person with a wife (and a pet dog named Grace Rosie) was more suitable than a single person without anyone to be responsible for.

I chuckled and turned my gaze out the window.

Arriving at the dorm, I was lying on the couch. I tried calming my mind, but Jeong Dajun was constantly fidgeting.

“...Um, Hoyun...”

“Read it.”

“Kyaaa! It's an honor!”

Jeong Dajun rushed into his room with the script. Under Seong Jiwon's strong insistence, the other members dispersed into their rooms quickly after deciding to take care of their own business and go to the practice room together.

As I was left alone in the quiet living room, I whispered.

“Hey.”

[You want the stats?]

“Give me a sign if you understand.”

Did I really have to call it a stat at this age?

[Seo Hoyun, a really rude and selfish idol who always does things his way.

Singing: A

Dance: B+

Variety: A-

Acting: B-

???: ???

Charm: B+]

Did the variety skill increase a bit...?

This activity itself wasn't bad. It was quite an achievement compared to the growth of other people's stats.

Dance could be left alone for now, and the remaining question marks still haven't appeared. I didn't even plan to improve acting.

Should I take a shower first?

“Uh-ah!”

Even though I'd have to shower again after going to the practice room, I decided to shower first because I felt uncomfortable. As I raised my head, Jeong Dajun was staring at me intently.

“...Hyung.”

“Wow, shit, what a surprise.”

In the meantime, Jeong Dajun had already finished reading the script and was holding it preciously, kneeling in front of me with a lost expression.

“Why, why are you doing this? Get away from me.”

“No, this is Jeonghun. Lee Jeonghun...”

What was he talking about...?

Who was Lee Jeonghun?

Ignoring him, thinking that it would be better for my nerves, I was about to go take a shower when Jeong Dajun grabbed the hem of my clothes and stretched it out.

“Lee Jeonghuuuuun! It's a perfeeeect match!”

“What are you talking about?”

“Hyung, listen. I've read up to the middle, and I swear to God, the person in this script is soooo much like you. The personality, the way of talking, it's just like you.”

“Get lost.”

“Kkuaak! It's too similar! Can you see this? Look, the goosebumps on my arm!”

Jeong Dajun raised his arm to show me, but I pushed it away, uninterested.

“Please act! This is a waste of talent!”

What is he talking about...?

I didn't have any intentions of acting anyway.

However, the following words that came out even surprised me.

“Please, I beg you, become PD Lee Jeonghun!”

What?





1 I realized after doing this chapter that I had been somewhat inconsistent with translating this title. Please Serve the Cideris a literal translation of 사이다를 부탁해. But a more “natural” English translation would be Please Serve the Refreshment or Please Serve the Satisfaction since Koreans often use cider (as in drinking it) to mean something refreshing or satisfying.



2 A&R stands for “Artists and Repertoire.” They are responsible for talent scouting and overseeing the artistic development of recording artists



3 Woosung's cat is named 냥냥이, which can be translated roughly to “Meowmeow”.



Chapter 78

Campaign success; enjoy your story storm!

“...PD?”

“Yes! The main character is a variety show PD at a broadcasting station.”

Only then did I become a little interested. As I met Jeong Dajun's gaze,  he quickly handed me the script as if urging me to read it first.

I had promised to read it, so I might as well take a look. As soon as I took the script, Jeong Dajun smiled slyly.

“Hyung, I bet your opinion will change once you read it?”

I scoffed, of course.

“There is no way.”

.

.

.

...Well, maybe there is.

Despite being exhausted after practice and feeling like my body was melting away, I couldn't put down the script once I started reading. As a result, I had to head to a meeting with the planning team a little later in a drowsy state, having not slept for several hours.

Darn it.

“How is it, hyung?! It's so much fun, right?”

“Uh, yeah, it's fun.”

It was, indeed, fun. There was a reason why Jeong Dajun had finished reading the script in the morning and eagerly asked for the next one.

While Korean dramas usually focus on preludes rather than climaxes to captivate viewership ratings, this one evenly sprinkles breadcrumbs throughout to maintain constant interest.

Moreover, while maintaining the authenticity of the broadcasting station, the parts that needed to be quickly passed through were smoothly filled with fiction so as not to lose tension.

This was a story with two main protagonists disguised as a romance.

The male lead, a rookie PD who joined the broadcasting station following the female lead, was originally from a chaebol family (an essential element for drama ratings). But the male lead hid his feelings from the female lead because his chaebol family ruined her family.

“Writer Kim Sukhui, she's like a genius, right?”

“She's a genius.”

I said it in detail, but that wasn't the important thing for me.

“Right! Right! And isn't Lee Jeonghun really similar to you, hyung?”

“...Hmmm.”

Yes, that was very troubling.

I slowly touched the corner of my mouth.

“Jeong Dajun, do you think so too?”

“Yes? Of course!”

The character, Lee Jeonghun from Please Take the Camera, was not much different in age from the 33-year-old second-hand rookie protagonist, Yu Jeonghwa. He was a ratings-guaranteed PD who had taken the most elite course by graduating with the highest honors, entering the company at the top, and not hesitating to do dirty deeds.

A character with a nasty personality who could do anything for ratings... Yeah.

Doesn't this sound very familiar?

“Ah, I'm getting a caffeine rush! Before we leave, let's watch the summary video again!”

“Sure~.”

After whining for a while, Jeong Dajun disappeared into his room, asking for a summary video to be watched on his phone.

As I was left alone, the system window popped up.

Ding!

[I think I know what Seo Hoyun is thinking...]

What a timely entrance.

I stared at it and gave it a shot.

“Hey.”

I asked while flipping through the script.

“This is just me, isn't it?”

That's right.

PD Lee Jeonghun? Don't be ridiculous; this is just a copy of my life.

Of course, since it's a drama, things like family background had been completely excluded, but this nasty personality was definitely me.

It's one thing for speech and characters to be similar, but there's no way the occupation and actions could be this similar.

“What's this? You know, don't you?”

There's no way this could be a coincidence.

As I stared at the system window, there was no answer for a moment, and then it appeared again.

[Seo Hoyun.]

“What?”

And then, suddenly, it sent me a link.

It was the first time it showed me something using the search function instead of a dialogue box, so I was slightly surprised.

[High self-esteem people have “narcissism.” What is the treatment?]

[Hello!! (emoticon)

Today, I will tell you how to treat narcissism! (emoticon)

Many people around us are subtly affected, aren't they? ㅜㅜ (emoticon)

Sometimes it can be embarrassing~ (emoticon)

So today, let's learn how to treat narcissism!! (emoticon)]

“......”

Was this really supposed to be a treatment?

The more I looked, the more pointless the text seemed. As I opened my mouth in disbelief, a system message added one last comment.

[You seem to be overflowing with self-love...haha Try reading this once!! Recommended!!]

In other words, regain a healthy life by preventing excessive self-consciousness.

I glared at the system message and sighed, bowing my head.

This little...

It fed me a hearty serving of spite.

I dropped the script and tapped the table.

“Really?”

You're trying to sell me this nonsense?

“Well then, should I, a narcissist, personally find out if I'm truly overflowing with self-love or not?”

[...Yes?]

“I'm occasionally baffled too. If I could confirm whether it's genuine or not, I might be cured, right?”

Upon saying that, the system message went quiet.

It had been throwing up pointless blog lists like a phone, but now it ran away when cornered. I became more certain with this strange reaction for the first time.

How should I find out?

There was no way to tell by merely pestering Kim Jaeyeon, and it didn't seem like there were any more hints to gain from rereading the script.

So, the conclusion was one thing...

Do I have no choice but to ask the writer directly?

I organized my thoughts and put the script back on the bookshelf.

Jeong Dajun came out of the room after seemingly watching the video and looked at me with envy, but I had no intention of letting it go.

Just then, the members who had finished getting ready for work came out of the room.

“Hoyun, what's the meeting you set up with the planning department for?”

“To create our own YouTube content.”

“Huh?”

To explain to Kim Seonghyeon, who tilted his head as if asking what I was talking about, I kindly elaborated once again.

“A rural healing program.”

“...Huh?”

Kim Seonghyeon asked as if it was nonsense, but... I just smiled.

Why was it like this?

Actually, I really liked healing programs.


Rural healing program.

It was a concept that had been popular in South Korea for nearly 20 years.

“Yep? Can you say that again?”

So, when the planning team, who wore an expression that said “This again?” heard my plan, they made a rather strange face. The rest of the members seemed to spread their wings of imagination and looked excited.

Alright, go ahead and enjoy now.

“A rural healing program.”

“Ah... You mean our own content?”

“Yes, I'd like you to upload it on our official The Dawn channel.”

Aside from the youngest in the planning team, Lee Jihyeon—and of course, her expression wasn't particularly good either—everyone else's strange expressions turned into “Do we really have to do more now that we've just finished our activities?” but I stood firm.

“Can I ask why?”

The team leader let out a sigh, then raised a hand and asked, as if resigned. This meant “Let's at least hear the reason since Seo Hoyun will eventually push for it anyway.”

I smiled shyly.

“I want to communicate with fans...”

“......”

“...It's not working, huh?”

I was quite sincere, but their reaction was too cold.

“Alright, I know the reason already. Is the bait from the album-related activities enough? We have to eat and live even during our off period.”

“Yes...”

“Now, let's put that aside. What's the important point of this content? Kim Seonghyeon, what do you think?”

“Yes?”

Kim Seonghyeon blinked.

“Dance... practice?”

“Wrong.”

“Singing practice...?”

“Wrong!!”

“It seems like the 'wrongs' are getting more exciting...?”

That was an illusion.

Now, let's show a model example.

“Lee Jihyeon.”

“Yes!”

“Give me a model answer. If Lee Jihyeon likes idols, what exactly does she want to know?”

“I'm into 2D these days.”

“I know. Just try talking about your recent favorite.”

Lee Jihyeon hesitated... and then began to spit out words one by one.

“I... What they eat these days, what they like—”

Everyone nodded in agreement, but Lee Jihyeon couldn't stop there.

“What their height is, how much they weigh, what's on their playlist, what umbrella they use when it rains, how they hold chopsticks when they eat...”

“......”

“I'm... suddenly pissed off. Why doesn't the writer give us those hints?”

“Yes, thank you. That's already enough.”

No wonder those hints weren't given.

“...What?”

“What did I just hear...?”

With those who couldn't imagine the content opening their mouths in shock next to me, I quickly stopped Lee Jihyeon from talking and started to wrap up. I thought I should show them a better example.

“It's about showing The Dawn's daily life. Like what Lee Jihyeon said, what kind of food we like, what songs we enjoy, what we do on our days off... I think it's a good place to show that.”

Lee Jihyeon continued to grumble beside me, frowning and saying, “The writer is too mean,” but Kim Seonghyeon still seemed not to understand and tilted his head.

“Then how can a rural healing program show to the fans the daily life that they wanted to see?”

“Me!”

Then, Kang Ichae raised his hand.

“Yes, Ichae.”

“I think I know what Lee Jihyeon is talking about. A self-sufficient rural healing program!”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Wouldn't they want to see us picking wild herbs, chopping firewood, cooking, and playing together?”

“Wow, that's exactly it.”

“How can Ichae get more perfect...”

“Don't praise yourself.”

Kang Ichae let out an exclamation, patting his own shoulder. And then, he sent a mischievous glance at Seong Jiwon, who could only let out a small laugh.

“We're planning to proceed with a pilot program first and, if the response isn't bad, make it a regular program.”

“That means... the location... the shooting equipment...”

“Please prepare it within a week.”

“Excuse me?”

“Please prepare it within a week.”

“......”

I smiled brightly.

No matter how difficult they made it, I could handle it even more.

Nothing is more fun than pushing someone!

Honestly, there were only a few people in the planning team, enough to count on both hands, but since they had to handle all of Daepaseong Entertainment's celebrities, I didn't think the work would be light.

But I was also 120% sincere about making The Dawn successful.

If you want to raise an idol, you must do this much, of course.

Ignoring the planning team, who seemed to want to spit on me to feel relieved, I looked around at the members.

“I'll talk a bit more. You guys go ahead.”

“Uh, hyung. Can you handle it?”

“I'd rather you not be here. It'd be distracting.”

“Wow, that's cold!”

“Go.”

“Pretty Ichae will leave first, feeling hurt~. I need to prepare the T-shirt I'll wear during the shoot!”

“T-shirt?”

“Look forward to it~.”

Kang Ichae winked as he got up from his seat first. Seeing his intention to leave discreetly, I let out a hollow laugh inside.

Your intuition is seriously impressive.

By now, all the members had become experts at reading the atmosphere, but Kang Ichae was undoubtedly the best among them.

“Good work, everyone.”

“Good work~!”

The members and some of the planning team left in a hurry. Our manager, the planning team leader, Lee Jihyeon, and I were the only ones left. I checked to make sure that the members had definitely left.

“That's suspicious...”

The planning team leader caught on to something and cautiously looked around before speaking.

“What is it?”

“I'm just surprised that they brought such a plain concept. I mean, rural healing is definitely a steady genre, but... the person who suggested it was Seo Hoyun. I can't imagine him thinking of such a calm concept.”

“Why, I like healing stuff.”

“Ahaha. People usually want what they can't have. Right?”

“That's true. Maybe the team leader wants it these days too?”

“......”

The team leader awkwardly laughed in staccato, “Ha. Ha. Ha.,” but then stopped. And then he carefully asked.

“What are you aiming for? Do you want the fans' reaction to be like, 'Hoyun suggested this healing concept, wow. He's even perfect at planning for genius idols'?”

“Come on, team leader. Wouldn't it be more like, 'Hoyun seemed not to be into it, but it looks like he actually wanted to do this healing variety show. Yeah, let our baby do whatever he wants'?”

“......”

Ding!

[...That's a really plausible reaction, isn't it?]

Exactly. It seemed like the planning team had been diligently monitoring these days.

“...I didn't think that far, but it's not bad?”

“I'm really curious about why Seo Hoyun is like that...”

“How on earth did he grow up to be like that?”

As I murmured while stroking my chin, the planning team leader and Lee Jihyeon gave each other knowing looks. I held back from saying that if you grew up working your bones off to raise a younger sibling ten years younger than you, you'd end up like me. I got back to the main point.

“Anyway. Read this once, and let's discuss it afterward.”

I pushed the proposal forward. As the planning team and the manager read it, their expression changed rapidly. The content was about leaving everything to the vivid reactions on the spot, without any specific script and only a rough outline...

“Do you know why I sent the members away?”

I added a spoonful of tantalizing MSG to spice things up.


Chapter 79

“...Is Seo Hoyun really a devil? Wow, this is such an unexpected surprise.”

“Ahahaha! It's summer, after all~.”

Everyone was excited, their eyes sparkling. I covered my mouth with my hand and narrowed my eyes.

“I'm really, really looking forward to it.”

“He's really, really crazy...”

“Thanks for the compliment~.”

I stood up in a good mood, as the additional proposal was accepted without much opposition.

As I left the meeting room, my manager looked at me disgustedly.

“Hoyun, you... will be punished someday for this.”

“Should I buy a lottery ticket? What if I get struck by lightning?”

“If you get struck by lightning, you'll die, Hoyun... But isn't it better to tell them now?”

“It's more fun if it's a surprise.”

I won't mention that this was some kind of revenge for the last surprise.

I think Kang Ichae noticed.

Even if he went wild, he was still in the palm of my hand.

My manager hesitated.

“Still...”

“Ah, manager. I'll do that.”

“Huh?”

“I'll go for the Please Take the Camera audition.”

“What?!!”

My manager's eyes widened. Thanks to that, the recent worries about the “Seo Hoyun Rural Healing Program Incident” were completely erased from his mind, and he immediately rejoiced and made a fuss.

“Why?! Why did you suddenly change your mind?”

“The script was interesting.”

I spat out nonsense as I brushed my hair back. There was no way I'd go just because the script was interesting. Even if the script was interesting, I wouldn't have considered attending the audition if I didn't know anything about acting. But...

I have something to check.

No matter how much I thought about it, that character Lee Jeonghun bothered me. Seeing how the system window only shuts up in times like these, my suspicions grew deeper.

How on earth did he use my life...?

If I go to the audition and meet the writer, Kim Sukhui, I will have a chance to find out more after speaking with them. But I'll have to approach the person I don't know slowly and cautiously.

“Well, I'll at least check out the first audition. The CEO and my manager have been so concerned, so I should try it, right?”

“...Wow, I'm a bit touched.”

“Why?”

“You've thought about us and didn't just assume that we'd do whatever you wanted as if you were the most selfish person in the world...!”

“......”

“I thought you didn't listen to the members and acted like a dictator, always doing whatever you wanted...!”

“...Yes.”

My manager wiped his tears away with a handkerchief. I answered briefly, feeling slightly annoyed, and then walked away.

“I can see it, I can see...! The face of the future great actor Seo Hoyun...!!”

“......”

“You really have the look of an idol, but strangely also that of an actor. Really, truly!”

“Manager, enough now~.”

“...Sorry~.”

After the content filming was done, I headed straight to the audition venue. My manager chuckled as I sorted out the schedule and tasks in my head.

“You don't really have to worry about the audition. This is just between you and me... but the lead role for that drama has already been secured. It's our company.”

“What?”

“If things go well, the CEO might even put in a good word for you with the drama's production team during your audition!”

That's what people call nepotism: Inserting supporting actors next to successful leading actors.

It was one of the things that a drama's production teams hated the most.

Hmm...

I didn't really want to go that far. No, in the first place, there wasn't a star in this agency that had that much influence to swing around...

Wait a minute.

Who in our company?

I asked after recalling the thought.

“...Who is it?”

“Ahaha! You know that person too~.”

A wave of uneasiness brushed past my chest. The moment that unexpected name came up, my face distorted in shock.


“Hello~.”

“Hello!”

We (excluding me) were filled with excitement as we headed to the countryside farm. Unfortunately, it rained all morning, so our huge van moved slowly on the narrow dirt road, causing us to arrive later than expected.

When we arrived at the filming location, the rain stopped as if it had been waiting for us, and the sky cleared up beautifully.

Jeong Dajun arrived earlier and was busy preparing for the shoot with the planning team. He didn't even think about opening the car door and hurriedly waved his hand.

“Kyaaa!”

“It's a vacation~!”

It's not a vacation but a content shoot. However, I didn't bother to correct them. The countryside air filled with the scent of grass, and the humid summer breeze felt relaxing.

The members who got out of the car a beat later were too excited to notice their surroundings.

“Wow! There's a field here too!”

“Are we going to cook with this and eat?”

“How did you even manage to get this place?”

“I borrowed it from a variety show location.”

It seemed like the team leader had put in some effort. I laughed discreetly, but no one noticed.

“Should we make bibimbap?”

“Oh, that's nice, that's nice.”

“Do you know how to start a fire?”

“Anyone got a lighter?”

Suddenly, everyone looked at me.

“I don't have one, okay?”

“I'm proud of you.”

Ignoring Jeong Dajun's strangely generous gaze, I crossed the threshold of the old but neatly arranged country house. It seemed they hadn't set up the camera yet...

“Should we do it here?”

I tapped on the ground with a satisfied smile. I could just tell them to set up here when the time comes.

“Oh, what memories.”

Looking around the room, I found LP records neatly arranged on a small bookshelf. Next to it was a turntable. I looked at the familiar song titles one by one, and as I moved to the right, the LP records became more disheveled. When I lifted a few, I saw a hidden pack of cigarettes in the corner. Someone from the variety show staff or cast who filmed here before must have left it.

“What are you doing?”

“Aw, man, you scared me.”

After taking it out and organizing the LP records, I was mindlessly looking at the pack when, suddenly, Kim Seonghyeon appeared in front of me.

“...You.”

Ugh.

Did he misunderstand?

Quickly, I threw the pack of cigarettes away and raised my hands, as Kim Seonghyeon was the one who had been most adamant about quitting smoking.

“I'm being wronged!”

“......”

“I know what you're thinking, but it's really not like that, okay?”

“...Seo Hoyun.”

Kim Seonghyeon stared at me for a moment, then let out a short sigh. He carefully glanced outside before cautiously closing the door.

“If you want to... just smoke one.”

“What?”

“I won't tell the others.”

Ding!

[????]

I was startled, and so was the system alert. That Kim Seonghyeon? The one who insisted on not spreading any rumors about idols and always warned me against smoking was telling me it was okay to smoke one?

Speechless, I stood there dumbfounded...

“Me, me... um.”

My voice trembled for a moment.

“Um, hyung...”

Ah, I couldn't do it. I tried to hold back my laughter, but I couldn't. I clenched my teeth and threw out a joke.

“Hyung, if you close your eyes just once while I smoke! Puff... would you let it slide...?”

“......”

“Why is the door closed again?”

The smell would give it away anyway. I found the non-smoker's way of thinking so hilarious that I laughed. Kim Seonghyeon clenched his teeth; he must have realized I was teasing him.

“...So annoying, seriously.”

“Seonghyeon~, can I have one hit? What about a two-hit?”

“Fine, fine. Just go over there.”

“Uh~, what about three hits?”

“Get out.”

As I continued to tease him, Kim Seonghyeon got annoyed and picked up the cigarette pack that had fallen on the floor, throwing it into the trash can. Then, realizing something, he hurriedly picked it up from the trash can.

“What are you doing, Kim Seonghyeon?”

“...If this gets caught on camera, there'll be more rumors.”

“Wow~!”

Kim Seonghyeon had learned a lot. Annoyed, he went outside, and I followed him to the door.

“Kim Seonghyeon!”

“...What?”

He turned around sharply, full of trust towards me. I crossed my arms and leaned my head against the doorframe, smiling cautiously.

“Please don't tell the others...”

“......”

“I'm begging you, Mr. Seonghyeon.”

“I really hate it when you don't miss a single chance to bite at me for every word I say.”

Kim Seonghyeon left with a dismissive look. As he went outside and handed it to the manager, I couldn't help but laugh.

I guess I went too far...

But I could proudly say,

I quit smoking!

Amazing, Seo Hoyun. As expected, it's me.

I neatly put away my lingering attachment to cigarettes, and as I wanted to play some music, I checked if the turntable was working when a staff member came in with a camera.

I confirmed through the crack in the door that the manager hastily shoved the cigarettes into his pocket before I placed the LP on the turntable.

~♪♬?

“Nice song.”

With the soft sound of rain, the gentle LP sound flowing into my ears, and the members who were fun to tease, I leaned back against the wall with a satisfied smile.

Ah, this was... a healing program indeed.

.

.

.

“Ta-da~!”

As I left the room after playing the song, Kang Ichae was, for some reason, proudly laying something out on the floor.

“Our cute Ichae ordered these! Let's put them on and film our V-Live!”

“What... is this?”

I was already getting anxious. Kang Ichae proudly picked up a white T-shirt and threw it to each member.

“Try it on. I prepared heartfelt messages for each member.”

I looked at the shirt he gave me. He said he had prepared a message that suited each member. On my shirt, there were these large texts:

“Troublemaker”

“......”

Ding!

[Ah]

[Crazy]

[I really, really, really like Kang Ichae!!!]

System windows shouted, and Kim Seonghyeon, who had been harshly teased by me earlier, put on his shirt while clapping.

“I really love it, Ichae.”

“Right??”

He had “Light” written on his shirt, so he had no complaints and obediently put it on.

“Uh? There's something written on the back too?”

As I nervously looked at the back of my shirt, there was a message saying, “The Best Aggro King.” I grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder, spun him around, and saw “You'll need LASIK from the dazzle if you keep looking, good job!” written.

Did Kang Ichae have any sense of being an idol?

The person who made the shirts was standing confidently as he nonchalantly wore his shirt with “The most handsome” written on it.

“Kang Ichae, where's your conscience?”

“Why?”

“You're the most handsome?”

“Aaah... I knew you'd say that.”

Today, as always, Kang Ichae bragged proudly and turned around.

[ㅋㅋ Stop being so ugly with jealousy~]

“......”

I was getting tired of this...

Next to me, Seong Jiwon, who was wearing a shirt that said “Buddha,” laughed softly, making me feel even more wronged.

“Why is he fine? I'm a 'troublemaker,' but he's a 'Buddha'?”

“Look at the back.”

“Huh!”

On the back was the phrase, “Softly Execute.”[1]

“...I see.”

“Right?”

And Seong Jiwon also had his game nickname, “Let's practice, guys!” written on it with his face. As I stared at it nervously, Jeong Dajun, who had already put on his “Gangster Mouse” shirt, burst in.

“Oh! I didn't see the back! What's written on mine, hyung??”

“...Turn around.”

I gave up on arguing and just watched Jeong Dajun spin around before me.

“Jeong Dajun definitely put this on without reading the back.”

...It was written like that. I was lost for words, yet Jeong Dajun ran around like a puppy wanting to see his own message.

“Hyung, what does mine say??”

“......”

“Puhahahaha!!”

Kang Ichae, who was holding his sides and laughing, was the real troublemaker.




1 In the raw, the word “부처” (Buddha) is broken down into “부: 부드럽게 (softly)” and “처: 처형 (execute).” This seems to be a pun by Ichae.



Chapter 80

“What do you want to eat?”

“I saw some greens in the field here. We were talking about making bibimbap like I mentioned earlier.”

“Sounds good.”

I really wanted to throw away the T-shirt Kang Ichae had specially made, but the production staff laughed until they were exhausted and insisted I wear it. They must have thought it was a surefire hit, but their grudge against me seemed to be the main driving force.

In the end, I obediently wore the “Troublemaker” T-shirt and started cooking.

“Do we have kimchi?”

“What kind of question is that to ask a Korean?”

As we were always serious about food, we had a very serious conversation while efficiently dividing the tasks.

Jeong Dajun lit the fire on the stove after borrowing a lighter from the staff, then poured clean water over the washed rice. Kang Ichae searched for kimchi, and Kim Seonghyeon neatly sliced some pink sausages...

“Then I'll go pick some young radishes with Hoyun.”

“Take care~!”

I was glad I dressed comfortably. The rain had stopped, but the humidity in the air made me sweat as I walked a few steps, even though I was wearing a T-shirt and knee-length shorts. The camera staff quickly followed me.

“It's my first time picking young radishes.”

“Really?”

“...What? Have you done it before?”

“I used to live with my grandmother. She did a lot of fieldwork.”

Seong Jiwon, who had arrived at the field and put down the basket, naturally wore work gloves. The staff went past me and got very close to him, looking for a good shot.

I could bet that they would add subtitles like “Main Vocal's Unexpected Charm.”

“Here, you too.”

“Thank you.”

I put on the work gloves and stared blankly as Seong Jiwon squatted down and began to pick the radishes diligently.

What... do I just pull it out by grabbing the top? But only the stem came out when I did it, not the root.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Woah, that surprised me.”

Feeling competitive, I was concentrating on the task when Seong Jiwon suddenly came to my side with a stern expression.

...No need to call me by my full name and look so serious...

After calming my startled heart, I turned my head, and Seong Jiwon showed me how to pick the radishes.

“Don't just grab the top. Hold the root and pull it out gently. Not with a snap, but with a gentle tug.”

“Snap... tug?”

“Tug.”

“...Snap?”

“...Just go.”

Ding!

[Ah~, it's been a long time since I've seen you so bad at something~]

It was my first time doing fieldwork, so it was understandable...

I closed my mouth and pulled out the radishes by holding the root and snapping them out as Seong Jiwon showed me. Then, I started humming a song I had heard earlier on the LP.

“Those childish days of mine~ How much~.”

“......”

“Could they have meant~.”

“Hoyun... it's not meaningful.”

Seeing Seong Jiwon so annoyed was rare, so I sang even more enthusiastically. As I bravely finished the first verse, with encouragement from the staff's gaze, Jiwon sighed deeply and quickly moved his hands.

Finally, after finishing the song, I took off my hardly dirty work gloves and proudly wiped my forehead.

“Satisfied~.”

“......”

Seong Jiwon, who was holding a full basket, ignored me and walked past. As I followed him, the delicious smell of food wafted in.

“Hyung! You're back?”

“We're making ham and egg pancakes!”

Once we returned and cleaned the young radishes, we mixed them evenly with the cooked rice and transferred them to a large pot. But strangely, there was too much rice.

“What's going on? Why is there so much rice?”

“It's all your fault. The young radishes are like a mountain. A mountain.”

“Seonghyeon, why are there so many sausages again? We don't have enough plates.”

“...I just kept making them?”

Ah, these kids... They're really Korean.

At this rate, it was not enough only for five people but for fifteen. I quickly counted the number of staff members. It should be enough to feed everyone.

“Make it smaller so we can all have some~.”

“Hurry up and mix it.”

I mixed the cut young radishes and kimchi with sesame oil and red pepper paste. The savory smell tickled my nose. I fed a mouthful to Jeong Dajun, who was drooling next to me while mixing.

There was so much that my arm got sore from mixing, but I managed to fill the bowls. There were really fifteen servings, so I handed the rest to the staff.

“Thank you for your hard work~!”

“You should eat before you work. Oh, have you already eaten?”

“No, not yet...”

“Then it's a good thing we made a lot.”

Since it was a small to medium-sized entertainment company, the planning team could not staff every position, so there were not only acquaintances but also film and broadcasting major college students who wanted to gain experience.

I didn't know how sad it would be if only the cast ate well and the staff just watched with grumbling stomachs...

When I first started, I remembered how I ran around the filming site on a single triangle kimbap, and my eyes teared up a bit.

Ding!

[Options:

1. It's bibimbap made by Hoyun♡

2. I, uh, I... really like the fresh green young radishes. Enjoy it (green drinks. ver)]

“...It's bibimbap made by Hoyun.”

“...Th, thank you?”

The flustered staff members fixed their cameras and awkwardly received their bowls.

Yeah... I was grateful they didn't say anything weird.

We also set up a table and placed bibimbap, ham and egg pancakes, and spoons on it.

“Wow, it's really good. Have our... rice-making skills improved?”

“It's all because of Seo Hoyun. You know how much he nagged us to eat properly.”

“So, you don't want to put fried eggs on top?”

“I'm sorry!”

Everyone quickly bowed their heads.

The highlight of bibimbap was, of course, the soft-cooked fried egg. I cooked them separately beforehand and placed one in each member's bowl.

“It's good because it's fresh. It's a bit hot, but the wind is blowing well...”

“It'll get cooler if we stay still.”

“That's what my grandma always says...!”

Seong Jiwon shivered and rubbed his arm. Looking at the members, I felt a little better.

Ding!

[You look happy. Is it because the kids are eating well?]

No.

I was looking at them with warm eyes.

“I'm looking forward to it later...”

[...Wow...]

The system window grumbled.

What? What did you want?

What?

“I'm full~.”

After eating the rice, we also finished the ice cream that we had put in the refrigerator beforehand. The concept was healing variety, so it proceeded without any particular mission.

That's when planning team member Lee Jihyeon came forward and handed out blank sheets of paper to the members.

“Everyone, we still have some time before dinner, right?”

“Yes.”

“Why don't we write a time capsule in the meantime?”

My eyebrows twitched. I didn't think I wrote that kind of plan... Catching my hint, Lee Jihyeon quickly understood.

It's for killing time.

It's good.

If that was the case, I could see her ambition to make use of even the smallest gaps in time to create touching points.

The members, who knew nothing, looked innocent and had a conversation.

“Time capsule? What's that?”

“It's a letter you send to your future self. I used to do it a lot when I was young...”

“Ah~, that.”

Lee Jihyeon smiled and said,

“In the time capsule, you just need to write a simple description of yourself and The Dawn in 5 years.”

“5 years? Not 10 years?”

“Yes, 5 years.”

Ten years later, most of the members would be in their 30s, and it was even uncertain if this lineup would last. The intention was to look back at our peak and reminisce.

Wow, that's smart.

I nodded my head and slowly took the paper. Some members wrote thoughtfully, while others wrote excitedly. But staring at the blank white page, I couldn't think of anything to write. I scribbled some pointless words towards the members and hesitated for a moment.

Will I still be here in 5 years?

No, that was unlikely.

According to the system, there was a high probability that I would leave this world and return to my original world once the main scenario was over.

So far, it has taken me only half a year to resolve Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun's scenarios. Since two more members were left, I estimated it wouldn't take more than a year, even considering some leeway.

Well, it might take a bit longer for The Dawn to become a top-tier group...

Anyway, I didn't plan on taking up to 5 years.

...I sighed as I stared at the sentences I had written and crossed out two lines. Then I added below: Return everything to the way it was.

I didn't want to live like this.

It seemed I had been too immersed in this short six-month time frame.

It didn't matter later when the camera would zoom in on the paper since they would probably interpret it as “Our Hoyun wants to find his original motivationshaha.”

I approached the other members while holding the folded paper.

“Hey, what did you write?”

“Wow, ack!”

Jeong Dajun quickly covered the paper with both arms and hid it. Then he peeked his head out and glared at me as if I was being a scoundrel.

“Hyung! Don't look.”

“Seriously, is it a diary?”

I became a little curious since he hid it without any real thought. When I went to Kang Ichae, he rolled his eyes, folded the paper, and waved it around.

“Do you want to see?”

“Yeah.”

“Then show me yours too.”

“......”

“Do you not want to?”

Kang Ichae, who had become more eloquent lately, failed.

As expected, Kim Seonghyeon was completely defenseless. I stealthily approached and snatched the paper.

“Hey!”

Ignoring the flustered Kim Seonghyeon, I slowly read the content.

“Still humble and wishing for the fans to be happy~.”

“Ugh, don't read it out loud!”

“Ahahaha.”

“You rascal... Your T-shirt really suits you...”

“You shine bright, Kim Seonghyeon.”

I was doing something fitting for the T-shirt. There was more content below, but I couldn't see all of it. I returned it with a smirk and looked at Seong Jiwon, who had already finished writing and was folding the paper.

“Hoyun, what did you write?”

“Nothing special.”

“Okay, everyone, please put your papers in this box~.”

The staff approached when they saw that everyone had more or less finished writing. We took the offered box, neatly placed the papers inside, and then gathered in the yard.

“Shall we bury it here?”

“How deep do we need to dig?”

“Just dig a little, not too deep.”

While answering, I gently shoveled the dirt and buried the box.

“Alright~, we'll do some individual interviews now~.”

“Yes~.”

They requested individual interviews as if they couldn't miss the emotional points.

It seemed they wanted to take us individually, as they called me first.

“I'll be back.”

“Who wants to watch a horror movie with Ichae here~?”

“Is there a horror movie too?”

Wow.

As expected of Kang Ichae. He noticed everything and set the atmosphere by himself.

Well...

Even so.

I laughed cheerfully.

“Yeah, hyung, I'll be back.”

“Hyung, bring a Melona~.”

I ignored Jeong Dajun's habitual ice cream nagging and went outside.

Just then, the rain started to drizzle again. Turning my head, I saw Lee Jihyeon across the room, gesturing quietly with her index finger on her lips.

“We do need to record the time capsule video... but we should give Seo Hoyun a more special interview.”

“Of course.”

Jihyeon and I exchanged a sinister laugh. As soon as we sat in front of the camera, we changed our expressions to look indifferent.

The interview began.

1. Seo Hoyun, how do you feel right now?

“I feel great. My heart is fluttering.”

1. What will Seo Hoyun look like in 5 years?

“...Hmm. I'll probably be teasing my dongsaengs.”

1. Lastly, say something to the members who will watch the video.

“Guys.”

I smiled kindly at the camera.

“Don't think you're the only ones capable of pulling off a surprise.”

Jihyeon raised her thumb, approving.

Ding!

[Wow... you're so two-faced...]

Yeah, I was looking forward to it too.

After finishing the cut, I opened the door, and the guys were startled.

“Wow, give us some warning before you come in!”

“Really scared me.”

“Why are you so scared?”

“We're at the climax of the horror movie.”

Kim Seonghyeon grumbled. I sat down next to the guys, who were already munching on heaps of snacks.

“Kim Seonghyeon, go and record your cut.”

“Why don't I want to go alone...?”

Seeing him anxious, I felt satisfied. The horror movie had already passed the first half and was making eerie noises. Jeong Dajun, trembling with fear, stubbornly squeezed between me and Seong Jiwon.

“Go away.”

“I don't want to!! I don't want to be at the end. It feels like something's going to grab me.”

“Even if you're in the middle, you'll still get grabbed...”

“Uwaaah!”

As I spoke, I secretly pulled on the back of Dajun's shirt, making him scream and jump.

“Don't live like that. You're really bad, hyung!”

I enjoyed listening to Dajun's constant grumbling. Seong Jiwon was surprisingly the most composed, and Kang Ichae let out a scream mixed with excitement...

Things will change from now on, kids.

“Be back soon~.”

Jeong Dajun was the last one to go.

“Uhuhuh, I'll be back...”

“There are staff outside too.”

“Ah, right... that's true.”

Even so, in reality, Jeong Dajun was the embodiment of fear.

I eagerly poured water into my ramen noodle cup and waited like I was waiting for three minutes. Exactly 2 minutes and 41 seconds later, I heard Dajun's scream from outside.

“Waaaaah!”

Wow, Jeong Dajun was faster than a ramen noodle cup.


Chapter 81

“Waaaaah!”

The members who were sprawled out jumped up at the sound of the youngest's voice. Everyone hurriedly opened the door and looked around. As expected, there was no sign of the staff who should have been present.

“Where did all the staff go?”

The eerie silence in the room, where only the equipment remained, made everyone tense. Kim Seonghyeon frowned and was the first to step over the threshold.

“Let's find Jeong Dajun first.”

“Yeah, let's search for him first.”

I winked discreetly at the camera, which was following behind the members. Suddenly, Jeong Dajun came running from the field where we got the radishes earlier, screaming maniacally.

“Aaaaaaah!”

“Ugh!”

I couldn't understand why he was coming out of there when he said he was going for an interview, but Jeong Dajun looked more like a ghost with his messy hair and pale face and screaming in the middle of the night.

Kang Ichae grabbed the disheveled Jeong Dajun and asked worriedly, “Dajun, are you okay?”

“Hyung...”

“Why did you scream? What happened?”

The wind was blowing just right.

“Hyung, no, that's... I saw a ghost, and there were no staff members around...”

“Take your time and tell me.”

“I went to do an interview, and there was no staff in the room over there. So, I looked around the yard and wondered if they were in the field, and... don't be surprised.”

Jeong Dajun hated scary things to the extreme, so he probably didn't spend much time looking for the staff, yet his face was extremely pale as he trembled and spoke.

“I think I saw a ghost.”

Ahahaha.

“...Huh?”

“It didn't look human at all. It was really white, and then it disappeared in an instant...”

“You must have seen it wrong.”

“I'm serious!”

“Sigh...”

I scratched my head as if I was troubled. Then I pretended to make a phone call to someone.

“The staff aren't answering either...”

“Are we the only ones left?”

“They probably went to get some supplies. Wait here. I'll go look for them.”

“Don't leave me alone!”

Jeong Dajun began to cling stubbornly to Kang Ichae's waist as soon as the latter spoke. Kang Ichae slowly peeled off Dajun's arms, which were clinging like an octopus.

“Stay here with Seonghyeon and Jiwon. I'll go with Hoyun.”

“Let's go, Kang Ichae.”

“Alright.”

“Ugh, ugh, ugh...”

After struggling to comfort Jeong Dajun, who wanted to stay surrounded by the members for a sense of security, I left the room with Kang Ichae.

“Phew...”

We moved a little farther away. Only the two of us remained in the dark, rainy field. Kang Ichae glanced at the house and then turned to me.

“Hyung.”

“What?”

“I'm curious.”

Kang Ichae adjusted his umbrella and chuckled.

“Did you really want a surprise that much? Did you really want to trick them?”

I stopped walking, looked at Kang Ichae, and smiled as our eyes met.

“That's why I don't like kids with quick wits.”

“Ahahaha.”

“When did you know?”

“Since you mentioned the healing variety show?”

Since then?

“You're amazing too.”

“Isn't the wind great?”

Yes.

There was no way PD Seo Hoyun, who was called “fanged smile” by cast members for his evil editing, would simply make a healing variety show in the countryside.

Well, he could make one if he had to, but it wouldn't end with just the stars' ordinary lives.

Though it was a bit embarrassing to say with my own mouth, I was a specialist in creating explosive broadcasts.

A surprise special disguised as a healing variety show!

Special Produced by Seo Hoyun.

Kang Ichae as the assistant director(?).

Starring Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and Jeong Dajun.

I was already smiling, thinking about the edited version, when Kang Ichae chuckled and posed another question.

“If one is in the field, where are the others?”

“Field. Bathroom. Back storage room.”

“You prepared very thoroughly.”

“Of course, it's obvious.”

I raised my index finger and turned my head back.

“So, Ichae, listen to this?”

I laughed brightly.

“By now, there should be a scream from the bathroom.”

“Aaaahhh!”

Kim Seonghyeon's scream burst out.

“And by now, there should be a scream from the warehouse too.”

“Aaaagghhh!”

Again, Jeong Dajun's scream burst out.

...Huh. It's not Seong Jiwon.

I thought Seong Jiwon would scream too... Although my plan went a bit awry, it didn't really matter.

“Ah, how amusing...”

“......”

“They scream well. It must be quite a relief, right?”

Kang Ichae clicked his tongue.

“Hyung, how could you... What did the world ever do to wrong you?”

Presumably expecting hidden cameras everywhere, Kang Ichae held his tongue.

“Seriously, I'm also wondering why I went so far.”

The rain slowly stopped. As I folded my umbrella and walked towards the warehouse, the members with pale and frightened faces huddled together under a single umbrella.

Ah, how cute.

“Original content completed!”

With excellent timing, the staff laughed and popped out of hiding. Just like last time, they had a surprise cake.

[It's summer ♡

-Hoyun~]

“Entertainment show also completed! Congratulations on safely finishing the Ocean Train promitions~!”

“Surpri~se~.”

The last word was mine. As I approached them with a beaming smile, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun furiously hit my back.

Laughter exploded from the surrounding staff members. Especially when my back made a rich, cracking sound from their smacking, Lee Jihyeon's expression gradually became satisfied.

Yes, seeing the culprit suffer must have been refreshing for the stressed-out office workers.

“It's you! It's you!!”

“I knew something was off!!”

“Ow, it hurts, it hurts.”

Even though I was being hit, I couldn't help but laugh. However, the only flaw was that only Seong Jiwon maintained a calm expression.

The others were all surprised, so why was Seong Jiwon so calm?

Noticing my gaze, Seong Jiwon tilted his head.

“What?”

“Why didn't you scream?”

He seemed completely fine.

Seong Jiwon slowly blinked his eyes and responded with an odd reaction.

“Ah... um. I usually get very scared with these things.”

Seong Jiwon smiled faintly.

“But there's something scarier than ghosts in this world.”

“What is it?”

“A hiatus.”

“......”

“...Debut cancellation?”

“......”

The atmosphere on set turned solemn in an instant.

Please edit out the debut cancellation...

Whether we should call it a hiatus or not, we all averted our eyes from Seong Jiwon, who had spent seven years as a trainee before his debut fell through at the last minute. We quickly changed the subject.

“Well, you've all seen it here.”

However, Kim Seonghyeon, who had no other topic to discuss, spoke awkwardly while looking at the staff members disguised as ghosts. They were also part of the staff. Although it was a bit rough, the makeup was good enough to surprise them with a jump scare.

“You've worked hard...”

“You were so, so professional, and we're sooo grateful...”

Jeong Dajun gritted his teeth and said this. Of course, his swollen cheeks only made him look cuter.

Beside me, as I watched the scene with a pleased expression, Kang Ichae tilted his head.

“Huh? But why are there only three of them?”

“Why?”

“Weren't there four?”

The sudden remark made the atmosphere on set tense once again. Kang Ichae muttered while looking at the staff members dressed as ghosts.

“I actually met one more person while going to do an interview earlier... That person was more realistic, so I thought, 'Wow, they really put a lot of effort into it,' but...?”

“Um?”

I tilted my head. The staff members started murmuring.

“What are you talking about... Everyone's here.”

“...Really? Not four people?”

“Three people.”

Kang Ichae opened his mouth wide in disbelief and then looked at me. As I nodded seriously, he furrowed his brow and stuttered,

“Then, that was really...”

“Uwaaaah! Don't say it!”

Jeong Dajun screamed and rolled on the floor. Jeong Dajun, the human vacuum cleaner, made an appearance.

“I can't sleep here! I can't!”

“Well, you'll have to go up alone and leave us behind, then...”

“Kyaaaaa!”

Jeong Dajun screamed, begging us to stay with him, and even the staff gathered around, their faces full of pity.

Just when the chaotic atmosphere seemed to be settling down, Jeong Dajun turned up our song on his phone. The members started singing live as if trying to overcome their fear.

“You alone are my only answer

You are my key—

You, who I've been constantly searching for

You are my key...”

A live performance here?

Their voices were so powerful that any ghost would have run away. I took advantage of the noisy situation to slip away from the other members and gestured to the cameraman as I moved. While doing that, I caught Lee Jihyeon's attention, who had been standing next to the storage room, and she followed me behind it.

“Kyah, PD Seo Hoyun!”

Lee Jihyeon raised her thumb.

“Your acting was daaaeebak.”

“Thank you so much. Your makeup and acting were great too.”

There was a man in there wiping off his white makeup with a makeup remover sheet.

The ghost that Kang Ichae had seen before.

“Wow, I didn't expect to fool even Kang Ichae like this.”

“Is there anything I can't do?”

“...Aegyo?”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

As I grinned mischievously, the camera staff filmed me while holding back their laughter. The stressed office worker Lee Jihyeon giggled.

It was the final secret weapon that only a few staff members knew about.

“Please say a word to Kang Ichae.”

“Ahahaha.”

As the camera zoomed in, I winked with one eye.

“Ichae~.”

Hyung feels great!

“Isn't it really refreshing now?”

Ding!

[Kyah~! Trash!]

PD Seo Hoyun has created another perfect program!


[Title: What's up with the amount of content coming from The Dawn this time? It's divided into three parts!

1st part: Planning + Arrival and playing LP video

2nd part: Making bibimbap + Writing time capsules

3rd part: (spoilers)]

I was already shedding tears of satisfaction as I watched the first and second parts...

[This healing concept was suggested by Hoyun ㅠㅠ Our genius idol is perfect even in planning... It's the first time we've seen such a well-planned video (excluding the Shining Star, which makes me swear just by mentioning it fuck)

I was in tears thinking that Hoyun actually wanted to do this kind of healing variety show

(A picture of Seo Hoyun playing the LP)

Oppa... Do you remember? We were in the student council together during the festival... We kept making eye contact...

(No oppa, sorry, I'm just a young niece)

(Bibimbap picture)

But their bibimbap ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's like a school cafeteria ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Their hands are too big ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ In the midst of all this, Hoyun says “It's bibimbap made by Hoyun~.”

Fuck, does Seo Hoyun get blackmailed sometimes?

I don't know why he keeps doing this, but I'm grateful (continued...)

Spoilers from here

(Spoiler alert)

(Spoiler alert)

(Spoiler alert)

(Picture of Jeong Dajun screaming)

Sur.

Prise.

Prank.

Special.

This wasn't a rural healing special but a surprise prank special!!!

❬The camera fast-forwards and goes back to the planning stage...❭

Planning Team: “Was it because you were caught off guard last time...?”

Seo Hoyun: (Quickly) “No.”

Planning Team: “That response came out too fast...”

Seo Hoyun: “Sigh....”

Seo Hoyun seems to hold more grudges than expected.

Anyway, after eating, they were watching a horror movie...

(Screaming Jeong Dajun pic)

Jeong Dajun was really scared, shedding tears ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He said he wouldn't watch it and lay down, but there were tear stains on his pillow. So hilarious.

(Good acting Seo Hoyun pic)

Jeong Dajun: “It didn't look human at all. It was really white, and then it disappeared in an instant...”

Seo Hoyun: (Annoyed) “You must have seen it wrong.”

Jeong Dajun: “I'm serious!”

Seo Hoyun: “Sigh...”

Jeong Dajun: (Sulking)

At that moment, Kang Ichae followed and talked to him, but I guess they edited out the conversation ㅜ We only saw the installed camera

(Kim Seonghyeon startled at the bathroom entrance pic)

(Seong Jiwon's calm face pic + Niagara Falls composite)

And here comes Seong Jiwon's famous quote collection

>>>> But there's something scarier than ghosts in this world... a hiatus<<<<

There was a woman here who suddenly laughed and cried at the same time...

(Spoiler warning)

(Spoiler warning)

Seo Hoyun: “Good job.”

Planning Team: “We didn't know you'd even fool Kang Ichae.”

Seo Hoyun: (Laughing)

Seo Hoyun briefly appears during planning.

Q: “Why do a surprise prank special?”

A: (Laughing) “It's summer.”

(Seo Hoyun glancing at the camera and smirking pic)

>>>Ichae, is it really cool now? <<<

>>>Ichae, is it really cool now? <<<

>>>Ichae, is it really cool now? <<<

Screaming at the end

└ Seo Hoyun, you were really mean. Even thinking back on it, you were mean

└└ Seems like he prepared a lot

└└ Our rabbit, don't go like this ㅠ

└└ └ Now... I'm a bit scared of this moe...]

[Title: Hey, but ㅋㅋ what's so scary about this that the kids are scared

So, I'm going to sleep hugging our puppy Dajun tonight

└ Let's hear Dajun's opinion

└└ Dajun: Ah, damn it]

[Guys, I didn't mean to prove it like this (Crying laughing emoticon)

└ It's hilarious that Seo Hoyun did all of this while wearing that “Troublemaker” T-shirt]

As the members belatedly found out the truth and kept hitting my back, I still felt a lingering awkwardness, but the reaction was good, anyway.

However, the reaction that seemed to end here soared explosively again with one late post.

[Title: Fuck, what is this in episode 3?

It seems like something white is staring from behind

└ Hey, why is this happening

└ Hey, don't do this to me at dawn]

And then another post followed.

[Title: Emergency, it's barely noticeable for 0.5 seconds, so it passes quickly

(Picture of the tree)

└ ...... Tell me it's a staff

└└ No, this happened after Kang Ichae's surprise ended

└└ └ Please be aware, fuck

└└ └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, sorry ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Soon, YouTube was flooded with provocative titled videos like “White thing' appears during an idol broadcast, what's its identity?!” and “Male Idol Sees a Ghost During a Broadcast.”

Unintentionally, whether it's a real ghost or not, the view count of episode 3 hit 1.2 million as ordinary people flocked to watch.

A whopping 1.2 million.

The manager looked at it and prayed to all the gods for a moment.

“Please give thanks to the ghost...”

“No, what good will that prayer do?”

I might really get punished.

Seeing my dumbfounded expression, the manager hurriedly stopped the car and turned his body toward me.

“Can you do well today?”

“Yes.”

“Uwaaah! I'm more excited! Today is finally the first audition.”

Yes, I heard that so much I was tired of it.

The manager seemed to have no doubt that I would pass.

“If you do well, it's the second round! And then the final!!”

“......”

Actually, I had a lot of thoughts about this part.

At first, I didn't care about acting, and I just needed an excuse to meet Writer Kim Sukhui.

But then I wondered if Kim Sukhui would willingly converse with me if my acting was too terrible. On the other hand, with my B-level acting skills, it didn't seem like I could beat existing actors, so why bother being conspicuously lazy?

“Yes, well, I'll try my best.”

So, I thought carelessly.

I didn't consider that even if my ability was at B, the character and the person could have extreme chemistry, resulting in a synchronization rate beyond my ability.


Chapter 82

“Hoyun, don’t be nervous! Don’t shake! Just be yourself, and they’ll like you! Oh, do you need some calming pills?”

As we headed towards the audition waiting room, I glanced at my manager, who kept expressing his worries. It seemed like he needed the calming pills more than I did.

When we entered the waiting room, I could feel the aspiring actors scanning me from head to toe. Sticky, mocking gazes followed. It was as if they were saying, “Oh my, an idol has arrived, huh?”

What will the drama be about today?

Feeling slightly excited, I turned to my manager.

“Manager, my throat is a bit dry. Could you please buy me some water?”

“Of course!!”

He quickly seated me in a corner and rushed out to buy water. The drink was just an excuse; I really just wanted to get rid of him.

Since entering the waiting room, I had been receiving prickling stares. Clearly, these people recognized my face. Some who didn't know me took a quick glance and moved on, but those who realized I was an idol returned unpleasant glares.

Moreover, this audition was for the famous Writer Kim Sukhui's work. As aspiring actors or rising stars, they wouldn't want me to snatch their opportunity away.

For now, I decided to quietly open the script.

In the first and second episodes, my character, Lee Jeonghun, didn't appear much. The most he did was clash with the protagonist a few times.

“Hmm.”

It didn't really matter since I had already read the scenes.

As I casually flipped through the script...

“Hello?”

At the moment when I was lost in the script, I heard a voice seemingly directed at me.

“You're Seo Hoyun, right?”

Wow, straight to the point.

I finally looked up and saw a man with a neat impression. He was smiling brightly, but his eyes revealed his irritation and contempt.

He looked familiar.

“My name is Lee Kangseok, an actor.”

“Ah, I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“I heard you're doing well these days... So, you're trying your hand at acting now?”

It seemed like nothing at first glance, but his words had a subtle sting to them, especially in this waiting room full of cutting gazes.

Ding!

[Why is the entertainment industry always like this?? Is it hard to go even a day without causing a fuss??]

Well, I was having fun.

Today, the system was annoyed on my behalf. I raised an eyebrow at him in response.

Lee Kangseok... I remembered his face from before coming here. We hadn't worked together, but I'd heard rumors about him.

A brownnoser.

It had been a while since I last encountered this kind of attitude in the industry, so I faintly smiled.

“Should I show you how to act? It seems like you need some practice before the audition...”

“Oh~.”

“Ah, I don't think I have time to help you with this audition. Maybe contact me sometime. I don't think I can help you here...”

“Oh... Wow, that might be possible~.”

In truth, I didn't need or even think about passing this audition, so I casually answered and let his following remarks go in one ear and out the other.

Or rather, I pretended to let them go.

Thanks to that, Lee Kangseok's face boiled with anger.

Ding!

[Subtly serving revenge like a pro...]

“...Um, Lee Kangseok.”

I glanced at him. Since he made my boring time more enjoyable, I genuinely and encouragingly clenched my fist.

It was a “fighting” pose.

“Good luck with the audition. I hope you pass.”

= So I will fail in the first round.

“...??”

While Lee Kangseok was still stunned and had even forgotten to be sarcastic, a staff member opened the audition room door and came out. The actor who had gone in earlier appeared behind them.

“Seo Hoyun, please come in.”

“Yes.”

As I stood up, I gave a small smile to the still-stiff Lee Kangseok.

The staff unintentionally drew people's attention to me. He looked around at the atmosphere before shaking their head and pushing me into the audition room.

A long table was inside, and five people were seated in a row. The director, the PD, the AD, the rest seemed to be studio staff, and one was the writer.

“Hello, Seo Hoyun.”

Kim Sukhui, the writer. The one who wrote the script for Please Take the Camera and created the character of Lee Jeonghun.

“Hello.”

I greeted her and walked to the center.

“My name is Seo Hoyun.”


He's here...!!

Three of the production staff did not like Seo Hoyun from the beginning. The writer, who had been expressing positive feelings towards Hoyun from the start, and the staff member, who brought the idol to try to raise the ratings, didn't seem to mind. However, Director Yu was disappointed.

So, an active idol finally enters my directing life...!!

Hoyun lowered his eyes and waited quietly. His face, cleaned of stage makeup, was much neater than expected, and his coldly raised eyes were tense. But the director decided not to be intimidated and to try and provoke him.

“Ah, you're from The Dawn, right? I've enjoyed watching Shining Star.”

= Why did an idol like you come here?

“Really? Thank you.”

= Hi ㅋㅋ

A light quarrel ensued before the audition began. The studio staff led the proceedings, and Director Yu grumbled while flipping through the script.

“I don't know if you've read the script. You must be busy.”

“Director.”

The AD quickly tried to stop him, but... the director had already made up his mind to be provocative. The atmosphere in the audition room became tense, but Seo Hoyun calmly answered without any reaction.

“Yes, I've read it.”

“Okay, let's start then.”

As soon as the studio staff finished speaking, Seo Hoyun placed the script on the floor. The staff member picked up the microphone again.

“Aren't you going to read the script?”

“I memorized it.”

Ugh, he must have been watching a drama somewhere.

The director didn't usually have a negative view of people who tried to appeal to themselves like this. At least they were diligent enough not to mess up the shooting.

But if that person was an “idol,” it was a different story.

He just didn't like everything about him from head to toe.

He couldn't let an idol ruin the perfect script and the perfect cast (including Min Jiheon and Yu Jia).

Honestly, at first, Director Yu wasn't very happy about Yu Jia either. She was not a bad choice, but she was also a singer.

But the reason why he changed his mind 180 degrees about Jia was because of an indie film she appeared in a few years ago as a supporting actress. Because of its low budget and newbie director, the film couldn't be released for various reasons and was only screened in a few small theatres last year. Yet, it received rave reviews and was even invited to prestigious international film festivals. Film critics, especially, unanimously praised Jia.

The image of Jia, the cute and lovable queen of romantic comedies, was still vivid as she stared at The Dawn with her clear eyes on the stairs of a semi-basement.

That was really... wow, amazing.

Director Yu's ability was acknowledged by everyone. But he was also very stubborn, had strong preconceptions and prejudices, and had a firm philosophy about acting. He couldn't accept someone he didn't acknowledge, even if they were just a supporting actor.

Sigh... ratings are the real enemy, the enemy.

The director clicked his tongue.

Initially, the character of Lee Jeonghun, who Hoyun was auditioning for, was set as a 33-year-old genius, a famous producer who had earned all sorts of “genius” titles.

But here they were, putting a 23-year-old idol who debuted just over a year ago, or rather, a few months ago as Seo Hoyun, into the candidate pool for that character.

The calm acting without depth, which didn't match his experience and was unrefined, could easily seem ridiculous.

No matter if Min Jiheon is coming, do we look that ridiculous to them?? Damn it!

“Let's start from here.”

“Yes, thank you.”

The scene of Lee Jeonghun's appearance at the broadcasting station was when the protagonist, Yu Jeonghwa, greeted him enthusiastically. But Lee Jeonghun responded indifferently and talked to other staff members instead.

It was a part where Lee Jeonghun's impudent personality was strongly revealed.

Next to them, the AD slowly read Yu Jeonghwa's lines.

“Hello, Senior Lee Jeonghun!”

Seo Hoyun slowly turned his head. Until then, Director Yu had been looking closely at the script. The AD read the lines like reading a Korean textbook.

“I saw you earlier on the rooftop! I'm Yu Jeonghwa, who joined as a new recruit! I've been watching the one you directed as an AD, Please Be a Cook, very attentively.”

“Ah, yes. The one who is good at social life.”

“Ah, ahahaha...”

Voice.

The director suddenly looked up.

The AD, who had been tilting his head slightly, also took over the lines of the minor role.

“Have we decided on the location?”

“Ah, no. We haven't decided yet.”

“...You still haven't chosen one?”

What the... the diction... is good.

It was neither too heavy nor light. It was the exact voice you would hear all the time in a broadcasting station, dry but exuding the fatigue unique to the place.

Seo Hoyun's eyes lingered in the air as if looking at an invisible person in front of him before dropping.

“What have you been doing all this time, then?”

“Well, the thing is, the budget for the last location didn't match our expectations... so we might need to look for more options.”

“Wow.”

Seo Hoyun laughed brightly.

“It's the first time I've seen someone embezzling their salary like this.”

“...!!”

“Why are you telling me this now when we're already short on time and still haven't chosen the location, not to mention the insufficient budget?”

For a moment, the writer saw the Lee Jeonghun she had imagined pass by. Seo Hoyun perfectly reproduced the impudence of Lee Jeonghun in the script as he twisted his neck with a click.

“Uh, uh, that...”

Thanks to that, even the AD in front of him was genuinely terrified.

“I'm sorry!”

“It's... 'not my fault'... no, it is! Yes! That's your fault, too!”

“Uh, ugh...!! Please, stop...!”

He continued saying the same words.

Amazing...!

For the writer, it was indeed an overwhelming moment. Her created character was alive and breathing right in front of her...!!

In the end, the lines of the minor role, who burst into tears and ran away, flowed out of the AD's mouth with great vitality.

Seo Hoyun finished his tirade, swore under his breath, and sighed deeply. He looked tired.

“That's Yu Jeonghwa, right...?”

“Yes, yes!!”

“It's not easy to be selected as a new recruit. You must be talented. So...”

“Well, I may lack experience, but I'm confident I can work hard if you trust me.”

“...Yes?”

As Seo Hoyun continued indifferently, he suddenly looked up. Yu Jeonghwa's lines continued innocently without any hint.

“I, starting from today, will be working under you, director!!”

“...Yeees??”

Seo Hoyun, looking alternately at the AD and the empty space (presumably Yu Jeonghwa), closed his mouth tightly after opening it a few times in disbelief.

The story was that a director on bad terms with Lee Jeonghun intentionally assigned the least competent new employee as a personnel supplement, claiming it was a personnel reinforcement.

Unknowingly, Director Yu had become absorbed in Seo Hoyun's more natural portrayal of Lee Jeonghun.

The script was up to this point...

Originally, it should have ended there.

“I'm going crazy. For real...”

However, Seo Hoyun did not finish with just that but went further. As if he couldn't stop, as if he was really immersed in the role.

It wasn't the truth.

It was just that the memory of being annoyed had slowly resurfaced.

“This is how you get screwed over.”

“Huh??”

Seo Hoyun bit his tongue. He frantically searched his jacket's inner pocket before stopping and pulling his hand out.

Seo Hoyun sighed, seemingly annoyed, and swept his hair back, then smiled brightly.

Everyone forgot that Lee Jeonghun was a jerk of a PD, and they became engrossed as they looked at him.

“Jeonghwa, newbie.”

“Yes, yep?!”

“Shall I buy you a coffee downstairs? What do you like?”

“Coffee?”

“Yes. Have something expensive. It's not an opportunity you get often.”

Coffee?

“...Ah, yes! Seo Hoyun, let's stop here!”

Seo Hoyun, holding back swearing, turned his body to face the end of the AD's command and bowed his head. At that moment, Writer Kim Sukhui raised her hand.

“Lee Jeong... No, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes.”

Undoubtedly, the figure standing before him after bowing was the “idol” Seo Hoyun. But why did he look like he was wearing a more fitting shell as Lee Jeonghun?

Director Yu released the breath he had been holding because of the sense of incongruity. On the other hand, the writer asked a question with a bright smile.

“What were you looking for in your jacket just now?”

It wasn't in the script. Writer Kim Sukhui was very curious as to why Seo Hoyun had made such a move.

To that question, Seo Hoyun answered very calmly and naturally.

“Cigarettes.”

“...Excuse me?”

Everyone was momentarily dumbfounded by the unexpected word from the idol. The writer, who regained her senses, followed up.

“Why were you looking for a cigarette just now?”

Seo Hoyun stared at the writer, then rolled his eyes as if slightly troubled. And eventually, he answered bluntly.

“...I was frustrated.”

“Why?”

“There's so much work piling up, but the new person wasn't someone who could be immediately put to work...”

“......”

“On top of that, we're already short-staffed... I wondered if the HR team was crazy for really sending someone like this just because a director ordered it... I think it would be better for Yu Jeonghwa to be in a relatively peaceful weekday morning entertainment team rather than this crazy survival variety... That's why I felt like looking for a cigarette.”

Was this a response that could come from a 23-year-old idol...?

“But why did you put it away?”

“I thought about it and held back because it's a broadcasting station... If that director was really in front of me, I might have smoked it. Just to show him.”

Is he crazy?

The director looked surprised at the perfect response, as if it was scripted.

No, what's with this seriously annoyed look...?

Feeling puzzled, the director asked once more.

“Then why did you offer to buy coffee?”

“Huh? Oh...”

Seo Hoyun rubbed the back of his neck.

“I can't win anymore, so I was trying to be a little nicer, so he won't run away...”

“......”

“Newbies tend to run away if they are treated like this...”

To put shackles on a newbie (to be a slave), you needed to buy them lots of delicious food and be nice to them for the first month, then once they became somewhat used to the job, you casually scold them with a smile and gentle words. They'd then calmly and quietly get used to the facts. Getting loud makes them feel inferior.

Unbelievable.

The writer held back her laughter and directed the following scene.

“Episode 1, Scene 26, meeting with the main character Min Seungtae.”

“Yes.”

Afterward, Seo Hoyun did another excellent job.

His precise diction came out naturally yet accurately, and it had a charm that captivated the audience.

Most of all, that expression.

The face that seemed to say “I want to go home quickly, but since no one else is doing it, I have to finish this and go” looked like a real veteran with a level 99 office worker vibe.

Wow.

The director silently admired him. For someone who hadn't experienced working in an office to have that kind of expression, it meant they had extraordinary observational skills.

It was truly a great misunderstanding.

The director watched Seo Hoyun's acting intently. And just as the AD was about to call the scene, the previous audition participants had been ordered to do...

“Episode 2, Scene 7, the full-fledged quarrel between Yu Jeonghwa and Lee Jeonghun...”

“Wait.”

“...Yes?”

The director stopped him. Seo Hoyun, who had been standing still, slightly furrowed his eyebrows.

“Let's do some improv acting instead of using the script.”

That was... equivalent to the director's rebellion.

The director laughed bitterly to himself, grinding his teeth.

No matter how hard Seo Hoyun had prepared, he couldn't possibly perfectly mimic PD Lee Jeonghun's garbage-like behavior (drinking, smoking, swearing, threatening) without a script.


Chapter 83

“Improv?”

“Yes.”

The director stared at Seo Hoyun with wide-open eyes.

“If you've read the script, you'd know that PD Lee Jeonghun is smart but rude, speaks bluntly, and loves making fun of others. He's a top-notch jerk. And that's not all. He sometimes resorts to threats without caring about the means.”

“......”

“In short, he's a trashy person.”

“Is... that so?”

Seo Hoyun muttered hesitantly. Yet, no one refuted the director's words. The writer even proudly agreed, saying while giving a thumbs-up,

“That's right, he's a complete piece of trash!”

“So, I'd like to see how close Seo Hoyun can get to PD Lee Jeonghun.”

“Um.”

“As I said earlier, PD Lee Jeonghun drinks alcohol and smokes cigarettes. Plus, he has a foul mouth. He's the kind of person who does everything people say not to do.”

“...Yes.”

Frankly, alcohol and cigarettes were merely “offensive” elements, so even if PD Lee Jeonghun had such a setting, there was no need to act out those parts for the role. However, the director just wanted to test him.

Let's see how far he can go.

He wanted to see how far this brave and powerful-looking idol could go.

I've offended him!

In reality, Seo Hoyun was already disgusted by the director's blatant fronting, but the director, misinterpreting it as him being pressured, proudly said,

“To be honest, it might be a bit rough for an idol to take on this role.”

“I'm fine with that.”

Although Seo Hoyun wondered if he was being too eager, his response was half out of hope that he would pass the audition and half out of wanting to impress the writer as a passionate rookie. Unaware of this, the director was touched to the point of being choked up.

He still wants to try acting even if it hurts his idol image... That's incredible.

The misunderstanding only deepened.

While the desire to give this fearless and desperate idol the role of Lee Jeonghun grew stronger, the director quickly shook his head.

“...If it's okay, could you show me some of your acting as PD Lee Jeonghun?”

“Excuse me?”

“Swearing, alcohol, cigarettes – everything PD Lee Jeonghun loves.”

“Director!”

Beside him, the AD looked over with pleading eyes, but it wasn't enough to dissuade the director, who was determined to test Seo Hoyun.

He probably can't do it, right?

However, Seo Hoyun merely tilted his head slightly.

“...Should I start with swearing?”

“...Yes?”

As the production staff was taken aback, Seo Hoyun hesitated for a moment before pulling a chair to the center and sitting down with his shoulders straight.

“Who should I direct the swear words at?”

“...The department head. Their relationship is bad in the setting.”

“Ah...”

Seo Hoyun chuckled. He touched the corner of his mouth and glanced at the director momentarily.

“Swearing at the department head.”

“Yes, just say whatever comes to mind. Casually.”

“Alright. I apologize, but please keep everything I say here a secret... I'm still an idol, after all.”

What kind of amazing thing was he trying to do?

The director slightly furrowed his brows, and in that instant, Seo Hoyun broke his composed sitting posture, crossed his legs arrogantly, and looked up at the ceiling.

“Um... Department head...”

“......”

Seo Hoyun curled his lips as if he was thinking of something.

“Our department head...”

And then, he opened his mouth.

“...(beep) like (beep-)brains stuck on (beep) ratings, I know, he should hide it, but he dares to compare that program to mine, even dares to... then he asked for more (beep) staff, saying it's not enough, while all the (beep) work from elsewhere is being piled on us, he gets to eat all the benefits while closing hid mouths and pretending to be (beep) innocent, it makes the viewers feel (beep)...”

“......”

“......”

“...Is that enough?”

What... did I just hear?

“...Yes, it's enough. It wasn't too bad.”

“Yes, I understand.”

The director looked extremely flustered but tried to act casual as he shakily sipped water. His hand trembled and spilled some, but he wiped his chin as if nothing happened.

...Well, that could happen.

Anyone can curse well, even if it's not specifically PD Lee Jeonghun. It wasn't a vulgar curse, but rather a curse that seemed to express a PD's desperation in Yeouido... For now, he could do it well, yes.

Seo Hoyun stared quietly at the shaken director and wiped his chin.

“...If it's not enough, should we try the version of an overbearing star instead of the PD?”

“No, no more! That's enough!”

“Yes.”

Seo Hoyun closed his mouth neatly. Then, the director quickly moved on to the next topic.

“Lee Jeonghun is also famous for his drinking skills! Not only is he a heavy drinker, but he also knows how to handle alcohol after meeting various types of people!”

“...It seems like a lot of detail has been added?”

Even though Kim Sukhui, the writer watching with interest, whispered from the side, the director remained firm. The AD glanced at the director with a bored expression.

There's no way they'd ask him to prove his drinking skills by suddenly drinking alcohol during the audition, so how could they ask him to show that?

However, the director was truly a formidable lunatic.

“Alright! Seo Hoyun! Please show us your drinking skills!”

“It's, it's a setting!”

What were you telling an idol to do right now!

The AD scolded the director in shock.

But Seo Hoyun was Seo Hoyun.

After hearing that, he calmly stood up and picked up a plastic soda bottle.

“I'll borrow this. Ah, do you have a paper cup?”

“...Yes? Oh... Yes.”

“With this, hmm... Although the neck is a bit short, it should work. Please hold the paper cup.”

Seo Hoyun casually opened the soda bottle, snapped his wrist flamboyantly, and poured the drink into the paper cup from a distance.

“...!!”

What is this??

It was pure astonishment. The director stared wide-eyed at the paper cup in his hand. Seo Hoyun tilted his head slightly and murmured.

“Hmm, as expected, the neck is too short. If it were a soju bottle, it would be cleaner.”

“...Yes?”

“Next, please. Give me the paper cup.”

And he even managed to successfully pour the drinks into the AD and the writer's paper cups with his brilliant alcohol skills—no, soda-pouring skills.

What on earth is this??

An idol who knew how to flaunt alcohol skills??

Everyone drank the drink in the paper cups with bewitched expressions, but Seo Hoyun simply closed the cap without drinking.

...Details? Could it be a detail representing PD Lee Jeonghun's personality, who learned drinking skills because he didn't want to get drunk?

It was just because Seo Hoyun didn't want to drink, but the director, now thoroughly enchanted by him, misunderstood it in his own way.

However, since he had worked all night and gone through a lot of trouble preparing for the show, the director couldn't readily admit it.

Alright!

Since he prepared a scene anyway, he wanted to use it even if it was a waste! The director clenched his eyes tightly.

“Then, cigarettes! They say PD Lee Jeonghun smokes at least a pack a day...!! His lungs are as black as his personality!!”

“Director!!”

“...It kinda hurts.”

Seo Hoyun muttered under his breath, but everyone was too excited to hear it. The AD poked the director's side in annoyance.

“Do you want him to smoke here?? Are you crazy? It's indoors!”

“No, just pretend! Just pretend!”

“Ugh... well, fine. Seo Hoyun, you've shown us everything else, so... can you at least pretend? Here, I'll lend you my cigarette.”

“......”

Despite it being the most straightforward request so far, Seo Hoyun stared strangely at the Malboro Gold that the AD held out to him.

And then, he fell silent with a slightly awkward expression.

...Huh?

It was a strange occurrence for Seo Hoyun, who had never refused a cigarette until now. Seo Hoyun deliberately turned his gaze away from the cigarette offered by the staff and asked,

“...Um, can I... not a real cigarette, but use candy instead?”

“What?”

“I have candy.”

“...Well, okay.”

Wasn't it easier to act with a real cigarette? Did he dislike cigarettes?

Regardless, it didn't matter. It was his choice.

Just as the AD was about to put away the pack of cigarettes, Seo Hoyun approached and asked him again.

“Can I borrow a lighter?”

“Yes. Here you go.”

Seo Hoyun, bowing his head slightly, rummaged through his pocket and indeed pulled out a stick of candy. He then let out a deep sigh and said,

“Let's begin.”

Gulp.

Everyone swallowed nervously.

What's so nerve-wracking about someone smoking a cigarette? Moreover, the guy was a 23-year-old idol who was not even holding a real cigarette but candy in one hand and a lighter in the other!

Yet, everyone's gazes were irresistibly drawn to Seo Hoyun.

“Huff...”

Nonetheless, Seo Hoyun showed no signs of nervousness as he held the lighter he received from the AD in one hand and flicked it open with irritation.

“Fuck, it's not working...”

Then, he pretended to shield the lighter from the wind and tried it again. Finally, it seemed to catch fire as Seo Hoyun sucked the end of the candy so hard his cheeks hollowed out. He slumped into a chair and tilted his head.

“......”

He stared blankly at the ceiling for a moment and exhaled a long breath as if blowing out smoke.

...Cigarette smoke?

For an instant, the director, AD, and writer all... had the illusion that they saw cigarette smoke coming from the candy Seo Hoyun was holding.

Just as if a halo erupted behind a handsome actor in a domestic occult movie, they all believed it...

As they all stared, entranced, Seo Hoyun flicked off the imaginary ash from his candy and muttered,

“Life is really...”

“......”

“Always so shitty...”

...He's insane.

It was just Lee Jeonghun.

There was nothing more to see.

This was... just Lee Jeonghun.

In the minds of all the judges looking at him, “Seo Hoyun the Idol” was completely gone, replaced by “Lee Jeonghun the Genius PD.”

They couldn't help but think that he must pass the first round.


Chapter 84

“Wow...”

Whether the director and the production crew were excited or not, I was already slightly regretting coming to this audition.

“I really want to smoke...”

And did the AD even think I would smoke those absurdly awful cigarettes? As if life wasn't hard enough already, I had to resist the urge to smoke and resort to sucking on a candy stick, causing me to swear.

“No, Hoyun. You held back well.”

Anyway, I quickly put aside my sickening sentimentality and glanced around, noticing that most people were either whispering with serious faces or checking their scripts.

Among them, only the writer had a bright expression while the director was seriously looking at my profile again.

“Seo Hoyun, is this really your first time acting?”

“Yes, it's my first time.”

“That's unbelievable... How could you be so natural?”

It was all just experience that brought out this acting...

In fact, I wasn't really acting but pouring out my emotions from real-life experiences...

“Honestly, I'm really conflicted. I didn't think a twenty-three-year-old would come for this role...”

“Of course.”

Did it make sense?

However, the director seemed to be considering his own touching points, like a judge in an audition program.

“...I'm a little shaken.”

“......”

“You seem to have good observational skills.”

“...That's an overstatement.”

The director, who muttered that I resembled Lee Junghoon in shamelessness, was already sending me love-filled gazes, which made me feel more burdened.

Where did the initial atmosphere go? Everyone laughed like children in the warm atmosphere.

“I wanted to see more improvs, if possible, but we're running out of time. Hmm... It's a shame...”

“Hmm, I see. So, I'm eliminated?”

Somehow, I got too immersed, but it was still better to be eliminated. The director stroked his chin, seemingly disappointed, so I waited patiently for his following words. It turned out to be unexpected.

“Have you finished all your activities lately?”

“...Yes?”

“We can't adjust the shooting schedule to the supporting actors.”

“Yeah... I'm pretty much free now.”

“Understood. We'll keep that in mind. Thank you for your hard work, Seo Hoyun.”

I briefly thought about the meaning of his words, then bowed my head and left the audition room.

“Shouldn't he be a survival audition judge instead of a director...?”

His nitpicking was no joke.

...Well, the feeling was a bit off, but there were still tasks to be done.


Even though the audition was over, I deliberately hid from my manager and went to the broadcasting station's café. I found out that Writer Kim had a serious caffeine addiction.

After taking care of various things, I was feeling a sugar crash, so I ordered a mocha frappuccino and killed some time. Then, Writer Kim walked in.

“Wow! Isn't this PD Lee Junghoon?”

“Ahahaha.”

Right on cue, Writer Kim started the conversation. I naturally threw away all the carefully planned lines in my head and greeted her with a bright smile.

“Hello, Writer Kim.”

“You did a great job at the audition earlier. Is now a good time?”

“Yes, of course.”

She even spoon-fed me. Well, I had to accept it. But a strange message popped up in the system window.

Ding!

[Manager is waiting!

Please return quickly!!]

...?

I glanced at the system window and sat down with Writer Kim, and we started chatting amicably.

“I'm really grateful for your help earlier. It was my first time, so I was very nervous, but thanks to Writer Kim's kindness, I was able to perform as prepared.”

“Oh my, you have such eloquent speech. Could a nervous person show off their drinking skills too?”

Hahaha.

We laughed heartily, and Writer Kim Sukhui smiled warmly.

“Thank you so much for coming to the audition. What if you didn't come? Actually, I pushed quite hard for you, Seo Hoyun, so I was really worried about what would happen if your acting skills were lacking...but it turned out to be a needless worry.”

“...Pushed?”

“Yeah. Honestly, the production staff didn't like it, but you know why. They think an actor's acting is safer than an idol's acting. Of course, many idols are good at acting, but...”

Writer Kim Sukhui pointed her finger at where the audition had taken place.

“I could already tell the answer just by looking at the director's expression earlier.”

“I'm still lacking a lot, but I'm grateful you are looking at me favorably.”

“Oh my, this response is exactly like Lee Jeonghun himself.”

Writer Kim expressed her opinion openly. She brought up the main point as I smiled and pondered her inexplicable favoritism.

“Actually, I referred a lot to Seo Hoyun in building the character of Lee Jeonghun.”

“...Really?”

“I diligently watched all of Shining Star. It was really intense back then... You got the nickname 'No Makeup' and all. Of course, when building the character, I took bits and pieces from various people, but I strangely liked Seo Hoyun the most.”

Huh...

That was the first time I've heard that.

I a tad changed my thoughts. It could have really been a coincidence, right?

However, some of me still doubted that creating a character similar to me was possible, not just in personality but in basic settings, just from a single show.

So, I said to her,

“I thought you had a specific person in mind for the character of Lee Jeonghun because it was so detailed.”

“Huh? Really?”

“Yes. Like a real PD from a TV station, for example.”

I sneakily threw bait out there.

However, Writer Kim just tilted her head and laughed.

“Ahahaha, there was no exact motive. I just borrowed some personalities from people around me.”

“Is that so...”

It didn't seem like she was lying. As I was sipping my mocha frappuccino, the system window kept popping up, bothering me.

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Why is this happening?

It was like a malicious program installed on a computer, constantly popping up, and I momentarily looked at it.

I could ignore it, but... all the messages wanted me to return.

It was as if they were hoping I wouldn't be involved in this side of things.

“Anyway, I'll be looking forward to it. Of course, it's not confirmed yet. There are some people who are skeptical about us casting you.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“I just want to push you as much as possible...”

“......”

I didn't want that...

Although I didn't plan on getting involved in a drama as Lee Jeonghun, I couldn't help but immerse myself in it once I started. I wanted to pass the audition to the actor Lee Kangseok, but Writer Kim already seemed to have her sights set on me, even saying scary things like “should we modify the settings a bit?”

I got nothing.

Should I just let it go? As I was feeling a bit empty and touching my lips, Writer Kim added,

“But Min Jiheon is pushing for Seo Hoyun quite a bit, isn't he?”

“...Yes?”

I lifted my head in surprise at the unexpected remark.

“...That's impossible. We have no personal connection.”

“Huh?”

At my words, Writer Kim seemed even more puzzled. She scratched her head.

“That's strange. I thought Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon were close friends.”

“Why did you think that?”

“Remember I said that I watched Shining Star. I actually don't know much about idols.”

“......”

“I happened to go to the Please Serve Cider wrap-up party while worrying about my next work. When I mentioned that I wanted to create a unique character, Min Jiheon said—

What...what did he say?

“He said that there were many charming friends on Shining Star. Among them, Seo Hoyun has a very unique personality, so give it a try...”

What did you say?

This was quite surprising. It must have shown on my face as Writer Kim awkwardly laughed.

“Well, I don't really know what's going on with young people these days... Ahahaha! Anyway, I watched the reruns of the program diligently, and the character Lee Jeonghun came to mind, so the scenario was created in no time! I'm grateful to Min Jiheon. Plus, I got to know a treasure like Seo Hoyun.”

Writer Kim patted my shoulder and stood up first as I tried to keep my expression in check.

“I'll be looking forward to seeing you again. Good news, I hope.”

“Yes. Please be careful on your way.”

Although Writer Kim left with the warm hope that I'd meet her expectations, my head was filled with confusion.

“Why, of all people?”

Min Jiheon. An actor I thought I'd never have any connection with, as he was mysterious and I once a variety show PD.

I remembered his distinctive talking style—sluggish speech in which he dragged out the ends of his words and his eyes cast down. The last time I saw him, he acted uninterested in me, so I was going to ignore him and move on.

This isn't normal.

I gulped down the melted mocha frappuccino and got up from my seat when the system window popped up.

Ding!

[Do not meet with Min Jiheon.]

“...Huh.”

The jumbled thoughts in my head immediately came to one conclusion, and I picked up my phone to search for his contact and sent a message.

– Me: Hello, Min Jiheon-sunbae. This is Seo Hoyun from the idol group The Dawn under the same agency.]

Taking a moment to catch my breath, I added another message.

– Me: If it's okay with you, could you spare some time to meet?]


Min Jiheon.

He could well be considered the most accomplished actor in their 20s in Korea.

After struggling in the theater scene of Chungmuro, he was cast in a Daepaseong Entertainment project by chance. He then gained minor popularity as a supporting actor in a weekend drama and made a name for himself.

Afterward, his supporting role in a movie, which became an unexpected blockbuster with over 10 million movie tickets sold, led to a meteoric rise in popularity, and he became a Hallyu star as the secondary male lead in a primetime drama series.

Of course, most of his subsequent works were hits. Although there were occasional flops, there was no controversy surrounding him as the lead actor, as his basic acting skills supported him.

[Did Min Jiheon receive a heavenly blessing?

└ Why

└ Acting skills]

...He was the sole pillar of Daepaseong Entertainment, recognized by the majority of the public.

Defining the relationship between him and me would be merely exchanging greetings as sunbae and hoobae.

But we were never close enough for him to favor me as a hoobae.

– Min Jiheon: Ahh!!

“......”

What was this?

– Min Jiheon: Why are you texting me now? Haha

What was this sudden... familiarity?

I headed to a small restaurant after receiving a brief message about the meeting location and at what time.

I told the members and the manager that I would be meeting with my younger sibling, so I might be a bit late.

Arriving first, I was guided to the reserved room and waited for a while before Min Jiheon entered.

“Hello~.”

“Yes, hello.”

He was still blunt, but... he seemed somehow more excited than usual.

What's going on?

As I greeted him politely, I ignored the still-hovering warning window. Min Jiheon only gave me a slight smile, seemingly delighted, and opened the menu as soon as he sat down.

“Let's eat first.”

“Yes, I'll eat whatever you recommend.”

“Really? Then I'll order something appropriate.”

Min Jiheon called an employee and said,

“Please give us two sets of Course C, two servings of yukgaejang[1], three servings of tteokgalbi[2], two servings of abalone bibimbap, and three servings of galbijjim[3].”

“I can't eat that much.”

“Oh, that's for me. I was about to order for Seo Hoyun separately...”

“...You're going to eat all that by yourself?”

“Yes.”

'...'

I recalled how Min Jiheon's manager had jokingly called him a pig during our trip to Jeju Island. He wasn't even an athlete; how could he eat more than ten servings in one meal when he's an actor?

However, such a blunt Min Jiheon didn't affect the employee's expression in the slightest. I quickly added another menu item, and the employee quietly closed the door and left.

Min Jiheon spoke first.

“I really meant to contact you first, but... I realized I didn't have your number. I've only given mine. I was worried about contacting the company.”

“Didn't you say it was bothersome to contact?”

“Ahaha, I must have said that back then...”

Min Jiheon closed his eyes and laughed.

“I've heard a lot about you, Seo Hoyun—here and there—and it was quite fun. I was also waiting for you to contact me...”

“...?”

“Did you go to the audition?”

He went straight to the point before the rice scoop was even placed. I didn't mind people with brief introductions, so I nodded.

“Thanks to you, I had a good audition.”

“Ah, really?”

“Min Jiheon-sunbae, Writer Kim said that you recommended me...”

As I tried to get into the nitty-gritty, the employee came in and quickly set the table. The flow of the atmosphere was interrupted as the side dishes and main menu were spread out.

The employee left, and I tried to start the conversation again, but Min Jiheon's eyes sparkled too much as he picked up his chopsticks.

“Why did you—”

“Oh, why is this even more delicious...”

“...Why did you recommend me?”

“Wow! What is this? It's delicious, too. Hasn't the chef here improved?”

“...Are you listening to me?”

“...Oops.”

He clearly wasn't listening. This kid.

I was slightly annoyed, and Min Jiheon stealthily glanced at me and pushed the side dish.

“...Seo Hoyun, try this first. ...If you don't want to, never mind. Sorry.”

It's been a while since I've seen such an unapologetic person. Eventually, I closed my mouth and stared at him quietly, and Min Jiheon grumbled quietly, saying, “Even Mount Kumgang is a sight to see after a meal...”

“Didn't you pick this place to talk quietly?”

“Um... No, it's just that this place is delicious.”

“......”

He was telling me to just shut up and eat.

I took a deep breath and calmed my heart. It didn't matter that he was the difficult type for me to deal with.

I'll shake him up.

No one in this world didn't have a dark side. If something awkward came up after exchanging a few words, I could catch the tail of the conversation and shake it up like a blanket.

“It's delicious...”

Min Jiheon... where was all that rice going? He ate endlessly. Even I, a rice lover, got tired of him and put down my chopsticks. I didn't really touch the food since I ate beforehand.

In the meantime, I took a quick look at the system window. The system window was strangely quiet, which would normally have been buzzing with excitement and sending lots of messages.

[...Get out of there.]

Nope, I don't want to.

Judging by the system window's strange behavior, I was determined to dig deeper into Min Jiheon.

I stared at Min Jiheon as he finally put down his spoon after scraping and eating from the last dish.

“I'm sorry. I lose my mind when I see food.”

“You seem to be like that.”

“...You're honest.”

Min Jiheon's eyes widened in surprise. The conversation may have seemed somewhat off, but it was good in any case. The conversation started again. Min Jiheon wiped his mouth and shook his head.

“Anyway... you asked why I recommended you.”

“Yes. Honestly, I'm not that close with you, sunbae.”

“Is that true?”

“But I was curious why you went out of your way to do that. Maybe the CEO pushed you.”

“Ah. There was no push from the CEO... I was just curious. That's why I recommended you.”

“...What were you curious about?”

If I knew that, I'd know how the script and settings came to be, whether Min Jiheon knew something, and why the system window kept warning me.

I didn't know what made him laugh at my question, but Min Jiheon gave me a big grin.

“You know nothing.”[4]

...Did I know nothing?

What kind of nonsense was this?

The employees cleared the table, and Min Jiheon sipped the tea brought in for dessert. He made a mischievous face and dragged on.

“Let's see~, you seemed older than me.”

As if he were a fortune-teller in a drama, looking at the protagonist's fate.

“Can I call you 'hyung'?”

What... was this absurd nonsense?




1 Spicy beef (usually shredded) soup with vegetables



2 Grilled short rib patties



3 Braised beef short ribs



4 The raw was unclear if this was a question or a statement.



Chapter 85

I failed to maintain my composure. If I were to be honest... Min Jiheon was younger than me. But that’s not possible now.

I've become younger.

“Do I look that old?”

I frowned blatantly and acted as if I had heard a bad joke.

“I'm twenty-three. I'm younger than Min Jiheon.”

“Aha, so you're twenty-three now?”

Min Jiheon laughed as though he'd heard something amusing.

When his laughter subsided, he seemed momentarily lost in thought before crossing his arms and looking at me up and down. But his gaze was strangely chilling, as if he were looking at something behind me, not me...

“About thirty-three...?”

“...!”

A red warning light flashed in my head, and chills ran up my spine instantly. Regardless, Min Jiheon looked at me while biting his lip.

“No... is it a bit more? I'm not sure about this...”

“......”

“Oh, it seems like I just made a rhyme, didn't I?”[1]

With a narrowed gaze, I watched Min Jiheon as he muttered, “is it... is it not...”

Has he gone mad?

...Could he have guessed this just by throwing it out there? My thought process was slightly twisted, but as someone who had been a chatterbox for 32 years, I unconsciously let my mouth run.

“What... are you talking about?”

“......”

“Is this a candid camera?”

Min Jiheon, who had been mumbling to himself, just flashed a meaningful smile.

“You're back, right?”

With his eyes even more narrowed, Min Jiheon looked behind me as if groping for something.

No, I didn't think it was possible, but was a camera installed somewhere?

If I were to get caught talking nonsense here, wouldn't it be a disaster?

“...I'll admit that you're really good at acting, sunbae. So, where's the camera installed?”

“Um... hyung. First of all, I think I need to give you some additional explanation about me.”

“......”

“Have you ever heard that there's only a thin line between a shaman and an entertainer?”

It seemed like I'd heard of it before. But I didn't have the energy to listen to such nonsense at the moment.

Min Jiheon ignored my tense gaze and continued his story.

“I'm not a shaman~ My family is ordinary, but... um, I've been able to see many things that I shouldn't have. So, when I was young, I had a lot of trouble...”

Min Jiheon calmly laid out his story as if he was explaining a character he was playing.

“If I don't disperse this energy somehow, malicious spirits will really rush in like crazy. So, that's why I act.”

“...What?”

“Don't misunderstand. I really like acting too.”

Min Jiheon playfully tapped his cheek.

“...Yeah, it seems like you really like it. So, is your next role as a shaman?”

“Ahaha, my next project is Please Take the Camera. I haven't played a shaman yet.”

Min Jiheon just laughed, like someone enjoying a night out. His gaze was still wandering somewhere other than on me.

“So, after seeing and experiencing so many different things... your case was a first for me. It was a bit confusing after a long time.”

I've never seen something like this before.

...I remembered Min Jiheon's words when he looked at me back in Jeju Island.[2] At that time, I thought it was just a simple provocation. Min Jiheon stopped his wandering gaze and stared directly into my eyes, muttering.

“Is it a person or a ghost...?”

Ding!

[WARNING!

I'm warning you.

Get out now.]

...The system window displayed a strong warning that I had never seen before. Beyond the rising warning window, Min Jiheon's laughing face was visible.

“What was your original job? How did you become an idol...? Your skills were quite impressive.”

[WARNING!

I'm warning you again.

Get out immediately.]

The once-loose atmosphere tightened up in an instant. The dozens of system windows appearing in front of me... lent credibility to Min Jiheon's words. This was not a staged candid camera but an actual situation.

It was time to change my stance.

“What is it?”

How can you believe that nonsense about seeing ghosts?

Min Jiheon was an actor, a very outstanding one, even deserving the title of national actor. Fooling the audience came naturally to actors like him; how easy it must be for him to fool someone like me. I spat out my words while looking at him with a cold gaze.

“Stop the nonsense and get to the point.”

I needed to figure out how he knew my information. This was inside a game. So far, the only person who remembered me was my younger sibling. Even if he somehow investigated me, there should be nothing he could discover.

Min Jiheon rubbed the corner of his eye and let out a slightly awkward laugh.

“...Hmm, you're quite a scary type, huh?”

“......”

“It's okay; I understand that it's sudden and suspicious. But I'm really just trying to help.”

At that moment, Min Jiheon gently touched the bracelet on his wrist.

“Showing it directly would be the most reliable, right?”

A black bead was strung on the jingling bracelet. I caught his eyes, which were unusually wavering in the odd atmosphere.

“You'll want to know too.”

“...Yes?”

“I'm wondering what to show you... But first, you need to agree. This might hurt a bit.”

Min Jiheon now spoke very clearly. It was unbelievable compared to the person I met earlier.

I wiped my dumbfounded face.

“...Heh.”

What was I doing here? I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

“Fine, I don't know what it is, but give it a try. You did a great job with this concept... isn't the CEO behind this?”

“Ahaha, I don't think the CEO knows. Anyway...you agreed, right?”

A wave of regret hit me instantly. I thought that following this chuunibyou-concept guy wouldn't lead to any answers.

Still, half of me wanted to see how far he'd go, and the other half wanted to cling to any straw for answers.

“I did say it might hurt... I warned you.”

Min Jiheon rolled up his sleeve and stared at me intently while fiddling with the bracelet.

“Are you apologizing in advance?”

“...?”

And the moment Min Jiheon shook the bracelet...

“Ugh...”

I felt a tightening sensation in all my blood vessels at that moment and leaned forward. The words flowed out of Min Jiheon's mouth.

“【Emptying the■■.】”

“What, what...?”

A wave of pain surged up from my stomach as if being stabbed by sharp objects. I clenched my teeth and tightly gripped the table as I glared at him.

Min Jiheon was looking at me while also not looking at me. He was looking at something beyond, something unknowable.

“【It's not a ■■ just because there's a ■...】”

His voice echoed in my ears like a slithering snake yet also muddled as if submerged underwater. With my ears feeling like they were filled with water, the system window's warning sound rang alongside the screeching noise.

Ding!

[WARNING!]

“Gah!”

Gulping, something lumpy rose from my throat. I hurriedly covered my mouth with a napkin and spat it out, but I had no idea what it was. My vision was spinning, and the pain was so intense that I wasn't in my right mind.

Ding!

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

“【Considering the ■■■.】”

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-Dong!

Ding-... ding-...

......

...An unbelievable incident occurred.

The warning window suddenly disappeared.

Everything flowed like slow-motion in a movie.

The emotionless face of crazy Min Jiheon looking down at me, the music quietly playing in the restaurant, and the countless system windows that popped up as if warning me before vanishing.

Suddenly, everything felt so out of place.

The world I was standing in felt alien.

No... it wasn't that.

In fact, it wasn't that the world was alien, but I was the strange one.

Like some foreign substance jutting out in a place where everything was arranged in order, I, standing at the boundary of reality and unreality, felt nauseatingly terrible.

Ding!

[E R R O R]

For a moment, my vision flickered.

Screech!

The steering wheel quickly spun past my eyes.

The clear blue sky, my body leaning to one side, the static radio...

When I realized I was in a car... ... it was already too late, as I crashed into the sharp debris.

Crash!

“Ugh...!”

I held my breath. My body that was floating suddenly plummeted, and the sense of reality quickly returned.

Only my hands clenched tightly around the table were supporting my trembling body.

“Ugh, gasp, cough... ugh, fuck...”

A car accident.

An accident that happened ten years ago... in the past.

The car I was riding in with my parents... me sitting alone in the backseat. That damned accident in which I instantly lost both of my parents.

I clung to the table until my knuckles turned white and swallowed the trembling in my throat.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck...”

I muttered curses several times, not knowing where I was. As I coughed and covered my mouth, Min Jiheon urgently shoved a new napkin in my hand to block it.

Blood stained the white napkin.

“Uh...”

Min Jiheon's voice, which had been groaning just a moment ago, was now clear.

“Uh... did I go too far?”

“......”

“Sorry, I didn't expect it to be this intense.”

Min Jiheon, looking slightly flustered, stepped back and covered the bracelet again. I gritted my teeth from the vivid sensations of the car accident and gasped for breath.

Suddenly, blood flowed from Min Jiheon's nose as well.

“Ah, but I'm also in pain... Wow, this is stronger than I thought.”

“Ugh, cough...”

“Should we try more... no...”

Min Jiheon muttered while closing his eyes as if feeling dizzy. I barely finished taking a deep breath and immediately grabbed his collar as soon as I grasped the situation.

“You crazy bastard...!!”

Bang!

The table was pushed, and teacups fell to the floor. Min Jiheon frowned and quickly tried to step back, but I pulled his collar tightly.

“You... answer me properly from now on.”

“Ah, wait a minute...”

“I'm not as gentle as you think.”

“I know! I can see that already!”

Min Jiheon might have been genuinely scared as he squinted his eyes. Either way, I grabbed his collar again.

“...How do you know about that incident? What did you just show me?”

“I understand you're very angry, but grabbing my collar. I'm really struggling right now... No, you agreed earlier, remember?!”

“Answer me right now!!”

Enraged, I shouted, and Min Jiheon finally opened his eyes, which were tightly closed. His eyes were still cloudy and shimmering.

“...Geez, let's just calm down for a moment.”

“......”

“Let's just leave it at that for now.”

Damn it.

Min Jiheon said while releasing my grip on his collar. My insides were turning, and I felt like my brain was melting from the pain. I leaned on the table, gasping for air, and glared at him.

That son of a bitch...

“Hey, Min Jiheon!!!”

Just as I tried to seize the opportunity to attack him again, Min Jiheon's manager suddenly burst into the room with a loud noise.

“What are you doing here?! You need to board your flight right now, don't you know? Se-Seo Hoyun?”

“......”

As I kept silent and stared at Min Jiheon, his manager quickly assessed the situation and looked around nervously. But Min Jiheon concealed his earlier panic and answered nonchalantly.

“Sorry, I was meeting an acquaintance.”

“An acquaintance...? Seo Hoyun?”

In the awkward atmosphere, Min Jiheon's manager discreetly moved closer to Min Jiheon and quietly asked. Min Jiheon deliberately turned his body to hide the blood-stained napkins scattered on the floor and smiled at the manager.

“Shall we go? I was just about to wrap up.”

“Of course, we should go right now...! But why are you meeting Seo Hoyun? Are you...close?”

“Well, no.”

“Then why did you come without saying anything...”

The manager glanced back and forth between the two of us with a sly look. It seemed like he sensed something strange but couldn't quite put his finger on it.

“...But maybe we'll try becoming friends from now on.”

A hollow laugh escaped.

He was a complete lunatic.

“...Anyway, we should hurry. Let's talk more in the car. Ugh! Why are these containers all over the place? The whole floor is wet, be careful there!”

As his manager dragged him away, Min Jiheon hesitated a little and glanced back at me.

“...Min Jiheon.”

“Mi-Min Jiheon?”

I called out to Min Jiheon, who was about to leave the room. His manager was shocked by how I called him, but I didn't have the time to care. [3]

The vivid sensations of the steering wheel that twisted abruptly, the excessively blue sky, the screeching sound of the tires scraping the floor—all of it was still clear in my mind.

“You...still haven't answered me.”

“I'm, I'm really sorry, but not now... I need to catch my flight.”

The manager stuttered and looked at me while Min Jiheon pulled on his arm.

“As a hyung, your audition success must be guaranteed already... shall we meet at the set?”

“......”

“I'll tell you then.”

I wanted to grab him right away and scream at him for what he did. But I couldn't do that with watchful eyes around. My fists trembled with unreleased anger, and I heard his manager mutter as he left the room.

“So, so you were having a late-night chat...?”

“......”

“Audition practice...? But what the hell is it?”

As the room door closed and I was left alone, I crumpled the blood-stained napkins and threw them roughly into the trash can.

“Fuck... that fucking bastard!”

Even as I cursed like a madman, my mood didn't improve. I clenched my fist and glared at the exit where Min Jiheon had just left.

“Set, my ass...”

Do you think I'd just sit still like this?

My jaw trembled violently.




1 The rhyme appears to be based on the repeated syllable “가.” Jiheon says “긴가? 긴가민가하네” where “긴가” (is it a bit more?) is followed by “긴가민가하네” (I'm not sure about this). The sound “가” is repeated three times in two phrases.



2 See Episode 57.



3 Because Hoyun didn't use honorifics such as sunbae.



Chapter 86

“Kim Jaeyeon, is there really nothing?”

– “There's really nothing! Why are you suddenly like this?”

“People can't be completely without flaws. Did you at least try digging something up?”

– “Well, I tried digging, but...”

After wiping a few drops of blood from the back of my hand, I put on my mask and left the restaurant. I chose the least crowded path and called Kim Jaeyeon as I walked.

Fuck... I flinched every time a car came by.

– “They say tons of variety show offers come in because of how much he eats... but he rejects them all.”

“......”

– “...That's all there is.”

“...I'm going crazy.”

– “Ah, I didn't want to talk about it because I knew you'd react like this.”

Min Jiheon was the real deal. That bastard showed me that himself.

Seeing ghosts? That rumor won't be effective, right?

Even if people knew Min Jiheon had a strange ability, it wouldn't really hurt him. Instead, having a rumor of being a club regular would be worse for his image.

I didn't know how Kim Jaeyeon interpreted my annoyance, but he deflated and said,

– “I'll contact you if I find something. But I can't guarantee anything.”

“...Understood. Go and take a look.”

I hung up the call immediately, roughly stuffing my phone into my pocket. As cars passed by, I lowered my head and walked with long strides. Whenever a car quickly sped by the empty road... the accident came to mind, my breath felt heavy, and my hands trembled.

My younger brother... No, no, never mind.

The urge to check up on him welled, but showing him my current state would only cause more worry. He already embraced all the world's worries... there's no need to add mine to the mix.

...Let's go back. Sleep and think later.

My thoughts were tangled, and I couldn't properly sort through the situation. I kept muttering curses, and I closed my mouth as soon as I entered the dorm. Kang Ichae, who had heard the door open, came out of the room with headphones hanging around his neck.

“Mom, the gorgeous 20-something rapper came to visit.”

“...Ugh.”

“Did you have fun at the audition~?”

Kang Ichae was babbling nonsense like usual, but I was too shocked to think of a proper response. As I tried to pass by with a vague answer, Kang Ichae stopped and furrowed his eyebrows.

“...?”

“...What.”

“What's this?”

At the moment when Kang Ichae seemed to say something after scanning me up and down...

“Why are you breathing so heavily—”

Beeeeeeeeep!

Shit.

A car horn honked outside.

“......”

I thought it was another hallucination, so I tried to hide my trembling hands and maintain my expression. Kang Ichae took a step back and glanced out the window.

Of course, there was a car outside.

“What's up with that car?”

Kang Ichae could see and hear it too.

It's not a hallucination or delusion.

“Uh, it's... it's a bit noisy.”

“......”

“...Ugh.”

I tried to speak calmly, but no sound came out of my throat. It was a familiar sensation. I suddenly felt like I was screwed.

“Hey, Kang... Kang Ichae, Ichae.”

And then I finally realized the state I was in. I was fine just a moment ago, but after hearing that car, my fingertips turned pale, and my breath hitched. Without even having the time to check Kang Ichae's expression, I asked for help.

“Just a moment, just a moment... I, uh...”

“......”

“What is it? Tell me...”

A plastic bag, I needed a plastic bag so I could breathe more easily...

My mind was so frazzled that I couldn't tell if what I was saying made sense or who I was directing my words to.

“Fuck... Shit...”

The sound of a horn kept squeezing through my fingers. It was a sound I had heard countless times, but it was so identical to the one I heard when I was twenty...

The sound of tires skidding, smashing into the guardrail, the echoing screams... The scene I saw earlier flashed before like it was real.

“......”

Suddenly, something was pushed in front of my mouth.

When I felt it with my hand, it rustled. It was a plastic bag. Without even saying thank you, I snatched the bag, put it to my mouth, and repeated inhaling and exhaling.

Slowly, slowly... exhale.

Remembering what the counselor had emphasized before... deep and calm...

“...Fuck...”

It's okay, it's fine...

My racing heart gradually calmed down. I crouched down, holding onto the bag as if it were a lifeline, and breathed.

...Honestly, I didn't know how long I had been like this.

“......”

By the time I regained my senses, I was alone.

The curtains were drawn, the window was closed, and the blaring horn had stopped.

The bag had the logo of the convenience store I often visited. I stared blankly at the crumpled bag and clenched my blue, bruised hand.

It stopped.

...It seemed like I was okay now.

After regaining my senses, the first words that came out were...

“...Fuck.”

...As expected, it was a curse.

At the same time, I crumpled and threw the bag into the corner. I felt like I was going insane.

“Fuck! Fuck! This disgusting...!”

I screamed and spat like a madman for a while, then buried my face in my hands.

“That, that son of a bitch...”

That's right, I could gain nothing by doing this.

For quite a while, I did some deep breathing but finally stood up. As it was, I dragged myself to my room, sat on the bed frame, and sorted my thoughts.

Pushed to the edge, my thoughts had lost balance and spread all over, but now my clouded mind seemed to gradually return.

And then I realized.

...Am I screwed right now?

Kang Ichae saw everything.

Kang Ichae... Shit, if he told the team members about this, I'd be finished.

How could they accept me as a team member if I couldn't concentrate on anything because of hyperventilation? How could they trust and rely on someone so flawed?

I caused such a commotion during Shining Star... Now that it was revealed, I couldn't act boldly anymore. No matter what I do, everyone would obviously tell me to go to the hospital.

I...

I didn't have time or leisure for that.

At that moment, the door suddenly opened with a bang.

Jeong Dajun, Kim Seonghyeon, and Kang Ichae entered all at once... Jeong Dajun plopped down next to me and barked.

“Hoyun-hyung! Did you take good care of your dongsaeng?”

“Wait, hey, Dajun, aren't those my headphones? You said you'd borrow them, but you still haven't given them back.”

“Hehe, hyung. What's yours and mine between us?”

As usual, I watched the noisy members with half my mind somewhere else, but I didn't feel as uneasy or strange as before. Jeong Dajun grinned and bickered with Kim Seonghyeon.

“Yeah, there's no yours and mine... only yours.”

“Hehe, you found out.”

While admiring the headphones, Jeong Dajun suddenly turned to Kang Ichae.

“Ichae-hyung, who were you talking with downstairs earlier?”

“Oh, that car with the blaring horn?”

Seong Jiwon peeked through the open door and spoke.

“Ichae was really angry. Did you tell them to turn it off?”

The members' gazes all focused on the silent Kang Ichae. I thought about whether I should say that at that moment that I was lying on the living room floor, holding a plastic bag and putting on a show when...

“...No~.”

The answer that came was unexpected.

“It's just that the neighbors have no manners.”

Kang Ichae... pretended not to know.

“Well, that's true. It was noisy.”

Everyone nonchalantly moved on from that subject. Kang Ichae stood there, slightly annoyed, not even glancing at me.

When my mind finally cleared, I roughly understood the situation.

...I guess he's trying to keep it a secret.

He must have noticed my trauma after seeing me panicking when I talked about my parent's deaths in the car accident last time.

It was a considerate gesture.

But my mood was still terrible.

“What should we do today since it's our day off? Should we practice more?”

“Yeah, finally! Dajun has some motivation.”

“Gosh...! What did I just say? Practicing on a day off?”

“You've been brainwashed.”

I never thought that incident would affect me again.

Who would have imagined that my trauma button would be triggered by the sound of a car engine, considering I even once had a thrilling joyride in a borrowed van?

“......”

I wiped off the cold sweat trickling down my forehead and lay on the bed.

Honestly, I was exhausted.

It's only natural. After having a bizarre experience and screaming my head off, I even had trouble breathing...

Jeong Dajun seemed to lose interest in his headphones. He tossed them on the bed and moved to sit in a chair, spinning around while hugging the backrest.

“Hoyun-hyung! Hyung, when will the results come out?”

“What... results?”

“The first round of drama auditions!”

I had completely forgotten. I let out a sigh and buried my face in the pillow.

“You did great, right? Hyung, you're perfect for the role of Lee Jeonghun! They should just accept you based on your looks alone! Just go and do as you always do, and they'll be like, 'Oh? This guy is Lee Jeonghun! He's in!'”

“......”

“Hey, Dajun, calm down a bit.”

The other members sensed my bad mood and tried to restrain Jeong Dajun, but even though they tried to calm him down, he still couldn't take a hint and continued to be overly excited.

“If hyung really passes the final round, I should go visit and see Min Jiheon-sunbae~!”

Min Jiheon... That bastard. I won't be satisfied even if I crushed his bones.

“......”

But I was too weak to argue, so I just sighed and buried my face deeper into the pillow. Finally, Jeong Dajun seemed to notice something was off and stopped bouncing around.

“...Dajun.”

“Yes, y-yes?”

My voice sounded unusually sharp and rough. I didn't even look at Jeong Dajun as I spoke.

“Sorry, but could you leave?”

“......”

“Hyung is a bit tired.”

I usually spoke harshly, yet I still cared about Jeong Dajun in my own way. I was never the type to act this weak, so Jeong Dajun seemed quite taken aback and didn't know what to say. Then he asked quietly,

“What happened?”

Normally, even if I got into an accident, I would have said, “It's not like I caused it,” and would have stroked his head to lighten the mood, but I didn't feel like it.

No, I didn't have the strength.

The other members noticed my condition was worse than they thought. After exchanging glances, they carefully pushed Jeong Dajun out of the room with a smile.

” Jeong Dajun, today's not the day. Please leave, please leave.”

“...Yes.”

“Hoyun, rest well~.”

Although I thought I should go out and lighten the mood, I had neither the energy nor any excuses.

...What should I say?

That I saw my parents' accident again because of Min Jiheon's power and had a panic attack?

“That's crazy...”

Never mind. Let's just leave it for now. No matter how much I considered them like younger siblings, they were still four grown men. They were simple-minded and would soon forget about it, bouncing around in the living room again. I sighed and pulled up the blanket.

Squeak.

The door opened. Without opening my eyes, I could tell who it was just by the sound of their footsteps.

Thump. Shuffle.

Kang Ichae returned and sat on the chair, but he never asked me, “What happened?” or “Are you alright?” until the end. He just took a quick glance to see if I was alive and then went back to immersing himself in composing.

It was only after a while that I managed to open my mouth after washing my face.

“...Thank you.”

“......”

“You saved my life, hyung.”

I tried to make a simple joke, but Kang Ichae said nothing. He just stared at the monitor, waiting for me to speak.

“But how did you know I needed the plastic bag?”

I stumbled and asked for help like an idiot, and I wondered how on earth he understood what I needed. I thought he would say something like, “I knew how to deal with it because it's a super common disease in dramas,” or make up a light-hearted joke to lighten the mood, but... Kang Ichae hesitated unexpectedly.

And then he spoke very cautiously.

“My mom...”

“......”

“My mom went through the same thing...”

Neither Kang Ichae nor I could say anything in response, and our conversation ended there.

And we knew. We knew that for as long as we lived, we wouldn't tell anyone about this incident and quietly bury it.

The sound of the mouse clicking, the melody lines seeping through the headphones, and the faint conversations coming from the living room filled the silence between us.

.

.

.

A while after I passed out and woke up.

Ding!

A quest arrived.
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Ding!

[Quest Arrival!]

When I came to after fainting, a blue system window was floating in the air. I blinked my eyes and jolted upright.

The system window had returned.

“How did it...”

No, it wasn't important how it came back. What mattered was that it had returned to normal after Min Jiheon's incident.

“Why did you disappear?”

But there was no answer. It was evident that the system window chose not to appear on purpose.

I sighed, staring at the screen floating in the air.

“Quest check.”

Ding!

[Quest Arrival! “Let's create a fan song together!”

The group shines more in group activities rather than individual ones!

Let's make a surprise fan song for Noeul.

Success: 5,000 points awarded.

Failure: If a fan song isn't made within two weeks, Dance stats drop significantly (B+ to D+).]

I carefully looked at the quest window.

Usually, I wouldn't suspect a hidden meaning in such a quest, but something felt off this time.

First, “group activities rather than individual ones.”

On the surface, it seemed like a perfectly normal quest compared to the ones I've received before.

“Individual activities” – in other words, they want to divert my attention from acting. While I did think group activities were more appropriate at the moment...

Why?

If they wanted to discourage me from acting from the start, they should have stopped it when the offer first came in.

In other words, a quest like this should have appeared when the CEO asked if I wanted to act. Or at least when Seong Jiwon asked about acting, and I resisted saying I wouldn't do it.

But now?

Besides, if they wanted to stop my acting activities, why not give a quest asking me not to appear in the drama?

Or is it that they can't?

For some reason, it seemed the system window also had limitations. That's why it sent a quest with such a tight deadline, as if trying to disrupt my acting activities.

In other words...

“They're nervous.”

It was a message to avoid Min Jiheon.

The system window remained faintly glowing. But I didn't need an answer anymore. I had found the answer in its silence.

I quickly got up and went to the living room. The members, who had been talking for a while, suddenly stood up when they saw me.

“Uh, um...”

It would have been nice if they had forgotten about me and were happily playing, but these kind-hearted members couldn't do that.

Which group would feel down just because one of the members was feeling down?

“Feeling down, huh?”

I clicked my tongue and sat heavily in an empty spot on the sofa. The members hesitantly sat down after me.

“Hoyun...”

Seong Jiwon tried to say something but closed his mouth. He looked agitated and seemed to be holding back. Kim Seonghyeon quickly finished what he was going to say.

“The manager came by earlier. He didn't want to disturb you because you were asleep.”

“Okay.”

“You passed the first round of auditions. Now you just have to go for the second round.”

Normally, the members would have been happier and made a fuss. It was good news, after all, but they were carefully choosing their words because of what happened earlier.

I snatched the drink that Jeong Dajun was holding and drank some of it. My throat was so dry that I gulped it down, making Jeong Dajun's eyes widen.

“Hyung, that's mine...”

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Y-yes?”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

“Why are you being careful?”

“Um, well?”

“Didn't I tell you not to be cautious if you didn't do anything wrong? Why isn't it working for you now, huh?”

“...?”

It took a moment for Jeong Dajun to process what I said, then he smirked.

“The jerk is back...”

“No, it's just his attitude disappeared again.”

“Ah, right.”

The other members murmured. Jeong Dajun stuttered and suddenly grabbed me, pouring out his words.

“Hyung, um... Please forget what I said earlier. I didn't mean that I wanted you to pass the audition to see Min Jiheon-sunbae. Of course, there was some fan spirit for Writer Kim Sukhui... I don't know what it is, but if you don't like it, I don't like it either!”

“Really?”

This innocent kid. I grinned as I looked at Jeong Dajun, who was fun to tease.

“Maknae, choose between Min Jiheon and me.”

“Huh?”

“Choose.”

After about three seconds, Jeong Dajun hesitated and answered.

“...It's obviously you, hyung??”

“......”

“What kind of crazy thing are you saying?”

...It was satisfying, but thinking about it, it was cheesy. I sighed and patted our bewildered maknae's head. He seemed to have been wronged, but I ignored it.

“So, should I go to see the second round of auditions?”

“Yes. It's something to celebrate, but since Hoyun said you didn't want to do it, we'll respect your opinion no matter what.”

“Okay, that's good.”

“But if you're even a little hesitant... Huh?”

Seong Jiwon suddenly stopped speaking in surprise.

“You said it's good?”

“Yeah.”

I picked up my phone and sent a positive text to the manager.

“I want to do it.”

“...Huh?”

“I'm going to act.”

Everyone's eyes widened.

Just a few hours ago, I didn't seem like I would do it at all, but now that I said I would, everyone looked at me with a questioning gaze, but I didn't intend to answer. I had already decided to play “Lee Jeonghun.”

The system window was hiding something and extremely reluctant toward Min Jiheon. Min Jiheon knew something and could even temporarily remove the system window.

So, the answer was clear.

If I couldn't get an answer from the writer or the system window, I could use Min Jiheon to find out.

How should I try it...

While searching for information about Min Jiheon online, I suddenly looked up at the members. Kang Ichae awkwardly averted my gaze, but...

For now, let's move on. There was something more urgent.

“Ah, let's make our fan song.”

“...?”

Everyone was even more puzzled by the remark.


[Seo Hoyun confirmed for the role of young genius PD in Please Take the Camera]

[Seo Hoyun, transforming from “idol” to “actor”... Syncing with Min Jiheon]

As expected, Seo Hoyun showed a perfect fit as the PD in the second and third rounds of auditions, and he was unanimously accepted.

Moreover, to cram the 23-year-old Seo Hoyun into the role, Writer Kim Sukhui even lowered Lee PD Jeonghun's age to 29, adding all sorts of “prodigy” titles.

Casting news spread quickly, as if someone had leaked the information.

Lee Jihyeon, who had now become almost a full-time consultant for The Dawn, was worried when she saw the article. Yet she thought it was better to get it over with quickly, and she sent out additional press materials.

When Seo Hoyun's personal fans read the article, they were stunned by the sudden news but quickly posted it on social media.

[Hoyun is confirmed to appear as a genius PD in Please Take the Camera!! He's such a perfect fit and I can't wait ♡ I support your first acting challenge! (Press release link)]

And that post went viral like crazy. But... there were more quotes than simple retweets.

Depending on the situation, it sometimes worked differently, but...this time, it had a very negative effect.

[?????????????? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Where did Lee Kangseok, who was supposed to appear, go??????]

[Wow, Daepaseong is working hard ㅋㅋ They're trying to force Seo Hoyun in ㅋㅋ]

[It's so funny that they're even changing the character settings and age to fit Seo Hoyun in. Are you guys having fun forcing him in?]

If it was just an acting challenge, it wouldn't have caused this much of a stir, but it was a role that was rumored to almost be confirmed for the rising star, Lee Kangseok. There had even been several news articles saying that it was close to being confirmed.

The image fitted well, and the response was good, but when an idol suddenly came in, the reaction wasn't so good. In fact, it wasn't an issue that the casting was decided right before the deadline. It was that the character's age didn't fit, so they had to adjust the setting after casting, which led to an article reporting this, followed by a comment from Lee Kangseok's management expressing their regret for not being able to take on the role, which, ultimately, attracted even more criticism.

The individual fan who posted that message saw the reactions from Noeul and drama fans, as well as people who were just there for the fun of it. They then went to another private account to post a comment.

[Hmm]

There's only one thing they wanted to say.

[I got it, guys, I'm sorry for being crazy

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ I actually know tlqkf]

Still, they posted messages like “Wow, Seo Hoyun is acting? This is going to be awesome,” and “I can see Seo Hoyun's face regularly for two months, I need to save new pictures.” Of course, they also cried in the background, saying, “Please stop, it's scary.”

Noeul fans were only able to vent their frustrations on private accounts.

[Sigh... We know this is a stretch, too...

└ I've been cursing all day at work, I must be crazy now]

[What are you talking about? Seo Hoyun acting? He just can't let go of his acting ambitions~~~]

[I can see it... The future where people tell him to stop pushing idols and get criticized... The signs of fighting with all kinds of antis and attention-seekers...

But shit we are die-hard Seo Hoyun fans, winter is coming, let's fight, you bastards]

As if to prove their words, sparks were already flying in the community.

[Title: Isn't Seo Hoyun being pushed into Min Jiheon this time?

This time it's too obvious, it's annoying ㅋㅋ They even changed the age... Amazing

└ Seo Hoyun? Has he ever acted before??

└└ ㄴㄴNope

└└ Wow... ㅋㅋㅋ...

└ I know ㅠㅠ I had high expectations because it's written by Kim Sukhui, but now we have an idol on top of everything else]

[Why not just say he wants to be an actor ㅋㅋ I knew his face was always expressionless, and he didn't want to be an idol, but I didn't expect him to reveal his true colors so quickly? He'll probably get anti-fans soon, so just die before causing trouble for the other members

└ You fucker, do you think someone who hates being an idol would do everything? ㅋㅋ He's famous for being really active in communicating with fans, you should mind your own business]

[Honestly, his schedule would be affected by acting activities... Does he not care about the other members at all? Why did he debut in a group then?]

[Isn't it too obvious that he doesn't care about group activities? ㅠㅠ Just leave the group ㅜㅜ #LookingForNoeul #Noeul_FriendApplication

└ Shut up]

As the anonymous accounts smelled blood and started appearing one by one, the fans felt sick but fought back as hard as they could... Meanwhile, what was Seo Hoyun doing?

“......”

“Uh, why are you here...?”

“Cough, cough!”

“...Hey, everyone, get out for a second.”

He was in Lim Hyeonsu's poorly ventilated raccoon den (studio).
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“What are you doing right now?”

Annoyed, I quickly sent the minors and the non-smokers outside and opened the window wide. Strong sunlight poured in, but Lim Hyeonsu didn't seem to care, continuing to sit in her chair with her legs propped up on the desk.

She had a similar temperament to Kang Ichae from the beginning, but their actions were becoming more and more alike. They must have absorbed each other's bad habits after they became close.

“It's so smoky in here, and yet the fire alarm isn't going off.”

“I purposely chose a room with a broken alarm... to smoke indoors...”

“Are you crazy?”

“It's my building, so it's fine. Besides, we're on the first floor, so we can just jump out the window if there's a fire.”

“Fix it soon.”

Why is she like this?

Lim Hyeonsu wasn't in a good state. I always thought she was a fool, but today, she was even stranger than usual.

It was bearable after opening the window and letting out some smoke, but it was still too early to bring the members back in, so I just stood with my arms crossed and watched Lim Hyeonsu.

Instead of laughing mockingly as usual, Lim Hyeonsu took her legs off the desk and averted my eyes.

...What's going on?

I looked at the ashtray next to her and sighed. Cigarette butts were piled up like a mountain, and several empty cigarette packs were scattered around.

“Even if you own the building, is it okay to do this indoors?”

“Is it your place to talk? You smoked here, too.”

“Shush, you have a good memory.”

“Is this a hearing?”

I did smoke her when I threatened her before. Lim Hyeonsu, who used to complain that people who quit smoking got too cocky, sighed deeply, and fiddled with a cigarette pack.

“I don't know... I want to smoke a pack or two a day and die early. I want to live a stylish life like an artist and die quickly.”

“What?”

“People in this industry tend to highly evaluate the talent of those who die young. I'm going to shine all the way to the end and then just die. What do you think? Isn't it cool?”

Pathetic...

Has her style completely died?

I sat down on the small chair next to Lim Hyeonsu and grabbed the armrest of the spinning chair she was sitting on.

I didn't know what was going on, but—

Maybe I should try cheering her up.

“Don't die. Please.”

“...!”

“I want to use your composing skills...”

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been forcibly spinning around until then, suddenly looked at me with a touched expression.

“Until the very, very, very end.”

“You fucking...”

I gently smiled and said I wanted to exploit her for as long as possible, and Lim Hyeonsu slapped my hand away and distanced herself.

With that, I figured the joke went far enough. The atmosphere lightened, and I called back the members who had been waiting outside.

“Does it smell?”

“It's okay!”

It didn't smell at all.

Half-melted like jelly, the members, including Jeong Dajun, who was kind but couldn't lie, greeted Lim Hyeonsu with a nod and carefully sat on the sofa.

“So, why did you come?”

“Please check our fan song.”

“Haah...”

Lim Hyeonsu sighed and leaned back on the chair, completely drained. Normally, she would have cursed profusely but still got excited as she listened to Kang Ichae's song... This time, however, she seemed oddly listless.

Even the quick-witted Kang Ichae seemed to notice, hesitating as he took out his laptop.

A moment later, Lim Hyeonsu rubbed the corner of her eyes and abruptly straightened her upper body.

“Alright, play it.”

“...Yes.”

As always, Kang Ichae obeyed Lim Hyeonsu's words. The song he produced in a very short time sounded beautiful even to my tone-deaf ears.

The song, reminiscent of a 1980s American high school setting, had a powerful upbeat and refreshing melody.

Kang Ichae is quite a guy.

After that... incident, Kang Ichae seemed a bit depressed, but then he suddenly holed up in his room and obsessively dug into classic movies. Afterward, he and Jeong Dajun conquered 1980s American movies and produced that beat while yelling, “I'm an American high teen,” “I'm Kang Ichae-buster,” and “I'll go back to the past in a burning car,” all of which were incomprehensible.

Honestly, as long as he produced amazing songs, I was willing to tolerate any nonsense he spewed.

“♩♬♪?”

Kang Ichae, with the focused members beside him, glanced at Lim Hyeonsu with slight tension. Lim Hyeonsu remained silent for a while after the song ended.

“...?”

Just as we started exchanging glances and gestures, her hand reached for the cigarette pack, then stopped. She blinked her eyelashes once and spoke.

“...It's not bad.”

“Wow!”

“Whoa!”

The members who didn't know much about Lim Hyeonsu just cheered at the fact that they were praised by a famous composer, but I momentarily lost my words as I looked at Hyeonsu. It seemed that Kang Ichae was also in the same situation, but he soon lowered his gaze and laughed.

“We learned everything from our genius composer~.”

“Of course, where else would you learn?”

Lim Hyeonsu responded lightly with a joke and gave feedback while pointing at the program. As Kang Ichae listened to Hyeonsu's voice intently, not missing a single word, the song became richer and more splendid whenever she touched the computer.

I turned my eyes away as I leaned on the sofa and watched them.

Min Jiheon...

I had tried to contact him afterward, of course, but there was no reply. I couldn't see him at the company at all. Whether the news of him going to China was true or not, I tried contacting him through a manager or the company, but it was obvious that I wouldn't be able to properly talk that way.

Biting my lip, I untangled my still-tangled thoughts one by one.

Min Jiheon definitely knew something.

Let's start from the beginning.

He told me that I “looked urgent” when we encountered each other on Jeju Island and at the company.

He then withdrew that statement, saying he must have seen it wrong...

What exactly is urgent?

Although it's true that I was caught in this goddamn game and working my bones off for something that wasn't even in the plan, there was definitely no time limit to clear this scenario. There was only a vague directive to become a first-tier idol.

There were time limits occasionally placed on quests, but I never doubted the reason for that because I thought those quests were reasonable in those situations.

...Wait.

Did I miss something?

What if the quest rewards, failures, and unbalanced patches weren't random but actually served a purpose?

What if there was some information the system window didn't tell me about, but Min Jiheon noticed... and then told me to hurry?

What if there was a limit for him too?

“...Eh.”

Even if that's the case, there were still many unsolved mysteries. How did Min Jiheon show me my traffic accident when he obviously knew nothing? Why did the system window have an error? And—

Someone tapped my shoulder just as I was about to get lost in my chain of thoughts.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“...Ah.”

It was Lim Hyeonsu, who stood with her hands in her pockets, leaning slightly forward. Excluding me, who was spacing out, the members were already standing up and greeting Hyeonsu.

“Why didn't you hear me talking when you were thinking so hard?”

“I was cursing the composer.”

“You little shit, really...”

As she shrugged her shoulders, trying to leave, Hyeonsu grabbed me.

“Wait a minute. I have something to talk about.”

“Yes? Um, yes.”

“Composer Cheongbeom! Thank you again for today~!”

“Thank you!”

“Yeah, go on in.”

The other members quickly greeted her and left, leaving me there awkwardly. Watching them go, I wished she had at least given me some snacks to recharge while I waited.

Sitting quietly on the sofa, Hyeonsu seemed to be waiting for the members to leave. She then sat down heavily in a chair and took out a cigarette again.

“Really, aren't you a little too impatient? Couldn't you hold it in for a moment?”

“Fuck, give me a break...Life is so annoying, and I need to smoke.”

“......”

I stared at her blankly. Hyeonsu put down the lighter, exhaled the smoke, and looked up at the ceiling.

“Kang Ichae, I'm really...”

“......”

“Really, really, really envious.”

It was almost like talking to herself. It seemed like she was trying to hold it in, but the words came out forced.

As I was about to frown slightly, Hyeonsu flicked the ash off and turned her gaze to me.

“Anyway, that's not what I wanted to talk about. I just wanted to chat.”

“Why?”

“...You look a little sensitive.”

“Me...?”

No, I was now... in a somewhat recovered state. I raised my eyebrows. Hyeonsu looked at me as she slowly narrowed her eyes.

“You looked sensitive since the beginning, but today, even more so.”

“......”

“What's the matter?”

So perceptive.

I sighed and slid down on the sofa as if lying down. What should I say here?

I have a slightly crazy sunbae at the same company, and they showed me my trauma?

...Instead of saying that, I looked up and down at Hyeonsu. Hyeonsu seemed startled.

“I...”

“......”

“I quit smoking, remember?”

“Ah, shit. I totally get it. Okay.”

Hyeonsu, a heavy smoker, nodded her head crazily. Seeing Hyeonsu stubbornly puff on a cigarette even in front of someone who found quitting hard, I couldn't help but burst into laughter. Covering my mouth and squinting my eyes, Hyeonsu clicked her tongue and shook her head.

“Don't laugh like that; I might fall for you.”

“I guess you already have.”

“No, seriously, could you quit? I'm over it.”

Why? I wanted to see it for a long time.

Hyeonsu took another puff, put out her cigarette, and was about to grab another from the pack when her phone rang with a vibration.

“Huh?”

Thinking it was time for me to leave and escape this raccoon's den, Hyeonsu murmured as she looked at the caller ID.

“It's Heeyeon.”

“...???”

“Heeyeon? What's up with her?”

“And she's texting too.”

What kind of nonsense was this?

Without even looking at me, Hyeonsu had already taken out a new cigarette, put it in her mouth, and was typing a reply with an awkward nod.

“...PD Kim Heeyeon?”

“Yup. We've been getting close lately. We met at a drinking party last time. She's quite a drinker...”

As soon as she closed her mouth, Hyeonsu snickered. Noticing the suspicious look in my eyes, she glanced over and made a confused face.

“...Why are you mad?”

“I'm not mad, okay?”

What reason did I have to be mad?

But Hyeonsu continued to scrutinize me with her eyes narrowed, misunderstanding my intentions. She snapped her fingers.

“Why? Do you want to swear??”

“......”

“Damn, you're like a ghost. Yeah, you're right. All we do is talk behind your back when we meet.”

For a moment, I felt dizzy and leaned on my forehead.

I really wanted to stop hearing about that now. Why couldn't I just block their numbers since I was such a loser...

Of course, Hyeonsu didn't know about my situation and rambled.

“Sorry, but I can't include you~. I've been really close with Heeyeon lately. Have you heard? Best Friend?! B.F.F! Our relationship isn't something a loser like you can easily join... Even Joo Woosung looked like he was being threatened by you last time. I'm thinking of forming a trio with him.”

“Shit...”

“If you know anyone else being threatened by you, let me know. We're recruiting new members.”

Hyeonsu chuckled and gestured for me to leave. I was going to go anyway!

I got up abruptly, glared at Hyeonsu, and left. Until I closed the door, Hyeonsu kept giggling at her phone. It was really annoying.

“Hyung! Over here, over here!”

“Oh, perfect timing. Drink this!”

As soon as I walked out, Dajun waved his hand frantically with snacks tucked under his arm. Next to him, Jiwon handed me a java chip frappuccino.

“Java Chip with caramel drizzle, mocha syrup, and espresso whipped cream. I thought you'd want something sweet today.”

I was glad my members had some sense.

“Thanks.”

I took the drink and slurped it down. As the sugar kicked in, my irritation subsided, and I became a little more composed. Jiwon blinked and cautiously asked.

“...But Hoyun.”

“What?”

“Why are you so annoyed?”

“I'm not annoyed, okay??”


Seo Hoyun had already messed up (on top of other mistakes) to the point of no return... but he still worked hard. Thanks to that, another video was quickly uploaded to The Dawn's YouTube channel.

[The Dawn? Will you go to prom with me? (Teaser)]

The teaser suddenly appeared without any notice or even dropping a hint on V-Live. As soon as Noeul's fans clicked on the 20-second video, a series of highlights unfolded.

“?♪?♪”

The video began with Dajun picking up a letter in front of a cabinet.

Kim Seonghyeon shooting a basketball, Seong Jiwon picking out roses in front of a flower shop, and Kang Ichae leaning on an old motorbike while chewing gum appeared in succession.

The monotonous and refreshing beat changed into upbeat 1980s American-style music at some point while maintaining a trendy, sophisticated rhythm. Ichae indeed possessed a talent that could make Hyeonsu jealous.

Lastly, under the purple lights, Seo Hoyun appeared, grabbing a standing microphone and smiling with a band consisting of drums, bass, guitar, and piano.

“Yes, I'm asking you!”

The purple light shone brilliantly on his delicate, rich hair, and his slightly raised eyes seemed to fold playfully.

He turned towards his youthful love as if slightly embarrassed and a little scared.

“Will You Go to Prom with Me?”

The short highlights played, and the song's title was stamped on the black screen.

It was a fan song.
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[Crack]

[What's going on? Crack!

(Watching someone pick something up to eat and burst into flames, then joining them and catching fire too GIF)]

The fan song teaser received quite a positive response. Upon watching the teaser, all fans were tearing their hair out.

[Oh my, from, oh my, the high teen world]

[This-this-this, that thing! Isn't it from the Shining Star Glow series!? Cabinet!!! Letter!!! Basketball!!! Euaaaaagggh]

[Ah fuck, and it's a 1980s concept too! This is for me, thank you]

While everyone was losing their minds, a making-of film was uploaded one after another. The making-of film showed the members holding a meeting at Daepaseong Entertainment.

– “We decided to make a fan song.”

Clap, clap, clap.

The members' faces turned red with applause. A hint of anticipation and excitement could be seen.

Jeong Dajun raised his hand and asked a question.

– “Are we making everything ourselves?”

– “Yes. Excluding props and stage, we are responsible for the concept, composition, and camera.”

– “Ah, alright! Then I'll record a guide with Ichae.”

– “Then I'll... figure out the stage directions.”

Seo Hoyun naturally led the meeting, and the rest of the members volunteered to divide the parts smoothly, making fans both laugh and cry.

[It's so nice here... But... I'm a bit flustered since I've been into K-Pop for a long time. Do they really have to do everything from composing to concept these days?

└ Unexpected softie

└ No, it's just... Daepaseong Entertainment is like this...]

[Tasting Shining Star's group project hard carry once again]

[Daepaseong, are you out of money? Didn't you taste a bit of money last time??]

In fact, Daepaseong had made quite a bit of money. Especially after the Jeong Dajun incident, Seo Hoyun genuinely advised (by cursing a lot) and even intimidated the CEO to carry out an organizational restructuring. Lee Jihyeon had a very comfortable budget to execute the concepts she wanted.

However, whether they had a lot of money or not... Seo Hoyun and Lee Jihyeon agreed on one point.

Although it could be their personal taste, a fan song should have a taste that only fans and singers could feel.

It meant that idols needed to show their love for their fans!!

So, Lee Jihyeon quickly changed the original concept.

[Oh, it's going to be a self-cam vibe]

[Ah... Okay, okay, that's good]

It was a “self-cam atmosphere made by the members themselves.”

It matched perfectly with the beat Kang Ichae completed.

And Seo Hoyun sneakily sprinkled breadcrumbs throughout the making-of video.

– “I can't wait to show it to Noeul.”

[Hoyun suggested making a fan song first, right?]

[Kang Ichae seems a bit sensitive today and even more like a punk... it's driving the girls crazy]

[Seong Jiwon, don't shine your smile like that if you're not going to marry us; it's driving people crazy]

Fans were overjoyed. For days, their hair was tightly clenched (and not so gently, too), and their teeth were gritted to the point of losing them because of the breadcrumbs they received.

What do you mean Seo Hoyun didn't care about The Dawn? What nonsense was it that he wanted to be an actor rather than an idol! He was even planning it himself for the fans!

Although fans kept posting that “Seo Hoyun suggested making a fan song first, thinking of Noeul more than anyone else,” as expected, there were people who openly attacked them.

[Yeah~ Regardless, he's a crazy bastard for individual activities~]

Of course, they were quickly silenced. Not only because The Dawn was just a prelude but also because V-Lives poured out before the fan song was released.

[Aaah, Kang Ichae made the fan song concept like this: He got inspired by marathon-watching 1980s American movies; he's such a genius]

[He and Dajun watched a movie together, popped some popcorn at night, and got scolded by Jiwon for overdoing it... Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Kim Seonghyeon was the best at skateboarding on set, even with extras... This excessively set-up man is mine]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun seems to be teasing the younger members while constantly sucking on red ginseng ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hoyun directly organized it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The most sensitive person when teased: Kim Seonghyeon >> (Slightly)” >>>> Jeong Dajun

The person who smiles and moves on: Seong Jiwon

The person who doesn't get teased but teases back: Kang Ichae

└ Jeong Dajun grumbles beside him, saying that if you make a mistake with Seo Hoyun, you're in big trouble because he never lets it go ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Kim Seonghyeon is already trembling and

└└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kim Seonghyeon is seriously sensitive ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Moreover, breadcrumbs were constantly being dropped on set.

If a troll appeared once, another breadcrumb would suddenly be poured out, another story revealed, and another photo released.

Noeul was just busy devouring everything.

[Wow, there's so much content here]

[I admit]

[There's been non-stop activity and breadcrumbs since the beginning of the year... Do the kids have three bodies?]

Everyone was so distracted that there was no chance for anything to happen from the start.

[The Dawn – Will You Go to Prom With Me?]

And not long after, the fan song MV was released.

The video was like a 1980s movie, capturing such nostalgia in a beautiful way.

With Lim Hyeonsu's sophisticated beat that made one feel a bit empty, combined with the self-cam concept planned by Lee Jihyeon, there was no way it couldn't be good.

Jeong Dajun, waving his hand with a bright smile at someone, walked down a hallway lined with long cabinets, bustling with children. Stopping in front of one, he lifted his sports bag and opened the cabinet wide.

[Hey, are you crazy?]

There was a letter in the middle of it.

[Starting with Jeong Dajun receiving the letter ahㅏㅏ]

[Gl-o-w se-rie-s]

[I'm going crazy... This is insane... Thank you for not forgetting Glow...]

In the Shining Star version of Glow, Jeong Dajun received the letter and ended with a rather ambiguous ending. Will You Go to Prom With Me? started from that last scene.

Jeong Dajun opened his mouth, stared blankly for a moment, then hurriedly pulled out the letter and read it. Blushing slightly, he leaned his forehead against the cabinet and mumbled.

“Ha, what do I do...?”

Soon, the noisy surroundings quieted down, and the intro composed by Kang Ichae flowed.

The piano intro seemed bright and cheerful but also set the atmosphere.

Soon, the screen darkened, capturing the back of someone riding a skateboard down a narrow street. Kim Seonghyeon, who stopped in front of a small, cozy-looking house, opened the gate and entered. He awkwardly looked at the mirror hanging above the shoe rack and scrunched his nose.

“Ha, okay.”

At that moment, the refreshing piano performance changed to an up-tempo beat typical of the 1980s. The uniform drumbeat and electric guitar melody enriched the song.

“Will, will you go to prom with me?

I've been rehearsing, but things aren't going as planned

Ah, let's try it again, with you, with me, by chance, ah, truly!”

Kim Seonghyeon seemed annoyed with the reflection of his irritated face in the mirror as the camera angle moved.

Bang, bang, an old motorcycle zoomed past a yellow school bus.

In what appeared to be a college parking lot, Kang Ichae, with his red hair, stopped the motorcycle and propped one foot on the ground, biting a candy. Then, he took an old camcorder from his bag and scanned the campus.

Following that, Seo Hoyun's passing figure was briefly captured, and the screen shifted, showing Seo Hoyun wearing a hooded sweatshirt, like a real student.

“Hi, what you doing today,

I tried to strike a conversation,

but you're as prickly as ever today.

In fact, there's something nice about it,

Whenever I see your face, I just start to laugh.”

The camera shook as if Kang Ichae was playing a prank while filming. Seo Hoyun, slightly annoyed, covered the camera lens with his hand. Next, Jeong Dajun appeared with dark brown hair.

Holding the letter tightly in his hand from the opening scene, he sighed in front of a flower shop.

“What—what did you say?

What is this flower called?

Rose? Lilies? Freesia? Okay, whatever, give me all of them.”

Holding a huge bouquet of flowers, with some of them falling, Jeong Dajun left the flower shop. The camera then shifted to Seong Jiwon sitting at an outdoor café table. The thin brown hair shone beautifully under the sunlight.

Twirling a thick pen, Seong Jiwon nodded with a bright smile, his kind eyes narrowing gently.

“Buying a bouquet of flowers, I carefully pour my heart into a sketchbook

With any luck, by this prom...”

After scribbling something, Seong Jiwon stood up. He had a satisfied look on his face as he examined his sketchbook.

In the next cut, the members were standing nervously at the doors of different colors. As if in a high-teen movie, the trembling before a confession was clearly portrayed.

The moment the five members in prom suits knocked on the doors,

“The words I've rehearsed so many times, now I want to tell you,

I will open your door and give you—”

The song paused for a moment as the door slowly opened, and Jeong Dajun's surprised face was seen as a closed-up.

As if he had forgotten all the words he had memorized because the other person was shining so brightly.

“...Okay, I forgot.”

The screen darkened again as if to take a deliberate break from the playful scene.

Soon after, the drums rang with a thud, and the scene shifted to the auditorium illuminated with dim purple lights.

“♩♬♪?”

As each member took turns playing the drums, guitar, bass, and piano, adding richness to the sound, Seo Hoyun stood in the front, holding a standing mic, slightly furrowing his eyebrows in the bright lights, yet still smiling. Then, the melody burst forth like an explosion.

“Will you go to prom with me?”

They had borrowed the image of a band often seen in high teen movies.

Just moments ago, Seo Hoyun had been dressed casually, but now, he slicked back his hair, donned a double-breasted suit, and snapped his fingers. Behind him, Jeong Dajun, who had been (pretending to) play the drums, suddenly raised his drumstick-holding hand high.

“Say Yes!”

Beside them (playing for real) was Seong Jiwon, pressing piano keys with his long, white fingers and bringing his mouth close to the mic set up on the piano.

“Will you go to prom with me?”

Then, Kim Seonghyeon, while holding an electric guitar, leaned his upper body slightly toward the standing mic and smiled as he spoke.

“Say Yes!”

Watching him, Seo Hoyun chuckled and tilted the mic forward.

“Ah—babe please answer me,

I've been waiting a long time.”

Then, a shot of all the members appeared.

An American band concept?

Is this really the crazy official thing they're serving us?

The Noeul fans could only shed tears.

Originally, the fans' tear ducts would activate automatically just from seeing their idols smiling brightly. Seeing them happily smiling on stage like a page from their memories, they felt like they were going crazy.

“Will you go to prom with me (Say Yes!)

Will you dance with me—”

As the chorus ended, Kang Ichae's rap part began.

The camera screen suddenly rewound quickly, showing Kang Ichae sitting outside the prom venue, nervously chewing on the end of a red plastic cup.

“Ah~, I know I shouldn't be like this.”

He threw the cup toward the trash bin like shooting a basketball and stood up. His slightly playful behavior showed a subtle mixture of excitement and anxiety.

“But when I'm in front of you, I want to act irrationally

I wanna grab your arm and dance, my love,

I wanna put my hand on your waist, my everything.”

Kang Ichae's rap skills, slightly off-beat to the rhythm, showed a marked improvement from before.

“I want to hold you tight, and pour out such words,

But I have to hold back

What can I do?

I don't wanna get ditched, babe.”

Kang Ichae flipped his hair and sighed softly, a facial expression fans couldn't usually see. The boyish charm overflowed, making the fans' feet twitch as they watched.

“I want to look good to you, I do.”

As the chorus began again, the camera showed the members dancing wildly and joyfully, as if they were really enjoying a party under the dim lighting of a school auditorium.

“Will you go to prom with me? (Say Yes!)

Will you go to prom with me? (Say Yes!)”

Jeong Dajun playfully grabbed Kim Seonghyeon and jumped around while Seo Hoyun swayed his body and took swigs of a drink nearby. Seong Jiwon laughed as he filmed the scene with an old-fashioned camera, and Kang Ichae sat on the auditorium stage, swinging his long legs.

“Ah—babe please answer me,

I've been waiting a long time.”

The upbeat sound of a trumpet playfully entered, and the camera zoomed in for a close-up of Seo Hoyun. He was leaning against the auditorium wall with his head tilted back and gaze lowered. Meeting the camera's gaze, Seo Hoyun showed a languid smile and sang the final lines.

“Yes, babe, I'm asking you.”

The drumbeat gradually slowed down. Under the purple lighting, everyone's backs were visible as they sang the last group verse with boisterous laughter.

“Will you go to prom with me?”

Sounds of hurried footsteps and what seemed like motorcycle engines starting echoed as everyone rushed out of the auditorium.

Vroom—

The motorcycle's exhaust roared, and just like in a movie, the credits rolled, marking the end of the video.

Although it was a suddenly produced fan song with a low budget, giving off a strong DIY vibe, it actually emphasized the unique freshness of the old high school teen atmosphere.

[......]

After watching the entire video, Noeul's fans remained silent for a moment.

[I... I just want to be a fan of Noeul forever.]

[If I ever stop being a fan (of Noeul), I'll be done for. Got it?]

When stans get too emotionally invested, they lose their vocabulary. Noeul's fans could only express their direct opinions after watching the MV one more time.

[Kang Ichae, motorcycle, fuck motorcycle, fuck motorcycle, fuck

└ Shove it into the mouths of the punks riding bikes

└ Yeah!]

[Ah, Seong Jiwon, ah piano, ah piano, ah

└ Shove it into the mouths of the elegant beauties playing the piano

└ fucking yeah!]

[Kim Seonghyeon skateboarding... Ah... I really don't know what to be afraid of... I'm watching his skateboarding tricks for the 300th time right now.]

Within minutes of the video being uploaded, SNS was flooded with emotional reactions from fans.

[I thought the fan song would be more of a K-Pop ballad style like You Are My Everything... But then they came out with an 80s American high school band concept, what's up with that?]

[No... Guys... If they release a fan song like this, what should I do ㅠㅠㅠ Ah ㅠㅠ – And on top of that, the casting is perfect... And what's up with Kang Ichae's rap? Is he kidding?

Hold my arm and dance, put your hand on my waist

Ah

I can't take it anymore

└ You can lean on me for support

└ Shit, I admit it.]

First, there were compliments about the concept of the fan song. Then, it went on with praises for the members.

[Jeong Dajun is so adorable when he can't speak with the door open ㅠㅠㅠ Ah ㅠㅠㅠ He really looks like a baby squirrel, what to do ㅠㅠ And when he says, “Say yes!” and lifts the drumstick, it's insane.]

[Our rabbit tore it up, our rabbit looks crazy in a suit

Ah

I'm so pissed off

└ Why are you mad ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun's smirk is seriously driving me crazy. The least likely person to call me “Babe” makes me want to sue.]

[Seonghyeon, are you doing well? I went to your house to dance with you, but you panicked and called the police, didn't you?

└ Ah, how's the prison?

└└ The food is good.]

Already, clips from the fan song MV were flooding SNS.

In particular, a short video of Kang Ichae's rap started spreading on TikTok, even though it hadn't been many days. Muggle[1] viewers who found the video without knowing it was a fan song were leaving comments asking for the title.

[Title: The fan song produced by a small idol group, The Dawn (ta-da-!)

Will you go to prom with me?

(Basically, it means “let's go to the party” or something like that)

It's a 1980s American high school prom concept, but the members took care of everything from composing to filming ㅋㅋ It's a bit low budget, but they used that to their advantage. The self-cam occasionally appears, and if it wasn't for that, they wouldn't have been able to capture this atmosphere. It definitely has an 80s vibe, but the beat is super modern. I looked up who composed it, and found that it's The Dawn's rap member. I'm at the stage of just getting into them, but I'm getting deeper

└ Rap member is Kang Ichae, many compliments

└ His name is Kang Ichae, thank you

└ These guys... They have the ability to survive even on a deserted island...

└└ That's right, even if they were shipwrecked, Seo Hoyun would calmly find a place to stay, and Kang Ichae would be fishing beside him

└└ Agreed. Jeong Dajun would carve 'SOS' with stones, but when he checks the next day, the waves have washed it away, and he'll collapse in despair

└└ └ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm going crazy just imagining it.]

The community reaction was good, as was the fan reaction. The appeal that “the members thought of Noeul and made it themselves” seemed to work quite well.

Good.

I had worked hard and had fun filming in my own way. I buried myself in one of the van's chairs, checked various sites, and sighed in relief as I put down my cell phone.

“......”

Even when I got in the car, I still felt slightly nauseous, but I tried to distract myself by listening to music or monitoring.

Honestly, the fan song was well done. The hyperventilation symptoms hadn't reappeared since then, maybe because I was too busy to catch my breath.

And today was... an important day.

“Hoyun, fighting!!”

When I reach the venue, not only the writer and director I saw before but also the actors will be there.

“Don't be nervous! You got praised for your audition! You can handle this script reading! Don't be scared!”

“Do I look scared?”

“...Uh, no.”

I stared at my manager, who seemed more frightened than me. It appeared that he wanted to say something else. He finally added another unnecessary remark.

“...Min Jiheon will be there when you go, so he'll take good care of you.”

“Wow...”

I covered my mouth and laughed.

“I'm really looking forward to it.”

And then, I got out of the van and scanned the building.

Today, I had more combat power than any other day.

I'll somehow corner him and find out.

What the hell did that crazy Min Jiheon do to me?





1 Muggle is a term borrowed from the Harry Potter series, meaning someone who is not involved in or aware of the activities or interests of a particular group or fandom.
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“Hello!”

“Oh, Seo Hoyun!”

I entered with a bright smile. A large U-shaped table was set up, and Director Yu was sitting at the center where all the actors could be seen best. When he saw me, he quickly got up and offered a handshake.

“Seo Hoyun~! You made it.”

“Yes, thank you for having me, Director.”

My constant smile seemed to puzzle the director, but he quickly patted my back and brushed it off.

As I quietly took my seat where my name tag was placed, the other actors started coming in one by one.

“Uh, hello.”

Yu Jia, playing the protagonist, Yu Jeonghwa, warmly greeted Director Yu and then sat beside me.

“Yu Jia-sunbae, thank you for the last radio broadcast.”

“I held back quite patiently, didn't I? I was itching to say something to you.”

Yu Jia responded with a sullen greeting.

“A lot of people are expecting great things from Seo Hoyun. Composer Lim Hyeonsu and PD Kim Heeyeon too...”

“I don't know what to do with myself when you say that. I was just lucky.”

I sneakily threw bait. Yu Jia seemed to have a good impression of me because of Today's incident.

“Oh.”

However, Yu Jia just tilted her head with a meaningful smile.

“Do you have a habit of showing off...?”

“......”

I closed my mouth.

Yu Jia was scary. I got goosebumps thinking Seong Jiwon would be like that with a few more years of experience.

“...Yes, it's a habit. I'm sorry.”

“Well, it's not like I have anything to say about that. And I'm not telling you to apologize.”

I mean, of course, Yu Jia would know. I gave her a big piece of my mind at the filming site. Yu Jia scratched her cheek and drove the point home.

“I wish I had more juniors like you, really.”

Instead of responding, I just awkwardly smiled. Then I turned my gaze, and right on cue, someone opened the door and entered.

“Hello...”

“Oh, hello!”

He's here.

The bracelet jingling on my arm, the blood scattering like red flower petals, the ringing noise piercing my eardrums, and the vivid pain.

I still get dizzy whenever I recall the scene of the car accident.

“Min Jiheon, please sit here.”

“Did I come a bit late...? I'm sorry. My flight was delayed.”

“No, you came just on time.”

Min Jiheon took his prepared seat. Unfortunately, it was right in front of me. When I lifted my head, our gazes, and he gave me a kindly smile.

“Hello, Seo Hoyun.”

Thankfully, he didn't call me a hyung in this place. That meant he was a cunning guy who appeared to be naïve.

I mean, if he wasn't, he wouldn't have been able to maintain his top-star status, regardless of his good acting skills.

But Min Jiheon messed with the wrong person.

I was Seo Hoyun...

“Hello?”

I was fully prepared to give him a taste of The Dawn's official troublemaker.

Let's try killing each other today.


The script reading proceeded sequentially. Since I had already memorized the entire script, all I had to do was match it accordingly.

My manager standing across from me stared at me with an expression of disbelief, as if saying, “He didn't even take any acting lessons...” but I ignored him.

“PD! PD Lee Jeonghun!”

Even during the script reading, Yu Jia was the type who acted just as passionately as on set as she vividly expressed each line.

“Can I talk to you for a moment?”

It was a scene where Yu Jeonghwa, played by Yu Jia, followed my character, PD Lee Jeonghun, out to talk.

I paused, turned my eyes slightly, and sighed thinly. Then, trying to hide my exhausted expression, I said,

“Yes, Yu Jeonghwa, what is it?”

“Last time, about the location shoot. I looked into it more, and I think the Gacheon area would be a better fit for the mission...!”

“No, that won't work.”

“...Why?”

Yu Jia was taken aback by the firm response.

Understandable.

The location and budget had already been set.

“The location has already been decided and approved. The budget is all planned. Unless something goes wrong, there's no need to look for another filming site.”

“But, still...”

“By the way, did you finish the task I asked you to do before?”

Yu Jeonghwa hesitated for a moment. I took the opportunity to smile slightly.

“...Yu Jeonghwa, just tell me honestly. It's okay.”

“......”

“You haven't finished it yet, right?”

“...Haha, yes.”

“Haha.”

I slowly repeated after her, then licked my lips.

“Ha-ha—”

And now, with all the anger toward Min Jiheon, I unleashed all sorts of improvised acting that went beyond the script. Usually, everyone's eyes were glued to the script during the script reading, but this time, everyone was staring at me, mouths wide open.

Min Jiheon's eyes sparkled, which only angered me more. After finishing my lines, I asked Yu Jeonghwa.

“Did you understand?”

“...Yes.”

“If you understood, you shouldn't just stand there. Go do your work quickly!”

“...Yes.”

Then, I pushed the script away. Yu Jia trembled. It was as if she was possessed by Yu Jeonghwa, and she was the one who received such thorough scolding.

The following scene was about Yu Jeonghwa badmouthing PD Lee Jeonghun while talking to herself.

“Oh, what's up with Lee Jeonghun today? Did he get slapped and kicked or something?”

Yu Jeonghwa cursed Lee Jeonghun while trembling. Since my part was over, I let out a sigh and opened a water bottle. At that moment, I locked eyes with some of the other actors sitting across from me.

...Their eyes looked fed up.

Where can the jerk who harassed celebrities go?

Where else could the nickname “Devil PD” have come from? Of course, it came from me. They thought the idol who just got in because of Min Jiheon's influence wouldn't be any good at acting, so they were surprised.

Lee Jeonghun was just like me.

“I really can't live properly because of Lee PD Jeonghun...”

And then, Min Jiheon's character, Min Seungtae, came back. Although he was Yu Jeonghwa's childhood friend, he was a cold and calculating character with a ridiculous setting of being a chaebol.

In short, he was a cunning and two-faced character.

As Yu Jeonghwa grumbled, Min Seungtae tilted his head.

“Why, what's bothering you so much?”

“It's just that he's really crazy... He's always picking on me... Lately, it seems like he's just enjoying it.”

“Do you want me to do something about it?”

At his words, Yu Jeonghwa, still unaware that he was a chaebol, paused for a moment.

“...It's a bit scary when you say that because it feels like you could actually do something.”

“Jeonghwa, is there anything I can't do for you?”

His diction and voice were so perfect that they were bound to stick in your head whether you liked it or not. Moreover, every line felt different, even though his tone barely changed.

Min Jiheon looked at Yu Jia with affectionate, sparkling eyes as if nothing was more precious in the world.

Several cameras from different actors' agencies and the drama team carefully filmed the script reading BTS without getting into each other's shots.

The camera in charge of the drama team's BTS focused mainly on Min Jiheon's face.

If I were to edit that footage, I would have added a disgusting caption like “Min Jiheon's loving gaze time♡” and lazily kept the close-up of his face for about 30 seconds. The comments would have exploded regardless.

“...Stop showing off, kid. And don't use informal speech. I'm your noona.”

“Haha.”

“I came into this job because I love it... not for the money. It's not about the money.”

As Yu Jia kept mumbling, trying to brainwash herself, Min Jiheon eventually burst into laughter. The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement, and even Director Yu had a very pleased expression as he watched the pair.

Yeah, that must be nice. After all, Min Jiheon is like a guaranteed success at the box office.

I had to work hard to maintain my facial expression.

And soon, Min Jiheon's solo script reading began. I intended to ignore whatever came out, but...

I couldn't.

“So?”

His typically ferocious personality was nowhere to be found, and only his cold, constricting voice enveloped the scene. A supporting actor hastily grabbed Min Seungtae by the arm.

“Mi-Min Seungtae! Please. If it's Min Seungtae... you can talk to the chairman, right? I'm really, really desperate. You know, I loved you so much when you were a kid.”

“Ha...”

“Please, just say that I didn't do it... and that I respect the chairman.”

It was a scene where a director who had committed corruption within the company desperately pleaded with Min Seungtae for help.

Min Seungtae was a character who had no interest in anything in the world except for Yu Jeonghwa. Yet, for some reason, people clung to him whenever something happened, probably because he was the chairman's favorite. They thought he would be easier to deal with than the chairman.

And they didn't even know that he was the worse of the two.

Min Seungtae just laughed.

“Sometimes it's fun.”

“...?”

Then he hummed.

“...Yes, yes? What, what are you talking about?”

“In front of others, you guys call me 'young master'... but behind my back, I'm a fucking bastard, the worst scum on earth, and now I'm 'Min Seungtae' again because you need something.”

“......”

“I have one name, but so many titles, right?”

Min Seungtae didn't seem to care about the director, who he once called “uncle” when he was young. It was the director who betrayed Min Seungtae first, after all.

Under his cold gaze, contempt and a hint of disappointment could be seen.

So, the one who belonged here was just... Min Seungtae.

“Are you in that much of a hurry?”

“Yes, yes...!”

The supporting actor playing the director shook his head frantically. Min Seungtae looked at him, let out a short moan, and said,

“But I'm sorry, I don't think it's my place to say anything.”

“...!!”

“Good luck? I'll let the chairman you respect so much know that his cute little dog has something to say.”

Then, Min Seungtae tapped his cheek with a long finger and smiled brightly.

“You got a beating from your grandson.”

...This drama was intense.

Min Jiheon's sharp gaze and sarcastic words disappeared as soon as that scene ended, and he returned to his usual dull self. I couldn't help but drool at the sight.

Wow... Jeong Dajun would love this.

There was a reason why Jeong Dajun was so excited about Min Jiheon. He was indeed an expert in this kind of shameless acting... or so I thought for a moment.

“Excuse me, the writer said that the next scene is being revised... so let's try the scene after Min Jiheon's!”

“...Yes.”

Min Jiheon then showcased a very, very heartfelt performance. I couldn't help but take another look at the part where Min Jiheon started acting.

[Feeling Min Seungtae's oddness, Yu Jeonghwa became confused and told him to step back for a moment...

Min Seungtae: (Tears dripping) Noona. (Quickly wiping his tears.) I'm scared. For me, you're the scariest in this world. (Gently pulling on the hem of Jeonghwa's clothes) Don't dislike me.]

The line was simpler than I thought. But seeing this, I reevaluated Writer Kim Sukhui once again.

Pushing such a cheap character this passionately into romance?

Moreover, just moments ago, Min Jiheon was talking about a bastard dog with enough crassness to surprise people listening.

Was it possible to cry right away when there would still be lingering emotions and feelings?

No? Could it be that if you're an actor, that level of skill came as a basic requirement?

Since it's just a script reading... it doesn't matter if they don't cry.

However, disregarding my doubts, Jiheon seemed to control his emotions as soon as the staff finished giving directions. He took a deep breath and bit his lip.

His eyes, which had been blank after the previous scene's reading, welled up and turned red instantly.

“...Noona, I...”

And along with the lines, he couldn't hold back his tears. Drops of tears ran down his cheeks and fell to his chin.

“...!!”

I was astonished.

Min Jiheon... was amazing.

“Ah, shit...”

He hurriedly wiped his tears with his sleeves, but the tears continued to flow. He picked up the words as they came to him, fearing that if he didn't say anything, it would really be over. His chin trembled from the overflowing emotions.

“...I'm scared.”

Jiheon—no, Min Seungtae shook with fear as he thought his relationship with Jeonghwa would be severed forever as she continued to push him away.

” For me, you're the scariest in this world... Noona.”

After licking his lips several times, Min Seungtae finally hung his head. In the original scene, he was supposed to gently pull on Jeonghwa's sleeve.

“...Don't dislike me.”

... He's crazy.

At that moment, all I could see was Min Seungtae.

As if he were an ardent viewer, the director teared up while looking at Jiheon and withdrew tissues from a box to wipe his tears.

What's more, Jiheon seemed to have no problem with this level of emotional acting. In the following scenes, he became a cheeky, snarky guy again, then a passionate younger man who could only look at one person, and once again, a cocky, annoying third-generation chaebol...

Damn, he just flew.

He deserves the title “Young Boss of Daepaseong Entertainment,” this guy.

But my focus wasn't on Min Jiheon's acting right now. I had something else to check.

While listening to Jiheon's lines, I tapped the table slightly and summoned a small system window.

“Hey, come out and see.”
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“Hey, come out.”

But it was quiet.

With that, I came up with a theory.

“Good job!”

“Good job~ Wow, Min Jiheon's acting is daeeeabak.”

“It's going to be even more amazing on set.”

“Huh, even more??”

Everyone, from the actors to the staff, seemed to have a good hunch after finishing the script reading for Episode 1, as they all had bright smiles on their faces. People started getting up one by one, with some flocking to the director, some to Yu Jia, and the majority swarming around Min Jiheon, practically forming a barrier with their bodies.

As I quietly tidied up my script and got up, my manager standing behind me, grabbed my shoulder. When I turned my head, he was crying.

“Ho-Hoyun... sniffle.”

“...Yes?”

“If I had known that you loved acting so much, I would have let you try it sooner...”

“You think I like acting?”

What was this...?

As I incredulously asked him, my manager nodded, and tears dropped from the corners of his eyes. His sensitivity was crazily at its peak.

“If not, how could you be so good at it! You haven't even had an acting lesson, so you must have practiced by yourself all those times, right?”

“Sometimes, I can't help but be amazed by you, Manager.”

How could he have such a misunderstanding?

As I let out an exclamation close to a lament, my manager had already convinced himself and wiped his tears with his sleeves as he nodded.

Did that come out after watching Min Jiheon's acting just now?

Director Yu was startled by that nonsense when he happened to pass by us.

“What? Seo Hoyun is crazy about acting?”

“Yes, Director... Just look at our Hoyun's script. It's all worn out. This part is practically torn.”

That's because Jeong Dajun spilled coffee on the edge. The director looked at the worn-out script and sighed deeply.

“I didn't even know! I really thought you had no interest. My goodness, I was so prejudiced.”

“Seo Hoyun, you're amazing~.”

Even Yu Jia chimed in. She had come closer without me noticing, and her reaction instantly created a warm atmosphere.

I hurriedly opened my mouth, not wanting to earn a title like “An Idol Crazy about Acting.”

“No, no! Compared to the passion of others, I'm really lacking.”

But when they heard my words, the gazes looking at me seemed even more dangerously adoring.

“How can this be, even being modest...!”

“I'm really sorry, Hoyun...”

Director Yu suddenly said as he wiped away the teardrops the size of beans with his sleeve,

“It reminds me of when I first started...”

Stop it. I came to catch Min Jiheon.

Everyone was forming an iron wall around me, cooing and echoing my words, making me wonder what to do. Min Jiheon, meanwhile, was trying to slip away through the crowd.

Fortunately, the conversation shifted to Yu Jia's debut days just in time.

“I'll be right back; I need to use the restroom.”

“Ah, sure, go ahead!”

No matter what I said now, they would just look at me fondly.

Leaving the awkwardness behind, I quickly stepped out and caught up with Min Jiheon. He already got so far in such a short time.

“Min Jiheon, just a moment.”

“Huh?”

Min Jiheon, who had just demonstrated divine acting, smiled sheepishly back at me.

“Hello?”

“I'm not in the mood for hellos.”

I wasn't in the mood to exchange greetings with someone who made me want to puke blood. Since there were many people around, I lowered my voice and asked,

“Do you have some time right now?”

“Even if I don't, I'll make some.”

“Could we chat, just the two of us, without the managers?”

Instead of answering, Min Jiheon stared at me intently. I couldn't read what he was thinking, only that he was slightly perplexed.

“...Did we agree to use polite language again?”

“......”

“I can't remember well...”

“Let's speak politely to each other.”

“...Yes.”

Sigh...

Oddly, every time I dealt with Min Jiheon, I lost my patience, so I dragged him to a cafe on the first floor of the building. As it was an awkward time, there were no people except the staff. It was perfect for having a talk with this suspicious guy.

We ordered drinks, and as I tried to clear my mind, Jiheon seemed rather relaxed. No, rather than relaxed, he appeared to be thoughtless.

“Why did you call me?”

“Why? Are you asking for a reason?”

“Um.”

Jiheon chuckled. Then our drinks arrived.

The staff smiled at Jiheon as they placed our drinks on the table. However, Jiheon's focus was entirely on his drink.

“...Huh.”

He tilted his head as he looked at the americano before him.

“...Did I order an americano?”

“You ordered a latte.”

“Did I? Never mind, I'll just drink it anyway.”

Well, that wasn't the important thing. I glanced at Jiheon with a skeptical look and asked,

“Who are you?”

“I'm Min Jiheon.”

Sometimes, I was proud to say I hadn't killed Jiheon yet.

“Not your name. What do you do?”

“An actor... Oh, that's not the answer you want.”

Finally, Jiheon laughed awkwardly.

“What did you do that time? How did you know I was in a car accident? How did you know that I'm stuck in this shitty world...”

“Uh, wait, wait.”

Jiheon raised his hand to stop my words and gulped down the americano. Then he sighed softly, scratched his head, and smiled at me after a moment of thought.

“Hyung... Don't get mad after hearing this, okay?”

“Let me hear it.”

Jiheon muttered something under his breath, then blurted it out.

“To be honest, I don't really know!!”

I clenched my fist tightly to suppress the urge to hit the table. Gritting my teeth, I quietly called Jiheon.

“You little bastard.”

“...So you did get mad, huh?”

“Tell me quickly. Before I lose my patience.”

Actually, my patience was already at rock bottom.

Jiheon definitely knew something, as it was clear that he saw something I didn't know about at that time.

But Jiheon just swirled the ice in his drink with a straw and grumbled indifferently.

“I'd like to tell you, but honestly, there's nothing to say. I really don't know.”

As Jiheon held his drink, a bracelet jingled on his wrist. I figured that the power he had that day originated from the bracelet. As my gaze focused on it, Jiheon turned his eyes to follow mine, then touched the bracelet.

...I rubbed my tired eyes and then blurted out.

“Jiheon, you're right. I was originally 33 years old, and of course, I wasn't an idol. As you know, I'm not from here... I don't even know if I'm a ghost or a human. It's complete bullshit.”

“Hmm...?”

Jiheon slightly tilted his head. His reaction was strangely uncomfortable, but I moved on.

“Listen well: To return to my original world, I have to clear this scenario, this quest.”

It hadn't been a problem until now, yet it was undoubtedly strange from the start. Why did I have to come here? What was going on with me?

“So, if you can explain what this system is—”

“What do you mean by 'returning to your original word'?”

Jiheon interrupted my words and asked an unexpected question. I furrowed my brows, taken aback.

“The world I was in, of course.”

“...Ah~.”

Jiheon let out a belated exclamation. Then he closed his mouth and looked me up and down for a moment.

What was he on about?

“...Anyway, your explanation—”

“Hyung.”

As I was about to continue, Min Jiheon interrupted me again. I was slightly pissed off but held my tongue as Min Jiheon cautiously laughed.

“Well, I'd like to help too. It's just that...”

“......”

“This is a bit too strange for me to help with...”

This guy...

I stared blankly for a moment, then closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

Calm down, Seo Hoyun.

Right now, I felt like I had met a top-notch, complete creature for the first time in a long while. No, it was also because Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu were such pushovers.

Min Jiheon seemed to be no pushover, so I kept wavering...

I am Seo Hoyun. I'm telling you, I am Seo Hoyun.

Let's just do what I've been doing until now, just like that.

I took a break for a beat and looked straight at Min Jiheon.

“Huh, Min Jiheon. Don't you want to continue being a celebrity?”

I laid out the card of threat.

Of course, I knew nothing about Min Jiheon, but...

Let's just throw it out and see.

“Are you going to be able to hide it forever...?”

Honestly, it was a long shot, but I thought it was worth a try.

“Will you be able to hide it forever?”

“...!”

That's right.

There was a reaction when I threw it out.

Well, of course, there was no one in this world without a single speck of dust when you shook them enough.

Min Jiheon stroked his chin with a troubled expression.

“Damn it...”

“I can keep quiet if you just tell me the answer I want to hear.”

Min Jiheon looked straight at me and sighed.

“Well, I guess I can't hide it forever.”

Finally, a response came. With a gloomy expression, Min Jiheon noisily sipped his straw.

“Actually...”

“......”

“I eat a lot. Minimum 10 servings.”

Ah...

As I glared at Min Jiheon with my clenched hands trembling, he wore a distant gaze and started to list other TMI. (Though none of them were damaging, they were actually elements that would ignite a fan's heart.)

“My mom thought I had a parasite in my stomach, so we went to every hospital we could find. But there was nothing. They said I was just fine.”

“Hey.”

“I was just a pig...”

The pig rested his chin on his hand-made flower stand and grinned.

“But hyung... um, you're threatening me now, right?”

“Do you want me to threaten you in reverse?”

I looked at him with an expression that said, “Go ahead and fucking try, you think you can do anything?” but Min Jiheon shook his head.

“What? No, I like hyung quite a bit. I really hope it goes well. I enjoyed watching the Shining Star rerun... I support The Dawn and like Hyung's subtly slippery personality too.”

...Slippery?

If the system window could appear right now, it would have frantically displayed question marks. Thanks to that, my plan to “spread false rumors about Min Jiheon by manipulating data” flew right out the window.

“Anyway... I was just asking because...”

Min Jiheon mumbled, making crunching noises with the ice in his straw.

“If you want to hear the answer, isn't asking for a favor more normal than threatening...”

“......”

“I just thought that was the sensible thing to do...”

He was talking about the standard, common-sense thing one would hear, not something a crazy person would go for.

...After racking my brain, I realized that was the case. If I had nothing to threaten him with, it was best to just give him something to hold onto.

But it was shocking to be pointed out in such a common-sense way by someone who looked like they had no common sense.

Should I give up on Min Jiheon and look for another, another... more fascinating person?

No, no. Where's the guarantee that they'll know something if I do that?

Min Jiheon really does have some skills.

That damn bracelet and those eyes that occasionally grazed me strangely were proof.

An item? He was someone who could even make the system window malfunction, so it wouldn't work. And given his intuition, the chances of it being blocked if I tried now were even higher.

In other words, he was someone immune to all the strategies I had at my disposal.

I glared at him and asked,

“What do you want?”

Then, let's try persuasion.
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“What do you want?”

“...You adapt quickly, huh?”

As Min Jiheon laughed awkwardly, his manager suddenly rushed over. His manager always seemed to come running in similar situations with a similar expression.

“Min Jiheon! Hey, you! ”

“Ah, hyung!”

Min Jiheon greeted him with a big smile and a wave, but Kim Seongcheol, the manager, looked restless as he approached.

“Hey! Do you know how scared I was? I thought you disappeared again! You should tell me if you're going somewhere!”

“Come on, like I would do that?”

“Your history is quite flashy, you know?!”

I felt a little guilty since I'd forcibly brought Min Jiheon to the coffee shop. Come to think of it, I hadn't mentioned anything to my manager either.

“Anyway, why are you with Seo Hoyun again? ...About that incident last time?”

“It's okay.”

Although he tried to whisper quietly, I could hear it clearly. The two seemed to have talked about what happened at the restaurant last time.

“Ah, how can he survive in this world being so naïve...”

Naïve? Really??

Why were all the managers of Daepaseong like this?

Did Daepaseong have a technique for only hiring people who were either dense or too kind during the interview process?

Kim Seongcheol, the manager, glanced at me after hitting his chest a few times as if frustrated, then cleared his throat.

“Ahem, hello, Seo Hoyun.”

Are you crazy?

What part of Min Jiheon was naïve? He was someone who didn't even flinch at the evil aura of Seo Hoyun!

I bowed my head to the manager while inwardly fuming. Min Jiheon, being himself, was not paying attention to his manager's words and just kept smiling and speaking as he pleased.

“I'm glad you came, hyung. I wanted to ask you something.”

“Huh... What is it?”

“Did I want something recently?”

“What nonsense is that? Why are you asking me?”

His manager grumbled but thought about it for a moment, then tilted his head.

“Eating a lot? Going on a food tour across Paldo?”

“No matter how much I do that, it's never enough... I want to eat all the food in the world before I die. They say even the ghosts who die eating have a fair complexion.”

“......”

“That seems to be true.”

As Min Jiheon mumbled his chilling joke, his manager suddenly clapped his hands.

“Ah! Getting rid of people who make you uncomfortable? Didn't you say last time that you found that actor annoying? That they were too clingy.”

An actor?

“...Who?”

“Don't you remember?”

As I slightly furrowed my brows, his manager glanced at me, seemingly trying to gauge my reaction.

“That person originally had Seo Hoyun's role... I mean, the role of PD Lee Jeonghun. The one who kept following you around saying they admired you.”

“...Ah, that... that person.”

Min Jiheon scratched his head and clapped his hands. I could bet that he had completely forgotten about that person's existence.

Just then, a gleam flashed across Min Jiheon's eyes.

...What?

Min Jiheon smiled as if he had a great idea in mind.

“Hmm~, does hyung know that person?”

“...Who?”

“Why are you like this again? Are you already immersed in your role?!”

Although Kim Seongcheol spoke while stealing a glance at me, he seemed to want to let it pass for now. If he didn't bring it up, I would pretend I didn't know and act accordingly as well.

Whether the manager said it or not, Min Jiheon didn't care and just kept smiling brightly.

“That actor, Lee Kangseok, said the script was so good that he wanted the role. He really appealed to me about it... But he's a bit... burdensome, so I recommended hyung to the writer instead.”

Did you sell me out because you didn't want to work with someone you hated and not for my sake?

“...Haha, he ended up doing some supporting role in a drama that will air at the same time as ours.”

How could he act like that? I think I might need some practice before going to the audition...

I then remembered the man who suddenly picked a fight with me in the waiting room when I first auditioned for the drama. A sigh escaped from me.

It was because of Min Jiheon.

I glared at Min Jiheon for unexpectedly providing the cause of the fight at that time, but he just shrugged his shoulders. Then he rubbed his mouth and thought seriously.

“...Hmm, should I really help you out?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, since I like you...”

Min Jiheon smiled mischievously and mumbled the words “scenario” and “quest” I mentioned earlier.

“So, it's like that, right?”

“......”

Then, he suddenly raised his head.

“Hyung, do you want to try a quest with me?”

“...A quest?”

“I can also call it a bet.”

Staring at him with my mouth slightly open, I couldn't believe what he was saying.

“If you have enough acting skills to surpass that actor and our drama gets higher ratings-if you can fulfill these two conditions...”

Min Jiheon grinned.

“I'll tell you what I know.”

...Is he crazy?

How could I surpass an actor with my acting skills?

Besides, the ratings weren't something I could control. Even if the script was good and the actors acted well, luck somewhat influenced the ratings.

I glared at him, but Min Jiheon didn't care as expected.

“...Let's say the ratings are like that. How can you tell that my acting surpassed that person?”

“I'll be the judge. It would've been nice if you could win a rookie award, but unfortunately, there's no suitable awards ceremony now.”

“With such an ambiguous standard? What if you, Min Jiheon-sunbae, change your mind later?”

“Hey, that's a bit disappointing, isn't it?”

His lips that had been slightly upturned throughout the conversation dropped in an instant, and in the most serious tone he had used so far, Min Jiheon said,

“I don't joke around when it comes to acting.”

There was a unique arrogance and confidence in Min Jiheon's eyes that was only seen when he was acting. I tapped the table with my finger, weighing the conditions I had at the moment.

I'm...at a disadvantage.

First, did I have any leverage over Min Jiheon?

The answer was “no.”

Secondly, what if Min Jiheon changed his words?

It wasn't certain, but my instincts told me Min Jiheon wasn't lying. Slightly crazy artists didn't lie about their areas of expertise.

...Except for Lim Hyeonsu.

Thirdly, was it worth taking on this ridiculous quest to get the answer from Min Jiheon?

“What are you going to do?”

I raised my gaze and looked at Min Jiheon.

The system window was still quiet. Before, it had warned me not to act and not to meet Min Jiheon, but now it was silent as if it was completely dead.

It must mean that there was really something to hide.

Therefore, the answer was...

“...You.”

Of course, I had to get something from this guy.

“If you don't keep this ambiguous promise, you're dead.”

I was prepared to strangle Min Jiheon's neck if he didn't keep his promise.

When he heard my answer, Min Jiheon got up as if his work was done.

“I don't want to die, so I won't go back on my word.”

“......”

“Call me if you need anything?”

“Ugh...”

Min Jiheon signaled his manager, who was observing both of us with a peculiar expression, indicating that they should depart.

“Let's work well together with Yu Jia in our drama.”

“...Yes, I'm looking forward to working with you.”

Manager Kim Seongcheol, whose gaze had subtly dropped then lifted, trailed behind Min Jiheon as he departed.

Finding myself alone, I subconsciously tightened my grip on the plastic cup to the point it crumpled.


“Oh! Hoyun is here. Why didn't you answer your phone?”

Min Jiheon's aggro removal...

When I returned to the practice room, Seong Jiwon was practicing again, drenched in sweat and smiling brightly as he greeted me. I casually put down my bag and replied,

“Did you call me?”

“Yeah, others too, and the kids were really worried.”

Did he have anything to say?

When I asked with my eyes, Seong Jiwon awkwardly changed the topic.

“Let's talk about that later. How was the script reading today?”

“It was fine.”

“Hmm...”

Seong Jiwon squinted at me. So much had happened lately that all the member's intuition was on par with ghosts. Ignoring his gaze on purpose, I took the script out of my bag and asked,

“So, why did you contact me?”

“Well... I was going to tell you when we were all together.”

“Where are the kids now?”

“Practicing in the recording studio! We need to prepare for our next comeback song~.”

They were so diligent.

Actually, I wasn't really curious about Kang Ichae. That kid had already recovered mentally, so without even looking, I knew he'd be holed up in his dorm or Lim Hyeonsu's studio, praising each other as the best, the greatest, and the most genius while working.

I've already asked the manager about acting lessons. Since the company's finances have improved quite a bit, they'd be more than happy to provide them.

Acting skills...

No matter how I thought about it, the criterion for better acting skills than Lee Kangseok was too vague.

I need something that Min Jiheon can't change. Something like that.

As I pondered on a more certain method, Seong Jiwon kept fidgeting beside me.

“Hoyun, Hoyun... You know...”

“...Why? You look happy?”

“Haha, does it show?”

Seong Jiwon smiled shyly and plopped down beside me.

“Today's our settlement day.”

“...!”

Damn!

I had completely forgotten about such important news. As a small citizen of capitalist South Korea, I quickly pulled out my phone.

“Did you see it?”

“Haha, not yet. I don't know how much... I haven't received the statement yet.”

“Do the kids know?”

“Yeah. We were going to check it together when everyone's here... Oh.”

Just then, my phone rang. The manager posted a message in the group chat: Settlement has been processed, please check!!

As soon as Seong Jiwon and I exchanged glances, the practice room door slammed open.

“Hyungs!!”

The first one to rush in was Jeong Dajun. Kim Seonghyeon followed him, wearing a hat pulled low and staggering in with a pale, ghostly face.

“Did you guys... look at the settlement money?”

“...Hey, we said we'd look at it together when everyone's here!”

“Ugh, I'm sorry. My fingers were just too itchy...! But that's not the problem!”

Jeong Dajun slid on his knees and performed a ceremony of blowing a hand kiss.

“I'm happy to be an idol! I'll dance until my bones wear out, thank you!!”

“......”

Jeong Dajun, how much did you get to be this excited?

Even the kind Seong Jiwon ignored Jeong Dajun.

Why is he making such a fuss...

As I sighed and opened the bank app, Seong Jiwon took out his phone.

It had been a while since I last checked my tearful, empty account. Checking it always made me angry and want to smoke...

Anyway, I wondered how much we had earned from our activities in the last six months. I had heard that we had passed the break-even point by a lot, but I thought maybe around 2,000.

“......”

After I opened my account, I doubted my eyes for a moment. It seemed Seong Jiwon had the same reaction. I quickly counted the digits.

“One, ten, hundred...”

“Hyung!!”

While I was startled and blinking after checking the amount, Jeong Dajun clung to me. His pure delight at encountering such a large sum for the first time was evident on his still-young face.

“Hyung, it's awesome! Awesome!!”

“Uh, yeah... it is.”

I couldn't believe it, so I checked my phone again. We had passed the break-even point, and since they didn't charge us for training costs, it was an incredible amount.

Wow... even so.

It was far from the guarantee we had been offered back when we were doing well, but this amount in just six months...

“It's crazy. We're gonna earn even more in the future.”

Kim Seonghyeon had been quiet the whole time. He then walked over weakly and slumped against the wall. He rubbed his face with both hands and buried his face in his knees, speaking in a trembling voice.

“Seo Hoyun...”

“Why are you crying?”

“Ah, please...”

Annoyed by the joke, Kim Seonghyeon finally asked,

“Can I stop feeling sorry for my parents now?”

Ah.

About six months ago, when I first entered this practice room, he asked me about the words I'd thrown out full of spirit.

“Other kids go to college or work part-time jobs to make money, whereas we rely on our family and company for financial support.”

I chuckled.

“You have a lot to be sorry for.”

“You said it yourself.”

“Back then, it was so hopeless... Ouch!”

Kim Seonghyeon playfully hit me with the hat he was holding. But it really hurt.

As the two of us argued, Seong Jiwon suddenly stood up and called somewhere.

“Hello, Grandma! Yes... it's Jiwon. Yeah, I'm eating well.”

“I wanna call too!”

“Oh, right... me too.”

Seeing that, everyone got up, grabbed their phones, and went outside. I stared blankly at the closed door, and a system window appeared.

Ding!

[Not gonna call?]

“What's the point?”

[To your brother.]

“Pfft, no thanks.”

I knew that even if I bragged about making a lot of money, he would just worry first.

The door opened again as I lay down on the practice room floor. Kang Ichae, chewing a piece of gum as always, came in. Today, he was chewing it very intensely.

“Hyung, what's up?”

“Did you check your settlement?”

He seems too calm about it.

Kang Ichae was the member who earned the most among us. He had written several songs. I thought the amount he received might be different when he just nodded his head.

“Oh, I saw it.”

Oh, you saw it?

What the hell?

“So, everyone's excited like puppies seeing snow for the first time?”

Kang Ichae was too indifferent.

Wasn't it an incredible amount for a first settlement? No, even normally, it wasn't an amount you could easily touch.

But Kang Ichae didn't seem to care much about the settlement. He lay down beside me and started playing a rhythm game on his phone.

“Did you do well in script reading?”

“Of course.”

“Yeah...”

And after a long silence, Kang Ichae added nonchalantly.

“So that's what happened.”
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“What did you say?”

I asked, but Kang Ichae didn't answer and continued playing a few more rounds of his rhythm game. He soon wilted and threw his phone aside as he muttered,

“I'm hungry...”

I had a strange feeling that he was ignoring me... Keeping an uneasy gaze on him, I had a sudden hunch.

Could this be a chance to win over Kang Ichae?

Ding!

[I'm not exactly sure what you're thinking, but it doesn't seem like that.]

Ignoring the system window's tackle, I cleared my throat.

“Ichae, you know I'm always by your side, right?”

“What nonsense are you talking about?”

“Whenever you're struggling, I'm always by your side, ready to listen.”

“I don't need it, though.”

“......”

He didn't match my pace today and was quite cranky. Kang Ichae, staring intently at my rotting face, smirked slightly.

“I know you're ready to listen... but you don't know what others want to hear.”

“...!”

Even after that incident, Kang Ichae returned to his usual self without a word and played around. I thought it was just passing by...

Wasn't it?

There's only one conclusion.

Is this a sign of a breakup?

An opportunity for our team to divide because of individual activities? Did Kang Ichae express his dissatisfaction because of the team's atmosphere or something like that?

Paak!

I sat up and threw the script exaggeratedly to the corner of the practice room. Kang Ichae's eyebrows wriggled.

“Should I not do it?”

“What?”

“Should I not do this? You don't like my individual activities? Ichae, just say the word, and I'll listen.”

As I tried to control the atmosphere and listen to anything, Kang Ichae, looking quite displeased, spat a hollow laugh and stared at me.

“You're funny~.”

“......”

“Saying just the word.”

He fucking mocked me.

“Even if you make up your mind to do it your way, you still make a fuss about it.”

“...It hurts a little.”

“It hurts because it's true. And stop whining. It's annoying when you only do that when it's not in your favor.”

“......”

Ding!

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ(omission)]

...The system window that had been cautiously watching my every move for several days was now laughing at me. This was the first time I saw the “ㅋ” being abused like this, and I felt a little—no, very offended.

Whether I was sitting helplessly or not, realizing that such coaxing wouldn't work on Kang Ichae anymore, he picked up his phone again.

“Ah... I'm really hungry.”

Kang Ichae rolled over while lying down, then suddenly got up.

Wow, shit... Kang Ichae was really cranky today. I couldn't figure out how to deal with his 21-year-old puberty, but his expression returned to normal.

Was he over it now?

“Let's go eat with the members.”

“Order whatever you want. I, not hyung, will treat you.”

“Lobster, Almas caviar, Wagyu sirloin steak. For dessert, Hawaiian Kona coffee.”

“......”

Nope, he was still upset...


“Cough! Cough!”

“Why is he acting like that again?”

“Leave him be. He wants to make a toast.”

Even though his expression returned to normal, I had to appease Kang Ichae's constant whining with beef. Finally, we reached an agreement.

Jeong Dajun, who was deeply immersed in a drama he'd watched recently, stood up, tapping a glass filled with frothy soda using a fork.

“I sincerely thank everyone who came today. Maknae Jeong Dajun pays his respects.”

The hyungs clapped their hands casually as they grilled the meat.

“Finally, after all the hard work!! We received a significant settlement. Sob, it's so touching...!”

I couldn't help but snicker at the sight of Jeong Dajun wiping away his fake tears with a thin recycled tissue he took from the table.

“Doesn't he seem to be getting more brazen as time goes on?”

“Hoyun, you're not in the position to say that.”

“He's following your lead. They say kids should be careful even when drinking water in front of them...”

“......”

Seong Jiwon attacked, and Kim Seonghyeon backed him up.

After taking a beating from Kang Ichae earlier, I now received a right hook, left hook, and jabs from Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon. I comforted myself by diligently putting beef in my mouth.

“I dedicate this honor to all my hyungs... to Manager-hyung, to Smooth Executioner Jiwo-hyung, to Seonghyeon-hyung, who can cure myopia with a mere glance, to the most handsome in The Dawn, Ichae-hyung, and to the coolest, Hoyun-hyung...!”

“......”

“If I were to list all of that person's talents, there would be endless praises...!”

“Just one verse.”

I shoved a piece of meat wrap into Jeong Dajun's mouth as he was reciting a toast.

“Mmway, churs ~!!”

“Cheers~”

We all clinked our cider glasses together.

Since it was the day of the settlement, everyone was still a bit excited.

Jeong Dajun asked with a mouthful of meat.

“Hyungs! Are you going to buy anything?”

“I don't have anything in particular.”

“Ugh, boring~.”

“Being boring is the best, you know?”

It meant that there were no issues.

At my response, Jeong Dajun burst into jeers and held a spoon like a microphone, shoving it in front of Kim Seonghyeon.

“I'm thinking of paying off some of my family's debt.”

“Eh?! Seonghyeon-hyung, you have a lot of debt?”

“No, it's not much. I have a lot of siblings, so there are some small debts here and there.”

“...You're not going to use it all up, are you?”

When Seong Jiwon asked worriedly, Kim Seonghyeon waved his hand.

“No, no. It's not much, so I can pay it off. I've asked my parents for a lot of help since I was a trainee... So, I'm just repaying them.”

“What about you, Jiwon-hyung?”

Seong Jiwon thought hard. Then, he fiddled with his fingers and smiled faintly.

“...I want to have a meal with my grandmother.”

“Oh! Filial son, filial son!”

“Ahaha.”

The conversation naturally moved to the last person, Kang Ichae. Pretending not to care, Ichae stuffed some meat into his mouth and tilted his head at the gathered gazes.

“I don't have anything particular either. Dajun, what should I buy for you?”

“Eh?”

At that remark, Jeong Dajun was startled. Kang Ichae casually continued while flipping the meat.

“What... do you want? Shoes or clothes?”

“Hyung, I got my settlement too. I'm fine!”

“Ah, okay, okay~.”

Jeong Dajun sullenly refused the offer.

As I put grilled kimchi in the wrap, I glanced at Kang Ichae.

He had been a bit... strange since the last time.

He had a slightly different sense of money than ordinary people... That's what I meant. Kang Ichae looked up, and our eyes met, so I naturally turned my head and asked Jeong Dajun.

“Dajun, what are you going to spend your money on?”

“As for me!”

Jeong Dajun blushed slightly.

“I'm going to put it in my savings account!”

“......”

“I have a savings account from when I was in elementary school, where I collected my pocket money. I'm going to put it in there!”

“......”

We all silently put meat and side dishes on Jeong Dajun's rice. Dajun was confused, not knowing the reason as we moved on to the next topic.

“So, when does the filming start?”

“In three days.”

“What? That's so fast.”

“We have to shoot for two months and then start promotions right away. What are you guys going to do in the meantime?”

“......”

For a moment, the members sneaked glances at each other and exchanged opinions with their eyes before putting down their chopsticks.

“Weeell, actually.”

“What?”

“That's right~.”

“What is it?”

Why were they dragging their words out nervously?

“What should we do?”

“It seems like we can tell him now.”

Seong Jiwon looked at Kim Seonghyeon, who decided it was the right time and opened his mouth.

“Me and Dajun, we decided to appear on a dance variety show.”

“Huh?”

“It's a dance program... The planning is really fresh. PD Kim Heeyeon recommended it, too. ...Joo Woosung-sunbae might also appear.”

“Oh~.”

Just as we were about to clap and admire, Seong Jiwon cut in.

“Actually, I'm going to sing the OST for Hoyun's drama.”

“Oh~?”

“Then, is Ichae composing the song?”

“Wow, it was amazing. You know, when Ichae-hyung found out about the OST offer from Cheongbeom, he stayed up all night like crazy working on the beats and samples. He then went to pitch it.”

But why didn't I know?

“Ultimately, I, the genius Kang Ichae, succeeded. It's a real mystery where this talent comes from...”

“Don't try to make rhymes with your name.”[1]

Jeong Dajun disapproved, but Kang Ichae shamelessly added a few more rhymes, diligently chewed some more beef, and swallowed.

“Also, I'm currently working on the title and B-side tracks for our regular album with Composer Lim Hyeonsu. It's already keeping me busy.”

“Oh...?”

Everything was good. Everything was fine...

Why was all this news pouring in all at once?

I asked while scooping up some kimchi with chopsticks.

“What's the matter with you guys?”

“......”

The members were taken aback.

“Are you excluding me? Why didn't I know?”

“...Ahaha!”

The members awkwardly laughed and scratched their heads. An expression that meant “Who's going to say it?” went back and forth between them until the Buddha-like Seong Jiwon spoke up.

“Well, actually, we talked about it a lot.”

“What?”

“Hoyun, we thought you might be burdened by acting as a personal activity.”

“......”

Well, wasn't that true?

“But we thought it would be great if you could try everything you want and can do.”

“That's right! Hyung! We have to try everything!”

“So, it's better to do individual activities separately and regroup for the regular album.”

The members explained further and burst into laughter. Jeong Dajun, who usually chattered away, seemed to have been frustrated by keeping this a secret. As soon as Seong Jiwon finished speaking, he brushed his chest and laughed heartily.

“Kyah! We finally said it. We meant to tell you earlier... but we missed the timing.”

“Right.”

Finally, I understood how things were going. I caught Kang Ichae's eyes and realized why he acted as he did.

I took a sip of water and let out a deep sigh.

“...Thanks.”

“...!”

“You guys thought a lot about it... I can finally relax and get things done.”

Everyone's eyes widened, and they suddenly piled side dishes on my rice, just like we had done to Jeong Dajun earlier.

“Hoyun, don't you like this?”

“Hyung! Hyung! You know mushrooms grilled in meat fat are the tastiest, right?”

“Let's balance the nutrients. Hey, a wrap. Eat some vegetables.”

“Everyone, buzz off.”

“Okay, Okay~, it's okay to be grumpy today~.”

I had a sudden realization. Although it felt like I was carrying everything on my own, I relied on them in many ways. The choreography was always carefully crafted by Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, the songs by Kang Ichae, and the team management by Seong Jiwon.

I was just prominent in the visible parts.

Even so, if they wanted me to ride comfortably on their efforts... it would be nice to take a break and blend in sometimes.

Geez, I'm making a big deal out of wanting to ride the bus.

I shrugged my shoulders and quietly ate my meal.

Kim Seonghyeon put another piece of meat in my rice bowl and snickered.

“Eat a lot, and I'm looking forward to the drama, PD Seo.”

I couldn't help but laugh at that.

I never thought I'd hear Kim Seonghyeon call me PD Seo.


[Today is Hoyun's first filming ㄷㄷㄷ I'm so nervous]

[Shit, I feel more nervous than preparing for my master's thesis presentation. What should I do? What can I do? I'll just go all-in on Seo Hoyun and abandon my thesis

└  Ah, fucking straightforward ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The drama had already started filming three days before, but today was my first day on set.

As I walked down from the van, it seemed the previous scene had finished filming as the staff moved equipment around.

“Hello.”

“Seo Hoyun, hello!”

As I exchanged greetings with the staff, I looked around and saw that most of the other actors seemed to be wrapping up and leaving, as if the previous scene was the last one to be filmed that day.

At that moment, Yu Jia spotted me as she passed by and greeted me casually.

“Is today your first day of filming?”

“Hello, Yu Jia-sunbae.”

“I wanted to say you must be nervous... but...”

Yu Jia chuckled and then laughed.

“Seo Hoyun doesn't seem like the type to get nervous. Good luck!”

I smiled awkwardly. Yu Jia was really quick on her feet.

Well, if I had to admit, I'm more worried about messing up than being nervous.

As I took in more of the set, I found my place at the table set for me, and the hairstylist promptly began working on my hair.

Unexpectedly, Min Jiheon, the person I'd resolved to put in his place this year and who had audaciously declared himself the guest of honor, made an abrupt entrance.

“Seo Hoyun!”

He was still formal in addressing me when we were on set. Min Jiheon leisurely looked around the set. For a guy who couldn't distinguish between humans and ghosts, he had a rather clean gaze.

“It feels new seeing it from here~.”

“...Yes.”

I replied curtly, but Min Jiheon didn't seem to want to have a conversation and just sat down on the chair beside me, slouching in it. After a while, a staff member approached and spoke to Min Jiheon.

“Min Jiheon.”

“......”

“Min Jiheon!”

“...Ah, sorry.”

Min Jiheon, having spaced out, responded a beat too late. As if used to this sort of thing, the staff simply gave an explanation, then walked away. Min Jiheon scratched his cheek and then slouched in his chair again. He looked like a lazy sloth, so I unconsciously spoke to him.

“...Do you always have trouble listening?”

“...Is that what you really want to say? I feel like you're cursing at me with your eyes...”

“Let's prevent excessive self-consciousness and regain a healthy life.

I wanted to show this kid that useless article on preventing narcissism. Min Jiheon smiled awkwardly.

“Well, it's not that I have trouble listening...”

Min Jiheon cleared his throat several times, then tapped the chair's armrest with his finger as he spoke.

“It's just safer to ignore things a couple of times first.”

“...Why?”

Min Jiheon didn't seem like the kind of guy who would bully someone, but I was curious and continued to ask. He murmured with a wistful gaze.

“Sometimes, I mean, very rarely, I have moments like that...”

“......”

“If I accidentally respond, they really chase after you all the way home. Having them hold a grudge or steal my body while I dream is just the beginning. Once, they almost really stole my body...”

The atmosphere got chilly. Not believing him, I just moved my mouth.

“...Is that true?”

“Yeah. Jiheon's life is surprisingly tough too...”

Min Jiheon, with his slightly drooping eyes, looked genuinely troubled, so I decided to let him use the third person this time.

“But, hyung, sometimes you look like that too, you know?”




1 The word “난제” (mystery) in the sentence rhymes with “......” (Kang Ichae).
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“...Me?”

“Yeah! It's totally confusing!”

I would have ignored it as usual, but brushing it aside wasn't simple this time as it might be true.

I narrowed my eyes and asked,

“Do I... do I look like some kind of ghost or something?”

What the hell was he talking about to someone alive and well? Min Jiheon looked me up and down when he heard that. Then, with a serious expression, he tilted his head slightly, making me more nervous.

“...Hmm. I don't know. You seem fine now. Just a little bit suspicious.”

“Min Jiheon, your words keep changing, but they're all useless, you know?”

“Do you know that you can be quite harsh?”

Min Jiheon murmured, “Too harsh...” with a hurt expression.

“Seo Hoyun, come in now. Let's start filming!”

“Yes.”

Leaving Min Jiheon's annoying words behind, I stepped confidently into the camera frame. I checked my position first, and then Yu Jia entered.

The scene of our characters' first encounter.

“Ugh! I'm nervous. What should I do?!”

“If the director is this nervous, what else can we do? Seo Hoyun, it's okay. Just act comfortably.”

There wasn't much to say since the staff and the director were all trying to comfort me. I just gave a faint smile when Yu Jia spoke to me.

“Hoyun, let's do our best.”

“Please take care of me, sunbae.”

Once the preparations were done, Director Yu signaled from behind the camera. The AD came forward to mark the editing point and hit the slate.

“Scene 15, Take 1!”

Yu Jeonghwa walked toward the rooftop railing and shouted cheerfully in sync with the timing.

“Ah! Let's do our best today too!!”

I didn't know why there always had to be a scene in dramas where someone yells from the rooftop to make a resolution.

It was a scene where she comforts herself after making several mistakes at her first job and getting scolded by her seniors.

Yu Jeonghwa took a deep breath and shouted again.

“Newcomers are supposed to make mistakes! Let's do better next time and hang in there! Hang in there! Hanging in there is the key to success! Yu Jeonghwa, fighting!”

I heard that Writer Kim Sukhui had a tough working life, and her mindset seemed reflected in the dialogue by about 80%.

“Excuse me, do you know where the variety show department is?”

It was my turn to turn around when I heard that line.

I nodded my head and replied slowly,

“It's on the fifth floor below.”

I remembered what the hastily hired acting trainer had told me to do.

Think of the character in three dimensions... and so on. I recalled the theories I had crammed into my head and opened my mouth.

“Yes, it's on the fifth floor.”

There was a slight tremble in Yu Jeonghwa's eyes.

Hmm?

Something caught my attention, but I controlled my emotions as the trainer emphasized and continued delivering my line.

“Are you a new employee?”

“Yes, I'm Yu Jeonghwa, assigned to the variety show department this month.”

“Variety show department.”

“Cut!”

When we reached that point, the director slightly tilted his head and called cut.

“...?”

I didn't understand why, and when I turned around, the director was frowning at the monitoring screen.

“What's wrong? Hoyun, were you nervous because it's your first time, right?”

At his words, a light laughter burst out from the filming set.

...Huh?

I wasn't nervous at all.

Yu Jia had now reverted to her real self from the character Yu Jeonghwa. She clapped her hands lightly, trying to change the atmosphere.

“Hoyun, shall we try it again?”

“Yes, I'm sorry.”

Since there was an NG, I quickly apologized, and the director, who still had a favorable impression of me, waved his hand. Then, filming resumed right away.

“Are you a new employee?”

“Yes, I'm Yu Jeonghwa, assigned to the variety show department this month.”

“Variety show department...”

“Cut!”

The second take failed.

“Yes, it's on the fifth floor.”

“Cut!”

The third take failed.

What's going on?

I was doing everything as usual. No, I was even trying harder than before.

Confused and not knowing what to do, Director Yu spoke up.

“Um... should we take a break for now?”

Feeling flustered, I hurriedly approached Director Yu after being kicked off the set.

“Director, I'm sorry for causing so many NGs. Can you tell me what the problem is?”

“Well, Hoyun. It's not a big deal. You're doing a good job. It's just that...”

“Yes?”

“It's not the same as when I saw you at the audition or during the script reading. Back then, I thought, 'Wow! This is PD Lee Jeonghun~.'”

Director Yu scratched his head.

“Right now, it feels a bit... like you're just acting?”

“......”

“Of course, it's natural for actors to act.”

Director Yu shrugged, seemingly unsure of his own explanation. But he said there was no other way to explain it.

Not understanding, I rewound the filmed scene to monitor it, and Yu Jia approached me.

“It seems like the director has high expectations.”

“I'm sorry, sunbae.”

After bowing my head in apology, I went to a corner of the set and quietly looked down at the script. I then recalled what the acting trainer had told me: focus on proper pronunciation and emotions.

Strange...

At that moment, Min Jiheon, who had been watching from somewhere, suddenly appeared, slurping down his coffee.

“Jiheon's appearance.”

“......”

This was crazy, seriously...

For a moment, I thought he and Kang Ichae would make a perfect pair.

After finishing his coffee, Min Jiheon yawned.

“Seo Hoyun, did you get an acting trainer?”

“Excuse me?”

“That seems to be the problem.”

What kind of nonsense was that?

Just as I thought his words were dragging on, he seemed to realize that not many people were paying attention to us, so he brazenly continued.

“Um... I don't know what the trainer told you, but you just need to be yourself on the show. You've been PD Lee Jeonghun all along. Why make things complicated?”

“...!”

Wait, that's true?

“You look awkward because you're trying to act unnaturally. It's like putting an unnecessary layer on top, blurring the essence.”

...He's right?

“The only thing worth listening to from the trainer might be... well, your vocalization. Your diction is already good, but it's different from the vocalization of most actors.”

He's spot on??

“...Why are you staring at me like that?”

“No, it's just a bit shocking...”

I thought he was always half-hearted and blunt, but when he talked seriously about acting, I couldn't help but be taken aback.

Min Jiheon must really be passionate about acting...

Only when someone was deeply invested in something could they accurately pinpoint another person's problem and give advice.

According to Jeong Dajun, his acting skills have recently soared to an almost divine level.

...He might have been possessed.

I looked at him slightly differently, and Min Jiheon smiled awkwardly.

“...Did I sound too much like a sunbae?”

“......”

“But I find it burdensome to be admired too much. I'm a bit annoyed by that... sorry.”

“Don't worry, there's absolutely no need to worry about that.”

“...Alright.”

Taking a deep breath, I calmed my nerves and stepped back onto the set.


Yu Jia touched up her makeup and went back for the fourth take. Seo Hoyun had been talking with Min Jiheon and came back with a slightly sour expression.

Are they not on good terms?

But the moment his eyes met Yu Jia's, his expression returned to normal. Yu Jia chuckled.

He's pretty good at hiding it, but he has so many enemies everywhere. Yet he doesn't seem to care much about it...

Yu Jia didn't think much of it. Since her childhood, she had been rolling around in the rough entertainment industry, so she could tell if someone was going to make it or not.

Seo Hoyun clearly belonged to the former group.

After all, he's the one who sets the stage, so there's no way he'll fail.

Still, Yu Jia always felt a strange feeling when looking at him.

He was desperate, but he wasn't the type who was desperate for the thrill of the stage. But... could such a person really dive headfirst into becoming an idol?

“Sunbae, please take care of me once again.”

“Me too.”

Interesting...

For better or worse, Yu Jia liked Seo Hoyun quite a bit. He was clean, didn't cross the line, and took care of his own business without being interested in others. Such juniors were always the best.

“Alright, cue again!”

As the slate came down, she transformed into Yu Jeonghwa again. She got up with determination and grabbed the passing PD Lee Jeonghun.

“Excuse me, do you know where the variety show department is?”

PD Lee Jeonghun glanced at her, and she couldn't help but be surprised.

Underneath the slightly tired eyes, there was indifference. He really looked like a zombie office worker wandering around Yeouido.

“Yes, it's on the fifth floor.”

As Yu Jeonghwa nodded her head in confusion, Seo Hoyun—no, Lee Jeonghun looked at her ID card and asked lightly,

“...Are you a new employee?”

Oh, what's this?

“Yes, I'm Yu Jeonghwa, assigned to the variety show department this month.”

“...Ah.”

After hearing that, a trace of disappointment crossed his tired eyes.

“Variety show department...”

Wow.

Yu Jia was impressed.

I'm kind of jealous.

It didn't feel like acting. Seo Hoyun was PD Lee Jeonghun. Even without any special lines, he was able to convey annoyance with just the phrase “variety show department,” as if he had already experienced that department's hardships.

It was only natural.

For Seo Hoyun, who barely slept when he was in the variety show department and always had a pillow ready to use in his office, it was a real-life role.

As he looked at the flustered Yu Jeonghwa, Lee Jeonghun hummed and made a short sound.

“Then I wonder which show you'll be assigned to... It better not be mine, though.”

“Show?”

“...Ah, yes. Sorry for the late introduction. I'm PD Lee Jeonghun.”

“Really?! You're THAT PD Lee Jeonghun?!”

“Do... you know me?”

The person, who had a pretty friendly appearance, was the one rumored to be the difficult and often controversial “Lee Jeonghun.” Caught off guard, Yu Jeonghwa's response was a stuttered, open-mouthed surprise. Seeing her reaction, Lee Jeonghun narrowed his eyes.

“'That PD,' huh.”

“......”

“I'm curious how a new employee who just joined heard about me...”

Shit!

Yu Jeonghwa tried to be clever.

“PD?”

“...Yes?”

“Are you not a celebrity?”

Yu Jeonghwa threw a Hail Mary, and after looking at her, Lee Jeonghun opened his eyes wide for a moment before bursting into laughter. His lips curled up, and his eyes twinkled beautifully as they turned into crescents.

“Your social skills are amazing.”

“......”

“Congratulations. You'll do well wherever you go, Ms. Yu Jeonghwa.”

He seemed genuinely surprised at her ability to flatter.

Unable to respond to Lee Jeonghun's sudden pronouncement, Jeonghwa stuttered and looked at his radiant face.

Lee Jeonghun bid her farewell and left the camera frame without waiting for a reply.

“He does seem quite rude...”

As she was left alone, she mussed up her hair and muttered blankly,

“...Should I bury my bones at this job?”

Jeonghwa had a crush on him.

She just hadn't realized that she was destined to be grilled by the evil PD in the future...

“Cut!”

The director gave a thumbs-up with a gleaming look in his eyes.

A thumbs-up.

It was an expression that only came out when the director was extremely satisfied.


“This is exactly the picture I wanted! Seo Hoyun and Yu Jia are perfect! The newcomers these days are really scary. They're like sponges, able to take instructions so easily~.”

“Hahaha, thank you.”

“There's no acting hole! Min Jiheon, of course, and Yu Jia and Seo Hoyun, too! It feels rewarding to hold the megaphone~!”

After the first shoot, the director praised them until his mouth went dry. Min Jiheon, uninterested in such things, was just eating snacks in the shooting area.

He ate about ten servings during the last meal...

I really understand why he said they took him to every hospital.

I think I would have traveled all over the country to make sure my younger brother wasn't sick if he ate that much.

“How can you act so well? I heard it hadn't been long since you've taken acting lessons at Daepaseong...”

“Haha, no. I'm just worried about causing trouble.”

“Hmmm...”

Yu Jia, already good at acting and ambitious about her work, wanted to hear his know-how on how to improve further.

However, ...

There's nothing like that.

I didn't need to try to understand Lee Jeonghun. I just had to remember all the terrible experiences I had during my time as an evil PD.

Every time I smiled innocently during the script reading, I was thinking about our department head when I was still a PD. But Director Yu and Writer Kim Sukhui misunderstood as they burst into a chilling scream, saying, “It's really scary.”

“Anyway, good job on the first shoot today! I'd love to have a dinner party if I could, but we have a shoot at dawn tomorrow.”

“Haha. We'll have a party when the first episode airs, right?”

“That's true, hahaha!”

The director repeatedly laughed at the successful shoot and disappeared. I greeted all the staff and actors and returned to the van. My manager wasn't there, as he was talking to some people.

Ding!

[You're practically a free pass, a free pass! You act so naturally.]

It's been a while since I saw the system message. I bit into some candy while looking at it.

“Did you enjoy the strike?”

[...It wasn't a strike, okay?]

“Really? Then did you enjoy your vacation? Did you go to Hawaii or something?”

[Yes, it was great, I went surfing ^^]

Surfing my ass...

After accepting the acting offer, the system message seemed to hold a grudge against me as it gritted its teeth in response. I could feel it very clearly, even through the text.

“Let's get to the point.”

[......]

“What are you, you little bastard?”
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As if it really had emotions, the system window seemed flustered. It made a crackling noise like it was filled with static.

As time passed, I became more convinced that this wasn't just a simple system but “something.”

“......”

I deliberately endured the silence and waited, and in the end, the system window gave up first. A new window popped up.

[What did you hear from Min Jiheon?]

I thought it would just slip away again, but it didn't. Surprisingly, the system window responded with a question of its own.

I looked at it and raised my eyebrows.

“Why? What's bothering you?”

[If you didn't, there's no way you can bother this cute system window >_<]

Out of habit, I rummaged through my pocket and took out a piece of candy.

“Didn't you hear earlier? Min Jiheon said he's going to shut you down completely.”

As I said that and peeled the wrapper off the candy to chew on it, the system window couldn't reply and just crackled. It really seemed a bit flustered, so I touched the corners of my mouth and laughed.

“Ahaha...”

Of course, Min Jiheon shutting it down was a lie.

If the system window was always shut down and couldn't listen if Min Jiheon was around, it would have done something about it.

But the fact that the system window didn't reply right away seemed like it was hesitant about something.

Also, I had never heard the system window ask anything about Min Jiheon and me when it was gone. It was actually the opposite, for it was always hesitant to say anything, thinking I might notice something.

It appeared to me that it just couldn't figure out how to answer my question.

I think I can prove it.

“Why are you so stupid... Huh?”

Back then, there was no doubt that it began to have some kind of reaction with Min Jiheon. Even after meeting Min Jiheon, the system window continued to be calm, with no noticeable reaction.

So, I had two hypotheses.

Whenever I confronted Min Jiheon, either the system was disconnected by a strange power or shied away from Min Jiheon and hid on its own.

However, if the former were true, it meant I had to suffer the same agony I felt that day every time Min Jiheon was around. But what about now? I was sitting perfectly fine in the van and arguing with the system window... so it was not that.

Then there was only one conclusion.

The system window was very uncomfortable with Min Jiheon, blocking itself when he was around.

“What's really bothering you? Now I'm getting so curious.”

[......]

Now that I've proven my hypothesis, it was time to throw a bait. I put another piece of candy in my mouth.

“You're attached to me. That's undoubtedly true... But how? What on earth for?”

The blue window only shook with no answer. I decided to ask this question more precisely.

“Why did I come to this world?”

It was a question I hadn't been able to ask because I was so busy dealing with one situation after another. Whether it was the main scenario or whatever, I've been completing quests as they came, but I didn't know why I was here in the first place. I was moving forward with the hope that I could return to my original world...

But I hadn't asked why I was here in the first place.

I've been running forward, overlooking the most basic thing.

The system window seemed to be wavering as if it were pondering. I didn't expect it to answer obediently, so I was about to brush my hair when suddenly a message popped up.

[That's too mean]

“......”

Sigh...

[I'm working my bones off for Seo Hoyun... and you always tell me off... Do you trust Min Jiheon more than the system window you've been with since the beginning??]

“Just go away.”

It was pretending to be all balled up and acting nice.

The text on the blue window wasn't enough for me to fully comprehend the system window's intentions. Therefore, I clicked my tongue and turned the window off. The moment I did that, a notification popped up urgently.

Ding!

[Min Jiheon's Job: Actor

Nickname: Scammer, Unbelievable Swindler, Shaman, Pig

Characteristics: A scammer who deceives people and only takes their money. Don't be fascinated by what he shows!

Warning!]

“I already know Min Jiheon is a scammer. Anything else you want to say?”

[...No.]

“Then go surf or something.”

And then I very politely gave it the middle finger. As far as I could see, the system window and Min Jiheon were two of a kind.

Just in time, my manager arrived and opened the driver's door.

“Ugh, I'm still sweaty. Hoyun, how are you feeling?”

“I'm fine. Let's head back to the dorm.”

“Alright, the best driver is taking off~.”

I leaned back on the seat, exhausted. Usually, the system window would annoyingly pop back up when I closed it, but it was quiet this time. I thought it had finally stopped, but I heard an ominous notification sound.

Ding!

[Choices:

1. Manager-hyung, let's aim for the acting award #1

2. Uh-oh, Hoyun's words are so.very.hard.to.write.

3. Look at me. I am so beautiful and hot, young and rich.]

“......”

This was definitely revenge.


Drama filming was one thing, and album preparation was another. If we wanted to make a comeback in October, we had to record, practice, shoot, and take part in various activities before and after. Now I had to deal with Min Jiheon, manage the system window, and act on top of everything else.

I was so worn out that I went to the practice room out of habit and...

“Oh.”

...I saw Joo Woosung's dumbfounded face.

Why was he alone in one of Daepaseong Entertainment's practice rooms?

And why did the front desk let him in?

...Well.

It was apparent even without looking. Just by looking at the back of his head, you could tell it was Joo Woosung. On top of that, there were rumors that we were close, and I could easily picture the smooth-talking Joo Woosung charming his way in.

I tossed my sports bag into the practice room and asked,

“So, when did you join Daepaseong?”

“Are you crazy? Why would I join a place like this?”

“Then why are you here being so sneaky?”

Woosung, who had gotten a taste of the capital from Korea's top entertainment company, always complained about Daepaseong's facilities whenever he came. So why was he awkwardly standing in this dark, gloomy practice room now?

Woosung scratched his head awkwardly, realizing how ridiculous he looked.

“I have no activities... no friends... no girlfriend...”

“Just say you've run out of people to date, and you're bored.”

“...That's true. I've never been this bored in my life.”

Looking at how Woosung had been down these days...

I had a hunch that his lack of dating wasn't because of my threats but because he had dated everyone in the entertainment industry, and no one was left for him.

Finally, everyone had escaped from this legendary jerk.

“I know what you're thinking, you little shit...”

“Oh, you do? Impressive.”

Woosung smirked at me and pulled out his phone, tapping away on it. I took a peek and saw [Wow, the ultimate god-like junior] saved as one of his most recent contacts.

“I don't remember texting you recently.”

“Where did your conscience go? It's Seonghyeon.”

Woosung grumbled and finally told me why he came.

“You guys are preparing for an album, and Seonghyeon and Dajun are going on some variety show, right? I came to help. I've already talked to Seonghyeon.”

“......”

“...Come to think of it, I'm really an amazing sunbae, aren't I?”

I sat down on the floor, leaving Woosung babbling nonsense behind.

When have you ever cared for your juniors?

From what I've heard, Hi-Five, the junior group directly under Woosung's Black Call, was doing very well. The other Black Call members would at least take care of their juniors a little, but Woosung never did.

But why was he taking care of The Dawn? I wondered if this was some kind of... far-fetched... plan.

No... that's a bit too much.

The Dawn was still far from being a threat.

But I couldn't think of any other reason, so I asked.

“Are you going on that variety show too, Woosung?”

“No, I'm not going.”

“...Then why?”

Why the hell was he here then?

As I kept asking and getting more confused, Woosung hesitated and sighed.

“...just that...”

“What?”

“I've been reflecting lately... and I wanted to check something...”

Just as he was about to answer, the members all came bustling in.

“The cute rapper is here~ Oh! Sunbae!”

“The cuter sub-dancer is here~ Ah, Joo Woosung-sunbae, hello!”

“You're here already?!!”

“...Yeah.”

The members now greeted Joo Woosung without being flustered, as if it was natural. Joo Woosung received their greetings with a nod.

Kim Seonghyeon didn't even try to hide the “complete joy” written on his face.

“Hey, get up. Let me see the dance.”

Joo Woosung kicked me. I got up and practiced along with the beat, but I had difficulty keeping up with them, probably because they practiced like crazy while I was filming the drama.

Joo Woosung sat on the sofa in the corner of the practice room, crossed his arms, and looked at the members with sharp eyes. Soon after, he managed to spit out some reluctant compliments with a face that was trying to suppress his annoyance.

“...Not bad.”

He watched until the end. He then got up and corrected the members' dance moves. Even with just a few words added on, it was fascinating to see how the members quickly adapted.

But... what about me?

These days, my dance practice has been neglected because of acting. As Joo Woosung finished correcting the other members' dance moves, he quickly turned his attention toward me.

And sure enough, he nagged me like crazy afterward.

“What have you been doing all this time? Only acting?”

“Please, just stop it! Enough!”

“Hey, just give up, give up. Just admit defeat.”

With those words, I glared at him as I caught my breath.

“You just came to tease me, right?”

“Oh, you got me.”

“......”

I clenched my teeth and followed Joo Woosung grudgingly while cursing at him.

I will definitely become more popular than Joo Woosung and laugh at him! I'll show you what I was like during my PD days.

However, for now, Joo Woosung just laughed, looking at the pathetic me.

“What are you looking at?”

“......”

“Do it again, kid.”

“...Yes.”

“...Oh, what's going on today?”

“Wow, you're really fierce today...”

Moreover, Joo Woosung's nagging was overflowing today so that even the members trembled as they watched.

My suspicion that he came to tease me because he was bored gradually turned into certainty.

Only after several more attempts did Joo Woosung finally distanced himself with a reluctant face that said, “Ugh, fine.” As I staggered into the corner and collapsed, Joo Woosung even advised Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon about their upcoming dance variety show appearance, proving that he was indeed helping his juniors.

But what was that just now?

As I barely moistened my parched mouth with water, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun started dancing to a routine they had made for the variety show.

“?♪?♪”

It was a b-boy dance routine choreographed to a strong hip-hop bass.

The two seemed to have put much effort into it, as the choreography was flashy, and the moves matched perfectly with the beat. I lay down, fixing my gaze on their dance moves, and Seong Jiwon sat beside me.

“They're really good, aren't they?”

“True...”

“I think they'll get even better if Joo Woosung-sunbae helps them.”

Could it be...

Joo Woosung, despite how he acted, had high standards. No matter how hard we prepared, he wouldn't even blink an eye and say, “You've worked hard, considering you're amateurs.” So, I looked at Joo Woosung, anticipating his unpleasant words to the two...

“......”

But Joo Woosung's expression was strange.

...What?

“We're done here!!”

“So, how is it, sunbae?”

Our group's two main dancers, panting with flushed faces, asked in unison. Only then did Joo Woosung snap back to reality and rub the back of his neck.

“...Ah. Good choreography, um...”

“Really?!”

“Yeah, come here. Let's fix this part.”

And Joo Woosung strode over, demonstrating the move himself. His popularity wasn't just for his good looks; he was truly amazing. I watched him as I took another drink.

Something's off.

Lately, both Lim Hyeonsu and Joo Woosung seemed to lack energy.

After everything was done, I looked back and forth between the members thanking Joo Woosung and those practicing again. Joo Woosung walked towards me, looking somewhat in a foul mood.

“Ugh... Checking on them just made me more pissed off.”

“...?”

“Damn, I need to go.”

To where?

But he just ruffled his dark brown hair and started searching for something on his phone. I glanced over and saw it was an airplane ticket.

“What are you going?”

“It's none of your concern.”

“...Did you get splashed with water again today?”

= In a bad mood?

“Fuck, I really did get my act together, you know?”

I was about to ignore him, thinking he wouldn't tell me anything, but Joo Woosung watched my face, nervously playing with his phone as if regretting his harsh words.

I was entirely captivated by his pushover attitude.

Just when I started to think that both Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu could be Korea's most soft-hearted people, even towards those they bullied, I remembered something.

“Ah, that's right.”

Suddenly, Lim Hyeonsu's words flashed through my mind.

“Did you get a call from Composer Lim Hyeonsu?”

“...Eh? Cheongbeom-noona?”

Having roughly finished what he was doing, Joo Woosung put down his phone and looked at me with a face as if he had been hit by a sudden realization. He then tilted his head.

“Uh... Yeah, I think something like that happened?”

“For a get-together?”

“Yup, how did you know?”

I closed the water bottle cap, took another sip, and wiped the corners of my mouth.

“Don't go to that.”

“...???”

Like Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung looked at me with a face full of question marks.

“Why? Do you have something going on there?”

“Nothing. I'm just saying it for your sake, Joo Woosung.”

“For my sake? What does that even mean...?”

Although he quickly denied it with words, Joo Woosung mumbled like he had a good sense at times like this.

“Who's going to be at that get-together? It's only Shining Star's PD Kim Heeyeong and Cheongbeom-noona, right? You don't want me to go because it's a get-together to badmouth you... Ah!”

Joo Woosung suddenly seemed to understand something and opened his mouth. His face slowly turned angrier.

“Hey, fucker...”

“......”

“Do you think I'm some fucking player trying to hit on every girl with XX chromosomes?!”

But as expected, his thoughts went in the wrong direction.

What the hell was he talking about now...?

“Cheongbeom-noona and I have nothing going on, okay? And how many times do I have to tell you I've made up my mind?!”

It wasn't about her, okay!

Ugh, what should I do about this jerk, Joo Woosung?'

I said that because I didn't want to listen to the stories that were just coming my way. I still had to deal with Joo Woosung since he was useful, so I inevitably had to continue meeting him... If the three of them met happily, wouldn't I hear a lot of news about it?

There would be no big problem if I didn't have to face PD Kim during Shining Star Season 2, but I said that because I hoped there would be no personal contact between us as much as possible. But Woosung, extremely sensitive today, must have misunderstood something and gone on a rant.

“Are you really living in the 21st century? Are we still living by the rule that men and women should not sit together? Seo Hoyun should have been born as a scholar in the Joseon Dynasty.”

“Ah, I didn't think like that.”

“What do you mean? It's written all over your face. How could you even think of linking me with Cheongbeom-noona? Don't tell me...”

“Are you crazy?! Not that! Joo Woosung, you're the narrow-minded one. You're making wild guesses from just one thing I said. I said not to go there because it's a get-together where they badmouth me, not because I can't break my habit.”

“Then I should go even more. I'll attend that get-together and seduce all the noonas.”

“Hey! Have you gone crazy? Reserve your all-out for PopPop!”

“Heyyyy? Crazy? You're done talking back to your sunbae?!”

As I fought with Woosung in the corner, the members, who were practicing far away, stopped singing and stared blankly at us.

“...Why is Hoyun like that?”

“Seo Hoyun... Has he gone crazy to his sunbae?”

“Hyung, is something wrong today?”

That's right, I must be crazy...

Feeling embarrassed for showing this side of myself in front of the innocent Jeong Dajun, I apologized first, ignoring the murmuring members.

“...Ugh. Fine, I got it. I didn't do anything wrong, but I'm sorry anyway, okay? That's not what I meant.”

“You're even apologizing to that bitch? Thanks?”

Joo Woosung, who had been preaching about fixing his ways and becoming a proper idol (whatever that entailed), scoffed with a solid misunderstanding and anger. I almost got flustered by his words, but I held back.

How can I clear up this misunderstanding? Should I say Kim Heeyeon is my ex-girlfriend?

No way. I could never say that.

I quietly stared at Woosung, still whining about a guilty conscience with his splendid past.

“...After it's over, go eat out with the members or something.”

“Buzz off.”

“You like kimchi fried rice, don't you?”

“Kimchi fried rice, my ass...”

Even though I mentioned what I learned from the trivia quiz, that guy was already sulking. Watching Woosung grumble about attending that get-together, I sighed.

Yeah...

Congratulations, Joo Woosung. Now you're living a proper life...
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Woosung eventually gave up on his beloved kimchi fried rice and left abruptly. Judging by his passport-related grumbling, it seemed like he was heading overseas... I didn’t care to know and just hoped that he wouldn’t become B.F.F with Lim Hyeonsu or (especially) Kim Heeyeon.

“Hello~.”

“Ah! Seo Hoyun.”

On the other hand, the shooting went smoothly. Everything else was not going my way, so I headed to the shooting site in a bad mood. At least the staff welcomed me warmly.

“You came today, too! You don't have any shooting today, do you?”

“Haha, there's one scene. I came a bit early to study as well... That must be heavy, let me help you.”

When I took half of what the staff was carrying, they were obviously happy. Yeah, I know, I've moved a lot of these... They're really heavy.

“Is there anything I can help with?”

“You bring happiness just by showing your face, Hoyun...”

“...Ahaha.”

I often showed up at the filming set, so the staff seemed to be a bit more open to me, and I took the opportunity to throw in a bait.

“Min Jiheon-sunbae is filming today, right?”

At this point, I should be able to hear the staff's gossip about the stars and their bad behavior.

Pretending to be innocent, I cleverly baited the question, but the staff just gave me a bright smile and a thumbs up.

“Yes! Today was also a huge success! Min Dajung did what Min Dajung does.”

“...Min Dajung?”

“He's so nice that she got that nickname![1] Even after he's done filming, he would ask the staff how they were doing...”

I decided to cut off the conversation as it wasn't going anywhere productive.

Ding!

[Unlucky, huh?]

I admit that.

I was about to leave after simply chewing on the message, but Min Jiheon was approaching me with an unusually bright expression.

“Hey!”

“......”

I had an ominous feeling and tried to quickly escape, but I failed. Darn it.

Ding!

[Have a nimble day!]

Alright, got it.

The system window was well aware of Min Jiheon but couldn't take a picture, yet it was so good at nagging me.

The staff who had been moving the props had already gone off to their next tasks, so no one was around. Min Jiheon just grinned as we spoke openly. I even felt like there were sparkles around him, and, though I didn't know why, I could tell he was in a great mood.

“Why are you so happy today? It's annoying.”

“Um...well, you see.”

He held a different kind of hotdog in one hand, a total of five, and a cup of coffee in the other.

As I stared at him, Min Jiheon scanned me up and down and then blurted out nonsense.

“Are you a rabbit??”

“...What the fuck?”

I asked back in disbelief, but Min Jiheon just took a big bite of his hotdog and continued his nonsense with a “Don't you think you look like one?”

Somehow, I quickly pushed Min Jiheon aside and walked briskly towards the crowd where the manager greeted me in a fuss.

“Hoyun, surprise~!!”

“...?”

“Here! Take this!”

“Manager, what on earth is this?”

“Hurry up, stand over here!”

Feeling bewildered, I took the coffee. As I looked down, I saw a huge picture of my face on the cup holder, and below it was a sentence.

“'Please take care of our rabbit'...?”

And at the very bottom, in a corner, I saw small letters that read “From, the kids.” I muttered, feeling a bit unsettled.

“I don't remember getting married and having kids.”

“The members used the money they got from the settlement to send a coffee truck! Isn't it amazing?”

Instead of feeling any other emotions, my mind quickly calculated the cost of the coffee truck.

Well, if they each chipped in, it wouldn't have been that much... But why bother sending this?

“Leave this kind of thing to the company.”

“The kids kept insisting. They said they'd use their own money.”

“They're still so naïve... This is the time to brazenly use the company's money.”

“Hey, I can see you're already feeling proud.”

Feeling embarrassed by my manager's words, I touched the corner of my mouth.

Well, it was touching.

I took a picture in front of the coffee truck and sent it to the group chat.

– Me: Why are you all doing this?

It hadn't been long since I sent the message when I got a reply.

– Kang Ichae: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun must be so embarrassed, right?

– Kang Ichae: He can't be honest today either, can he?

– Jeong Dajun: ㅋㅋ Oh ㅠㅠ Hyung... At times like this, we have to revive your spirit with “money”ㅠ

– Kang Ichae: We're not lacking in attendance, but money~~

– Jeong Dajun: ↑ This one too ㅠ

– Kang Ichae: Jun, I'll wire you money with my playful side ㅜ

I ignored their bickering. Soon, a more productive message came from my same-aged friends.

– Seong Jiwon: We split the cost, so it didn't cost much!

– Seong Jiwon: Is the coffee okay? Does it taste good?

– Kim Seonghyeon: ㅋㅋㅋ Let's just say thanks

I sent a message saying it tasted good. I hesitated a bit, but I also added a thankful emoticon and closed my phone.

Well, it was okay to accept this much. After all, it's just one day for the food truck, and the coffee truck would only cost a few hundred thousand won.

...That was a mistaken belief.

I was speechless as I looked at the coffee truck that came every other day.


[OMG guys, Seo Hoyun got a food truck

(Seo Hoyun is standing in front of the food truck, holding coffee)

(Seo Hoyun frowning on purpose while looking at the cup holder)

(Cup holder message: Please take care of our rabbit -From, the kids ❬ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ❭)]

[It's so funny to see the post on Twitter >> “They're not a kid anymore” << Is the rabbit okay~?!!!

└ Seo Hoyun seems to have given up already]

At first, they were just pleased. It meant that the members were close to each other as they sent food trucks to one another during the drama shoot.

Noeul fans smiled warmly and shared the post.

[It's so nice to see our rabbit happy]

[The fact that this is posted on their official Twitter page... Seo Hoyun subtly wants to brag about his kids = Showing off the care they received = They must have received a lot of money = They're not a kid anymore = (Ichae must have written the message) They're close enough to bicker

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, why is there no like button on Twitter, only hearts?]

But the real trouble started after that.

[Food truck sent by Joo Woosung – Add one more kimchi fried rice for the annoying guy]

[Hot dog truck sent by Cheongbeom – I can't believe I'm sending a food truck, eat well you food-chaser]

[Seo Hoyun's Trash-Talking Club (Anonymous) – All out shit]

[Huh?]

Two completely mismatched people sent some too, leaving Noeul fans shocked. They still thanked them for taking care of their kids, but it felt a bit weird.

[Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun are real close friends... I thought he had no interest in others and was only doing cliquey stuff/taking care of his juniors, but he's only like that with Hoyun

└  How did they even get to know each other? A mystery of the century

└└  What, they're neighborhood friends... Still can't believe it]

He was blackmailed.

[I can't believe I'm seeing Cheongbeom send a food truck in my life

└  Where did the grumpy big sister go? ㅜㅜ Unnie ㅜ...Being grumpy is her charm

└└  She's still very grumpy

└└  But how did they even get to know each other? Unnie was only ever at her studio]

She was blackmailed. (2)

Everyone didn't know what “Seo Hoyun's Trash-Talking Club” was or how it worked, but they all agreed that no one would send a food truck so publicly if they weren't really close.

Moreover, this wasn't even posted on Twitter and was more like a picture snapped as a sighting. They assumed that it came from a non-celebrity friend.

[Wow, I thought Seo Hoyun would be a loner with no friends... but he actually has friends

└ But the people he hangs out with are always the same, so he's still a loner

└└ Even that is fine

└└ Plus, all the friends he hangs out with are loners

└└ I like it even more]

Everyone tried to laugh it off and move on.

But then, the members... sent food trucks every other day.

Seo Hoyun gave up on posting on Twitter every time a food truck came, and instead uploaded short vlogs on their official YouTube.

[(Video of Seo Hoyun making a phone call)

– Seo Hoyun: “Do you guys really want to do this?”

– On the other side: (No reflection) “Yep~!”

– Seo Hoyun: “Save your money... Don't spend it on things like this.”]

– Across the way: (Still not reflecting)(Innocence) “Yep~!”

– Seo Hoyun: “......”

The manager zooms in the camera while laughing like a boiling kettle ㅋㅋㅋ

– Manager: “Got fooled once ㅋㅋㅋㅋ”

– Seo Hoyun: “ㅋㅋ Enough... It's enough.”]

[Are these guys family?

└ Yeah, they swore loyalty under a cherry tree.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Originally, Seo Hoyun used to have the upper hand over the other members... But these days, the members have become a lot stronger and don't get pushed around.

└ Ah, so Hoyun has kind of given up ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Probably learned from watching someone.]

[Title: My sister's friend is a staff on the set and says Seo Hoyun's nickname is “Emperor of the Food Truck.”

└ He'd really hate that nickname.

└└ He actually does hate it.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Laughing so hard I nearly got a stitch ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


“Hey, didn't I tell you to stop sending those?”

– “Ah, we really stopped sending them!”

Scolding Jeong Dajun, I walked towards the set.

The staff members, having become accustomed to this scene, sent me warm glances as they sensed the situation upon hearing my voice.

What's with... these looks?

“Then what's with that food truck over there?”

– “Seo Hoyun, we seriously didn't send it! Isn't it from Joo Woosung-sunbae?”

“No, it's not. I already asked him.”

– “Hey, why are you selling the sunbae behind us?”

Although Kim Seonghyeon was furious, he didn't correct it, and instead looked around. Finally, Seong Jiwon chimed in, admitting he had sent it and laughed gently. But I still wished they would stop now.

Tsk.

As I finally reached the truck, I heard a strange sound.

“Ssssuuuunbaeeeenimmmm!”

It wasn't a stretched-out cassette tape, and, for a moment, I couldn't understand what was being said.

I turned my head towards the familiar voice and saw someone approaching Min Jiheon, who was chatting with Yu Jia.

“I didn't know our shooting locations would overlap like this! When I heard about it, I was so touched by this incredible coincidence!”

As always, Lee Kangseok was living his life to the fullest today.

“I heard you like carrot cake, sunbae, so I made it myself. Yu Jia-sunbae too! Your first broadcast is coming up soon, right?”

“...Oh, um, thank you. But you really didn't have to.”

“No, it's just a natural thing between fellow actors.”

Excluding me, his way of speaking to others was still friendly. Lee Kangseok even brought an elegant-looking spoon.

Wow... this guy is really something.

Was it even appropriate for a supporting actor from a drama airing at the same time as ours to fawn over our lead actor like this?

It wasn't just a snack truck. The fact that Lee Kangseok personally baked a cake for Min Jiheon sent shivers down my spine.

I couldn't help but sigh at the impressive words written on it: “To my respected sunbaes, always admiring, your hoobae, Lee Kangseok.”

Even when I was trying to butter up my director day and night with my passionate dreams for a program, I never did this much.

Watching Lee Kangseok carefully offer the spoon, Min Jiheon gave a very awkward smile. Standing next to her, Yu Jia seemed unfazed, probably having seen many people like him during her long entertainment career.

“Umm...”

Min Jiheon, it's spine-chilling, isn't it?

Jiheon always got on my nerves so seeing him in a difficult situation was quite satisfying. However, being a naturally nosy person, I walked happily towards him as soon as I spotted him.

“I don't know if it'll be tasty, but... Ah, Yu Jia-sunbae, what about you?”

“...Ah, well.”

The arrow spun towards Yu Jia. Her eyes expressed a slight disdain. As she awkwardly scratched her cheek, suddenly,

“Wow!”

I snatched the spoon held by Lee Kangseok from his hand and exaggeratedly took a bite. The sweet taste of the cake filled my mouth.

It was really delicious. Spine-chillingly so.

“...!!”

Lee Kangseok's eyes widened. Nevertheless, I praised him while chewing the cake.

“You did well~. It's delicious.”

“But, but, but why did Seo Hoyun eat that?”

“But there's a lot of carrots in it. Did you put too much?”

“......”

Even being able to criticize him!

The “respected sunbaes” next to us gazed at us. Despite that, I scraped up the slightly heavy cream with a spoon and ate it all.

“This was made for the sunbaes...”

“Yes, you said it was for fellow actors.”

I put down the spoon.

“I'm a hoobae, too... The first broadcast is soon so... Please look forward to it?”

“......”

“By the way, I prefer plain whipped cream cake.”

As I said it with a slight squint, Lee Kangseok's face turned pale, and he trembled. I stood there smiling, and Kangseok disappeared without saying anything.

Min Jiheon looked back and forth between the direction Kangseok had disappeared and me, before finally opening his mouth.

“Is there a school that teaches how to give people a taste of their own medicine in Korea?”

“Dr. Seo's school! A guy who got a Ph.D. in hitting the right buttons.”

It wasn't something I wanted to hear from Jiheon, but I played along. Jiheon couldn't help but laugh. Yu Jia chuckled beside me, then leaned her forehead on her hand and trembled.

“Seo Hoyun is really... Wow, this is talent...”

“......”

“Even Ms. Composer would like it, really.”

“But she told me to get lost.”

“Ahahaha!!”

Even though I said something obvious, Yu Jia burst into laughter, wiping tears from her eyes. At that moment, a staff member called her over to touch up her makeup for the next scene.

“Ah, it's hilarious. Anyway, thank you, Seo Hoyun.”

“You're welcome.”

I nonchalantly responded to her gratitude for getting rid of an annoying presence, and Yu Jia smirked before walking away. Meanwhile, Min Jiheon crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows.

“...Why did you come here? You hated seeing me so much, didn't you?”

“I wanted to cheer up Lee Kangseok for once.”

“Wow... You'd even endure seeing me just to give Kangseok a taste of his own medicine?”

Whether I raised an eyebrow or not, Min Jiheon genuinely marveled.

“I sometimes admire you, hyung. You show me a side of you I've never seen before.”

“So do I, you crazy bastard.”




1 Min Dajung = 민다정. The term “다정” in Korean can mean “affectionate” or “sweet.”



Chapter 97

“...Seo Hoyun.”

Throughout the overlapping shooting schedules, Lee Kangseok took every spare moment to approach Min Jiheon with a mournful smile. Min Jiheon, who seemed like he could drink even a bowl of soapy water, appeared slightly uncomfortable. However, Kangseok's friendliness did not extend to me.

As I walked by, trying to chat with the staff, I accidentally locked eyes with the gloomy Kangseok who had been waiting for me.

“Why are you treating me like this?”

“What do you mean?”

“I'm trying to do well, you know...”

He looked visibly depressed. Was I supposed to praise him for trying to butter up Min Jiheon and Yu Jia?

As I crossed my arms, Kangseok suddenly looked up.

“Everything's easy for Seo Hoyun, right?”

“Excuse me?”

What nonsense was this?

“Being a popular idol, everything works out smoothly. Your agency is the same as Min Jiheon, and all your friends are successful people...”

“So? What's the problem? Oh, Lee Kangseok-sunbae... Do you consider all that when making friends?”

“......”

Kangseok muttered a curse under his breath. I could feel the burning emotion in his eyes.

Inferiority complex.

And a victim mentality.

How interesting.

I've seen a lot of people like this during my time as a PD.

They blamed others for their lack of success, saying it was because those on top were hogging everything.

Well, it wasn't entirely wrong, but they also closed off their own chances of climbing up because of this unfortunate mindset.

Such a shame.

I wasn't that different from him, but I didn't really like his type. As I kept staring at him without a word, Kangseok suddenly dropped his gloomy expression and accelerated.

“You're doing well with acting, right?”

“Huh?”

“I'm just worried because there have been controversies over idols' acting skills. The first episode is airing soon, so hang in there. I'll be cheering for you.”

= You'll be fucked when the first episode airs

He tried to sound cool and cultured, but he couldn't completely hide the sarcasm in his tone.

What was the point of talking this way? Trying to start a fight in a public place with people around was just proof of stupidity.

...Huh?

Was this a self-introduction?

I briefly contemplated my actions and gave up on thinking, half-listening to Lee Kangseok's continued ranting.

“But isn't it easy for idols to have NGs?”

“......”

“I'm disappointed. Idols are just different from actors in tone. That's why people should professionally learn how to act...”

It seemed like the conversation would drag on, but I needed to talk to the staff and get my makeup done soon.

I scrutinized him from head to toe.

An actor... and one absorbed in the art.

I diagnosed him briefly.

People with acting sickness were tough and stubborn. There were many cases, especially among those who claimed to love the arts. They believed they couldn't succeed because they solely focused on the craft of acting while others made efforts through strange methods.

“But when idols join, the quality drops, right?”

“Yes. Thank you for your support, sunbae.”

“......”

“So, when will I get the cream cake to celebrate my first episode?”

“Shit...”

Unable to withstand the provocation, Kangseok immediately cursed. Honestly, it was fun to watch.

Well, at least Kangseok made some efforts, considering his character. He even made carrot cakes for his sunbaes.

But if it were me, I would have given the cake to the PD or writer instead of Min Jiheon.

“Lee Kangseok-sunbae. Why do you like Min Jiheon-sunbae so much?”

“What?”

Kangseok blinked for a brief moment. He looked very flustered but still answered.

“Well, um, he's popular now... handsome... kind... innocent. And he's overflowing with consideration.”

“...?”

Kind and innocent...

Were we talking about the same Min Jiheon right now? As I looked at him with a tired face, he became increasingly embarrassed.

This guy, the way he's acting, is so wrong...

“And then...”

He mumbled in a gradually sinking voice.

“...and because he's good at acting.”

Wow...

Min Jiheon was thought to be the only exception who had risen without any backing, solely through his acting skills.

Is he the role model for those suffering from the actor's disease?

Min Jiheon was indeed a respectable actor.

I scratched my cheek, feeling somewhat defeated.

I pulled over a chair that was lying around and sat down. Next to me, Lee Kangseok regained his composure and mumbled,

“But it's a world where being a good actor isn't enough.”

I just nodded vaguely.

“...Are you listening to me??”

“Of course.”

“I'm a supporting actor in a drama airing at the same time as Please Take the Camera. There's a difference between me and a supporting character like PD Lee Jeonghun. Remember, I'm a secondary lead.”

“Of course, of course~.”

“...Let's see if you can be as confident after the results come out.”

“Ugh... Yes. I walk confidently wherever I go~.”

“......”

After going along with his nonsense, I looked at his retreating figure, laughing and shaking my head.

Well, from his point of view, it was understandable that he didn't like me.

If an actor struck with the actor's disease was trying to flatter and stick to Min Jiheon, but then an idol suddenly went for acting... it would be infuriating.

However, it wasn't my concern.

I'm Lee Jeonghun, you bastard.

Once he has seen the first episode, he won't be able to say such things anymore. After all, the supporting actor in the drama I'm in was inspired by me... This situation was so ridiculous.

I turned, only to discover Yu Jia and Min Jiheon staring at me with great interest.

“...Ahaha.”

It seemed they witnessed the entire situation.

“What are you doing here?”

“Opening some popcorn...”

“Honestly, this is even more entertaining than the drama now.”

My face must have contorted in anger momentarily because Min Jiheon subtly averted my gaze, and Yu Jia extended her index finger and said,

“It's fascinating how Seo Hoyun only attracts those kinds of people. It's becoming a bit pitiful.”

“Me?”

“People like Lee Kangseok.”

“......”


Drama filming did not always have to proceed in the order of the script. Most of the time, the schedule was adjusted according to location arrangements and the actors' schedules.

Even though the filming had been going smoothly, and most of the scenes from the script up to episode 4 were completed...

“Wow! Is that Seo Hoyun?”

“...Hello?”

The problem was that the drama was set in a broadcasting station. I unintentionally kept running into people I knew because we were filming in various parts of the station.

While taking a break from filming, I was cooling myself with a mini fan to keep my makeup from melting. I was also drinking a beverage from a vending machine when I unexpectedly ran into White Cherry. After exchanging greetings with them, I thought they would move on, but surprisingly, they stayed.

“Are you filming a drama?”

“Ah, yes.”

“Oh~! You're in a drama with Jia-unnie, right? That must be nice~. Isn't Jia-unnie's personality so good?”

Yu Jia laughed at me yesterday for fighting... But with Min Jiheon by her side, Yu Jia was like an angel.

“Yes, I'm always indebted to her.”

“Ahaha!”

And then she laughed again.

I was flustered by such a friendly disposition from someone I hadn't really spoken to before. There wasn't even any connection between us. If I had to choose, maybe it would be Joo Woosung, who has been sulking and barely replying to my messages lately.

However, since I was close to Joo Woosung (even though I'm not) ... since they broke up on bad terms, I thought I would be on their guard list.

...What?

I didn't know how to react since I usually didn't form relationships for no reason. I just rolled my eyes, and the leader of White Cherry stepped in, smoothing things over. She let out a sigh and poked Han Chaeri.

“Hey, don't surprise him like that.”

“Oh my, I'm sorry.”

“No, it's fine. But do you have any business with me?”

If someone saw a sunbae apologizing to a hoobae in the broadcasting station and then they decided to spread weird rumors, it would be a disaster. Liz quickly conveyed her intention.

“We wanted to say hi to you since the Victory Is Mine incident. But none of our members had Seo Hoyun's number... You don't seem to have many acquaintances, do you?”

...So, were they saying I had no friends?

“Thanks to Seo Hoyun... well, not exactly, but a few events were canceled after that.”

Ah.

“I didn't do anything deserving of thanks.”

Liz seemed to read my mind and smiled back as I tried to slip away with a faint smile. Noticing my awkwardness, she began talking about her own difficulties.

“It's a bit embarrassing, but I injured my ligament a few years ago. It's still hard for me to perform intense choreographies.”

There were many idols like that.

It wasn't just that program; many idols had hurt themselves by overexerting on variety shows. As a result, they could no longer perform intense dances.

“Well, I completed my rehabilitation, so I'm fine, but I've always hoped my hoobaes wouldn't go through the same thing... And now it's become a reality, so I wanted to thank you.”

“Do you know that video of you carrying one of your members is still a hot topic on YouTube? So cool.”

“Han Chaeri, be careful with your words.”

Liz playfully hit Chaeri's side, and Chaeri laughed and clung to her.

“Unnie~, you know, most rookies wouldn't even think of doing that. Now I'm a little more relaxed, but I was too scared back then to do anything like that!”

“Chaeri-unnie, you were just the same back then, right?”

“Was I~?”

Han Chaeri laughed heartily. It was just like her to pour water on Joo Woosung during the competition.

...I then remembered the post she posted on SNS during Jeong Dajun's incident and lowered my gaze for a moment.[1] My hesitation was brief.

“Thank you for that time.”

Liz smiled brightly without saying a word.

Han Chaeri, who had been watching me with a pleased expression, suddenly changed the subject.

“By the way, is that Woosung bastard doing well?”

“......”

It was an even more awkward topic.

As one of Woosung's acquaintances, I wasn't sure how to respond in front of Han Chaeri, one of his many ex-girlfriends. I just rolled my eyes again, and she snickered.

“Ah, I'm sort of acquainted with Woosung. You two are close, right?”

We're not close...

And Woosung has been really sulky lately.

“Um, I don't know. I don't really keep in touch with him...”

“Really?”

Han Chaeri shrugged her shoulders.

“He used to be... quite unstable, but he seems to be doing better these days.”

“......”

Joo Woosung was unstable?

I blinked my eyes at this unexpected remark, and Han Chaeri awkwardly scratched her cheek.

“Ah, I guess you don't know... Well, I don't know why, but he's been more clear-headed lately. It's possible that Seo Hoyun might not know that.”

“Huh?”

“No, um... He had a kind of meltdown... No, I better not say anything.”

Chaeri stopped talking as she continued to have an awkward expression.

“Um, I'm not the person involved, so I shouldn't be saying anything.”

“......”

“It is not like he had an accident or anything special. It's just that he's received a lot of envy and jealousy because he's so gifted.”

As I processed this new information, Han Chaeri chuckled lightly.

“Anyway, please get along with him. He's a bit of a bastard but a good guy in his own way.”

Speaking so casually, the ex-girlfriend closed her mouth tightly when her leader scolded her to watch her words.

“Chaeri, what are you doing holding up someone who is busy?”

“Ah, um, I'm sorry. I was just glad to see you.”

“No, it's fine...”

As I turned around, I could hear the whispers of the White Cherry members.

“But, unnie, are you really dating Joo—?”

“Him—I don't you know—?”

“Ah—”

“......”

Chaeri and her fellow White Cherry members disappeared without a trace.

The lingering thoughts kept circling in my mind. I fiddled with the empty can that I had already finished drinking. I thought about how I had unintentionally started a quarrel with Joo Woosung before, so I sent him a message.

– Me: Where are you?

Surprisingly, the reply came quickly.

– Joo Woosung: At work?

Was this brat still upset?

Soon after, a submissive reply came.

– Joo Woosung: Cali

– Me: Oh?

– Me: Why?

– Joo Woosung: Just because

– Joo Woosung: Hey, but this place is surprisingly nice to live in??

– Joo Woosung: It feels open

What was he talking about?




1 See Episode 71



Chapter 98

I had just met Han Chaeli and considered telling him that his ex-girlfriend was worried about him... but Joo Woosung, who calls himself the “Female Terminator,” looked so healthy that I didn’t bother.

As soon as I turned off my phone, the system window started talking to me.

[Why did you do that?]

“...No reason.”

The system window suddenly reappeared just as I was about to move on from those thoughts.

[So, how do you feel about it?]

“Huh?”

[The treatment you're getting now clearly differs from when you were a PD.]

I looked at the fluctuating characters in the blue system window... and chuckled.

It's really pushing it.

Lately, I felt like I was playing push-and-pull with the system window.

It's clear that something has been revealed, with Min Jiheon being the trigger. But it was still unclear what the system window was looking at, what was exposed, or what it was sensitive to.

Now, it wanted to negatively evaluate my “PD” days and emphasize the undeserved kindness I was receiving now.

Then, should I throw in bait?

Carefully choosing my words, I made a cautious response.

“...In the past, I would have just been cursed at on the internet, and that would be it.”

I swallowed phrases like “I'm always grateful” and “I want to stay here and keep experiencing new things” because they would be too obvious.

“It's kind of refreshing, isn't it?”

[Excuse me.]

Suddenly, the system window popped up with a ding.

[Don't even think about throwing in a bait.]

“Aw, come on...”

With a smile, I looked at the flickering blue window. The system window put up the letters in an annoying manner.

[I can clearly see what you're thinking, so no matter what you say or what bait you throw, I won't answer from now on.]

“But you just baited me, too. That's pretty two-faced.”

[...I am!]

“You're what?”

I scoffed. And a moment later, the system window's words and mine overlapped.

[I am differ—]

“Do you want to say you're different? Like some cheesy pick-up line?”

[Aaah]

[This is so annoying]

[Go away, thank you]

And then, the system window went off. Indeed, it's a very touchy one.

Looking at it, I was sure. The system window wasn't lying just now.

I threw the empty can in the trash and walked toward the drama set as I sorted things out.

The chances are high that it's genuinely looking out for me.

The quests so far proceeded in a direction that was ultimately good for me. Of course, they were cruel and with big penalties. They were also sensitive to other people's evaluations. Sometimes I ignored it because I didn't like its coercive nature, but anyway.

What remained then...

As soon as I entered the set, Min Jiheon, who was checking the script, suddenly raised his head and called out to me.

“Ah, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes. Min Jiheon-sunbae.”

Then identifying false information is important.

There was no need to go far. I just needed to confront the person standing before me since he knew my current situation best.

“It's our first shooting. I've been looking forward to it. Please take care of me.”

“I'm not really.”

“Haha, you're prickly today, too?”

Min Jiheon closed the script and laughed. I maintained a safe distance and looked at Min Jiheon's wrist.

Hmm, good. He's not wearing the bracelet.

Min Jiheon followed my gaze and smirked.

“Hyung, are you scared?”

“......”

I really want to hit you just once!

However, inner thoughts are one thing, and actions are another.

I could keep a poker face against Min Jiheon's provocations to some extent, as we clashed quite a bit on set. I wanted to ignore him and move on since we had to shoot a scene soon, but I stopped for a moment.

There was nobody around.

“...Hey.”

Not doing anything and waiting quietly for a reaction wasn't my style.

I turned around and approached Min Jiheon, who was looking at the script again.

“What are you scheming?”

In this case, confrontation was the answer.

“Huh?”

“Are you trying to help me or hinder me...? Why are you going around in circles instead of just telling me easily? Why are you so interested in me in the first place?”

“...Ah~. Ahaha. Is this the start of our honest conversation? Alright, let's do it.”

Min Jiheon laughed awkwardly and looked towards the set where the staff were busily moving around. He held his chin with one hand and suddenly said something unexpected.

“Do you think people can change, hyung?”

“...What?”

“I don't think so.”

What am I doing?

Min Jiheon quickly flipped through the script and closed it with a thud.

“I believe people are fundamentally selfish. I also believe that people can't really change.”

“It's my fault for asking you. I'm leaving.”

Talking with him always felt like wandering in the fog. I was about to leave my seat, but Min Jiheon turned his head. His eyes were not focused on me. It was another glance directed beyond me.

...Beyond?

As I thought about it, I got goosebumps on my arm.

“But looking at you, hyung... someone bet everything on the idea that 'people can change.' So, at first, I was just curious if it was worth that much.”

“......”

“Of course, now, not only me but many people like you. I'm still curious, though.”

Min Jiheon lowered and raised his eyelids. The gaze we exchanged was too calm compared to the words he said.

“Are you worth that much, Hyung...?”

I stared into his eyes for a moment and then raised my head.

Feeling Min Jiheon's gaze stubbornly following my action, I slowly said,

“What can I do?”

“......”

Ah...

Good.

It's refreshing to speak out about what I've been thinking. I smiled kindly at Min Jiheon, who lost his words and stared blankly at me.

“Let's go shoot, Min Jiheon sunbae.”

It was a signal to shut up and focus on our main job.

Min Jiheon sighed, put his hand on his forehead as if it was unbelievable, lowered his head, and soon snickered.

“Hyung asked, and then... when I answered, you do this. Really, you treat me so unfairly...”

“......”

“And even elementary school kids these days don't use that phrase. Only we do, only we...”

As I mumbled, “What can I do?” I moved on.


“Wow, it's your first shoot with Min Jiheon.”

In the drama, Min Jiheon's role, Min Seungtae, is a wealthy third-generation chaebol who deeply loves Yu Jeonghwa.

However, he hated his father for framing Yu Jeonghwa's father and causing his wrongful death. He tried to reveal the truth behind all the incidents but struggled with the fear of being rejected by Yu Jeonghwa.

On the other hand, Yu Jia's role, Yu Jeonghwa, aspired to become a PD who would only create “fair broadcasts,” like her righteous father, so she joined the broadcasting company unaware of these facts. Unexpectedly, she ended up in the variety show department.

“In this scene, you'll lightly tease each other, but please act carefully.”

“Yes.”

The scene where Min Jiheon and I matched our breath for the first time wasn't the first meeting between the main character and PD Lee Jeonghun.

It was a scene in episode 3 where PD Lee Jeonghun became aware of the past linking together the main characters. As a result, he started to watch Min Seungtae.

The director explained while pointing at the script,

“This scene really shows Lee Jeonghun's character setting. He notices the clues to the case and subtly mocks Min Seungtae, but he's not a righteous character who would reveal it himself.”

This was so like me.

Even Min Jiheon admitted it.

“Yes, well, that's the kind of person he is.”

I admit that I was worn out too.

“He's a character who faced societal challenges head-on. Sometimes, he's so shameless that I want to grab and shake him by the collar!”

“......”

But this was a little upsetting, right?

I went through the script again and entered the area where the camera was set. Min Jiheon, already in position and receiving a last-minute check from the makeup artist, held a worn-out script in his hand. A script no less battered than mine.

Acting with Min Jiheon, huh.

I felt a little nervous.

It's obvious I'll be overshadowed.

Not just Yu Jia, Min Jiheon was especially the type of actor who absorbed the energy of his co-stars when acting together. He had the power to overpower his counterpart and shift the atmosphere in his favor.

“Let's do our best.”

After taking a deep breath and greeting him, Min Jiheon turned his gaze toward me.

“It's exciting... filming together.”

“...Min Jiheon, I'm also very excited.”

“Ahahaha.”

I couldn't openly ridicule him in front of the camera, so I played along. Min Jiheon laughed while checking his script for the last time. We coordinated our movements and waited for the slate to clap... Min Jiheon suddenly leaned his head in.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun.”

At least he used a proper title in front of the camera. It might have been just me, but considering everyone called him Min Dajung, it seemed like he was somewhat trolling (I decided to call this Min-gro). I looked at him calmly, and Min Jiheon slightly raised the corner of his mouth.

“Shall we do something fun?”

“What?”

“I'm curious about what Seo Hoyun was originally like, what kind of person he is...”

“Ready—Action!”

Before I could even ask what he meant, someone shouted, and the clapping of the slate came.

...What is it now?

No, let's just focus first. I stood outside the camera angle and looked at Min Jiheon.

Min Seungtae, who finished his call with his father on the rooftop, made an annoyed sound.

Before that, I had first gone up to the rooftop and was fiddling with a pack of cigarettes in the corner. I glanced at Min Seungtae.

The camera zoomed in on us. Min Seungtae noticed me belatedly, so he was startled. But then he changed into a smiling face to greet me.

“Hello.”

“Yes...”

I deliberately prolonged the end of my reply, resting my chin on my hand. Min Seungtae sized me up with his gaze, furrowed his brow slightly, but quickly returned to his usual, habitual smile.

“You were here. I think you were here last time, too. You must come here often.”

“Yes, well.”

As I nonchalantly replied, Min Seungtae's gaze continued to follow me persistently. It was a searching look, wondering whether I had heard his conversation. I stared at him and asked,

“You're the son of Seonghu Trading?”

“......”

“Wow, what a massive company. Which son are you? The second?”

Min Seungtae's smile instantly vanished at my words. His mask crumbled.

Trying to sound indifferent, I added sarcastically as I tapped the rooftop railing with my cigarette pack.

“It seems your childhood friend still doesn't know...”

“......”

“Let me know in advance if there's any favoritism to be had. What's good about being a sunbae and hoobae, huh?”

I smirked and put the cigarette pack into my jacket pocket, attempting to walk past Min Seungtae. My part in this scene was over, and all that remained was a close-up of a flustered Min Seungtae.

However, as I was about to pass him, Min Seungtae's eyes flashed menacingly.

What's going on?

Min Seungtae blocked my path with his arm. His gaze wavered, anxious about his beloved childhood friend discovering his secret... but at the same time, it was tinged with a ruthless smile, intending to eliminate any uncertain factors.

“Are you going to tell her?”

“...What?”

“Jeonghun... PD.”

Min Seungtae... not only did he block me with his arm but he also took a step forward and snickered. A shadow fell over my face.

His eyes were frightening.

“I'm asking if you're going to tell my noona.”

This crazy bastard...

“Shall we do something fun?”

He went off-script.


Chapter 99

Is Min Jiheon really interested in me?

Or did he just dislike me?

Ad-libbing with a rookie?

Well, yeah. Let's say he was teaching acting through ad-libs. But shouldn't he at least give some hint? Besides, this was my first project, and I didn't even have many scenes.

Is this what they meant by having fun?

But what's even crazier was that the director didn't stop him. Rather, it seemed like he had no intention of stopping, judging by his tightly clenched hands gripping the script, as if this situation was thrilling.

Ah, I haven't heard that Min Jiheon does a lot of ad-libs, this damn kid...

Although my anger was rising, I didn't want to run away with the excuse that I was a rookie, had few scenes, lacked experience, or because I was an idol.

I exchanged glances with Min Jiheon... No, Min Seungtae.

He had completely taken off the mask he wore to act nice in front of everyone else. He shot a terrifying glare, like a cold-blooded character who didn't care about anything except Yu Jeonghwa.

“I thought you were a smarter person. You know that I'm the son of the head of Seonghu Trading. Is there a reason for you to get involved in someone else's business and be bothered by it? You don't seem to have that kind of sense of justice.”

He cornered me and yet provided a hint.

Just be me.

The hint just makes me even angrier...

But I'd take what I can get. I scanned him without panicking.

“Well, I guess I don't have that much to say.”

Since the protagonist was supposed to be the same age as I, I just needed to reply with something that sounded like me.

As I countered his lines, the staff members, who thought I would mess up, showed surprised expressions.

“But just watching you do that to someone else, it's a bit... ridiculous.”

“What is?”

Min Seungtae tilted his head and put one hand in his pocket. He tried to assert dominance, looking down at me like he did to everyone else in the show except for the protagonist.

“What's so ridiculous?”

“Hmm, since you don't know, instead of asking me, wouldn't it be better to reflect on your own?”

As I smirked and countered his lines, a slight hint of guilt flashed across Min Seungtae's eyes.

“Discovering that your close friend of over ten years is actually the son of your enemy. But pretending not to know? It's not even a movie. In reality, they would just cut ties.”

“......”

“Maybe you should think about it if you haven't thrown your conscience in the trash.”

Not sure if I touched a nerve, Min Seungtae slowly wiped his mouth and frowned. He didn't seem to be in a good mood.

“Right, that's... true, sunbae.”

“I'm glad you still have at least a gram of conscience left.”

As I said that, Min Seungtae raised his eyes.

“But it's not your business, sunbae. You're a total stranger.”

This was how it started. Sparks were flying in this verbal fight. Min Seungtae struck a blow.

“I'd appreciate it if you didn't butt in.”

“......”

Butt in.

I stared at him for a moment.

What would I have done if I were still the PD? Would I have stayed quiet after hearing such nonsense from a stranger? Would I have kept quiet just because he was a chaebol?

I slowly fiddled with the lighter, placed it on the railing, and took a deep breath to calm myself down. Then I looked at Min Seungtae and smiled sarcastically.

“Whoa, Seungtae~.”

“...!!”

Staying quiet?

No way.

I was famous for being straightforward.

“Let me explain since you don't seem to understand... Let's slowly think about who's at a bigger disadvantage here, okay?”

One of the staff members' mouth dropped open, shocked by my lines. After all, there was no such setting as speaking informally in the character. But my mouth was already babbling.

“Is it me, who was working overtime and drinking coffee at the broadcasting station? Or is you, who's losing sleep at night, worried about being caught by Yu Jeonghwa?”

“What?”

Min Seungtae was at a loss for words. In the drama, Yu Jeonghwa was an absolute presence to him. No matter how tough Min Seungtae was, he had no choice but to lose once the name “Yu Jeonghwa” was mentioned.

“I already have a ton of work, so shouldn't I take care of my team's slaves? Why do you have to piss people off with your attitude...”

“......”

“I understand. I'm leaving now.”

That should be enough. The ad-lib was getting too long, so I thought editing and cutting it at that point would be okay. Just as I was about to leave...

“Wait!”

He urgently grabbed me. His shaking gaze seemed to admit that his character, Min Seungtae, had already lost.

“I thought you were just someone who only cared about themselves... But I guess that was just my prejudice. What do you want?”

“...Really? You'll do it?”

“Yes, if there's something you want.”

I pulled my arm away from his hand and answered concisely while brushing off my sleeve.

“...A steady salary, a generous bonus, good work-life balance, a boss who doesn't steal my credit.”

“What kind of nonsense is that?”

“Is it like some legendary creature or something?”

I sighed.

“Taking care of my responsibilities and those of my subordinates. That's what I want.”

“Ha...”

...Hm?

While speaking his lines, Min Seungtae furrowed his brows, and it felt strangely uncomfortable. Though it was slightly different from before... this wasn't Min Seungtae, just Min Jiheon.

Despite his momentarily wavering eyes, Min Jiheon delivered his lines naturally enough to avoid an NG.

“So, you'll keep it safe? Will it work if I just change PD Lee Jeonghun's boss?”

“Annoying chaebols. If you're going to change something, change the director.”

“...That won't be easy.”

“Can't you even do that?”

He looked a bit amused, as if...

Being swayed by my acting?

“Is there anything else you want? Something more manageable as the price for your silence...”

“Something you can do?”

Anyway, I had to deliver the final line.

I lightly tapped his shoulder as if dusting off some dirt. Min Jiheon stepped back a few steps, looking uncomfortable, and I spoke clearly,

“Cut. It. Out.”

“......”

“I'm leaving.”

As I walked out of the camera angle, the PD shouted excitedly.

“Cut!”

Damn that Min Jiheon...

My energy was drained. Even if Lee Jeonghun looked just like me, dealing with unexpected situations while keeping my nerves taut in front of the camera was exhausting.

PD Yu was so excited that he blurted out.

“Cr... Cr... Crazy! You two are crazy!!”

“......”

Alright, I admit that Min Jiheon was utterly insane.

But I wished he'd left me out of it.

“It's amazing! Wow, how do you both ad-lib so well? The banter was fantastic...! The relationship between Min Seungtae and Lee Jeonghun was clearly shown! We don't even need to reshoot.”

“...Wow, so we did it in one take?”

“That's right, Jiheon! Your character really came through this time. I'll have to show this to Writer Kim again. Not just Min Jiheon but Seo Hoyun was amazing too! Really~ I almost missed out on such a treasure!”

“Thank you for your kind words.”

While maintaining an awkward smile and dealing with the reactions around me, it still felt like something was off. Despite being surrounded by praise and feeling like I should be happy...

What is it?

It wouldn't have mattered if it was just ad-libbing, but it felt like I had missed something...

The excited PD went away to monitor the scene again, and the hairdresser fixed Min Jiheon's hair. Our eyes met.

Min Jiheon...

“Heh...”

He couldn't help but burst into laughter as our eyes met.

“Seo Hoyun, you ad-libbed really well just now. Pffhahaha!”

“...!”

“Is there a reason for you to get involved in someone else's business and be bothered by it? You don't seem to have that kind of sense of justice.”

“I thought you were just someone who only cared about themselves... But I guess that was just my prejudice.”

“What do you want?”

Suddenly, the lines Min Jiheon had said earlier flashed through my mind.

Ah! Darn it!

That... That wasn't a line.

That brat knew I'd usually stay quiet if he asked me those questions privately, so he purposely threw ad-libs at me on set!

How was as a person, what kind of thought process I have, and how I would react in such a situation!

He just threw those ad-libs out of curiosity right in front of the camera!

I opened my mouth wide in anger.

“Wow... that fuc―!”

“Ahaha, haha, ah, seriously.”

I quickly closed my mouth, barely stopping myself from cursing out loud. Min Jiheon, quick-witted as he was, noticed this too and gave up on holding back his laughter, clutching his stomach and roaring with laughter.

Feeling defeated, I had no choice but to stand there and wait for him to calm down...

“Ahaha... Seo Hoyun, your personality is really funny... How have you lived like this? Do you even talk like this to chaebols?”

Min Jiheon laughed so hard he wiped away a tear.

“Ah, it's so fun these days. It's exciting...”

“......”

“Let's all have fun on set today~! Let's do our best!”

“Oh my, yes!”

Min Jiheon moved on to the next shoot, and the staff members enjoyed their day, saying, “Min Dajung was so sweet today.”

Min Dajeong can go freeze to death. In the entertainment industry full of crazy people, that brat was undoubtedly a lunatic.

He said he wouldn't play around while acting!

No, it was my fault for believing him!

I fell for that snake's trick once again. I glared at the direction where Min Jiheon disappeared, fuming...


Whether Min Jiheon enjoyed teasing Seo Hoyun or not, the idol Seo Hoyun really lived a diligent life.

Thanks to Lee Jihyeon working like a madman and was now practically one with the energy supplement, The Dawn's exclusive content poured out in droves.

[Seong Jiwon OST Making Film]

[Kang Ichae, Come to My Room Right Now. Producing Behind CAM]

[The Dawn's Human Theater Documentary (Feat. the Most Sane Seonghyeon)]

[Seonghyeon and Dajun's Haphazard Macaron Making Feat. Disgusted Jiwon]

[Heart-pounding The Dawn High School Student Council Election]

And so, Noeul's fans had fan content, BTS photos, and V-Lives to look forward to whenever they opened their eyes.

Among them, the fan content was particularly eye-catching.

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ When Seo Hoyun made his student council president promise, he said he would give half the class hamburgers (The End)

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Kang Ichae: (Raising hand) Don't you just have to give out four?

Seo Hoyun: ㅋㅋ Yes

└└ Ah, I'm going crazy. I knew it since I saw this guy's pocket, all relaxed]

[Meanwhile, Seong Jiwon's promise

Seong Jiwon: Um... I'll reduce practice time by two hours.

Everyone: (Jumping up) Seong Jiwon! President Seong Jiwon! Please give us a word on how you feel about being elected!

Seong Jiwon unanimously selected

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are they gagmen?

└ Wow, Seong Jiwon really is a tiger when it comes to practice ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

And so, the student council election content received quite a good response, and Jihyeon, wanting to reuse the fan songs they'd made, came up with a new fan content plan.

It was a mix of the 1980s American high school concept, Will You Go to Prom With Me?

However, the setting was Korea.

There was no way The Dawn knew about American high school life with red plastic cups, active club activities, and heart-pounding proms.

“Alright! Listen up!”

Jeong Dajun, wearing glasses, banged on the blackboard.

“Here's what the test will be about! Okay? Everyone, write it down!”

It was K-High School.


Chapter 100

“Alright! Stop fooling around! Don’t doze off!”

[Ah, Jeong Dajun, the high schooler ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[An exemplary case of the college entrance exam obsession]

The Noeul members found it adorable how Jeong Dajun, as if possessed, repeatedly used phrases like “umm” and “in other words“ in his online lecture teacher concept. Meanwhile, the older members grumbled in amazement with their hands stuffed in their pockets.

“Why the online lecture concept?”

“Leave him be. There's no way Jeong Dajun knows about 1980s America. At most, he's watched movies about it. Plus, he's preparing for the college entrance exam these days.”

“Isn't he just obsessed with imitating the online lecture teacher?”

Despite everyone's grumbling, the youngest member, Jeong Dajun, stubbornly raised his glasses with his fingers and drew circles frantically on the words written on the blackboard. He had seen it somewhere.

“So today, let's organize the breadcrumbs of our The Dawn members!”

“......”

“Because there must be people who want this!! ...Maybe? ...I believe they exist somewhere?”

“Who the hell is this for...”

Seo Hoyun was already exhausted from dealing with Min Jiheon. He looked even more worn out than usual, but Kang Ichae pretended to be absorbed in Jeong Dajun's concept and wrote everything down with his head buried in his notebook.

“So what kind of people are The Dawn members??”

Jeong Dajun excitedly organized the members' information on the blackboard as if wielding a whip.

[Kim Seonghyeon (23) Leader/Main Dancer: Cool dark-haired handsome guy with double eyelids, sharp nose bridge, thick eyebrows, and dimples.

Seo Hoyun (23) Sub-vocal: Pure-hearted, cold-looking, dark-haired handsome guy who seems sensitive and looks quite gentle when he smiles (but scary).

Seong Jiwon (23) Main Vocal: Soft, warm-looking, brown-haired handsome guy with a mole on the nose bridge.

Kang Ichae (21) Rapper: Sharp-eyed, thin-lipped handsome guy with a hair color of watered-down red (currently grapefruit color), who makes you want to pass by quickly when he's angry.

Jeong Dajun (19) Sub-vocal/Dancer: No words needed, stunningly handsome.]

“...What is this?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why would you write this, Dajun?

└ I mean, you could just look and know]

[My cringing hands and feet are closing my eyes]

[But he looks like he just copied and pasted from the wiki (except his own)

└ I'll just write it down myself: bleached brown-haired puppy with thick lips and droopy eyes!!!]

Everyone opened their mouths in a daze, looking at the phrases written on the blackboard. Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun exchanged glances and giggles, saying, “Look at the eyes” and “Yes!” Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun crossed his arms and leaned back on his chair, making a creaking noise.

“You write Chinese characters well?”

“Of course, I should be able to do this much!”

“Wow... You're really studying hard these days.”

Even against his older members' teasing, Jeong Dajun remained determined. Kim Seonghyeon then attacked Jeong Dajun.

“What's with the 'stunningly handsome' part?”

“I'm just being confident, you know?”

Jeong Dajun tried to continue organizing their birthdays, but Seo Hoyun scolded him not to waste time on something searchable on the internet.

[Guys, just look at the wiki

└ Let him be, Jeong Dajun is excited]

“Hmph.”

Jeong Dajun pouted with a snort, but he still seemed satisfied as he took a piece of paper from the lectern.

“Let's first read the survey you filled out. Starting with Mr. Seo Hoyun.”

“...Yes.”

“'I think I'm a kind person.' You shamelessly chose 'YES' ... Where did you leave your conscience?”

“Why? It's true, you know?”

Everyone jeered at him. Even the kind Seong Jiwon looked at Seo Hoyun with a subtle smile. Nevertheless, Seo Hoyun didn't change his shameless answer. Jeong Dajun continued to read the rest of the survey.

“You chose Seong Jiwon as the person you think is the most handsome in The Dawn.”

“Ah? Really?”

Seong Jiwon shyly smiled.

[Wow]

[Wow, Seo Hoyun has pretty good taste, though]

“Eh?! Why didn't you choose the cute main rapper?”

“What?”

Kang Ichae stood up with a face that said it didn't make sense, but Seo Hoyun just raised his eyebrows as if it was no big deal and pointed to the back.

“Go look in the mirror with Seong Jiwon.”

[A CG of a skull appears next to Kang Ichae ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, fuck, this guy still doesn't hold back ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Wow, this hyung is really unbelievable.”

“Be quiet. Kang Ichae chose himself, didn't he?”

Kang Ichae acted out wildly, but Jeong Dajun, who truly believed he was the most handsome, shamelessly muttered, “Isn't he just the nicest person?” before reading the rest of the survey. Noeul members were very grateful to Dajun and devoured his breadcrumbs.

[Kim Seonghyeon's legs are the body part he's most proud of, fucking annoying, but it seems true, ah!!!]

[Jiwon hesitates... hesitates... and then confesses he hates Soruinun

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seoho stands awkwardly beside him, saying I don't drink much now either...]

[Kang Ichae exposed Jeong Dajun's secret that he always fell asleep listening to online lectures at triple speed under the covers]

It was an absolute mess. Seeing the exhausted Kim Seonghyeon trying to stop the fighting among the members, who were not even like high schoolers but like K-teenagers, Lee Jihyeon sighed and gave orders.

Seeing that, Jeong Dajun quickly fixed his disheveled bleached hair and calmly said,

“Ugh... We now know each other well, right?”

“I just want to fight.”

Jeong Dajun ignored them.

“To understand each other more deeply... let's switch roles!!”

And he threw a bomb.

[????]

As Noeul members were full of question marks, not understanding the meaning, a small data screen appeared in the video.

[Role Switching♡

Seo Hoyun → Seong Jiwon

Seong Jiwon → Kang Ichae

Kang Ichae → Seo Hoyun

Jeong Dajun → Kim Seonghyeon

Kim Seonghyeon → Jeong Dajun

You must act according to each other's characters!

Caution! You have to hold in laughter, Noeul members try it too♡]

[???????]

[What is this, is it for real?]

[Are they saying each person acts as the other?

└ Seems so?]

After a brief pause, the video darkened, and a low-resolution American campus appeared, stubbornly sticking to the 1980s concept despite having been messed up long ago.

Will You Go to Prom With Me?played as the BGM. The screen transitioned just like the fan song music video.

Ta-ta-ta.

A motorcycle appeared on the screen. It seemed like the usual Kang Ichae, but the camera slowly moved up after scanning his long legs.

[Huh, what's this? Is it Kang Ichae?]

[Oh, it's the same progression as the fan song]

And the man wearing a rider jacket took off his helmet.

“Sigh...”

It was Seong Jiwon.

Even though he acted like a bad boy, the neat Seong Jiwon swept his hair back and spoke very clearly.

“Cute main rapper enters.”

“Will you go to Prom with me?(Say Yes!)”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I gave up on the laughter challenge right away]

[Ah, so it was like this, ah, I'm going crazy, don't insert the Will You Go to Prom With Me? BGM at this highlight]

[I'm watching from outside and biting hard, Jiwon ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As the Noeul fans were flipping out online, Seong Jiwon walked with the helmet at his side. In the hallway, Seo Hoyun, wearing a tidy school uniform, was taking a book from a locker.

Seong Jiwon, awkwardly creaking closer, slammed the cabinet with one hand.

Bam!

“Hi, Jiwon-hyung.”

“Ah, hello, Ichae.”

Despite Seong Jiwon's lousy acting, Seo Hoyun adjusted well, staying true to his acting-dol reputation trained by Min Jiheon.

Watching Hoyun sweep his hair back with a soft smile, Seong Jiwon's pupils trembled slightly.

“Ichae, have you practiced rapping a lot?”

“Want me to show you?”

“No, that's fine. I don't really want to hear it.”

“Okay. But when I'm in front of you, I. Want. To. Act. Irrationally.”

Even as Seong Jiwon stubbornly mimicked Kang Ichae's rap part, Seo Hoyun simply looked at him with a subtle smile.

[Ah, how does Seo Hoyun hold back his laughter while facing this?]

[So shameless, Seong Jiwon, he's perfect at copying the awkward smile and all that]

[Wow, he's good at acting, I'm really looking forward to episode 1 of Please Take the Camera]

“I. Want. To. Hold. You. Tight. And. Pour. Out. Such. Words.”

As Noeul members choked with laughter, Seong Jiwon continued rapping as he walked away.

Still maintaining his poker face, Seo Hoyun carelessly put the book he had taken out earlier back when Kang Ichae appeared.

“Baby rabbit, HouHou, has arrived.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun's expression almost crumbled for a moment.

Kang Ichae smirked and crossed his arms, leaning against the locker with Hoyun's signature menacing smile.

However, Hoyun wasn't going to let it slide.

“Hoyun, hi. Do you want to practice with Ichae, who got demoted in the game tier these days?”

“No. Seong Jiwon... I have a problem.”

“What is it?”

Catching a slightly anxious gaze from Hoyun, Ichae lowered his long eyelashes.

“I'm just too pretty, and it's serious...”

[Ah]

[Ichae, are you going to die today?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hoyun is so pissed]

“Hmph.”

“...Hoyun.”

Seo Hoyun was indeed pissed, as the others had said, but he clenched his teeth and responded. However, Kang Ichae didn't stop and just raised his eyebrows, saying,

“Why. What. Why. Are you jealous because I'm so pretty?”

“...Hoyun wouldn't talk like that.”

“What?”

“Hey, stop it. Kang Ichae, your imitation failed. I don't treat Seong Jiwon like that, okay?”

Having given up imitating Seong Jiwon and leaving it all behind, Seo Hoyun gnawed his teeth, but Kang Ichae only raised one side of his lips.

The only problem was...

“What are you gonna do?”

...Kang Ichae knew Seo Hoyun far too well. Kang Ichae perfectly imitated Seo Hoyun without a care in the world.

A subtitle then appeared on the screen.

[Seo Hoyun Failed in Laugh-Enduring Challenge X Pissed-Enduring Challenge

Pissed Off Enduring Challenge Failed○]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While the broken rap-robot Seong Jiwon and pissed baby rabbit, HouHou, at a nonsensical challenge... Kang Ichae opened the classroom door and then swirled around his long legs. Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon, who were talking, came into view.

Jeong Dajun was nagging non-stop as the two were cleaning the classroom.

“Jeong Dajun, didn't I tell you to take your vitamins earlier? Are you just eating snacks?”

“......”

Jeong Da Jun, in his own way, managed to defend himself by imitating Kim Seonghyeon, the tallest in the group, who was stretching his legs out and seemed to be quite at a loss.

It was because he wasn't good at acting.

“Please just stop being so loud, Jeong Dajun.”

Kang Ichae, who had entered the classroom, looked at them without much expectation (still acting like Seo Hoyun). Kim Seonghyeon opened his mouth.

“...so loud.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ oh my god ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Is it called bouncing around just because Jeong Dajun is jumping around?? Hey, is this really an imitation??]

” Puwahaha...”

Seeing that, even Kang Ichae, who had been doing well at the imitation game, almost crumbled. He had to clench his teeth to hold it in. Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun squinted his eyes and sat down like Kim Seonghyeon.

“Dajun, let's do it properly, okay?”

“......”

“Where's your reply?”

“...Yes, hyungie-hyungie.”

“Puwahaha...”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hyungie-hyungie = Hyung-hyung?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hey, just because you add an “ie” at the end doesn't make you Jeong Dajun ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ][1]

[Kang Ichae, hey, you failed. Hey, just give up.]

“I want to quit... Puwahaha...”

[Kang Ichae failed the hold-your-laugh challenge!!]

Kang Ichae seemed like the one most likely to survive until the end but was unexpectedly beaten quickly. Even as Kang Ichae gave up, sobbing half-heartedly white on his desk, Jeong Dajun continued to nag at Kim Seonghyeon with determination.

Kim Seonghyeon only responded with a disgruntled “Yes, yes” or “Got it, sir.”

Finally, all the members of The Dawn gathered—

“I. Want. To. Look. Good. To. You.”

“Kang Ichae, come at me right now.”

“Ack! Sorry! Ahh!”

“Bounce, bounce...”

and it was a pure mess.

[Jeong Dajun held back his laughter while watching Kim Seonghyeon imitate him but crumbled when he saw Seong Jiwon coming while rapping

└ Can't be helped, how could you hold back after seeing Seong Jiwon's staccato, Seo Hoyun is amazing.]

[Seo Hoyun eventually grabbed Kang Ichae's collar

└ Kang Ichae, in the midst of it all, “I got it, don't be mad, I'll give you a carrot” ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ If I were Seo Hoyun, I'd hit him too ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

And so, the winner of the laughter suppression challenge... was Kim Seonghyeon, who had been just mumbling “Bounce, bounce” all along.

“...Thank you.”

“What's this for?”

Kim Seonghyeon murmured desolately, not at all happy even after receiving a fake gold-plated necklace.

“...So, who is this for?”

Anyway, the response from the fans was good, so what's the big deal...

Seo Hoyun thought for the first time that day that he wanted to leave the members behind and quickly return to the drama set.




1 This was really hard to translate in its original form, so I went for something close, “......” Kim Seonghyeon initially said, “...넹 횽횽.” The word “형” means “hyung.” The change from “형” to “횽” involves changing the final “-ㅇ” (ng) sound to “......” (h), which gives it a more playful, cutesy tone. This kind of change is often used in Korean to make words sound more playful or cute.



Chapter 101

As the first half of the drama shoot was coming to an end, the broadcasting began. On the day the first episode aired, the entire cast and staff gathered at a rented restaurant.

“Ah, I guess it's Seo Hoyun's first time at such an event? Usually, we all gather to watch the first episode together. But sometimes we skip it if the shooting schedule is tight.”

“Haha, it's my first time with a drama.”

I'd done variety shows before. Still tired of the aftereffects of my variety show appearance, I tried to sit in a corner when Director Yu called me over with a hand gesture.

“Seo Hoyun! This way, this way.”

“Where are you going! Your seat is right here.”

Damn it.

I was called to the seat I absolutely didn't want to sit in.

But I couldn't ignore the director, so I sat beside Writer Kim, avoiding Min Jiheon as much as possible. Yu Jia was seated across from me and greeted me with a smile.

“Great job today. Your ad-lib was really good!”

“Thank you.”

I couldn't stay seated for long because of everyone coming in. I had to stand up, greet people, and accept their drinks. Finally, after the pre-drama commercials began, I could sit down.

“I wonder what the ratings will be this time?”

“Well, I do have some influence, so I hope the first episode can at least get 4%.”

“Isn't that too modest? I bet on 6%. How about you, Min Jiheon?”

“Me? Um... I'll bet on 6 for the first episode too.”

While the main dishes hadn't even been served yet, Min Jiheon suddenly lifted his head after devouring most of the side dishes.

“The final highest rating will be 18%.”

“18%?!”

Are you crazy...?

I choked on my water.

Min Jiheon was doing this on purpose.

“A rating of 18% is almost a syndrome. We'll get a reward vacation.”

“I'm really expecting a lot~.”

“Wow, I've never seen Min Jiheon like this before.”

“What about you, Seo Hoyun?”

I had tried my best not to be involved in the conversation, but the question still came. I wiped my mouth with a tissue and answered.

“I also...”

Sigh...

“I'll also go with 18%, like Min Jiheon-sunbae.”

“Wow, that's ambitious~! I'm looking forward to it.”

Though it seemed like a deliberate act, everyone took it as the spirit of a rookie and laughed.

Damn this fucking percentage.

That must be Min Jiheon's standard for success. I'd have to surpass that for him to talk to me.

As we were chatting, the first episode began. Everyone cheered and clapped as the opening scene rolled with the sound of camera shutters.

“Wow, Yu Jia is such a great actress. Her crying at the funeral made me want to cry too.”

“Haha, you're too kind.”

Yu Jia's portrayal of her father's funeral was truly amazing. Her acting talents shone through as she transitioned from a singer to an actress. Everyone could see that Yu Jia was destined for success.

“Wow~! Min Jiheon, you look great on screen.”

“Honestly, Min Seungtae's character could be easily disliked, but you really make it believable with your charm alone.”

Let's just skip Min Jiheon.

Finally, my face appeared on the screen as I joined the company. It was a different feeling than monitoring my performance on stage.

A staff member checking the ratings and community reactions next to me gave me two thumbs up.

“Wow, as soon as Seo Hoyun appears, things heat up again?!”

“Where, where? I want to see it!”

“It's all positive feedback right now!”

“Haha...”

I'll have to check it out later as well.

Although I wasn't too concerned about my acting, I did worry if it would cause harm to The Dawn if people thought it wasn't that good.

My phone kept ringing, and I saw messages coming in quickly on the group chat with the members.

– Jeong Dajun: Hyung hyung hyung when are you appearing??

– Seong Jiwon: It seems like Hoyun is busy ㅜㅜ Let's not bother him

– Seong Jiwon: Oops!! Hoyun is on now!!

– Kang Ichae: Wow

– Kang Ichae: What the

– Kang Ichae: So handsome

– Jeong Dajun: OMGㅠ!!!!! Why are you so good at acting???

– Jeong Dajun: PD Lee Jeonghun. I'm totally immersed right now

– Jeong Dajun: Tot[1]

– Kim Seonghyeon: We're laughing because it's so unbelievable right now

– Kim Seonghyeon: Why didn't you act if you could do it so well? ㅋㅋ

I didn't want to see Min Jiheon, so...

I replied briefly to the messages and focused on the drama. As expected from a script by the renowned Kim Sukhui, the work was so engaging that I couldn't take my eyes off it until the end.

With her hair tightly tied back, Yu Jia ran to the broadcast station, and the credits for episode 1 rolled.

Everyone finally let out a sigh of relief and checked their buzzing phones.

At that moment, a staff member from the next table suddenly stood up and cheered.

“Real-time ratings are at 6.2%!”

“Wow!”

Writer Kim Sukhui let out a sigh of relief, and Director Yu screamed as he got up.

A rating of 6.2% was a good start.

Could it continue to rise and reach 18%?

“Congratulations.”

“It's a hit! A hit!”

While racking my brain and digging through my memory of past drama ratings, I exchanged greetings non-stop with people. Amidst this, I made eye contact with Min Jiheon.

“Let's hope it keeps going up like this... right?”

“It has to go up.”

“How far?”

“Up to fucking percent.”

“......”

“Ah, I mean 18 percent.”

Min Jiheon's eyes widened, and then he smiled beautifully. His face was as radiant as ever.


[Title: Please Take the Camera, this feels like a masterpiece. K-drama fanatic for 25 years...

I can feel it.

This is a masterpiece.

└ When Yu Jeonghwa cried at the funeral ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I used a whole box of tissues... ㅠㅠㅠ Seriously... Yu Jia's acting is insane

└└ Right? And behind her, that arrogant Min Seungtae can't even talk and just stands there with an umbrella... Is his gaze insane? He's definitely guilty

└└ Min Jiheon's acting gets better and better; sometimes it seems like he's possessed ;; Definitely a rising star]

[Title: Who is PD Lee Jeonghun? Super handsome and has a strong vibe. Is he a rookie??

└ Seo Hoyun

└└ OMG I just looked it up, he's an idol????

└└ ㅇㅇ]

[Title: But wasn't there supposed to be an idol in this drama?

My friend hated it when they said an idol would be in it, but I didn't know who the idol was until the end. Is it Yu Jia's friend? Or the one who joined as a PD at the same time?

└ No, it's PD Lee Jeonghun

└└ ??????? Him???

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I was really surprised too... Seo Hoyun's acting is like he's possessed by PD Lee Jeonghun

└ How old is he? He's quite old for an idol, isn't he?

└└ 23

└└ ...???? He doesn't look 23 ;;

└└ I guess celebrities really have different auras ㅋㅋ He was criticized for being cast in the drama since they had to adjust his character's age to fit, but he's doing well...]

The community's reaction was pretty good. As the internet heated up with reactions, the ratings for episode 2 inevitably increased.

Episode 2's rating was 9.1%.

The people criticizing PD Lee Jeonghun for being too harsh on rookie Yu Jeonghwa, even though he was also a rookie, had completely disappeared by episode 2.

[Title: Hey, is it okay if I sub to PTTC? At first, Lee Jeonghun (Seo Hoyun) was so harsh on Yu Jeonghwa (Yu Jia) that it reminded me of when I was a rookie...

Ah, darn it! How would a rookie know? I was so pissed off. But did you see today's episode? I'll sum up the highlights based on my standards.

A higher-up came and was upset about who handled this job... ㅠ Our rookie Yu Jeonghwa did it ㅠㅠ

(A scene where Lee Jeonghun blocks the flustered Jeonghwa's view)

Lee Jeonghun: “I did it. I'm sorry.”

Boss: “What? How could a PD like you make such a mistake?”

Lee Jeonghun: “People can make mistakes. Even the chief did that two years ago...”

Boss: (grabbing the back of the neck) “Hey, hey, hey, come here!”

Lee Jeonghun: (calmly going) “Sorry~ I'm busy, gotta go~”

So, as Jeonghwa feels extremely sorry, Lee Jeonghun says this to her: (sigh) “Why do you think I get paid more than you? It's to take care of things like this...”

Jeonghwa: “I'm sorry ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ I couldn't help at all...”

Lee Jeonghun: “Wow, do you really think so?”

Jeonghwa: “Maybe??”

Lee Jeonghun: “Good to know... I thought you had no idea.”

Jeonghwa: (trembling)

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It was suspicious from this point

2. Rookie Jeonghwa... messed up again today, so Lee Jeonghun goes crazy...

At first, Jeonghwa was like “Why am I like this ㅠㅠ?” and “What did I do wrong... ㅠㅠ,” but after a month, she starts swearing a lot

(Jeonghwa's internet search history.png)

[How to bury the boss in the mountain]

[How to swear at the boss without getting caught]

[How to backstab that bastard Lee Jeonghun]

She's searching stuff like this ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Every office worker can relate to this extreme hyperrealism ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeonghwa is grumbling again today, and then Lee Jeonghun urgently comes to use Jeonghwa's work computer.

But Jeonghwa didn't delete her internet history.

Jeonghwa: “Wait a minute!!”

Lee Jeonghun: “Why?”

And then, the mouse click...

Lee Jeonghun: (silence)

He sees Jeonghwa's internet search history ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeonghwa can't stay still... but Lee Jeonghun just casually moves on.

Lee Jeonghun: “Ah ㅋㅋ I was like this too ㅋㅋ”

Jeonghwa: “I'm so so so sorry...”

Lee Jeonghun: “It's okay haha It can happen.”

As I watch, I'm like, what?? I empathize with Jeonghwa so much, why did that guy Lee Jeonghun just let it go?? I thought Jeonghwa was like, “At least he has a line he doesn't cross...” and was touched, but then Lee Jeonghun stood up.

Lee Jeonghun: “I'm done using the computer~ I'll leave now.”

Jeonghwa: “Umm, where are you going? The meeting is about to start...”

Lee Jeonghun: “Why?”

Jeonghwa: (gulp)

Lee Jeonghun: “To the mountain~ha”

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Lee Jeonghun: “I'm going to dig my grave in advance~ I should check it out since it's my burial place, right? haha”

Jeonghwa: (trembling)

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Lee Jeonghun's passive-aggressiveness is too much ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He never finishes with just one round. After that, he always asks Jeonghwa if she knows anything about feng shui whenever he sees her, saying he's worried about where to put his grave ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's so annoying ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

3. As always, the beautiful garbage, PD Lee Jeonghun, manages to do something crazy today... Jeonghwa is pissed off and gritting her teeth while typing on the keyboard when suddenly, another team asks for help.

Another team member: “Jeonghwa, can you do this by tomorrow?”

Jeonghwa: “Yes?? Um...”

Another team member: “I'm sorry, it's urgent. We're short-handed here.”

Jeonghwa: (Do I have to do this too...? Pupil trembles)

This rookie's dilemma... But I saw those other team members gossiping while drinking coffee in the break room earlier. So annoying. When Jeonghwa was hesitating, I was alone, shouting, “Jeonghwa, Jeonghwa, ahhhh don't take that job!!!” but...

Jeonghwa: “Yes, I understand!”

= I don't understand at all!!

And she accepts the job anyway...

...I thought I was having PTSD.

And when Lee Jeonghun returned from the location scouting, he saw Yu Jeonghwa working and raised his eyebrows.

Lee Jeonghun: “What are you doing now?”

Yu Jeonghwa: “Huh? Oh, this is something another team asked for...”

Lee Jeonghun: “...What?” (stern look)

Yu Jeonghwa: (I'm screwed)

After that... it was just Lee Jeonghun's time...

He went to another variety show team and was really crazily angry... but Yu Jeonghwa watched him, trembling like a scared rabbit from behind...

The narration was amazing.

Yu Jeonghwa: (dumbfounded...) “Our pretty, trashy PD... I wondered where he could use that personality... He's using it in fights with other teams...”

And, of course, Lee Jeonghun came back victorious. He looked cool and confident, though he had dark circles under his eyes.

Yu Jeonghwa: (trembling...)

Lee Jeonghun: “Jeonghwa”

Yu Jeonghwa: “Yes!!!”

Lee Jeonghun: “If someone asks you for something next time, tell them I'll go crazy, and it won't happen. Got it?”

Yu Jeonghwa: “Wow...” (mouth closed) (moved)

But Yu Jeonghwa's emotions didn't last long.

Lee Jeonghun: (looking through documents, pausing) “Why didn't you do this?”

Yu Jeonghwa: “Well... I was dealing with the other team's stuff...”

Hearing that, Lee Jeonghun laughed so beautifully and gracefully.

Lee Jeonghun: “Yu Jeonghwa.”

Yu Jeonghwa: (trembling)

(Then the endless Niagara waterfall of swearing)

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ this waterfall CG is insane. Anyway, their relationship is so fun. Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I really think I've been hit by their charm. Who wants to catch Lee Jeonghun with me?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah, seriously... He's so shameless, but too cute. He's been shameless from the start, so I started to like him even more when I hated him. This was put in to make us swoon, right? Am I going to catch this bad guy?

└└ Why are we even swooning over this? There's nothing but getting scolded.]

[Title: Sorry about the previous Lee Jeonghun post. This is a two-top romance, so there's no bad guy. The author couldn't put one in.

└ You're lying, right?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ You've caught a losing stock...]

As soon as the drama gained popularity, Daepaseong Entertainment took the opportunity to spread the BTS and making-of films on their official YouTube channel.

Fans were both angry and grateful, wondering why only now was Daepaseong making public the videos it already uploaded on YouTube.

“That's the current situation!”

The manager explained the situation with a bright smile, sticking out his index finger.

Honestly, I was speechless.

Why on earth?




1 “완” is an abbreviation of the word “......” which means “completely” or “totally.”
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“Any damage to The Dawn?”

“Damage? Actually, the group's popularity is rising. Didn't you know your group's search term went up in ranking since last time?”

I didn't know.

I was only searching online how it was affecting The Dawn...

“Besides, with Ichae's video of producing the drama OST being uploaded, the atmosphere is actually very supportive.”

Right, we were working hard on our album activities while I was also... filming diligently. I gritted my teeth, not forgetting the last time I messed up.

The planning team received a lot of bonuses this time, so it seemed like the company was making quite a bit of money lately.

Well, at least it's a relief that they're making a lot of money...

I suddenly ran into Writer Kim Sukhui as I entered the filming set. She made a somewhat strange comment.

“Seo Hoyun, are you good at portraying romantic emotions?”

“Excuse me?”

What she said next was about the viewers' reaction.

“...is the response to the character Lee Jeonghun quite good?”

Honestly, it was quite surprising since all Lee Jeonghun's character had done in the drama so far was to tease the slave Yu Jeonghwa and the one-sided love interest, Min Seungtae.

“Hahaha, if a rude guy bothers you ten times and takes care of you once, that's quite charming. And we call them 'bad guys.' Is that still far too innocent for you, Hoyun?”

Are all Koreans crazy?

It wasn't something that someone who almost got slapped by Kim Heeyeon should hear...

“Anyway.”

Feeling slightly flustered, Writer Kim seemed to be seriously considering revising the script because of the better-than-expected response from the viewers to the chemistry between PD Lee Jeonghun and Yu Jeonghwa.

“I'm writing episode 8 now, right? I originally planned on a two-top scenario, but the response to the breadcrumbs I threw in for Lee Jeonghun in the early episodes seems too good.”

“...Surprising that there's even such a response.”

“Right. So, what I'm saying is...”

I began to feel anxious.

“Should we add some side plots and insert a love line?”

No!!

Don't do that.

No.

I felt somewhat relieved when choosing this drama because of the lack of a love line for my character, Lee Jeonghun.

When hyping it up, I emphasized the term “accomplice” rather than “sub-male lead.” Suddenly changing the course now would only bring criticism.

On top of that, if the position changed, I would have to act in a love line with Yu Jia, someone who was not just an actor but an actress-turned-singer?

Wow, just thinking about it sends chills down my spine.

I didn't want to get involved with anyone as safely as possible, so I laughed awkwardly.

“I don't have the confidence to act out that kind of romance.”

“Ah, I think you'll do well? PD Lee Jeonghun may be rude, but he has a subtle way of making people flutter!”

“No, no. How can I compete with Min Jiheon-sunbae? I think it will only cause a backlash if it's ambiguous.”

“Well... Min Seungtae's character is quite strong, right? In terms of narrative and romantic acting.”

That's right, that kid's acting was just amazing.

After I mentioned Min Jiheon, Writer Kim reluctantly gave up on the idea of a sub-male lead for Lee Jeonghun.

“Should we film a romance next time?”

“Just giving me a chance would be a great honor.”

= Nope.

Nevertheless, I managed to dodge it well. With relief, I finished filming for today at the broadcasting station. Still, as the episodes progressed, I got a little overwhelmed by the increasingly deep and rich emotions in Yu Jia and Min Jiheon's acting.

Min Jiheon was... on par with Jeong Dajun's praise. He was just flying.

“...Noona.”

Before entering the camera, he was brightly laughing, but as soon as the filming began, he suddenly shed tears and begged while grabbing Yu Jeonghwa's sleeve... Everyone sighed.

Seeing Min Seungtae, who used to look down on everyone, begging Yu Jeonghwa like this would make the viewers' hearts flutter.

“I'm... I'm sorry... It's all my fault.”

“......”

“So don't look at me like that...”

It was very earnest. At that moment, even I couldn't help but have my attention stolen by Min Jiheon.

Thanks to Min Jiheon's romantic acting, Writer Kim fell in love with him again and completely gave up on her plan to make Lee Jeonghun the sub-male lead.

Is it the writer's creative instinct or fickleness?

And there was one more fickle person.

“Please take good care of me today~.”

“...Yes.”

Since our last filming, Min Jiheon has gotten a taste for ad-libbing and has kept doing it.

He also seemed to do it to Yu Jia but was particularly bad to me.

I barely managed to finish acting, gnashing my teeth at the improvised lines that kept coming relentlessly. The PD still had no intention of stopping him.

Damn it.

“Relentless flow of ad-libs...”

Min Jiheon scrunched his nose and laughed as I muttered under my breath.

“Yees.”

“......”

That extra letter “e” carried a clear determination not to stop.[1]

“Min Jiheon, please stop with the ad-libs. If you're going to do it, at least give me something.”

“Isn't give-and-take too obvious? Are we that close?”

“How about I punch you each time you ad-lib?”

“...Oops, sorry. Jiheon doesn't have that kind of taste.”

“Just don't speak.”

The one who got whipped...

I walked out with a disgusted look. I had no scenes to shoot for a while, so I was free. Then, I saw Lee Kangseok walking over from a distance.

...Why was he here?

I heard that the part filming here was done.

Ding!

[Lee Kangseok is a regular guest on a variety show at this broadcasting station.]

I frowned at the system message. The fast-witted system leaked a piece of information to me and then promptly disappeared.

“...Mr. Seo Hoyun.”

He scowled as soon as he saw me but seemed to control his expression. I thought his previous sarcastic demeanor might be his real nature.

Apparently, he was deeply afflicted with the incurable disease of “actoritis.”

“The ratings are good, congratulations? It must be nice. I guess being in the same company as senior Min Jiheon has its perks.”

“Ugh.”

“...Yes?”

“...No.”

This was the first time I've heard our company being praised...

I scratched the corner of my mouth and nodded.

“Yes, I was lucky.”

“Exactly. Acting alone doesn't cut it.”

It seemed like Lee Kangseok was itching for a fight. He was revving up, pondering where to pick a bone.

“I wish I could have some of that luck...”

“Lu-u-u-ck?”

Suddenly, a familiar voice filled with laughter resonated out of nowhere.

“Eh? Hoyun-hyung is lucky?”

“...?”

I turned around in surprise to find Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun standing there.

Why were you guys popping out from there...?

Jeong Dajun genuinely looked surprised.

“No way, hyung is really unlucky... I've never seen anyone as unlucky as hyung.”

“The fact that we even got into our company is a bit...”

“But that's the same for all of us.”

“Wow, you're right!”

Kang Ichae whispered into Jeong Dajun's ear, but his voice was loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun's groupmates...?”

With a somewhat shocked expression, Lee Kangseok and I stood still, buffering like a paused video. Then, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon emerged from the opposite corridor, chattering away.

“Huh?”

“...Ah?”

After surveying the scene, they exchanged glances and hurriedly ran over.

“Hoyun, calm down and step back for now.”

“Exactly. I get what you're thinking but stay back for now.”

“......”

The irony was that they didn't try to protect me but treated me like a public hazard, urging me to calm down. Seong Jiwon stepped forward, smiling like a bomb disposal expert.

“Hello, sunbae. Nice to meet you for the first time.”

“......”

“I'm Seong Jiwon, a member of the same group as Hoyun.”

“Ah, my name is Lee Kangseok.”

Seong Jiwon politely bowed his waist, and the dragged-in Lee Kangseok unconsciously bowed his head, offering a clumsy greeting.

“I'm really glad to meet you like this. But why on earth with our Hoyun...?”

“...Nothing much. I apologize for blocking the way.”

“Ahaha, not at all. Please contact me separately if you have something to discuss later.”

“...Okay, then.”

“Take care.”

Lee Kangseok withdrew at Seong Jiwon's subtle smile that suggested that “it's time to leave now.” I admired him as I watched him go.

Seong Jiwon's ability to deflect attention had increased tremendously... I really didn't know whose influenced this was.

Kim Seonghyeon narrowed his eyes and looked at my expression. He asked,

“You're not feeling sorry right now, are you?”

“How do you see other people?”

“I see them as Seo Hoyun...”

“You're treating me too much.”

I denied it and naturally avoided his gaze. It would be a lie to say that I wasn't sorry that Lee Kangseok obediently withdrew.

“Hoyun's acting skills are getting better and better.”

“So, it's acting.”

Of course, it didn't make sense at all. I heard the members snickering from behind and asked them,

“Why are you here?”

“Ah, today is the day for our V-Live.”

“Wasn't that supposed to be at the dorm?”

“We planned to shoot some BTS  footage at the filming site since you finished shooting early~.”

“Hoyun, let's have beef after this!!”

The manager, who just showed up, turned on the camera and moved to the shooting site with the members. Since we had already obtained permission in advance when we filmed the script reading BTS and drama-making film, there were no problems as long as we followed a few precautions.

When we captured some content and turned off the camera again,

“Uh...”

I bumped into the person I was desperate to avoid at all costs, Min Jiheon. He had just finished filming another scene and already changed into a different set of clothes.

I wish he just passed by, but our Min Jiheon, lacking tact as always, initiated a conversation again.

“We meet again~.”

“......”

“Hello, Jeong Dajun.”

I thought Jeong Dajun, a Min Jiheon fan, would be happy and jump around, but he made a strange expression and...

“Yes, hello.”

He just nodded his head awkwardly.

Ding!

[Huh?]

Huh?




1 This is different from the original Korean text. Hoyun muttered, “즉등히 흐르그...” which roughly translates as “Flowing instantly...” Min Jiheon replied with “......” The standard word for “......” is “네,” but the addition of “엥” makes it a bit humorous, almost exaggerated.



Chapter 103

Jeong Dajun had the nerve?!

Our sweet, youngest gang eoljwi playing with his favorite person's feelings?[1]

This was an earth-shattering matter, but Jeong Dajun just calmly looked at Min Jiheon. His demeanor was so different from when he had praised Min Jiheon before that I was taken aback, and the other members were also shocked.

“Hmm...”

And sharp-minded Min Jiheon, who only looked naïve on the outside, couldn't have missed that. He chuckled and glanced at the members one after the other, then merely nodded his head.

“Seo Hoyun must be happy~.”

“......”

Stop talking nonsense.

“I should be going...”

“Yes, please hurry and go away.”

“Ahaha. See you later.”

I watched Min Jiheon walk away indifferently, but as soon as he was out of sight, I turned my head toward Jeong Dajun.

...Jeong Dajun was covering his face with both hands.

“Jeong Dajun... what's going on with you?”

“...Give me a moment. I'm trying to channel my sorrow.”

If he got this upset over being ignored once, why did he do that in the first place?

Jeong Dajun washed his face for a while, then suddenly lifted his head.

“Huh, okay. Good job, Jeong Dajun. Me, who chose the annoying guy over my favorite... I was quite cool. Isn't that right, hyung?”

“...Am I your favorite?”

“Hyung, why are you being like this to me??”

Jeong Dajun was unusually annoyed now. As I awkwardly accepted his irritation, something suddenly crossed my mind. I remembered blurting out nonsense to Jeong Dajun.

Right after that incident, when I asked him who he would choose between Min Jiheon and me. I chuckled and poked Jeong Dajun's cheek.

“Between Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun, did you choose me?”

“...Hyung, I thought about it. Do you remember the fan meeting from a while back?”

Jeong Dajun said sullenly.

“Who would I choose...”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon, proud of the backstabbing Jeong Dajun, patted him on the shoulder and ruffled his hair.

Hmm.

I didn't expect Jeong Dajun, of all people, to do that.

Although I assumed that people would naturally look after their own interests, I had thought of Jeong Dajun as a kind of... a child left by the water, which made me feel strange.

“Where did you learn that attitude...?”

[He's only been seeing you for the past six months. Who else could he have learned from?]

...Was that so?

Apparently, the fact that I felt uncomfortable around Min Jiheon had already been decided within The Dawn.

Kang Ichae, that child, must have realized by now. Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon must have noticed to some extent as well. And looking at Jeong Dajun's state now, I guess he also found out.

...But to what extent?

...Let's give it a try? I organized my thoughts and opened my mouth, but...

“You know guys...”

“Hoyun, what do you want to eat?”

...Seong Jiwon quickly interrupted me. I raised an eyebrow, and Kang Ichae quickly followed up.

“Foie gras.”

“Pork belly? Okay.”

“Huhu, Jiwon-hyung is so mean, so mean~.”

“Bang bang~.”

Suddenly it got noisy, and I missed the timing again. While I was blinking, the members had already moved far away as they cheerfully chatted. Kim Seonghyeon looked back.

“What are you doing? Come quickly.”

“...Yeah.”

I nodded my head and slowly followed them. I deliberately slowed my steps until I couldn't hear their voices and quietly asked the system window.

“Did I just imagine you interrupting me earlier?”

Ding!

[Yes!]

“...Are you upset?”

While I was staring in disbelief, the system window seemed frustrated and let out its irritation.

[I really... think Seong Jiwon is so cool... and Kang Ichae is so so nice... Jeong Dajun is so cute... and Kim Seonghyeon is just shining...]

“What kind of sunset is this?”

[Seo Hoyun is the most annoying...]

It suddenly popped into my head as I deliberately ignored the system window.

[From the members' perspective, it was clear that Seo Hoyun was showing off.]

“...So?”

[Hey, please, wake up in this harsh world.]

If I wasn't awake, who would be?

I gave the system window a disdainful look, and it offered an additional explanation.

[Think from the members' perspective, Seo Hoyun. From the Shining Star era, you've been handling things unilaterally and shouldering all sorts of burdens. The members, including Seong Jiwon, already understand and accept that you're that kind of person.]

“Then why did he just do that?”

[That was Seong Jiwon being considerate. You don't have to tell him, he says, and if you're not going to tell him properly, don't show off... Instead, he'll help carry the load.]

It was not immediately clear.

...Anyone who had worked a job would understand. Even if someone else took on all sorts of burdens and worked on their own, only a grateful person would be grateful. The other 99% either didn't know or pretended not to. I was just working my bones off alone.

But with this incident, was that his way of offering to help carry the load?

Why?

[How about just being honest?]

“What? You want me to tell them about the system window and that I'm from a parallel universe or something?”

[That would be difficult...]

“See?”

Tsk. I clicked my tongue.

“Even if I tell them, I will only look crazy. It's straight to the hospital for delusions of grandeur.”

[......]

I would not tell them about my situation, now or in the future. I still haven't changed my belief about that.

[Do what you will.]

But strangely, the system window seemed upset.

“...What's going on? Why?”

[Just live like that...]

“Hey. Hey.”

No matter how much I called, it didn't respond. I was sure it was listening, but it still chose not to come out. I sighed for a moment and approached the members, still making a fuss about choosing only one menu item for dinner.

Why should I say anything?

It wouldn't bring anything good, anyway. I crossed my arms and watched Seong Jiwon, pushing back against Kang Ichae's stubborn proposal to eat foie gras for dinner, suddenly perk up his head.

“Right, Hoyun. I forgot to tell you something.”

“...What is it?”

Bracing myself for possible criticism, I looked at Seong Jiwon, but he only tilted his head slightly.

“Hoyun, your acting is really good.”

“What?”

And with a laugh, he made a comment I hadn't expected.

“We're really proud of you.”

“......”

I... was lost for words at Seong Jiwon's sudden compliment. I just turned my head away without saying anything, wetting my lips. But Seong Jiwon just kept smiling.

Seeing the situation, Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun added,

“Wow... Hoyun's face is almost like he's been hexed...”

“The one who undressed the wanderer was the warm sunlight...”

“...Shut up.”


As the drama was slowly reaching its second half, it was almost the end of PD Lee Jeonghun's shooting. It was most appropriate for a supporting role like mine to carry that much weight. It also signaled that it was time to return to idol activities.

Of course, the 18 percent viewership rating was my biggest concern... It would be a lie to say I was not worried, but for now, there was nothing I could do other than to do the best acting I could do. Of course, there weren't no other methods at all...

Anyway, if there was one, the consolation was that Please Take the Camera was fun enough to hook even the fastidious Jeong Dajun.

– Jeong Dajun: The criminal Dajun thought of

See! Even now, while I was in the van, constant messages were coming from Jeong Dajun.

I already knew what would happen, so I tried to ignore him, but the notifications kept ringing incessantly.

– Jeong Dajun: The department head is the criminal

– Kang Ichae: Ah

– Kang Ichae: Your joking? That's too much, I bet on the neighbor ajusshi

– Jeong Dajun: No, it's suspicious. Trust Chief Min Seungtae

– Jeong Dajun: Does Min Seungtae have a Class 1 driver's license because he's getting kidnapped, right?? Seems like Yu Jeonghwa would drive a truck, park it, and rescue him

– Jeong Dajun: Trust me, I've been a drama fan for 18 years

– Kang Ichae: Darn it

– Kang Ichae: Surprisingly, there's some persuasive power in that

...Jeong Dajun is scary.

He was about 90% correct. He left out the part where Yu Jeonghwa, after knowing all the facts and before making amends, will get angry and slap Min Seungtae... I just shook my head and looked out the window.

“Ah, you can drop me off here.”

“Hoyun, let's go together!”

“No, could you buy some coffee with this? Manager, have a cup too.”

“...!! So touching!! Oh my god!”

I handed my card to my easily-moved manager and left the car leisurely. I did it on purpose. I needed to leave the manager behind and walk around by myself.

Today, I need to do some backstage maneuvering with the staff!

I still didn't know what Min Jiheon was thinking, but as I always said, insurance was necessary for professionals. There was nothing bad about it.

“Oh! Hoyun is here.”

“Hello.”

Hoyun's backstage maneuvering begins~!

As I revved the engine and exchanged greetings, the camera director, whom I'd become somewhat close with over the past few weeks, held up his coffee cup.

“The king of coffee carts is here! Don't you have one today?”

“Do I seem like a walking coffee shop to you?”

“Hahaha, you're such a clever guy.”

I could see Min Jiheon talking to PD Yu in front of the camera. They seemed to be discussing the scene they had just shot.

I continued to watch them for some time before leaving. We kept our conversation going as we moved in the same direction—with me heading to the makeup room and the camera director off to fetch replacement equipment.

“PD Lee Jeonghun was really popular in the latest episode, even though he doesn't have that many lines...”

“It's all thanks to the staff who shot it beautifully.”

“Ahaha. The writer was really struggling with whether she should make Lee Jeonghun the secondary male lead.”

“I wish she wouldn't do that...”

When I scratched my head with a slightly awkward face, the camera director seemed slightly disappointed while fiddling with his equipment.

Then, I got a feeling.

Okay.

Now was the time to drop some hints.

“The ratings are really good this time, aren't they?”

“Right. 12%! And this isn't even a weekend drama. Everyone's moving to cable or OTT services these days, so getting that kind of rating is a big deal.”[2]

“We're surpassing the ratings of other dramas in the same time slot, aren't we?”

“Oh, that one~.”

The director suddenly burst out laughing.

“You're talking about the drama where Lee Kangseok suddenly became its secondary male lead, right?”

“Suddenly?”

“Right. Originally, Lee Kangseok was supposed to take on Lee Jeonghun's role. The audition was only going to be a formality, but it ended with Seo Hoyun being cast instead.”

I had a rough idea of this story.

“But it's good that we didn't get to work with Lee Kangseok.”

“Why?”

“Well, having Seo Hoyun was a blessing, but...”

The director trailed off, glanced around to ensure no one was nearby, and then winked playfully.

“Lee Kangseok has a not-so-good reputation.”

“What do you mean...?”

I inserted a casual interjection and waited. People tended to spill more when you acted like you didn't know much but still showed interest.

Sure enough, the response came quickly.

“Abusive behavior. To his own manager.”

I fucking knew it!

I celebrated inwardly. At times like this, I had to admit, I was quite lucky.

Unexpectedly, the system window popped up even though I hadn't said anything.

Ding!

[You are reeaaally...]

“Well, it's not uncommon for celebrities, but Lee Kangseok is too much. He's probably caught star disease, so the verbal abuse towards his manager is quite severe.”

“Oh dear, really...”

“As they say, the riper the corn, the lower the head, right?”

I organized my thoughts. Why hadn't Kim Jaeyeon told me about this useful information? Perhaps, he thought a controversy over abusing your manager was not even worth paparazzi talk.

Or he might have pretended not to know.

“It's such a relief that you're working with us, Seo Hoyun~. There's not much time left until the final shooting. Just hang in there a bit more!”

“Let's have a meal after it's over, Director. You said you liked Chinese food last time.”

“...Wow, you remember that? Seo Hoyun, you really pay attention to details.”

The shooting finally resumed. The camera director went to replace the equipment, and I went to the makeup room. I contemplated what I'd heard as I changed clothes and rolled up my sleeves.

If the manager abuse controversy breaks out... naturally, their ratings will drop.

There could be various factors, but if the drama airing simultaneously had lower ratings, naturally, the chances of the other dramas' ratings increasing would increase.

The plan was set, but what I was worried about was... the method.

Should I do it or not?

If I don't do it, could I still benefit from it? I was sorting out my thoughts when...

“Hoyuun~.”

“...!”

...Someone suddenly grabbed my shoulder.

The area was teeming with staff, and Min-gro had just shown up while calling me a “hyung.”




1 갱얼쥐is a shortened form of a slang that translates to “a mouse you want to bite because they are so cute.”



2 OTT = over-the-top media, i.e., internet streaming



Chapter 104

“What’s up?”

“...What did you just call me?”

Had this kid lost his mind?

We were in a bustling shooting set filled with staff, and Min Jiheon just called me... hyung.[1] I was struggling not to raise the corners of my mouth, but my face threatened to twitch.

Then, Min Jiheon shamelessly tilted his head.

“Um... can I call you something else? Jeonghun-hyung or maybe Hoyun-hyung? Which do you prefer?”

“......”

“Haha, your expression is funny...”

Such a cheeky brat...

He clearly saw that I was just with the camera director.

“But, by any chance, was what I saw just now a trick...?”

“...What are you talking about, sunbae.”

For now, I laughed and brushed him off casually. Then I walked away from the staff, and Min Jiheon trailed along beside me.

“Is it alright for you to startle me like this, sunbae? I get that you're immersed in the acting, but we're outside the camera's view right now. If this kid, you, Min Jiheon, keeps acting out, I'll lose it, won't I?”

“Wow... your gradation of anger is really cool.”

“Why did you come? I told you not to pretend like you know me.”

Min Jiheon smiled brightly.

“Hey, don't be grumpy. I was just curious about what you're up to, that's all.”

There was definitely something going on. I studied him closely, then decided to throw a fastball.

“Do you know Lee Kangseok well...?”

“Huh?”

Min Jiheon tilted his head to the opposite side from before.

“Do I? He even gave me a carrot cake, you know?”

“...That must have been delicious.”

“Ahaha, I wouldn't know since someone ate it first.”

Looking at him making such trivial jokes, it seemed he didn't know about the rumors. Well, Lee Kangseok might have controlled his image in front of Min Jiheon so he wouldn't notice.

I shrugged my shoulders and organized my thoughts.

I was asked to act better than Lee Kangseok... but that's not objective.

There was a more objective method.

Just prevent him from acting.

Moreover, by bullying his manager, Lee Kangseok perfectly set the stage for me. I'll send Lee Kangseok to hell, and while their ratings might be low, it will still increase ours. I would be a fool if I couldn't take advantage of this.

As I thought about how to carry out my plan, I looked up and saw Min Jiheon staring at me with a strange smile.

“What?”

“Just...”

Min Jiheon awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck. I always got anxious when he did this.

“Out of curiosity... you said you originally belonged to another world. Will you go back once this is over?”

“Of course.”

The system window was, as always, quiet.

There was the career I've built over the past half a year, the fans, and the members.

There was a moment of silence, but as always, my mind was firm.

“I'm doing all this nonsense... to go back.”

“Why? Even after rejuvenating yourself.”

“Is that important?”

“It is.”

Min Jiheon chuckled slightly.

“And I think it would be better if you stay here.”

“...?”

“It'd be fun... and I want to see what happens.”

There was an odd certainty in his tone. I glared at him, and Min Jiheon looked away.

“Well... fighting.”

“Min Jiheon.”

Min Jiheon tried to leave as if he had said everything he wanted to, but I grabbed him urgently.

“Are you saying there are disadvantages if I return to my original world? Or do you think it's more advantageous to stay here?”

“Um...”

“Why?”

“Uh...”

Min Jiheon scratched his cheek and let out a deep sigh.

“It's hard to explain... I don't really know because I'm not the one involved... Sorry.”

Talking to this guy felt like an endless series of unsolvable puzzles.

Min Jiheon, pretending or not, subtly glanced at me.

“The more I see you, the more I feel attached. I feel guilty about enjoying this. But we've made a promise... Shall we wait for the viewer ratings?”

“......”

“Our drama is doing well right now.”

As I said with a frown, a staff member called Min Jiheon from afar.

“Min Jiheon, it's time to shoot!”

“Okay~...I'm going?”

Min Jiheon gave me an awkward smile and then walked toward the set. I opened the calendar on my phone and started calculating. There were three weeks left until the last broadcast. When that day comes, I have to get an answer.

...What am I waiting for?

I didn't forget to text Kim Jaeyeon.

– I need you to check something.

When I finished filming my scenes, I received a reply from Kim Jaeyeon.

– Don't worry, I think that situation is under control.

“...Huh.”

It seemed like a green light, a sign that this could be a freebie.

And exactly three days later, the Lee Kangseok issue blew up.


[Scandalous revelation about actor B shatters the calm of the entertainment world]

[Lee Kangseok's “Bullying controversy,” shocking video of him swearing at his manager spreads]

[Title: Have you seen the Lee Kangseok video?

It's spreading even though his agency is trying to suppress it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah... Wasn't Lee Kangseok known for his gentle image?

└ Yeah, he's really broken

└ Wow... I heard the recording, and I feel like my ears are dirty...

└└ He's done. His acting was just okay, he got popular with his campus oppa image, and he can't rely on his acting to save him ㅋㅋ

└└ It's over

└ Wasn't this leaked by his manager? How much grudge must he have had ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Do you think he's crazy? It's still his agency...

└└ It's highly possible. Lee Kangseok must have let his guard down, thinking the manager is going to just lose to him.]

The posts that had spread declared the end of Lee Kangseok.

When he topped the real-time search rankings, and parodies of Lee Kangseok's bullying started appearing on YouTube, sparking massive negative attention, another rumor started to spread.

[Title: Do you know Lee Kangseok was originally cast as PD Lee Jeonghun??

I have a friend working in broadcastingㅇㅇ Apparently, Lee Kangseok really wanted to play the role of Lee Jeonghun and it was almost confirmed. He just needed to audition, but then a new actor who performed really well in the audition appeared.

So Lee Kangseok was removed, and that newbie was cast. They say Lee Kangseok threw a fit at his manager when his casting was cancelled

└ Wow is that true??? Wow... Now that I think about it, he really doesn't fit the character. Casting was a godsend

└└ The insiders must have known about Lee Kangseok's personality...

└ Wait, so the one who came in was Seo Hoyun? I thought it was because he's from the same agency as Min Jiheon

└└ We all thought so too ㅋㅋ. He was playing a character who didn't match his age after all.]

[Title: Guys, Seo Hoyun went through the 1st, 2nd, 3rd auditions and he got the highest score among the participants. Respect

└ Wow so Seo Hoyun really got the role through his acting skills ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ How embarrassing must it be for the actor who lost the role to a newbie??

└ But now I can't imagine anyone other than Seo Hoyun as Lee Jeonghun.]

No, it wasn't exactly because of my acting skills, but good luck. However, public sentiment was in my favor.

When a video of Lee Kangseok's bullying spread, and it was revealed that he had originally hoped for Please Take the Camera, more people started to take an interest in our drama.

That week, the viewer ratings for Please Take the Cameraincreased by about 2 percent, recording 14 percent.

“Yu Jeonghwa.”

The last scene shooting.

Walking briskly with my ID card, I spotted Yu Jeonghwa talking to Min Seungtae from afar and frowned. Min Seungtae smiled brightly, looking very satisfied with his successful work and happy relationship. Then he saw me and suddenly hardened his expression. He nodded his head slightly and walked away.

I let out a big sigh to relax my face and slowly approached Yu Jeonghwa. And then, pretending to be nonchalant, I called her again.

” Yu Jeonghwa.”

“Oh, PD? What is it?”

“You left your ID card.”

“Oh, thank you!”

Looking at Yu Jia's smile, I cleared my throat and asked,

“So... Did you sort things out with Min Seungtae?”

“Yep. I felt relieved after hitting him once.”

“Good for you. I'm glad to hear that.”

“Wow~, if you hadn't helped me back then, I would've been cleaning up that mess! I really appreciate you, sunbae.”

Yu Jia as Yu Jeonghwa excitedly chattered away with a smile. She thought fervently about what the writer had said to her: “Even though she thinks it's a waste on Min Seungtae, she can't help but feel like a helpless uncle as she sees her junior happy.”

Honestly, it was because Yu Jia was actually thinking that way that the acting came easy to her.

“...Should I have hit him one more time?”

“Would you help me?”

“Should I?”

When I chuckled, Yu Jeonghwa blinked in surprise before giving me a thumbs-up.

“PD has a super bad personality... if you really look.”

“......”

“There must be other virtues...”

“......”

“Somewhere, if you look hard enough.”

“Do you want to work tomorrow, Yu Jeonghwa?”

As I asked with my arms crossed, Yu Jeonghwa raised her eyebrows. She had the expression of “What the hell are you talking about when we're working our bones off tomorrow anyway.”

I calmly said to her,

“I was planning to work alone tomorrow and give you a day off...”

“...!”

“But it seems like you want to work hard with me tomorrow. Well, I'm glad to have an extra hand.”

And then, with a swish, Yu Jeonghwa followed me around, pleading, but I just rubbed my eyes with my hand and ignored her.

“Su-su-sunbae! You know that I respect you the most, right??”

“Umm...”

“Face genius! Smart! Graduated early, top of the class! The PD who hits the jackpot in everything he does!”

“I already heard all of that...”

When I lightly cleaned my ears, Yu Jeonghwa gritted her teeth. I looked at her and smirked.

“Personality?”

“...Yes?”

“Am I a piece of shit?”

Yu Jeonghwa stuttered, took a few deep breaths, barely lifted the corners of her trembling lips, and finally sold out her conscience for a vacation.

“...You're an angel.”

“Hmm?”

“There's a rumor in the broadcasting station... that PD is the kindest. Where do you keep your wings?”

“I removed them before coming here.”

I laughed softly and put my employee ID card into my pocket. Then I unwrapped the candy in my pocket and chewed it happily.

“Go on vacation.”

“Yes...”

“For about two days. I can cover that much.”

“...!!”

Yu Jeonghwa, sneakily sticking out her middle finger at me out of sight, opened her eyes wide and nodded like crazy.

“I'll bring your wings back, sunbae!! I saw them in the smoking room! They're a bit dirty but still usable!”

“Sure~. Our hoobae now picks her nose well~.”

“Who did I learn it from?”

Yu Jeonghwa laughed out loud, waved her hand, and disappeared. The camera now focused only on me. I looked at Yu Jeonghwa's retreating figure until it was out of sight. I clenched my fist tightly and then laughed out loud.

“What a waste, really.”

After saying the lines, I turned around and entered the broadcasting station.

Behind me, PD Yu shouted, “Cut!” and the sound of applause was heard.

“Cut! This will do!”

“Thank you for your efforts!”

“Perfect, perfect!”

“Wow, Seo Hoyun, good job on your last filming!”

After finishing the last filming like that, I was told to immediately monitor episode 14. I sat down in the outdoor seats and started talking with the people around me.

“This episode is really the real deal. The emotional lines are clean but not cliché.”

“Even though Lee Jeonghun doesn't have a lot of parts in this episode, he plays a huge role in adding the right tension. He is Yu Jeonghwa's accomplice and a funny rival to Min Seungtae...”

“Well, he's a character with a shitty personality and a big mouth!!”

“......”

“Seo Hoyun, you were perfect!”

“Yes, I'm very pleased.”

As I was listening to the conversation, the surroundings suddenly became hectic. Then, out of nowhere, a large bouquet was thrust in front of me.

[Thank you so much for your hard work, PD Lee Jeonghun!

– Please Take the Camera Staff]

“Huh...?”

“Congratulations! You really worked hard on your first drama.”

“The bouquet suits you well.”

“Thank you for preparing all of this.”

Being with the staff for what felt simultaneously long and short probably made their thoughtfulness even more touching.

When I briefly made eye contact with my manager, he nodded and passed a small card to the staff.

“Take this! Hoyun prepared it all night.”

“What is this?”

The staff looked perplexed as they accepted it. I warmly smiled and held onto the bouquet.

“It's nothing. Just a token of my appreciation.”

“Holy cow, gift certificates...!!”

“You prepared all this?! Wait, did you prepare this with your own money?”

“Haha, it's not a big deal.”

As the staff opened their eyes wide, another staff member exclaimed in amazement.

“Handwritten letters too??! You wrote each and every one of them?”

“Yes.”

“Wow... even the content is different...”

It didn't take much time as it was just a few lines. I nodded at the staff looking at me with moved expressions while arranging the bouquet that kept falling apart. I noticed some of them taking pictures and uploading them on SNS.

I was calmly taking in the sight of the last filming when PD Yu next to me took off his glasses and dabbed at his tears.

“Seo Hoyun... You really... have become a person... I don't know what to do when you are gone...”

“You have to play well with Min Jiheon-sunbae...”

If possible, make him work hard.

Anyhow, I looked at the large bouquet with a smile. Although my heart was beating a little, my mind was already racing.

I thought about the old-fashioned conditions made by Min Jiheon.

The first was to beat Lee Kangseok, while the second was to achieve the ratings.

The first condition was achieved by Lee Kangseok's downfall.

“I hope the ratings are good~.”

Then, all that was left was the second condition.

“Indeed.”

Since the drama's last episode wasn't far off, it seemed that the highest ratings could change depending on this episode's ratings. Near the end of the 14th episode's airing, a call came from the control room.

“Yes, yes. Ah...yes?!”

PD Yu suddenly stood up. Everyone looked surprised as he covered his mouth with one hand and hung up the phone.

“Why?! PD, why?!”

“Hey, we, we...”

PD Yu still couldn't complete his sentence. He scanned the staff and cast with wide eyes, then raised both hands and shouted.

“The viewership rating is 18 percent!”

At that moment, a smile spread across my face.

“Eight, eight, eighteen percent?!”

Everyone burst into cheers.

Everyone seemed to have an adrenaline rush, probably because they had been drinking caffeine almost to the point of an IV drip and had been shooting for several days.

“Unbelievable. Isn't it the highest rating among the dramas currently airing?”

“We hit the jackpot...”

“Congratulations!!”

Thinking it was the right moment, my manager quickly turned on the camera and filmed my reaction. With a bright smile on my face, I nodded in greeting.

For the record, it was a genuine smile, not a business one. It was out of joy for fulfilling the mission thrown by Min Jiheon.

“Today's company dinner!”

“No, we can't! We have a lot left to shoot for tomorrow. Go to bed early.”

PD Yu cut it off neatly, but he seemed to feel the most disappointed.

I was showered with congratulations until I left the set with the large bouquet in my hand.

“Please go in. Thank you so much.”

“Seo Hoyun! It's not over yet. Let's meet at the wrap-up party~.”

“Haha, yes. I'll have to congratulate you again then.”

“Seo Hoyun, you've worked hard.”

I finished saying goodbye to the staff, including Yu Jia, who waved at me with a smile. When I got in the car, my manager was still happily chattering away, apparently still lost in the atmosphere.

“Wow, it's really a jackpot. The company keeps calling.”

“You've worked hard too, Manager.”

“Oh, you're the one who worked hard, Hoyun! I'm so touched by the bouquet. When I think about how hard you've worked, I still want to cry...”

“Really? Then let's film your tears.”

“...Hoyun, you're really bad.”

Thanks to Lee Kangseok for screwing up on his own, I got the first one for free. I thought I had to wait until the wrap-up party to exceed 18 percent, but it happened sooner than I thought.

As I sank deep into the seat and continued to converse with my manager, I was also fiddling with my phone.

Come on.

Min Jiheon was weird, but he wasn't the type to break a promise. Even though he was moody, he seemed to have his standards (which I didn't understand). He would keep his promise if I fulfilled the conditions he proposed.

Just as I was sorting out my thoughts,

Ring.

My phone vibrated.




1 Technically, he didn't. Either the author made a mistake or something because Jiheon never actually called Hoyun a hyung in the original text.



Chapter 105

– Min Jiheon: Congrats

As expected.

– Me: 凸

After quickly replying, I turned my head towards my manager.

“I'll be back after meeting with Min Jiheon-sunbae.”

“Min Jiheon?”

“Yes, we got pretty close during the shooting. He said we should grab a cup of coffee now that the final shoot is over.”

We really did get close. At this, my manager seemed to regard me proudly rather than finding it strange.

“That's great! It's good when people from the same agency get along.”

“...We really are close.”

Close enough for me to occasionally wish I could send Min Jiheon to hell.

As I got off near the cafe Min Jiheon had suggested, I saw him in a corner, sipping coffee with a tired face.

He had apparently rented out the entire cafe, which is why there wasn't even a single employee in sight.

As I plopped down opposite Min Jiheon, there was already a frappuccino that he had ordered for me.

“Hello.”

“...What is it?”

“Ah, just...I'm tired...”

His usually buoyant mood seemed deflated. I understood his mood when I saw a script severely creased and stretched across the table.

Even the skilled Yu Jia was having a hard time these days because of the emotional lines in the drama. I couldn't imagine how tough it was for Min Jiheon.

“You've successfully finished your first drama shoot. Congrats.”

“Thanks. Heard you're quite popular in China and Japan.”

“Haha, it doesn't feel real yet.”

Min Jiheon's popularity skyrocketed with this drama. He already had a huge fan base not only in Korea but also overseas. Now, I heard he could command any price he wanted in China... But let's talk about that later.

“That's enough small talk with sunbae.”

I took off my hat and asked him,

“Did you hear?”

“About the ratings?”

“Yeah, 18 percent. That's the number you mentioned.”

Min Jiheon crunched the leftover ice cubes from his finished coffee into his mouth.

“Yeah. I thought it would be around that.”

What a frightening guy. At this rate, I was starting to think it might have been better to just stay low-keyed.

“Then, you should give me answers.”

“Wasn't there one more condition?”

Min Jiheon had set two conditions for me.

The ratings would hit 18 percent, and I would act better than Lee Kangseok.

I stroked my chin.

“I will act better than Lee Kangseok.”

It was already done.

He's no match.

His controversy heated up thanks to the leaked recording. Since Lee Kangseok had left the drama and the already filmed scenes, excluding the broadcasted ones, were being re-filmed with another actor, there was no one to compare me with.

But I couldn't mention that... I smiled naturally as I stroked my chin.

“Honestly, didn't I do well?”

It was usually best to live with a bit of shamelessness.

“Of course, it's nothing compared to you, but I thought I did pretty well for a rookie.”

“Well, you did great. You really did. The staff members love you.”

Min Jiheon smiled as if he found it amusing.

“But I told you to surpass Lee Kangseok's acting, not to send him down the drain.”

I tilted my head as if I didn't know anything, but Min Jiheon seemed to have caught on.

“Were you planning to kick him out completely?”

...There was no evidence.

Even if he found out that I had subtly baited the camera director, there would be no evidence that I had directly influenced it. In reality, I didn't do anything.

I just let it slip.

I hesitated for a moment. I was conflicted about whether to deny that I had such intentions or to get angry and argue back.

But before I could answer, Min Jiheon spoke up as he fiddled with the edge of his cup where he had eaten all the ice.

“When I think about Lee Kangseok, it's a bit... regrettable.”

“......”

“He had a subtle talent. If it wasn't for the recording—no—if it wasn't for his inferiority complex, he would have gone a long way with his acting skills.”

His tone of voice...

I just looked at Min Jiheon. With his long eyelashes lowered, he seemed unfazed by Lee Kangseok's bullying.

...Ah.

I finally realized.

I looked at him and asked,

“You knew, didn't you?”

“......”

“You knew from the moment we made a bet... that Lee Kangseok would blow up.”

Why did it have to be Lee Kangseok in the first place?

Just because he wanted to get rid of him?

If you were to compare acting, it wouldn't be fair to compare my acting to a sub-male lead of a drama showing at the same time as ours, but rather, with an idol who was at a similar supporting role level. There have been many cases like that.

So, Min Jiheon saying that he was only setting a comparison between myself and Lee Kangseok was a lie. He just wanted to see how I would act with a problematic guy like Lee Kangseok beside me.

As soon as I said that, Min Jiheon chuckled as if he found it amusing. His expression alone was enough to tell me.

That I was right.

“Hyung, your mind works really fast.”

Crazy.

Min Jiheon was not just looking the other way.

His ability to read a person was eerily accurate.

“I told you, when I was young, I behaved stupidly and caused a lot of trouble... I've practiced a lot since then. Now, I can tell what kind of a person someone is.”

“......”

“The homemade carrot cake was... um... unexpected.”

“...Yeah, I didn't expect that either.”

Min Jiheon ran his fingers lightly over his arm as if he was really creeped out.

...However, Min Jiheon knew about Lee Kangseok's bullying and pretended not to know and still treated him the same. Min Jiheon was far from a guilty party.

Baking a carrot cake and seeing ghosts...

The former might be better. At least it was cute and delicious.

Whether he knew my thoughts or not, Min Jiheon shrugged his shoulders and returned to the main subject.

“Right, I knew. If I just wanted to see acting skills, I wouldn't have to bring up a comparison, let alone bring Lee Kangseok in...”

“......”

“...Well, it was a test to see if you would really take the bet or... if you would use tricks.”

Of course, I would, you little shit.

“It looks like you're thinking, 'Of course, I would.'”

“You left out the 'little shit.'”

“Aigo.”

I made the wrong choice from the beginning. Anger? Denial? How could I have thought something like that would work on a guy who had swallowed a hundred cunning snakes?

I admit it. I underestimated Min Jiheon.

From the very beginning, Min Jiheon used Lee Kangseok to test me, using quests as a pretext. He was thinking a few steps ahead, and I couldn't reach that far.

“I originally set the condition out of curiosity, whether you would use a trick or not... but the more I see, the more I realized that, of course, you would. You don't care about anyone unless they're your people.”

Min Jiheon lifted his head and said in a tired voice.

“So, is hyung a trash? I don't think so.”

“......”

“You are just a pitiful person. A pitiful person who can never change.”

Min Jiheon looked at me and gave a bitter laugh.

“...Whoa.”

Pitiful and self-deprecating... that wasn't important right now. I pressed between my eyebrows and asked,

“...So, are you going to cancel the bet?”

“Ah, no way. Hyung is good at acting, right? In the first place, there's a dummy called 'Lee Jeonghun' that's you... but if you're going to count that, it's unfair for you, right?”

“It's unfair.”

“Then, you understand. You've worked hard. Jiheon will tell you now.”

I was finally getting the answers I wanted but in an extremely annoying way.

It felt like my sinister intentions were being dissected before Min Jiheon.

“I'll explain three things to you. Starting now.”

“Why three?”

“Koreans usually do things in threes.”

Whether I looked displeased or not, Min Jiheon lightly shook the bracelet he was holding.

“Now, let's start from the beginning. Do you know what this is?”

“No idea.”

“Just think of it as something similar to a Buddhist rosary. Anyway, this is like a medium. A medium that contains my ability.”

This is ridiculous...

Even if what he said was true, I wouldn't know anything of that sort. I felt an inexplicable urge to question Min Jiheon's words, but he bravely continued his explanation despite noticing my sour expression.

“When I shake this, I can see the ghost's true form. That's why I carry it around all the time. It helps me distinguish whether I'm seeing a ghost or a real person.”

“So?”

“I'm saying the ghost's true form becomes clearly visible when I shake this.”

Having roughly finished the explanation, he flicked his finger.

“Now that I've laid the groundwork, let's get to the main point. Back then, I used this to banish your possession. This was the first thing I was going to tell you.”

“...Are you talking about some sort of crazy conspiracy right now?”

“Haven't you been watching dramas lately? These kinds of things come up quite a lot.”

Min Jiheon saw me frown, and his expression said, “Ah, what should I do about this.” But he soon continued with explanations.

“How can I explain this more simply...? Right, it's about the blob that's been sticking to you like glue. It may not be visible to you, but it's at the level of possession.”

“Hmm.”

So, it was stuck to me, almost like a possession. I thought “it” must be referring to the system window. Then, a thought suddenly flashed across my mind.

“Is my possession, perhaps, created because of my accumulated infamy?”

“Excuse me?”

“When I first came to this world, there was talk about infamy points accumulating. It also mentioned that I had met the conditions to start the game...”

“...Infamy points?”

Min Jiheon frowned and then burst into fits of laughter. Not understanding why my words amused him, I watched Min Jiheon laugh for a long time before he wiped away his tears.

“Ah, it's really hilarious... Infamy points, huh... You must be joking.”

“......”

“Try living a little more virtuously, hyung...”

...Let's just ignore him.

I began to sort out the information. If my infamy was seen as connected to this possession, was that the condition to start the game? I seemed to understand why the system window disappeared when the possession was gone.

“Hem, I don't really know what that blob is, but I can tell you one certain thing.”

“......”

“What I did then wasn't meant to have you relive your trauma. Do you think I'm insane? I simply detached 'that thing' that was stuck to you.”

Min Jiheon...was quite taken aback.

If I thought about how he behaved back then and now, as if he couldn't imagine that I would have such severe trauma, there was a high probability that he wasn't lying.

“You said you saw a past traffic accident. I don't know why... It might have touched the trauma since it's part of your core as a side effect.”

I bit my lip. Tapping the table with my finger, I pondered.

“Well, as for the second.”

Min Jiheon was now holding his chin with one hand as he looked at me.

“How did the character PD Lee Jeonghun come into the world?”

That drama character was initially based on my life. The reason I started acting was to know the circumstances and to dig out secrets from Min Jiheon.

“Do you know why?”

“Of course.”

Min Jiheon let go of the hand holding his chin and pressed his eyes tightly.

“It's the fragments of the original being that are flowing in. So, the drama and the role of Lee Jeonghun must have come out.”

“......”

“But 'that thing' stuck to you is desperately blocking the fragments from flowing out.”

When I heard him say that, I found myself involuntarily gasping in surprise.

“Why?”

Why was the system window blocking them?

“What is that? Why block it?”

Words just popped out of my head without any filter or calculation. Even I couldn't stop myself. But Min Jiheon didn't care much about that question.

He just tilted his head.

“Well...?”

“...Hey, you said you'd tell me anything.”

“I really want to tell you... but this isn't something others can guess. Well, that's the end of the second thing I know.”

Min Jiheon smiled, stroking the corners of his mouth. And then he lifted three fingers.

“Then the third and last one. It's a bit related to what I just said.”

“......”

“Why only you... Why is such a thing happening... Why is PD, who used to live in Seoul, reverted ten years and is now struggling to live as an idol? It's because you're lucky...”

Min Jiheon smiled deeper. It looked a bit pitiful.

“Because you're loved.”

“...?”

“Ahh, what can you do if you love someone? You can't help but abandon everything and cling to them. Just like everyone else...”

What was this... strange thing he was saying?

Min Jiheon, however, stirred his straw as if he had said everything he wanted to. He tightly closed his mouth, apparently unwilling to answer any more questions.

I looked at him for a long time. Then, after wiping my face, I added,

“Is it normal that none of the three things you said are helpful?”

“...That's a bit harsh.”

Min Jiheon had spoken at length, but it was all conjecture. I still had no idea what this was all about. I also listened to this strange nonsense until the end... It was quite amazing.

Min Jiheon just scratched his cheek.

“Well, I'm also sorry, you know.”

But it wasn't like I was completely without gain. My mind was occupied with sorting out three pieces of information he'd spilled when Min Jiheon seemed to have finished his business and stood up.

“Anyway, yeah. There are all sorts of things in this world. This is the most fascinating case among them.”

“......”

“But~ you can't change, hyung. That's absolutely impossible.”

He'd always tormented people with nonsense like “humans are selfish,” “they can't change,” but in the end, that was all there was to Min Jiheon's view. I sighed heavily.

“...Is that what you think?”

“Yeah, in my own way.”

...I'd heard everything Min Jiheon had to say, so I figured it was time to speak my mind. I took a sip of my frappuccino, which had melted to the consistency of water, and wiped my mouth.

The shooting went off without a hitch.

I'd heard all the nonsense (all three points of it).

I wouldn't have to see much of Min Jiheon in the future... Good.

Shall we try it?

Since the café was rented out, there was nobody around, no CCTV, and Min Jiheon was not the type to record conversations like me. I called Min Jiheon.

“Jiheon.”

Since I always cursed at him when I called him, this was the first time I'd called him in such a friendly manner, so Min Jiheon's eyes widened. I nonchalantly snapped my fingers.

“Come here.”

“Huh? Why?”

Surprisingly, Min Jiheon obediently approached. He was pretty obedient at times like this.

“Bend your head a little.”

“Mm.”

And when Min Jiheon bent his head...

Bang!!!

“Ouch!!”

I smacked Min Jiheon's head.

Bang.

Bang.

Bang.

I had the quite satisfying illusion of an echo reverberating. Min Jiheon shouted and fell, but I was still annoyed as I continued to sip my beverage through a straw.

“You're annoying, really...”

“What, what...”

“You pretend to know even though you don't... And you, you said you know my real age. Then why are you being so cheeky? You must be living comfortably these days?”

I was determined to give Min Jiheon a smack when the shooting ended, and I no longer had to see him regularly.

I felt so relieved.

“Why... why did I get hit?”

“You still don't know, Jiheon?”

I smiled warmly.

“You were nagging...”

“......”

Min Jiheon looked stunned as if he couldn't believe it, but my business was done after hearing everything and giving him a smack, so I waved my hand lightly.

“Okay, go on now.”

“...You heard everything?”

“If not, why would I be with you? Get lost quickly.”

“...You are really, really, really nasty and the worst. You know?”

“Do you not know?”

Perhaps because today's shooting was over, Min Jiheon's left wrist was flaunting a bracelet.

As I regretfully averted my gaze, Min Jiheon frowned for once and started massaging his lump.

Despite that, he didn't seem to think he did anything wrong or said anything special.

“Sigh...”

Min Jiheon pressed his forehead, then suddenly slumped over the table like a sloth.

He just grumbled and looked over at me, grimacing.

If a Min Jiheon fan had seen this, they would've enjoyed it like a photo shoot, but I was just annoyed.

“...But I'll see you again next time. I'm curious about the end. It's rare for me to get hit and still say this...”

“......”

“...Wait, is this Stockholm Syndrome, by any chance?”

I mumbled, rubbing my arm.

“Hey, stop being so... creepy.”

“If you keep saying that, I'll bring a carrot... no, a cream cake next time.”

Min Jiheon grumbled to the end, and after checking the time on his phone, he stood up.

I raised my middle finger toward his staggering back.

“Hey! Min Jiheon!”

“What!”

“The time we spent together was disgusting. Let's never see each other again!”

“No way!”

After shouting at him, I felt a bit better.

“That Min Jiheon, that bastard...”

Being with him was incredibly draining. I drummed my fingers on the table, thinking.

There were three facts I could confirm, given the circumstances.

First, the system window was possessing me.

Second, I get hurt and experience trauma if the system window gets separated from me.

Third, traces of my former self were flowing from the other world, and the system window was blocking it.

These facts lead me to a conclusion.

The system window was blocking contact with my original world, perhaps because...

...No.

...That was an overstatement.

I did not have enough evidence to prove my logic, so I recalled what Min Jiheon said.

Honestly, I didn't understand the last thing he said.

What can you do if you love someone?

No matter how much I thought about it...

“What a load of bull...”

It was all nonsense.

After thinking up to that point, I drank the rest of my frappuccino.

Still, I couldn't calm down the rising anger within me.

All I got from all the hardships was this.

“Hey.”

The system window was silent even after Min Jiheon left.

It was a kind of protest that it wouldn't answer no matter what I asked.

“Hey...”

Still, no answer.

After calling for a while, I gave up and slammed my forehead on the table.

“What on earth are you?”

It was nowhere near enough with this level of information.

In the end, I had no choice but to proceed with the main scenario to uncover the truth.

System window, this bastard.

It has been deceiving me all along, even though it said it was for me.

Despite my burning heart, my head stayed cool.

...Let's not rush.

I had nothing up my sleeve yet.


[Title: ㅠㅠ In the end, there's no JeongJeong couple...[1]

My husband and I watched it earnestly ㅠㅠ My husband pushed Min Jiheon and I fervently pushed Lee Junghoon. My husband seriously asked why I liked Lee Junghoon, do I like being bullied but...

What can I do about his handsome face... ㅠㅠ It's a shame. ㅜ]

[Title: Wow this was the last episode of the JeongJeong couple... Really ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Lee Junghoon eventually became a failed stock ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I told you he was an angel!!!! I told you!!!!

>>>>What a waste, really<<<<

Do you hear me!!!!

Isn't this the number one romantic line?!

Right now, I'm listening to the OST and I'm furious. Give back the JeongJeong couple

└ Calm down

└└ Do I look calm?

└└ Ass up there is not me

└ But is that line really about that?? It seems like he's just sorry as a sunbae

└└ It seems like deliberately dropping hints oh ㅠㅠㅠ Writer Sukhui, how can you throw a character that fits my taste and do this till the end~!!!]

[Title: For those who like Lee Jeonghun, know that Lee Jeonghun's real body has a similar personality to him ㅋㅋ

└ Don't talk nonsense, there's no way an idol has such an asshole-myway-trash personality as the PD

└└ No, it's true. He's a bit more restrained these days, but the people who know him all know... He's rude and quite cute

└└ Can you say that to an idol...?

└└ It's a passing sunset... Because it's true... There's nothing to say...]

[The real body is coming back in October

└ What??????? Wow, he's really working non-stop;]

With the drama ending safely and maintaining a rating of 18 percent for the finale, Please Take the Camera had a bigger response than expected.

At Daepaseong Entertainment, they put insane hashtags on every video of The Dawn to attract more foreign K-drama fans.

Because of that, views increased significantly.

With the filming done and their comeback soon, Seo Hoyun uploaded one more self-produced video.

However, that self-produced video was (again) weird.

– Main Vocal 1: “Well, I was a little worried. If I could find a matching partner.”

– Lead Vocal 1: “Anyone... a quiet person. I guess in that sense, Seong Jiwon, no, Main Vocal 1 would be better.”

– Rapper 1: “Say hi~ I'm Rapper 1~.”




1 Lee Jeonghun (Hoyun's character) + Yu Jeonghwa (Yu Jia's character) = JeongJeong
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[?????]

[Matching?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[So, we're expecting a full V-live because of Hoyun's return, but these kids are doing a blind date show instead ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[They've lost their minds. Those Dawn guys are all nuts now.]

[Is there any point in adding '1' after the title?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Everyone was really hyped about the preview, even though they complained about it.

The content came from company's planning team; even Seo Hoyun approved the plan for the team's overall activity at lightning speed.

So, the content that came out was...

“Heart-thumping Matching Survival!”

That was the content.

“Hello! I'm Rapper 1!”

Kang Ichae was standing in the yard of a house, his hands clenched in anticipation, a hopeful expression on his face.

If Seo Hoyun had seen the flushed face of Kang Ichae filled with excitement, he would have positively evaluated Kang Ichae's acting skills on the spot.

“I'm really looking forward to who I'll meet today.”

[Kang Ichae is already satisfied with this program 200%

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This kid really enjoys life]

– Q: “Who do you want to meet?”

– Rapper 1: “I want to meet someone who suits my... social status.”

As Kang Ichae kept on babbling nonsense, Kim Seonghyeon, who had just arrived, made an awkward greeting.

“Ah, hello.”

“Hello~ Um. So.”

“I'm Rapper 1!”

“...Yes, I'm Dancer 1.”

The caption that popped up read:

[They are still awkward with each other...]

“Uh, have you eaten yet?”

“Yes, with someone I know.”

“Oh... Who?”

[Already trying to keep each other in check?]

“It won't be fun if you know now.”

“Hmm...”

Then a close-up of Kim Seonghyeon's face, his eyes shaking.

[What in the world?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh my god, what's up with this caption]

[I'm so annoyed with this editing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

When Jeong Dajun came in next, all the fans dropped their jaws in surprise.

[Jawdrop]

[What's with Jeong Dajun's hair?????? What ;;; platinum blonde???]

[I'm going crazy it suits him so well... What the heck ;;;]

“I'm Sub Dancer 1~!”

Jeong Dajun bounced in happily, oblivious to the fans' reactions.

He almost tripped on the stairs, but he rolled forward as if nothing had happened and stood up with a satisfied expression after striking a finishing pose with his arms spread out while the members rushed over in surprise.

“Jeong Dajun makes a cool entrance!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ My heart just dropped]

[He's already got grass in his hair, this golden retriever]

[Jeong Dajun makes a cool entrance!

(Golden retriever that laughs with dirt on it after being told to take a shower again)]

“Be careful, Sub Dancer 1.”

“Yes, yes~.”

After that, it was the entrance of Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon.

They walked in together, but the difference was clear.

Seong Jiwon walked in very neatly while Seo Hoyun shuffled in as if everything was bothersome.

The members immediately teased them for coming in together.

“Ohhh~, did you two already pair up?”

“We met on our way here.”

“Ahaha.”

[The contestants are already stirring up some action...]

An interview cutscene was added in the middle. Everyone was full of mischief and far from serious as they talked about their ideal match.

– Dancer 1: “My ideal match? Someone who consistently takes their vitamins when told to.”

(“You're not talking about child-rearing, but a match right~?”)

(“Be quiet.”)

– Sub Dancer 1: “Anyone would do.”

– Rapper 1: “Everyone's going to want me, huh?”haha

The indifferent Lead Vocal 1 and the prattling Rapper 1.

– Rapper 1: “Ah... This is tricky. Raise your hand if you want to date the pretty Ichae ~.”

But everyone ignored him.

– Rapper 1: “I guess everyone is playing hard to get... They're being cautious.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I can't believe Kang Ichae knows the term “hard to get”]

[No, even if he knows it, he mentioned it on air. He's fucking crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Intense competition is expected...!]

“Hello, I'm Lead Vocal 1.”

When Seo Hoyun spoke in a nonchalant but slightly fatigued tone, Jeong Dajun excitedly waved his hand.

“Wow, Lee Jeonghun!!! PD-nim!!!”

“......”

“He's so damn handsome!!”

“Let's stop Dajun before he gets scolded by Hoyun.”

“Alright.”

While the hyung-line was trying hard to stop Jeong Dajun, Kang Ichae said while fidgeting,

“Main Vocal 1 has already chosen a song~!”

“......”

“One song! Please pick~! Also, say something as Lee Jeonghun~!”

[Stop lying]

[Hey, Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun came together, don't say things that won't happen]

[Seo Hoyun will never do that ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ His gaze is so indifferent, it's hilarious]

[Give back my JeongJeong couple

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Please don't get emotionally involved ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After their quick self-introduction, the participants started talking to each other.

Suddenly, the crew handed them a note.

[Exchange numbers, and if you match, you can form a unit and do a cover!]

“Oh?”

[Wow, does that mean we can watch a unit cover video for those pairs that match??]

[Wow, wow, wow, wow, a unit?!??!!!]

Then the interview cut in again.

– Q: “Who do you want to match with?”

– Lead Vocal 1: “Someone who arranges well, someone who shares a room with me. I think I can learn from him.”

– Rapper 1: “The guy who fell earlier, the one who whined about his hair hurting when he bleached it platinum.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They suddenly got specific ㅋㅋ They just didn't say the names, but we know who they're talking about]

[Wow, The Dawn members taking the competition seriously is so funny

└ Survival program's positive effect

└└ Ah]

“Alright! It's not fun if we decide right away. Please show us your charm and why you should form a pair.”

“Main Vocal 1! Main Vocal 1!!”

“...Yes, Main Vocal 1?”

“I'll sing a song!”

Seong Jiwon, who wanted to sing a ballad, jumped up and held a single flower.

He handed the flower to Seo Hoyun as he sang the trending drama OST that could be heard everywhere.

“I keep hiding this heart that looks pitiful from you~.”

[Calm down, Jiwon]

[If it wasn't for Hoyun's expression right now, I would have immersed myself in the song]

[He's unnecessarily sweet, well, it's Seong Jiwon after all]

“It keeps making me stay up all night~.”

“......”

[But damn, whether Seong Jiwon is sweet or not, what Hoyun is doing now... He seems confused

└ If it was someone other than Seong Jiwon, he would've smacked them right away

└└ If it was Kang Ichae, he would've been sprawled out on the grass by now

└└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Despite the hooting sounds coming from his surroundings, Seong Jiwon sang the song bravely.

He was really persistent.

The fruits of his seven years of practice were still there.

“Hoyun, let's do a ballad duet~!! I'm confident!”

“Don't do this.”

[Lead Vocal 1 contemplating on the sincere courtship...]

The captions were the killing points.

[But then! Main Dancer 1 took that flower!]

Seong Jiwon blinked and asked,

“...Seonghyun, you want to do a ballad?”

“What are you talking about? No, Seo Hoyun can't be with you. He already sings well, and now it's time for him to practice the dance he couldn't do before.”

“Tsk! Seonghyun-hyung, we decided to do a dance cover~! What's with changing your mind~.”

“When did I say that?”

“You say one thing when going in and another when coming out of the bathroom...!!”

[Intense competition!]

At that moment, Kang Ichae suddenly stood up.

Apparently too lazy to fetch a flower, he casually bent down, ripped some grass from the yard, and gently laid it on Jeong Dajun's hand.

“...!!”

“A gift~.”

A skull CG exploded beside Jeong Dajun because of the heartfelt courtship.

But Kang Ichae laughed carelessly as if he had made an irresistible proposal.

“Rapper 1 chose Sub Dancer 1~!!”

“What, what, what...!”

“Let's rock.”

Yet again, a skull CG exploded next to Jeong Dajun.

He fumbled with the grass but then threw it onto the ground.

“No way?! Over there, their singing and even giving flowers, but here, you're just carelessly giving out some grass. I won't do it with hyung. Go away! Hyung doesn't have the desperation of a matching participant. You're out.”

“Hey, let's do rock and roll?”

“Being out also means being rock...”

“That's correct... but let's do it together.”

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are they all talking while facing the wall?]

[They're all just saying their own dreams]

[Hey, here is freaking exciting ㄷㄷ It's just a jungle]

With precise timing, the screen changed, showing a scene where everyone's desired pairs were intertwined.

[All their desired pairs are different!]

[What will be the outcome of this match...?]

The production staff didn't expected such a mess, and so they had an emergency meeting to device a solution.

“Shall we decide with arm wrestling?”

“...Um, what?”

And the winner, of course, was Kim Seonghyeon.

“Haha, isn't it obvious?”

“What's with him? His strength is...”

“It felt different when I grabbed it.”

After all the members were thoroughly defeated, Kim Seonghyeon proudly selected Seo Hoyun with a satisfied smile.

With the expression of a lamb being led to the slaughter, Seo Hoyun falteringly walked over.

He then plopped down next to him and asked,

“Did you decide on the cover song?”

“Yes.”

Kim Seonghyeon beamed.

“We're doing Get Over.”

“...!!”

Get Over.

The debut song of Joo Woosung's group, Black Call, was notorious for its incredibly demanding choreography.

Famous for sweeping and cleaning the stage with your entire body and almost changing the choreography every second...

Did Kim Seonghyeon go crazy?

A caption was added as the camera did a close-up on the ashen-faced Seo Hoyun.

[Dancer 1 ♡ Lead Vocal 1]

The second place sighed deeply as soon as the first place chose his pair.

“Ha... then I... will go with Ichae-hyung even though he is not desperate enough. I'm not confident with ballads...”

“Thank you~!”

[Rapper 1 ♡ Sub Dancer 1]

Kang Ichae seemed quite satisfied to be paired with the person he wanted.

Seong Jiwon was left alone.

He was murmuring “Ballad...” as he stood by himself.

Suddenly, the production team came up with a hidden rule.

[Main Vocal 1, who did not get chosen, can pick a guy to form a sub-unit!]

[※However, you can't chose someone who already rejected you once!]

Everyone was taken aback by this.

[What? So, there are going to be three teams total? One person has to be in two teams?]

[Wow, that one person is going to die]

[In the meantime, look at the expression of Seo Hoyun who has already rejected Jiwon and is being comfortable right now]

“Wow~, awesome~. What can we do~?”

Seo Hoyun chuckled and watched the other members, their faces turning blue.

Unaware of the tough fate ahead...

[Seo Hoyun, you have to dance to Get Overㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Exactly.

“Um...”

Seong Jiwon finally laughed as he scanned the members.

The members who didn't want to double their practice time quickly looked away...

While Kang Ichae was gazing at the distant mountains, Seong Jiwon grabbed him.

“Then, I choose Rapper 1!!”

“...Whoa?”

As Seong Jiwon boldly chose him, Kang Ichae, who had just been gazing at distant mountains and whistling, suddenly stopped and couldn't close his mouth.

But Seong Jiwon remained determined.

“I'll be rapping while Ichae will be singing the ballad!”

“...What??”

[Last hidden couple Main Vocal 1 ♡ Rapper 1]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

With that scene, the 15-minute Heart-thumping Matching Survival! ended.

The comment section was filled with ㅋㅋㅋ.

[Chaotic ♪ Confused? The crazy day of The Dawn?]

[Oh, the mild flavor of spicy-hot was just shoved into our mouths]

[Thank you for the units, ah thank you]

The Dawn was... It was painful to suddenly have unit activities added to their fun concept, but at least they brought joy to the fans.

[Rapper 1, who will be dying from exhaustion because he has to do rock and ballad at the same time... (Kang Ichae, 21)

└  Suddenly forced to cover Get Over.... Lead Vocal 1 (Seo Hoyun, 23)

└└  Guys, can someone link Joo Woosung's Get Over

└└  Here (link)]

After watching Joo Woosung's Get Over fancam, the fans were shocked.

[It can't be helped]

And the fans gave up quickly.

[Hoyun, take some kimchi fried rice and go get some tips]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Get Over Special... That Joo Woosung's dance that he grumbled about being tough]

[Wait... Jiwon, what in the world are you thinking? I told you to stop rapping (crying laughing emoticon)]

[Are you going for humor, Jiwon?

└  Seems like it... Last time on V-live, he said he wanted to practice rapping more seriously...

└└  It's kind of scary now...]

[My kid... He likes new challenges...

└└  My kid... He believes in covering his weaknesses through practice...

└└  He's supposed to do a ballad, but why is he making Ichae do it?]

[Hey, am I seeing this right? PD Lee Jeonghun is covering Get Over?

└  Very thankful since he's an idol himself

└└  Don't expect too much, Seo Hoyun is known for being a quick study

└└  He's not like that anymore??;;

└└  Agree... And even if he's quick...

“Actually, I like it.”

└└  The above comment is pure madness]

A cover song for their own survival program.

Thanks to editing the entire format like a thrilling blind date program, it sparked excitement among fans and also started to gain modest popularity among the public.

As time passed, Seo Hoyun was...

“Gasp... Huff...”

What did I do wrong in my previous life...??

I once again realized the greatness of the top-tier male idol, Joo Woosung.

“Did I sell my country in my past life...?”

“Hey.”

As I was crawling on the practice room floor, Kim Seonghyeon kicked me gently with his foot.

“Get up.”

“Why... why are you doing this to me?”

“What's the point of asking?”

The planning team, who hadn't seen me struggle in a while, was happily doing a close-up.

Kim Seonghyeon was making a face that said, “You obviously have to practice,” and it was clear that he had been influenced by Seong Jiwon.

“Why... why are we like this?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don't we usually go out, eat barbecue, and have honest talks for a self-content video?”

“Noeul fans want to see us do this.”

“...You're doing this on purpose, right?”

I glared hard, but Kim Seonghyeon wasn't affected at all.

While I was on the verge of fainting on the floor, he kindly showed me the video.

“Look, at 1 minute and 39 seconds, it's not a full rotation, but actually a half rotation.”

“Show me what's humanly possible.”

“Joo Woosung-sunbae is indeed divine...”

Kim Seonghyeon was doing a second-by-second analysis of Joo Woosung's fan cam, but to be honest, I was fed up.

I barely resisted the urge to scream, “Joo Woosung's dance stat is S+.”

The dance fiesta continued endlessly, and finally, I bid farewell to the planning team and filming staff, who were slowly nodding off.

“We are... planning to practice more. You guys can leave first.”

“Wow... it's impressive. Sleep is for when you're resting, right?”

“...Maybe...”

So, everyone left one by one, and Kim Seonghyeon and I continued to practice.

Even though it's been a year and a half since our debut, practicing desperately as if we hadn't debuted yet... seemed like a habit.

Hmm.

I was curious about Kim Seonghyeon, who was dancing without getting tired even though I was lying down without the strength to even move my fingers.

He seemed to dance better than he did six months ago.

Ding!

[Kim Seonghyeon got a lot of attention in the dance variety show! The broadcast only lasted a minute, but...!]

As if reading my mind, the system window displayed a message.

I heard about it... but I've been out of it lately.

As I quietly looked at Kim Seonghyeon, his stats appeared with ghost-like timing.

[Checking Kim Seonghyeon's stats.

Just

“Light”

Personality

“Best”

(In a different meaning from the PD who lives somewhere...)]

This guy...

Anyway, I scanned through Kim Seonghyeon's stats.

[Singing: B-

Dancing: S-

Variety: D-

Acting: E-

???: ???

Charm: A-]

...Is he insane?

It was a rare sight to see S- and E- at the same time.


Chapter 107

“Hey, you are...”

Truly extreme.

I was already shocked with his S- in Dancing, but then received another shock with his E- in Acting.

I didn't even know an E- stat existed in this world.

Ding!

[He's extreme, it's either-or with Kim Seonghyeon]

Even the system window was teasing Kim Seonghyeon.

“Our Bang Bang is really bad at acting, huh?”

“Why are you picking a fight all of a sudden?”

Kim Seonghyeon grumbled. This guy must be terrible at lying.

I compared my stats with his.

[Singing: A0

Dancing: B+

Variety: A-

Acting: B+

???: ???

Charm: A-]

Overall, they all improved, but thinking about Joo Woosung's stats I saw last time, I knew I still had a long way to go.

Besides, there seems to be an invisible wall between B and S ranks.

Damn.

I quickly got up, thinking that it would be better to practice now than to be compared next to an S-rank.

I suddenly felt energized thinking about a title like “Seo Hoyun dragging down his group member” floating around on YouTube.

“What should I do here?”

“Thrust your hip once, reach out your hand, and rise up with a wave. Easy, right?”

“It's like you're saying studying was the easiest thing for you.”

“Acting is easy too. Should I show you?”

The moves shown by someone with an S- stat in Dancing were definitely powerful.

I silently closed my mouth and memorized the moves.

Alright... I'll shut up...

Damn Daepaseong Entertainment who almost ruined this guy, I now respect you...

I whined for quite a while following Kim Seonghyeon, but eventually, I lay down exhausted.

At this point, Kim Seonghyeon might have been a tiny bit satisfied as he plopped down beside me.

It was already September, but the weather was still hot.

“Can you turn on the AC...?”

“It's broken.”

“What? They should at least fix the facilities now that they're making money, right?”

“They fixed it, but Jeong Dajun broke it again yesterday while making a ruckus.”

“...Jeong Dajun... seriously.”

As I was lying down and cooling off with a mini fan, Kim Seonghyeon casually spoke.

“But you, your dancing has improved a lot.”

“You were cursing at me just now.”

“I didn't curse, okay? I'm just saying... you've improved a lot compared to when you first started.”

In fact, it improved because of the pay-to-win effect.

I wiped off the sweat and said,

“Luck.”

“......”

“Talent?”

“I'm sure I don't have such a thing.”

Kim Seonghyeon frowned. That jerk... sometimes he was too cold.

Just as I was about to turn my head, Kim Seonghyeon began fanning me and said,

“I can see you practiced a lot. You come straight to the practice room when filming ends and drill yourself, right?”

“......”

That's... true.

Because once the acting activities were over, we would immediately make a comeback, I couldn't just pretend not to know and stay still.

Everyone was surprised to see me drinking red ginseng and showing up with a haggard face every night...

“You've improved a lot because you have been practicing hard.”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated a bit after saying that.

“...Did you manage to solve it well?”

I turned my eyes to look at him sneakily.

Is he talking about Min Jiheon?

He, who had been rolling around in the entertainment industry and suffering from the filth and blaming himself for it, still had a stubborn side.

For example, bluntly throwing a fastball without any intention of beating around the bush.

He was a bad actor... rather, he was too honest.

I yawned and replied,

“Yes.”

Unlike Kim Seonghyeon, I was good at acting.

“I solved it well.”

Actually, nothing was solved, but I still said otherwise so calmly.

Kim Seonghyeon ran his fingers through his hair and sighed deeply.

“...Ugh. Is this why you learned acting?”

“...!”

I was startled on the inside, but I managed to keep my expression under control.

Kim Seonghyeon might not have been good at acting, but that did not mean he couldn't detect when others were putting up an act in front of them...

For reference, Kim Seonghyeon was not as sharp as Kang Ichae (I still wonder how he grew up), but he was still quick-witted.

“I sorted it out well.”

I said so confidently, yet Kim Seonghyeon's gaze continued to pierce me.

“I did sort it out. For real.”

“......”

“Really... Ha, fine. Damn. I get it.”

I rubbed my face with both hands. It was still hot, and the lights in the dimly lit practice room were flickering.

“I couldn't sort it out well. I'm annoyed because nothing has been resolved.”

“Huh.”

“No matter what I hear from him... The more I ask, the more I don't understand. It's so frustrating.”

“...So?”

Right, that was what mattered here.

I muttered, staring blankly at the ceiling.

What could I do?

“Let's keep going.”

Kim Seonghyun just listened quietly. I turned slightly to look at Kim Seonghyun making a strange expression.

“Don't worry, it won't hurt the team.”

“Fine.”

“Now that you've heard everything, at least give some advice.”

“How can I give some advice? I know nothing.”

“If you're not going to help, why did you pointlessly ask then?”

There were no practical solutions to my problems.

As I stared at him annoyingly, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly shoved a mini fan right in front of my face. It was set to a strong wind, so even the mini fan stung my eyes.

“Argh, speak up...”

“Ah, I can't hold back.”

Kim Seonghyun, who had become particularly shameless, giggled when I showed my irritation.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Just like you've done last time with my problem, I'll help when I can. We'll all find the way together... so just tell me anytime.”

A hollow laugh slipped out.

I snatched the fan from Kim Seonghyeon's hand and basked in the artificially created wind for a while.

“...You can help with something.”

“...!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been speaking calmly until now, immediately turned his head and asked,

“What is it?”

“Do you want to change course and do a ballad instead?”

“It was a good try. Get up, let's practice.”

Damn.

So, I continued practicing until dawn, until dark circles hung down my chin.

I cursed Joo Woosung, the crazy bastard, and Kim Seonghyeon, the son of a bitch, alternately as I practiced.

I should have done a ballad with Seong Jiwon... I should have humbly taken that flower...

Why wasn't there a single person in this group who just did things half-heartedly?


“Holy shit, it's out!”

The office worker, tormented by his boss and customers all day and always had a haggard face after work, screamed while watching YouTube.

The sole reason why she survived the crappy days was thanks to The Dawn's content videos.

“Our adorable lunatics...”

From the beginning, when the Second Chance teaser came out, the fan vehemently denied her attraction to The Dawn.

However, she eventually fell for them, grinning as she turned on YouTube. She composed her mind reverently and turned on the video in a rather devout fashion.

“Holy... Episode 2 is 60 minutes. It's a treat...”

The fan, used to skipping through hour-long dramas because they were too long, focused on every single frame of The Dawn's 60-minute video. This Episode 2 was even more explosive than Episode 1.

– “Seo Hoyun, why can't you get this right? Did you hear what I said earlier?”

– “I do understand, teacher.”

– “You said you understand, but this is what you do?”

The contrast between the increasingly haggard Seo Hoyun and the ever-vibrant Kim Seonghyeon was stark.

Moreover, the captions were still shamelessly sticking to the blind date program concept.

[The two are getting closer day by day...]

[But then, a glitch in the love line?]

The captions were a labor of love.

– “Hey, stop nagging at me. If you're going to act like this, I might as well be with Seong Jiwon.”

– “What are you talking about? Don't you know Seong Jiwon's nickname? He's known as 'Let's Practice, Guys'??”

– “So what? It's easier there in terms of endurance... Not so much with you.”

A moment of silence followed their heated argument. Kim Seonghyeon ran a hand through his hair in frustration while Seo Hoyun simply crossed his arms and smirked.

– “...You're just saying all this because you don't want to do it, right?”

– “Seonghyeon... instead of finding fault on the outside, how about looking at yourself?”

– “......”

As Seo Hoyun spoke seriously, Kim Seonghyeon chuckled sarcastically. A caption then appeared beneath them.

[Dancer 1 starting to feel jealous... But Lead Vocal 1 doesn't seem to care much.]

The caption would have caused quite a stir among the members if they had seen it.

[What the heck is with these captions]

[The captions are exactly like that old show, and it's so annoying, even the small cut-ins are irritating ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun is seriously a master at blaming others

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm literally crying here]

The conversation could have easily escalated to discord. Still, the audience, knowing how eccentric both Seo Hoyun and the members of The Dawn (who were 50% eccentric themselves) were, simply laughed it off.

The latter part of the video focused primarily on Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon, who had completely taken over with their comical antics.

– “Main Vocal 1... I'm really curious. Why did you decide to start rapping?”

– “I thought rapping was a good way to show a new side of me to the Noeuls.”

– “...Okay, okay~, I get that you want to cater to the Noeuls. But why am I assigned to sing ballads??”

– “Um... haha, well...”

Kang Ichae waited with a tense expression for Seong Jiwon's answer.

– “I'm a bit shy to do it alone.”

– “......”

Seong Jiwon smiled shyly while Kang Ichae grimaced as a CG skull mark popped up.

[(So, he doesn't want to die alone...)]

[Is Seong Jiwon possibly committed to teasing Kang Ichae?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ahh ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ That Kang Ichae is getting roasted here ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just as the show was about to end, the fan, feeling a bit sad, refreshed the page to look at the comments section when a pinned comment with links to related videos appeared.

Links to each of their cover videos.

[The Dawn's Lead Vocal X Dancer Get Over Cover]

“Huh?!”

It was already out. She hurriedly logged into SNS on her phone while opening the video on her laptop.

In the video, which was shot in a blue-lit studio, Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun stood back-to-back with their heads bowed.

Suddenly, they broke into intense moves with the start of the music.

“Get Get Get Get over please.”

As expected of a song with intensive dance, a fast beat started to play from the beginning.

The voice singing the song was Seo Hoyun's.

“Baby, I'm being serious, why don't you understand why I'm like this?

We can't ever get over.”

“Ahhh! Seo Hoyun!! The tone of his voice is crazy?!”

[Kim Seonghyeon in a white sleeveless shirt is crazy, look at those arm muscles and shoulders;;

└ I'm being kidnapped

└ No, Kim Seonghyeon seduced me first]

[Seo Hoyun in a black t-shirt with his hair down looks innocent, it's fucking paradise here]

They were both wearing sporty outfits that revealed more of their bodies than expected, causing screams across the internet.

But as the video progressed, the chemistry between their dance moves was even more eye-catching.

[Kim Seonghyeon... did you make a contract with the devil...? How did your dance improve so much...?

└ Seems like he made a contract during the last variety show...

└ Right? Although the screen time felt like it was only 10 minutes, he was already amazing then...]

[Wooho (Our Hoyun has changed)]

[Seo Hoyun I really cannot believe he was a rookie during the early stages of the Second Chance promotion

└ Right? He was a bit overshadowed, but then his face

└└ His face-saving strategy was a huge success, honestly, I only realized he was a newbie after watching the focus cam ten times... I was only looking at his face...]

[Kim Seonghyeon, dance instructor for XX District

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ ??: Hoyun, do you want to be an idol??]

[Hoyun oppa, you're really the worst, you're so rude, but now you even dance well, and you won't even marry me

You're even cute when you laugh, I'm completely fed up with you, what do you want me to do

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just then, as Kim Seonghyeon perfectly matched the beat and clapped a few times, the lighting and outfits changed.

“Follow me and say, 'You can't get over me,'

You never said you disliked it, I know what you want.”

They were now wearing leather jackets and suits.

[Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Everyone had gone crazy.

[They've lost it]

[Hey, Seo Hoyun is really raking in the dough!!!! (Laughing my ass off~!!)]

That was a rant by an (ex) follower who, armed with a tip he got from Lee Jihyeo, couldn't follow Joo Woosung.

“You already know, I can't get over you,

Roll with honesty, You know what I want.”

[Crazy bastards... ah... I wasn't interested in Black Call before, but seeing Seo Hoyun sing Get Over, I feel like going crazy. These lyrics are overflowing with the arrogance typical of big companies... It's so good when Seo Hoyun sings it...]

[Just tell me your bank account.]

[A video that knows exactly what the fans want... Ranked 1st by Forbes]

Everyone was happily blabbering. The officer worker fan was seriously watching their dance moves.

Seo Hoyun's dance lines have really improved, haven't they?

Doing a good wave required talent, so there was still some awkwardness with Seo Hoyun's moves, but since Kim Seonghyeon's dance line felt different, there was less comparison.

Kim Seonghyeon's dance was a typical power move. His strength control was out of this world, sharply breaking off.

After about three minutes of music, the video ended with Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun panting.

The office worker fan clapped.

“Hey! Give me the fan cam, now!”

If there was a stage like this, it was an unwritten rule to have a face cam and a vertical fan cam. She wanted to grab the collar of the Daepaseong and shake them.

Then, as if the producers knew the hearts of the fans, it was written in the additional description that came up when you clicked on the title that individual vertical fan cams for each member, along with the face cam, would be uploaded soon.

“Yeah, Daepaseong, darling, I trust you.”

Taking a moment to compose herself, she played the next video.

[The Dawn's Rapper Seong Jiwon X Main Vocal Kang Ichae (Something's off) Ballad When We Love cover]

It was originally a co-ed duet song about love but became a laughing challenge video.

“When. You. And. I. Are. In. Love.

Love...Pfft, khek...... When we're in love...”

“Ah, Jiwon, please!”

The SNS was already filled with fans' laughter.

[Hey Kang Ichae, why can't you hold in your laughter]

[Ichae sings pretty well ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ but he can't hold in his laughter and is snickering ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Is Kang Ichae a boiling kettle or something?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow Seong Jiwon is really persistent

└ It's really scary]

[G1's staccato is amazing

└ You. And. I. Now come. Down. Baby. I'm at your house.

└└ Almost Seo Hoyun level aegyo

└└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Ichae has almost given up and is now practically crying]

The more the fans loved them, the more they wanted to tease them.

[Am I the only one who thinks Seong Jiwon is cool? The fact that he's trying so hard at something he's not good at is so cool

└ That's right. That's exactly what I'm saying. Oh, someone teach me how to not love this man

└└ When you're in love... everything looks good...]

While not musical, the video of the two enduring till the end received a good response for its comedic value.

And when Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun's indie band cover video came out, everyone's mouth dropped open.

[The Dawn's Rapper X Sub Dancer Rock Ballad Please, a meteor will fall before I go to work tomorrow, it's raining cover]

She clicked, thinking it was a gag, but it was... more serious than she thought.

“Huh?”

[I was ready to just start typing, but what...? No... I don't even feel like typing anymore

└ Ichae's rap is crazy

└ Even if Ichae raps the Heart Sutra, it'll be good]

[Kang Ichae is a genius Kang Ichae is a genius Kang Ichae is a genius Kang Ichae is a genius Kang Ichae is a genius

└ There was a reason Kang Ichae was laughing earlier... I wondered why he was so relaxed even though he was in two units... Because he's a genius]

[Whoa ;; I didn't know Dajun could do this too?]

[Why has our puppy... become so decadent and refreshing?

└ Platinum blonde is really a masterstroke]

[This is like that thing where a street rat you picked up suddenly transforms into a handsome man and sits down...?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah this is too funny. So now that rat Dajun also hears these words...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅠ It's too much ㅠㅠ Please stop circling the drain~!!]

Anyway, she digested the rock genre better than expected.

[Is there anyone to pick up my fallen jaw]

It's hard to call it complete rock, but she never thought a rock ballad with a touch of cool would suit them this well.

Taking a heavy blow from an unexpected pair, the office worker turned off YouTube satisfactorily.

[I knew The Dawn was crazy but they're crazier than I thought

└ This all started from the blind date matching content?

└ I'm sometimes flabbergasted]

[Doesn't this seem more like pop rock than rock ballad? I want to see all the kids in this concept]

“For real. Seo Hoyun would be perfect for this.”

It was regrettable, but the next song must have been somewhat decided.

The exact comeback date was not out yet, but rumors were that it was soon.

She should be grateful that the fans were being fed high-quality content in the meantime...

She cleared her mind and fell asleep, dreading tomorrow's work.

But the next morning, a scream came out because of the sudden news of a comeback.

[The Dawn's speedy comeback... their first mini album is coming out]

[From the title to all the included songs, all lyrics and compositions are by the members themselves]

[Genre is “pop rock?” “We want to try a new genre” spotlight on The Dawn's Ichae's past interview.]

It was a preview of the next comeback.

“Aahhh!!”

The fan screamed, but a few hours later, seeing another article, her heart sank.

[Black Call Kings comeback... The “return” of the K-Pop emperors]

Black Call was also making a comeback.


Chapter 108

– Me: Mr. Joo Woosung

I sent a text after a long time without any context, and it didn't take long for Joo Woosung's reply to come.

– Joo Woosung: haha;

– Joo Woosung: What

– Me: Are you messing with me?

“This punk...”

I stared at my phone, baffled, when quickly a message popped up with Joo Woosung's excuse.

– Joo Woosung: Ah~ You thought I'd remember?

– Joo Woosung: I can barely remember my own schedule, let alone The Dawn's

I had no choice but to know.

Even someone as clueless as Daepaseong would gather all sorts of information before making a comeback.

But of course, since I was clueless, I had no idea about Black Call's comeback.

Surely, they knew and proceeded as scheduled since postponing the already confirmed comeback was difficult, and there seemed to be no disadvantage for them at the time.

Making a fuss about it seemed too petty.

Furthermore, we couldn't postpone our schedule due to the schedules lined up behind us.

Simply put?

It means we were screwed.

I was so annoyed to reply that I ended up staring at my phone without answering.

Suddenly, Joo Woosung went off on a big rant.

– Joo Woosung: No... now that I think about it, Seo Hoyun, it's absurd

– Joo Woosung: You also did wrong last time

– Joo Woosung: You only contact your senior when this happens

– Joo Woosung: Is your friendship with Woosung a joke???

– Me: ㅇ

I thoughtfully responded and pushed my phone aside.

“What are you doing?”

“Just... chatting with an ungrateful jerk...”

“Hmm?”

Two songs that we arranged after receiving them from overseas, and four songs that Kang Ichae worked on.

The first mini-album, consisting of six songs, was extremely tough, even though we had several months of work.

Even more so, Daepaseong seemed to purposefully run us ragged after renewing the contract ratio.

They crammed even minor events into our spare time, from college festivals to small events.

For the past few months, I've only been sleeping for about 3-4 hours a day.

Everyone in the recording studio was like a zombie, and then the manager rushed over with a drink.

“But the title this time is so good!”

“Manager...”

“Drink this and go!”

...At least my anger subsided a bit.

I was eating a frappuccino topped with lots of whipped cream and getting a sugar rush when Seong Jiwon spoke to Kang Ichae.

“Can you play it again?”

“Sure. Of course.”

As Kang Ichae tapped the keyboard, the music flowed out.

The piercing beat poured out throughout the dark atmosphere, and Kang Ichae's voice from the guide recording was heard.

“You're really amazing.”

Kang Ichae put on his hood and tightened the drawstring as Kim Seonghyeon offered his admiration.

“Ichae is shy~.”

“...Seriously, I don't want compliments.”

“But why did you change the track?”

Jeong Dajun, who put several candies in his mouth and was mumbling, asked as Seong Jiwon picked up those candy wrappers and threw them in the trash.

“That's it. We've already finished recording the track and completely overhauled it.”

“Ah, that...”

Kang Ichae scratched his head after thinking a bit.

“Even if we can't change the title because it has been decided... we can still change the track, right? I felt like we needed something more intense. We're aligning our comeback with our senior, Black Call.”

That's right. I had forgotten about that.

The memory of ignoring the texts that Joo Woosung sent in a fit of betrayal and irritation slowly faded away.

“They would pick a beat that's absolutely killer... so it would be a bit dull if we just went with the original.”

“Hmm?”

I had been lying back on the sofa with my head tilted back, but at that, I lifted my head.

Does Kang Ichae think about things like that?

“It seemed better to switch to a completely different genre. It's not that I'm saying we're going to win, but I thought trying something new would make us stand out more.”

“...So, the track is going to be rock?”

“That's right. Didn't you and Dajun try it? The views were relatively low... but the response was the best. There were also lots of comments.”

Kang Ichae, who surprisingly spoke seriously, spun his chair around.

“Even if I went on about trying something new, we did test it to some extent to see if it would hit and produce some results.”

“Oh~.”

“But you never know~. You can only know after seeing the results.”

Kang Ichae yawned as if he was tired. I looked at Kang Ichae with slightly touched eyes.

That kid, who looked like he didn't care about success at all...

You've finally realized that ratings are everything!

Ding!

[I can see you're having weird thoughts...]

“Do you know how absurd it was when you suddenly said you were doing rock?”

“Our youngest, since when do you use the word 'absurd'?”

“I just learned it at school yesterday~.”

Jeong Dajun argued with Kang Ichae as usual.

Seong Jiwon, as if familiar, left the two alone and watched the rock video they had covered at the introductory meeting.

Even though it looked like a completely different song since it was arranged to suit the Hybrid Rock sensibility.

...And then, he played the title song we had been practicing relentlessly.

It sounds good even to the tone-deaf.

But I wasn't sure.

This song... whether it's a good enough song that we could try it in any way or not.

Even if we didn't come in first, a song that could comfort us, saying, “Ah, but this was really a masterpiece.”

And I knew only one person could discern that in my surroundings.

Suddenly, I searched her up on my phone, looking at the splendid track record that popped up... and then I got up from the sofa.

“I have something to do for a bit.”

“Bring back Melona ice cream when you come.”

“Stop eating, you rotten kid.”

“...Am I at that rotten age now?”

“You should start preparing slowly.”

Leaving behind those kids chatting away, I went outside.

Sitting in the still ratty company lobby, I pondered momentarily before picking up the phone.

– “......”

A short ringtone played, and then a familiar voice greeted me.

– “What's up, lunatic. Long time no talk.”

“Hello, Ms. Composer.”

– “What made you call?”

“Since when did we have such formalities between us?”

– “You little shit. You never keep in touch, and now you're doing it out of the blue. How freaking annoying...”

I could hear Lim Hyeonsu flicking her lighter on the other end of the line, probably lighting a cigarette. Her voice carried a hint of exhaustion.

“Have you been busy lately?”

– “I'm always busy.”

“Well, our Ms. Composer's work is quite popular after all. A lot of people are looking for you. You're so busy that I feel like I can't even ask favors anymore...”

– “......”

“...Ahaha, did I make it too obvious?”

Under normal circumstances, Lim Hyeonsu would have been spewing out a mouthful of profanities, but she was quiet this time for some reason. And after a short while, she spoke in an annoyed voice, seemingly on edge.

– “Seo Hoyun. So, what is it?”

“......”

– “Stop beating around the bush and get to the point.”

...She's in a bad mood today.

No, come to think of it, she was pretty irritable the last time I saw her.

Lim Hyeonsu was sensitive, delicate, and... surprisingly easy-going. That's why I liked her quite a bit.

“...Ms. Composer.”

So, it was worth giving it a shot.

“We're in the middle of composing a song for Black Call. What do you think?”

– “About what?”

“When compared to Kang Ichae's song.”

– “...You're trying to compete with Black Call?”

Well, that's not it...

“...Let's put that aside, what about the song?”

After a little pause and then asking her, Lim Hyeonsu took quite a long time to answer.

Well, it seemed like she was muttering some kind of curse on the other end.

But for now, I just waited silently.

And then her answer came back.

– “You... are really indifferent.”

“......”

– “You called to confirm that? That's strange, Seo Hoyun. You're usually careful about stepping on toes, not likely to get on my nerves.”

Lim Hyeonsu was surprisingly jealous and had a strong desire for success and honor.

Yet, she was incredible in that she was fully aware of her ugly side.

As I recalled Lim Hyeonsu, who had been greatly damaged by her pride to the point of losing her mind when she heard Kang Ichae's song while making the fan song, and who eventually gave Kang Ichae meaningful feedback. I waited.

– “Did you...”

“......”

– “Fuck, you already know.”

“Yes.”

I diverted my eyes and recalled the name of the composer of the song we were talking about earlier.

“I saw it.”

– “Crust composer names: Kim Youngseok, Blue Tiger”

Originally, it was Lim Hyeonsu's composition, but one more person was added. The guitarist of the band from which Lim Hyeonsu had taken the song.

The name of the plagiarized composer.

“You must have had a hard time. You couldn't have anticipated the aftermath.”

– “I'm getting crazy amounts of calls as it is. Can I hide it...?”

“......”

– “Ha...”

Lim Hyeonsu gave out a sigh.

– “I knew it, but it was really fucked up to acknowledge it as a reality. That I'm a despicable person... that I lack talent. I realized that again seeing your member.”

It's started.

This is what geniuses often say.

No composer without talent could become as successful as Lim Hyeonsu.

Regardless of how much they chart, regardless of how much they plagiarize.

Lim Hyeonsu was a genius, and even if there was any controversy, they couldn't cover up all the songs she had made with filth.

At least in terms of musicality.

– “You... don't come to me anymore.”

“......”

– “Kang Ichae, he's a genius.”

Words of acknowledgment from a genius composer about his fellow member...

I might have felt ecstasy if I was mean-spirited, but this was just...

– “You know that?”

I kept my mouth shut, stroking the back of my neck, and listened to her words coming through the phone.

– “Kang Ichae can play almost any instrument. That helped a lot. But being able to play an instrument and having a sense of composition are completely different.”

Kang Ichae...

It was slightly surprising.

I knew he could play some instruments while making the fan song, but to hear that he was so good that even the picky Lim Hyeonsu would acknowledge it...

For now, without me saying anything and just listening, Lim Hyeonsu continued to talk.

– “Of course, right now, his senses are not as good as mine. But while I've been rolling in this field, even going to music school in America, and pouring in money, he's different.”

“Yes.”

– “He... makes me feel a sense of awe.”

As I listened to her confession of letting down her ego, I compared the songs of Kang Ichae and Lim Hyeonsu's Black Call and calculated in my head.

And as expected, Lim Hyeonsu, who had predicted that I would do so, laughed.

– “I can hear your head spinning from here, Seo Hoyun. Let me just tell you.”

And then...Lim Hyeonsu finally admitted.

– “Okay, Hoyun.”

“......”

– “Kang Ichae's song... Just based on the song alone, it might even be better than mine.”

The fact that the extremely proud Lim Hyeonsu said this meant that we might win just based on musicality.

After roughly finishing the calculation, I spoke in a calm voice.

“Thank you for your answer.”

– “...Haha, you're such a pain. I really don't like you.”

“Is that so? That's a shame.”

I quite liked her.

“Shall we have a meal together next time? I'll bring the alcohol that Ms. Composer likes.”

– “Bring Glenfiddich 30[1].”

“Do you have a conscience? That's over a million won.”

– “Then, no. I'll drink alone.”

Lim Hyeonsu replied curtly, but in the end, she laughed at the last minute.

However, her self-deprecating tone still remained.

By acknowledging her own filth and turning it over, Lim Hyeonsu had paradoxically broken a new wall and taken a step further.

– “...Hoyun.”

“Why?”

– “Why the fuck does talent come from heaven. It's so fucking unfair.”

“......”

In the lobby, I tapped the floor with the heel of my shoe and spoke.

Our last song poster was hanging there.

What could I say?

That your talent surpasses that of a criminal? That you are a more successful composer than Kang Ichae?

Lim Hyeonsu, who had already enjoyed all the glory, was worthy of respect for now knowing how to let herself go...

Various things came to mind, but...

“I love it.”

What I wanted to say now was just one thing.

“Ms. Composer's song...”

– “......”

“A lot.”

Lim Hyeonsu didn't say anything for a long time.

And then I heard the sound of a lighter igniting; maybe she was trying to light a cigarette again.

– “The bastard who used to threaten me is now comforting me.”

Lim Hyeonsu laughed weakly.

– “I guess... I really am pathetic right now...”

“......”

– “I appreciate the gesture, Seo Hoyun.”

With that, Lim Hyeonsu promptly ended the call.

I stared at the reflection of my bewildered face on the dark screen.

“She's changed...”

Lim Hyeonsu had changed.

I wasn't sure whether that audacious Lim Hyeonsu had changed because of Kang Ichae or because she felt threatened by my coercion.

While touching the corner of my lips, I absently gazed outside.

“Even Lim Hyeonsu has changed...”


After a while, the teaser for The Dawn was released.

[The Dawn – “Kill The Lights” MV Teaser]

The video uploaded on YouTube was 29 seconds long.

As soon as I clicked, I heard an eerie humming sound and a sharp scratching sound against the wall.

It drew closer and closer through a dark corridor to a stuffy room filled with stacks of documents.

In the middle of the room, tied to a chair positioned at the center, was Seo Hoyun.

His face was full of bruises, and his uniform, decorated with numerous medals, was dirty with blood and dust.

Blink...

As his face slowly moved into a close-up, the old fluorescent lamp flickered, and the screen dramatically darkened each time.

Engulfed completely in darkness, when the screen lit up again, dressed neatly in a uniform, Kang Ichae was seen inside a glamorous train compartment, indifferently gazing outside.

Blink...

This time, it was snowing.

Seong Jiwon walked in the white snow piled up softly, slowly pulled out the gun attached to his thigh, and aimed it forward.

Blink...

Jeong Dajun, standing in an empty white space, took steps, causing the walls to shake and crack each time.

Finally, Kim Seonghyeon appeared, standing on the rooftop of a high, abandoned building.

With a resolute expression, he picked up a flag that was lying on the ground.

The moment he waved the flag high.

The screen flickered once, and Seo Hoyun, who had been in the cramped room, opened his eyes and—

Boom!!

An explosion occurred, instantly enveloping the room in smoke and fiery red flames.

The documents that were piled up flew in all directions, covering the camera, and the text “The Dawn” appeared on the black screen.

[KILL THE LIGHTS THE DAWN]

That teaser was the signal of the return of the post-apocalypse.




1 Glenfiddich is an excellent Scottish single-malt whiskey. The “30” denotes its age, indicating that it has been aged in casks for 30 years before bottling. Glenfiddich 30 is a highly sought-after whiskey, costing over USD 1100 per bottle.



Chapter 109

[....? What did I just see?]

[Is this the official thing? Okay, got it]

[Daepaseong: Shove this into the apocalypse

Noeul: Yep, I'm shoving it into my mouth right now]

The reaction was explosive when the MV teaser for a completely different genre than “Ocean Train” but similar to “Second Chance” was released.

Everyone was saying, “Hey, isn't this a scam?”

There was no need to be cautious. From the beginning, after “Second Chance,” through the series continued in “Ocean Train,” the fans already had some trust in Daepaseong's MV concept.

[Daepaseong, you bunch of perverts... who did you learn this from

└ You really seem to like it

└└ I really like it...]

[Hey, guys, is it true that Jiwon got shot in the thigh? Fuck, fuck, fuck, it's so hot here, is this a sauna even though it's snowing here?

└ First of all, giving a rebel position to a pure-looking guy like that is too... too much... I'm gritting my teeth]

[Isn't Kang Ichae going to explode with rage?]

[Handing over the flag and revolution to an otaku? I'll shed some tears first]

While the Noeuls were shedding tears, Lee Jihyeon was busily pounding her keyboard as she gulped energy drinks one after another.

Of course, almost like a mantra, she was mumbling profanities.

She looked just like a certain PD-nim rushing to edit a scene before the deadline.

[But why is Hoyun...?

Why is he tied to the chair? Why is he hurt?

It's not that I'm saying they should stop... I'm just curious because I like it]

[It's too stimulating]

[Why Kim Seonghyeon/Seong Jiwon...? If this is a series, wasn't he caught by Seo Hoyun during “Second Chance”? Why Jeong Dajun...? Why is he destroying buildings?

└ It's slightly historical that Dajun destroys everything

└└ Oh, crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While everyone was talking nonsense, someone posted a hypothesis along with a meme.

[If you look carefully at Seo Hoyun's teaser documents, they all seem to have government seals stamped on them...

It says “Capital Punishment”

└ What does that mean?

└└ It's execution

└└ Yes???????]

[...Did Seo Hoyun start a rebellion within the government forces and get caught?

└ ??????????]

While Noeul fans were devouring the teaser frame by frame with intense concentration, the highlight medley was released.

It was addictively catchy with powerful vocals.

“I can't lose this game, let's burn till the very end.

The moment light seeps in, it's the start,

You can't leave this scheme.

As dawn starts to break, I'll dive deep,

Unhesitatingly walking towards the finish line.”

The fans were not surprised to see Kang Ichae's name in the composition and lyrics, but it still shocked them.

[What? Wait a minute, the casting is fucking good]

[The beat is crazy?????????? Did they spend money?????]

[Kang Ichae, come out, and let's make out.]

Though it was pop-rock, the rich and dramatic sound was reminiscent of a soundtrack from the climax of a blockbuster movie.

[Ah, crazy, don't get your hopes up this time, don't expect anything. I'll be happy no matter what comes out. Ah, fuck, I'm so excited

└ Please do just one thing.]

[Guys... Thank you for not forgetting about the apocalypse... Really thankful for them wearing the military tech wear again... This tender otaku is crying right now...]

The MV for “Kill the Lights” was released underneath everyone's anticipation.

A choir could be heard from a blindingly white screen.

“Kill the Lights, Kill the Lights, Kill the Lights...”

Laughter was intermingled as if someone was being mocked.

At the same time, another layer of sound was added.

“Hoo- Ha- Hoo- Ha-”

Then, a choir reminiscent of breathing filled the gaps.

“......”

In a single patient room where winter sunlight streamed in, Seo Hoyun, dressed in his uniform with his hair neatly pushed back, stood tall.

He silently looked down at the patient lying with his back against the sun, leaning awkwardly next to the window.

The camera focused on an old, wrinkled hand, and slowly, Seo Hoyun took a step away, then walked steadily towards the bed.

He reached out and gently grazed the back of the hand before roughly pulling at the tangled wires of the medical equipment.

Beep—

The regular intervals of the vital signs began to slow, then finally stopped with a long, drawn-out beep.

Thud, thud, thud!

The sound of heavy military boots dashing from afar could be heard.

However, Seo Hoyun calmly turned his body towards the window, sat at the edge of the bed, and blocked the harsh winter sunlight that was contrary to the season.

At that moment, he was suddenly pulled aside, subdued, and fell to the floor as the music started.

“Okay, Here we go.”

Sitting in a train cabin more splendid than the “Ocean Train,” Kang Ichae sighed deeply as he tapped the window before exiting the area.

“I see the timing, we once caught our breath together,

Now we must go again.”

The rare song that began with rap was accompanied by a majestic and powerful beat.

As Kang Ichae walked down the train corridor, everyone took a step back respectfully, making way and saluting him.

“The dawn is coming, understood?”

The lyrics, as if addressing a subordinate with a domineering tone, strangely suited Kang Ichae's sharp face and were incredibly fitting.

The scene changed, and from a distant angle, Seong Jiwon, who was walking in a snowy field and catching his breath, was shown.

He was frantically moving as if searching for something, looking around.

“I still recall, you amidst the dim light.”

Seong Jiwon, with his pale complexion, kept widening his blurring eyes and continually checked if the gun on his thigh was still there.

“When everyone pointed at you,

You just laughed, remember?”

As Seong Jiwon's clear and clean high note ascended,

Woosh!

The high note suddenly plunged down.

“Kill the Lights”

The dance part of Kim Seonghyeon, armed with techwear and wearing a body chain, started.

“Ooh, Yes We can definitely kill this light,

Overturn everything, change the game.”

Kim Seonghyeon held a walkie-talkie and licked his lips as if whispering, striding through the ruins of a building.

Then, Jeong Dajun, with platinum-blond hair, was lying on a snow-covered mountain.

With a face dirtied with black ash contrasting the blindingly white background, he struggled to stand up.

“I can't lose this game, let's burn till the very end.

The moment light seeps in, it's the start.”

Then, Seo Hoyun, trapped in a cluttered room full of documents, as shown in the teaser, appeared with a smirk.

“You can't leave this scheme.

As dawn starts to break, I'll dive deep,

Unhesitatingly walking towards the finish line.”

Seo Hoyun was suddenly besieged by several people.

An instrumental flowed out as he was dragged away and boarded into a transport vehicle.

At the climax part, Kim Seonghyeon sat trembling in the ruins, connecting the wires of the bomb in a hurry.

“My trembling fingertips turn blue,

How much do you know? Calculate.”

Still in the middle of a snowy field, Seong Jiwon brushed back his constantly falling hair.

His hot breath met the cold air, producing white smoke.

“I know this game is against me,

Yet I must go on until the end.”

On the other hand, Seo Hoyun leaned his head on the window of the transport vehicle rattling on the rough road, receiving the dim moonlight.

“To you, it might have happened several times, but for me, it's just once.”

A stark white space appeared as Seo Hoyun closed his eyes as if tired.

Jeong Dajun was standing right in the middle of it.

“Hold my hand, now you know, the dawn is coming...”

And at that moment, the beat dropped sharply.

“And now, it turns to...

The Dawn!”

Soon, the transport vehicle shook, and an explosion was heard.

Kwaaang!

From the sports car that hit the side of the transport vehicle, Kang Ichae, with red hair, gracefully walked out.

He then opened the door of the vehicle.

Seeing Seo Hoyun frowning irritably inside, Kang Ichae flashed an embarrassed smile.

The chorus part returned, and the rich harmony started.

“I can't lose this game, let's burn till the very end.

The moment light seeps in, it's the start.”

Seong Jiwon, trembling, not sure if from cold or fear, kept his eyes moist and walked forward.

On another screen, Kim Seonghyeon, who had secured a spot on the building's exterior wall, hesitated momentarily after receiving a radio call.

He eventually hit the remote.

At the same time―,

Kwaaang!

“You can't leave this scheme.

As dawn starts to break, I'll dive deep,

Unhesitatingly walking towards the finish line.”

With the explosion, the elaborately decorated banner shook.

Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae walked forward, stepping on the blood-like red carpet.

In the long corridor where black mannequins in military uniforms lay, frames lined up.

“And I say it again... Kill the Lights!”

King of Spades, King of Hearts... Large trump cards were torn and lined up like paintings, and rough sentences were written in red paint.

“We can't lose this game

I have already bet everything”

Seo Hoyun walked slowly, removed one of his gloves, and ran his finger across the frames.

Kang Ichae, who had walked ahead, first reached the throne at the end of the hallway.

Looking at the mannequin draped over the chair in a pitiful state... he chuckled.

“Overturn everything, change the game,

Kill this Light”

The faces of Kim Seonghyeon washing his face and Seong Jiwon starting to move with a firm resolution overlapped.

And finally, it seemed Seong Jiwon found someone as he gritted his teeth.

...Soon, he pulled out the gun slung over his thigh and pointed the muzzle at that someone.

“We can't leave this Scheme.”

As Kang Ichae knocked that mannequin down with his foot, it fell pitifully below.

Seo Hoyun walked as if it were natural and sat on that throne.

Behind Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, the last remaining painting was illuminated.

It was the most brutal and filthiest of them all.

“Ah, you are at its end.”

Kim Seonghyeon stood up and picked up the fallen flag from the rooftop.

As he raised his arm high, holding the flag, it fluttered against the backdrop of the painting.

The Joker, the Trump Card.

A card denoting Jeong Dajun.

A large, ominous red message was etched on the painting.

A word signifying the destroyer.

Seong Jiwon's lips were still quivering in the snowy landscape, his gaze fixated blankly on the horizon.

He was still holding the gun, aimed at Jeong Dajun's forehead.

As Dajun, his attire reversed at multiple places with mere rags, licked his lips, he muttered—

“Let's go all the way till the end—”

Bang!

The echo of a gunshot filled the air as the MV screen turned pitch black, and a voice, with the hint of a laugh, sang out.

“Kill the Lights.”

That's how the slightly long, 5-minute and 21-second-long MV ended.

[Holy... shit]

At the same time, the online buzz about The Dawn exploded.


Chapter 110

[Okay, so let’s summarize this. Ah, fuck, I’m getting excited.

No, so let's calm down again and summarize.]

Noeuls eagerly gobbled up the apocalyptic setting that Daepaseong spoon-fed them with a giant spoon.

The fuss was partly due to Kang Ichae's trendy yet uniquely well-crafted beats and melodies, but everyone was too busy interpreting the music video.

[Alright, Seo Hoyun is with the government forces, okay~ But at the beginning, he kills the old man in the hospital room, okay~ Seems like a high-ranking person, so Seo Hoyun gets arrested for rebellion, okay okay~ shit, that's all I know, someone else please explain more

└ Ah, I'm really going crazy.]

[So Kang Ichae is the INHERITOR, right... Was he a rebel or a government soldier, or an inheritor?? I mean, during “Second Chance,” he was a rebel but joined Seo Hoyun's side (government forces) too easily, I thought...

└ I thought he was a spy, never imagined him as the Inheritor ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ!!]

[An inheritor but in the end, he puts Seo Hoyun on the throne? That's crazy, and what's with the sports car and his dyed red hair, this punk Ichae guy.]

[The last RAVAGER, a destroyer, was the Joker, right? Even during “Second Chance,” Jeong Dajun was said to be the Joker... So was Jeong Dajun the destroyer??]

[Ah, Jeong Dajun kept it so hidden during “Second Chance” and “Ocean Train” ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ damn ㅠㅠㅠㅠ bringing the youngest as the destroyer, these crazy bastards at Daepaseong.]

Despite the flood of clues, interpretations weren't easy, and amidst the buzzing discussions, a video uploaded on YouTube gained immense popularity among the Noeuls.

It was a clean summary of the “Kill the Lights” music video clues by the famous K-Pop MV interpretation channel known for its robotic narration.

[This latest single album Kill the Lights by The Dawn marks the conclusion of the apocalyptic trilogy produced by Daepaseong so far.]

The YouTube video, starting with a simple album description, went on to organize the previous storylines, given that Kill the Lights was the final part of a series, beginning with the “Second Chance” MV.

[It's well-known that in “Second Chance,” members Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, along with Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and Jeong Dajun, were set up in an opposing structure. Amidst this, Seo Hoyun capturing the rebels after figuring out the characteristics of all the members, set the hearts of music video enthusiasts on fire.]

[But wait a minute!!]

The video rewinds quickly, and a scene from the “Kill the Lights” music video appears.

[In this album, Seo Hoyun chooses rebellion by killing a high-ranking official of the government forces. He doesn't even run away but sits listlessly, as if waiting for someone. Eventually, Seo Hoyun is captured and locked in a cell, waiting for his execution (“Capital Punishment”).]

That much was known to all Noeuls.

That Kang Ichae, thought to be a rebel, was actually a high-ranking official of the government forces, and even his deliberate assistance to Seo Hoyun.

However, the twist happens afterward.

[Why is Seong Jiwon walking freely somewhere, despite being captured by Seo Hoyun? Why is Kim Seonghyeon causing an explosion in an abandoned building?

Here's where my deduction comes in.

It seems like Seo Hoyun... persuaded them.

Moreover, Seo Hoyun didn't choose the rebellion after some incident post-“Second Chance.”

Here's the evidence:

(“Ocean Train” Seo Hoyun's subconscious phrase – “Eventually, you're meant to come my way”)

(“Yes, We can definitely kill this light, Overturn everything, change the game.”)

As the lyrics suggest, Seo Hoyun was planning to change the entire game from the beginning.]

The video then closes up on Seo Hoyun, helped by Kang Ichae, coming out after ramming a sports car into a transport vehicle.

[Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon were persuaded by him and were getting ready. Seong Jiwon runs out to find someone, and Kim Seonghyeon seems to be preparing to overthrow the palace, setting up explosives.

And when everything explodes, Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae leisurely walk through the chaos of the palace corridors.

It's the success of the rebellion.

“Kill the Lights” signifies killing the artificial light of the government forces and heralding the light of a new dawn.]

Seo Hoyun walking on a red carpet appeared.

[But even after the successful rebellion, Seo Hoyun seemed unfazed, as if the rebellion was just a means to an end.

Here, he slowly brushes past the paintings of trump cards representing each member.

And in the end, our regressor Seong Jiwon finally finds someone.

The Dawn's youngest, the Joker Jeong Dajun.]

A scene of Seong Jiwon, breathing shakily and raising a gun, was captured and appeared on the screen.

[Wait a minute, why is Seong Jiwon shooting at Jeong Dajun? No, beep-beep, Seong Jiwon really cherishes Jeong Dajun, right??

Maybe we... took this post-apocalyptic setting for granted.

Why is The Dawn's world post-apocalyptic in the first place?

Who destroyed this world before?

The cause of all this, that's right...]

A painting of the Joker, overturned in paint, shines above Seo Hoyun's head.

[RAVAGER, the destroyer of this world, Jeong Dajun.]

Jeong Dajun is reflected in Seong Jiwon's wavering eyes, and at the moment Jeong Dajun's lips quiver, a gunshot resonates.

[...Including Seong Jiwon, all the members have captured Jeong Dajun, the reason for the world's downfall. The final shot is fired, but since it doesn't show Jeong Dajun falling, it's unclear if he really died.]

With all the clues organized, the music video interpretation YouTuber let out a deep sigh.

[This... There's a rumor that it's not a trilogy but a pentalogy. Whether this is the end or there's more to come, we'll have to wait and see.

Whether Seong Jiwon really killed Jeong Dajun, why Kang Ichae helped Seo Hoyun, and what exactly is Seo Hoyun thinking after the successful rebellion...

Well, anyway, the conclusion is?]

The YouTuber deliberately let out an artificial laugh.

[...Daepaseong really did a great job this time.]

The video ended with a request to subscribe and like.

The link to the video went viral on Twitter, receiving a tremendous number of re-tweets among fans.

[Ah fuck......]

[I can't help but swear, I've been mumbling like a subway lunatic since yesterday]

[...Daepaseong baby, you know I love you, right?

└ Special... I was cursing until the day before yesterday]

Eventually, they even praised Daepaseong.

[Guys, Daepaseong is really smart. They bring fresh and cool songs in summer, and dark, spicy concepts in winter. The Dawn is like the dawn dividing night and morning...

└ shit shit shit shit ah ah ah shit!!!!

└ Ah screaming in the dawn]

[In the summer, Daepaseong goes for popularity while sneakily adding apocalyptic elements (morning)... and in the winter (night) just says “yeah, I'll kill it” while grabbing the otakus by their hair

└ Yeah, I'll kill it]

Although Noeuls overwhelmingly praised it, there were naturally some negative opinions due to the strong concept.

[So what the hell are they talking about, I can't watch till the end, it's cringy ㅋㅋ]

[Wow, pretending to be critics and rambling, so pathetic]

Endless criticisms came in.

The excited Noeuls typing on their keyboards wanted to bash the heads of those making such comments.

[Ah ㅋㅋ a godly song with a godly concept, the jealousy is real~~~ Jealous, you bastards~~~]

[Sorry guys~~ I'm already living a godly life~~

└ That's not a godly life

└ Damn, listen to this ㅋㅋ]

Noeuls tried to smoothly gloss over things in a good-natured manner.

Just when fans were getting fed up with the endless and tiring back-and-forth, The Dawn's official account uploaded a ton of behind-the-scenes photos from the “Kill the Lights” shoot.

And there were a lot of them.

[?????]

[Ah, only the top is in costume, and they're just wearing black shorts underneath, and those are three-striped slippers

└ So cute ah so cute ah so cute]

Lee Jihyeon, anticipating otaku concepts while also expecting criticisms, had told Seo Hoyun to crazily take behind-the-scenes photos.

All of this was preparation for this moment.

[Ah, were the kids hot when they were shooting ㅋㅋㅋ ah ㅋㅋㅋ all wrapped up and holding mini fans, so so so cute, my softies ㅜㅜㅜ]

[The kids' faces are always at peak season, a bit overwhelming, as expected, idols are all about the face]

Selling their minds to jabber and then happily scooping up what The Dawn's official account generously fed, the Noeuls left Twitter contentedly.

[When Noeuls are feeling down...

The Dawn does its special skill “uploading behind-the-scenes photos.”]

And so, amidst the festive atmosphere, their music show activities began.


“Ah.”

As I was walking to the waiting room, I saw Joo Woosung, who I hadn't seen in a while, looking at me and awkwardly smiling.

Behind him, the members of Black Call were visible.

Last time he was annoyingly sensitive, but now he seems a bit more stable.

Maybe the Californian sunshine did him good.

“Are you less upset now?”

“...I wasn't upset.”

“Oh! It's The Dawn!”

At that moment, other Black Call members, more excited than Joo Woosung, greeted us.

Particularly, Black Call's lead dancer playfully tapped Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder and started a friendly conversation.

“I thought we might see you here. The timing worked out.”

“Hyung, hello.”

“Seonghyeon~!”

As it was, Kim Seonghyeon really liked Joo Woosung.

But seeing him chumming up with another Black Call member, I observed the situation with a slightly disconcerted expression.

Then, a system window popped up.

Ding!

[They got close when they went on a dance variety show together.]

So that's why he's all “hyung” this and that...

I wish he was like that with me, then the benefits would have doubled.

Kim Seonghyeon, grumbling about being in the wrong line, turned his head and his eyes met Joo Woosung's.

“......”

“...Don't look at me like that, it's scary.”

Not that it was Joo Woosung's fault, but seeing his face again made me a bit irritated.

Especially since it's clear we won't win first place this time.

“Sigh...”

Whether it was Kang Ichae who composed the song, or Lee Jihyeon who planned it...

We all put our all into it.

Not that Black Call or Lim Hyeonsu didn't, but I thought we could at least aim for a double crown with a decent cable broadcast and an easy win...

But because of those Black Call guys, our first place in music shows slipped away.

Joo Woosung awkwardly smiled.

“Just even it out. I'm a bit sorry, but... there will be plenty of opportunities for The Dawn in the future.”

“...What?”

“Why?”

“No, it's just that today your pretentiousness is a bit too much...”

“......”

Joo Woosung frowned, sighed heavily, then brushed his hair back and looked at me.

Seems like he decided to adopt the respectable senior concept for today.

“By the way, hyung, I really liked your “Get Over” cover.”

What do you want me to say?

I wanted to respond like that, but I held back because of Kim Seonghyeon, who was getting along well with the Black Call lead dancer and had turned his head this way after hearing the conversation.

I managed to give a rather junior-like response.

“...Was it okay?”

“Yeah. Made me curious. How did you improve so much in such a short time?”

“If you're curious, give us first place.”

“Haha, can you even accept it if I give it?”

I clicked my tongue and folded my arms, but Joo Woosung laughed in a good mood.

He seemed a bit nervous, and somehow relieved, so I didn't feel like picking a fight.

“Watch our performance later.”

“...Yes.”

Hmm.

Joo Woosung was less sensitive than before but today was rather strange...

As I watched him pass by, I quietly spoke to the system window.

Joo Woosung's stuff.

[At your command.]

[Joo Woosung, our cute and kind pushover.

Please treat him well...

Singing: A+

Dance: EX-

Variety: A0

Acting: C

??? : ???

Charm: S+]

“......?!”


Chapter 111

“What’s this?

EX Rank?

As I was awestruck by the unfamiliar ranking, I overheard Kim Seonghyeon chatting with Jeong Dajun.

“But why didn't Senior Joo Woosung appear on any dance variety shows? He's the main dancer.”

“Well, from what I heard... He wanted to learn more about dancing and went to the U.S. He said it was for rest despite the company trying to stop him.”

– Me: Where are you?

– Joo Woosung: Cali

I slapped my forehead as I remembered the text I had exchanged with him. [1]

Joo Woosung...

He must've been bursting with pride about this.

So that's why he was out of sight for months.

“There's a famous dance studio in California. I heard he worked really hard there.”

Can you upgrade your dance stats to EX just by laying low for a few months??

Joo Woosung honestly made me jealous. I was working my bones to the ground, while he became an EX rank just by taking a trip to California. Life's balance patch seemed off.

Did he save a country in his past life?

It went beyond talent, and I wondered if Joo Woosung was receiving some kind of item luck.

Moreover, he confidently told me to watch the stage. Indeed, there was a reason. As soon as we returned to the waiting room, Black Call's stage started on the television for monitoring.

Even on the small, low-quality TV in the waiting room, Joo Woosung was incredibly... amazing.

“You can't deny, cracks appear in the smallest crevices,

I'm going to change everything about you.”

Joo Woosung, as expected, was an excellent performer with a singing stat of A+ and a dance stat of EX-. He knew exactly when to be strong or gentle while catching the camera.

“Don't run away, I'm here beside you,

If you reel, you know why...”

No, it wasn't about controlling strength and softness.

He was simply born to be on the stage. Joo Woosung threw his hand up as if he was throwing a ball in the center of the stage, then raised one corner of his lip.

“It's Black Call.”

“Wow...”

“......”

Hopelessness...

To think he has been carelessly practicing and dating with that talent until now...

I wanted to grab Joo Woosung by the collar and shake him, feeling regretful about the time he wasted.

He's crazy, he's so good...

Even those who knew nothing about dancing could tell he was insane. I wondered how he looked in the eyes of Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon. Even the usually noisy Jeong Dajun was absorbed into the screen with his mouth shut.

Even through the small screen, the song was explosive. I couldn't even imagine the shock the fans must have felt on the spot...

The more I watched the performance, the more I lost my spirit.

Where did my adorable No.1 go...?

And wasn't it just Joo Woosung?

As the stage progressed, I began to feel a deep sense of betrayal towards another person as well.

Is this really Lim Hyeonsu's...?!?!

To him, Cheongbeom.

You pumped the beat full of money and made it this crazy?

“Kang Ichae is better? There's no need to come to me now?”

This was nothing but deception, check, and exploitation.

“...Hoyun, why are you like that?”

“Phew, just pissed off for a moment...”

As I ground my teeth in anger, Seong Jiwon comforted me by patting my back.

Both Lim Hyeonsu and Joo Woosung... There was no need to worry or comfort them.

Right, who should I be worried about in this situation?

I pledged not to worry about others from now on.

I should be worried about myself. After all, I'm living alone in this harsh world.

This annoyed feeling continued until the award for the No.1 song came.

“Congratulations! The No.1 is Black Call!”

Boom, the fireworks exploded.

Considering how well the song and concept had been received, the Noeul members who had anticipated this tried hard to manage their expressions. Even though I couldn't compete with Black Call, I (barely) smiled at the Noeul members and greeted the other singers around me.

“......”

As Joo Woosung was next to me, I bowed to him too... but it seemed odd.

In one hand, Joo Woosung held a large trophy, wearing an odd expression as he looked at his fans, who he must have seen so many times.

“Congratulations.”

“...Ah.”

Upon hearing my words, Joo Woosung seemed to come to his senses, blinking his eyes in surprise. Then he smiled.

As if it was his first time winning No.1, this Joo Woosung of Black Call acted unusually.

“...Thank you.”

Joo Woosung lightly patted my shoulder and shifted his gaze to other idols greeting him.

What's this?

Normally, Joo Woosung was a bit of a pushover, but now, as a top idol, he took care of his image in front of the camera, so I couldn't see his earlier expression again. I glanced at him and turned away.

It wasn't my business.

“Good work everyone!”

The Dawn members, while cracking their necks, and the other groups quickly left for Black Call's encore stage.

“You worked hard. We have a music show scheduled tomorrow too, so let's rest a bit today.”

“No!”

Suddenly, Jeong Dajun, who had been lost in thought, raised his head.

“Let's practice.”

“Huh?”

At Jeong Dajun's bombshell, everyone stopped in surprise and turned to look at him.

“Dajun, no. You only slept three hours yesterday.”

“I don't want to, but I still want to do a little more...”

Jeong Dajun uttered those words as he stubbornly bit his lower lip. Kim Seonghyeon, arms crossed, seemed to be debating whether he should be proud of Dajun or dissuade him from his stubbornness. Just then, Kang Ichae intervened.

“Really?”

“...!”

“Your stomach hurts, doesn't it?”

“...What?”

Even Seong Jiwon, the practice machine, widened his eyes in surprise and looked back and forth at the two of them.

“Maybe it was the kimbap we ate today...”

“Hyung, isn't that too much?”

“Ahaha, it's fascinating because you two are like this. Kekeke.”

If Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon were people who had always only looked at idols, living as if their lives depended on them, then Jeong Dajun was the one trying to follow them, grumbling all the while, and only Kang Ichae seemed to be the odd one out in the group.

Because he always seemed to be taking the idol life as a joke.

Seeing everyone else's somewhat shocked expressions, Kang Ichae gave a sheepish smile.

“...Why are you looking at me like that? I'm a human too~. It hurts when something is snatched away right in front of your nose.”

“So Kang Ichae is really shocked this time.”

“So Ichae can also feel jealousy...”

“Life is no fun if you're perfect~... Wait, why is everyone ignoring me?”

Kang Ichae shrugged his shoulders and put his arm around Jeong Dajun's neck and led the way. Despite having musical talent, they hadn't achieved first place, and their faces were all filled with the word “practice.”

Well, whatever they're doing is fine.

Is it possible just by practicing?

Ding!

[Quest Arrives: Use your wits to make the impossible, possible!

During the activity period, claim the number 1 spot in the music broadcast.

Reward: 3,000 points

Failure: Massive drop in singing stats (A0 → C0)]

...I couldn't help but curse.

After clicking my tongue in annoyance, although I really didn't want to, I sent a message to PD Kim Heeyeon and stuffed the phone in my pocket.

“Let's have an emergency meeting.”

“Huh?”

Jeong Dajun turned his head as if to ask what that meant. I was still grinding my teeth after remembering the shocking Black Call performance and the graceless Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu.

“We have to come in first.”

“...Excuse me??”


A chilly evening. Everyone was serious except for Jeong Dajun, who was grumbling about some medicine he had received.

“I will start the first emergency meeting of The Dawn.”

I knocked on the blackboard. Kim Seonghyeon raised his hand as if he had something to say.

“Kim Seonghyeon will speak.”

“Yes, go ahead.”

“What exactly is this emergency meeting about?”

“It's an emergency meeting to plan how we can achieve first place during our mini album activities.”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon squinted slightly. His expression said, 'Even if we have a meeting, will things go our way?'

As if practicing would solve everything.

I too, would have preferred to solve this within my limitations, however, for The Dawn's No. 1 spot, I couldn't do it alone.

“What do you think was the reason we couldn't achieve the first place this time?”

“It was because of the Cute-Pretty-Gorgeous Kang Ichae~!”

“I didn't hear you right.”

“Just Ichae.”

Kang Ichae waved his half-raised hand.

“The timing of our comeback was awful~. We didn't know Black Call-seniors would completely overlap with us.”

“Right. It was even difficult to delay the comeback. There were schedules booked in advance.”

Everyone groaned. In the end, it was agreed that we should try as much as possible not to overlap with Black Call.

“Hoyun, can we extend our activity period a bit more?”

“We can adjust it... but we have schedules after this.”

If we extend our activities by one week, there would be a period where we wouldn't overlap with Black Call.

“Kim Seonghyeon—Even if we extend our activities by one week, can we take the first place? Black Call-seniors gets to be No. 1 even without appearing on music broadcasts.”

“...What's the all-time highest record of Black Call-seniors?”

“I'm not sure about the all-time record, but during their last activity, they secured 13 wins. They swept all the top spots on the music shows, and even when they stopped appearing, they still remained No. 1...”

“13 wins??”

” Black Call did have a relatively long promotion period, so they swept everything...”

Sometimes... I forgot that Joo Woosung was such a remarkable guy because he acted so foolishly.

The mood quickly turned sour.

“Well, it's worth a shot. When will the Black Call-seniors finish their music show promotions? Is it until next week?”

“Uh, that's the last time.”

“Should we adjust it and do it for one more week?”

It'll cost more, but it's not a bad choice. Except for one thing.

“Yeonhwa is making a comeback after that.”

“...Ah!”

Yeonhwa was a group that was a candidate in the Shining Star Season 1, but they were quite high-ranking and eventually cancelled their appearance. They are now active in Japan, so they were absent. They didn't gain as much recognition as expected.

Hmm, overseas...

“This is...”

Everyone was lost in thought. Kang Ichae, sitting on the sofa, was shaking his body from side to side and rolling his eyes when his gaze landed on Kim Seonghyeon.

“Seonghyeon-hyung, want to show off your abs?”

“Do you think it will change something if I do?”

“Uhmuhmuh, it would make a huge difference~.”

“You show yours too, then.”

Just then, my phone rang. It was PD Kim Heeyeon from Shining Star.

– Shining Star PD Kim Heeyeon: Oh right

– Shining Star PD Kim Heeyeon: How did you know? About the voting system changing?

“Living an honest life pays off.”

“What nonsense are you blabbering now?”

“Let's do one more week.”

We should at least secure first place since we've made a comeback, right?




1 From Episode 97



Chapter 112

“Hey, hey!! Let me use your phone!”

“Again? No way.”

“Come on, blood is thicker than water. Be useful for once.”

I chased my brother all the way to his room, nagging him along the way. Just looking at his face irritated me, but there was nothing I wouldn't do for The Dawn.

Back during Shining Star, I even distributed flyers and candy in front of the school, begging people to vote and all that stuff...!

Of course, I got caught and was punished to some extent, but it ultimately wasn't a bad thing.

“Fine, I get it. I'll buy you chicken.”

“Take it.”

That bastard...

Muttering curses, I grabbed the phone. Last time, I had to bribe him with bread just to send a message. Looking at the sent messages made my blood boil again, but I calmed myself down for the upcoming appearance of The Dawn. I had to receive them with a reverent heart.

“They're coming on!!”

I began watching the music show alone in the living room, my heart pounding.

It wasn't one of the three major terrestrial broadcasters, but it was their last music show performance. Meaning, today was the last chance for “Kill the Lights” to win first place.

Moreover, only artists performing on the day could be nominated, which was somewhat better.

This song composed by Kang Ichae had killer beats. Just watching the intro with each member's face was moving in itself.

[Please, please, please, The Dawn fans, just vote this once, but it's only Noeuls who are voting ㅅㅋ]

[There's a global fan vote starting this time, not sure how it'll affect things ㄷㄷ]

[It's surreal that Black Call is not on music shows this week after coming back just 2 weeks ago...? Do your job...]

“Ah, seriously.”

I was upset after seeing a post about Black Call, even though I had set those types of alerts on mute on Twitter.

Black Call has already won first place many times...!

On the contrary, The Dawn hasn't won first place yet, despite releasing such a godly song. The hair, makeup, and styling formed a perfect trinity, and the title track was insane. How could they not win first place just because they overlapped with a famous group? I admit Black Call's song this time was good, but The Dawn's track was no less.

This time! They brought such! An amazing song that concluded the Apocalypse Trilogy!

They couldn't claim first place because they were caught up in the arbitrary actions of an insensitive major label??

“So annoying, really... Black Call, be a bit considerate.”

It was a complaint close to a tantrum filled with 90% envy, and though I knew arguing about it was pointless, I couldn't help feeling grumpy.

My dog, sitting beside me, just rolled its eyes and glanced at me. I vigorously patted its head and took a deep breath before turning back to the TV.

A faint light, like the dawn's, enveloped Seong Jiwon on stage.

“Kill the Lights Kill the Lights Kill the Lights...”

“Kim Seonghyeon! Seong Jiwon! Seo Hoyun! Kang Ichae! Jeong Dajun! Eternal dawn, The Dawn!”

“Why the hell are you like this?!”

As I shouted the cheer in sync with the music, a disgusted voice came from the other side. I didn't care at all. If he wants chicken, he should just keep quiet.

[Jeong Dajun's platinum hair, ah, you were just born with platinum hair]

[Seong Jiwon's face is so heavenly I didn't even notice the fancy accessories ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun, why do you get better with time.... never mind, I won't say it, I might get caught]

But then, as the song really started, I accidentally dropped my phone.

“I still recall, you amidst the dim light.”

When everyone pointed at you,

You just laughed, remember?”

“Wow, what the hell...”

I could hear their breaths.

“Is this live?”

Usually, even a small AR is laid down for songs with intense dance. Then, the high notes are either lip-synced or sung fully, but idols need to breathe, right?

[Are they crazy????]

[This stimulates the peripheral nerves of a K-Pop granny]

[Please vote please vote]

But these people, they were live even while running around on stage. Involuntarily, their heavy breaths were transmitted through the mic.

“Ooh, Yes, We can definitely kill this light,

Overturn everything, change the game.”

“What, what's this...?”

[ㄷㄷㄷ What's up with this week's stage?]

[Why does it feel better than last week?? I thought it was better than Ocean Train, but how can it be better than last week's?

└ The choreography is sharp ㄷㄷ Perfect jumps and landings]

[They're going to break their bodies;;;]

It seemed it wasn't just The Dawn's fans who felt this way, as sporadic praises from other fans started to appear on social media.

“You can't leave this scheme.

As dawn starts to break, I'll dive deep,

Unhesitatingly walking towards the finish line.”

This was composed by Kang Ichae...

A fan who became one because of Kang Ichae watched mesmerized, feeling proud, as he waved his hand as if conducting an orchestra.

“Kill the Lights!”

Simultaneously, the stage lights went out with a bang, and a spotlight shone on Kim Seonghyeon in the darkness. Kim Seonghyeon bit his lip slightly, looking down.

“Kim Seonghyeon, that crazy guy...”

The only criticism Kim Seonghyeon had received was about his facial expressions.

But his trembling hands while setting up the explosives in the music video... and that expression just now, unwittingly squeezed the fan's heart.

The lights brightened a bit more, revealing Seo Hoyun appearing behind Seong Jiwon.

“To you, it might have happened several times, but for me, it's just once.”

“Uwaaah!”

As Seo Hoyun's face got a close-up, a flood of emotions overwhelmed me.

The faces of the idols, the lighting—the stage were perfect. I could already envision the burning comments on YouTube when the video would be uploaded.

Idols are all about the face...

“Hold my hand, now you know, The Dawn is coming...”

Moved, I clutched my heart as Kang Ichae smiled and reached out his hand to Jeong Dajun.

“And now, it turns to...

The Dawn!”

It was a choreography change. Jeong Dajun grabbed his hand, jumped up, and then, with a husky voice, performed live.

“I can't lose this game,

Let's burn till the very end.”

Below that, the vocal line came in. Seo Hoyun leaned forward and screamed out a high note, a progression not seen in the previous performance.

“The moment light seeps in, it's the start.”

“......!!”

I tried to capture everything with my eyes and ears, speechless. Below the high notes, Kim Seonghyeon filled the sound with his low voice.

“We can't lose this game

I have already bet everything.”

Feeling melancholic, realizing this was the end, my nose tingled. It was their last performance on the show, and yet we couldn't give them even one first place...

If the me from a few years ago saw this, I'd have laughed at the over-investment, but my heart genuinely ached.

They perform so well, damn it...

But then, Kang Ichae slowly walked to the front of the stage. I forgot all about the wistful feelings, my soul practically leaving my body.

“Ah, you are at its end,

Let's go all the way till the end...”

“Ichae-yaaa!!”

Tears finally trickled down.

As all members moved to their ending positions, the camera close-upped on Seo Hoyun's profile, looking off into the distance. Seo Hoyun took a deep breath, then slightly moved his lips.

“Kill the Lights.”

Then, the logo of The Dawn appeared, and the faces of the panting members flashed one after another.

The stage for Yeonhwa followed right after.

But the fan had already collapsed on the floor, nearly sobbing.

[They really are genius idols... They know how fans are feeling, and changed the stage for this last performance...]

[I will love you to death]

She wasn't the only one crying.

After the last performance, The Dawn and Yeolhwa were announced as the nominees for first place. Black Call, not performing that day, was not eligible.

Yeonhwa was popular, too...

Their name recognition was way higher than The Dawn's before Shining Star.

I tried to comfort myself, saying I would accept any result and that it was the height of fan maturity, but my irritation didn't subside easily.

Streaming, album sales, video views, live text voting, global voting... the scores were dizzyingly tallied. My eyes, initially watching without much expectation, widened, and my mouth dropped open.

– “The Dawn's Global Vote – 1402 points!”

What's up with the global vote?

“Eugh?”

Moreover, the text voting had increased a lot more than last time. I was still trying to comprehend when the fanfare snapped me back to reality.

– Congratulations, The Dawn!”

“Uaaaah! Uaaah!!! The Dawn won first place!”

I screamed and wailed as the surprised faces of The Dawn members flashed on the screen. Seo Hoyun, laughing, pushed Kim Seonghyeon forward, who, still in shock, accepted the trophy and nervously but carefully gave his speech.

– “T-Thank you. I never imagined receiving this... It's even more meaningful as it's our last show.”

“Our 2-meter tall water dumpling... always so tearful...”

– “Thank you always, Noeuls.”

With those words, the beat started playing. Kim Seonghyeon didn't show tears until the end, but his trembling voice overflowed with emotion.

– “Thank you!”

– “Thank you, Noeuls~.”

Apparently, they hadn't expected to win first place, as they hadn't prepared any promises, so they just freely danced and moved around during the live.

The members took care to sing live, preventing any accusations of using AR or MR.

I'm happy, but how... how did we win first place?

After the show, I hurriedly checked SNS, finding not just gushing posts but also analyses.

[Wow, this is crazy, The Dawn was already popular overseas ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I love it, now who can call The Dawn underrated, they're on the rise ㅋㅋ

└ ㅇha is beaten, incredible;; The Dawn's popularity really increased

└└ Yeah, now we can stop hearing about their 'empty house' victories ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm so happy!!!]

[I just heard from a local ㅋㅋ Seems like their Shining Star and Please Take the Camera getting released on Netflix in Japan made a big differenceㅇㅇ Apparently, Kill the Lights (illegal) merchandise is all over the Korean town there]

“Huh, so that's how it is~.”

Although I was happy about the first place, I couldn't quite understand how it happened, but after reading through the threaded posts carefully, I nodded in understanding.

Until the last promotion, The Dawn had a similar level of recognition as Yeonhwa, so I thought it would be tough, but the Twitter post analyzed that The Dawn had captured not only domestic but also international fans with its rich content and distinct worldview.

The music show had significantly increased the weight of the global vote, considering the worldwide popularity of K-Pop, and the airing of Shining Star on Netflix Japan also seemed to have contributed to the voting.

Additionally, many people abroad have been getting into K-Pop through YouTube recently, and perhaps the “Kill the Lights” music video, praised for being movie-like, gained a bit of traction among international YouTubers doing reaction videos.

[Daepaseong is doing their job these days

└ No misconceptions please

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ Just high on success and blabbering nonsense ㅈㅅㅈㅅ]

[I mean, it was really a good decision. Who suggested extending the promotions... ㅠㅜ]

?

?

?

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun, who had suggested extending the promotions, was currently getting drained by the youngest members in the van.

“Rapping is all about wordplay, you know?”

“Try it then~.”

“The boss of the soy sauce factory is Manager Kang, and Manager Gong runs the bean paste factory! Wahaha!!”[1]

“Wow, I want to try too!!”

The tired office worker, like a dog wagging its tail, was running out of energy dealing with the energetic youngest members.


“So, obviously, you have to put soy sauce in soy sauce egg rice, why would you put gochujang in it? The name is Soy! Sauce! Egg rice!”

“Why not put gochujang?”

“Our youngest, next thing you're going to mix in ketchup, huh? Thanks for confirming your weird food preferences.”

“But I've tried that before.”

“Seriously?”

How did we go from tongue twisters to soy sauce egg rice talk...?

The kids were over-energized from winning first place, their adrenaline running high. I wanted to quietly gather my thoughts, so I curled up as much as I could and closed my eyes, but our team's baby bird, the “eye bird” Jeong Dajun, shook my shoulder.

“Hoyun-hyung! Are you a gochujang person or a soy sauce person?”

“Whichever.”

“That's so mean!”

Pushing away the whining Jeong Dajun, I picked up my phone. The first message was from Kim Heeyeong, filled with clapping emoticons congratulating us. Joo Woosung, Seo Hojin, and even... Lim Hyeonsu sent messages.

...Lim Hyeonsu is a bit unexpected.

I sent a polite thank you message, feeling strangely about it. Then, I received a message from Min Jiheon.

– Min Jiheon: Congrats

I really dislike this...

I ignored it without hesitation. I suddenly remembered Min Jiheon, who almost cried after being hit by me last time yet still pestered me because he was curious about my end.

How much does he know, what is he hiding?

This guy or that guy.

I pressed my brow and turned my gaze outside the window. I had completely repressed the trauma. Now, even without looking at my phone while in the van, I didn't feel nauseous like before.

...It's just an old story.

Feeling a tap on my arm, I turned to see a smiling Seong Jiwon, who looked younger with his makeup removed.

“If you're going to sleep, want to switch places? You can rest more comfortably.”

“It's okay, I'm fine.”

“Then at least wear this.”

Seong Jiwon handed me the hat he was wearing. I accepted it without much fuss and put it on.

It was indeed more comfortable with my front covered.

Resting my chin on my hand, I closed my eyes and continued my thoughts. If Min Jiheon knew something, I'll approach him again when the time comes.

I'll have to postpone targeting the members until everything is clear.

That's right. If I proceeded with the conquest without knowing anything, I'll just be swept away by the intentions of the system window.

As I quietly finished my thoughts and was about to close my eyes, the system window rang.

Ding!

[Quest Arrival!]

In the darkness, a blue window visible only to me flickered. It clearly had a knack for timing.

It was as if telling me to stop messing around and focus on the quest.

[Let's go on a variety show!

Whether it's self-produced content or a solo variety show, anything is fine!

Show off Seo Hoyun PD-nim's variety skills >. <

Success: 8,000 points awarded.

Failure: If you don't appear within 2 weeks, permanent debuff to stamina]

It was hellbent on controlling me... but the more you're suppressed, the stronger the urge to rebel. I smirked, touching my lips.

“Cute...”

Who are they trying to pick a fight with now, and where?

“공장” (factory) is pronounced as “gong-jang”

“공장장” (factory manager) is pronounced as “gong-jang-jang”

“간장” (soy sauce) is pronounced as “gan-jang”

“된장” (bean paste) is pronounced as “doen-jang”

“강” (Kang) is pronounced as “gang”

“공” (Gong) is pronounced as “gong”

So, the whole sentence is pronounced “Gan-jang gong-jang gong-jang-jang-eun gang gong-jang-jang-i-go doen-jang gong-jang gong-jang-jang-eun gong gong-jang-jang-i-da!”




1 The original line is a tongue twister, “간장 공장 공장장은 강 공장장이고 된장 공장 공장장은 공 공장장이다!”



Chapter 113

“Did we manage to get in touch with the Japanese management?”

Daepaseong Entertainment was bustling with activity in October. From the beginning, Min Jiheon, a Hallyu star and popular actor, saw his popularity surge even more with his overseas OTT debut in Please Take the Camera. On top of that, it was because Seo Hoyun also gained popularity as a supporting actor.

Moreover, Shining Star had spread across the sea, creating a big impact in Japan. So, to prepare for the following year, Lee Jihyeon was typing like a madwoman.

“I wish I could borrow a cat's paw.”

“If you have time to say that, why not get a cat first?”

Lee Jihyeon, who was having a hard time at Daepaseong Entertainment again today, sighed with her dark circles reaching her chin. Just looking at the Daepaseong logo on the computer background made her so angry that her hands trembled.

Small and medium-sized business hell...

Still, Lee Jihyeon endured it. When it got hard and she wanted to say “fuck this shit,” a bonus was pushed in front of her. Seeing the amount, Lee Jihyeon silently decided to endure.

The money was too big to refuse...

Unaware that Seo Hoyun was diligently mopping the floor behind her, Lee Jihyeon was mumbling to herself, looking at the fan merchandise on her desk.

“Ah... when will I get to fight again... when will I get to see our editor rolling around and the blonde third prince... No, when is the ungrateful son event coming...”

“What are you talking about, Miss Jihyeon?”

“She talks like that when she's tired, let her be.”

Lee Jihyeon gritted her teeth and hit the keyboard. It was a mistake to had emphasized her ability to speak Japanese on her resume. Because of that, everything related to the Japanese expansion was coming through her hands.

If they don't promote me, they'll pay.

Lee Jihyeon, who was nodding obediently at the senior's words with sparkling eyes a year ago, couldn't bear the malpractices of the small and medium-sized company and finally turned dark.

“I just handed over to the Japanese the debut of The Dawn.”

“Oh~, it's Jihyeon indeed.”

Shut up...

Now it was a basic passive feature for Jihyeon that whenever her seniors said something, swear words would rise to her throat. When her senior clicked away cheerfully, another employee looked at Jihyeon with a regretful face.

Jihyeon deeply sighed and opened a new document window to process the next issue.

“The Dawn is really popular, isn't it? We could actually plan a tour with this much popularity.”

“We wouldn't know until we try. Well, it might be possible in a small hall in the countryside.”

“It's a pity. We should have planned a small concert, right?”

Are you crazy??

At her senior's words, who was empty-headed in these matters because he only managed actors, Jihyeon felt rage rising within her.

“You want a concert abroad when we haven't even done one domestically? Are you kidding? That's like our company screaming that we want to be cursed at!! Huh?! There are so many concert venues and stadiums in this country! Why? Why can't we use them?!”

“Uh, ah, err...”

...As she recalled the past and screamed like a lunatic, people turned their eyes, and gradually avoided Jihyeon.

In a world where the company would be criticized if they had even a slightly higher number of concerts abroad than domestically, what if they debuted abroad with a concert?

[Daepaseong, fuck you]

[I thought they were getting better at their jobs, but they're still fucked up ㅋㅋ凸Hey Daepaseong, we're offering you money, but you can't take it and you're wasting it on this (beep-) (beep-) (beep-) (beep-)]

[Daepaseong (beep-)bastards(beep-)look down on domestic fans ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah ㅋㅋㅋ gone mad ㅋㅋ]

The rest were unspeakable expletives. Jihyeon, imagining the criticism of Daepaseong that she felt she would know even without looking up, brushed off the goosebumps on her arm.

Oh shit, it's really scary just thinking about it...

In fact, in Jihyeon's opinion, even though the Japanese debut was a bit of a sensitive issue for fans, it was inevitable. Apologies to the fans, but in the long run, overseas debuts were ultimately a path for the artist.

As she sent the proposal, Jihyeon tightly closed her eyes.

I can't help but get some heat!

.

.

.

And at that time, Seo Hoyun was having a similar thought.

What should I do with this...?

The K-Pop wave was blowing worldwide, and these days, it's easy to spread abroad through YouTube and SNS, so the timing of overseas expansion has accelerated compared to before. There were also groups formed with the explicit purpose of overseas expansion.

Of course, it's still openly said that if you only send a singer overseas, it's because they're not popular domestically. Also, because domestic fans could easily fall away, a balanced schedule of domestic and overseas activities was needed.

Currently, Daepaseong was busily rowing the boat as overseas projects were coming in.

Hearing the story of overseas expansion through Jihyeon, Seo Hoyun's forehead naturally frowned.

Although overseas activities were inevitably a matter of timing, if they went abroad just as they were starting to get a response in Korea, it would inevitably be difficult to talk to domestic fans.

In Korean, 'Ah' is different from 'Oh', and the same words can sound different depending on how they are said nicely.

Even though it's next year... how on earth should I handle this?

As he was worrying without being able to find an answer, as he had never experienced this in his previous life, Jeong Dajun, who was scribbling something with a Japanese test paper from the second language section open, suddenly collapsed on the table.

“...I can't do it.”

Did you solve at least one problem?

“Keep quiet and solve it.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had taken an ice cream out of the refrigerator and handed it to me, took a quick look at Dajun's test paper and was stunned.

“You haven't solved even a single problem?”

“Ah... should I just not study? Should I just perform instead of going to school on the day of the CSAT?”[1]

“What nonsense is that?”

You have to study to take the exam. Where is this brat trying to escape to? I thought it would end with a one-shot, but Kang Ichae slithered down from the sofa and chuckled at Dajun, patting his shoulder.

“Little one, study hard and guess the answers~. What's important in life, happiness or success?”

“Success is obviously more important...”

“That's so Hoyun-like...”

Kim Seonghyeon muttered beside me as I quietly replied. I stretched out my arm and lightly poked at Kang Ichae's forehead.

“Hey, tell me honestly. Don't you think the same way?”

“What?”

“You don't care about money, okay, I get that. But if you work your ass off composing and the result is a failure, what are you going to do?”

“I don't care?”

“...What about the box office success you were talking about last time?”

“That was important to us, that's why I said it.”

Kang Ichae chuckled.

“As long as it's precious to me, it doesn't matter.”

...Yeah, why bother talking with this guy with such ironclad mental strength. Kim Seonghyeon then asked as he rubbed his chin,

“Kang Ichae, do you really think like that?”

“Huh?”

“You're actually hoping that Jeong Dajun will fail his college entrance exam.”

“What?? Really!?”

Jeong Dajun suddenly threw his pencil. He was definitely overreacting because he didn't want to study anymore... but surprisingly, Kang Ichae flinched.

“...??”

We were all stunned.

...Was it true?

“Hey, hyung. What are you talking about~ I'm cheering for our youngest.”

“Yeah, why would Kang Ichae do that?”

Late to the game, Kang Ichae laughed and cleaned up the spilled water. Even I, who have a not-so-great temper, had to intervene, but Kim Seonghyeon replied while stretching out his legs.

“He thinks it's more fun to see someone fail than succeed.”

What kind of devil's logic is that?

“Uh... Ahahaha.”

“Hey, hyung. Is it true?”

“Um...”

That shameless Kang Ichae was speechless, blinking quickly, then gently covered Jeong Dajun's ears, who was looking at him in disbelief.

“Of course...”

“......”

How was our main rapper going to handle this?

Whether he covered his ears or not, Jeong Dajun, who had heard everything, was trembling as if his phone was vibrating from betrayal.

“Sometimes... you're worse than Hoyun.”

“Holy shit! How can you say such harsh words?”

“Should I go harder? Ichae-hyung is just not swearing, but he's really just like Hoyun!!”

“Gasp, Ichae, you're cruel~.”

“I think I should be the one angry here...”

Seong Jiwon, who had been fervently typing on his laptop at the dining table, quietly approached the noisy members.

“Hoyun, didn't you have a separate schedule?”

“Ah.”

That's right.

I slightly turned my head.

“With Joo Woosung.”

“Hey, where did the senior go?!”

Kim Seonghyeon was angry, but I didn't have a single gram of energy to spare for Joo Woosung. It was a “Best Friends Special” on YouTube with Joo Woosung and Yu Jia.

There was no need to rush like this, but I accepted it since a 2-week limit appeared on the quest window last time.

“Ahaha, have a good trip.”

It's a bit concerning.

Using Joo Woosung to complete the quest was a good idea, but since the previous Over-Immersive Captain, I felt guilty about going out alone too much.[2]

The members didn't seem to care much, but it's easy to get talked about because of the different weights of each member. I was worried that if there were any disturbances within the fandom, fatigue would accumulate.

“Joo Woosung-senior, isn't he very active these days?”

“His last song was so popular...”

“Yeah, that's true. The reaction was awesome.”

As I was pondering over this, I received a text message.

It was from Lee Jihyeon.

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Hoyun

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: You'll be filming with Joo Woosung soon, right?

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: It's a live broadcast today

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Please watch this before you go on the variety show

“...?”

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: (Video)

I turned on the strange video and let out a hollow laugh.

“Wow, Lee Jihyeon is really amazing...”

“Huh?”

[Guys, Hoyun's shooting with Woosung tomorrow.]

[What?? With The Dawn all together?]

[No, it's a solo variety show. I heard it's a YouTube special for Jia.]

Fans were stirred up on social media, but no one voiced any strong opinions. Woosung had appeared with Hoyun before on Over-Immersive Captain, but this time the response was a bit strange.

[Ah... um...]

Everyone was careful with their words. That's because last time, “Kill the Lights'” activities clashed with Black Call's “Kings',” which significantly affected The Dawn's performance.

[Well... We're not in a position to compete with Black Call Kings ㅋㅋ (It would be shameless if we did). Sure, “Kill the Lights” pissed us off last time, but it's not Woosung's fault... it's because Daepaseong messed up the schedule...

└ Calm down, speak slowly...]

[Well... It's about raising public recognition...]

Even though everyone seemed a bit shaky, they tried to move on. Even though Seo Hoyun occasionally went off on his own, he seemed genuinely close with Woosung, and they decided to leave him be, thinking he'd handle it well.

Personal activities were inevitable. They wanted to let it slide as quietly as possible, but as expected, the timing was never missed, and trouble began.

[Ah ㅋㅋ, Seo Hoyun really has no sense, right after “Kill the Lights”?

└ ㅋㅋ Right...]

When such posts started floating around, fans just chuckled bitterly.

Seo Hoyun was clueless...?

[If our bunny is clueless... fuck... What about half of the world's population?

And what about you?]

[Hoyun is not clueless, he just doesn't care

└ Exactly

└└ ㅋㅋ I want to play the clip of Shining Star's nomination in front of you.][3]

Even if you're used to being hit, it doesn't mean you build tolerance.

[Ah, it's annoying

└ Don't get angry, go do a hobby

└└ Okay.]

Eventually, fans who held back their irritation exploded, arguing against anonymous hate comments.

[Seo Hoyun's fans are really crushed...

└ Yes, planning to crush till the core ♡]

[Isn't his personality dirty? I'm a bit... repulsed by him

└ You idiot, that's one of his good points.]

They didn't forget to send the worst hate comments in PDF to Daepaseong. And they laughed.

[Ah, if I could be repulsed by Seo Hoyun... Wouldn't that be a happy life?...

└ Indeed, it's a bit exciting, right?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, this is really funny, look at everyone's personality ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ.]

There's a saying that you become like the character you're a fan of, and indeed, Seo Hoyun's fans started to resemble him.

Fans, who laughed amidst the hate comments with a staunch mentality, suddenly widened their eyes at a video that came flooding in.

[Wow.]

And they quickly clicked the link.

[Heart-pounding, shall we eat salad? The Dawn Cover]

A short 30-second video was uploaded to The Dawn's official account.




1 College Scholastic Ability Test, a test for South Korean high school students that plays a huge role in where a student could go to college.



2 See starting with Episode 55



3 See Episode 37



Chapter 114

“Let’s eat a heart-thumping salad.”

It was a song recently trending among the general public, set to the theme of an old animation.

The special characteristic of this song was that it emphasized cuteness without fail.

[?????]

[Guys??? No way??????]

Everyone rushed over in a frenzy.

Clicking on the video, Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun, and Seong Jiwon appeared standing in a row with their eyes closed against a kitchen backdrop drawn in cute, pastel-colored cartoon style. As the intro music started, they opened their eyes and began to sway, hands on hips and heels lifting and lowering in rhythm.

“Squeeze some lemon!

How tasty it'll be, my heart is thumping!

My lovely salad!

Squeeze some grapefruit!

How fresh it'll be, my heart is fluttering!

My super tasty salad!”

Despite being three tall and robust men, they matched the song's cute lyrics perfectly, pretending to drizzle dressing and mime eating.

Angelic Seong Jiwon with perfect features, roguishly charming Kang Ichae, and the youngest gangster mouse Jeong Dajun with an old anime opening song? It was a sure-win combination.

[Aaaahhhhhh]

[Cute to the point of kijul][1]

[Oh my God, are these the same guys from “Kill the Lights”?? Why are they so good???]

All danced cheerfully without a hint of embarrassment, especially the youngest, Jeong Dajun, who seemed to be flying.

[Ah, Jeong Dajun ah!!! So cute]

[He must have really watched this anime, feels like a front-row enthusiast

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Thinking about it, Dajun's age fits perfectly]

Everyone watched him fondly, and then, with the last verse of the first stanza, the three pointed to the side with their index fingers and grinned, hinting at something more to come.

[Oh no, could it be]

Indeed.

[The hyungs too?!?!]

They set up the first verse with members who fit well or were shamelessly confident to catch viewers off guard, then deliberately handed over the second verse to the two least suitable members. As the interlude played on a black screen, fans erupted in reaction.

[I'm not expecting anything, whatever comes is fine, I'm not expecting at all]

This time, Seo Hoyun and Kim Seonghyeon stood against a background of cute, colorful flowers, taking deep breaths.

[Ack, I was actually expecting a lot!! Thank you!!]

[Kijul]

Dressed in white sweatshirts, they stood with serious faces, mismatched with the cutesy melody, then (finally) started bouncing their feet on the first verse.

[Hoyun-aaah!!!]

[Ah, Kim Seonghyeon Kim Seonghyeon Kim Seonghyeon]

“Mix the salad in a bowl, mix and mix!

Crush the avocado, crush it!

If it's a bit bland, sprinkle some salt~

Cheer up, your gloomy mood will fly away!”

Kim Seonghyeon's ears turned bright red, and Seo Hoyun kept looking at the ground, occasionally taking deep breaths.

[Ah, crazy, Kim Seonghyeon's ears are red, that means marriage, right, got it]

[Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ His deep breathing is really funny ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ It's getting more shameless with time

└└ His increasingly confident movements...]

Of course, by the end, they boldly stared into the camera, overacting as they mimed sprinkling salt.

“The magic of salad, jingle!

Let's all be happy, my heart is thumping!”

[Ah, so cute, shit, so cute, ah, so cute, ah]

[I love you!!!!!!!]

The two, who managed to keep smiling till the end, buried their faces in their hands and pretended to wash their faces as the screen faded to black.

[I can't believe it... I am... someone who laughs a lot...]

[I thought I was watching quietly, but when the screen went off, I realized I was grinning with my gums showing]

As everyone was stunned by this new side of The Dawn they had never seen before, an alert for The Dawn's V-Live popped up.

[Thumping Dawnkies are here (V hand sign emoticon)]

This is...!

This was a sure bet.

Everyone lit up and rushed in. Entering V-Live, the members were waving their hands against the background of the practice room.

“Hello~!”

“Hello!”

Though they sometimes appeared individually on V-Live (with titles like 'Hello, it's Jiwon' for Seong Jiwon or 'Cuteness has arrived' for Kang Ichae), a V-Live with all five members of The Dawn was different. They waved their hands while looking at the chats, which were flooding in almost instantaneously.

But today's content was somewhat different from usual.

Right from the start, the fans were completely flipping out.

[Guys, let's eat a heart-thumping salad]

Fans who didn't want to end with just one video begged fervently.

[Do the heart-thumping salad again, please]

[Just one more time... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Oppa Please I beg you]

“Heart-Thumping salad?”

“Ah, let's eat a heart-thumping salad!”

[Yes, yes, yes, please]

[Please]

The Noeuls were hoping for the members to perform even just a verse or a small hand movement... but The Dawn, true to their quirky and cute nature, always exceeded the fans' expectations.

“Shall we show them one more time?”

Then, Kang Ichae, smiling, pulled out a box from the corner. As the chat filled with question marks, everyone stood up energetically.

“Let's go!”

“Yeeaahhh!!”

Ingredients for salad, including lettuce, sugar, and lemon juice, and a large salad bowl.

All prepared exclusively for “Let's eat heart-thumping salad.”

[Aaaahhh crazy]

[Kinda knew they'd do it today in the practice room ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[This is what idols are about, damn it]

“Squeeze some lemon!”

“Squeeze!!”

Seo Hoyun and the rest of The Dawn were in a mood to do everything the fans asked.

With a choreography to match, one hand holding a large bowl, and the other making salad, their practiced moves were evident even in that short time.

“If it's a bit bland, sprinkle some salt~”

“Cheer up, your gloomy mood will fly away!”

“Wait, wait. Can you put that much salt??”

Kim Seonghyeon, shaking his hips in sync, was shocked at the endless amount of salt being poured. But the youngest line was very, very steadfast. In the end, they all gathered together to eat the salad they made, critiquing each other.

“Ew, salty! Hyung... didn't you put too much salt?”

“To be happy~.”

“I knew it was too much.”

“...Gasp. Guys. Try Hoyun's, it's really tasty.”

“How did you make it tasty in that moment?”

Having a slight idea of what fans expected, Seo Hoyun shrugged nonchalantly. Kang Ichae chuckled and then pretended to feed the salad to the camera.

“Let's all be happy, our Noeuls too~.”

“Be very, very happy always!”

After The Dawn's V-Live ended, having reenacted the trending challenge in reality, Seo Hoyun's fans who had been fighting off negative comments were contentedly sharing their thoughts on SNS.

[My beloved idols forever]

[Give me life energy forever]

[I will never look away, even if scouted~!!!]

The reaction was great, not just from Seo Hoyun's fans, but overall.

[This group is full of wit and charm]

[I'm keeping this V-Live video till I'm eighty

No?

What's eighty in this era of longevity? I'll keep it till I'm 120]

Inspired by this video, The Dawn's fans actively shared on various SNS. The original “Let's eat a heart-thumping salad” challenge from TikTok, paired with The Dawn's song, sparked a new trend of actually making and eating salads. Soon, other idol groups also started posting their versions.

[Refined heart-thumping salad challenge]

[High-five heart-thumping salad challenge]

[Let's do the heart-thumping salad challenge together<3]

Even Joo Woosung, who had recently come to his senses, tilted his head in confusion seeing the fast-rising requests for the heart-thumping salad challenge during his Star Live.

– “Hear-Thumping salad? What's that?”

After viewing a link someone posted, Joo Woosung, who had fixed his phone to one side and was watching on his computer, burst into laughter seeing The Dawn's heart-thumping salad challenge on Youtube.

– “Hey, Seo Hoyun, what are you doing there??”

Forgetting he was working, Joo Woosung chuckled and laughed at Seo Hoyun's shamelessness, then professionally stood up from his chair.

– “Alright, alright, I'll dance for you. Just a moment~.”

Being an idol's idol, and a member of one of the few groups currently considered the best, Black Call's Joo Woosung managed to dance impressively after watching the dance just once.

Of course, the reaction to Joo Woosung was needless to say.

[Wow, really, Joo Seong is amazing ㅋㅋㅋ Just watched once and danced it all, and danced it most deliciously

└ He seems like the best dancer among male idols these days

└└ Even showing his skills in the heart-thumping salad challenge...]

[This guy has fucking talent...

└ With just his face alone he's already perfect, ha, oppa,]

With Joo Woosung's (after heartily laughing at Seo Hoyun) heart-thumping salad challenge video going viral, the Noeuls were overflowing with pride that 'The Dawn led the trend of a new challenge first.'

Thus, their fatigue from the aggro quickly dissipated.

Seo Hoyun, who had quickly adopted the heart-thumping salad challenge suggested by Lee Jihyeon, admired the entire process.

As long as the fans like it...

Convinced that it was all good as long as the fans were happy, Seo Hoyun poked at the salad in front of him with a fork. They had filled the fridge with greens for the heart-thumping salad challenge practice, so they had been in a salad craze for days.

Yet Jeong Dajun didn't seem to mind, stuffing his mouth full of salad and chewing happily.

“Salad tastes good.”

“That's good.”

Maybe living like Jeong Dajun was the wisest way, he thought, but even while busily eating salad, Jeong Dajun suddenly looked sullen.

“But what about the college entrance exam...”

“......”

Like Seo Hoyun, Jeong Dajun had his own worries.

.

.

.

“Whoa!”

Having barely calmed the atmosphere with the heart-thumping salad challenge, I was entering the location for Yu Jia's YouTube shoot alone, when unexpectedly, I found Joo Woosung had arrived first. I thought I would be the first one there.

I was just about to greet him casually when...

“Hello...”

“Isn't that our Hoyun??”

“......??”

...Joo Woosung was a bit strange today.

Our Hoyun? Why was he like this?

Normally, he would just dumbly say “Oh, hello” or, if he was pissed, he would grind his teeth and say “Did that fucking dog come?” But today, “Our Hoyun?”

His face almost glowed as he grinned from ear to ear, and I involuntarily took a couple of steps back without realizing it.

“...What's going on?”

Whenever Joo Woosung laughed like this, it never ended well. Didn't he laugh just like this when he won that damn archery competition?

Was it the heart-thumping salad challenge? Or some other aegyo? Please Take the Camera? I prepared for all possibilities and was on guard, but Joo Woosung just tilted his head.

“What's up?”

But all Joo Woosung did was smile, not launch any attack.

“Our junior, you must be tired from coming here. Sit down! I prepared everything for you!”

I cautiously approached, making sure not to be overheard by the staff, and whispered quietly.

“What kind of trick have you prepared today?”

“Oh? You're really too much?”

“...Wow, you prepared a lot.”

Judging from the way he built up the introduction. As I muttered, Joo Woosung shook his head.

“Hoyun, I've decided to be a proud and respectable senior.”

Uh-huh...

“I saw the heart-thumping salad challenge. Your acting in Please Take the Camera was really good too.”

I hesitated for a moment but couldn't stop the words that burst out.

“...So?”

“......”

Joo Woosung, who had been speaking prettily, turned his head back for a moment and took a deep breath as if he was annoyed.

Regardless of what I had just said, personally seeing Joo Woosung after a long time since dealing with Min Jiheon felt like coming home. It was very comforting.

When he turned back to me, he only lowered his eyebrows slightly, pretending to be sad.

“Hey, is it okay to say something that makes people feel bad? I'm really doing well.”

“What's really upsetting is the way Joo Woosung is speaking right now.”

“You cynical bastard, really...”

Seeing Joo Woosung quickly return to his usual self with just a little teasing, I nodded contentedly.

Yeah, that's our pushover.

Joo Woosung dropped the buildup and returned to his original self, tilting his head and getting straight to the point.

“Hey, I had a great reaction last time, didn't I?”




1 “Kijul” is a slang that comes from “......” which means “going to faint” or “about to pass out.”
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“Hey, I had a great reaction last time, didn’t I?”

I knew it.

Around the same time as our “Kill the Lights” promotion, Joo Woosung was a standout in “Kings.” I still vividly remember being pissed off while watching his stage in the music show waiting room.

And regardless of my recognition, I couldn't deny that Joo Woosung alone was almost a phenomenon.

After going to California, his dance skills improved, and the views for his fancams from music shows easily hit 5 million as a baseline, while dance videos shot in professional studios soared past 50 million in no time.

I knew it, but why did he feel the need to boast about it to me at this moment? Joo Woosung annoyingly kept brushing his hair back.

“Seen my popularity?”

“Yes, I have.”

Accepting it straightforwardly, Joo Woosung seemed satisfied, letting out a weak smile. On the contrary, my expression soured.

Joo Woosung, are you simple or complicated? I can't figure you out.

“I really worked hard... Ah, is this what people call 'desperation'?”

“......”

“Just two days before the debut lineup was decided, I felt that feeling... Ahahaha!”

Nope. Just a jerk...

Talking about infuriating stuff that would usually get under my skin, he successfully managed to make me super angry with the phrase “You can't beat a genius who enjoys what he does.”

I took out a candy from my pocket and started chewing it vigorously to suppress my anger, while Joo Woosung giggled beside me.

“Oh? You both came early.”

“Ah, hello, senior~.”

“Hello, senior.”

Yu Jia entered, noticing the atmosphere and laughed, seemingly unaware of what was happening.

“Today's Yu Jia's Jujaju will start now. For today's “Best Friends Special,” we have Joo Woosung from Black Call and Seo Hoyun from The Dawn!”

“Hello~, it's Woosung.”

“Hoyun here.”

Alright.

If you really want to pick a fight.

Let's see how it goes, Woosung.

I straightened up and smiled calmly. Yu Jia smoothly transitioned, holding her script cards.

“So, you two are close, right?”

“We're not.”

“That's right.”

“...Hmm?”

Yu Jia laughed off Joo Woosung's skewed response and my counter, then decided to generously move on.

“Yes, so how did you become close?”

“......”

It's like Yu Jia was gently forcing us to admit that we're close friends now. Joo Woosung hesitated for a moment, seemingly forgetting the setting.

Get a grip, Joo Woosung.

Joo Woosung then looked at me for agreement.

“...We were neighborhood friends?”

“Yes, that's right.”

It's been a while since he was blackmailed, so he must've completely forgotten what kind of person I was. Clearly, he was planning to really screw me over.

Yu Jia's eyes stopped smiling, possibly thinking that this footage might not be suitable for broadcast.

“Seems like you forgot a bit?”

“Too many things happened in the last year, I can't remember well.”

However, Joo Woosung smoothly reverted back to his senior persona with a gentle smile. I turned my head and chuckled softly.

“It's great... having created so many memories with hyung over the past year.”

“......”

“Shall we create more?”

It meant if you don't want to be threatened, behave well.

Joo Woosung, who had a lot of sore points, flinched for a moment. Yu Jia, ever the professional, even received that comment.

“...Yes, you've had many memories in the past year, haven't you? From Over-Immersive Captain to The Victory is Mine. What's the most memorable episode?”

“Ah, for me, it would have to be the Do Exactly As Told series.”

But that was not enough to stop Joo Woosung. Seizing the opportunity, he brought up another annoying topic.

“Our Hoyun is really good at aegyo. Remember the expose broadcast by Ichae? I was so amazed.”

“......”

“Are you still practicing in front of the mirror these days, Hoyun?”

However, to Joo Woosung's disappointment, I had long since let go of all pride regarding this topic.

Joo Woosung was fidgeting, but I just wore a calm smile and said.

“Shall pretty Hoyoonie try it?”

“......”

“Can you play the song? I've been practicing something in the mirror recently.”

“How can you be so shameless?”

“It's not necessary.”

Yu Jia and Joo Woosung harshly refused, clearly more interested in my embarrassing history than seeing my aegyo.

Despite the situation, Yu Jia managed to extract normal responses and salvage the footage.

The problem, however, was Joo Woosung.

1. Introduce Seo Hoyun's charm!

“It's probably his rebellious nature...”

I wasn't much different, really.

1. What's Joo Woosung's appeal point?

“His unwavering mental strength in any situation?”

Joo Woosung's lips quivered at my response, which was meant to imply how he doesn't get existential crisis whenever he encountered his ex-girlfriends at music shows.

Yu Jia, quietly observing the scene, put down her card and rested her chin on her hand, asking softly,

“You two seem to be enjoying life these days, huh?”

“......”

The atmosphere on set suddenly turned as if doused with cold water.

“Sorry!”

“We'll do better.”

...Anyway, Joo Woosung, slightly intimidated by Yu Jia's annoyed look, continued the shooting, but Yu Jia threw a curveball.

“You two are idols~ It's a bit late to promote new songs, but would you like to give it a try?”

“Huh?”

“We'll play your songs, so why don't you dance to them?”

“...!!”

I was horrified.

Dance live on air? Next to Joo Woosung, with his EX- level dance skill? When I'm just a B-grade dancer?

“Ah~!!”

Joo Woosung quickly noticed my pale complexion and sprang to his feet.

And he stretched with a series of smirks.

“Ah, I don't usually accept these kinds of challenges, but for Yu Jia's show, I'll make an exception! I'll dance!”

“......”

Joo Woosung, really...

But as a rookie, I couldn't refuse.

Though I knew I'd be overshadowed by Joo Woosung, I gritted my teeth and prepared to dance. Yu Jia watched us with a pleased smile.

Joo Woosung, true to his EX- rating, effortlessly performed the highlight parts of “Kill the Lights” with a broad grin.

I'll skip how I did with Black Call's song. Just adding that Joo Woosung was incredibly annoying beside me.

“Ahaha, our junior is doing well~! Fighting!”

“......”

I swear I will definitely improve this dance skill!

Feeling utterly drained, I was ready to wrap up the shoot and plot how to get back at Joo Woosung when suddenly Yu Jia pulled out new cards from behind her chair.

“Then, let's move into part 2 and talk about the lyrics, shall we?”

“...?”

“A guest will join us!”

Part 2? A guest?

That wasn't discussed before.

“Let's bring in the genius composer, Blue Tiger!!”

Yu Jia, who had been maintaining a calm demeanor, called the guest with a hint of excitement in her voice.

...Ah. Lim Hyeonsu.

Of course, Lim Hyeonsu had enough public recognition and sense to appear on Yu Jia's show.

But Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu together...

It's like my personal gossip club.

Bracing for impact, I turned around... But contrary to Yu Jia's enthusiastic introduction, the set was quiet. The usually confident genius composer, Lim Hyeonsu, should have been there.

“...I'm here.”

“Wow!”

“Ah!”

Everyone screamed and moved away. There, in a corner, sat Lim Hyeonsu...

She was slumped over, looking drained.

“Hi...”

The usually self-assured Blue Tiger looked like a wilted radish today.

.

.

.

“...So, we can't not talk about “Second Chance.” Ms. Composer, how did you come to give them the song? The response was really hot.”

“Ah...”

The genius composer, Cheongbeom, slouched in her chair, her expression screaming “meh.”

It's about “Second Chance,” a song I extorted from Lim Hyeonsu, so normally, she would've sneered at me and found ways to irritate me. But today, she seemed out of it.

“Uh... Seo Hoyun asked for it.”

“...??”

“I gave it, well...”

...What, what?

Then Lim Hyeonsu fell silent. We stared blankly at her, lost in thought.

...That's it?

“...Well, I was personally conflicted, but Ms. Composer kindly offered to help.”

So, I had to beautifully package the story of my own extortion.

“Kindly offered” my foot. Lim Hyeonsu, who would've been cursing up a storm at that, just nodded and fiddled with her fingertips.

What's going on?

Lim Hyeonsu, usually sharp-tongued like a judge on my sensational show, looked defeated like never before. Yu Jia glanced at her, then struggled to salvage the sinking ship.

“It's impressive that you willingly helped! It's known to be quite hard to get a song from Blue Tiger. She's famous for not giving songs to just anyone.”

“......”

“...Right, Ms. Composer?”

“Uh? Oh? Ah... Yes. I'm famous as a composer.”

Lim Hyeonsu gave a very out-of-place response.

“You're famous, ha...”

“Yes, that's right...”

Lim Hyeonsu seemed to have swallowed some curses. Yu Jia, taken aback, continued with her questions but Lim Hyeonsu's responses were all—

“Yeah...”

“Oh, yeah...”

“Lyrics meaning? Uh... just wrote them.”

Just like that.

Yu Jia, who had been steadfastly continuing the show even amidst Joo Woosung and my bickering, looked at Lim Hyeonsu, speechless.

Still, since Yu Jia had a connection with Lim Hyeonsu from her rookie days, she couldn't say much, just like she did with us...

“...Wow, did she really hit rock bottom?”

“I don't know...”

Joo Woosung and I murmured, puzzled, while Yu Jia trembled yet somehow wrung out enough footage for broadcasting.

She was a real pro.

“...Thank you for your efforts. That's all for Yu Jia's Jujaju~.”

“Did you get enough for the broadcast?”

“The first part of the 'Best Friends Special' was fun and we got good footage. We'll edit it without crossing the line, but Part 2...”

“...Hmm.”

...Anyway, after the shooting, I overheard the staff murmuring and turned to look at Lim Hyeonsu. Was this the first time I'd seen her since our phone call?

Yu Jia, surprisingly, was the first to care for Lim Hyeonsu instead of getting angry.

“Ms. Composer, is something wrong?”

“No, I'm fine, Jujaju...”

“Hmm.”

“I feel bad for calling you here...”

“Are you apologizing to me?!”

Yu Jia was genuinely shocked. I crossed my arms and watched, curious, as Lim Hyeonsu seemed unusually downcast. Joo Woosung tilted his head quizzically beside me.

“Noona, what's wrong?”

“Oh...”

“Why are you so down? Cheongbeom-noona is at her best when overflowing with confidence.”

“Why does he talk like that?”

I couldn't help but react to Joo Woosung's passive way of addressing women, but I had to agree with his point. Lim Hyeonsu was at her best when slightly arrogant.

However, Lim Hyeonsu, maybe burnt out or something, rubbed her eyes and said,

“I don't know, just... Lately, everything's been irritating. Nothing's going right.”

...Hmm.

Was this really... because of Kang Ichae?

It was true that Lim Hyeonsu acknowledged and envied Kang Ichae's talent, but was it enough to cause Lim Hyeonsu such a shock? Especially after producing such amazing songs for Black Call?

As I narrowed my eyes at her, Lim Hyeonsu evasively looked away.

Yep, seems like it.

Watching her, I thought about another talent bomb probably lying around in the dorm, tormenting the leader and the youngest. Honestly, both seemed the same to me.

Should I comfort her? If I wanted to use her, it'd be right to comfort her, but while I was pondering, Joo Woosung smirked.

“Noona, I have a solution for you.”

“Huh?”

He leaned in and whispered.

“How about some financial therapy in California?”

“...California?”

“Yeah, it's nice there. Sunshine, cheerful people. Want me to tell you the hotel I stayed in?”

Why is he like this, really?

Places were all the same everywhere...

While I was rolling my eyes at Joo Woosung, still not over his California craze, Lim Hyeonsu, seemingly sharing my thoughts, faintly smiled.

“What's so special there...? I'd rather just stay in Korea and smoke myself to death.”

“Seriously, it's good! Get some vitamin D, spend some money.”

“What's in California? All I think of is 2pac's 'California Love.'”

“...Yes?”

Both Joo Woosung and I, along with Yu Jia, were left with question marks above our heads.

“...You guys don't know this?”

“What is it?”

“...What, what...?”

Realizing from our reactions that we were clueless, Lim Hyeonsu suddenly perked up (though in anger) and started ranting.

“Wait, even if I'm down, this is too much. How can you not know this song?? It's the song that plays nonstop in the U.S. when a home run is hit! It's played in California during pitcher changes?!”

“Seo Hoyun, do you know?”

“No, I don't.”

Not interested in baseball.

“Cr-crazy... It's a real god-tier song...”

Lim Hyeonsu grumbled, ready to enlighten us young ones on the intro of this god-tier song... then paused abruptly.

“...Uh?”

“......”

“Wait, California Love? Love?”

She whirled around to face Joo Woosung. Lim Hyeonsu, apparently not very interested in the song, let go of her phone and grabbed Joo Woosung's forearms.

“Did you go to California to find love, Woosung?!”

“...Yesss?”

“Pfft!!”

While Yu Jia remained calm, I, who was listening casually while drinking water, choked on it.

“Ah, haha... Love, he says, haha...”

Joo Woosung, who was previously enjoying his genius status, suddenly turned into someone who flew 11 hours just to find love. He stuttered, then denied it.

“What are you talking about? No, it's not like that.”

“Wow... So that's why you were all about California earlier...”

“It's really not true! Seriously, I was just cooped up in a studio there, dancing hard, okay??”

But Lim Hyeonsu, being the genius composer and lyricist she is, blinked after hearing Joo Woosung's words.

“You were dancing?”

And she marveled innocently.

“Wow, no—such a great metaphor...”

“...!!”

“Hey, Woosung. You should really listen to 'California Love.' It has lyrics similar to what you just described.”

“What, what, what...”

“You have talent in lyrics, man...”

“Eeek!!”

“Ahahaha!!”

Eventually, Joo Woosung became utterly frustrated, but I bent over, holding my stomach in laughter.

Seeing Joo Woosung get hilariously bamboozled was just too funny, especially when things hadn't been going my way lately!

“Ah, they said you have talent in lyrics~!”

“Seo Hoyun, seriously, stop laughing!”

Regardless of Joo Woosung's squawking or my almost sobbing laughter, Lim Hyeonsu suddenly clenched her fist decisively.

“Alright!! Thank you, Woosung. I'll go to California for some love therapy too!”

“Wow... take care, Ms. Composer~.”

“Seo Hoyun, thank you! Jia, want to come along?”

“No thanks, go by yourself, Ms. Composer.”

Lim Hyeonsu's eyes sparkled. Leaving behind one angry, one snickering, and one bewildered person, she ruffled her hair and stepped out to look for a flight ticket, humming a tune.

“California Love~! Doo-roo-roon bam-bam-bam-bam!”

“When will Ms. Composer ever grow up...?”

I sighed, feeling sorry for the genius composer who seemed to be getting younger, while Yu Jia shook her head and left the room.

Left alone with Joo Woosung, I still couldn't stop laughing.

“What's with my image now? I, I really worked hard this time, you know?”

“Kek, pfft...”

“...Seo Hoyun, I said stop laughing!”

Ignoring Joo Woosung's chiding, I finally managed to calm down after some deep breaths, then leaned back and asked sweetly,

“Ah... what about all those noonas you charmed, hyung?”

“......”

“Why couldn't you keep them? Even Cheongbeom-noona is going to California to find love without you, are you okay with that?”

Joo Woosung stood up trembling with MAX anger. Watching his defeated face made me burst into laughter again.

“I guess I should listen to 'California Love'...”

“Hey! You, just try listening to it!”

“Sure~. I'll listen right away~.”

As Joo Woosung glared at me and grumbled on his way out, I returned to the van in high spirits and plugged in my earphones to play the song.

The song, with its hip-hop beat and a striking intro, made sense as Lim Hyeonsu's favorite, but frankly, it wasn't really my type.

Nevertheless, I hummed along, enjoying the song for what it brought me, and checked the completion of my quest.

[“Let's go on a variety show!” quest completed!

Seo Hoyun PD-nim, instead of showing off your variety skills, you just had fun teasing others...

Still, it's a success, and you're awarded 8,000 points.]

One should find joy wherever possible.

Chuckling, I picked up my phone, noticing a V-Live notification. I opened the video, and...

“...Hm?”

I stumbled upon something curious.

– “...Ah.”

Seong Jiwon was speaking softly to the fans, but then he stiffened upon checking his phone.

– “...Ah, haha. Sorry, it's nothing.”

He quickly resumed his conversation as if nothing happened, but...

Throughout the V-Live, Seong Jiwon's phone kept ringing incessantly.
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“Ah, Hoyun! Good job.”

“...Yeah.”

Seong Jiwon acted as if nothing was unusual.

Whether it was on stage at a local event, or behind the scenes where the youngest members giggled, or even when I stared at him blatantly, Seong Jiwon maintained a serene smile.

Honestly, if I hadn't watched his V-Live, I would have thought everything was normal. His acting was that convincing.

...But he's not good at acting.

Or maybe he was just good at hiding things.

Deciding not to drag out this concern (giving him a day, which I considered a grace period), I chose to cut to the chase.

Blocking Seong Jiwon's path, I crossed my arms.

“Seong Jiwon, I saw your V-Live yesterday.”

He flinched.

Realizing my intent, Seong Jiwon awkwardly avoided my gaze, trying to brush it off.

“You've been busy, and you still watched that? Ahaha, thanks... I didn't say anything weird, did I?”

“No, you didn't.”

But there was something else.

“Was the constant phone ringing from sasaengs?”

“...!”

Seong Jiwon's eyes wavered as I brought up the main issue. He fidgeted with his lips, looking for the right words.

“...Hoyun, you really don't hold back.”

“It's one of my charms.”

“Ahaha...”

Seong Jiwon awkwardly laughed at my blatant comment and rubbed his neck. He glanced around subtly before admitting.

“Yeah, sasaengs. Amazing, right? They keep calling even after I change my number...”

“......”

I, too, had experienced my phone battery dying quickly and being woken up due to sasaengs' calls. Now, if the caller ID shows “No Caller ID,” I don't even bother to answer.

I regularly changed my phone number, and so did the other members.

That meant...

“Did you tell the company?”

...It was also something we were familiar with.

If Seong Jiwon labeled it as a sasaeng call, he would have just mentioned it and not acted like a guilty puppy.

I asked out of suspicion, but Seong Jiwon just nodded.

“Yeah, of course. I'm planning to change my number again.”

“...Okay.”

Seong Jiwon clearly drew the line, indicating he didn't want to delve deeper. Was there really something more, or was it just my needless worry?

As I pondered, our eyes met.

“But Hoyun.”

“What?”

He faintly smiled and asked,

“Are you worried about me?”

“...What are you talking about?”

Of course, I wanted to be aware of any issues in the team.

But before I could finish, Seong Jiwon smiled, as if understanding.

“No, just... thanks.”

“......”

“Seong Jiwon, could you come here for a moment, please!”

“Ah, I should go? They're calling me over there.”

Suddenly turned into a fidgety sub-vocalist and being anxious about a team member's well-being, I was at a loss for words.

Ding!

[Wow, Seong Jiwon's way of slipping out is so natural...]

“...I really got sucked in for a moment there.”

Impressed by Seong Jiwon's advanced tactics, I was contemplating things when Jeong Dajun suddenly appeared beside me, holding a Pikachu tonkatsu in each hand.

“Hyung, we're splitting into teams for filming later!”

For now... I decided to put the crafty Seong Jiwon aside and focus on the task at hand.

We were booked for local events for a few days, and it seemed like they wanted to make the most out of today's schedule by filming our self-content. It was a famous tourist spot, but thankfully it wasn't crowded since it wasn't the tourist season.

Still, just in case, everyone wiped off their stage makeup and covered their faces with hats or masks.

The camera was already following us.

“That so? Two teams?”

“No. I heard we're splitting into three teams?”

“...Ah.”

Concerned that Seong Jiwon might end up alone, I was about to turn to the production team when Kang Ichae, who also somehow acquired tteok kkochi, quickly intercepted.

“Ichae thinks~ it would be better with two teams?”

Wow...

“Why?”

“Aw~! What if Ichae gets left alone? He's too pretty; someone might snatch him away. Why risk it?”

Kang Ichae is seriously sharp...

Ding!

[What's with this group...?]

[I'm starting to get scared... Let's stop this...]

No wonder they have survived so much; their instincts were just crazy.

“I wish someone would really take him away...”

Muttering “he makes me want to leave him alone even more,” Jeong Dajun rubbed his neck while I exchanged a quick glance with Kang Ichae. Thankfully, Seong Jiwon, who missed our brief exchange, nodded with a smile.

“Yeah, then let's go with two teams.”

“Sure, that's fine.”

The staff readily agreed and shook the draw box. As the members gathered around the box, the camera closely focused on us. The drawing resulted in a pretty good team formation.

“Yay! I'm in the same team with Seonghyeon and Ichae.”

“Hyung, Hyung! Hoyun-hyung, you're in the same team as me!”

“......”

“Why are you smiling like that?!”

Personally, I always wished our youngest member would remain clueless like this forever.

Patting his head dismissively, Jeong Dajun stopped glancing around and kept his mouth shut.

“...So, what should we do?”

“Can we do a mukbang content? We've prepared a list of restaurants we want to try!”

“Ah, you even thought of that?”

The staff immediately smiled and handed over an envelope.

“Today, personal card use is prohibited! Enjoy with the amount we provide.”

“...?”

This didn't seem like something Lee Jihyeon would do.

Though it was mostly because of me, Daepaseong's planning team was always grinding their teeth at The Dawn, constantly dumping work and forcing overtime on us just to get back at us.

With such a bitter planning team, Jeong Dajun seemed suspicious of the surprisingly mild content.

“...Are we really just supposed to enjoy ourselves?”

“Yes, of course!”

The staff beamed.

“Have a happy journey~. Now, go on!”

Excluding one VJ and one staff to report the situation for each team, the staff quickly dispersed.

We decided to open the envelope before splitting into teams.

“How much is in there?”

“...10,000 won.”

Three and two people with just 10,000 won...?[1]

“It's 'The Return of 10,000 Won of Happiness!'”[2]

Jeong Dajun's jaw dropped at the ludicrous plan from the planning team, and he gave me a suspecting look, probably thinking I was the culprit. I quickly avoided his gaze.

Was this my fault?

“...For the three of us? Here?”

“In the countryside? Here?”

The teams of three looked dismayed, especially Kang Ichae, who had been chanting “My tail!” all day, insisting on eel for dinner, now seemed to barely hold back curses.

“Why? It's not like you're spending 10,000 won for a whole week.”

“Can't we just use our own money?”

“...What about the main rapper's energy recovery?”

Everyone's spirits were down 200% after finishing the event on an empty stomach.

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun, surprisingly sharp in such situations, quickly did the math (why can't he be this smart all the time?) and chuckled.

“Hoyun-hyung, since we're two, we can each have 5,000 won!”

“Oh, really? We're three, so give us 5,000 won more!”

“No, you can't.”

The staff's firm response left the three looking gloomy.

Don't worry.

It's Lee Jihyeon from the planning team, after all.

Would she really make us film 'The Return of 10,000 Won of Happiness' with The Dawn, a group with me in it? Not just for us, but for idols, and especially for a group with me, the foodie?

Lee Jihyeon, despite being relatively new, had planned the “Hear-Thumping Salad Challenge” and the “Post-Apocalypse Trilogy.”

It seemed unlikely she'd pull out an old, boring program concept and make her oppas suffer, possibly angering the fans.

She'd surely add a mission.

I shrugged my shoulders and called Jeong Dajun.

“Let's go, maknae!”

“Let's go, baby!!”

“Am I a baby?”

“I'll leave that position to you, Hyung.”

Nineteen-year-old Jeong Dajun, sassy as ever, followed me. As we exchanged banter like “Were you even born then?”, “I saw it in the maternity ward,” the other three stood there with despairing faces.

Not my problem.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Yeah! I ate lots of snacks just now, so I'm fine!”

So spirited, such a good sight.

I patted his head affectionately, but then...

“...Hyung.”

“What.”

“I'm hungry...”

Jeong Dajun crumbled in just 3 minutes and 17 seconds.

“Just one hotteok, please...!!”

As he succumbed to the line of flashy cafes and restaurants targeting tourists, I smacked his back with a slap.

“You should eat a proper meal instead.”

Watching this, the planning team member who was assigned to us bought a hotteok, then suddenly became self-conscious and backed away. Dajun, who had been clinging to me, immediately switched targets and pounced on him.

“Jeong Dajun clinging attack activated!! Just once...! Just one bite of that...!”

“...Eh, haha. Sorry, Dajun. That's not in the plan~.”

...Maybe the planning team really wanted to torment us like this?

I began to find this theory increasingly convincing.

As Dajun faked sobbing next to me, I crossed my arms and sneered.

“Let's go, maknae.”

“...I'm seriously pissed off.”

Finally accepting he couldn't eat, Dajun's shoulders slumped.

“I'm hungry, hyung...”

“Didn't I tell you to eat a meal?”

“I'd prefer hotteok.”

“You—just don't eat it.”

“How can you be so cold to the maknae?”

As I was about to drag Dajun away, the planning team member, still with hotteok syrup on his lips, smirked.

“Let's start the mission here. Dajun, have you heard of the Prisoner's Dilemma?”

The planning team member explained excitedly, and Dajun, although seemingly clueless, nodded along.

The Prisoner's Dilemma.

It's a scenario where two suspected accomplices of a crime were arrested. If one confessed while the other denied or remained silent, the confessor was released while the denier or silent one got the maximum sentence.

If both denied or confessed, they received the same sentence, albeit lighter than if one betrayed the other. In essence, it's a non-zero-sum game involving two players, where cooperation benefited both, but thinking selfishly lead to bad outcomes for everyone as rounds progressed.

Why's this getting so dramatic?

While I was feeling skeptical, the planning team member gave a thumbs up.

“Let's play the TMI game. If both teams keep each other's secrets for just 5 minutes, we'll add 50,000 won.”

“...!”

“Not bad.”

Though I spoke nonchalantly, the next condition was even more sensational.

“However, if one exposes the other's secret, we'll add 100,000 won.”

“Even better?”

I muttered under my breath, and Dajun, who valued team friendship, glared at me.

No... I just meant it was okay.

“What if both exposed at the same time?”

“Then it's a 50% forfeiture of your entire assets.”

“...And if only the other side exposes?”

“Everything except 1,000 won will be forfeited.”

It was obvious how this would play out.

Among us, only Dajun was seriously concerned. The camera crew quickly focused on our expressions.

“Hyung, honestly... I think it's best if we both just stay quiet!”

“Why?”

“Honestly, I'm a bit uneasy about Ichae-hyung. But if we both stay quiet, we can each get 50,000 won! Then we can have a nice dinner!”

Dajun, perhaps motivated by the chance to eat the food he missed, spoke fluently.

“The best choice for us is to remain silent and get 50,000 won each! I trust you guys!!”

“Hey, you really studied hard.”

“Of course! Hyung, didn't I tell you not to disturb me?”

Yeah, Dajun had been a bit sensitive lately due to studying. Meanwhile, the planning team member chuckled as if amused by our decision.

“Well, shall we speed it up a bit? How about 1 minute?”

“Yes! Our trust won't change!”

So be it.

Of course, I knew that trust, unless documented, was no different from old emotional baggage. I just waited.

And sure enough.

“Time.”

After a minute, Dajun, with a proud face as if to declare “Our friendship is forever,” stretched his arms up high. The staff member then extended his hand.

“Please pay up.”




1 A little bit less than $8.



2 Apparently this was a Korean variety show from 2003, “Happiness In ￦10,000.”



Chapter 117

“...Yes, Y-Yes?”

“It was immediately after the explanation ended—just 4 seconds later—when Kang Ichae spilled the beans.”

That figures. I knew Kang Ichae would do something like this...

Ding!

[...Is there even a point in counting 4 seconds?]

Exactly my thoughts.

If it took only 4 seconds, it meant he betrayed a member right after hearing the instructions. Oh, no, maybe he took a whole 4 seconds because he was pondering over what TMI to share?

“This, this guy...!!”

Our innocent puppy, Jeong Dajun, either out of shock or just wanting to overact, plopped down on his knees. I clicked my tongue and pulled out an envelope of money.

“Hey, get up. You'll get your knees dirty.”

“Is this really okay, Ichae-hyung?! How can someone do this??”

“I'll recite the information as it was given to us: Jeong Dajun sometimes wears anything he can find in Hoyun-hyung's wardrobe.”

I paused in the act of taking out the money and asked,

“Is that even TMI? I already knew that.”

“There's more.”

The staff said briefly.

“'Last week, he wore stolen underwear.'”

“......”

Ha...

That's some TMI worth thinking about for 4 seconds, Kang Ichae...

I handed over the money without protest and looked at Jeong Dajun, who immediately made a sad face.

“I did laundry late, okay! Hyung, that was brand new, still in its packaging, right?? I'll wash it and give it back!”

“Don't you ever return it. Consider it a gift. Please keep wearing it, our maknae.”

“Eh? It's clean, though??”

After brushing off the guy who clung to the fact that clothing and underwear both touch the skin anyway (they're totally different, fuck), I looked at the staff.

“Let's play another game. You must have prepared the money anyway.”

“Of course.”

Lee Jihyeon must have predicted it would come to this from the start. The members, with a friendship that's broad yet shallow, specialized in tripping each other up. The staff must have been ready for more games.

Especially if they assumed Kang Ichae and I would be on separate teams.

I smiled.

Prisoner's Dilemma, my ass.

“Let's play the TMI revelation game.”

Let's see how this goes, shall we?

.

.

.

Who cared about keeping members' secrets? It had turned into an all-out revelation war.

Reveal something, earn 3,000 won; get revealed, lose 5,000 won.

“Back in the day, Ichae-hyung broke his arm while sledding on a rice sack with me during winter!”

Plus 3,000 won!

“Seonghyeon got drunk once and hit his forehead on a utility pole while walking. He begged me to keep it a secret!”

Plus 3,000 won!!

“Jiwon sometimes practices rapping alone in the shower, and he sucks at it!!”

“...Ah, I already knew that.”

“Shoot...”

Plus 3,000 won... NOT!

Having spewed out utterly useless and uninteresting TMI, I earned about 20,000 won and even bought ice cream to appease the still furious Jeong Dajun. Even after eating something sweet, Dajun's mouth was still pouting.

“Come on, even after all this, they still have nearly 100,000 won left, don't they? We're left with just 10,000 won after buying ice cream.”

“That's what I'm saying.”

“Aren't they scared of being exposed... Ah, hyung, wanna try this mint chocolate?”

“No.”

I smiled gently.

“Hyung is full just watching our Dajun eat.”

“Huh, what's with the sudden...?”

Jeong Dajun looked up at me with eyes full of unexpected emotion. I decided to act like a good hyung by indulging him as he muttered, “Mom said she didn't like black bean noodles.”[1]

As we enjoyed our moment of harmony with each other, our money was snatched away.

“Five thousand won deducted.”

“...Excuse me?”

What the heck??

Determined to sell out the members, Kang Ichae was hell-bent on extracting every last penny from us.

We only had 10,000 won left!

“Hey, this isn't right.”

“Ack!! I can't take it!!”

Unable to tolerate losing money, I was pissed off to the max.

“It's Kang Ichae!!”

Jeong Dajun, seriously pissed off, ditched the respectful “hyung.” Then the staff calmly replied,

“No, it's Seong Jiwon.”

“...?!”

...Seong Jiwon?

“...Eh?”

Both Jeong Dajun and I, agitated and upset, blinked in surprise at the unexpected news.

As we exchanged bewildered glances, the staff read a message off their phone verbatim.

“Hoyun really hates mint chocolate. 'Why not just brush your teeth while eating ice cream?' he once mockingly said.”

“...!!”

Shocked, Jeong Dajun's eyes widened as he alternated his gaze between his mint-flavored ice cream and me.

“...So.”

“......”

“That's why you were so sweet earlier.”

“No, it's not.”

I broke out in a slight sweat as Dajun murmured in a gloomy tone, “So... I'm just brushing my teeth after all,” and continued to munch away.

“You like SolX's...”

Okay, I get it, I'm sorry...

Before our maknae could start a full-scale rebellion, I looked on with a puzzled face, wondering how to appease him this time, when the bombardment continued unabated.

“Five thousand won deducted.”

“Ha, who is it this time?”

“Forget it. Just give up and brush your teeth or something, hyung.”

“Just stop sulking. I said I'm sorry, alright?”

“Stop sulking?? Do you think that sounds like you're actually sorry, hyung?”

“What, you want me to attach a heart to my words or something?”

As Jeong Dajun and I were bickering back and forth, the staff merely reported in a calm manner,

“Kim Seonghyeon's revelation: Jeong Dajun, who always yelled at Seo Hoyun not to disturb his studying for the college entrance exam, was actually seen going to the PC room with Kang Ichae.”

“...!!”

“'...he went quite often.'”

I opened my mouth... and my eyelashes fluttered rapidly.

“...Jeong Dajuuun.”

“Waaah!!”

Kkikigik.

As I slowly turned my head to look at him, Jeong Dajun, seemingly truly shocked, waved his hands frantically.

It was already too late.

“Hyung, Hoyun-hyung. Just listen to me for a sec. There was a real reason for that...!!”

“I'll open a workbook for you when we get back to the dorm.”

“Ah, no!”

And so, both teams spilled TMI after TMI until eventually, all our fortunes were snatched away, leaving us with empty hands.

“Alright~, the revelation battle is over! Great work~!”

Only the planning team staff seemed very pleased. Their faces were all smiles, probably excited about making good content and getting off work early.

On the other hand, we were left without any money...

And above all, Jeong Dajun had lost the “trust” he was vehemently preaching about to the other members just an hour ago in the blink of an eye.

“Ah.”

I trudged along and then, bam, ran right into the other team.

“Look at these heartless people here!”

“Woah, Dajun studied hard, didn't he?!”

Kang Ichae retorted as Jeong Dajun suddenly showed off his expanded vocabulary while pointing fingers at the other team. But I was just as annoyed and crossed my arms.

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Yeah, it was really fun, wasn't it?”

Even Kim Seonghyeon, who had bumped his forehead against a utility pole while drunk, seemed pissed off and sneered. He had asked me to keep it a secret, but did he really think I would?

Kang Ichae, who allegedly broke his arm sledding, didn't seem to care much either and chuckled at the camera, waving his hand...

But maybe because I was the one who had been ripped off, I was seriously pissed.

“...Ha, enough. You're not going to let us starve, right?”

= Just give it a rest and feed the kids.

Although it was fun, the planning team staff, perhaps frightened of my menacing look, pulled out a new box.

“Here, here's a chance for a revival round~. Pick one of these five notes! You only get one chance, and whatever you pick will be given to all members.”

“Oh? Can I look too?”

Kang Ichae, curious about what was written in the notes, approached the box, and the planning team handed them over without suspicion.

“Let's see, one is for a fancy restaurant, one is for instant cup noodles~. The rest are almost duds?”

“Is grilled eel available at the fancy restaurant?”

“That damned eel...”

I muttered to myself, but Kang Ichae cheerfully smiled and kept pestering the planning team. Overwhelmed by the pressure, the planning team staff finally gave up.

“Assa~.”[2]

Kang Ichae folded the note he had been holding and put it back in the box, then turned to the members with a fox-like smile.

“Is it okay if your favorite Ichae picks?”

“You could pick without talking like that.”

“Then I shall choose.”

“...?”

Something about Kang Ichae seemed fishy...

“Let's see~ Ichae's hands are healing hands~.”

After much contemplation, Kang Ichae rummaged through the box and finally selected a note, smiling.

“Drumroll, ta-da~!”

“Open it!”

“...Ohhh!!”

“Hyung! Jackpot! Fancy restaurant~!!”

“Oh my gosh~!!”

What the...

How did he do it?

“Wow, what...?”

The planning team was taken aback by the immediate good fortune. Everyone was making a huge fuss around Kang Ichae.

Except me.

With a 1 in 5 chance, how the hell did he manage to pull out the note with the fancy restaurant?

...Luck?

No, that can't be it.

There must have been a reason. I approached the discarded box to take a closer look and let out a hollow laugh.

...The corner of the note that read “Go to a fancy restaurant” was slightly, very sliiightly bent.

Has he gone mad?

He must have folded the edge while checking them and then put them back in the box. That way, he could tell by touch.

Is Kang Ichae really 21?

Acting like a gambling pro, huh? How does one even know such tricks for gambling, let alone boldly execute them in front of a camera (even if it's just for self-recording)?

Did Kang Ichae find the fountain of youth?

While I was reasonably suspecting that Ichae might be in a similar situation as myself, the planning team leader, who had just joined us, muttered, oblivious to everything,

“Wow, really the chosen one. Ichae really must have been born lucky.”

“Jackpot...”

No, our main rapper wasn't just lucky with draws; he's seriously twisted. Kang Ichae strolled over lazily and flashed a grin upon seeing my expression.

“Hoyun-hyung ~ let's go eat some grilled eel!”

“...Fine, let's go recharge our energy.”

As the planning team, who I thought would be on guard until the end, left with a sigh, not having realized they'd been duped by Kang Ichae, Seong Jiwon's phone rang.

“...!”

After checking his phone, he flinched and quickly shoved it back into his pocket. Then, he put on a nonchalant expression and walked over to the staff.

“Let me help you with that.”

“Oh, thank you.”

“Do I move this over here?”

Watching Seong Jiwon spread kindness around with every fiber of his being... I headed straight back to the van.

After a brief conversation with the new road manager, I sank into my seat and fiddled with my phone before looking up.

“By the way, manager, did Seong Jiwon mention wanting to change his phone number?”

“Huh?”

The manager, busy organizing schedules, tilted their head in confusion.

“When? This is the first I'm hearing of it...”

...Ah.

“Is that so? I must have heard wrong.”

“If he wants to change it, just tell me! I'll apply for it right away.”

“Okay.”

The manager, who was quick to handle work, stepped out of the van to make a call.

I propped my chin on my hand and thought... then rubbed my tired eyes and covered myself with a blanket.

“...I'm right, aren't I?”

[You've never been wrong before.]

Seeing the system window readily admit it only made my mood sink lower.

Seong Jiwon had started some big mess...

And he hadn't told me about it.




1 It's a line from a classic Korean song.



2 아싸 is like “......” or “hooray” in English.



Chapter 118

“It’s delicious~.”

“Haha, right. Glad you came.”

While munching on the grilled eel that Kang Ichae sang praises for, Seong Jiwon was acting as he usually did.

He laughed often, hummed tunes occasionally, and even made sure to take care of all the members. His kindness peaked when he took out cup noodles from his bag for the whining members who claimed to be hungry even after the meal.

“Eating cup noodles when you're starving is seriously the best.”

“Wow~, our youngests seems to have lived a full life already...”

As the younger members gleefully anticipated the noodles Seong Jiwon had taken out, he just chuckled and quietly stood up.

That's when it happened.

“Where are you going?”

Seo Hoyun, who seemed to be in a particularly bad mood today, asked. Jiwon rolled his eyes slightly but responded lightly.

“Aren't you thirsty? I'll go buy us some drinks.”

“Hyung, it's late~.”

“We can order room service.”

“There's a convenience store close by, right? I'll just go and get some fresh air. I'll be back soon.”

“Jiwon-hyung, should I come with you?”

As Kang Ichae tried to get up, Seo Hoyun suddenly grabbed his arm. Kang Ichae frowned as they exchanged glances. But Seong Jiwon, whose mind was already elsewhere, failed to notice.

“I'll be quick.”

Seong Jiwon offered a faint smile to the other members and stubbornly went outside. Even though no one followed him, his steps quickened as he moved further away from the hotel.

The smile that had lingered on his lips faded away.

“...Ah.”

He had acted nonchalant in front of the noisy members, but in truth, Seong Jiwon was anxious.

It seemed the members hadn't noticed yet.

Seo Hoyun had asked if it was a sasaeng but hadn't brought it up again. The other members didn't even mention it.

Seong Jiwon reviewed his memories, trying to figure out if he had made any mistakes.

No news is good news, I guess.

The members would still be joking around and bickering back at the dorm, and he could return as if nothing had happened, blending in naturally. Just the thought of it was satisfying... and made him happy.

They were nothing like the trainees from D.Go Entertainment.

No, maybe it wasn't the trainees' fault.

They hadn't always been like that.

In D.Go's competitive environment, where scores and rankings dictated everything, trainees were subtly coerced to keep up or risk feeling worthless if they fell behind. This left them with little choice.

Jealousy, envy, endless rumors, and the torrent of criticism that sometimes choked you up. And the filthy, sticky mud pit that felt like it would drown you if you stepped in.

Having seen, heard, and experienced all of this, Seong Jiwon really...

“Annoying.”

This time, he absolutely did not want to compromise.

Determined to finish quickly and return to the members, Seong Jiwon stood in a narrow alley a little away from the hotel, staring at his phone which shone brightly in the dark night.

In fact, Seong Jiwon hadn't changed his phone number. On the contrary, he had tried hard to remember that sasaeng's number.

Zzzing!

As the vibration continued, he coolly sorted out his thoughts with an unusually cold expression.

It wasn't about whether to cut off the sasaeng or not.

It was about whether he had the courage to take the risk and dig deeper into this issue.

However, his contemplation on the question was shorter than he thought.

Of course, I want to know.

Clutching at fleeting memories, Seong Jiwon drooped his tired gaze.

But this isn't right—

And just as his finger was about to touch the phone.

“...!”

“Seong Jiwon.”

Someone abruptly stopped his hand.

Startled, Seong Jiwon almost dropped his phone, but it was deftly caught by—

“What are you doing?”

It was none other than Seo Hoyun, who had been moody all afternoon, now looking at him with piercing eyes.


Has this guy gone crazy?

Just in case, Hoyun had followed Jiwon after a short delay.

But sneaking out here without the members knowing just to answer a sasaeng's call?

I was so dumbfounded that I just stared at Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon looked at me with shocked eyes as if seeing a ghost. Then he blinked.

“Uh, Hoyun. When did you get here?”

“What are you doing?”

“Me? I was just going to buy some drinks...”

“Drinks?”

I burst out laughing. It certainly wasn't out of joy. My mood, which had been somewhat tolerable until just now, had plummeted in an instant.

“Seong Jiwon, you...”

“......”

“Do you find lying fun?”

I had always been relatively gentle with Seong Jiwon. Seeing me speak so bluntly made Seong Jiwon's shoulders flinch.

I pressed my fingers to my forehead to suppress my rising irritation.

“...Sigh, can you just stop pretending not to know and answer properly from now on?”

“...About what?”

“You were about to answer that call just now.”

Seong Jiwon moved his lips as if to say something, but then averted my gaze. It was as good as an admission, and he knew it wouldn't do him any good to deny it here.

“No, I was going to hang up.”

“......”

“But I did think about it, that's true.”

He admitted it. Now for the second question.

“Are you dating someone?”

“...What, what did you say?”

I thought I was quite sharp, but the best I could come up with in this situation to provoke Seong Jiwon into spilling the beans himself was just this.

“Dating a sasaeng?”

The act of secretly taking a fan's call behind the members' backs was just too provocative.

“Ha, haha...”

Seong Jiwon laughed at my blunt question, as if he found it ridiculous.

Obviously, it wasn't out of joy, and it seemed like he was a bit angry, which was rare for him.

“...Seo Hoyun, that's a bit harsh. Me, dating a sasaeng?”

Seong Jiwon's voice was even lower than usual, and he was slightly biting his lip.

“You don't really think I'd do that, right? Because if I did, I'd be pretty fucking angry.”

Of course not, damn it...

Do you think I was crazy?

What did Seong Jiwon lack? He had it all.

It's not like he was a screw loose like some other guys.

No.

Seong Jiwon promised he wouldn't date, and he was the kind of guy who would keep that promise until the end. Unless the love of the century came along (even then I'd still tear it apart), dating a fan just didn't make any sense.

Now looking at Seong Jiwon, who kept dropping his gaze to the floor, I took off the cap I was wearing and rubbed my head vigorously.

Seeing him react to such a cheap provocation made me feel disgusted, even though I was the one who had applied the pressure.

After sighing and wiping my face, I put my cap back on, and Seong Jiwon, leaning against the wall, carefully looked at me, but immediately lowered his eyes again. He then spoke in a tone slightly softer than before.

“...You didn't really mean what you just said.”

“......”

“Then why did you say it like that?”

Impressive.

Despite his young age and having been through the wringer in the entertainment industry, Seong Jiwon was astute enough to discern my true feelings from my brief behavior. Plus, he was willing to confront me head-on, even knowing the kind of person I was.

So...

“I was just curious, Jiwon.”

More pressure was needed.

“What the hell is going on with you right now?”

Seong Jiwon remained unable to meet my eyes directly, just biting his lower lip firmly.

Seeing that, I was hit by a wave of realization.

What was I doing with this guy right now? If it had been anyone else, I would have teased them without blinking an eye and laughed it off, but doing this to Seong Jiwon felt a bit...

...That's not what's important right now.

I decided to go over Seong Jiwon's actions from the beginning once more.

Being kind-hearted and being rational were completely separate issues.

Seong Jiwon was the only one who showed kindness amidst the wariness of everyone when I said I would rejoin The Dawn. Perhaps he simply harbored sympathy for someone who had been hurt. Either way, it meant he was gentle and good-natured.

But fundamentally, Seong Jiwon was rational and had good judgment. Even compared to Kang Ichae, he was someone who kept his own counsel well.

Normally, he would have cut ties as soon as a sasaeng got involved.

The fact that he didn't tell me immediately meant he had something he wanted to hide.

Don't follow him right away.

What?

Let's just watch for a bit.

That was also why Kang Ichae and I didn't immediately follow Seong Jiwon.

For that same reason, every time Seong Jiwon seemed restless, I just observed without intervening.

But look at him now. He's troubled, yet he's trying to meet up anyway.

I need to dig deeper.

There must be something more.

Things a sasaeng would likely know.

There were two types to consider. Either it was a secret that Seong Jiwon wanted to keep, even to the point of meeting a sasaeng... or something he desperately wanted to find out.

I took my eyes off Seong Jiwon.

Should I find something in the item shop to force it out of him, or should I just press him further as is...

While I was organizing my thoughts, Seong Jiwon, who had been silent all along, suddenly let out an odd remark.

“...So, this is what it's like.”

Seong Jiwon's eyelashes trembled.

“So, this is how other people feel...”

I furrowed my brows, wondering if he was trying to slip away like before, but that wasn't the case.

With a complicated expression, Seong Jiwon simply fiddled with his lips and then answered honestly.

“...I have no intention of dating anyone while I'm active. You too, right, Hoyun?”

“Is that so? Then why go to the lengths of being so cautious and hiding it?”

Seong Jiwon was silent for a while. I tried to meet his eyes as I spoke.

“A guy who was fine is now anxious, deliberates over a sasaeng call, doesn't even change his phone number, lies to his groupmates, and now just clamp their mouth shut as if guilty?”

“......”

“Seong Jiwon, say something. Anything.”

Seong Jiwon was... strange.

As much as I thought I knew what made him tick, I realized I didn't—not completely.

He practiced like crazy but usually kept a detached expression, although sometimes he acted like someone cornered at the edge of a cliff.

And that was still true now.

“...Right, you're correct, Hoyun. I was suspicious... I did something wrong...”

He hung his head low and after a while, Seong Jiwon mumbled hesitantly.

“...I just wanted to know something.”

My eyebrows twitched. Seong Jiwon raised his head again and met my gaze head-on.

“Being cautious, lying, hiding... I did all that because there's something I wanted to know, Hoyun.”

“......”

“Everyone has something they're desperate for...”

It felt like I was being admonished.

...Ah.

I cursed inwardly after hearing his words.

Damn it...

My head throbbed as if I had been smacked on the back of the head.

Only then did I realize that Seong Jiwon's current situation, as he looked at me squarely, wasn't all that different from how I had been treating the members all this time.

Everyone has something they're desperate for...?

Is he actually threatening me now?

If he was just doing the trifecta of being cautious, lying, and hiding, that would be a relief.

Me? I've threatened people, insisted on my way, swallowed my pride, and flirted shamelessly. Because I also wanted to know something.

So this is your move, Seong Jiwon.

It was clear I was at a disadvantage.

The laughter and chatter with the members until just now felt like a lie and vanished. So, I lowered my head for a moment.

Could I really claim a double standard without telling them, thinking I could get away with it? Did I really need to borrow the power of an item?

While furiously tapping away at the mental calculator in my head... Seong Jiwon tapped the ground with the tip of his shoe.

“...Hoyun.”

“......”

“Let's do this. I was planning not to contact them, but not changing my phone number was madness in itself, so I'm grateful you stopped me. Really... I won't go any further than this.”

Seong Jiwon slowly sorted out the situation.

“So, you...”

Seong Jiwon pulled out his trump card.

He clearly knew I was hiding something. And I knew that Seong Jiwon had something on his mind as well. With both of us understanding the situation, there were only two possibilities.

Either spill everything or bury all secrets.

Just as I had done with countless others, including Kim Jaeyeon.

I looked at him, contemplating the terms of the deal I could offer—

“...Just give me a little more time.”

when Seong Jiwon made his request.

“...What?”

“Sorry to bother you when you're busy, and for asking this favor.”

Seong Jiwon looked troubled. But unlike me, who couldn't grasp the situation, he seemed to have already sorted out his thoughts as he nodded.

“I just... can't bring myself to say it now. When I'm ready, I'll tell you first.”

It sounded a bit deflating.

“...Is it too shameless to ask?”

I couldn't find the words to respond.

Seong Jiwon just...

Just let go of my issue.

All the conditions I was weighing in my head just evaporated.

Seong Jiwon finally smiled faintly after studying my face.

“You'll listen to me.”

Despite the fact that I hadn't said anything.

In the silence that piled up and settled heavily, I, who hadn't properly placed my bet and felt like a cowardly loser, bowed my head... But I still felt the vibration from Seong Jiwon's phone, which I was still holding tightly.

[Seonghyeon]

...It was Kim Seonghyeon.

After looking at him hopelessly, I sighed and handed the phone to Seong Jiwon. He glanced up to check my reaction and cautiously accepted the phone.

“Ah, uh... Seonghyeon. Yeah. I'll be right there. ...Yeah, Hoyun is here too.”

I stood there listening to the noisy chatter coming from the other side of the phone while Seong Jiwon spoke gently as usual. After ending the call, he took a step towards me.

“Um, Hoyun.”

And he really watched me like a hawk.

I avoided his kind eyes and answered,

“...What?”

“Dajun wants me to buy cola.”

Jeong Dajun...

This damn maknae...

The moment I heard that, my simmering irritation exploded, and I turned and strode away, leaving Seong Jiwon behind. The frustration wasn't with Seong Jiwon; it was with myself.

Seong Jiwon called out behind me with a noticeably flustered voice.

“Should I buy it by myself?”

“Do whatever you want.”

“...Okay!”

I felt like a single cigarette would have cleared my frustration, but when I instinctively reached into my pocket... there wasn't even a piece of candy, let alone a cigarette, that Kang Ichae used to give me. I tilted my head back and exhaled a heavy sigh.

“Ha, seriously, nothing is going right...”

My luck today was absolutely terrible.

I ended up going back to the convenience store for candy after almost getting close to the hotel, but I regretted not going to one further away because I ran into Seong Jiwon, who was awkwardly smiling as he reached for a cola.

“Ah.”

“......”

“Are you going to pay for the cola?”

Seriously... my luck today was the worst.
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On the surface, Seong Jiwon seemed remarkably calm.

Even when attending fan signing events or participating in activities, he managed to smile brightly as if nothing was bothering him, and he conversed with the other members quite well.

However...

“Mr. Seong Jiwon, could you take a look at this for a moment...”

“Yes?”

“...Woah!”

The staff member stepped back in surprise.

“What, what's wrong? Jiwon, is something the matter?”

“...Hm?”

“Your face, I mean, that... never mind.”

Unable to comprehend the staff's behavior, Seong Jiwon tilted his head with a smile still on his face, prompting the staff to laugh awkwardly with a “Ha. Ha. Ha” before sneaking away.

Seong Jiwon's condition was peculiar. No, it would be more accurate to say it wasn't good.

He was full of vitality while working, but once it was over, dark clouds seemed to loom over his head.

And that wasn't all.

“...What did you say?”

“No, it's not that...”

“Ah, should I return the card key? Just a sec, my phone battery is low... Ah, did Ichae take it?”

He was often absent-minded, saying the strangest things.

He was probably trying to hold onto his sanity, but from a distance, it was clear as day that his “mentals” were shot.

What the hell am I supposed to do when the main vocal is like this?

The thing is, I only knew how to drive people nuts, not how to fix them. I watched him with my arms crossed when Kim Seonghyeon joined me.

“You could at least try to relax your face, you know?”

“What?”

Instead of responding, Kim Seonghyeon poked my side and gestured with his eyes. Following his gaze, I saw staff members glancing our way.

Only then did I realize that I was in such a bad state that I couldn't even manage my expression, and I quickly pulled my hat down hard.

“It's suffocating, man.”

“......”

“Something happen?”

Kim Seonghyeon purposefully turned his head away from Seong Jiwon. I looked down and gave a vague reply.

“Does it look like it?”

Hearing my answer, Kim Seonghyeon's eyes turned towards me.

“If it looks like it, it must be.”

“...I find you really scary when you're like this.”

Apparently, his acting stats were E- for a reason because his discomfort was vividly apparent on his face.

I laughed.

“Pfft, what are you talking about?”

On the contrary, I had faith in my blossoming acting skills.

Thanks, Min Jiheon.

I never thought I'd be grateful to Min Jiheon, but I said with a trace of a smile,

“It's nothing, don't worry about it.”

“......”

Not sure if he was truly fooled, but Kim Seonghyeon pursed his lips into a straight line and nodded before moving away to greet other staff members.

I too let out a deep sigh and reviewed the events of yesterday in my head, while automatically nodding off.

Then,

“Hyung~.”

When Kang Ichae called out, I turned only to feel a poke on my right cheek.

“......”

“Pfft! You fell for it too, hyung.”

My mouth hung open at the childish trick, and Kang Ichae glanced back at Jeong Dajun, who stood with a shocked expression.

“Jeong Dajun, did hyung win? You're buying ice cream tonight~!”

“Huh!! Hoyun-hyung, you're usually so sharp, how could you be so gullible?!”

“Our bunny is more innocent than you think~.”

They had bet whether I'd fall for it or not.

Good grief, it was so ridiculous.

“Hey.”

“Huh? What, what?”

“Why are you being so clueless?”

Seeing my scowling face, Kang Ichae widened his eyes, and then with a slithering smile,

“Poke, poke!”

He poked both my cheeks.

Twice.

“......”

“Puhaha! Did you fall for it again~?”

“...Kang Ichae.”

“Squeak~.”

I quickly snagged Kang Ichae's neck and stretched out my hand in front of him.

“If you're going to use me as bait, you owe me a share.”

“There's no BbamO.”

“Didn't you say you wanted that?”

“So, you're saying you don't want it?”

“I didn't say I didn't.”

As I had this dumb conversation with Kang Ichae, the staff members watching us couldn't help but let out laughs as they passed by.

Sensing the atmosphere had become significantly softer, I let go of Kang Ichae and instead pulled a candy from my pocket, popping it into my mouth.

Kang Ichae, you scary bastard...

This was his way of showing concern in his own unique way.

And as a bonus, he was sending a signal to not sour the team's mood and to make peace to some extent.

But I felt a bit wronged.

I was the one who got exorcised yesterday, dammit.

Honestly, yesterday was pretty much a one-sided affair for me. If it had been someone else, it wouldn't have been dragged out this long or left such a bad aftertaste.

...But I didn't want to do that with Seong Jiwon.

Alright, Hoyun, calm down.

Was there really any need to start rumors of discord?

I collected my thoughts, rolling the candy around in my mouth, and then let out another sigh before striding towards Seong Jiwon.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“Huh, what?”

After greeting a props staff member, I called out to a dazed Seong Jiwon from behind. Startled, he quickly turned his head. I grabbed one of Seong Jiwon's hands and with the other, I poured a handful of candies from my pocket over it.

“Here.”

“...Huh?”

“Is your blood sugar low? Why so spaced out?”

Seong Jiwon blinked as he accepted them. I pushed down the front of my cap and looked away.

“What, you want me to unwrap them for you?”

“...No?”

“Then eat up.”

I stood there without leaving, and Seong Jiwon obediently peeled the wrappers and popped the candies into his mouth. His cheek puffed out, making him look as young as his actual age.

...What the hell am I doing with a kid 10 years younger?

I waited for Seong Jiwon's response.

After all, Seong Jiwon said he wasn't going to contact them again. He also said he would eventually talk to me, so there was no need to rush. Just wait quietly and eat.

“...It's tasty.”

“Yeah?”

Seeing a faint smile on Seong Jiwon's lips, I turned and walked towards the van, sensing Seong Jiwon trailing behind me.

“...Hoyun, are you heading straight to the company?”

“What do you care?”

“......”

He immediately clammed up, looking downcast. Watching his troubled expression made me burst into laughter.

Such an idiot.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“...Yes?”

“Come here.”

If something happened to Seong Jiwon, I would take care of it then.

It wouldn't be too late. I'd make sure it was not.

And...

“We have to practice for the end-of-year stage.”

After all, it was time to focus on our main job more than anything else.

I saw Seong Jiwon nod cautiously and took the opportunity to throw in a joke with a hint of sincerity.

“Jiwon, if you're really sorry, cut the practice time by two hours.”

“...That's not possible.”

“One hour.”

“That's a bit...”

“Are you really sorry?”

This endearingly diligent practice bug.


[Title: Guys, It's Confirmed We're Performing at the Year-End Stage]

(Lineup list.jpg)

Oh my... my heart's pounding...

I vowed never to fall for any guy again, but I guess I failed at K-Pop addiction therapy, shit

└ Wow, they're really popular

└ The effects of “The Dawn” are more significant than I thought

└└  “The Dawn” is a syndrome. Thanks to that, Yu Jia and Min Jiheon's popularity is no joke. They're way beyond just TV ratings ㅋㅋ

└└ Did you see Yu Jia's online fan meeting earnings? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Crazy]

[Title: Huh ㅋㅋ Is the lineup order supposed to be that high? The Dawn isn't really on that level, Shining Star is legit, back then it was really a hot topic

The next title they released was also a hit, one after the other, and the response was good too...

Apart from Seo Hoyun from Shining Star and Kim Seonghyeon, their public recognition is still somewhat lacking, right...?

And these guys aren't rookies either, so it's awkward to give them awards ㅋㅋ Do they really need to be squeezed into this lineup?

└ No, that's right. There are a lot of fans who like The Dawn these days.

└└ Huh... Really? Is it that much?

└└ Yep, they're sweeping up the domestic charts, and honestly, their concept this time is killer, especially those who are into K-Pop are crazy for Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun's line (and Seong Jiwon is just an angel...)

└ Just passing by, but why is Kang Ichae so popular??

└└ Charisma oozing + shamelessness + mental toughness... Do I really need to explain? Just look at their face

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ아 sorry

└└ They do look flashy, right,

└ Aren't The Dawn's songs frequently featured on TikTok these days too?]

[Title: I admit there's been no real “bang” yet, but they're pretending to worry while trashing us, it's only been a year since their debut

Of course, the period before Second Chance is not counted (Are you watching, you assholes from Daepaseong Entertainment?)

└ Huh? Are there still people who don't know about the empty house burglars...ㅋㅋ

└└ Haters gonna hate... Pretending to be cool, pretending to know everything about K-Pop, pretending to be someone important

└└ Can a housebreaking idol surpass Kill the Light with their burning passion ㅋㅋㅋ The kids are doing well, so they're attracting a lot of haters, ugh

└ Since Hoyun joined, The Dawn has been active for just 10 monthshaha Although the other members may have relatively low public recognition, don't stir up trouble with these posts and don't show off your emptiness, you fucker]

“...Wow.”

The internet was... always fascinating no matter how many times I visited it.

Watching the fans of The Dawn defend and get angry on our behalf, I was amazed at how passionately they could engage in someone else's affairs.

After witnessing the fiery responses, I turned off my phone screen.

“It's brutal...”

“What is?”

“Nothing.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been slurping on his ice cream, shrugged his shoulders. I had been browsing the internet to see if there were any posts about Seong Jiwon's sasaeng fans, but instead of that, I found controversy brewing elsewhere.

Hmm, it's about time for some trouble to start stirring up.

In truth, it was a good sign. The more competition there was, the more it meant we were getting noticed.

While it's true I've been diligently cleaning up behind the scenes, our public recognition had risen faster than expected, leading to an influx of external attention and more chaos.

Oddly enough, our fan's mental fortitude was always solid, but with internal and external complexities, it seemed like we needed something impactful at this time.

In other words...

We need a hit.

Our next comeback was, at the earliest, early next year or maybe even mid-year. Since we had released three titles this year, the company's internal opinion was to take it easy next year and focus on improving quality... which I agreed with it.

If this situation continued, however, it would be too late. Thus, our next biggest opportunity would be, of course—

The year-end stage?

It was a hard-earned opportunity that we couldn't afford to miss.

After organizing my thoughts, I put my phone in my pocket and was about to stand up when Jeong Dajun, dressed in a school uniform, came in through the entrance.

“What are you doing, hyung?”

“What about you?”

“Ah~ Ah, wait a moment.”

He came in holding shopping bags full in both hands, and he was munching on something he'd picked up, slurring his words.

“What are you eating now?”

“Do you want some, hyung?”

“I'm good.”

I sometimes wondered where all those endless snacks were coming from and whether I should inspect what Jeong Dajun was eating.

I almost went as far as to think about... puppies, but that seemed too much, so I quickly backstepped.

“...Why do I feel offended??”

“It's all in your head.”

Jeong Dajun's perceptiveness had quickened recently.

After I cut him off sharply and pretended to ignore his last comment, he grumbled a bit before swallowing what he had in his mouth and then put down the shopping bags.

“I got a birthday present!!”


Chapter 120

...Come to think of it, wasn’t Jeong Dajun’s birthday tomorrow?

Jeong Dajun meticulously lined up his wrapped birthday presents and took a selfie with them in the background.

“Wow~, awesome!!”

As he unwrapped the gifts, he tilted his head in confusion several times. From behind, I watched the pile of gifts and couldn't help but admire.

Wow, Jeong Dajun... you've become quite popular.

The inclusion of letters written in English or other foreign languages suggested that some of the gifts were from international fans. I crossed my arms and looked down at an excited Dajun, his cheeks flushed red as he babbled on in delight.

“Wow! These are seriously pretty!”

“Tell me about it.”

“And I haven't seen any of these before!”

Of course not.

All of them were from ridiculously expensive high-end brands.

Jeong Dajun, not knowing or perhaps uninterested in the “B” of the brand, kept busy unwrapping the gifts, making comments like “This pattern is unique” and “Wow, sunglasses!”

Kim Seonghyeon stood nearby, having finished his ice cream.

Clad in a scarf, sunglasses, and a necklace, Jeong Dajun was decked out in gear.

Similarly, Kim Seonghyeon, who might not know the “B” of the brand either... well, he probably knew up to “B. R.”, also enthusiastically handed over more items for him to wear, resulting in our maknae looking quite comical.

“Are you a Christmas tree?”

“Oh! That's a great idea, should I add some lights?”

“Pfft, just take the picture, will you?”

“Sure! I'll post it on our fancafe!”

Our idol, our silly maknae.

After taking enough photos to satisfy the soon-to-be birthday boy Jeong Dajun, I left him tapping away proudly on his phone and started putting on my sneakers to head back to practice, but Kim Seonghyeon grabbed my clothes from behind.

“Where are you going?”

“Practice.”

“It's a holiday, you know? Plus, you almost pulled an all-nighter yesterday. Take a break.”

Well, it was a holiday, but it's not like I had anything better to do.

I didn't reply, just dragged my feet, and Seonghyeon clicked his tongue, calling me a “workaholic.” It was a bit rich coming from someone who'd just spent three hours at the gym on his so-called day off.

“You should come too. If we're doing a year-end stage, you need to stay sharp.”

“...Seo Hoyun, do you even have such a thing as 'stage sense'??”

“You wanna die?”

Kim Seonghyeon gave a half-smile and pondered for a moment before suddenly lifting his head with an “Ah!”

“Speaking of which, isn't it about time we heard some news about the collaboration? What did the manager say?”

“It should come out tomorrow or so.”

I answered and glanced at the corner where a new quest popped up.

It was a quest that had been there for a few days.

[Quest Arrival! Successfully complete the collab stage with a sexy concept!

Show the public overwhelming quality.

Successful completion: 5,000 points awarded.

Failure: Dance stats will slightly decrease (B+ to C+)]

No matter how you looked at it, a slight decrease in Dance stats wasn't right, was it?

When I complained that it's so hard to increase but so easy to decrease, the system window gave me a cheeky response, “Think of it like stocks,” then disappeared.

When you put it that way, it makes sense, I guess.

Anyway, Kim Seonghyeon wouldn't know I was sighing at the quest window, and his brow furrowed slightly.

“Ah, really? How'd you know?”

“It seems like things are being decided, and news is going back and forth.”

Plus, I had recently visited Joo Woosung's place to see his cat, Nyangnyang, and it was there I heard about Black Call and White Cherry collaborating.

The expression on Woosung's face turned sour as he received a call from the manager.

Still, I just rubbed Nyangnyang's nose with my fingertip and asked in confusion,

“What's up? You seemed okay with it.”

“...Ugh.”

Quite shameless (I mean, you'd need this kind of mental fortitude to date that many girlfriends), Joo Woosung had even been a special MC on YuYuBank with Han Chaeri before.

I thought encountering an ex-girlfriend wouldn't be a big deal for a playboy like him, but Joo Woosung subtly avoided my gaze.

“Hey, it's one thing to run into Han Chaeri, who I seriously dislike, but those members, they're really scary, man...”

“...?”

I hadn't gotten that impression when I saw the White Cherry members before.

I didn't bother telling Woosung about the kind words Chaeri once told me about him, considering he hadn't done anything to deserve it.

I recalled the warm atmosphere that had surrounded Han Chaeri and Liz's conversation.

“Everyone seemed nice. Very considerate.”

“What are you talking about? Are we even talking about the same White Cherry?”

Joo Woosung shivered.

“Sure, their teamwork is great, and they look cool, but... people have mixed feelings about them. If you get on their bad side, it's freaking scary there.”

“That must be because Joo Woosung did something to split opinions.”

“Ugh, I'm already suffocating.”

I couldn't help but feel refreshed thinking about Joo Woosung, who had been whining for a while that he'd be left out in the practice room since the Black Call members already said they wouldn't cover for him.

Yeah, it was about time Joo Woosung got a taste of his own medicine.

“What goes around comes around, I guess. Just look at that collab.”

“What are you talking about? Are you worried about the collab?”

“No, I'm fine. There's someone else who'll worry more than me.”

Jeong Dajun seemed to have thoroughly checked the reaction to the photo he posted on the fan cafe, as he kept trying on and draping his birthday gifts while taking pictures.

Wearing a school uniform... the fans should like it, right?

Wait a second.

What time was it?

“Hey, Jeong Dajun. Aren't you supposed to be at school now?”

Startled.

Jeong Dajun hesitated slightly, then smiled brightly.

“School ended early today.”

“He left early.”

“No, I didn't!”

“He's short on attendance days.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Kim Seonghyeon, like a nagging sister-in-law, quickly confessed to me.

“Wow, you said you wouldn't tell...!!”

It was his own fault, after all.

Jeong Dajun puffed his cheeks and glared at Kim Seonghyeon, then started making excuses with a wronged expression.

“I'm still going to take the college entrance exam! Isn't it impressive that I attend school occasionally? College is for those who want to go, right? I'm totally satisfied being an idol?”

“So what?”

“...You really know how to leave someone speechless.”

“This Confucian boy, what do I do with him,” “My parents are okay with it,” blah blah blah... When Jeong Dajun realized his grumbling wasn't getting through, he started rolling on the floor.

I caught Jeong Dajun's gaze.

“Alright, let's say your attendance days are fine. What about your CSAT studies? You said you're going to take it.”

“...!”

“It's not far away. Bring out your workbook. Let's see how much you've done.”

“...Hyung, just one thing.”

“What is it?”

“I haven't solved any!”

I smacked him on the head, and finally, Jeong Dajun grumbled and started organizing his gifts, then brought his workbook.

Ding!

[Aren't you supposed to be at practice?]

I'll just skim through it. Whatever.

I sat nonchalantly, looking at Jeong Dajun's workbook, which was so clean it looked brand new.

“Why is this so pristine, you little rascal?”

“...For collection?”

“Are you joking?”

Who buys a workbook just to collect them?

Jeong Dajun pouted, holding a mechanical pencil, and there I was, with my experience of tutoring seven students during my university days, furiously pushing him.

He screamed in agony as he reluctantly solved the problems.

Bang!

While I was giving Jeong Dajun a hardcore, Spartan-style crash course, Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae burst through the door.

“Wahaha!!”

“Why is he like that?”

“Just the usual Kang Ichae.”

Since this wasn't the first time we'd seen Kang Ichae in attention-seeking mode, I acknowledged Kim Seonghyeon's comment and was about to get back to Jeong Dajun's questions... but Kang Ichae was acting really strange.

“Wow, this is really tough, huh?”

“......”

He was laughing his head off as if he'd reached some sort of enlightenment.

“Life's gotta be tough to be fun, right, Hoyun-hyung??”

“Just get to the point.”

“Aww~, why so cold today~?”

“Typical Seo Hoyun...”

Kim Seonghyeon murmured quietly beside me.

Kang Ichae beelined for the sofa and flopped down. Following behind him, Seong Jiwon seemed to share the sentiment, scratching his forehead awkwardly before cautiously broaching a topic.

“Guys, our collab stage has been set.”

“Oh~? With whom?”

“Lea Purple-sunbae.”

“...Huh?”

Were they talking about that idol group from “The Victory is Mine” who almost got injured? I didn't know much about them, but the way the members took care of each other left an impression.

...But a collab with a girl idol group?

I quickly weighed the pros and cons and came to a conclusion.

Well, it should be fine.

It's true that mixed-gender collabs could attract criticism given our junior status in the industry, but we weren't the only ones doing it.

Some fans might have mixed feelings, but it was a pretty steady event.

The unwavering mental fortitude I saw online earlier also played a part in my assessment; it wouldn't be easily shaken by this.

Kim Seonghyeon seemed to share my sentiment, calmly asking without much surprise,

“Is the song decided too?”

“Of course!”

Then, Kang Ichae, who had been motionless with his face buried in the sofa, suddenly shot up and giggled weakly.

Wait!

I sensed trouble brewing. Kang Ichae was about to do something crazy.

I quickly dodged to Seong Jiwon's side, and sure enough, Kang Ichae, having lost his target, twisted his upper body.

Then he grabbed Jeong Dajun by the neck and pulled him close, opening his mouth wide as if to bite his cheek!!

“Our maknae's cheek, waaang~.”

“Aaaack!”

Jeong Dajun, whose only fault was sitting right in front of Kang Ichae, paled and managed to escape by rolling on the floor.

I was just as startled by the spectacle.

Was Kang Ichae out of his fucking mind, seriously?!

“Are you crazy?! Aaah!!”

“Wahaha!”

Jeong Dajun tried to stand up but couldn't see properly and banged his head on the sofa leg with a thud.

“Ow, my head hurts...”

“Ahh~! Ichae is lonely~, hug me~.”

“Ugh, I really, really, really hate this!!”

As Jeong Dajun clutched his head in pain, Kang Ichae stretched out his hand again, but Jeong Dajun sternly slipped away like a slippery eel.

He then rubbed his nearly bitten cheek furiously, though it hadn't actually been touched.

Watching this, Kang Ichae casually propped his chin on his hand and hummed a tune I felt I'd heard somewhere.

“Let me bite, bite~”

“Uhhuhu... Why is Ichae-hyung like this? He must be crazy.”

I pressed down on Jeong Dajun's mouth to stop him from turning into Kang Ichae and wiped his reddened cheek with my sleeve to comfort his whimpering.

“Today, even Hoyun-hyung is being unusually sweet...”

“Hey, watch your words.”

“Okay...”

While pressing on Jeong Dajun's cheek and responding to his grumbling thoughts of #KangIchae_Explain, deep down, I felt differently.

Thanks for being the sacrifice, Jeong Dajun...

After all, I had dodged the bullet.

Kang Ichae's humming continued unabated.

“...That melody sounds really familiar.”

Seeing Kim Seonghyeon tilt his head in confusion, Seong Jiwon, with a faint look in his eyes, spoke in a soft voice.

“The actual lyrics are like that.”

“...There's really a song with those lyrics?”

Seong Jiwon let out an awkward laugh.

“'Let's Spend the Night'.”

...Ah.

“...That song?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“......”

“......”

“...No way?”

“Yeah.”

“...A mixed-gender?”

“Yeah.”

I couldn't believe it, so I asked again, but Seong Jiwon just closed his mouth and solemnly nodded.

I slightly opened my mouth in shock.

Let's Spend the Night.

It was a song by a senior from Lea Purple's agency who went solo and made a huge hit, well-known to the public...

For having a sticky, very suggestive... sexy concept song.

“Wahahahaha!”

Daepaseong Entertainment...

What were they thinking?
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Who was Lea Purple?

Having debuted five years ago, they were sunbaes who were way out of our league.

However, when it came to fandom and recognition, we were ahead.

They were also idols who were currently gaining popularity with a song that made a reverse run thanks to the new algorithm.

It was a time when management was clamping down hard, so perhaps that's why...

“Hello! One, two, three! Speak when we say! We are Lea Purple!”

“We are Lea Purple!!”

Their energy was no joke.

“Ah, hello!”

“We are The Dawn!”

We got swept up in the moment and shouted back with full vigor.

That's right, kids. Better to have spirit than to be disheartened.

“Sorry for calling you out of the blue! We should be careful since the collab announcement hasn't been made yet, but we felt it was urgent to have a talk!”

“Thank you for having us despite your busy schedule.”

As we took turns greeting and were about to sit down, the system window suddenly popped up.

[Options:

1. How dare you summon us here? You must be prepared, right?

2. Aww... Hoyun, I'm happy to see you too!

3. Guys, our collab is screwed.]

Damn it.

I had been trying to cut back on swearing, but looking at this system window shit, I couldn't help but curse. It was clear that it was just messing with me for no reason.

Obviously, I couldn't choose the first or third options, so it must mean I should go with the second...

I muttered the line through gritted teeth as quickly as I could.

“Umm... Nice to meet you. Hoyun.”

“...Excuse me?”

“Nice to meet you.”

“...Did I hear that wrong?”

I could feel the members glancing at me, but I put on a poker face and sat down sternly.

Fortunately, the next thing I knew, the leader of Lea Purple stood up straight and greeted us loudly, allowing us to gloss over the awkward moment.

“I sincerely congratulate you on the success of your 'Kill the Lights' activities!!”

“Ah, th-thank you...”

Seong Jiwon was taken aback by Lea Purple's rigid demeanor and responded with round eyes and an awkward thank you.

But they didn't stop at the first verse.

“I was truly moved by your last 'Shining Star'. Following that, 'Ocean Train' and 'Kill the Lights' not only showcased The Dawn's world view but solidified it!”

“...Th-thank you. I also regularly enjoy Lea Purple's 'Headlight.' I'm always amazed by the clean high notes...”

There were no cameras filming us right now so such behavior was a bit...

Occasionally, I'd catch glimpses of Lee Jihyeon's explosive demeanor.

Seong Jiwon, having taken the baton from the Lea Purple leader, laid out praise for them, and a warm atmosphere circulated the meeting room.

Guys...

...This wasn't the time for that.

Things were seriously bad.

“So about our collaboration.”

“Oh, yes.”

The moment I brought it up, the previously overheated atmosphere of “You're the best” and “No, you're the best” quickly turned gloomy.

Lea Purple also seemed to be aware of the gravity of the situation as they were unable to meet our eyes and kept fidgeting.

“I heard we're doing 'Let's Spend the Night' together.”

“...Yes, that's a hit song by Seo-senior from our agency... Our CEO is really pushing it.”

= Hey, I'm really sorry, but we have to go through with it no matter what.

I understood what they were trying to say without them having to make such a distressed plea. Their agency was in as dire a situation, like Daepaseong Entertainment.

...Sigh.

Alright, for now... let's just say okay.

I brushed back my hair, trying to shift the mood and changed the subject.

“Then first... shall we have a listen?”

Everyone nodded with tense eyes. As the youngest member of Lea Purple rushed to play the song, we all listened seriously and solemnly.

“Tonight, I'll show you the secret I've been hiding,

Ooh Hoo Let me show you,

No more thoughts of running away.”

“...Oh.”

The song was better than expected. “Let's Spend the Night” had a rich melody and progression worthy of its popularity.

And the initial beat wasn't as sticky as I thought.

“Even listening to it again, the melody's really good.”

Kang Ichae lightly bobbed his head to the rhythm, his eyes sparkling as if the soul of the composer was boiling within him.

Just as Kim Seonghyeon, who had been on edge about the song, finally eased up, thinking it wasn't too shabby, and took a drink of water to moisten his dry throat, the next lyrics made him spit the water out in surprise.

“Every night, I feel so lonely,

Please hold me tight (Ah-),

I want you to hold me tight.”

“Pfft!”

“...Wow.”

“Cough, cough... S-Sorry...”

“......”

Not only Lea Purple but even we started to go pale.

“Babe, Give me a Kiss Kiss!

Let me Bite Bite!”

...Ah...

“Babe, Please come to me (Ah-)

I want to fill myself with you.”

“...Cough, hack...”

How did this not get censored?

No matter how many times I heard it, I couldn't get used to it. The songwriter's unyielding will to cram every possible meaning into a song suitable for all ages was glaringly obvious.

In this place (including Kim Seonghyeon, who was practically choking to death), there was no one who didn't understand the meaning of those lyrics.

Of course, as always, our maknae was the exception. While everyone else turned pale, Jeong Dajun alone clapped and smiled brightly.

“Wow! The melody is so romantic and nice!”

“......”

“But what about the last part? What does it mean by wanting to fill...?”

“Dajun!!!”

I quickly covered Jeong Dajun's mouth and took a deep breath. Even with his mouth covered, Dajun muttered, “Does it mean he wants to be filled with love?”

But the atmosphere turned 10 degrees colder, as if someone had turned on the air conditioner in the middle of winter, and I, too, lost my words.

“...What should we do with this?”

“...Change it. There's no way we can go with this.”

Even when I listened to it alone, I thought, “Ah shit, this is a bit much,” but listening to it with Lea Purple and Jeong Dajun, who was as pure as a national treasure among today's teenagers, it felt insanely awkward.

As I was straight to the point, the maknae of Lea Purple clenched her fist with an expression that seemed to say, “Exactly, that's the fucking problem!”

“I've expressed our concerns to the company... but they said it's difficult. They say there's no song as representative as this in our agency. What do you think at Daepaseong Entertainment?”

= Hey, this looks fucked. Can your company do something about it?

“Our company doesn't have a different opinion, either.”

= Our company is shit.

“......”

Lea Purple fell silent again, apparently understanding the message correctly.

Sure enough, Daepaseong, especially the CEO, would always sneakily stay quiet at times like these.

It seemed like they had been pressured by Lea Purple's agency to take on the song, and they kept putting it off, probably thinking I'd raise all sorts of hell if they told me earlier. In the end, a decision was made without any prior notice.

I sighed.

The cooldown must be over.

Even if you try to live righteously, the world just doesn't help you out in such a blatantly unhelpful way.

As I was carefully choosing my words on what to do next, Lea Purple took the initiative.

“May I... just make one comment?”

“Yes, go ahead.”

The main dancer took a deep breath as if making a significant decision.

“Phew, I think everyone here knows our situation. So, skipping the preamble...”

“......”

“If we go with this concept... at least, Lea Purple will be utterly ruined.”

“U-unnie...!!”

“So!”

The main dancer of Lea Purple shut her eyes tightly.

“Let's just dance like wooden puppets!!!”

The other members of Lea Purple, initially startled by the main dancer's straightforward remark, soon agreed with gloomy faces.

“Let's definitely not touch each other. We'll have to pair up in couples since we have to modify the original choreography, but let's maintain a two-meter distance between people and minimize talking. And avoid eye contact!!”

“Yes! And let's not talk without our masks on!”

“Of course, that's a given!!”

“...Social distancing?”

Kang Ichae mumbled something that sounded very familiar.

But Lea Purple was dead serious. They didn't want to blow the opportunity they had barely grasped through a reverse charting success.

At first glance, it might seem like a ridiculous suggestion...

No, it's actually smart.

I honestly agreed with the suggestion too.

Although the words themselves were somewhat absurd and might seem funny, Lea Purple was truly clever.

“...Then shall we try practicing like that?”

Seong Jiwon cautiously suggested, and with everyone's agreement, we moved to Lea Purple's practice studio...

“Every night, I am lonely.”

“Is this about two meters?”

“It seems just right!”

Perfect, just about my foot...

It was originally a choreography that involved holding hands, but now we were standing about two meters apart, stretching out just the tips of our fingers like in the old sci-fi alien movie E.T.... and it just looked bizarre.

“I'll turn on my own!!”

“Then I'll pretend to turn you!!”

Give me a Kiss Kiss!

Let me Bite Bite!”

Like rotating a partner in a waltz, the dance was supposed to flow, but it abruptly broke off, and with an outstretched hand, the partner twirled on their own—it looked less like choreography and more like a dark sorcerer's puppet show.

Kang Ichae quietly murmured as he watched the scene unfold,

“This reminds me of that old famous meme, right?”

“The one with the idol-controlling dark wizard from the audience?!”

“Ah, yes!! That one!”

...Anyway, after the barely four-minute performance ended, no one could find the words to continue.

“...I-It wasn't too bad, was it?!”

“Of course not!”

Lea Purple's leader cautiously spoke up, and Jeong Dajun jumped to his feet, giving a thumbs up. Seeing the other members clapping along, trying to show support, I couldn't help but feel a bit sorry for our situation.

It was a sight that took my breath away.

Let's cut it off here.

“...How about we all take a break, sunbae?”

“Let's do that!”

All members of Lea Purple nodded their heads like crazy. I thought to myself that they really had a tough life.

“I'll step out for a moment.”

“Sure, take your time!”

I nodded in lieu of a formal bow and stepped briskly out of the building to get some fresh air.

Actually, this was kind of a habit. I used to step outside to smoke and sort out my thoughts.

I murmured to myself while touching my lips.

“...What should I do?”

Honestly, I thought it was wise to stage it according to Lea Purple's suggestion but seeing it in action made me change my mind.

This was... uh...

“What was it called again?”

Ding!

[Bluetooth Circus troupe?]

“Ah! That's right.”

Yeah. That was the perfect description. I snapped my fingers and nodded vigorously.

This isn't enough to hit the mark.

So, let's put that aside for now and spin the wheel of happiness.

The best course of action was to avoid getting entangled in any scandals.

Perhaps the dance, overly cautious of physical contact, might elicit sympathy from the public, or maybe it would become more popular as a funny video.

I could already play back in my mind the mockery people would make of this Bluetooth Circus.

[Ah, kids, I get it, you're serious

└ Damn, their determination to avoid scandals is so obvious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[But if they're going to do this, why even bother with a collab? ㅋㅋㅋ It's uncomfortable for both the performers and the audience

└ I'm totally satisfied with it

└└ Got it]

“...Huh?”

Thinking about it, this wasn't too bad either.

Putting aside the end-of-year stage's hype strategy, I thought pretending to be pitiful in front of the public wasn't a bad approach.

But there was something that bothered me.

Ding!

[^^]

[Seo Hoyun]

[What are you thinking?]

Yes, that damned quest.

They asked for overwhelming quality.

But with this circus act, there was no way to show that kind of quality. I sat down heavily on the stairs behind the building and furiously ruffled my hair with one hand.

“I'm thinking about you.”

[...Yes?]

“I'm thinking that someday I would want to bury you.”

[ㅋㅋ Should I show you the quest again?]

The system window taunted me, perfectly catching onto my thoughts.

[Quest Re♡ac♡tion♡ Successfully complete the collab stage with a sexy concept!

Show the public overwhelming quality.

Successful completion: 5,000 points awarded.

Failure: Dance stats will slightly decrease (B+ to C+)]

I let out a short groan. No matter what I thought, I had to come out with a sexy concept that would gain public recognition. I buried my face in my crossed arms and chuckled softly.

“Where do you want to be buried? Pick a spot in Gyeonggi Province.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Think of me again, please♡]

Just saying its piece and then disappearing. That damn system window.

I sighed as I sent a text to Lee Jihyeon.

It was an SOS.

– Me: Lee Jihyeon

Before I could finish typing the next sentence, the 1 disappeared quickly, and a response came from Lee Jihyeon.

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Lea Purple?
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– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Lea Purple?

...She's like a ghost.

I let out a snicker and waited for a moment.

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: First of all

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Absolutely

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Do not ever touch them

– Me: ㅋㅋ

I sent a reply laden with the meaning, “You think I'm out of my mind?”

It was something both Lea Purple and I were already aware of.

What I wanted from Jihyeon was a way to somehow make this Bluetooth Circus Troupe look cooler, even if just conceptually.

– Me: You know what I'm asking, right?

– Me: Ah, I'm really looking forward to this one too

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: ha

Jihyeon's replies stopped for a bit.

She wasn't the same Jihyeon who used to excitedly spill out her favorite ideas in front of the team leader with sparkling eyes.

She had leveled up, so to speak. Of course, it was in a dark attribute.

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Um... Hoyun

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Actually, I've been really tired these days because of too much work ㅜ;;

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: And there's this new event for my favorite character starting ㅜ and I failed at my last attempt ㅜ

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: To get even one special card of our Celestial Pilot, I'd need to spin at least a hundred times... and that's not even enough to fully max it out...

What are you talking about...?

...Was she asking for a bonus? I barely deciphered her meanings.

I didn't care whether Jihyeon got the game cards she wanted, and I didn't even understand some of the words, but I was willing to grant her wish.

Of course, it wasn't my money, but the company's.

– Me: CEO ㅋ

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: Is double possible?

– Me: ㅋㅋ What do you take me for?

– Me: Of course, I'll make sure you get your favorite cards

– Me: No matter how many ^^

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: ㅇㅏ

– Planning Team Lee Jihyeon: I'll sort it out and send it to you via email ^^! As expected, The Dawn's top visual gets things done quickly, the best~

“Jihyeon is funny, isn't she?”

I chuckled and turned off my phone.

It was rewarding to see that the foundation I had solidly built up within the company, starting with the Jeong Dajun incident and then periodically causing some ruckus, was paying off.

While enjoying the slightly chilly breeze, which felt refreshing, I sensed someone behind me.

“Why?”

“...Ah.”

Expecting it to be one of our members, I turned around emotionlessly, only to see Lea Purple's main dancer fidgeting with her fingers, wondering how to start a conversation.

“Ah, hello!”

“Hello.”

Despite there being no one else around, Lea Purple's main dancer looked around anxiously, as if she were at a crime scene, and let out a soft breath.

“I'm so s-sorry. I just wanted to apologize for any inconvenience our agency might have caused.”

“It's not Lea Purple's fault, though.”

“That... um, it still must be uncomfortable for The Dawn.”

I wished they would at least stop with the sexy concept if they were going to make us collaborate.

Lea Purple's main dancer lowered her gaze and spoke in a slightly defeated tone.

“...We are the Bluetooth Circus Troupe, after all.”

She knew it all along.

“We can't help it! I'm really sorry, for real! If we try to make a pretty stage and get involved with each other, we either get caught in a scandal or mocked for being the Bluetooth Circus Troupe. It's a lose-lose situation, right??”

“It is a tough choice...”

“Right??!!”

Even though she was the one who proposed the idea, her pale face suggested she realized it wasn't a good one after trying it out. When I showed a bit of agreement, the main dancer scratched her cheek and finally brought up what she really wanted to say.

“I'm not asking for understanding, but... you see, in our second year after debut... a rumor exploded.”

I knew it. It was a scandal.

For an idol, it was a fatal issue. Not only was it false, but it had also blown up terribly because they were linked with a rather famous male idol group at the time, making recovery rather difficult.

“The Victory is Mine, you know it, right? Ah, of course, you would. Hoyun, you were famous back then...”

“Yes, I know it.”

“At the time we appeared, we barely exchanged greetings with the group we were up against, but the editing made it look strange.”

Just thinking about it made the main dancer shiver.

“They spread rumors that we were deceiving fans by wearing matching couple items with that idol group's members. Oh! Of course, we did have those items, but to be honest, some of the members bought them because they found them pretty... We were doing fairly well after our debut, but after that, we really tanked.”

Hmm, I knew that too. When I searched for Lea Purple, related search terms still came up.

Although I attempted to cleanse the associated search terms, at the time, all sorts of vivid words popped up, and it wasn't much different now.

“Didn't you clarify that it was just a rumor?”

“Of course, we did.”

And then she sighed deeply.

“But after that... who would care? It was a disaster.”

Of course, that's how this industry worked.

If there was something to criticize, people swarmed like carnivores to a feast but would turn a deaf ear when someone tried to explain.

Lea Purple's main dancer laughed awkwardly and scratched her head.

“We were lucky to have a song that charted again early this year, barely keeping us afloat. We're treating this like our last chance... So even if we react overly sensitively like we're following quarantine rules or something, please understand we have no ill intentions!”

“Uh-huh.”

“Our kids are really desperate! Su-Sumin really dances well!”

“Right.”

“And Siri's voice is sweet like honey! You'd know if you listened to the drama OST she sang for...!”

The main dancer's outpouring of love for the members of Lea Purple (which I interpreted as flattery) went on for quite some time. I gave the appropriate responses, but after five minutes, I started to feel a bit sick of it.

“...You really love your group members.”

= Enough already.

“I love them, though they don't always listen, the stubborn little things! We're not really close to other groups, especially after getting tangled in a scandal over a simple greeting, so I end up just hanging out with our kids all the time... Ah, oops. My apologies.”

Finally, Lea Purple's main dancer seemed to realize she had gone overboard and fell silent.

Wow...

This must be a serious burnout. But I agreed with the sentiment. That's why we were proceeding with a choreography that avoided any direct contact...

While I was contemplating, my phone rang again. Lee Jihyeon had sorted things out and sent me an email. I checked it briefly and couldn't help but burst into laughter.

[Email Subject: Sending you Emergency Escape Number One]

“Ah, seriously? This is hilarious??”

“Huh?”

Accidentally finding someone with the same sense of humor, I stifled my laughter and opened the email. Since it was an urgent matter, she had just sent over a basic concept, promising to clean it up and send a more detailed version later.

I skimmed through the file and, finding that the content wasn't much different from what I had in mind, I nodded and looked at Lea Purple's main dancer.

“It's a bit of a shame, isn't it?”

“...Yes?”

“It's the year-end stage.”

With a mix of awkwardness and apology, I left the main dancer hovering beside me and pondered over how to put it nicely.

Okay, good.

“Maybe we should change direction?”

It was too precious to waste on a half-hearted performance only because of a scandal, especially when we were given such a good opportunity such as a year-end stage.

“...What? Oh, but we've already decided on the song, and we can't change it.”

“No, I'm not saying we change the song.”

I flashed a smile, the so-called harmless and kind smile that the members really disliked.

“Let's just tweak the concept a bit?”


What the hell do I do?

The youngest member of Lea Purple sat hunched in a corner of the practice room, her expression one of despair.

I mean, The Dawn has been so popular lately... If we get associated with them, are we really saying goodbye to the world?

Even if they maintained a two-meter separation during their collab stage, if they presented a sexy concept–especially with a song from a senior artist in Lea Purple's company–the blame and criticism would fall squarely on them like arrows.

No, no. Criticism is fine. We're used to it after being cursed out so much... Just don't get involved in a scandal this time...!

Those who wanted to criticize would do so anyway. She just hoped they wouldn't fall into some weird flow and spark a scandal like last time.

Wow, I thought the world was ending back then...

The youngest member of Lea Purple stared blankly into space before looking around at the other members, who seemed to share her gloom.

Just then, at the far end of the practice room, Seong Jiwon, who had been talking to the members of The Dawn, caught her eye while taking a drink of water. Seong Jiwon reflexively widened his eyes and offered a new bottle of water.

“Want some water?”

“Oh, th-thank you... AAAHH!!”

Though there was no bad blood, the shock of nearly brushing fingers while receiving the water bottle made her react almost allergically. As she clutched her racing heart and stepped back, Seong Jiwon slightly lowered his eyebrows and laughed.

“S-Sorry.”

“Haha... No worries.”

He then slid the water bottle toward her and sat down at a safe distance, rhythmically tapping his fingers on the floor, likely going over the choreography in his head.

As she watched him, Lea Purple's maknae couldn't help but be impressed. She wondered if he was thinking about reviewing the choreography even in this situation.

“...Wow, that's impressive.”

“Huh?”

“Ugh!”

She had told herself to be careful, yet she blurted out what she was thinking. As Seong Jiwon turned around, she desperately tried to explain herself.

“Oh, no. I was just thinking you're amazing. I knew you were famous for practicing hard, but... it looks like you're still at it even now.”

It was 100 percent sincere, but the more she spoke, the more it sounded like she was being sarcastic. Just as she wished she could sew her mouth shut, Seong Jiwon smiled ambiguously.

“It bothers you, doesn't it?”

“......”

“It's okay, really.”

“...Yes?”

It was a perplexing feeling.

From a short distance away, Kang Ichae, who had been sprawled out, sat up and brushed back his tousled hair as he said,

“Ah~ isn't it about time he comes back?”

“If he said he was going out for some fresh air, then it's a hundred percent sure.”

Other members of The Dawn added their comments, making her feel even more lost in a maze. Regardless, Kang Ichae dug into his pocket, pulled out a candy, and chomped down on it noisily.

“I wonder who he is nagging this time?”

“Either the planning team or Composer Cheongbeom.”

“It must be the planning team. Didn't the composer go to the US recently?”

“Eh? Why?”

However, his question was soon answered when Seo Hoyun returned alongside Lea Purple's main dancer.

Seo Hoyun spoke in a nonchalant tone.

“Let's have a quick meeting.”

“Yessir~.”

When everyone gathered in the center of the practice room, Seo Hoyun started to speak,

“I think we should start with a concept revamp.”

“Are you thinking of ditching the sexy concept?”

“No, not that... I was thinking of adding another concept on top of it.”

The more Seo Hoyun explained, the more the members were drawn into his logic, despite initially thinking, “What kind of crazy talk is this?”

“Really?”

What started as a doubtful response...

“...Oh, that makes sense??”

...turned into agreement.

Based on Lee Jihyeon's concept, the members of Lea Purple and some from The Dawn (namely Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun) looked at him as if they were enchanted.

“It's such a good song and a valuable opportunity to perform on such a big stage; it would be too much to just let it pass.”

Indeed, they could kill two birds with one stone: remain true to the song's concept while avoiding any scandals.

Seo Hoyun finished his explanation by declining the candy offered by Kang Ichae.

“...So, what do you think about doing it this way? The lyrics are perfect for it.”

“Yes!!”

“Let's do it!”

Everyone nodded their heads excitedly. Kang Ichae, in particular, was thrilled, chewing on the candy Seo Hoyun had refused and scribbling down ideas for the arrangement.

“Then, let's go with that. Let's meet again in two days.”

“Please take care of us!”

“Yes, please take care of us.”

Seo Hoyun said his casual farewells and stood up with The Dawn. Kim Seonghyeon nudged Seo Hoyun teasingly.

“It's Lee Jihyeon, right? What did you give her?”

“I don't know, something about card game illustrations. If she really wants it, why doesn't she just take a screenshot.”

“Well, she probably wants to collect it.”

Kang Ichae chimed in from the side. As they bantered about how they could just print their photo cards, too, The Dawn left the practice room.

Left alone in the bustling practice room, Lea Purple's youngest finally recalled the conversation The Dawn members were having and muttered in dismay,

“There's a reason why The Dawn is so popular...”

It was a curious thing.

“There really was a breakthrough.”

Unaware that this breakthrough had been won by offering mobile game gacha as a bonus to Lee Jihyeon, she sincerely admired Seo Hoyun.

.

.

.

And Seo Hoyun, who had suggested this breakthrough, was about to face an unexpected crisis.

It started the moment he got into the van. The manager excitedly shared the news.

“Hoyun!! I've got such great news! Yu Jia and Min Jiheon have each been nominated for the acting awards! To celebrate, they've been asked to do a special performance, and you're included!!”

“...What?”

“That's right, Yu Jia, Min Jiheon, and you—the three of you are going to perform at the awards ceremony!”

“......”

Seo Hoyun was flabbergasted.

With Min Jiheon and Yu Jia?


Chapter 123

[Shit, is this for real?]

The commotion started when an SNS user shared a community link.

[For the year-end collab stage, they say the partner is seriously PP.]

[???? Huh??]

Everyone was baffled. There had been some speculation about a collab stage, but Lea Purple was a group with no prior connection to The Dawn whatsoever.

[Wow, honestly... I totally, totally love it, Lea Purple is so likable.]

[Right? I like them too. They got so much hate because of the scandal, their members went through a lot...]

Even as they said this, the Noeuls were worried. They were aware that this collab would draw insane amounts of negative attention their way.

A newly created account with no profile picture made it clear.

[The fuck, who are you to match up with our precious Lea Purple babies? Ugh protect them ㅠ]

The message was sanitized but filled with enough swearwords to get the gist. Some people quietly blocked and moved on with a “Here we go again” expression, but, as expected, not everyone could let it slide and fights broke out.

[ㅋㅋ Does Lea Purple even have any songs? Besides that one viral hit?

└ Then what do you guys have besides riding on the fame of Shining Star and PTTC, huh? Let's talk about that ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh~~ Did they have Today too? Lucky group, fuck ㅋㅋ

└ Yep, the scandal~]

While not the majority, the seeds of controversy were being sown. Consequently, the majority of Noeuls and Lea Purple's fans clutched their hearts in distress.

[Guys, please let's ignore the trolls... It's clear as day that account isn't a Lea Purple fan...]

[Noeuls... It's not us... It isn't... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ We're really looking forward to the year-end stage ㅠㅜ]

[Let's be real, a true fan wouldn't act like this fuck ㅋㅋ... Everyone, let's be sensible.]

The Noeuls and Lea Purple's fans quickly realized they needed to control the atmosphere. They knew that saying something like “Noeuls supports Lea Purple ♡” would only lead to further criticism and an actual scandal.

So, the Noeuls clenched their eyes shut and decided to quickly shift the attention by pushing the maknae to the forefront.

[Our maknae has college entrance exams the day after tomorrow!! We're doing an event to support him, more details in the link.]

The conversation shifted to Jeong Dajun's college entrance exam.

[OMG, right, the CSAT exam is the day after tomorrow??? shit shit]

[Please understand, granny here... It's been a while since I took the exam.]

[Dajun, show us the skills you honed while being nagged by Hoyun, and make sure to impress!]

As the Noeuls started to show interest in Jeong Dajun's exams, his personal fans came through with perfect timing, cooking up various memes.

They edited scenes of Seo Hoyun giving Jeong Dajun crash tutoring, which had been sporadically released through V-Live or YouTube.

[Part 1 “One-shot Tutor Seo Hoyun's Kind Lecture”

– Hoyun: (Explaining in a secretly kind way) “You got it, right? Try it.”

– Dajun: “Yes!!!”

~A while later~

– Dajun: (Rolling his eraser) “It's number 4” ha

– Hoyun: “......”

– Others: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ (badly laughing from behind)

└ Oh Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ swearing with his eyes ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Part 2 “Finally, Jeong Dajun”

– Dajun: (Jumps up) “Hyung!!! I got it, the answer is number 2!!”

– Hoyun: “Right!! Ah, right! Wow! How did you know?”

(I've never seen Seo Hoyun this excited, oh so cute, he's calmly solving everything for him, and Dajun gets one right and he's like this)

– Hoyun: “See, you can do it if you try ㅠ;; How did you solve it?”

– Dajun: “Your eyes were on number 2, hyung.”

– Hoyun: “Get out. “

– Dajun: “Eh?”

– Hoyun: “Get out of the dorm right now.”

– Others: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ(Sobbing on the floor)

└ Our maknae is catching a rabbit

└└ Dajun... you're not good at lying.]

[Part 3 “True First-Class”

– Dajun: “Hyungs, ㅠㅠ Hoyun-hyung is scary ㅠ.” (Aren't you coming here right now?!!)

– Ichae: “Hey, I, sunbae, will tell you the winning strategy for the college entrance exam ㅋㅋ.”

– Dajun: “OMG!!! What is it??”

– Ichae: “Fill in the scantron card with hearts and voilà ♡.”

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ No, Kang Ichae, drawing finger hearts while pretending not to be bad

└└ In the midst of this, Jeong Dajun's answer was “Should I do that?” Seo Hoyun is furiously angry, just forget about taking the exam, he says fuck it]

Those short clips spread more than expected, even garnering interest from people in the private education sector.

[I'm a 28-year-old part-time lecturer and this triggers my PTSD (sobs)]

[Is he really an idol?? The person on the left really teaches well, right? You can tell they've tutored a lot. Why couldn't he do this after so much tutoring? But he just sighs and continues teaching...]

As the fans tried to quell the controversy over the collab and put on a bitter smile, hoping everything would just pass peacefully, Seo Hoyun was spending a warm vacation with his family for the first time in a while.

“You look even uglier now that I haven't seen you in a while...”

“Well, you and I look alike, you know?”

Seo Hojin retorted with a sullen face.


I deliberately chose a beef bone soup restaurant with no people around and ordered some food haphazardly.

“How's school?”

“It's the same old, same old. Sometimes I feel like throwing all my group project members into the Han River, you know?”

“Wouldn't the mountain behind be better?”

I replied nonchalantly and then asked again,

“Do you have any friends?”

“I guess so...”

I pushed some side dishes toward Seo Hojin. I wasn't particularly hungry, but I did want to see Hojin eat.

He seemed a bit more haggard than usual, probably because I hadn't been paying much attention to him for a few months.

“Are you eating well? Ah, okay, I get it. I'll stop.”

“The triple-combo really kills me. School, friends, and whether or not you're eating properly. It's the first time I've seen someone ask that outside of the holidays.”

Hojin grumbled as he mixed his rice into the soup filled with solid chunks. Realizing I might be overdoing it, I shut my mouth feeling a bit embarrassed.

That kid, even though he pretended not to care, started to pick up my knack for sarcasm. And he was good at it too.

“But why are you on leave? Hyung, you've been so busy with your members that I haven't even seen a glimpse of you lately.”

“Jeong Dajun is taking the CSAT.”

“What?! Then why are you here?”

What now?

“Shouldn't you be there? Isn't it normal to wait all day in front of the school gate?”

“Why would I?”

“...Hm?”

If I did that now, it would be a nuisance. Anyway, plenty of people would flock to Dajun's test site without me adding to the crowd.

Hojin blinked his eyes and tilted his head in confusion when I frowned slightly.

“The CSAT is a big event for you, isn't it? ...Or not?”

“What are you talking about? Who doesn't find the CSAT important?”

It was important, which is why a few days ago, I even filmed a message of support for those taking the CSAT with the other members.

When Dajun, who had been rigorously preparing for both practice and the test, released a video cheering on all the students (including himself) with a fighting pose, it caused a bit of laughter among the Noeuls.

“No, what I meant was when I was taking the CSAT, you... Ah.”

Hojin was stuttering when he seemed to realize something and hung his head.

“...Ah, I see.”

His suspicious reaction made me look at him with narrowed eyes, but Hojin just quietly ate his rice and abruptly changed the subject.

“Today is our Dajun's CSAT day...”

“...Since when was he 'our Dajun'? And why are you laughing?”

Back in my unruly PD days (not that it's much different now), I always told him not to acknowledge me for fear that his personal details might be dug up by getting involved with weird people. Maybe because I emphasized it every time we met, Hojin didn't pay much attention to my workplace.

Actually, it was better to say he didn't know much about it.

Hojin dropped his spoon on the table with a clack.

“I hope our Dajun did well. He seemed to have prepared hard, right?”

“Just a minute ago, you didn't even know Dajun was taking the CSAT, so stop pretending. And don't you dare contact Dajun or any of my members after meeting them just once...”

“Hm?”

I was about to say not to get too friendly with the guys from my workplace but then I hesitated.

...Wait, maybe it's okay with the members?

Compared to my PD days, my reputation was now like an angel's, and the company was surprisingly taking care of the overzealous fans (though it did sound like a lie).

After the incident with Seong Jiwon's invasion of privacy, I gave the company a piece of my mind, and they seemed even more cautious about such matters.

...Now that I think about it, isn't this kid the same age as Seong Jiwon or Kim Seonghyeon?

I always thought of him as a kid because he was ten years younger, but after rejuvenating and spending time with the younger members, I realized he wasn't that much of a kid.

At 23, you could already pick up on social cues, dabble in petty politics, and somewhat manage people.

No, first of all, “that” Kang Ichae was only twenty-one.

Thinking about it this way, really... But?

I watched Hojin skillfully pile a piece of kkakdugi on his spoonful of rice and chew thoughtfully.

He looked so clueless.

...Or is that not it?? Is this kid still mentally ten years old?

To me, Hojin and Dajun were pretty much the same.

Though I hadn't said it out loud, Hojin seemed to catch on and furrowed his eyebrows sharply.

“What's wrong? Why are you so annoyed?”

“Watch your language, will you?”

“Ouch!”

I smacked his head with the spoon that hadn't yet scooped up any rice, and Hojin gently rubbed the spot, murmuring three times in a row, “I can't even say a word.” He then glared at me as if he was wronged.

“So what, what now?”

“......”

“If you're jealous, you should have been born as the hyung.”

“Mom... why did you give birth to him first...?”

I hit him once more, and as I was about to scoop up some rice with the spoon I was holding, the voice of a lady who seemed to be an employee reached my ears.

“Wow~, isn't that the PD over there~? And is that your friend next to you?”

“Ah, hello.”

I gave Seo Hojin a look to stay quiet and quickly switched up my expression to a business-like smile.

The drama was a hit after all. Occasionally, there were people who recognized me and struck up a conversation like this.

“Didn't I tell you to stop nagging Yu Jeonghwa? And because of that, Jeonghwa ended up going to Min Seungtae!”

“Hahaha... I want to keep nagging Ms. Yu Jeonghwa for the rest of my life.”

“Don't keep her around just to nag her...”

“Ah, what a waste~.”

I tossed out a service comment, a play on “What a waste, really,” and the ajumma seemed to really like it, laughing heartily. With the promise of more service (food) coming our way, I nodded and went back to my meal when I noticed Seo Hojin looking at me with a strangely pleased expression. The impure look in his eyes gave me goosebumps, and I rubbed my arms.

“Why are you staring at me like that? It's creepy.”

“Watch your words, will you?”

“I am watching them.”

“You're really the epitome of 'do as I say, not as I do'...”

The grumbling brat scratched his head.

“I just think it's nice to see you doing so well, hyung.”

“Got a long tongue. What do you want to eat now?”

“You could just say 'Thanks, I got it.' Why do you always have to twist your words?”

“...Hmm.”

I felt awkward and dropped the subject. It wasn't like me to be so sarcastic in front of my younger brother. It had just become a habit I couldn't help.

Living with the underage Jeong Dajun recently made me realize that kids really soaked up everything like sponges. That's why I had been holding back on swearing in front of Dajun.

Speaking of which, Seo Hojin turned out pretty decent.

I couldn't help but admire how well Hojin had grown up into a relatively normal adult, considering he withstood all of my outrageous teenage years.

He didn't swear, studied a bit, and had a good head on his shoulders.

“What a waste, really... Ms. Yu Jeonghwa, do you want to work with me again tomorrow?”

“......”

Or maybe he still hadn't gotten his act together...

I kicked Seo Hojin's knee under the table as he was teasing me and continued to wolf down my beef soup. But Hojin kept chattering away resiliently.

“Hyung, your acting in the slice-of-life scenes was amazing. I got so scared while watching the drama that I had to turn it off midway.”

“Did you finish watching it?”

“I took a deep breath and hit the space bar. Seriously, why is Lee Jeonghun so popular as a romantic lead? I really don't get it.”

“Neither do I, so keep it down.”

I chuckled as I ladled up some of the soup with my spoon. Hojin was fishing for pieces of meat in his bowl as he said,

“But it was really natural. How did you... play a PD role when you're not even the right age...”

“...?”

“...Play...”

Hojin hesitated for a moment, then rolled his eyes, trying to lighten the mood with a weak laugh.

“...Of course, you did well, right? You drew on your real experience as a PD when you acted.”

“...?”

What?

Suddenly, I felt an ambiguous discomfort, as if my intuition radar had beeped. I promptly put down my spoon with a clatter.

“What is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Something feels off?”

“...So, what is it?”

My appetite suddenly vanished, and I gave Hojin a once-over, but he deliberately avoided my gaze. Just then, the timing was perfect as the service arrived.

“Eat lots~.”

“Oh! Thank you!”

Hojin received the service with a bow, and I nodded along with him. We then moved on to talk about Hojin's college life, but throughout the conversation, the little rascal kept sneakily looking in my direction.

I was about to retort something when my phone rang, and checking the caller ID, it was Seong Jiwon.

“Hey, just a sec.”

I raised a hand to Seo Hojin and answered the phone.

– “Hoyun, Dajun is finished! Come to the company.”

“Alright, I'll be there.”

“Ah, you're going now? Send my regards to Dajun while you're there.”

“...Sure.”

Seo Hojin, having overheard my response, coolly set his spoon down. Then he got up and reached for his wallet, but I stepped in front of him and handed my card to the cashier.

I hadn't hung up yet, so I could still hear Seong Jiwon's voice coming through the phone, but to be honest, I couldn't really catch what he was saying.

No wonder.

“Oops, I got a call too. I'm heading out~.”

Seo Hojin hurriedly moved away as if the timing couldn't have been better.

...Fuck, what the hell?

After watching Hojin for a moment, I pressed my cap down firmly and began walking towards the direction of the company, all the while feeling as if someone had grabbed me by the scruff of the neck.

It felt wrong just letting things be.

“......”

– “Hoyun?”

“...Hey, hold on. Hang up.”

– “Huh? Okay.”

“I'll be there soon.”

This was seriously unsettling.

I couldn't place where this unpleasant feeling was coming from, and it bothered me even more. Finally, I quickly hung up the phone and turned around. Striding forward, I saw Seo Hojin on the phone with someone.

“Are you kidding me?”

Seo Hojin seemed to be arguing with the person on the other end about a group project or something... but that wasn't important.

“If you don't have that, what the hell am I supposed to do now?”

“......”

“I'll give you 10 seconds to send it over—What?!”

I grabbed his arm and spun him around. My brother, who was suddenly seized and turned to face me with his eyes wide open. The bigger he grew...

“Seo Hojin...”

“What, what?”

“...Yeah.”

...the more he resembled our mother.

“...Bro, I might not make it for Mom and Dad's memorial.”

So, I held back the words that were really weighing on my mind... and instead uttered something else.

Seo Hojin, still awkwardly holding his phone, blinked for a moment before laughing uncomfortably.

“Ah, you startled me...”

“......”

“I was wondering why you rushed over. Hey, hang on a sec.”

– “... Play...”

“I said hang up.”

Despite the voice on the other end saying something, Seo Hojin, unfazed, ended the call and looked at his arm that I had grabbed.

“The memorial? You came all this way just to talk about that?”

“It's coming up soon.”

“Yeah, well. I'll go by myself. It's been over ten years; they'll understand if you don't make it on the exact day.”

Ten years.

I... felt relieved at that number.

Only then did I let go of the arm I had been holding, and as I stepped back, Seo Hojin rubbed his arm, examining me. Embarrassed for no reason, I rubbed the back of my neck and looked away.

What am I even doing right now?

“Buy flowers.”

“Of course. I'll send them your regards.”

Seo Hojin just shrugged his shoulders and pointed at the phone with his finger. It meant he was going to make another call, and it was a gesture for the “hyung” who was acknowledged by the members as a troublemaker to disappear now.

Seo Hojin turned his back first.

I lingered in that spot for a long while, and when Seo Hojin's figure was no longer visible, I slowly began to move.


Chapter 124

When I walked into the company with a slightly uncomfortable feeling, I saw the members gathered closely in the place we often used for V-Live sessions. As I opened the door, Jeong Dajun, with his bag still strapped on, sprang up.

“Hyung! Why are you so late? I feel let down!!”

“The traffic was bad.”

“After all that noise about waiting at the school gates...!”

“Ahaha, you believed that?”

“...!!”

Dajun's eyes shook left and right, stunned by Seong Jiwon's words.

Back when Seo Hojin took his CSAT, I smoked cigarettes one after another and paced around my room. In the end, I couldn't take it anymore and ended up waiting in front of his school.

But how could I possibly go there now?

Dajun's cheeks were already puffed up in annoyance, so I asked him nonchalantly,

“So, did you do well?”

“I feel totally great!”

“Is that so?”

“What's with that look? It's not false hope, I really did well!”

Well, that's a relief. Far from being downcast, he was brimming with confidence.

But as I leisurely walked inside, I had a weird hunch.

“...?”

Something was off.

The members were lined up in the usual V-Live room, and even a tablet was fixed in front of them.

“Live broadcast? Or recording?”

“Wow~, Hyung really got burned last time.”

Kang Ichae chuckled. I still couldn't forget the faces of the members and the manager who entered brightly, carrying a cake, and popping paper fireworks.

When I urged them with my eyes to speak up quickly, the reply came from Kim Seonghyeon.

“Recording.”

“Ahaha~.”

Then, for some reason, Ichae gave me a slimy smile and gestured with his eyes to look at Dajun.

The moment I slightly furrowed my brows, Dajun giggled, turned his backpack around, and clumsily pulled out some papers.

“Now that Hoyun-hyung is here too—”

...Now that I was here?

“I will begin grading my first-ever college entrance exam!!”

“Woahhhhh!”

“Wow~.”

Are you out of your mind?

What kind of idol recorded their own exam grading?

Just as I was about to reproach them for not stopping him, I quickly scanned the other members. Ichae was nearly burying his face in his knees, chuckling helplessly and unable to explain.

Ignoring the ever-joyous main rapper, I turned my gaze to the older members, but surprisingly, they all seemed nonchalant. Dajun snorted as I looked on in confusion.

“Don't get me wrong, Hoyun-hyung. It's not what you think! This is for my personal collection and to send to my mom and dad.”

“...Oh, is that so?”

“Whenever something big happens in Dajun's family, they always record it or take photos to keep.”

With Seong Jiwon's interjection, Jeong Dajun proudly gave a thumbs up.

“My parents have been busy lately, and I've been living in the dorms. I want to show them how hard I studied through a video! Right, hyungs?!”

“Of course, Dajun worked hard~.”

Ichae subtly joined in, urging me to smile for the camera. The idea was to enjoy this moment amongst ourselves and keep the video for our personal collection, since it wasn't meant for public release.

Wow, Jeong Dajun...

You've grown up a lot.

If it had been live, I would have panicked and stopped him. I thought Dajun would have been yapping and whining, “Hyung how can you do this? It's my birthday event tomorrow.”

Seeing Dajun humming a tune while preparing to grade the exam with the answer sheet already printed and spread out, I took back my previous thought of him being a baby.

Kids really did grow up fast.

I had a hunch that he was well-loved from the moment I heard the story about his childhood savings account, but I felt it anew when he mentioned sending the video to his parents.

Well, it's good to be on good terms with your parents.

However, no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't imagine Jeong Dajun getting excellent grades to boast about to anyone. It wasn't just about the possibility; I couldn't even envision such a scene.

Based on what I had seen during our cram sessions, “good grades” seemed impossible for Dajun.

“What, what's this? Why do I feel so bad?”

“Just get on with the grading.”

“...Yes!”

Since he was ready to grade it, it meant he had actually gone to the exam hall and managed to answer the problems without falling asleep. He had studied earnestly, at least for the past few days, so I decided to leave him be and give him credit for that effort.

Jeong Dajun finished preparing and gripped a pen tightly in one hand.

“Alright, I'm ready! Please turn on the song!”

“What do you like?”

“Could you play 'Kill the Lights' to pump me up?”

“Ooh, wow~!!”

...Hey, wasn't that a bit much?? Weren't you sending this to your parents?

Dajun clenched his fist as if he knew exactly what was being implied.

“Mother, Father!! If you're watching, give me the right answer!!”

“......”

Right...

Without a moment to intervene, Kang Ichae, with a mischievous smile spreading across his lips, swiftly clicked the mouse. The beat of a song that we had heard hundreds—if not thousands of times began to play.

“Okay, Here we go,

I see the timing, we once caught our breath together,

Now we must go again.”

“Okay! Let's get it!!”

“Starting with Korean! Call them out!”

“3-2-4-1-2!”

“Oooh, got three right!”

“Ooh, Yes We can definitely kill this light,

Overturn everything, change the game.”

“Seonghyeon-hyung! It's your part! Hurry and sing!”

“My, my part?”

“Yeah!! I need the energy!”

“Uh... uh...”

Kim Seonghyeon, stuttering and realizing there was no escape, began to sing while looking at the sparkling eyes of Dajun.

“My trembling fingertips turn blue... How much do you know? Calculate.”

Were you really going to sing that?

“4-3-1-1-1! Okay, Jiwon-hyung!!”

“I know this game is against me~, Yet I must go on until the end.”

“5-3-2-1-1!”

“...Is it just me, or have there been a lot of 1's lately?”

I never thought the song “Kill the Lights” could be so perfectly used for CSAT.

I took another sip of my frappuccino, nibbling it while watching Jeong Dajun flutter his fingers nervously over the absurd sequence of numbers.

The results were disastrous.

But you really stuck with it till the end, good job.

“Wow, it's like the rainy season here.”

“Aaaaaack... No, let's get the energy back! Hyung, quickly!”

As Kang Ichae joked about the rain of marks on the scoring sheet, it was my turn again.

“To you, it might have happened several times, but for me, it's just once.”

“Eeeeh?? You're singing?”

“What the... what's with Seo Hoyun all of a sudden?”

If the maknae wanted to get in the mood for the exam scoring, then this much was fine.

Whatever.

I ignored the murmurs of the members around me and watched without much expectation, but then Dajun's scores were revealed. As expected, Korean and Math were a total loss, but Classical Chinese was surprisingly not bad.

Actually, it was unbelievably good.

Though why he'd taken Classical Chinese after studying Japanese was beyond me.

Jeong Dajun also tilted his head in wonder.

“Huh? Did I do this well?”

“What? Does Dajun know Chinese characters well?”

“Not really. Whenever he turns on a lecture, he's always dozing off.”

The members around me, seemingly having the same thoughts, passed around the answer sheet and mock exam paper, their eyes wide with surprise.

“What's this?”

“So, he did well?”

“Let me see.”

“Only now does Sub Vocal No. 1 take an interest.”

Despite doubt that Jeong Dajun could have done so well, I was about to pat his head and praise him when Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon, behind me, joyfully held hands and spun around, playing ganggangsullae, as if they were the ones who had aced the test.

No, I didn't expect Dajun to do so well either... Is he actually good at studying? Or maybe a Chinese character genius?

“Hyung! I'm not done grading yet, please give it here.”

Dajun, still not done looking through the answers and score sheet, spoke up petulantly and reached out his hand. He was quite full of himself for doing well in one subject despite bombing the others.

“Fine, take it. Keep calling out the answers.”

“Alright~, 3-2-1-1-3.”

“Hmm...?”

Just when I thought it was enough and was about to turn off the camera and clean up, Jeong Dajun, who had been busily marking with a red pen, cocked his head in confusion and clicked his pen.

“...Huh. But why is there no number at the end?”

“What?”

“No... Huh? One moment, please.”

Jeong Dajun shuffled through the paper with the scores once more. Then he mumbled blankly.

“Wait, did I mess up the scoring sheet?”

“...!!”

Everyone looked on in shock. My mind went blank in an instant, and Seong Jiwon blinked his eyes before finally managing to speak.

“...Did you write your answers to the Chinese characters in the wrong order, and that's why your score looks good?”

“What about the scantron?”

“?? But at that time... I didn't miss any numbers? It's different from the scoring sheet...”

Jeong Dajun's mouth twitched as he stammered out a response.

“...Huh?”

“Uwahahahaha!”

Whether the actual Chinese character score was good or not, Kang Ichae collapsed on the table, laughing as if he'd die of amusement because the score turned out to be a fake due to a mistake on the scoring sheet. He had wrapped his arms around Dajun's shoulders saying “Of course” as if the current situation was extremely amusing.

This kid was terrifying...

“No way, that can't be right!”

“Hey, hey, it's okay, it's okay.”

“Even if you did well on that, you bombed the rest anyway.”

“Seonghyeon-hyung!!”

As a tutor who had long since given up (though unintentionally), I managed to laugh genuinely and gently spoke to the maknae who was clutching his head in despair.

“Dajun-ah, it's okay even if you didn't do well on the CSAT.”

“Wow, Hoyun-hyung...”

Jeong Dajun looked up, touched by my words. I replied while sipping through a straw.

“Still, being born with a silver spoon isn't so bad, right?”

“......”

Jeong Dajun glared at me with fiery eyes, but I ignored him.


[Guys, I heard Jeong Dajun totally bombed the CSAT

└ Not really surprising

└└ Huh?? Doesn't matter, didn't Dajun just take the college entrance exam just for show?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Thanks for taking the fall, Dajun

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Seriously, thank you Dajun!!]

[In the midst of that, Jiwon went live on V-Live and spilled some behind-the-scenes about Jeong Dajun's CSAT... ㅠ He said he's proud of Dajun no matter the results, that he worked hard until the end. And he said all the Noeuls worked so hard ㅜㅜ We've been through a lot... really awesome... ㅠㅠ

└ Jiwon is really... an angel... I wonder where his wings are hidden...

└└ PD Lee Jeonghun: He must've left them behind

└└ Ah really ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

True idol Jeong Dajun laid down the college entrance exam for the Noeuls, and the mock exam video became a personal keepsake for the members, as they couldn't bear to show it to Dajun's parents.

Meanwhile, a high school senior Noeul who just finished with the CSAT, was sitting in front of the TV, overexcited.

“Dajun!!! I've finished the CSAT too!!”

Looking at Jeong Dajun, this high school senior wasn't inspired by a competitive spirit to study... not really, but still, by her own standards, she had studied diligently, thus being able to wrap up the year with a sense of accomplishment.

Having taken the essay exam, now there was only fun left to have.

And naturally, the anticipation and excitement for the year-end stage performances hit the maximum. The high school senior Noeul was nervously punching a cushion they were hugging as they waited in front of the TV.

“Is it true that The Dawn is in this year's lineup?”

Since the popularity of the year often dictated who made it to the stage, naturally, the higher the profile, the more likely it was to get a spot. Also, it was understood that the more popular acts would perform later in the show.

The first thing the senior did after finishing the CSAT and reviving their phone was to search for The Dawn.

[Is The Dawn's year-end stage for real? I'm part of a super popular idol farm shit]

[Oh I love it so much, can't wait to see how they've performed]

The main page was filled with positive comments and gifs because it was sorted by popularity, but as soon as they checked the latest posts, an unexpected post caught their eye.

[Please, I just hope the collab goes without any controversy... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Right, are they doing a collab stage?

Having recently returned to the secular world, the high school senior was unaware of what that tweet meant, tilting their head curiously as they dived further into that poster's account.

In the idol world, a single steamy choreography of a mixed-gender pair could draw ire from fandoms, no matter how beautiful the overall stage was.

While another group was performing, the senior scoured through posts with the highest concentration they had ever mustered.

[The moment we see steamy choreography... We're... dead. Have faith in Paseong, you've been doing well lately (laughter)]

[Even thinking about the collab pisses me off, our kids have been living right, you know? ㅜ?

└ Dunkings have been living right too, fuck ㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋ?]

What, what's this? Why so violent??

The harsh criticism and rivalry were so overwhelming, it made their head spin. They quickly exited that account and returned to their newly created, comfortable timeline.

[Looking forward to the collab >_<]

[Hehe, I love Lea Purple ㅜ Wondering what concept the kids will have, so excited]

Unaware that such posts were the struggles of those already in the know about the rivalry, the senior regained a sense of calm amidst the nice comments.

What to do...? No, well, it should be nothing.

As the current group's performance ended, all the lights went out. Because the previous stage had been decorated with brilliant lights, it now seemed relatively darker.

Only the words “The Dawn” appeared on the darkened screen.

[The Dawn]

The Dawn's first year-end stage had begun.


Chapter 125

“Arghhh!!!”

As darkness enveloped the space, the only thing that could be seen on the screen was the phrase, “The Dawn.” Naturally, the cheers from the fans followed. Amidst the colorful glow of various fandom lightsticks, a bright blue triangular lightstick stood out distinctly.

Then, as the stage lights mixed purple and blue hues, casting an enigmatic glow, the members of The Dawn, gathered in the center, appeared on screen.

All the members bowed their heads, but then Seong Jiwon slowly lifted his microphone.

Normally, an overture would have played first.

“In this vast universe, I met the miracle that is you.”

“Ah!! 'Kismet'!”

For the year-end stage, The Dawn skipped the overture and instead opened with Seong Jiwon's soft yet clear voice singing 'Kismet.' It was their final competition song for Shining Star, a song that had skyrocketed their group's popularity, prompting everyone to say, “These guys are good.”

It was a song dedicated to Kim Seonghyeon.

“Ah, let's go!!”

The high school senior Noeul, having become a fan of Kim Seonghyeon after watching Shining Star, was so excited that she absentmindedly threw her cushion.

“Kismet” usually started with a grand overture, but hearing it begin solely with Seong Jiwon's voice made it feel even more poignant.

[Jiwon's angelic entrance, holy shit]

[Let's establish the nation of Seong Jiwon]

“Enchanted, I reach out my hand.”

Soon, a gentle piano melody filled the air. As Seong Jiwon slowly lowered his hand and bowed his head, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been standing back-to-back with him, turned around, touched his in-ear microphone, and began to sing.

“But I'm too small.”

When Kim Seonghyeon, “Kismet's” biggest beneficiary, appeared, an even louder cheer erupted from the TV speakers. Instead of his usual bold and refreshing voice, he spoke in a whisper.

“But you told me that I can be a star.”

Perhaps because it was a song about his own story, it meshed unbelievably well with him, even without the grand overture.

As the poignant piano bass prelude continued, Kim Seonghyeon tilted his chin up, narrowed his eyes, took a breath, and then playfully grinned at the camera.

“Right?”

Tadadadak!

Boom, boom, boom!

With a sizzling sound, like crackling electricity, the lights flashed on and off.

When Kim Seonghyeon spoke, the soft piano prelude was abruptly replaced with a pop-electronic melody. The blue screen was then struck by white lightning.

[Wow, wow, it feels like a concert, is this a concert?]

[The fact that Kang Ichae made this drives me crazy

└ How could Ichae produce such quality after only studying for a few week, ha?

└└ Wasn't that media play?!]

Everyone was excited to see “Kismet's” stage after a long time. But something else was making the fans even happier.

[Damn, the kids' hairstyles and makeup are insane today ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The camera panned over the members, whose hair and styling were impeccably done, as if the stylists had sharpened their skills. They all wore the same rider leather jackets, but each had subtly different details.

While Seo Hoyun's style was a bit loose and casual, Seong Jiwon's was neat, resembling a suit, and the youngest members sported unique patterns or decorations.

...And what about Kim Seonghyeon?

It was as if he was born to wear it.

[Seo Hoyun in a black rider jacket with straight hair??? Ah, ah!! Hey!! Are you kidding me??? Hey, are you joking!!!]

[Ah, crazy, Daepaseong, darling, I love you]

[Are you a public company? Are you crazy? If you go public, I'll buy your stocks]

[Kim Seonghyeon is sleek, it's insane, who the hell sees him as an innocent cutie?]

Even though the show had barely started, social media was already buzzing.

As Kim Seonghyeon stepped back, the highlight of Kismet thundered through the concert hall.

“You showed me the way!”

It was Kang Ichae's new arrangement.

Boom, boom, boom!

The drums kicked in with the accompaniment, and the lights flashed dazzlingly.

“Ooh, Yeah, You showed me the way!”

The once brilliant melody suddenly softened as if music was being played underwater, and the lights dimmed at once. The camera slowly zoomed in on the members, who had been catching their breath with their backs to the center, hiding Kim Seonghyeon.

At that moment, Seo Hoyun, standing in the center, twisted the corner of his mouth into a smirk.

Boom, boom, boom!

“Yeah, but you told me that I can be a star.”

As if he was about to show something precious.

Boom, boom, boom—Babam!

The background music exploded as The Dawn split to either side...

“Lift my head up, open my eyes amidst the dust.”

...And Kim Seonghyeon burst out from the middle.

“You crazy bastards!!”

The high school Noeul hugged her cushion and burst into tears, but Kim Seonghyeon, as if he didn't care, strode forward with long steps, securing his in-ear microphone with his hand.

“Everyone warns me,

To be born, I must plunge into the storm,

It's alright, I've already decided, I want to meet you.”

The song was completely re-recorded for the year-end stage. Even after releasing “Kill the Lights,” Kang Ichae, having significantly levelled up his composition and arranging skills, was eager to showcase his newfound abilities to the world. As if he had nothing to fear.

“Change the lyrics? Is that even possible?”

“Come on, hasn't it been half a year since Shining Star ended?”

Kang Ichae hummed, idly swinging his feet propped up on the desk.

“Let's tweak it just a bit, make it rhyme well. Let's make it fit our current situation.”

So, this time, they were going to release a year-end stage version.

As Kim Seonghyeon sang each word with deliberate articulation, Jeong Dajun spun around behind him, facing the camera with a flourish.

“Ah- You have witnessed,

I burned and, in the end, here I am,

I knew it, we were right”

It was then that the fans and the Noeuls noticed the changed lyrics, their eyes widening in realization. Just then, Kang Ichae, whose grapefruit-colored hair and black leather jacket matched incredibly well, burst onto the scene.

“Wow, that guy really stands out with his flashy looks...”

“You see, as nebulae come together,

Diving into the storm, enduring gravity.”

But it was so subtle that unless you were a fan of The Dawn, you might just miss it.

Kang Ichae wrinkled his nose and swept back his hair.

“Ah, it turned out to be nothing special, after all,

That was the path leading to you, Birth of a Star...”

The changed lyrics are seriously dope...

Especially since it was the end of the year, but as memories of the past twelve months flooded back, the high school senior Noeul's immersion grew deeper.

A dragging melody deliberately continued, and the sound of the electric guitar then exploded.

“Yeah, this is Kismet!”

Then the camera switched, and it was Seo Hoyun's part. The high school senior Noeul was first drawn to The Dawn because of Kim Seonghyeon, but it was Hoyun who really caught her attention. His arrival on stage marked the start of the show's highlight.

As always, he showcased his stable live performance skills as he flicked a finger towards the camera.

“You and I, right here (Yes, right here),

A brilliant light explodes, don't miss it,

This is Kismet”

Next up, it was Seong Jiwon who soared endlessly with his falsetto!

“Ah—This is Kismet!”

“AAAAAH!!!”

Even with the pre-recorded backing vocals blasting out, Jiwon's high notes pierced through.

“The moment a star is born.”

“The fate that we cannot deny!”

The two, Hoyun and Jiwon, harmonized, and, with another explosion erupting from the screen behind them, new lyrics appeared. Along with it, all five members' voices resonated.

“I'm rushing towards you.”

The fans might not have known, but it was the harmony that Hoyun had been sweetly tormented by Jiwon to practice.

“I want to proudly say that because of you, I've become a star.”

“Fucking incredible...!!”

Just as an emotional Noeul was about to tear up at the satisfying visual and auditory feast, Seo Hoyun in the center slightly tilted his head.

He then looked down at the glowing lightsticks of the Noeuls. All the things he had gone through in less than a year.

The vast landscape he saw from the stage must have held a meaning to him that neither the viewers nor the Noeuls could possibly guess. And that's because,

“Didn't I tell you?”

Seo Hoyun simply smiled.

“Hold on and follow me.”

Hoyun wasn't alone anymore; he returned to the formation of The Dawn. Lights of violet and blue intertwined around him, and he was sucked back into the highlight of Kismet.

“You showed me the way!

Now, I'll be the guiding light for you,

I will dance all night to please you!”

“Ah...”

Overwhelmed, the Noeul clutched her heart and watched the stage to the very end. She originally planned to watch while writing comments on SNS, but today, she couldn't take her eyes off the members of The Dawn.

“I will sing all day only for you.”

Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun exchanged glances and smirked at each other. And then they decided to yield fruit befitting Kismet, which had blossomed in Shining Star.

“It's okay, I've already decided to burn bright to the end...”

The camera persistently followed them to the very end. After the four-minute performance, Seonghyeon's slightly damp black hair clung to his forehead, and sweat dripped down his jaw. The ending shot captured his slight smile.

He seemed happy.

“Because you told me,

That I can be a star.”

He sang the same last line as before in “Kismet,” and the lights went out. Despite the stage ending and the screen darkening, the high schooler just sat there, momentarily lost in a trance.

“Ah, ah. Right.”

Only then did she managed to calm her pounding heart and hastily grab her phone.

[Ah...]

[I get it, guys, I'm not going to do the escape room...

I said I'm not...

I said I'm not...]

[This is crazy, really...

Who suggested changing the lyrics, oh well, Kang Ichae is a genius...]

It was a performance that, like a mesmerizing sunset, couldn't be ignored. Though the four minutes of quality that rivaled the second part's opening act had ended, fans still lingered in the realm of “Kismet,” clutching their chests and calling out endlessly.

Even now, more than half a year later, it was still considered a legendary song, but this time it was extra special.

[Why do the kids look so cool?]

If the Shining Star stage was one where they had to grit their teeth for survival... now, the members looked more mature, equipped with a relaxed demeanor and what was commonly referred to as “swag” oozing from them.

[But not only that...

Today... really... what is it... what is it...?

What's with the kids' vibe... Did something happen to them...?

I don't know anything, but I'm already overinvested.]

The reason for their growth was because a lot—really, a lot—had happened over the past year.

The Noeuls only knew a part of what exactly had happened to The Dawn, but it was enough to get them deeply immersed.

[Be happy, guys...]

[May you always hear sweet words... only see good things... eat well... ㅠ I'll take care of the fights...

└ I'm already wallowing in misery...]

Of course, they didn't know that Seo Hoyun was already working hard so that the Noeuls didn't have to.

Anyway, the next song was expected to start, so she waited quietly, but no further music played.

The high school senior Noeul stood up, infuriated.

“Holy shit!! What the heck?! Is that it?”

[Ah fuck, I was annoyed when I saw the cue sheet, but they really only did just one performance...]

[Hey, somebody, try to slap some sense into the network, try to grease them somehow~~~!! But? No money to bribeha

└ Funny but not funny.]

The high school senior Noeul, who only knew The Dawn would be performing on the year-end stage but hadn't properly looked at the leaked cue sheet, finally found out through SNS that it was just one song and, seizing her hair, she cursed out Daepaseong Entertainment in a long rant.

That was when it happened.

The screen changed, and the camera focused on the face of Lea Purple's leader, who was on a different stage.

[Gasp]

As the leaked cue sheet had predicted, a collab stage with Lea Purple was about to unfold.


Chapter 126

With venom-filled eyes, the leader’s gaze pierced through the screen. At the same time, as the sound of gears interlocking played, the lights flickered and then suddenly went out with a whoosh.

[Cocococococollab]

[I'm shaking so much I can't watch]

“Aaaaack!”

She wanted to see but couldn't bear to watch; both feelings existed at the same time. Her eyes widened in awe as the next stage unfolded.

The stage glowed under crimson lights as a tranquil intro beat, echoing like a heartbeat, merged with the ominous atmosphere.

The main vocalist of Lea Purple, wearing a long red cloak that trailed down to her ankles, ran across the stage with a nervous expression, looking around before stopping in front of a coffin. Then, as she looked at the empty coffin and recoiled in surprise, she was grabbed by the arm by Lea Purple's main dancer.

“What, what's this?”

The moment the main vocalist of Lea Purple turned her head in shock, the main dancer revealed sharp fangs and bit into her neck while wrapping an arm around her waist.

“Aaah!”

After the recorded scream echoed, the body of Lea Purple's main vocalist slumped. The main dancer, who had been buried in her neck, slowly lifted her head, and the camera zoomed in.

Wiping the blood from her red lips with the back of their hand, she slightly lifted the corner of her mouth.

“Another bite!”

With that, soaring high notes filled the air, and the title was stamped at the bottom of the screen.

[Let's Spend the Night Remix Ver.

Arranged by: Kang Ichae]

Arranged by Kang Ichae?

“Wow, this song is totally different?”

The original “Let's Spend the Night,” a solo female track, was a hit song that gained immense popularity for its girl crush image because of its metaphoric lyrics and risqué yet powerful choreography. Even the Noeul, who was still a high school senior, often listened to the song without fully understanding its meaning.

The basic melody seemed the same, but everything else was completely different.

[Wow, they're pouring horror into it ㅠㅠ]

[Daebak]

[Is this really “Let's Spend the Night”???]

She hadn't expected Lea Purple, who had been pursuing a pure power image, to go so far in completely shedding their image with this stage.

Stunned, she was glued to the screen without realizing her mouth was agape. The camera then cut to The Dawn, having shed their black rider jacket for a white cape that barely covered their thighs.

Centered on stage, Seo Hoyun ran his thumb across his lips as the highlight of “Let's Spend the Night” resonated in the background.

“Give me a Kiss!”

It's starting!

[Hey, hold on]

[Aaaaaack!!!!!!!!]

The much-feared collab was finally beginning.

[Vampire concept is out, damn it!!]

And it was a steady concept that idols were bound to try at least once!!

It was sexy, but the concept had taken a completely different direction, and not only the fans of Lea Purple but also the Noeuls were totally excited.

[I must be getting rewarded for living so kindly]

[Oh, Santa, this girl wants to thank you very much]

Both groups were standing at opposite ends of the stage, and the moment Lea Purple's main vocalist added a humming sound to match the music box, Seo Hoyun walked slowly towards the camera.

“Tonight, I'll show you the secret I've been hiding.”

“Seo Hoyun!!”

If the “Kismet” stage began with Seong Jiwon's clear voice and his pure, wistful expression, the collab stage was dominated by Seo Hoyun's pale skin, cool expression, and his husky, low voice, which greatly enhanced the immersion into the concept.

With every step he took forward, the other members stepped aside and bowed their bodies in succession.

“Ooh Hoo Hoo Ohh”

On the opposite side, Lea Purple's maknae matched steps with Seo Hoyun and fixed their gaze on the camera.

It was as if they were reflections in a mirror.

[Wow what are they doing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Awesome ㅋㅋㅋㅋ like a mirror... so smart with the choreography

└ Absolutely no touch intended ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Even though the horror concept and eerie sound somewhat neutralized the sexiness, the sticky choreography of the original song couldn't be avoided.

Kim Seonghyeon was sitting in front of the practice room mirror, pondering, when Lea Purple's main dancer suggested carefully (while still following the quarantine rules):

Let's try to match the choreography as if we are reflecting each other in a mirror.

“That, that way, even if we're apart, we can still create something beautiful, right?”

“I'm in.”

Seo Hoyun immediately responded with satisfaction to the ingenious idea, a behind-the-scenes tidbit of this stage.

“No more thoughts of running away.”

Meanwhile, the other members set up formations as if they were lost in a maze, spaced apart from each other. There was absolutely no physical contact between them.

[The formation is beautiful]

[Right ㅜ They've divided the two groups into immortals and mortals...

└ What?!?!?!

└└ Good observation]

It was exactly as the Noeuls had said.

The members of the two groups were divided into those who were vampires and those who were not.

“Please hold me tight, I long for your tight embrace.”

Whenever the vampires approached, the humans were choreographed to scatter in all directions. At first glance, the choreography appeared chaotic, yet it was carefully crafted, with each movement thoughtfully arranged to ensure an impactful visual presentation.

[Jeong Dajun really pulls off the platinum blonde hair... it suits him incredibly well...]

[He's a puppy, but when he dances, the atmosphere completely changes... If I'm to get a bit carried away, it feels like he's whispering to take his hand and run away from the world together...

└ Ah, right? The puppy looks like he'd whisper about playing hooky

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ아]

The stage was packed, and the slightly different choreographies showcased in just the right places made it feel even more splendid.

Moreover, thanks to the vampire concept, it was easy to overlay a different meaning onto the original lyrics.

“Babe, Give me a Kiss, Kiss!

Let me Bite, Bite! (Ah-)”

Judging by the lyrics and the stage setup, it seemed like a lonely soul yearning for love, but deep down, it was really about a strong desire for tonight's prey.

To borrow the Noeuls' words, it was as if the immortals had a primal instinct that went beyond affection for the mortals, while the mortals hopelessly fell for the immortals, yearning to become one with them.

“Babe, Please come to me,

I want to fill this thirst with you.”

And it seems they outright changed any lyrics that were too much to handle.

The harmony between Seong Jiwon and Lea Purple's main vocals was perfectly in sync.

In the original song, this would have been the moment for the chorus and the backup dancers to present a steamy dance routine.

But in this performance, Kim Seonghyeon took center stage alone, while the rest of the members formed a triangular formation, dancing to the mirror concept.

Kim Seonghyeon ran his fingers through his hair, biting his lip in a moment of tension

“Every night, I am lonely, longing for your tight embrace.”

And then it began.

[KIJUL]

The climax of the sexy concept...

[Seonghyeonaahhh, don't twist your waist like thaaat]

They tweaked the pair dance into a solo and incorporated popping into sections that could have become awkward, creating a refined yet restrained sexiness.

[Wow, Kim Seonghyeon, are you fucking crazy?]

[Is it because his limbs are long? Everything is so heavy yet light, clean yet flamboyant, it doesn't make sense, how is this even possible?]

[Ah, please just take a year off and keep doing sexy concepts!!!!]

And it wasn't just because they were Noeuls, but Kim Seonghyeon, who was famous for his dancing, really elevated the quality of the performance by anchoring it from the center.

“Please hold me tight (Ah-)”

Once Kim Seonghyeon's solo part ended, Lea Purple stepped aside, leaving The Dawn alone in the center of the stage.

Seo Hoyun entered with a stride full of confidence.

“When your hands wrap around my waist.”

He and Kim Seonghyeon performed the same choreography side by side, with Seo Hoyun tilting his head slightly while flicking his fingers.

“This heart that falls helplessly for you.”

“Seo Hoyun-aah!!!”

[Damn it]

[Hey Seo Hoyun!!!!!!!!!]

Even though he was usually kind to fans, when he was with the members, he always responded with “What, why, what do you want me to do?!” But because he was an idol, he even had to do these sexy concepts!

At times like this, the high school Noeul was shouting thanks to Daepaseong Entertainment for casting Seo Hoyun.

[Seo Hoyun, you're so annoying, if you're not going to marry me, then ah!!!]

Besides, Seo Hoyun, who had barely escaped being a klutz, his dance lines didn't fall short at all even though he was right next to Kim Seonghyeon.

Why?

[What the heck, why is he dancing so well?!?!]

In reality, it looked good because S-ranked dancer Kim Seonghyeon occasionally matched Seo Hoyun's off-beat moves.

It was the leader's incredible ability to adjust his moves for a bad dancer. Yet the fans, caught up in the heat of the moment, praised Seo Hoyun without knowing any better.

“We've waited long enough, now take my hand,

Yes Please, you know you're feeling good right now.”

Moreover, Seo Hoyun made up for his mediocre dance skills with his facial expressions that so-mehow pulling up the quality of the performance.

The moment his downcast gaze and slight smile were caught on camera, the reactions flared up once again.

[Shouldn't this kid subject to censorship?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Oh damn, to be so pure yet sexy was actually possible...]

“I long to be wrapped up in you.”

Kim Seonghyeon often nagged Seo Hoyun about his dancing, and Seo Hoyun likewise teased Kim Seonghyeon for his acting...

Their strengths and weaknesses were so clear that the bickering duo eventually agreed to cover for each other as best as they could, and it was successful.

The stage lights where Lea Purple was standing went out, and with a click, a red light illuminated the area where Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon stood. Kang Ichae, with a meaningful and somewhat criminal smile, began the newly inserted rap.

“I don't wanna show you tonight,

I wanna let you go, but I hold you tight,

Even when I'm fickle, I intensely want you.”

Kang Ichae licked his lower lip slightly and playfully narrowed his eyes.

“My love, I will give you a bite,

So when our eyes meet, come over to me.”

And just like that, as if joking, he took Seong Jiwon's hand and they danced.

“Let's dance!”

Then, with a sharp finger snap, the lights on another stage turned on.

“Babe Give me a Kiss, Kiss!

Let me Bite, Bite.”

The Dawn's performance ended, and it was time for Lea Purple's solo stage to begin.

The group, already known for their intense yet pure power dances, hit every fast-paced, intricately divided choreography move with precision.

“Every night I'm lonely Ah- Yes, Please hold me tight.”

Around this time, the high school Noeul, regardless of fandom, was screaming at the TV. Especially when Lea Purple performed a couple wave dance within the group, the viewers' response was so overwhelming it felt deafening even through the screen.

[Waaaaah what the heck]

[Wow, Lea Purple really killed it wow... wow...

└ How is their music spectrum so broad... I didn't know...]

As if it was planned, humans and vampires paired up to dance, and as the song neared its end, the vampires of Lea Purple bit the humans.

At the same time, a full shot of the stage was shown on the screen, and as the Lea Purple members twisted their bodies violently, transforming from humans into vampires, they then stood in a line and slowly walked toward the center of the stage, matching the slowing beat.

Also happening simultaneously, The Dawn also walked slowly from the opposite side of the stage, mirroring the formation and adding more harmony.

“We've waited long enough, now take my hand,

Yes Please, you know you're feeling good right now.”

“Wow... That's really clever.”

The lyrics seemed only slightly altered, but how perfectly they matched the concept. The high school Noeul grabbed the cushion that had been tossed on the floor and focused on the song as it neared the end.

Slowly reaching the center, The Dawn's members and the approaching Lea Purple's members sat down in the middle of the stage, facing each other.

“......♪♬”

At the same time, the chilling sound of a music box played, and everyone's head turned to the left.

Except for Seo Hoyun.

“What the—?”

“Kyaaah-!”

Just like the opening, a scream was heard. That was the signal, and everyone bent their waists and stretched out their bodies smoothly... but Seo Hoyun remained standing.

“Tonight, I'll show you—”

Seo Hoyun brushed his face with his hand, then moved away from the other members and approached the camera.

Under the slowly changing blue lights and looking a bit tired, he wiped the corners of his eyes and sang the same lyrics as the first verse.

“the secret I've been hiding.”

Thump.

And then the stage lights went out.

“What... what the?”

[OMG OMG OMG]

[Wasn't that last part eerie???]

The high school Noeul, too, couldn't figure out why it ended like this. Scratching her head, she browsed through various online communities, and soon interpretations started popping up on Twitter.

[Let's unleash our wild theories, go]

And the interpretations went like this:

[The First & Last Music Box=Something that immortals react to... The music box also rang out in the very first opening, and that could be interpreted as the smell of blood... They turned their heads to the scent of blood, but Seo Hoyun alone did not turn.]

“Arghhh!! Is this it?!”

The high school senior Noeul's heart raced as she quickly scrolled down.

[>Tonight, I'll show you the secret I've been hiding<

Seo Hoyun initially pretended to be a vampire, but in fact, he was human until the end, so he couldn't smell the blood]

[At first, Seo Hoyun frowned when he sawLea Purple becoming a vampire, but then he turned away.

Seo Hoyun is a hunter, and it can be assumed that he planned to hunt all the members from the start.]

[But??? Why?? Was Seo Hoyun annoyed?

Recalling the part where Kim Seonghyeon danced in the center...


Every night, I am lonely, longing for your tight embrace<



As the lyrics suggest, Kim Seonghyeon was no longer human and was looking for his prey.]

[And then Seo Hoyun joined in the pair dance = expressing his desire to also become immortal.]

[Seo Hoyun wavered a bit and fell into self-loathing, but in the end, he finished the hunt, regardless of the outcome.]

“Wow, seriously... This is intense.”

In the end, perhaps because the collab stage was so shocking, neither Noeul nor the fans of Lea Purple could pay attention to any other performance that followed.

Seo Hoyun, overall in-charge; Lee Jihyeon, the planner.

Enrich the narrative by tying the provocative lyrics to a vampire theme, all the while preserving the core sexy concept. Crucially, avoid any physical contact between the two groups.

Most importantly, craft the concept to be so captivating and startling that it would keep the “interpretation addicts” buzzing with theories right up to the end.

Too busy with interpretations to even bring up scandal talks.

[Hmm?? Then why didn't the youngest realize at first that when they were walking together, Hoyun was an ordinary person?

└ In my opinion, they knew and assisted, wanting to turn an ordinary person into a vampire... But it seems like they were betrayed at the end.]

[I think Sumin knew but didn't care so long as she died alongside Silri...

└ Argh argh screaming Otaku-style

└└ Anyway, it's just such an amazing performance, I want to see it again ㅠㅠㅠ]

Idol fans, well-versed in various lore, were furiously unraveling interpretations.

Lee Jihyeon, who left breadcrumbs without a special ending, stirred up a hot reaction by topping the sexy concept with horror.

Meanwhile, those with locked accounts were very satisfied that there was absolutely no touching involved in the choreography.

[I keep replaying it, and they really don't touch even once ㅋㅋ

(Video)

The mirror dance is really smart]

Even though the members dating weren't dating anybody in real life, there had been too many rumors and hurtful comments for the mere fact that male and female idols were seen and working together.

[Just following quarantine rules, except for the maze dance, they never got closer than 1 meter

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Everyone looks so pleased, it's hilarious, seriously

└└ Truly satisfying.]

Fortunately, talks of scandals did not gain any traction, for the concept and choreography itself were so beautifully executed that the fandom smiled contentedly at the hot response.

[Ah, Daepaseong Entertainment is doing a good job these days~~~]

[You get a lot of delusions, don't you? (Laughter)]

[What about Lea Purple's agency?

└ They're not really up to par, not even comparable to Daepaseong

└└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That much, huh? Fighting Lea Purple...]

Fans of Lea Purple, wanting them to leave their agency, were able to relax from the tension of the collab with satisfaction.

If planner Lee Jihyeon knew, she would have been incredibly proud.


Chapter 127

“Great work everyone!”

“Yes, great work.”

After finishing the stage, Lea Purple excitedly chatted away, glancing at the camera now and then.

“The audience reaction was really amazing just now! Thank you!!”

“Keuuu!! Bluetooth is the best, the best!”

It seemed that the tension had lessened, and their usual way of speaking was slipping out.

Before we scattered to our respective vans backstage, everyone exchanged bows, bending at a 90-degree angle with impeccable manners.

After changing clothes, touching up makeup, and returning to our designated spots, our eyes did not meet even by one degree.

It was intentional, considering that international fans, despite having no ill intentions and because of the lack of guidance, might unknowingly edit and circulate the footage on YouTube.

Therefore, it was best not to get entangled in such things.

It's going to get even hotter for them.

I was certain of it, given their perfect professionalism and skill.

Lea Purple was going to do much better in the future as long as their agency didn't screw it up.

[Quest Complete!

Successfully complete the collab stage with Lea Purple!

You have elicited an overwhelming response from the audience with your quality performance.

You have been awarded 5,000 points.]

One hurdle crossed.

As I uncapped a water bottle on the table and took a drink, the members seemed not tired at all but instead appeared eager for the next stage.

“Man, it's really the best to finish up early and wait.”

“When are the Black Call-sunbae coming out?”

“Probably last? They'll go in after a collab with White Cherry-sunbae.”

A year-end stage in full view of all the viewers~ and with an ex-girlfriend~.

Can this really be happening?

Thinking about my own situation made me shiver, but I wasn't particularly worried since this was all Joo Woosung's karma.

“...The entertainment industry is really cruel.”

“Hmm?”

Seong Jiwon turned his head toward me, but I just waved my hand and shifted my gaze to the stage. Since it wasn't my concern, I decided to just enjoy the wait.

The stages after us were for idol groups with a few years under their belt, so most of them were of decent quality.

How popular would you have to be to perform at that point in the schedule? While I was recalling the currently active groups, a system window popped up before my eyes.

Ding!

[Special! Flash Sale!

Real-time Monitoring Service Offered!!

Would you like to activate it for 486 points?]

“...What's this?”

“Huh? Hoyun, what were you saying?”

“Ah, no... never mind.”

What's with the 486 points? How come you have features that seemed perfect for my generation...?

I wished I had known about this feature earlier. Remembering the “Narcissism” article they showed me before the drama shooting, I pressed approve.

[Real-time Monitoring Service has started.]

Then, reactions popped up in front of me like a live chat window.

[Guys, it's just over, it's over, we don't even need to watch the next stage]

[Honestly, the next stage doesn't even catch my eye ㅜㅜ Ah, has a (rookie) newcomer ever been this good~]

[Honestly, The Dawn should be treated as newcomers, it's such a shame they can't get the Rookie of the Year award ㅜ

└ Discovery of the Year Awardha

└ Actually, I've been drinking kimchi soup]

[Congratulations to The Dawn for winning Discovery of the Year♡ I thought it would be tough since there were strong contenders this year, but it was really amazing. The other nominees also did great!!

└ What's that?

└ Seo's winning tactic technique #Let'sGo

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I thought for a moment they won it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Everyone thinks the same.

Discovery of the Year Award.

It was an award that could be given to a group that, even if not a rookie within the year, had garnered the most attention as a new act. I turned to look at the members who were linking arms and cheerfully bouncing around without any expectations of winning.

“......”

They didn't seem to anticipate winning the award at all.

Well, whatever...

Let them get flustered so they would end up crying on camera.

Just then, cheers erupted.

Waaaaah!

Right before the end of the first part, the next presenter took the stage. I knew who it was from the lineup, but it left a sour taste in my mouth to see them again.

“Really...”

It's like they're blatantly saying, “We're from the same company that organized this event.”

“Hello, I'm Yu Jia.”

“And I'm Min Jiheon.”

They were cast members from Please Take the Camera.

The main investor of the awards show was one of the investors of Please Take the Camera. It was one thing to be involved, but they had plastered drama-related personnel all over the ceremony.

Moreover, because of the drama's immense popularity, they seemed to have coordinated the outfits of Yu Jia and Min Jiheon to some degree in order to push them as the representative couple.

[The cast of Please Take the Camera seems to be really popular.]

Amidst appropriate jokes, they occasionally exchanged shy smiles and soft gazes, engaging in brief talks. Indeed, they exuded a professional demeanor.

[Yu Jia is a god.]

[Min Jiheon's halo;; He's really euaaaaaak]

[Ttaaaaaak, God]

[Euaaaaaak, our precious bunny!!!!]

...Me?

“Oh~, you're on the screen, hyung.”

At Kang Ichae's words, I looked up and sure enough, my face was on the screen.

Umm...

Although I still couldn't quite accept the nickname “bunny,” I still waved with a smile on my face. Then, from somewhere marked by glaring blue triangles, cheers erupted.

I could see Min Jiheon, who had been producing a hopeless romance at the stage, sneak a smile in this direction.

“Now, we will announce the Discovery of the Year award.”

“Yes.”

The camera panned over to us and a few other nominees. Min Jiheon, who had been holding the envelope the entire time, opened it to reveal the card inside and slightly lifted the corners of his mouth.

“It seems the award is going to someone with deep ties to us.”

“...!”

[Euaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa]

[No way, no way, no way, no way]

Drama enthusiast Jeong Dajun was startled and looked at me.

“The Discovery of the Year award goes to...”

Stop it.

Keep your expression in check. Don't look this way.

“The Dawn! Congratulations!”

[Euaaaaaaaaaaaak!!!!!!!]

[The Seo Hoyun tactic worked, shit!!!!!!]

Messages flooded in so fast, I could no longer see. Then, as if by some graciousness of the system, all the pop-up windows disappeared, clearing my view to the stage.

“Us? Is it really us?!?”

“Yeah! Us!! It's us!”

It was an unexpected yet not entirely certain outcome.

As I internally thanked the fans who voted, I patted my members on the back and stood up.

“Hey, we should go.”

“It can't be real...”

No, it's real enough.

I muttered in my head in response to Jeong Dajun's murmur, while earnestly bowing to the congratulations around me as I made my way up to the stage.

“Congratulations!”

“Congratulations to The Dawn, you truly deserve it~!!”

The dazzling lights shining on us contrasted with the people mechanically clapping in the darkness.

About half were genuinely happy for us, the other half offered smooth smiles just for show.

Ah.

Even for a relatively minor award, it was clear. The burning curiosity and competitive gazes on how a nobody from a small agency had suddenly risen to fame were palpable.

This is it.

That's why it felt even better.

I climbed onto the stage with a fresh smile.

Yu Jia was the first to approach and handed me flowers with a bright smile. Next to her, Min Jiheon was just smiling sweetly.

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

We exchanged calm greetings and lined up side-by-side. Then, taking the microphone from Min Jiheon, Kim Seonghyeon examined the trophy in his hands before slowly starting his speech.

“Uh, yeah...”

[Is Water Dumpling starting again?]

[Still, it's great. Kim Seonghyeon doesn't cry now. I actually wish he would cry every time.]

Seemingly still dazed by the award, Kim Seonghyeon couldn't take his eyes off the trophy.

“Hello, we are The Dawn. I was very happy to attend the year-end stage for the first time... I had no idea we'd receive such a meaningful award.”

The acceptance speech began as usual, listing everyone from the not-so-grateful CEO to the staff in the order that they're usually thanked.

Of course, I had to acknowledge the contributions of the recently hard-working manager and the planning team led by Lee Jihyeon.

“...and the Noeuls.”

Shouts filled the air.

“The love I receive... still feels like a dream. I will continue to work hard to become someone worthy of the expectations you all have for me.”

As expected of God Seonghyeon.

“Thank you!”

Watching the long-awaited Light Seonghyeon, God Seonghyeon moment, I nodded with satisfaction. As expected, Seonghyeon's eyes were brimming with tears. Next to him, a bird was trying its best not to laugh, and soon the microphone passed to Kang Ichae.

“Hi, we would like to thank all of you...”

[Wow]

It seemed the speech was repeated in English because of the many international fans watching the ceremony.

Indeed, every group should have at least one member who could speak English well.

[OMG I knew Kang Ichae can speak well, but to hear it like this... damn... the low tone and the slow pace is so sexy ㅜ]

[What the fuck, Kang Ichae is killing it]

[What? Ichae, why so good?

└ Heard he studied abroad but no one really knows where... could be self-taught...

└ That pronunciation can't be from being self-taught; it's native-level]

They said he studied abroad at an early age, but even I didn't know where.

Even the company had no clue.

While half-listening to Kang Ichae's speech, Jeong Dajun was staring blankly ahead, slightly out of focus.

“Especially Noeul, who always support us...”

“......”

[Ah, in the middle of this, Jeong Dajun ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ already given up

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ so cute for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ the more Ichae speaks the more he zones out

└└ Hey, you need to be a world star, just set your mind to it]

Anyway, as the speech was coming to an end, other reactions started to come in. They were general impressions of the Discovery of the Year Award.

[Huhu ㅠㅠ I'm tearing up ㅠㅠ]

[I'm not jealous of the Grand Prize, no

Actually, I am

Actually, I'm not, The Dawn is the best!!!]

[Me too... I suddenly feel like crying ㅠㅠ They're just like professional idols, so proud... and they really struggled since their debut... this award is so meaningful ㅠ Geez, I'm not their mom but I'm so emotional...]

It's okay.

I managed to put on a public face and responded as sincerely as possible. Just then, I felt a sudden poke at my side.

Turning my head absent-mindedly with a scrunched nose, I was met with the emotional faces of the members, half overwhelmed, half moved, including a sobbing Kim Seonghyeon. Among them, Kang Ichae was extending the microphone towards me.

It seemed like everything had been said, what more did they want me to say?

Hey, it's not my turn yet.

Clearly, everyone was out of their minds.

...Well, maybe. Just a brief thanks to the Noeuls...

I accepted the microphone. Since all the thanks to the staff and company had been said upfront, I was thinking of expressing my gratitude to the Noeuls, even if briefly, when...

Ding!

The ominous alarm went off.

Frozen for a moment, I glanced at the system window.

[- Aigo, this is an award worthy of Hoyunieha

-What a beautiful night. To the Noeuls, cheers.

-Our Noeuls, baby bunny Hoohoohoo loves you very much♡]

Fuck!

Fuck!

So that's why it didn't show up. And here I thought this bastard was considerate enough to not do any forced dialogue based on TPO, but no, this motherfucker![1]

My hand holding the mic trembled with rage. I could see Seong Jiwon tilting his head slightly with a puzzled look. I felt I couldn't delay any longer. Though it had been less than 3 seconds, it felt like an eternity.

Eventually, I failed to choose the dialogue, and my mouth moved on its own.

“...Our Noeuls.”

Baby bunny my ass!!

Even without looking in a mirror, I could feel the blood drain from my face.

As my mouth tried to spit out the next line against my will...

“Baby b... urk.”

I bit my tongue hard.

Ouch!!

Barely!

I barely stopped it!!

This was a formal occasion. The thought that if I finished this line, it wouldn't just be cringe-worthy but a colossal disaster, allowed me, with a desperate will, to stop myself from speaking further.

“Hoob... erm, gulp, I'm so, so sorry, no, thank you. Being able to receive this award today is all thanks to the Noeuls.”

However, I couldn't stop the first word from coming out, and the camera having captured my visible pain, I had to continue my speech with my head bowed down.

Ding!

[ㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Ouch, that must hurt ah ㅠㅠㅠ]

[He actually stopped his dialogue! ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Epic!]

[Ah, sorry but it's hilarious ㅜ Kudos to that willpower ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

For the record, these were not reactions from the monitoring service.

[Ah, taking deep breaths]

“......”

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Thanks to you, I'm laughing again today. I feel a bit sorry for the pain, hope your tongue heals fast haha]

[Embarrassing History Log +1♡]

You, I swear one day I'm going to give you a taste of your own medicine...

Even as I ground my teeth, I was hit with a sudden realization, pleased that I managed to intercept the baby rabbit's lines.

What if I had actually said it just now, right here?

I would've definitely tossed the script and everything aside, instantly lighting up an entire pack of those cigarettes I had given up.

Suppressing my frustration, I quickly passed the mic and turned to leave the stage, only to meet Min Jiheon's gaze, who was staring back in silent surprise.

“...Ah, yes. Congratulations. Uh...”

“Really, congratulations, The Dawn! I look forward to your future endeavors.”

Unable to continue beyond “congratulations,” Min Jiheon was cut off by Yu Jia, who quickly snatched the moment to finish the sentiment.

Meanwhile, I quickly bowed my head again and moved away. Beside me, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been sniffing, noticed something. He put his hand on my shoulder and whispered quietly,

“There's no way you were nervous. Did you make some sort of bet with Kang Ichae? Your ears are burning up.”

“Is there blood coming from my tongue?”

“...? No??”

I stuck out my tongue to show him and, despite frowning, Kim Seonghyeon shook his head side to side.

It didn't taste like blood, but it hurt so much I had to ask, just in case.

“Did you bite it...? Why on earth...?”

Kim Seonghyeon, unable to grasp why I was putting on a solo act, tilted his head. Kang Ichae, who would have usually teased me with glee, looked at me with wonder.

“Hyung, um... sometimes, I really don't get you.”

“Ichae, sometimes life is just hard for hyung.”

“Yeah...”

And with that warm consideration, he patted my back.

“Let's just say it was a bet I made... I'll do that for you.”

Hearing Kang Ichae's words, Kim Seonghyeon's eyes wavered. He muttered something about why I would bite my tongue if there was no bet made.

Somehow, I managed to get off the stage without making eye contact with anyone, while Jeong Dajun was ecstatically placing the trophy that Kim Seonghyeon handed him on top of his head and running down like a puppy.

[Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm seeing Seo Hoyun stutter for the first time. Must've been flustered to get the award suddenly, our bunny ㅜ]

I was flustered, alright.

Afraid I might lose my human dignity...

[Looks like he bit his tongue ㅋㅋ Tell us the end, I'm curious. Are our Noeuls babies?? Do you cherish them??

└ No way, there's no chance Hoyun would say something like that in such a situation

└└ That's true.]

[I was moved just a moment ago, but now the tears are gone. It's natural, such a rare moment of fluster is making me cry out right now

└ Seeing a flustered Min Jiheon is almost a first too ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun really gets flustered... ㅠ We'll make sure you get more awards ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

“Ha...”

Maybe it was time to ask the system to turn off this service...

It seemed to be the first time I was taking a hit from the real-time reactions.

I hugged the trophy Jeong Dajun handed me and trudged back to my seat. But not long after my butt hit the chair, I had to stand up again.

“Best OST of the Year!”

Not me, of course.

“Please Take the Camera's OST, 'Humble Confession' by Seong Jiwon! Congratulations!”

It was Seong Jiwon.




1 TPO – Time, Place, Occasion



Chapter 128

Screams erupted among the fans.

[Aaaahhhhhhhhhhh!!!]

[Wowowowowow this is totally unexpected fuck fuck fuck Aaaah Jiwon-aaaaah]

Could this really be happening?

“Uhhhh???”

“Seong Jiwon!! It's you, you!”

“Me? Really me?”

An excited Kim Seonghyeon grabbed Seong Jiwon's shoulders and shook him. Jiwon had been a nominee, but he had never expected to receive an award for the Please Take the Camera OST; he was genuinely surprised.

“Go on, hurry.”

“Ah, uh...”

As the members pushed him forward, Seong Jiwon, finally snapping back to his senses, repeatedly bowed amid the pouring applause while ascending the stage.

He was smiling, but the members, who had been with him almost 24/7, could tell otherwise. Jiwon's face was filled with question marks.

By the time he stood in front of the microphone, he seemed to have calmed down a bit and looked okay.

“Congratulations, Mr. Seong Jiwon!”

Yu Jia handed him flowers, and Min Jiheon gave him the trophy.

When he received the flowers, Jiwon had such a moved expression that he didn't know what to do with himself.

It probably didn't mean much, yet it reminded me of Jiwon clapping fervently when Yu Jia appeared during Shining Star.

“Th-thank you. I'm Seong Jiwon. I really didn't expect to receive this award... um, I'm truly happy.”

While Jiwon gave his acceptance speech, the members beside me bounced around excitedly. On the outside, I wore a soft smile, but on the inside, my mind was racing.

Seong Jiwon winning the Best OST Award?

Could The Dawn's popularity alone secure an OST award?

No, not Jiwon by himself.

This year, the dramas and OSTs had generally flopped. Please Take the Camerawas a bit of an exception, thanks to its excellent script by Kim Sukhui and its already solid fanbase. However, the drama's high ratings were largely due to the hard carry of Min Jiheon and Yu Jia's acting skills. As a result, the song “Humble Confession” remained constantly at the top of the charts.

Moreover, it was the song that played every time Min Jiheon cried in the drama, often marking the end of the episode.

Does that mean it gained some popularity along with the drama's recognition?

...Hmm.

My thoughts were slightly drifting elsewhere, however.

This was because the camera work had been too obvious.

Min Jiheon and Yu Jia presenting the award, Please Take the Camera OST, and occasional glimpses of me, the one playing the role of PD Lee Jeonghun.

...Is this rigged?

...I didn't know how they did it.

But it certainly seemed like some trickery was afoot, even if vote manipulation felt like a stretch.

From the beginning, it was pretty clear that there was no intention to hide the bias towards Please Take the Camera, especially when Min Jiheon, just before announcing the Discovery of the Year winner, mentioned “someone with deep ties to us.”

It feels shady...

“...I'm really happy. I'll work even harder to be a Seong Jiwon you can be proud of.”

—Let's not ruin this!'

I brushed away my thoughts, seeing Jiwon's embarrassed smile.

So what!

I had long since sold my conscience to hell.

When given, one must eagerly accept.

Jiwon's “Humble Confession” had done well on the music charts, and the OST awards given to idols had been scarce lately, so I decided to quickly bury this matter.

As I was finalizing my thoughts and about to turn my head, I locked eyes with Kang Ichae. He seemed to share my thoughts as he was smiling slyly.

“I'm happy.”

= This is a push, right?

“Must be, right?”

= Of course, yeah. ㅇㅇ

While exchanging glances with Ichae, Jiwon finished his speech and returned to his seat. He spoke well on the stage, but once seated, he tilted his head, still looking puzzled.

Ichae and I quickly changed our expressions and congratulated Jiwon,

“Congratulations.”

“Oh, thank you...!”

“Thanks to a good lead vocal, composers like me can make a living~.”

“Ahaha.”

Jiwon looked down and fiddled with the flower petals. There was no need to explain the situation to Jiwon. Even if he knew, it wouldn't change anything; an award was still an award.

Above all...

“...It's really nice.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.”

How could I tell someone who cherished the flowers and smiled so tenderly?

Normally, Jiwon would have been quick to catch on to why he received the award, but right now, he just smiled, his face flushed with excitement.

He might find out eventually, but there was no need for that to be today.

...Wow, the attention is no joke.

Discovery of the Year Award, and now the Best OST Award. Even those who were skeptical before were starting to turn envious.

Regardless, I continued chatting away with Jiwon.

If you're jealous, you should work tirelessly and earn awards like I do.

If you haven't received an award, then better hold your tongues, you punks.

Anyway, the members enthusiastically enjoyed the rest of the performances while still hugging the trophy.

After a brief intermission, the second half came to an end.

The stage plunged into darkness. Yet, the fans, quick to notice, screamed excitedly once more.

It was time for the collab stage between the hottest idol groups, Black Call and White Cherry.

“You drive me crazy

Please tell me, whether this is love,

No, this might be calamity.”

It was a given that the biggest cheer came when Joo Woosung, who had been on a roll lately (well, not like they needed to keep riding the wave with their success), appeared on the big screen.

“The ceaseless fireworks, it's almost like fate.”

...Their knife-like choreography is killer.

They really didn't need to worry about scandals.

With their overwhelming talent, they didn't need to strategize like me. It was a performance that could enchant anyone who saw it.

Both Black Call and White Cherry were already top-tier idol groups. Plus, they had done countless co-ed collabs during their active periods, so their fandoms weren't easily shaken either.

As if to prove my thoughts, the reactions popping up in the system window were generally favorable.

[Wow... there's a reason why everyone's all about Joo Woosung, for real]

[That guy... was he born to be an idol? How could he get even better than six months ago?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ White Cherry's live performance is insane... How can it be better than a recording

└ I freaking love this unnie ㅜ Always clinging to the members off stage but totally dominating on stage

└└ There's a reason their group name is White Cherry...]

[This year's collabs are all legendary ㄷㄷ The Dawn & Lea Purple, Black Call & White Cherry...

└ The showdown of the century between the Aegyo Machine and Kim Bokbap[1]

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So Hoyun's is one thing, but now Joo Woosung is just a food item? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As the EX-grade ending pose hit the big screen, the members, who had been holding their breath during the performance, finally exhaled in relief amid the roaring cheers.

“Wow, that was truly amazing.”

“How do they do that?”

Even Kang Ichae was stroking his chin in admiration, his eyes sparkling. Next to him, Jeong Dajun nodded vigorously, but then tilted his head in confusion.

“Wasn't the atmosphere a bit tense when they came down?”

“Really? Maybe it's because of the song's concept?”

Obviously.

It was bound to get tense if you were on the same stage as your ex.

Live a little kinder, Joo Woosung.

If someone like me was telling you that, then you know it was serious.

At that moment, as I was drinking from a water bottle on the table, I locked eyes with someone.

I naturally turned my head, and so did the other person, as if they happened to look my way.

Right.

As I closed the bottle cap, I thought to myself,

Wouldn't it be strange if there were no incidents at an awards ceremony?

.

.

.

After the year-end performances were over and we returned to the van, I changed into comfortable clothes and stepped outside. Making the excuse that I had to run an errand, I headed to the restroom, which was some distance away from the parking lot, and soon someone followed me in.

“Good work out there.”

“Ah, you too.”

It was that male idol who had been involved in a scandal with Lea Purple. Was it his third... no, fourth year since debut?

I think his name was Yoon Heeun.

He seemed more composed than I expected.

Waiting for him to speak first, I turned on the water at the sink to wash my hands and scanned the restroom's interior. No one else was around, and as for recording...

Ding!

[No people nearby, no recording, no filming! All clear!]

It would have been nice to use this feature sooner.

I clicked my tongue softly and roughly pulled out a paper towel. Then, as I slowly wiped my hands dry, the guy leaning casually against the sink finally started the conversation.

“I saw your collab and performance. It was really impressive.”

“Ah, really?”

“Congratulations on the award, too.”

“Thank you.”

I answered nonchalantly. Just as I was about to leave, without even the courtesy of saying “I also enjoyed your performance,” he blocked my way, looking slightly flustered.

“Um... Seo Hoyun-hoobae.”

“Yes?”

I turned around with an innocently ignorant expression.

“Do you have time for me to ask something? Just five minutes.”

“...Sure, go ahead.”

I replied with a touch of reluctance, causing Yoon Heeun's eyebrows to twitch, but soon he let out a nonchalant smile.

I sized him up as I watched him.

Well-groomed hair, stylish look, smooth demeanor.

He's calm, but...

“Do you have Composer Lim Hyeonsu's contact information?”

“...?”

I stared blankly at him without answering, and Yoon Heeun laughed awkwardly, pretending to be embarrassed.

“Ahaha, I mean, I could get it through someone else, but I thought it would be easiest to contact her through you.”

“...?”

“With all the controversy about plagiarism and whatnot, I heard the composer is quite sensitive these days. They say if you contact her directly, she might completely cut off the music.”

Ah, Lim Hyeonsu.

I scratched my cheek lightly.

So, it had come to this.

I had expected the backlash to be intense, but given how small the industry was, word traveled fast.

Can't be helped.

It's her karma.

No news was good news, as they said.

I started off thinking about Lim Hyeonsu, who's probably enduring countless moments of disillusionment in California and energetically wandering in search of love.

“But why through me...?”

“Ah, Seo Hoyun-hoobae has received quite a few songs from the composer...”

“Yes.”

“And you know what else?”

What?

Yoon Heeun flashed a smile, seemingly indifferent.

A smile that was smooth yet crafted through numerous trials and errors, like a mask.

A smile I had seen too often, one that made people feel filthy.

“You both are special, you know.”

“......”

“I have someone who's been helping me out, but it's not enough. The company has been making all sorts of proposals, but none of them really appeal to me; I'm getting tired of them. If anything, I'd prefer something that reflects a bit of my own style.”

I stared at him as I played with the corners of my mouth.

“Ah, so what you're saying, sunbae, is...”

“Uh-huh?”

“You think I prostituted myself to get those songs, and now you're itching to do the same?”

“......”

I chuckled, rephrasing his words in my mind.

But my true feelings were different.

This is bullshit...

It had been a while since I had heard this kind of talk.

Even during my PD days, I often heard whispers about me using my pretty face to get work or, conversely, about them pushing their offers onto me. But those talks would always vanish when they faced me directly.

After gaining some recognition, I made sure no one in a so-called higher position could bring up such nonsense in front of me.

Disgusting.

I finally understood the origin of that earlier smile. It was born from the disgusting discomfort of feeling that one more step forward would plunge me into a sticky mud pit.

“If you want to talk that lowly, then go ahead, why don't you?”

Yoon Heeun smoothed out his slightly furrowed brow and gave a brief nod.

“There aren't many reasons for a sudden rise in this industry. Watching the awards today, I became certain of it. So, I thought Seo Hoyun-hoobae might be the same.”

“......”

“...Well, I went through it too. I took a bit of a hit after the scandal with Lea Purple.”

I stared at him for a moment, then pulled out my phone.

“Oh, quick on the uptake.”

Yoon Heeun smiled broadly, perhaps thinking I was going to nicely contact someone for him.

“Thanks. Next time, I'll tell you about something even better...”

Ignoring his words, I pressed the numbers deliberately for him to see and then raised the phone to my ear.

“Yeah, hello~!”

“...?!”

“Hello, Ms. Composer.”

Yoon Heeun's face, in front of me, twitched with confusion.

“What, what's going on...?”

“Ah, it's nothing much... I'm here with Yoon Heeun-sunbae, and he asked me something. But it seems like a question that's hard to answer on my own.”

I tugged the corner of my mouth into a smile.

“He asked if I got my songs through sponsorship?”

“...!!”

Yoon Heeun's complexion turned pale in an instant.

I didn't care. I brushed my falling bangs to the side and deliberately raised my voice, exaggerating my tone.

“Yeees? Are you crazy? Who the hell brings up such crap? Tell them to fuck off with their filthy words right now~!?”

“......”

“Aigoo, guess I was wrong~. Sorry for dirtying your ears~.”

I snickered, glancing at Yoon Heeun. Now completely pale, he desperately snatched my phone.

Oh dear.

“Composer! Hello, this is Yoon Heeun.”

I handed it over without much resistance, and he hastily answered the call.

Was he worried he'd never get another song?

“That thing I said earlier wasn't actually what I meant, that was...”

Yoon Heeun fumbled for excuses, then furrowed his brow slightly. After a long wait, he realized he couldn't hear the other person's voice.

He blinked, realizing something was off, then pulled the phone from his ear and looked at the screen.

Just the main screen with apps.

It was not on a call.

Meaning?

Obviously.

I hadn't called Lim Hyeonsu.

“Ahaha, sunbae, you're quite good at talking to yourself.”

“......”

“Ah, am I the same?”

With my arms crossed, I laced my self-introduction with sarcasm.

Yoon Heeun blinked at me a few more times, then began trembling. I snatched the cell phone from his hand and stuffed it into my pocket.

“...Didn't you make the call?”

“Of course, I didn't.”

Why would I tell such filthy stories to someone who was living the good life? Were you out of your mind?

My acting skills have been on the rise lately.

Ha, seriously. At this point, don't I actually have a talent for acting?

With such trivial thoughts, I fiddled with my ear.

“Have you resolved the misunderstanding now...?”

“......”

“Unlike you, sunbae, I'm quite naive, so I feel a bit wronged when I hear such things.”

Lim Hyeonsu should remain blissfully unaware and enjoy a leisurely life in California. Only then can she return as a genius composer and be at my disposal.

I scanned Yoon Heeun up and down, his complexion changing to all shades like a traffic light.

It's true what they say, you only see what you want to see...

Lea Purple was to be pitied for even being rumored to be involved with this kind of guy.

A sponsor?

Funny joke.

She wouldn't do such dirty things, you little fuck.

“Are you done with the call? Then I'll be on my way.”

“...Wow, seriously.”

As I sarcastically turned my head, Yoon Heeun, who had been grinding his teeth in frustration, shook his tightly clenched fist.

But really, what could he do?

He probably felt guilty himself, hence he couldn't record any audio or video. And now he was being cussed at by his junior for doing something deserving of it, so what's he going to do to me?

I came here thinking there might be something substantial, but it turned out to be nothing more than an unamusing incident.

“Take care~.”

Not wanting to waste any more time, I tried to walk past him disdainfully, but Yoon Heeun burst into a laugh of disbelief.

“Like attracts like, for sure.”

“...?”

“The main vocal is quite something too...”

My head turned slowly backward.

As I let go of the bathroom doorknob and turned around, Yoon Heeun, lifting one corner of his mouth, muttered,

“Now that's an expression worth seeing.”

He continued.

“Daepaseong Entertainment is known for specializing in actors, isn't it? Is that why? Both of you are really good at pretending to be so naive.”

...Was he implying that he had asked Seong Jiwon first?

To that kid?

I recalled Seong Jiwon from earlier today, smiling without giving away a thing while embracing a bouquet of flowers.

“...To Seong Jiwon?”

To me it was okay, but to him?

You had asked such a thing to someone ten years younger than me?

My mind was gradually growing colder when Yoon Heeun ruffled his hair and scoffed.

“Why? Didn't you know? He was pretty sharp-tongued too.”

...

“He's good at playing coy too, I see.”

He walked past me toward the door, then stopped and deliberately added one more thing before he left.

“As if he hadn't done it already, playing all innocent...”

It seemed he meant that since Seong Jiwon's former company had been D.Go, it was obvious he must have done such a thing.

I remembered Seong Jiwon stepping back with a troubled smile on his face a few weeks ago during a conversation about a fan issue...

...and as my thoughts had reached that point, for the first time in forever, I felt my head spin.

Bang.

I flung open the bathroom door and stepped outside, staring blankly in the direction he had gone before heading to the parking lot.

Just then, Kang Ichae, who had been lingering nearby, spotted me and approached.

“Hyung, I was looking for you.”

“Is Seong Jiwon in the car?”

“...Ah.”

“......”

“Ah.”

With just one word, Kang Ichae seemed to realize what I was about to say, and while rolling his eyes, he subtly asked,

“Did he finally?”

“You... know?”

“I overheard it by chance. I didn't expect him to involve you too, though.”

Kang Ichae, with his hair still styled from earlier, scratched his head and crossed his arms as he faced me.

I moved my lips slightly, watching him. I didn't want to share such filthy stories with Kang Ichae, and I wanted to ask why he pretended not to know... but that wasn't what was important right now.

Just as I was about to walk past him and have a calm conversation with Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae quickly grabbed my arm.

“Stop, stop.”

As I looked down at my captured arm and twitched my eyebrows, Kang Ichae soothed me with a gentle smile.

“Don't go to Jiwon-hyung.”

“What?”

“He must have his reasons for not telling you, right? Don't go stirring up trouble for no reason.”

...His choice of words irked me, but seeing Kang Ichae laughing so heartily and standing his ground like that, it seemed like there must be a good reason, so I couldn't help but stop.

“Sigh...”

After letting out a sigh, I gathered the last bit of my patience and pulled my arm from Kang Ichae's hand.

“...Ichae-ah, I'm not going to say anything to Seong Jiwon.”

“Hmm?”

“He'll let things slide unless I bring it up first. That's why I just want to ask.”

Seong Jiwon was decisive.

Objectively speaking, that was true. But to his members, he was also endlessly indulgent.

It was Seong Jiwon who was the first and most supportive of our acting endeavors. He would always laugh things off for the sake of The Dawn—for the members—as if it was the most natural thing to do.

So, how much had Seong Jiwon lost up until now?

He was like that.

Damned kind to the point of making me feel filthy.

“Oh...”

I was taken aback by the sudden exclamation in front of me.

“Um, hyung, it seems like you're seriously misunderstanding something.”

Looking up, I saw Kang Ichae touched his lips with a complex expression and muttered,

“It's true that Jiwon-hyung is unusually kind for his age, but he's not soft.”

“...?”

“Look at your face. If you had heard what Jiwon-hyung said when Yoon Heeun asked, you'd be shocked.”

Kang Ichae scratched his cheek and then burst into laughter as he looked at me.

“It seems like Jiwon-hyung has been really good to you, huh? For you to think so highly of him.”

What he meant was that Seong Jiwon was selectively kind and soft to people.

I wasn't sure what kind of expression I had, but Kang Ichae seemed to realize that I wouldn't say anything more to Seong Jiwon and slyly curled the corner of his mouth.

“Right?”

“......”

“There must be a reason, so let's just leave it be.”

That quick-witted brat.

I pressed my brow and swallowed a sigh.

I walked past Kang Ichae, who seemed to catch on quickly despite his young age, and strode forward. Ichae followed closely behind.

“What could it be?”

“What?”

“I wonder what you're thinking to make such a face. What could it beee?”

...even though he already knew.

It wasn't just about not speaking to Seong Jiwon directly; I was also annoyed with Yoon Heeun, who had caused all sorts of misunderstandings and frustrations.

“I need to get back to my roots.”

I replied offhandedly, and Kang Ichae let out a forced laugh.

Regardless, I needed to sort out where to start dealing with this mess as I continued walking.

Lim Hyeonsu, Seong Jiwon—a double-whammy.

It's quite something to be this fidgety in such a short amount of time.

How long will it take?

Having a backer meant it would take some time.

Could I really fuck that bastard up?

Even in the same mud pit, the stickier and filthier it was, the harder it was to blow it up. Especially if the backer's power was great.

But there's always a way.

Always.

[Wow...]

I decided to contact Kim Jaeyeon as soon as I got back, all the while plotting a surefire plan to screw over Yoon Heeun.

[Poking Seo Hoyun, who has been quiet...]

Right.

A person should live as they've always lived.

I had been soft before, but I decided to return to my roots and do what I do best.

Kang Ichae muttered as if rhyming to himself,

“Our bunny is getting ready to cause a ruckus again...”

That meant an impending temper tantrum.




1 “Bokbap” is Korean for “fried rice,” so “Kim Bokbap” is a fun nod to kimchi fried rice. Don't forget, it's Woosung's favorite!



Chapter 129

Paparazzi Kim Jaeyeon was living quite peacefully, if you overlook that he had been following Min Jiheon—who was broadening his influence beyond the Hallyu wave to the global stage through the OTT platformwith Please Take the Camera—yet without any payoff.

How can someone be like that?

Min Jiheon's daily routine was like that of a madman: piling up food to eat, helping out staff in trouble, giggling away, then suddenly transforming into someone else as he threw himself into acting.

Home, set, home, company, home, restaurant, restaurant, home...

That was all there was to it.

He really is a genius. No wonder he's keeping Daepaseong Entertainment afloat.

And now, another rising star has emerged from Daepaseong Entertainment – none other than The Dawn.

Or more precisely, it was Seo Hoyun, dragging The Dawn up by the scruff of its neck despite no one having any expectations or interest in them.

...How can someone be like that too??

Kim Jaeyeon sipped his hot americano while fiddling with his phone.

An idol... no, even by ordinary people's standards, he was no average Joe. What sane person would consider colluding with a paparazzi?

The thought of Seo Hoyun still mentioning XX Construction with a smirk on his lips sent involuntary shivers down Kim Jaeyeon's spine.

So, Kim Jaeyeon decided to go along with whatever deal Seo Hoyun proposed. It wasn't as if he was at a loss either.

“Photos of Yoon Heeun at the hotel??”

– “Yes.”

What are you going to do with them?

Kim Jaeyeon took his phone from his ear for a moment and stared at the screen before scratching his head and continuing the conversation.

“Look, Seo Hoyun... uh, that's all well and good, but usually people don't go into those places together. Plus, even if you have such photos, it's tough to make a splash if the other party's a chaebol, and there's a high chance of backlash... unless you're trying to extort money from a chaebol or something...”

– “Oh, you're worried about me?”

“......”

– “Don't worry, I'm not doing this to extort money.”

With that, Seo Hoyun briskly wrapped up his own matters and succinctly dictated what Kim Jaeyeon needed to do.

As Kim Jaeyeon took a pen and notepad out of his pocket to jot down Seo Hoyun's instructions, he felt goosebumps rise on his arms.

And for good reason...

“...Were you a paparazzi before becoming an idol?”

– “Are you crossing the line?”

This was because his tactics were indistinguishable from those of a professional paparazzi.

First, match Yoon Heeun's unofficial schedule with fans' sightings to find gaps in time.

Second, considering the rumors that someone influential was deeply infatuated with Yoon Heeun, shortlist high-security, upscale hotels in the Seoul metropolitan area or nearby. Then compare those with Yoon Heeun's schedule and home to deduce a place that wouldn't take too long to travel to and from.

Third, go to the anticipated location during the gap in his schedule and stake out to determine the right spot. (If the location wasn't correct, go back to comparing the opponent's home and the hotel list. Eventually, you'll find the right one.)

It was time-consuming, but not as difficult as it seemed.

However, ...

...it wasn't the kind of strategy a 23-year-old idol would easily come up with and execute.

He's totally insane.

Kim Jaeyeon stroked his arms.

“It might take some time, you know that, right?”

– “Yes, I'm planning to build it up slowly anyway... Ah!!”

...What?

Seo Hoyun, who had been speaking in a bored tone throughout the call, suddenly added on as if he remembered something.

– “And there's one more thing I'd like to ask you. You know Yoon Heeun's home address, right?”

“Of course.”

Kim Jaeyeon, who was still writing down Seo Hoyun's words, tilted his head in confusion.

“...What do you want to send him?”

Suddenly, a burst of laughter came from across the phone.

– “Pfft, keuk...”

“...What?”

– “Oh, this is just too fucking funny.”

Kim Jaeyeon asked in bewilderment, but Seo Hoyun didn't answer, just continued to chuckle a bit more.

As Kim Jaeyeon wondered what to do with this crazy guy, whether he should just hang up the phone, Seo Hoyun hummed in a slightly calmer voice.

– “Well, it's not for Kim Jaeyeon to know. Just make sure you deliver it without being followed.”

“...Yes.”

– “Thanks in advance.”

Having finished his business, Seo Hoyun, as always, hung up the phone abruptly.

“...What's with this crazy guy again?”

Kim Jaeyeon scowled and shook his head.

But what could he do?

He had long given up trying to follow Seo Hoyun's train of thought.

Despite the unpleasant feeling, Kim Jaeyeon started his car.

Deals with Seo Hoyun were always hard to refuse, and the rewards were undeniably profitable.


The CEO of Yoon Heeun's agency realized something was seriously amiss.

The entertainment industry was a kind of “light.”

It was a place where dreams and idols were sold.

Naturally, there were bound to be bugs that flocked to the light.

Among them, the vilest were those who used rumors to make money.

The CEO's mouth hung open upon reviewing the report from the internal operations team.

“What in the world is this?”

It was information that one could purchase online for a small amount of money. Today's hottest topic was related to sponsorship.

Despite the lack of detail in the article with the provocative title of “The Entertainment Industry Is Truly the Animal Kingdom,” the CEO had a hunch.

Having discovered that the article had already been posted and had even reached him, he hurriedly searched the internet, realizing that people were already speculating about its subject.

[Ah ㅋㅋ, this is obviously GHY, but even if we give him the benefit of the doubt and say it's YHU, it's still a bit ambiguous...”

[Let's not spout nonsense, who believes this crap nowadays, it's written like garbage and yet some are taking it as a documentary]

[Guys, aren't you curious? Ah~ let's just stop, I'm more surprised that people actually buy and read this stuff]

[Are you too scared to ask? Hmm, sounds about right though]

The CEO chuckled wryly after reading the reactions.

He thought it was impossible to pinpoint someone with just this kind of article.

Moreover, the public's opinion of such tabloid-like articles had long been at rock bottom, so it was not a matter of great concern.

However, there was one problem.

It's almost like a targeted attack.

Usually, such articles would be reported to him before being posted, allowing for preventive measures.

The fact that the post had simply gone up, along with various rumors that seemed intentionally mixed with vague bait to gather scandal around Yoon Heeun, felt deliberate.

It's also a mix of facts and fiction.

“...Is this gossip? Or a threat?”

Yoon Heeun, summoned to the company by the CEO, asked calmly.

Such rumors were not uncommon in the entertainment industry, and they would usually quiet down quickly.

He knew this would end as just an incident.

“We don't know yet; nothing has come to us.”

The CEO pressed his temples.

With so many media outlets and other agencies to consider, it was difficult to pinpoint where this was coming from.

“Ha, just lay low for a while. No solo activities, and just stay at home. Got it?”

“...Yes.”

Yoon Heeun returned home with an uneasy feeling.

Still, he thought it would be okay.

Instead, he found the CEO's anxious behavior rather pathetic.

How could something like this spread? It'll be blocked anyway.

There had been countless crises in the past, and having been in the industry for years, Yoon Heeun had gone through many ups and downs.

So, he knew that mere rumors wouldn't affect him.

Taking photos at the hotel was difficult because of the tight security and, to put it bluntly, there were no pictures of him kissing someone in public.

Even if there had been, he knew they couldn't possibly spread.

It wasn't baseless confidence but rather certainty born from experience.

This is how things always go.

He recalled a junior who had scoffed at him a few days ago.

Although the thought made his stomach boil with anger, Yoon Heeun let out a wry smile instead of getting annoyed

He was convinced that as long as they remained in this industry, eventually, they too would become like him.

“Such a fool...”

Yoon Heeun massaged the back of his neck while pressing the door lock's buttons firmly.

Ah, but it's really a shame about Composer Cheongbeom.

As he was about to open the door—

Thud.

Something was blocking the door, preventing it from opening. Looking down at his feet, there was a box, neither too big nor too small, beautifully wrapped.

“...?”

Normally, he would have thought it was from a stalker and discarded it without a second thought but a small note attached to it caught his attention.

[Early Christmas Present. A gift from H Hotel ^^]

At first, he didn't understand the content, but gradually, Yoon Heeun's mouth fell open.

“...What's this?”

The place he had been frequenting lately.

Having considered it trivial until a moment ago, Yoon Heeun was at a loss for words, confronted so blatantly by an unwelcome threat.

“...No, it can't be.”

Glancing around to see if anyone was watching, he quickly brought the box inside.

He placed the box on the marble table and let out a deep sigh.

“Ha...”

Who on earth could it be? Or did this mean that the sponsorship issue was indeed targeted at him?

He couldn't report it to the police, and talking to the CEO wouldn't change anything. If someone was operating under the radar, tracking down the person who delivered this box would be futile.

Pacing around the table, he agonized over countless possibilities.

But in the end, all thoughts converged to one conclusion.

For now, he had no choice but to open the box and see what was inside.

“...Right. I need to know to prepare for what's next.”

Yoon Heeun hesitated before reaching out to the box.

As he untied the ribbon and opened it—

Boom!

Charrarar!!

A spring-loaded doll popped out, covering Yoon Heeun in sparkling powder.

“Cough, cough...!”

Having expected at most a threatening photo or a USB drive, Yoon Heeun was taken aback.

But that wasn't the end.

It seemed as though some mechanism was in place; the box beneath the doll exploded, and another spring-loaded doll jumped out, with the process repeating several times.

Boom!

Boom!

Booooom!

Charrarar~~!

Multiple boxes, enough sparkling powder to cloud one's vision, and dolls scattered across the floor.

Yoon Heeun got up abruptly, coughing for a while as he brushed off the powder on his shoulders and body.

“Ptooey, shit... What the hell is this?!”

It was a malicious prank. Yoon Heeun spat out the powder that had infiltrated his mouth and kicked the boxes scattered on the floor.

There were no more reactions; it seemed everything that was supposed to pop had done so.

Kicking a box one more time, a card emerged from the pile of scattered powder.

[Make an honest living, you little shit!]

“What the... Who, who is this?”

Yoon Heeun shivered as he read the words on the card and turned it over to check if there was something written on the back.

[Congrats! Yoon Heeun is now impotent!]

“...Huh?”

What did that mean?

Yoon Heeun crumpled the card in one hand and threw it to the floor.

What is this?

Was this some kind of metaphor? Perhaps a suggestion that he had lost his sponsor? No, no. That couldn't be it.

Yoon Heeun was well aware that his current partner was smitten with him. After all, it wasn't easy to find someone as sensible and high-class as himself.

“I need to find out who the hell did this...”

Yoon Heeun kicked the tumbling boxes on the floor, took off his outerwear, and headed to the bathroom.

He wanted to wash off the unpleasant and suspicious powder first and foremost.

It wasn't until a few days later that he screamed in horror.

.

.

.

Meanwhile, I was alone in the dorm, basking in the warm winter sunlight on the balcony as I looked at the message Kim Jaeyeon had sent.

“Wow, the weather's really nice today.”

Next to me was an item window, something I hadn't seen in a long time.

A few days before I called Kim Jaeyeon, wondering if anything useful might be there, I scrolled through the item shop and stopped when I saw something.

[Anti-Love Doll Essential for Idol's Self-Control!!

Gift a doll box to a concerned colleague!

The recipient will feel no emotional disturbance no matter how attractive a person they see.

Enjoy a safe and worry-free idol life.

※Effect applies only to the designated person. (Player can also use it.)

※Stackable effects.

※Warning: Restraints oxytocin and testosterone, excessive use may lead to side effects.

Points: 1,500]

“What is this useless item?”

The ability to restrain hormones?

I thought it was unnecessary since I had never had heart-fluttering feelings for anyone.

As I read down the system window, my attention lingered on the warning note.

“Is this the side effect of overdosing?”

I threw out the question wanting confirmation, but the system window did not respond.

However, being a top student, I drew my own conclusions from the lack of reaction.

And after my particularly close encounter with Yoon Heeun in the bathroom, I recalled this item and bought several to maximize the stacking effect.

– “What is this?”

“Just a little Christmas gift, sort of.”

Kim Jaeyeon grumbled something, evidently disgusted by my tone, yet the delivery appeared successful.

I only received news today that Yoon Heeun had been looking unhappy for the past few days.

If the item with the cool name of “Anti-Love Doll” had arrived properly, something precious of his wouldn't have worked as it should―.

“How long will the effect last?”

Ultimately, he would have become (temporarily) impotent.

“Hahaha!”

I didn't feel like I had gone too far.

Every time I recalled the filthy stories I had heard and saw Seong Jiwon smiling innocently in stark contrast, I would get angry all over again.

And this item seemed to have been divinely timed to fall into my hands to use on Yoon Heeun. Not using it would be idiotic.

As I giggled to myself, the system window popped up.

[...Are you crazy?]

“Yes, I am.”

Normally I would have ignored such a comment, but I was in such a good mood that I lightly responded, which seemed to upset the system even more as it flooded with messages.

[Don't use it for this...!! I prepared this item with a pure heart and you're using it for this. Really??]

“Hey, don't scold me too much. It hurts my feelings too...”

[I don't want to answer... I'm not curious why you're upset...]

I could feel the system window's disgust even through the text. I stroked my chin and said regretfully,

“I wish I could have seen Yoon Heeun turn pale with my own eyes.”

It would have been fodder for laughter to sustain me through my tough life.

Although this wouldn't be the fatal blow to his downfall, just the thought of Yoon Heeun turning pale made me burst into laughter again.

Well, even now, it seemed like I've got enough fodder to last me for half a year.

[Despicable...]

[I'm going to dispose of this forever...]

[For the well-being of everyone in the entertainment industry...]

“Ahaha, what a shame.”

I wanted to use it again in the future.

Although the points I had painstakingly accumulated were running low, this much was manageable.

I stretched, surveying the scenery outside the dorm, when my phone rang with a “Ding!”

Picking it up immediately, I checked it and smiled with satisfaction.

“Kim Jaeyeon, you did a good job, huh?”

It was another message from Kim Jaeyeon.

After several days of undercover investigation, he finally struck gold.

Hmm, I can't blow it up just yet.

Attached to the message was a photo of Yoon Heeun's car sneaking out of the hotel.

This, by itself, seemed like it would only be a temporary gossip item. But handled well, it could be the spark at the end of a fuse to a bomb.

What to do...

I heard rumors that Yoon Heeun might participate in Shining Star Season 2, but it was still undecided.

One thing was certain, though.

Throbbing with anticipation, I nestled my head on one arm and hummed playfully.

“Let's start slowly, Mr. Yoon Heeun~.”

You really fucked up big time.


Chapter 130

On December 30th, the Acting Awards were set to take place, a time when we would find out which drama was the most popular that year, who acted the best, and who immersed themselves in their character the most.

Of course, that was just on the surface.

In reality, the winners were decided not just through acting skills alone but also through a combination of factors including what was hot at the moment, competition among the hosting companies, and under-the-table struggles.

This year, Please Take the Camera was naturally scattered across various nominations.

Despite criticisms of favoritism, Min Jiheon and Yu Jia also ended up as nominees for the Best Actor and Best Actress.

Anyway, they were even preparing a celebratory performance to push Please Take the Camera until the very end...

“Wow...”

Yu Jia exclaimed in admiration.

“Jiheon... that... you know.”

“Yep?”

“...Why do you look so much like a robot?”

Despite her initial hesitation, Yu Jia's blunt observation made Min Jiheon, who was standing in the middle of the practice room, laugh awkwardly.

Jiheon, who usually soared in acting, proved so bad at dancing that it was truly astonishing.

A robot? No, that comparison would be too harsh on the robots.

As Min Jiheon moved like a piece of junk that squeaked and seemed beyond repair, Yu Jia shook her head disapprovingly.

“I just thought of a joke about robots!”

“It's fine.”

“I don't really want to know either.”

Despite Yu Jia's and my attempts to ignore him and turn away, Min Jiheon persisted.

“What sound does a robot make while cooking chicken?”

“Yu Jia-sunbae, how long will you practice?”

“Sorry, I think I have to go soon...”

“...So, the sound is~?”

Unable to completely ignore Min Jiheon, who looked at her expectantly, Yu Jia finally waved the white flag of surrender and responded,

“What is it?”

With an excited expression, Min Jiheon answered,

“Wing... chicken, wing... chicken.”[1]

“......”

“Hehe.”

These days, even dad jokes wouldn't use such material...

I looked at Min Jiheon, who wasn't born with a silver humor spoon, with pity and said,

“Thank goodness you're going for a mysterious concept, sunbae.”

“...Yes, I have to make a living somehow.”

Min Jiheon muttered, “Was it that bad?” feeling embarrassed.

If it had been Jeong Dajun, he might have laughed.

I quickly shook my head, drank an ion drink, and looked back at Min Jiheon, who had already resumed practicing.

Yu Jia, standing by, offered advice here and there with a look-at-this expression but refrained from openly criticizing too much.

“Umm...”

Although Yu Jia debuted first, in terms of acting career, Min Jiheon had been around longer.

It was a tricky situation for Yu Jia to openly criticize.

But...

“Yu Jia-sunbae.”

“Oh, yes, Hoyun?”

“I will help Min Jiheon-sunbae. I was also bad at dancing at first... I can use that experience to guide him.”

There I was, Seo Hoyun, diligently engaging in idol activities.

Now was the time for the real troublemaker to step in.

“Ah! Could you please?”

“Yes.”

Yu Jia's face brightened instantly.

Hearing our conversation, Min Jiheon opened his eyes wide and looked back and forth between us.

“...Yu Jia, are you leaving? So, it's just me and Hoyun practicing?”

“Um, I have some work to do...”

“It's okay, sunbae.”

I showed a broad smile.

Then Min Jiheon, recalling something, stepped back.

“Yu-Yu Jia, don't leave me alone~. We were getting along so well~.”

“Ahaha. Sorry... I'm not really talented in teaching.”

That made sense.

Having tried to match dances with Yu Jia, it was evident she was in the same boat as Joo Woosung in terms of talent.

“Min Jiheon-sunbae, I will definitely help you diligently.”

As Min Jiheon trembled, pondering how to escape this predicament, Yu Jia quickly packed up and left the practice room with her manager.

“Well... I should also go then.”

As soon as the door closed, I dragged Min Jiheon, who was starting to move away.

“Where are you going, Mingro?”

“...Look at this person's quick change of attitude.”

“That's part of my charm.”

People should have a bit of a capricious side to live well.

The practice continued for a while longer, and I criticized every small mistake fiercely.

“Hey, not there, here.”

“Do you really want to be on stage??”

“Jiheon! Let's quit!!”

And Min Jiheon's reaction was as follows.

“Uh, not here...?”

“Um, I'm not really desperate... Sorry~.”

“Wow, hyung, you're like a fish back in water~.”

Though Min Jiheon managed to capture everything from movement to gestures and eye contact, like being possessed by Seong Jiwon, he only managed to improve to the level of a robot.

Seeing Min Jiheon lying on the floor gasping, I left him to rest for a while, feeling somewhat satisfied.

“Hey, drink some water.”

“Giving illness, giving medicine, and it turns out to be a water bottle...”[2]

Min Jiheon grumbled, “Mingro is also human,” perhaps hinting at a potential talent for rapping.

I snorted and leaned against the wall of the practice room, checking the time on my phone.

“Let's just do enough and go. I'm busy.”

In fact, I had more pressing matters to attend to than Min Jiheon's dancing. It was contacting Kim JaeYeon.

Yoon Heeun, it's the right move.

But timing was the issue.

At the beginning of the year? Or after joiningShining Staris confirmed?

The latter would paint a prettier picture, but there were too many uncertain factors.

While I was organizing my thoughts, Min Jiheon, who had been rolling on the floor, suddenly came over and plopped down next to me.

“Are you contacting that person?”

“Who?”

“You know, the paparazzi who kept following me.”

I stopped scrolling through my phone and looked down.

Seeing that I didn't respond, Min Jiheon propped his chin up and looked up at me.

“Hmm, does hyung really like the members that much?”

What was he talking about?

“Let's stick to the 5W1H.”

“Some bold guy harassed you about the members at last week's end-of-year stage, right?”

“......”

“Again, you probably did something unnecessarily...”

Min Jiheon, who seemed to have a knack for reading minds, playfully flicked his bangs off his forehead.

“Right?”

There was no use in asking how he knew.

“...Min Jiheon, tell me honestly. How many snakes have you swallowed?”

“Wow, is that something you of all people should say to me?”

Min Jiheon was right.

In truth, there was no need to go to such lengths.

I, Seo Hoyun, who had lived for 33 years, was like that.

No matter how annoying, infuriating, or bothersome things were, if the return on my efforts was minimal, I would have cleanly turned my attention elsewhere.

However, there was no obligation to explain this in detail, so I was about to gloss over it when Min Jiheon, having emptied a bottle of water, slyly threw in another comment.

“Who could it be~? Seong Jiwon?”

...That was correct, but this wasn't for his sake.

He's calmer than you'd think.

He wasn't as indifferent as I was, but he was someone who knew what he needed to do. He wouldn't have wanted to engage in petty revenge over some comment made by a passerby.

But you never know.

“Sigh...”

Just because I was used to such words didn't mean they don't hurt.

I brushed my hair back, remembering Seong Jiwon, who was pale and trembling at the recording studio, before the showcase, and even a few weeks ago.

I'm making a racket all by myself, just like now...

“Hey, Min Jiheon.”

Thud.

I shoved my phone into my pocket and, picking up a new bottle of water from the floor, twisted it open and chugged it down.

“You're wrong.”

“Hmm?”

“I want to bring down some rotten guys, one by one...”

I wiped the water from my lips with the back of my hand and smiled refreshingly.

“Because I want to be number one by taking things away.”

“......”

Min Jiheon stared blankly at my face for a moment before silently shifting away.

“... I'm glad I'm not an idol.”

“I sometimes regret that too.”

“I can't tell if you're serious or joking sometimes, it's scary. You're still crazy...”

Were you introducing yourself?

Min Jiheon, whom I hadn't seen in a while, was as consistent as ever.

I heard he was busy preparing for a movie set to be released in the middle of next year...

Moreover, his wrists, now bare due to his sleeves being rolled up from the heat, lacked the rosary he usually wore.

When my gaze lingered there, Min Jiheon casually waved his hand.

Interesting bastard.

Min Jiheon had deliberately left it behind.

From experience, unless that guy started a conversation himself, he wasn't the type to easily open up.

I wasn't sure whether he was genuinely interested in me or just found teasing me amusing, but I wasn't the type to easily share what others wanted to know just out of goodwill, so there was a bit of distance there as well.

Above all, the worst part about dealing with Min Jiheon was that even what I initially dismissed as nonsense came back to haunt me like a reflection over time.

“Isn't asking a favor a more common approach than threats?”

Like this.

Because what he had said before applied to Seong Jiwon's situation now.

Looking at him, whose face was still exceptionally pretty, I suddenly felt that Seong Jiwon and Min Jiheon were similar.

...Have I lost my mind?!!!

With so many things piling up recently, I quickly dismissed the absurd thought, convincing myself I wasn't in my right mind.

“But you know what?”

While I was internally apologizing to Seong Jiwon, Min Jiheon leaned against the wall, slid down as he relaxed his body, and sneakily glanced at me while pushing his hair back.

“I'm really curious about something.”

“Then keep being curious.”

“...Rude. Anyway, do you get threatened often?”

“What?”

It wasn't that I was surprised by the idea of me being threatened.

“Ah, judging by your reaction, guess not.”

He muttered under his breath.

“But why did you do that at the awards ceremony...”

“......”

Perhaps not expecting a clear answer, Min Jiheon shrugged and seemed to lose interest in me, humming the song for the congratulatory performance as he spaced out.

Being around him seemed to constantly fill my head with unnecessary thoughts, so I decided to recharge with some sweets and head to the nearby convenience store.

As I rummaged through my sports bag for my wallet, a loud, persistent buzzing filled the air.

Vrrr,vrrr.

Min Jiheon's phone, carelessly tossed aside, rang noisily.

Even when I turned to look, Min Jiheon didn't seem to have any intention of moving, forcing me to say,

“Hey, you've got a call.”

“Just hang it up for me... So annoying...”

“Not even going to check who it is?”

As the phone continued to vibrate, I was about to toss it over to Min Jiheon when I accidentally caught a glimpse of the caller ID.

[♡Princess♡]

“...Are you serious?”

Was this guy in a relationship?

“Hm? Why?”

“South Korea isn't a constitutional monarchy, Mr. Min Jiheon.”

He got up abruptly, looking disgusted at the creepy nickname, and said,

“...Ah, Chaeyeon?”

“...?”

“Hold on, wait! Don't hang up, give it here!”

Clang, bang!!

Regardless of my confusion, he hastily came over. He snatched the phone from my hand, cleared his throat, and then answered the call.

“Princess!!”

“???”

“Why did you call all of a sudden?”

Even as he spoke, I could see Min Jiheon struggling to suppress his laughter.

This bastard, he was definitely making fun of someone.

Chills ran down my spine, and without realizing it, I took a step back from him.

But Min Jiheon didn't stop there.

“Why? Do you have something to tell oppa?”

“Ugh...”

Princess and oppa??

I looked at him with a cold gaze, and after Min Jiheon glanced at me for a moment, he turned his attention back to the call.

“Yeah, yeah. Oppa's been a bit busy recently, so I couldn't check in... Oh? Ahaha, really? My bad.”

As I was apparently immune to such a sight of insincerity, I decided to leave.

However, Min Jiheon blocked my way with his arm as I tried to pass.

“What now?”

“Ah, do you want me to switch it to video call? ... Ah, are you crazy?”

“...?”

“Hmm... Wow, hmm. Chaeyeon, you've gotten even sharper with words since I last saw you. Yeah... It's definitely my fault, sorry.”

Whether I tried to go right or left, he kept blocking me, continuously babbling about princess and oppa until he finally hung up, preventing me from moving anywhere.

So, I just crossed my arms and glared at him.

Even until the last moment, he kept apologizing to the person on the other end of the call, barely able to contain his laughter.

“Do you always tease your partner even when you're dating?”

“...Eh?”

And why was I being dragged into this again?

I added my comment indifferently, but it was followed by Min Jiheon's laughter.

“Dating? I don't date, that was my sister.”

“Sister?”

“Chaeyeon~.”

I had never really thought about Min Jiheon's family, so I was a bit suspicious.

Is he pretending to avoid getting caught dating?

But then again, he wasn't an idol, and an actor of Min Jiheon's caliber wouldn't need to hide the fact that he was dating.

“I'm not interested in spreading rumors about your dating life.”

“I'll show you a picture then?”

No.

I was about to lose interest, considering it wouldn't be worth blackmailing him over, but Min Jiheon stubbornly flipped through his phone's photo album and shoved a picture in front of me.

“Ta-da!”

There was Min Jiheon, smiling brightly, and a girl who looked to be in middle school at most, glaring at the camera with a pouty face.

And she looked nothing like Min Jiheon.

“Cute, isn't she?”

“You call your sister 'princess'?”

“It's funny because she hates it.”

Min Jiheon rambled on about how there was a significant age gap between them, how he took care of her since she was young, and how she used to listen to him but was now rebelling incessantly.

Of course, I had no interest in forming any sort of empathy with Min Jiheon over teasing a younger sibling, so I quickly opened the practice room door.

“She's really prickly. Come to think of it, her personality is a bit like hyung's.”

“Chaeyeon must be really popular and happy.”

“...Well, not as shameless as you are though.”

Nice personality.

At the very least, to survive living under the same roof as Min Jiheon, one would need such a level of resistance.

“Our Chaeyeon, no matter how much she likes someone, she shouldn't become too much like hyung...”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ah, did I not mention it?”

As I turned my head with narrowed eyes, Min Jiheon, who had been chuckling all this while, tilted his head in confusion.

“She's a Noeul.”

“......”

“And hyung is her favorite.”

“...Hm?”

” I held onto hyung because I thought she would like it if I switched it to a video call. But when I actually asked her, she panicked and asked if I was crazy. She said she's not ready yet, and that I should have talked about this kind of thing with her beforehand, complaining that I never think things through...”

“......”

“...Chaeyeon, even oppa gets hurt sometimes.”

Even a Hallyu star like Min Jiheon, who could easily conquer Asia, was just a nobody in front of his sister.

Whether he was hurt or not, I had more urgent needs, like recharging my energy, so I left him there and stepped outside.

“This is White Christmas,

Snow is falling slowly...”

Fitting for Christmas, carols were playing intermittently on the streets.

It would have been nice if we had prepared something for Christmas too.

...was what I was thinking, until a sudden realization hit me.

...Wait.

Something felt off.

I quickly pulled out my phone.

“Yes, it's White Christmas,

With you in a winter wonderland!”

No way, right? It couldn't be.

We didn't prepare anything.

As expected, there was a huge headline on the entertainment news section of a portal site.

[Black Call, surprise Christmas album Christmas with Youreleased...]

“The tyranny of big companies is fucking over the top...”

With a sigh, the Christmas season had begun.




1 “윙... 치킨, 윙... 치킨.” 윙can mean either wing, as in the wings of a chicken, or something whirring or buzzing, like the sound a robot might make.



2 The Korean is “병 주고 약 주고 물병주네...”. “물병주네”is where the wordplay really comes into play. It sounds like “물병 주네,” which would mean “giving a water bottle.” However, it also sounds similar to “물어보지 않네,” which means “does not ask” or “without asking.”



Chapter 131

As Seo Hoyun berated Min Jiheon during the rehearsal for the congratulatory performance, while simultaneously pushing himself to the limit for other year-end stages, December 25th sneaked up on them.

Christmas!

Ironically, the days when it actually snowed on Christmas were so rare they were almost forgotten, yet the streets were filled with carols singing about “white snow falling.”

[Ah, I'm not really looking forward to Christmas

└ Please don't talk about putting up Christmas decorations in your profile pic if you're like this

└└ Got caught]

[Why do Christmas carols make me feel so excited?]

[Christmas special 🙂 Been listening to carols non-stop since early November, but then nothing happens on the actual day]

[It's okay as long as I feel the tickles of excitement till then ha]

And that day was a bit more special for Black Call's fandom.

Because WH, Black Call's agency, released a Christmas special album by the group.

“White Christmas, you smiling happily in front of me, the carol echoing far away,

I want to remember all of this for a lifetime.”

Black Call was primarily known for dance pop and intense choreography, but they showcased their talent with a variety of harmonies in this special Christmas album.

Consequently, the response was very positive.

After all, how could it not be good when Black Call released a Christmas album?

[Legend, absolutely legend...]

[Hadn't even thought they would release something suddenly ㅠㅠㅠ Top-tier, these guys really did it again, make a fortune guys!!]

[For Black Call, failure is not an option...]

True to Christmas, the album included photos of all Black Call members in front of a Christmas tree, holding various props.

[Is the price of Joo Woosung's photo card skyrocketing?]

Among them, Joo Woosung's photo card, where he was wearing a red knit and lifting a sparkling Christmas light with a cheeky smile, was legendary.

Its value soared through the roof.

[Save me]

[This photo card does exist, right? It's not a mirage? But why don't I have it?]

[Ah, I'd be grateful if he dyed his hair forever, but black hair is legendary. But seriously, dyed hair for life]

Joo Woosung, when he set his mind to it, was a runaway train in popularity.

The agency seemed ready to rake in a hefty profit, considering the inclusion of unit cards in the album package.

Each one showing two members and appearing as if they were taken with a real Polaroid camera.

[Ah, I'm breaking my savings for this]

[Even if I wanted to solve this with money, there's no stock ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is this real???]

During this busy time for Joo Woosung, what was Seo Hoyun doing, you ask?

Having finished practice, he went to the company office to do a V-Live with the members.

Now he was just slumped in a chair while looking at the text messages from Joo Woosung.

– That Bastard: Do you like it ha

– That Bastard: Christmas gift~

This guy...

Considering that The Dawn couldn't even come close to Black Call yet, his personal outreach clearly seemed intended to irritate me.

– Me: Just enlist already

– That Bastard: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

– That Bastard: Not happening any time soon~

“This bastard has definitely forgotten.”

“Forgotten what?”

Being blackmailed...

I resolved to mock Joo Woosung grandly when he enlists, but Kang Ichae, who was fiddling around beside me, tilted his head in confusion.

“But why has Black Call been so active lately?”

Not my circus.

With a feeling of emptiness, I laid down on the desk, only rolling my eyes to watch the music show that the other members were focused on.

The layers of harmony piled up, lyrics fitting the season with just the right amount of wistfulness, a stage decorated splendidly, fashionable styling, and insane skills encompassing it all.

They flaunted their big agency background and devoured the surprise special album.

I'm so jealous, damn it.

But this time, I couldn't bring myself to say anything to Daepaseong Entertainment.

After spending the last year churning out competition songs, releasing three titles, running around on variety shows, dramas, and end-of-year stages like mad, it felt too hardcore to nag about not thinking of releasing a Christmas album now.

Honestly, had there been just a bit more time, I would've certainly persuaded the CEO to allocate the funds.

“Let's do it next year, next year...”

“Hyung?! Why?”

Only then, Jeong Dajun, who had been munching on a now-cold hotdog bought from a convenience store, asked.

His face was finally showing some life after the CSAT exam.

I couldn't bring myself to call Black Call sons of bitches in front of him and Kim Seonghyeon, so I decided to change the subject.

“...Is it good?”

“Yeah!”

Well, at least you seemed happy about it...

“Ah! We haven't decorated the Christmas tree yet!!”

Jeong Dajun, perfectly matching the white knit he wore, suddenly stood up and went to the Christmas tree.

While Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae got busy decorating the tree, Seong Jiwon sat down at the electronic piano, and I turned on the camera.

[????]

“Hello.”

[?????????]

[What's going on]

[What are you guys doing]

The Noeuls, appearing puzzled in their comments, soon swarmed in, and they all started shedding tears like a storm.

[A Christmas live?!!?]

[Is the band back???? Ah, it's really just Jiwon playing the piano but still ㅠㅠㅠ]

[The white knit and headband are so so so cute ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

I awkwardly fiddled with the headband that looked like a bow before giving up.

The members laughed as they put on some hastily acquired reindeer antlers, Christmas decorations, and Santa hats. They then returned to their designated spots.

After a brief chat, everyone except Seong Jiwon followed my lead in picking up the tangled wired mics.

“Since it feels incomplete just leaving it at this, we'd like to sing a song for you.”

Although I couldn't make out the chat's content from afar, I could see it was moving very fast.

Yes.

Since we couldn't invest capital like Black Call to release a high-quality Christmas album in a short period, we decided to make up for it with a live performance instead.

The beginning of all this was last Christmas Eve, when Jeong Dajun was marveling at Black Call's Christmas carols, and I, standing beside him, was seriously pissed off.

It all started with a single comment made by Seong Jiwon as he approached us.

“Should we go live on Christmas?”

“Of course, we should.”

“No, I mean...”

Seong Jiwon smiled awkwardly.

“How about we do a special Christmas carol live?”

“You're a genius!”

I immediately agreed, full of admiration.

Seeing how well things were going in this regard, it was clear that Seong Jiwon, coming from a major agency as a trainee, had something special.

So, we chose a few carols that both domestic and international fans would like, and despite not having much time, we even practiced doing some harmonies.

Since our piano guy, Seong Jiwon, knew how to play a few carols, and Kang Ichae agreed to cover the rest, we could proceed with the live without any trouble.

Ding!

As Jiwon pressed the chords, he slightly bowed his head towards the mic fixed on the piano.

“I've been feeling excited for days, normally I wouldn't care

But this year might be different.”

His long, white fingers moved across the keys.

I placed my hand on Seong Jiwon's shoulder next to me and brought my mouth close to the mic.

“Even if it doesn't snow this year, it's okay if I don't receive a single gift

I'm just decorating the Christmas tree waiting for you.

The next part was taken by Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon who were fiddling with a headband.

Trying not to miss the beat, their rushing in caused a snicker among the members.

“Please, Santa. I have been good this year

I'm putting down all my pride and begging.

Babe, I will be one and only for you

And that's because I really like you.”

As we were listening to the members' voices and waiting for the next turn, Kang Ichae, nodding his head to the rhythm of the carol, started poking me and began the rap part.

“Under the mistletoe, I linger, hoping you'll appear

In case the lights go out, you might come near

I laugh, pretending it's alright, in this fluttering heart's light

Is it just me? Do you feel it too?

This could be my perfect Christmas with you.”

And then all of our voices blended together.

The harmony we had briefly but intensely practiced yesterday showed its true value.

Jeong Dajun was excited and slightly shook the sleigh bells he had prepared, enhancing the atmosphere.

“(Ah You, You, You Christmas Present, Carol, Cake)

I want to hold your hand.”

Seong Jiwon looked over with a faint smile. Feeling oddly nervous, I simply smiled back and sang my last main part.

“(Yes You, You, You Christmas Light, Laughter, Warmth)

I want to be with you”

Then, Seong Jiwon closed his eyes and cleanly hit the high notes. His clear and pure voice became one with the song.

“Even if it doesn't snow this year, it's okay if I don't receive a single gift

I'm just decorating the Christmas tree waiting for you.

After finishing the first carol, we sang a few more songs and even shared the cake prepared by the company.

While eating the Bûche de Noël cake sprinkled with white sugar powder like snow, I thought, 'What's going on?'

Seong Jiwon seemed to be lingering around me more than usual.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Dajun, don't try to eat the cake you dropped ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ There goes Kim Seonghyeon barely stopping him with the 3-second rule!!! ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Ichae, this dude must be feeling good, suddenly playing the piano for us, ha...

└ Look at this guy, wearing a Christmas headband and playing a romantic piano piece... Feels like a fantasy, but it's real...]

“Want some?”

“Ah, yes.”

Despite being strict about self-management, Seong Jiwon blinked nonchalantly, trying not to make it obvious.

...Ah, maybe?

I had a guess.

Wow.

If that was the case, it was good timing.

The fans' reactions were positive, and everyone seemed satisfied.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hoyun looks happy today, huh??]

[ㅠ What, so cute]

Finally, the time had come to put an end to this long wait.

“It's Christmas~.”

As I mentioned that it might be time to wrap things up and started getting up, the members caught on like ghosts and moved into their closing remarks.

“Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Merry Christmas~!”

Everyone laughed out loud and waved their hands.

As I was about to turn off the camera, more messages kept coming in.

[Merry Christmas!]

[Have a great Christmas 。˚★˚ ˚ *★★ 。˚ 。★★★ 。˚ Happy Xmas]

[You have to spend it happily!!]

“Is that a Christmas tree?”

I grinned at the sight of all these sweet words piling up like snow.

“Spend it happily.”

.

.

.

“All I want for Christmas~~.”

“Is~ Youuu~.”

Even a good while after the V-Live had ended, Kang Ichae had no intention of stopping the carol singing.

Instead, Jeong Dajun and he were having a blast imitating the classic Christmas movie, Love Actually.

“The youngest will play the drums!!”

“The rapper will pick you based on matching the song lyrics!”

“Kya, exciting!!”

There seemed to be no intention of ending with just the first verse, as they even asked who would play the role of the British Prime Minister Hugh Grant who gets caught kissing behind the curtains.

I was busy decorating the cake with strawberries and diligently popping them into my mouth with a fork. Of course, I pretended not to hear anything.

“Oops!!”

Just then, Jeong Dajun, who had been pretending to play the drums behind me, suddenly jumped up.

“Emergency! It's snowing outside!!”

“What?! Really?!”

“Is it a white Christmas?”

What would change when it snows?

As a former office worker who thought snow only looked pretty when it was falling and soon turned into white trash, thus making driving difficult, I nonchalantly licked the ganache off the fork.

But not only the maknae, even Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon got up, hastily grabbing their tops and scarves.

“...Where are you guys going?”

“...Ahaha, outside?”

“Me too.”

...Was snow that great?

Among them, Jeong Dajun was the first to rush out.

“The last one to arrive buys ice cream!”

“Ice cream in winter, deal!”

“Jeong Dajun, hey! Wear your scarf!”

“Yess!!”

“Don't just say 'yes' and go!!”

Kim Seonghyeon called out, but Jeong Dajun ran off anyway.

It was going to be just cold, so would they finally come to their senses after freezing their butts off...

...was something I thought with a typical grumpy old man's mindset, but then decided to change my attitude.

“Alright, let's think like an idol for once.”

I stood up, looking at Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon hurrying out after Jeong Dajun, but hesitated because of the cold.

Kim Seonghyeon nudged my shoulder.

“Let's go.”

“...Sigh.”

“We should have a snowball fight.”

“We're not 3, we're 23.”

And I was 33.

“Anyway.”

Even Kim Seonghyeon, feeling a bit awkward, turned his gaze away but still eagerly grabbed his scarf and followed out.

He seemed pretty excited too...

To take a photo for our fancafé, and also to hear Seong Jiwon's story.

Eventually, I headed out with my hands in my coat pockets, and my breath turned white in the chilly night air.

“Hyung, snowball fight, go go!”

“Scrape together whatever you can!”

“Eek, my hands are so cold!!”

Did I ever get excited about snow in my early twenties?

No, I think I was cursing it as I cleared some snow in the military.

Honestly, I could hardly remember.

There was hardly any snow accumulated on the ground, and the few parked cars along the road were barely covered with a thin layer of white snow.

Eventually, judging a snowball fight to be impractical, I watched the youngest members and Kim Seonghyeon, who were squatting next to them, trying to scrape together enough snow to make even a small snowman.

It was both funny and absurd.

“Nice...”

“Ahaha.”

Seong Jiwon, who seemed to have something to say, kept his gaze fixed on the sky sprinkling snow.

I waited quietly.

“...Hoyun.”

While watching the other members with my hands deeply buried in my coat pockets, I turned my head at the call, trying my best to look as kindly as possible.

“Yes, what is it?”

Go on, tell me.

I was ready.

“There is.”

Just when I thought my patience the size of a bean was about to pay off, Seong Jiwon looked at me and asked in a calm voice.

“Have you talked with Yoon Heeun-sunbae?”


Chapter 132

“Did you talk with Yoon Heeun-sunbae?”

I momentarily lost my ability to speak.

I thought the time had come, but...

Unwittingly, to hide my trembling eyelashes, I raised my hand and rubbed between my eyebrows.

Kang Ichae?

No. He wasn't the type to block a conversation with Seong Jiwon and then bring it up behind his back.

It was more accurate to say Seong Jiwon had cleverly figured it out.

I lowered my gaze, shaking off the snow that had piled up on my head.

“How did you find out?”

“At the year-end event, when you said you were headed to the restroom and Ichae went off to find you, it was a bit awkward when both of you returned together, wasn't it?”

With a faint laugh...

“And recently, you seemed to be in a good mood after switching channels whenever Yoon Heeun-sunbae appeared...”

...he added.

“Have you been happier recently?”

Lifting my head at that question, I saw my reflection in Seong Jiwon's eyes. I casually averted my gaze and stroked my chin.

“...Do you really want to know?”

“......”

The silence felt prolonged.

Even on this cold day, I felt as if cold sweat was running down my back under Seong Jiwon's piercing gaze.

Even though I had no intention of telling him, even if he said he wanted to know, I felt slightly pathetic to ask back.

“...Um, no. I trust you.”

Seong Jiwon blinked several times then brushed the snow off the bench before sitting down.

“Well, it's not like it's going to be bad for us anyway.”

“That...”

“Right?”

“...Right.”

In the grand scheme of things, it wasn't wrong.

I knew it wouldn't work on the members, but I still attempted to look harmless and benign as if I had put my soul into it.

Seong Jiwon just chuckled without saying much and looked up at the sky.

A little further away, the youngest members bickered as usual.

“We got caught again this time.”

“......”

“I can't really hide anything from you.”

Seong Jiwon turned his gaze to meet mine, paused for a moment, and then said,

“...I'm sorry about last time.”

If he was referring to last time, it must have been about the incident when he tried to answer a sasaeng's call in the countryside.

“Yeah, you almost did something crazy.”

“Ahaha.”

I spoke seriously in a joking tone, and Seong Jiwon laughed out loud.

I could confidently say I knew what kind of person Seong Jiwon was.

Diligent, hardworking, ambitious, and sometimes soft.

Plus, the resolute aspect I had recently added to my knowledge about Seong Jiwon.

But to think he wanted to know something through a sasaeng?

Was he crazy?

That was more like something I would think.

“―I'm looking for someone.”

At that moment, Seong Jiwon's words clearly registered in my ears.

“I want to find them by any means because they helped me when I was having a hard time. It happened when I was a D.Go trainee, so I've been following them since then, wondering if they might know something.”

...Wait.

Not sure how he interpreted my reaction, Seong Jiwon's voice gradually faded.

“...So, I was wondering whether to accept it or not. Sorry for making a big deal out of it.”

Wait!!

“Thinking about it now, I was stupid...”

While Seong Jiwon hesitated as he looked for my reaction, I struggled to suppress my rising excitement.

Damn, a backdoor jackpot!

However, I had no recollection of helping Seong Jiwon.

“It's a rather painful memory for me... I didn't want to bring it up to you because it's tough...”

But considering the progression of scenarios so far, it had to be me.

Kim Seonghyeon? I helped him. Jeong Dajun too. No matter how I looked at it, it had to be me who had helped Seong Jiwon in the past.

Whether I did a forward roll or a backward roll, or even if I passed by on a KTX, my gut told me it was my story.

What? Was it this kind of story?

I couldn't grasp what Seong Jiwon was thinking with these recent events going on, but unexpectedly, the main scenario popped out.

“...When?”

“Right before I left my previous agency.”

I asked cautiously, and Seong Jiwon clasped his hands as he spoke.

What was I doing then?

Honestly, I could not remember well.

It was more likely due to the system's trickery than my own problem.

Until the main scenario began, my memory was tightly sealed.

Only when a certain threshold was reached, a part of the memory would emerge like an old television filled with static noise.

That is, until the system window unlocked my memory, I couldn't know exactly what I had done.

I decided to make good use of this opportunity.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“Hm?”

“I'll ask just three things.”

I used to hate it when Min Jiheon said Koreans did things in threes. Turns out, he was right about Koreans and the rule of three.

“Is it someone who works at a broadcasting station?”

“Oh, right.”

“Do they smoke?”

“...Yeah! Right!!”

Seong Jiwon looked at me as if he had seen a ghost.

I finally brought up the most important question.

“Wasn't that guy a real piece of work?”

“......”

“......”

“...Hoyun, that's not quite right. I owe a lot to that person. Let's watch our words.”

I was fuming.

I was clear about it, so why draw a line with me?

Until just moments ago, Seong Jiwon had been nodding fervently, but upon hearing my question, his eyes quickly shifted as if to say, 'What nonsense are you spouting?'

“Now that I think about it, although the tone might have been a bit harsh, he only spoke the truth. And he really was an impressive person.”

“......”

Rough but dripping with swag.

Wasn't that me?

The more I hear it, the more it sounds like me.

It seemed so obviously me, but I got frustrated when Seong Jiwon seriously started to object.

Moreover, there was something else that truly felt unfair.

“You...”

“Hm?”

Did you really drag me through the mud just to find that bastard?

I couldn't forget Seong Jiwon, pale and trembling before the showcase.

So, I chose to be considerate and yield, to avoid further hurting him.

Sure, let's say he wanted to find the person who helped him.

But why? Just for someone like me?

“What's so important about them?”

“Hmm?”

“From what I've heard, working at a broadcasting station and smoking like a chimney, they must be rude and lacking conscience! What's so good about them?”

I felt like I was spitting on myself.

There was so much I wanted to say, but I held it in.

Because I couldn't predict how Seong Jiwon would react if I voiced my thoughts.

Seong Jiwon looked at me intently and then sternly said,

“Seo Hoyun.”

And he got serious.

“Are you picking a fight?”

“......”

This guy, as kind as he was, he was not soft...

I felt utterly betrayed by Seong Jiwon, whom I had trusted completely, and a sigh welled up to the brink of my throat.

“But how did you know about the broadcasting station and the smoking?”

As my face heated up with anger, I tried to cool it with my freezing hands when Seong Jiwon asked with a smirk.

Because it's me...

“I just guessed...”

“Hmm.”

“You were a trainee, so it's likely you'd be involved with broadcasting folks, and people at broadcasting stations tend to smoke a lot.”

I scrambled together such a nonsensical excuse, but Seong Jiwon just glanced over me and looked away.

I pressed a palm against my eyes and ran my other hand through my hair.

“Why didn't you say anything?”

“Hmm?”

“Like with Yoon Heeun, it would have been nice if you'd told your hyung, right? Then...”

I had put up with so much for a year.

And yet, I spoke frankly to this ungrateful person who wandered searching in vain.

“I could have... helped.”

Maybe I was being resentful.

Perhaps they thought confiding in me would create a weakness for them.

But when Seong Jiwon finally heard what I said, he blinked a few times and then burst into laughter.

“Why are you laughing?”

“Ahaha, Seo Hoyun, you're really...”

Even as I looked at him with cold eyes, Seong Jiwon couldn't hold back his laughter and, after a moment, touched the corner of his mouth and began to speak.

“The thing about Yoon Heeun wasn't hidden for any particular reason.”

“Then?”

“I did it because I wanted to listen to my grandmother.”

Suddenly, what was this out-of-place remark?

I was feeling troubled, but Seong Jiwon seemed to be in a good mood, gathering snow on the bench with his hands and pressing it into a small ball.

“She used to say that we, because of our job, would often hear bad things. People can gradually wear down, but even so...”

By the time his fingertips turned red, he had formed a snowball and placed it on the bench he was sitting on.

“Look at only beautiful things and listen to only good words.”

“......”

“That's why.”

And he started to form another snowball.

“You mean, you did that because you thought I'd hear something bad and get hurt?”

“When you put it that way, it sounds strange? Of course, I know you don't care about such things.”

If you knew, then fuck...

I swallowed the words that almost burst out of my throat.

Seong Jiwon seemed to notice what I wanted to say and snickered, pressing down the snow with his hand.

“Anyway, it might be selfish of me, but I want to show only good things and say only beautiful words to those I care about.”

So, like Seong Jiwon initially said, hiding what Yoon Heeun said wasn't really for any specific reason.

In the end, Seong Jiwon finished making a small snowman on the bench.

“Well, it does feel good to talk about it.”

Seeing my dumbfounded expression, Seong Jiwon shrugged his shoulders, dusted off the snow and dirt from his hands, and blew on his reddened fingers.

“The snow is falling so beautifully.”

“......”

“A white Christmas, it's been a long time. Four years, maybe...? We're lucky, aren't we?”

Watching the same scene, the lead vocal criticized it as garbage falling from the sky, while the main vocal was happy because it's a white Christmas.

At that moment, when I was about to sarcastically ask what was so good about being lucky amidst these contrasting feelings, Seo Hojin's words came to mind.

“You could just say 'Thanks, I got it.' Why do you always have to twist your words?”[1]

But what did I care.

“...Only if money falls instead of snow would I consider myself lucky.”

Or maybe popularity, recognition, or fame.

As I spat out whatever came to mind, feeling defeated, Seong Jiwon's eyes crinkled with laughter.

His appearance, like a star twinkling in any darkness, caught my eye...

“Hyungs!! What are you doing?! There's a lot of snow here!”

Then, Jeong Dajun, covered in snow from head to toe, waved at us from afar.

Seeing him, Jiwon let out a slight smile and stood up.

“Coming now!”

Left alone, I flopped down where Jiwon had been sitting and tilted my head back.

“...So annoying.”

[Why? Because of Seong Jiwon?]

The system window popped up beside me.

“He's annoying, but not just that.”

I shook my head to get rid of the snow and pulled my padded hat down over my ears.

As my excitement cooled down, and my brain started to work, things became clearer.

It dawned on me why I had been acting so out of character: having no patience yet waiting for Jiwon to speak, dealing with Yoon Heeun even when there was nothing in it for me.

“...I'm screwed.”

I cared about Jiwon.

Ding!

[????]

[Why...?]

[Is it because you can't progress the scenario? It's okay, we have plenty of time ahead!]

Is it just Jiwon?

Ignoring the system window, which was spouting nonsense without catching on, I glanced over at the members' faces.

I imagined how angry they would get if they told me to mind my own business and I confronted them about it.

Conclusion:

I'd be pissed.

I had a feeling of being backstabbed since Jeong Dajun's double contract.

Though an uneasy feeling lingered, I was too busy making a living and didn't want to acknowledge it, so I just ignored that feeling.

But finally, after a year, I had to admit it.

“Grrr...”

I cared about these bastards.

Not only did I look after my own meal ticket, but theirs as well.

And if anyone else tried to mess with them, it would piss me off not to retaliate.

I ended up creating one more weakness, damn it...'

[Don't look so down!!]

From a café across the street that was still open, the gentle melody of Black Call's carol flowed out.

“White Christmas I want to remember forever

Everything in front of you, smiling happily

The white snow falling from the sky”

“It's not like that!! Ah, it's so unfair?”

“Hey, wanna bet? Shall we bet?”

“Let's do it. But you're betting your game console, got it?”

“Yeah, let's do it.”

Amid the music, I could hear the members arguing over something, their voices loud yet unclear.

“Hoyun-hyung!! Come and tell us who's wrong!”

I just looked up at the sky without responding.

“When will I ever be able to live a carefree life? How much nicer do I have to be here before I get a gift?”

[I really do want to give you something. But Seo Hoyun, you haven't been living all that nicely...]

“Pick up on the hint, will you.”

I just wanted to whine a bit.

“White Christmas, you were happily laughing in front of me.”

What should I do from now on?

I pondered slowly, one by one, about what kind of restrictions acknowledging this would bring upon me.

It won't make much of a difference.

Even if the number of dependents increased, it wouldn't hinder the progression of the scenario anyway.

Whether like this or that, my goal of becoming a first-class idol would not change.

“A carol echoing in the distance

I want to remember all of this for a lifetime”

Seo Hoyun, this guy would still use everything to achieve what he wanted.

...Except for the members.

“...Okay.”

Having sorted out my thoughts, I then gazed at the snowflakes pouring down generously before standing up and approaching the members.

“Why, what's up?”

“Ah! Listen, I'm so frustrated I could go crazy??”

Our puppy seemed terribly aggrieved, barking away, but honestly, it went in one ear and out the other.

Maknae, I'm the one who's more aggrieved.

A Black Call Christmas song that was breaking through the roof.

Seong Jiwon, who was about to do something crazy just to find me.

The main scenario, which hadn't shown any hint of progress.

From the beginning to the end, nothing went my way.

“Right?”

“Do you guys fight over such things?”

“It's about pride.”

...Nevertheless, it was okay.

“...Seriously.”

Of course, that was the most ridiculous part.

I muttered with my arms crossed,

“I want to go back to my initial resolve, not stick with pride.”

“......???”

The members tilted their heads in unison, question marks floating above them.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Huh?”

I grabbed the nape of Jeong Dajun, who was closest to me, pulled him close, and laid my chin on his shoulder while pretending to be upset.

“Hoyunie is having a hard time these days.”

“......”

“......”

A chill colder than the winter wind passed between us.

Jeong Dajun, whose waist was forcibly grabbed, couldn't escape and shivered with his arms.

“It's tough for me too whenever hyung is like this!”

“Huhuhu.”

“Ah! Ah!! Really, why are you like this?!”

Eventually, Jeong Dajun thrashed around, jumping up and down, and as soon as I let go, he quickly moved away.

Then, I chuckled.

The members grumbled non-stop, saying something was wrong, that it shouldn't have been revealed on the broadcast, and now it seemed my face wasn't covered with brass but with diamond.

“Why, why did it turn into a mess? Was there something in the Christmas cake earlier?!”

“Ah, I feel like competing against hyung...”

“Being a leader is just so, so, so tough...”

“Why?”

The members looked at me with worried eyes as if I were sick, but the real concern should be for themselves.

Guys, I was sorry.

You're stuck with a madman.

“Merry Merry White Christmas!”

No, actually, I was not that sorry.




1 See Episode 123



Chapter 133

“Oh, here it comes! Here it comes!”

After another day of grueling practice, the members returned to their dorm, turned on the TV, and opened boxes of chicken, now a regular menu item there.

It was December 30th, and they were tuning in to watch the live broadcast of the Acting Awards.

The members' faces were filled with anticipation.

“Did you hear Hoyun-hyung is nominated today?”

“Yeah, for the New Star Award.”

Unlike the festive atmosphere of the year-end stages, this event had a more dignified vibe, which was probably why everyone was dressed so formally.

Just then, Seo Hoyun, stepping off the van and onto the red carpet, filled the screen.

“Whoa! Hyung's here.”

“The suit really suits him!”

– “Seo Hoyun is making his entrance! In Please Take the Camera, he played PD Lee Jeonghun, whose character was messed up in terms of personality but whose competence made it impossible to hate him!”

Despite the ambiguous introduction, hard to categorize as a compliment or an insult, Seo Hoyun walked confidently with a poker face.

However, his expression instantly changed when he saw fans of The Dawn and others cheering for him by the red carpet.

He broke into a soft smile.

“Wow...”

The members admired his demeanor.

Well, not just his face.

That pretense.

“If we didn't know Seo Hoyun, we might have been fooled by his supposed 'good personality'.”

“He's really good at acting, isn't he?”

Confident in Seo Hoyun's ability to handle any situation, the members happily shared chicken wings and legs to their liking, chatting away.

“But hasn't Hoyun-hyung been acting strange lately?”

“Ah!! I was just about to say that.”

“Huh? Why?”

“When we were coming back to the dorm, he bought me something to eat, saying 'You like this, don't you?'”

Everyone looked at Kim Seonghyeon in disbelief.

“And yesterday, he told me to take it easy and not overdo it.”

“...??”

At Jeong Dajun's words, Kim Seonghyeon shook his head as if he had goosebumps.

“It sounds crazy, but you know.”

“...Don't.”

“Recently, Seo Hoyun, seems a bit different—”

“Ah!! Woah!”

“different with someone whose name begins and ends with 'jeon/jun.””

“I told you to stop!!”

Jeong Dajun spat out the piece of chicken he was chewing and, despite not having finished his favorite chicken leg, set it down on the table.

“Hey, even the maknae has the right to enjoy chicken happily, okay?! Let's save those talks for after meals.”

“...Sorry.”

The members, having lost their appetites, murmured,

“If anyone did something wrong to Seo Hoyun, better confess quickly.”

“What did you do wrong? Spit it out.”

“I... didn't clean up after eating ramen yesterday...”

“That must be it. Let's apologize properly when we get back.”

“What do you guys think Hoyun is?”

Seong Jiwon muttered in disbelief.

Among them, only Kang Ichae was unusually quiet today.

He rested his chin on his knees, staring intently at the TV.

As the Acting Awards continued, and the New Actor Award speech was being given, Min Jiheon's face briefly appeared before moving to another actor.

Hmm.

Kang Ichae spat out the bone he had cleanly eaten.

In contrast to Seo Hoyun, who had been walking around the dorm with a refreshing expression these past few days, something seemed to bother Kang Ichae.

Drama... Min Jiheon. Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun passed it off nonchalantly without saying anything, but Kang Ichae still vividly remembered that day.

And the hyperventilation.

That moment for Seo Hoyun reminded him of a scene from the past, turning into something Kang Ichae couldn't just let go.

It's confusing.

“Ichae, how about we drink while we watch this?”

At Seong Jiwon's question, Kang Ichae reflexively smiled brightly and nodded.

“Sounds good~.”

“I'll go get it.”

“Uh! What about me?”

Turning his head slowly, Seong Jiwon asked gently,

“Dajun, do you wanna say it again?”

“I turn of age in two days...?”

“Uh-huh?”

“......”

“......”

“...Soda.”

“Ahaha, okay.”

Jeong Dajun, on the verge of adulthood, could not overcome the formidable wall of Seong Jiwon and sipped his soda with a gloomy expression.

It was expected.

Lately, even Seo Hoyun was feeling a bit hesitant around Seong Jiwon.

By the time the rest of the members had drunk enough beer to get slightly tipsy, Seo Hoyun was finally announced as the winner of the New Star Award.

– “Despite it being his first work, he has shown an impressive performance. The New Star Award goes to Seo Hoyun! Congratulations!”

“Ah, do they pick up to five people for the New Star?”

“That's right. I heard they include idols sometimes.”

“Ah~, I see.”

The five awardees stood in a line, each taking turns to give their acceptance speech. Seo Hoyun was the last.

– “Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“Wow, he really sounds like an actor.”

“Is hyung going to continue acting?”

“He said he absolutely hates it.”

“Eeeh?!”

– “I'm truly grateful to receive the New Star Award for my first work.”

“Wow! That's such a waste of talent. Betting my entire 19 years of being a drama fanatic, I can objectively say that Hoyun-hyung is really good at acting.”

“Were you born watching dramas?”

“I've been watching them since I was a newborn, okay?”

While the rest of the members semi-ignored Jeong Dajun muttering, “If you count from when my mom was pregnant with me, it's 9 months more,” they focused on Seo Hoyun's acceptance speech.

– “Thank you to all the cast members of Please Take the Camera...”

Despite Seo Hoyun's usual grumbling or his chillingly indifferent or sarcastically competitive demeanor among the members, he spoke very neatly in public.

After briefly thanking the drama's cast, writer, and staff, Seo Hoyun took a slight breath and added,

– “And to the members of The Dawn, who are probably eating chicken at the dorm right now.”

“Wow, he's like a psychic.”

Seo Hoyun cracked a slight smile.

– “Great job.”

“...!!”

– “Let's keep up the good work next year.”

Despite Seo Hoyun's kindly intention, making it a memorable Christmas, the members dropped their chicken in surprise.

“...Why is he like that?”

“...My appetite just disappeared.”

And they felt quite uncomfortable.

“Is this some new kind of bullying?”

Seriously, Seo Hoyun should live a bit more properly.

Kang Ichae clicked his tongue inwardly.

Seo Hoyun's final comment led to a lengthy discussion among the members, but they eventually settled on “It's fan service for the Noeuls” theory and managed to lighten the mood.

If Seo Hoyun had known their true feelings, he would have been seriously pissed.

However, there was something even more shocking.

It was the congratulatory stage of Part 1, prepared so diligently by Seo Hoyun, Min Jiheon, and Yu Jia.

[Please Take the Camera Hot Stage: Let's Start Loving From Today by Min Jiheon, Yu Jia, Seo Hoyun]

“Waaaaah!”

They all threw off their suits and appeared in white knits and jeans, starting a light choreography to the music.

Shy expressions and simple movements were the highlights.

Yu Jia began to sing the first verse.

“Today, as the petals flutter, I want to walk beside you,

One, two, three, four.”

“Yu Jia sunbaenim is really good.”

“Why say it, it's Yu Jia sunbaenim.”

“...Don't be so serious.”

By now, Seong Jiwon, acknowledged among the members as a fan of Yu Jia, couldn't take his eyes off the TV.

At that moment, the internet was ablaze.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ!!]

[Anyone who watches Please Take the Camera must see this shit shit shit shit my cheeks hurt from smiling so much]

[Our senior Yu Jia, the trending idol Seo Hoyun, and the popular actor Min Jiheon (Note: Clumsy)]

[It's really fresh and cute to see the drama cast together ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Not just idol fans but also the general public, who watched the acting awards, flooded various communities with reactions.

“Today, as love begins, I want to hold hands with you,

One, two, three, four.”

[I love you, PD Lee Jeonghun, I love how you're not a jerk, marry me]

[So grateful he's originally an idol]

“Wow~, Hoyun finds the camera like a pro.”

“He's improved a lot in dancing lately. Hits the beat exactly.”

But it wasn't just the dance improvement; Seo Hoyun, knowing his own weaknesses, had desperately brainstormed and calculated to make his movements appear natural.

While the idol members critically discussed the stage, most viewers had similar opinions.

[Guys, Seo Hoyun and Yu Jia are really good at finding the camera, wow it's different when you've been on stage

└ But Min Jiheon ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

However, Min Jiheon—

[Min Jiheon, there are no cameras on the ceiling]

really couldn't find the camera.

[Fuck I'm going crazy because of this man

└ Stop smiling at the ceiling]

[Min Jiheon is really clumsy

└ There's a reason he's close with Seo Hoyun

└ Seo Hoyun: (So wronged)]

[I'm giving up on him finding the camera, he's just smiling by himself ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You know... His original personality... Thought he was all mysterious, but after watching the BTS, seems like he's just a cutie... Is this a flaw?

└ No, it's true

└ Especially towards Seo Hoyun... They're close... ㅠㅠ So freaking cute I'm dying]

“Look, Min Jiheon-sunbaenim is coming out.”

“Ah, yeah.”

Even though he was dancing in the back, Min Jiheon stole the spotlight as he moved to the center and formed a heart.

The members, staring blankly at the scene, had their faces turn sour.

They all knew that Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon weren't exactly on good terms.

It seemed like everyone had silently agreed to hold back their words.

“I want to give you my all, let's start loving from today.”

“......”

“......”

No, they wanted to hold back.

[Excuse me]

That was until they saw Min Jiheon's spectacular lack of musical talent.

If Seo Hoyun had checked Min Jiheon's stats, his singing would've been rated F-.

[I've never seen such tone-deafness in my life]

[Damn, it's so freaking hilarious. Min Jiheon looks like he can do everything well, but how can he be so tone-deaf]

[Please, just stick to acting, Mr. Min Jiheon]

“...Is this a performance?”

“It doesn't seem like it.”

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun, The Dawn's proud lead vocal on the same stage, jumped out beside him and wearing a refreshingly bright smile, seemingly very pleased with Min Jiheon's tone-deaf crisis.

“I want to give you all my heart, let's start loving from today”

[Wow]

[Wow, Seo Hoyun;;]

“Phew, now that's relaxing.”

“It feels pure... not a single offbeat...”

The anger that could have risen due to Min Jiheon was barely quelled, and the members started to munch on their cold chicken again.

As expected, the online reactions were similar to those of The Dawn.

[I knew Seo Hoyun could sing well... but after Min Jiheon, he seems like an angel

└ That's too harsh on Jiheon

└└ Put your hands down, we know you're laughing

└└ └ (Laughter)]

Thus, the performance entered the highlight with Yu Jia's high notes, moving Seong Jiwon to the brink of tears.

Of course, whether it was Yu Jia showcasing her insane vocal skills after a long absence from the stage or Seo Hoyun next to her presenting a perfect example of an idol, it was all satisfying.

“Let's start loving from today~♡”

Min Jiheon steadfastly blazed his own trail and with a bright smile, nailed the finishing pose perfectly.

Still, he never found the camera.

“Phew...”

“Hold it in.”

Slightly ticked off again, The Dawn's members turned away and quietly cleaned up the finished chicken.

“...Shall we go practice?”

“Let's do that.”

After all, they still have their last end-of-year stage on December 31st.


[Title: Did you see Min Jiheon's acceptance speech for the Grand Prize yesterday? Of course, I thought he'd win ㅋㅋ The speech was short but so good, I had to bring it up...

(Video)

He was really thankful for winning the acting award, but he said it was thanks to the people he loves.

And then he casually said at the end,

– “This year must have been hard for everyone, don't push yourselves too hard, and make sure to eat well.”

– “I hope everyone finds happiness in their own moments.”

Are you kidding me????

Ah

Don't do this to someone who cries just hearing harmonies

└ Are you having a tough time recently?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅠㅠ Fuck, it's really hard ㅠ

└└ There, there...

But this year, Min Jiheon completely shed his mystique...

└ Can someone teach me how not to love Jiheon...

└└ Even in the midst of this, his dazzlingly handsome face shines...

No... It's not just dazzling, I feel like I'm going to need LASIK]

[But at the end...

– “♡I love our youngest princess♡”

<ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Suddenly dripping with aegyo ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Does Jiheon have a princess at home?]

The youngest princess at home clenched her teeth.

[- “I also want to thank Seo Hoyun, who always brings great laughter on set”

<<What's up

└ What's up? Are the two close?

└└ I watched the BTS, they really seem like best friends, mostly Seo Hoyun looking disgusted though]

Naturally, Seo Hoyun, having heard that comment right in front of him, churned through words that would be censored, yet managed to slightly lift the corners of his mouth.

People who were unaware of the two being provoked by Min Jiheon's taunt were in uproar, thinking it sweet.

Moreover, the Please Take the Cameracongratulatory performance was a fresh change for the viewers and naturally drew attention to Seo Hoyun's next stage.

[Title: Summary of the process of becoming a Noeul in Please Take the Camera... Wow, Min Jiheon's in it? Turning it on right now.

→ Lee Jeonghun is rude but gets cuter the more you watch.

→ What? An idol? Searches for The Dawn's fancams.

(This is where it went downhill)

→ Doesn't stop on stage. Watching the aegyo and freaking out

→ Seo Hoyun looks like a bunny.

Phew...

You've crossed a river of no return.

Welcome to K-Pop...]

On December 31st, fitting for the last day of the year, people were celebrating a year safely passed in their own ways, but those who had bet their lives on The Dawn were different.

Music Festival!!

Only selected idol groups made it to that stage on December 31st, and The Dawn was listed, marking the moment that would conclude the year-long efforts of their Apocalyptic trilogy.


Chapter 134

[Hot item alert: Popular group for sale, act fast!][^1]

Just when no news had come late into the night, making it seem like this time it was really over, the lineup came together at the last minute.

The Noeuls, having learned something from The Dawn's previous collaboration with Lea Purple and a few other year-end stages of “Kismet,” were fervently criticizing Daepaseong Entertainment.

[This song might just kill the lights

And I have a feeling the camera work is going to be crap]

[I'm still pissed about that one solo stage they did before... Plus, it wasn't even the full thing, it was ridiculously short... The collab was just shoehorned in...

It's only because the kids killed it that I calmed down a bit...]

[Just Daepaseong being Daepaseong, you know]

Despite its growing popularity, Daepaseong Entertainment, unable to shed its mid-tier status not just in capital but in various aspects, was more accustomed to criticism than to eating.

However, private accounts expressed differing opinions.

[Guys... don't make me laugh, is this supposed to be bitter?

I've been a fan since their debut, so maybe that's why I'm running over here in a frenzy, shedding two liters of tears...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh, this is so typical but so true, I wanna highlight it]

[Just one stage???? Even with the collab? Just being part of the end-of-year lineup itself? I'm so proud I could spin around?????]

[I came from stanning a major group that does long end-of-year stages, but there's a unique taste to this side too... Is this what desperation (laughs) feels like?

└ The more minor, the more thrilling it can be

└└ Agreed

└└ Don't agree please, our kids need to fly]

Thus, the Noeuls with their strong mental fortitude once again transformed bitterness into laughter as they sat in front of the TV.

The Dawn's ascendancy was palpable, and those who had wandered the K-Pop wilderness for a long time sensed it.

This year's hottest (used) rookie was undoubtedly The Dawn, filled with venom and destined to rise.

Determined not to betray those expectations, the members, except for a few hours of rest, had dedicated themselves to practice, biting down hard to finish all preparations.

They were ready to put a grand finale to the Apocalypse trilogy.

Ziing—

Thud.

The stage dimmed, and the final end-of-year stage began.

[The Dawn – Kill the Lights]

The song title appeared on screen, with Kang Ichae's name prominently featured in the lyrics, composition, and arrangement sections.

[Aaaah it's starting]

[Lyrics, composition, arrangement by Kang Ichae... Thump

└ That guy's lyrics, that guy's composition, that guy's arrangement

└└ Way back into > Kang Ichae...]

The fact that a member had arranged the end-of-year stage filled the fans with immense pride.

But there were still concerns.

[I've seen “Kill the Lights” too many times recently;]

[Right, I wanted to see “Ocean Train” for a change]

This was precisely the issue.

Since the song had recently been a huge success, fans were concerned it might bore people for being too similar to its original stage, even though they knew it would be different from those performances.

Initially, there had been a fuss about them not performing “Kill the Lights” when only “Kismet” was staged, but once “Kill the Lights” was performed, there were complaints yet again.

Yet, most were pulsing with anticipation and excitement.

Ddiririri— Ddiririri—

At that moment, an intro mixed with video game-like beats flowed out.

Chijiik— Woong woong—

[??????]

The sound of a pipe organ laid over it brought an entirely different vibe from the original grand “Kill the Lights.”

Just as fans were bewildered, wondering what kind of path it would take, blue and green lights alternately shone on the moving figures in rhythm.

Ddiririri—

All members were dressed in white, yet what stood out more was the black harness draped over their shoulders, contrasting with their white tops.

[Yeah!!!!!]

The last end-of-year stage was rider jackets.

It seemed they had played another strong hand this time.

Naturally, fans were shouting their heads off, waving their arms in welcome.

[Aaaaaah Aah!! Aah!!!]

[I get it, you guys have to succeed]

Then, Kang Ichae, standing at the center, nonchalantly looked into the camera, slightly tilted his head, and tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“I see the timing?”

It began.

At the same time, Kang Ichae leaped up, kicking out with his right foot, and the members behind him supported his back.

With that recoil, Kang Ichae returned to his original pose and began to rap.

“We once caught our breath together, now we must go again.”

With an intense yet fiery beat, the rap pierced through more powerfully than usual, electrifying every word.

Kang Ichae raised his arm, grasped Seong Jiwon's shoulder, and turned him roughly.

“When everyone pointed at you,

You just laughed, remember?”

[Hey, what's this neo-flavor?]

[What's with the intro beat? Did you completely change it??]

Thanks to The Dawn's habit of coming up with new stages every time, the Noeuls had decided not to be surprised anymore, yet they always ended up pleasantly betrayed.

This performance seemed like the word “glamorous” had been brought to life on stage.

If Kang Ichae had aimed to dazzle with “Kismet,” “Kill the Lights” amplified that glamour, adding a few drops of a cyberpunk vibe reminiscent of 29th-century Korea.

The reason for adding game beats and re-recording by the members was clear.

“(Beep!) I can't lose this game, let's burn till the very end.

The moment light seeps in, it's the start.”

Then, the screen brightened to a blinding degree.

Du-du-du-du...

Doo-doom!

Between the beats, the sound of helicopter propellers mixing in, and as the song slowly faded out, the figure of Kim Seonghyeon, who had been leading all the members from the center, was captured on screen.

He slowly lifted his bowed head and raised his hand.

“And I say it again...”

And then, grabbing Seo Hoyun, who was standing behind him, he spun around, switching their positions.

“YES!”

As the robotic voice, heavily autotuned to a lower pitch, rang out, Seo Hoyun aggressively moved to the center.

“WE KILL THE LIGHTS!”

The Noeuls quickly grasped what this switch in positions meant.

[tlqkf!!!!!][2]

[Ahhhhhhhh!!!!]

Indeed.

It wasn't for nothing that Seo Hoyun had been practicing for the year-end stage, singing practice songs all along.

“KILL THE LIGHTS!”

Seo Hoyun, The Dawn's official “fixer,” was officially assigned as the dance break center for the group, a role that would normally have been Kim Seonghyeon's.

To avoid even a bit of criticism, Seo Hoyun practiced until his mouth turned sour, trying to match even a fraction of Seonghyeon's level.

[Waitwaitwait Seo Hoyun]

[Seo Hoyun center for the dance break??? Are you crazy????]

Panicked fans, unable to even insert a typo to prevent searches on public accounts, screamed his real name.

Even behind the members, the VCR showed a flag fluttering as if blown by the wind, similar to how Kim Seonghyeon had planted it in the MV, stirring the fans' emotions even more.

“I feel like I'm gonna die...”

“It's okay. People don't die that easily.”

“What did you do so wrong?”

As much as Seo Hoyun was dying, his dance lines, as instructed by Kim Seonghyeon, had distinctly changed.

If before, his movements seemed artificially aligned, now, it was evident he was riding the rhythm, with Seo Hoyun's unique flexibility adding a noticeable flair.

It wasn't perfect, but the shortcomings were masked by the glamorous VCR, lighting, and facial expressions.

[Has Seo Hoyun lost his mind?????

Don't bite your lip, fuck]

[So

freaking

sexy]

The members on either side entered in time with the beat, not missing a single angle or timing.

Seo Hoyun's gaze fiercely locked onto the approaching jimmy jib camera.

[Ah wait you why are you like this

why are you....

I won't say more, I still have a bright future ahead]

[Thank you, world, for this insane sexiness]

Despite securing it, the harness slid down due to the powerful choreography, but Seo Hoyun briefly took a deep breath and flicked his hand, prompting the scattered members to line up behind him.

[Gasp]

By this point, the quick-witted people had realized.

The reason why that fixer, Seo Hoyun, had to be the center for the dance break.

“We need to take care of the narrative!!”

Lee Jihyeon, who placed utmost importance on the narrative, had been furiously insisting during the planning of the end-of-year stage.

“How can we not take care of the additional narrative that can be shown on stage apart from the MV?! It's basic to feed the fans with hints through choreography! This is respect for 'Kill the Lights'!”

“...Okay, calm down for a moment.”

“This time, it absolutely has to be Seo Hoyun as the dance center! He must!!”

As a result of Lee Jihyeon, who had been thoroughly energized by the bonus she received from the Lea Purple collab, relentlessly pushed Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun.

Thus, this choreography was born.

In “Kill the Lights,” after Seo Hoyun successfully led a rebellion...

“...Then let's do this.”

...Kim Seonghyeon created choreography that depicted the members following Seo Hoyun's lead.

“The Dawn is Coming!”

As soon as Seo Hoyun raised his right hand, all the members behind him saluted in sequence, in time with the beat.

Snap!

Ratatat!

“We can't lose this game

I have already bet everything”

As the highlight melody rang out, Seo Hoyun turned around with a faint smile of satisfaction, his gaze lowering.

Tap, tap!

Then, the remaining four behind him spread out to the sides in time with a set rhythm, raising their hands at an angle towards him, as if symbolizing flags.

“Overturn everything, change the game!”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head back to look up, then strode confidently through the path created by the members.

Even after the release of the “Kill the Lights” MV, there was much debate about whether it was right for all the members to trust and follow Seo Hoyun.

The answer was embedded in this choreography.

“Yes, I Killed the light”

In the end, Seo Hoyun successfully took control.

[Don't be an otaku]

[It's my fault, please save me]

The fans screamed in delight; their eyes glued to the screen.

In the meantime, as one member stepped out from the lined-up side, the formation quickly dispersed.

“We can't leave this scheme!”

It was Jeong Dajun who appeared to wrap up the finale.

“Ah, you are at its end.”

Contrary to Seo Hoyun taking everything under control, Jeong Dajun danced alone, and one by one, the members turned their backs on him.

Only Jeong Dajun seemed to act as if he was out of control, his platinum blond hair soaking up the red lighting.

“Us,”

Jeong Dajun slightly squinted his eyes and lifted one corner of his mouth.

“Shall we go all the way till the end?”

His expression resembled someone very closely.

“KILL THE LIGHTS!”

And with a gesture resembling a finger snap, the lights went out with a snap!

The speakers blared with screams.

The MCs continued to speak, but nobody paid any attention.

[... killed it]

For the fans, the next stage wasn't important.

What was urgent for them was to collect the breadcrumbs scattered across this stage.

[Seo Hoyun's salute and the kids saluting back means Seo Hoyun set everything right, right? Ah, I think I'm going to faint

└ And what about Jeong Dajun scattering everything...?]

[What's with Jeong Dajun at the end, is he the hidden villain? Shit, I'm losing my mind, ah!!!!

└ After doing all that, our God Ki then goes down and jumps around]

[Fuck, Hoyun walking with those long strides is just so manly...]

[Who thought of putting in the salute choreography?!!

└ It's obvious, isn't it? Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun

└└ Why?? Did a BTS come out??

└└ Daepaseong Entertainment doesn't have money to add new choreography

└└ Oopsie]

The fans exchanged interpretations and meanings of each scene.

Just a few minutes ago, they were worried about the stage and criticizing Daepaseong Entertainment like radishes, but now they gave praises as if none of that had happened.

[It's a live performance, but these guys must be insane with their stamina, there was a rumor that they run on treadmills while practicing singing, seems true]

[Seo Hoyun a Hermione?[3]

How did he prepare “Spend the Night + Let's Start Loving From Today + Kill the Lights” all at the same time?

└ And all of them became hot topics, crazy]

[Seong Jiwon really hits the high notes so cleanly, has he entered the vocal heaven now? Makes sense, our Jiwon is a Best OST Award winner]

Though the stage was surprisingly short and didn't offer many opportunities to show off to the public, they still did everything they could.

The brilliantly arranged spicy beat, the meticulously practiced sharp choreography, and the narrative-filled dance moves.

[Wow, really the perfect end to the year...

└ Absolutely no regrets canceling all my year-end plans...

└└ Just feeling sorry for those who didn't see it...]

[Ah... ㅠㅠ How can you not love them?

How can you not love these guys who grit their teeth and prepare so hard!! ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Guys, I'm a fan]

Seo Hoyun might as well have been spitting blood with all the grumbling, but the hard work paid off.

[I'm a fan!!]

They ended the year on a high, fully satisfied.




1 The last two characters of the Korean  was “......” It's a shorthand and stand for “서둘러 구해” which means “hurry and buy” or “looking for a quick sale.”



2 To type “시발” in Korean, you use “tlqkf,” where each letter corresponds to a Korean character: ㅅ = t, ㅣ = l, ㅂ = q, ㅏ = k, ㄹ = f.



3 Yup, that Hermione.



Chapter 135

“Urgh~!”

“Ughhh...”

Since the final end-of-year stage had no awards to give out, it was now time to just enjoy ourselves.

Setting the stage on fire left my whole body aching.

I wasn't worried about making mistakes, but I put so much effort into my moves during the dance break that my bones creaked alarmingly.

It's because of my age...

“...Give me some water.”

“Here, drink. Drink.”

I grabbed the water bottle that was handed to me and emptied it in seconds.

“Can I rest now...?”

“Probably, it should be okay...”

Everyone had poured their hearts out as if it was their last, despite not having much sleep, so as soon as the stage was over, the tension was released, and we all melted into a sluggish state.

Returning to the dressing room and getting some rest and cold water seemed to bring us back to our senses.

...It wasn't too bad, right?

Although I hadn't seen the audience's reaction yet, recalling the raw, vivid warmth from the audience, it didn't seem too bad.

And watching the subsequent performances from the dressing room, I realized that the other groups, much like us, had prepared with equal passion.

I wonder what our rank will be next year.

Even though we were a bit more known now, compared to other groups, we still lacked in years and recognition.

Attending such an event where all the top idols of the year gathered made that gap feel even larger.

It'll take two years at best... Four at most to reach our goal.

As long as we made it to the top tier, whether at the end or wherever, the quest would be a success, so I had no plans to drag this on any longer.

But...

“Wow, Black Call-seniors are coming out.”

Seeing this kind of thing made you realize how absurdly ambitious our dreams were.

“......”

“Wow...”

All the members watched the screen with their mouths agape as if their souls were being sucked out.

I looked at the close-up of Joo Woosung's face, feeling genuinely fed up.

Ugh.

“You can be my King, just say the word and I can make it right.”

Black Call released only one title this year, and it was “Kings,” a concept based on a masterpiece.

Joo Woosung, draped in a black cape embroidered with gold, was unmistakably at the pinnacle of idol-dom.

Shit, can I ever surpass him with my skills?

He felt drastically different from a year ago.

The brat who claimed it was impossible to beat a natural talent had, against all odds, personally proven it.

As I gulped down more water, I heard Jeong Dajun muttering next to me, his focus unwavering,

“When will we ever get to close the show?”

“Three years.”

“Eh?”

“Four, if it's long.”

“...Why are you so definitive?”

Because I had no intention of dragging this beyond that.

I said this without looking at Jeong Dajun,

“Maknae, just trust this hyung and follow me. I'll give you a ride not on a bus but a roller coaster.”

“...Don't get my hopes up. Or I will really take your word for it, you know.”

“You can have high fucking hopes.”

As always, I was confident.

Jeong Dajun, moved by my words, tried to pounce on me, but I deftly avoided him.

He pouted, and behind him, a staff member's voice announced it was time to get ready for the ending.

As usual, the December 31st end-of-year stage concluded with a famous veteran singer starting a hopeful song, then midway through, all performers would gradually join them on stage. It will then end with a countdown.

We slowly made our way up the stairs to the stage.

“This isn't our last, it's a new beginning

Let's sing together with all our hearts—”

“Wow~. The year really is ending like this.”

“Ahaha, it's nice to be all together.”

“Let's sing together with our hearts, that we all have lived

So it's okay to love us.”

Everyone moved gently to the song, clapping along or waving their hands to the beat.

“Hyung.”

“So it's okay to love us.”

As the song ended, a thunderous applause erupted.

“Hoyun-hyung!”

Oh, was it me?

With a gentle smile, ready to respond like the other idols for the broadcast, Jeong Dajun poked me on the side.

“Uh, you know.”

“What?”

After locking eyes for a moment, Jeong Dajun looked down and barely moved his lips.

I wanted to tell him to lift his head as it might be caught on camera, but Seong Jiwon spoke up, making Jeong Dajun suddenly lift his face.

“Oops! The countdown's about to start!”

“Ah!! 59 seconds until Jeong Dajun becomes an adult!!”

“Wow~.”

“Wow~.”

“Such a lukewarm reaction!!”

– “Everyone! It's a new beginning! Let's do the countdown together!”

As the MC finished, the countdown to the new year began.

– “30! 29! 28!”

A little white breath could be seen coming from all the performers as they began the countdown.

Joo Woosung, accustomed to the countdown from years of participating in such events, stood at the front, chatting and laughing with his fellow Black Call members.

The view in front was filled with the various colors of fandom lightsticks.

The most numerous were, of course, Black Call's, followed by White Cherry's, Lea Purple's... etc., there were quite a lot.

How much longer do I have to be pushed aside here?

As I pondered, I caught sight of our lightstick, a blue triangle, in the distance.

It could be that they were here with someone special, for the memories, or simply as fans.

But regardless, it was clear that these people had come out on this cold day to see us.

“17! 16! 15!”

Jeong Dajun was jumping excitedly next to me, and Seong Jiwon joined in.

“2!”

Kim Seonghyeon counted down in a soft voice, and Kang Ichae turned to look at me.

“1!!”

And then he smiled.

As soon as the last number was called, brilliant fireworks went off.

“Happy New Year!!”

The MCs followed up with their New Year's greetings.

It was the start of a new year.

“I'm aging another year!”

This is my second time turning 24.

Convincing myself that it was okay to shamelessly claim to be 24 when I was actually 34—as it was technically my legal age—I looked around.

First, I greeted the audience in the stands.

People who were close to each other celebrated the New Year or exchanged hugs and greetings.

“Yeah...”

Well, good for them.

I just wanted to wrap this up quickly and go home.

Then...

“Seo Hoyun!!”

Kim Seonghyeon suddenly grabbed my arm.

“Happy New Year!”

The other members piled on top of that.

“The fireworks. The lights. The temperature. See? It's all prepared for us. Don't get so moved you cry!”

“Ahaha, cry?”

“I won't cry unless I see 7.1 billion won in my bank account.”[1]

“...Hoyun's tears are quite expensive, huh.”

Amid the excited members, I couldn't help but laugh, as the song the staff had pre-informed us about started to play. It was a sort of signal that today's schedule was over.

Following everyone off the stage and back through the corridor to the dressing room, I felt someone's gaze pierce through me.

Ah.

It was Yoon Heeun.

He wouldn't know that his dysfunction was my fault.

As I smiled and nodded at the guy glaring at me, his eyebrows twitched. He then began to walk towards me.

Is this a New Year's celebration?

I was about to respond with a fresh retort for the first argument of January 1st when I felt someone pull me from behind.

“Crazy.”

It was Joo Woosung.

“Happy New Year.”

He casually draped his arm over my shoulder and sneakily glanced at Yoon Heeun.

Seemed like he intervened, thinking Heeun might start something with me.

This guy too...

Yoon Heeun, noticing Woosung stepping in, quickly managed his expression and only greeted him before passing us by.

Of course, Woosung ignored him.

Watching this, I slowly matched my steps with Woosung and said,

“Still as much of a pushover as last year, huh?”

“That's the most annoying thing I've heard this year.”

Hadn't the year just barely begun?

Since the corridor back to the dressing room was buzzing, making it hard to hear, Woosung and I exchanged light-hearted jokes.

“You really attract a lot of weirdos, you know?”

“Including Mr. Joo Woosung?”

“...I take back what I said earlier. That's the most annoying.”

Woosung grumbled that probably for the next three months, he wouldn't encounter a more irritating comment.

Just then, from afar, his fellow Black Call members waved at Woosung.

“I'm off.”

I wasn't sure if he had come over just to cover for me.

As he patted my shoulder and began walking towards his members, I called out to his retreating figure.

“Woosung.”

He used to avoid me like the plague when I was still a PD, but now he seemed to be trying to look out for me.

Honestly, it was baffling.

“Happy New Year to you too.”

At least I could say that much.

Woosung, turning around, looked slightly surprised before bursting into laughter, his eyes curving into crescents.

“Okay.”

“......”

“But why the informal speech?”

“For the New Year.”

“Always has to have the last word, this asshole...”

Though he said it was annoying, Woosung chuckled.

He swiftly moved away without giving a glance to any other idols around, heading straight to where his fellow Black Call members were.

Talent, effort, and now, even character.

Watching a top-class idol who had changed in every way, I, still lacking in manners as always, soon turned away.

“Hoyun! Come on.”

“I'm coming.”

New Year, new beginnings.

Like a spell that made everyone laugh and chatter, we all were buzzing with excitement.

I passed through the crowd and headed down to the parking lot so that we could finally return to the dorms.

The parking lot was also a sea of people, all eager to head home.

As soon as we boarded the van, the atmosphere quieted down a bit, and Kim Seonghyeon poked Jeong Dajun, who was sitting next to him, on the cheek.

“Jeong Dajun, congratulations on becoming an adult~.”

“Ahaha! Thank you~.”

“You were lucky. Next year, minors will have to leave work by 10 p.m. no matter what.”

“...Was I almost counting down alone in the waiting room?”

“Yep.”

Dajun would have truly felt left out, murmuring how fortunate he was to be born a year earlier, while Kang Ichae nonchalantly made a joke.

“It's about time to introduce you to the bitter taste of society.”

“What? You mean what I've been through so far isn't the end?”

“Still a long way to go...”

The members, still not over their excitement, were noisy as well.

Dajun, grinning despite the teasing from the older members, suddenly turned his head to look at me sitting in the back seat.

“Hyung, take this!”

And he offered me a candy that had been crumpled up in his pocket.

“It's a gift to prevent your lungs from getting black!!”

“Wow~, such consideration.”

“Our bunny! Let's vigorously quit smoking in the New Year too!”

“Thanks for the good wishes. But now, stay away from Kang Ichae.”

And stop rhyming.

Yet Dajun seemed to have more to say as remained facing me even after finishing his verse.

“Hyung, also, because the timing didn't match up during the countdown earlier, I couldn't finish saying this.”

Dajun's giggly face came into view.

“I don't need to stand on the final stage within three years.”

“Huh?”

“Isn't it okay to take it slow? What's wrong with it taking a long time, we're going to keep going anyway.”

“...Ah.”

I stuttered a bit.

“Uhm...”

Missing the timing to respond, Dajun looked more embarrassed.

“Why, what's wrong?”

...I first unwrapped the candy Dajun gave me and rolled it in my mouth a few times before changing my expression completely.

“Taking it slow, are you crazy? You don't plan to make it before you enlist?”

“Hoyun-hyung is already discharged from the military.”

“Sorry, but unlike you, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon will be quite old by then.”

“Seo Hoyun, do you want to start the new year with that kind of talk?”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed deeply.

“This emotionless realist...”

“Gotta teach the twenty-year-old the bitterness of society.”

Dajun, tilting his head slightly, luckily didn't catch any hints and chatted away with Seong Jiwon.

At that moment, I heard the voice of the manager organizing the schedule, who was seated next to the driving road manager.

“Guys! At least make a call or send a text to your families.”

“Ah, yes!”

Dajun immediately took out his phone.

Judging by his nod, Kim Seonghyeon already seemed to have sent a text.

From the New Year.

Instead of texting Seo Hojin, I just turned my head out the window.

Hits right from the New Year...

Click!

A flash went off, causing me to squint and turn my head.

Kang Ichae, seated next to me, was smiling brightly as he lowered the Polaroid camera.

“What are you doing?”

“Ahaha.”

While everyone else was texting their families, it seemed he had dug out the Polaroid camera from the back seat.

“Taking a boyfriend shot~. I'm planning to post it on the official account.”

“I'm the boyfriend?”

“Kyaa~, I'd rather not have you as my love interest~.”

Kang Ichae laughed and then, waving the photo back and forth, asked,

“But Seo Hoyun, why are you spacing out alone? It's New Year's; you should be happy and enjoying yourself.”

“It's my early morning sentimentality, please don't disturb it.”

“Aiyo~.”

Kang Yichae, who had been playfully bantering in response to my light retort, checked the photo and then held it out for me to see.

It was slowly becoming clear.

“How is it? Pretty, right?”

“You took it well.”

“I'll take one for you next year too.”

Kang Ichae smirked.

“Wouldn't it be nice to take one of each member on New Year? It would be good to collect and look at them later.”

Considering the scenario progress for the next two, or maybe four years.

I'll probably take at least three or four.

“Knowing him, wouldn't he just shove it in a drawer and forget about it?”

“So, I thought about keeping it in Seonghyeon-hyung's drawer. Please take care of it~.”

“...So, it ends up being my responsibility.”

“Ah, I want to see too!”

I handed the Polaroid photo to Seong Jiwon.

Watching Seong Jiwon chat cozily with Kang Ichae, I rested my chin on my hand.

“Pretty! I'll take one for you too.”

“Oh, sounds good~.”

“Really, collecting them one by one would be so nice.”

Seong Jiwon.

– “Being cautious, lying, hiding. I did all that because there's something I wanted to know.”

He may have stumbled, but I couldn't deny that he was a wise guy.

– “Everyone has something they're desperate for.”[2]

That was true.

I didn't know at his age, but Seong Jiwon already did.

He's right.

“So, what do you think, hyung? A good plan, isn't it?”

I, too, was desperately curious.

“Yeah, whatever.”

I smiled at Kang Ichae.

Once I leave this world, I might never see him again, or he may not remember me even if we met in the original world.

He would probably be sad if he knew my true feelings.

“Maybe take more next year.”

It's okay since I didn't make a promise I couldn't keep.

“Hyung, so how does it feel to be twenty-four?”

“Damn touching.”

“...Eh? I get it for me becoming an adult, but why you?”

“You're young.”

“Isn't it usually the opposite??”

What would you guys know?

After all, I've regressed.




1 About 5.3 million USD.



2 See Episode 118.



Chapter 136

[After debuting a year and a half ago, we interviewed The Dawn, who just celebrated a successful end-of-the-year stage and received the Discovery of the Year award. Despite their dazzling performance, they still seemed unaccustomed to it, shyly smiling and continuously expressing their gratitude.]

“...Ugh.”

The leader of the planning team grimaced as he sat in the meeting room, flipping through a magazine that quickly published their recent interview with The Dawn.

As he skimmed through the interview that focused on each member, he stopped at a page filled with Seo Hoyun's photo.

Wrapped in a dark navy knit that contrasted with his pale skin, Seo Hoyun held a mug as big as his face with both hands and sported a gentle smile.

[It seems like you've been running non-stop for the past year. What's the secret to your success?

– Hoyun: It's largely due to the help of those around me. I'm just grateful to the seniors who paved the way for us.]

At least five people got screwed over.

If sending not only male idols but also several officials to rock bottom, thus relatively boosting his own popularity, counted as “help,” then Hoyun's statement was indeed correct.

[It seems like the chemistry among the members is really good.

– Hoyun: I'm always thankful to the members. We always trust and rely on each other.]

It would be more accurate to say that they tired of his insane antics and gave up.

[What are your goals for the new year?

– Hoyun: To be with those I'm grateful for.]

It was a way of saying he didn't want to work with incompetent fucks.

[What will you be doing in three years?

– Hoyun: ...I hope to have returned to my original resolve.

It seems you could be a bit more ambitious. (Laughs)

– Hoyun: I'm being ambitious enough. (Laughs)]

“I wish he would stop looking for his 'original resolve'...”

The planning team leader muttered under his breath.

However, either the magazine interviewer was thoroughly charmed by Seo Hoyun's detestable demeanor, or they simply wanted to save the magazine's face by any means, the praises were unending.

[We met with Seo Hoyun, who remained humble throughout the interview and never lost his kind smile. It's hard to believe he's only 24, given his mature and considerate demeanor that left the staff in awe throughout.]

...Awe-inspiring, indeed.

Just then, Seo Hoyun entered the meeting room and greeted everyone.

Just then, Seo Hoyun entered the meeting room to discuss the Japanese concept and, after briefly scanning the proposal, smirked.

“Wow...”

“......”

“How did something like this even get approved?”

Witnessing the blatant derision from someone who didn't even bother to hide it anymore, the planning team leader felt a dull ache in his stomach.

“Well, Mr. Seo Hoyun, we're a bit short on time...”

“No time?”

“It's just that a few dramas have started filming recently, and there are several movies set to premiere around the same time... so a lot of our manpower has been redirected towards the actors...”

He tried to stutter out an explanation, but Seo Hoyun didn't listen, instead flicking the proposal with one hand and heaving deep sighs.

That expression and posture of Hoyun.

There was no way the team leader did not recognize it as an attempt to crush the planning team's spirit.

And indeed, the leader of the planning team felt as defeated as a weed stricken by drought.

“Is it a matter of money?”

“......”

“It's not like our company hasn't made a fair amount of money.”

“Well, we're a bit short on staff...”

“Should I help out then? If the issue is not having enough people to do the work, I can juggle idol activities, attend events, record, and now plan as well, right? Maybe I should discuss this with the management team?”

Fuck.

The team leader quickly lowered his trembling fist under the desk.

Hoyun had a knack for infuriatingly good comebacks.

Yet, he couldn't say a word.

Although he had an awful personality, his feedback after just a quick glance at the proposal was better than that of many planning team members, not to mention his own.

This nasty piece of work...!

Why the hell would an idol keep meddling, not just with the planning team but also with the management team and the A&R team?

Normally, it would end with receiving the plans and expressing a few opinions.

“Haah...”

Seeing the team leader's face that looked as if he had been wronged, Hoyun deliberately let out a loud sigh and shook his head.

The team leader, whose spirit was already crushed from the start, could only curse inwardly.

Is this guy serious? An absolute joke??

It would have made more sense to attribute such exaggerated titles to stars plagued with star disease.

The word “humble” didn't exist in the dictionary for a person named Seo Hoyun, the team leader thought angrily, grinding his teeth, when the meeting room door opened.

It was Lee Jihyeon with a weary face.

“Ah, hello...”

“Hello, Ms. Lee Jihyeon.”

Only then did Hoyun's expression slightly relaxed.

Finally, a somewhat decent human being has arrived.

His face blatantly showed his thoughts, making the team leader seethe, but Jihyeon simply sat down in an empty seat without any reaction.

“I'm sorry for being late.”

Her face was the epitome of hitting rock bottom.

Seeing Jihyeon, the planning team members, including the team leader who had been rolling around in frustration, sighed in relief.

“Ah... Ms. Lee Jihyeon, why were you so late?”

Fuck! Don't start!

“Don't you keep time?”

As if they wanted to vent the stress accumulated from dealing with Hoyun on an innocent subordinate, one of Jihyeon's senior threw a remark her way.

But it only made the planning team leader even more pale.

No!! Not in front of Seo Hoyun!!

Lee Jihyeon was the only person Hoyun acknowledged in the planning team!

However, Lee Jihyeon just quietly nodded her head.

Normally, she might have fired back with “Oh, yes, I'm terribly sorry.”

But maybe due to continuous overtime and exhaustion, she just kept her mouth shut.

Hoyun watched her quietly, then twitched his eyebrows slightly,

“......”

He let it pass.

...Huh??

If you're going to come early and still not solve anything, just filling a seat, you might as well not have come.

That was what Hoyun would usually say, wrapping it in a pretty package with a smile, but his demeanor was different from usual, leaving the team leader puzzled.

What's going on?

“Anyway, I'm counting on you for the Japan project.”

...Has Seo Hoyun decided to just leave Lee Jihyeon alone?

While verbally agreeing, the team leader quickly did some mental calculations.

But after that, as always, he acted like a night demon and stormed through the planning team, stirring them up thoroughly.

“Ah. Right.”

“...Yes?”

“About the self-cams we shot last summer. I want to dig through the hard drive. Could you look up the data for me?”

...Suddenly?

However, once Seo Hoyun voiced a matter, there was no choice but to at least pretend to look for it.

The foul-tempered guy was the same in front of the CEO, and for some reason, the CEO seemed to be intimidated by Seo Hoyun as well.

“Well, it's okay if you do it when you have time.”

“...I'll try to look for it.”

“Yes, thank you.”

Seo Hoyun didn't give Lee Jihyeon a single glance, just nodded his head and left the meeting room.

“Good work.”

“Yes.”

As the team leader racked his brain, he realized something at that moment.

...Wow, fuck.

Then he opened his mouth.

Is he doing this on purpose?

While it might feel refreshing to help her out in front of her coworkers, who knew what kind of backlash Lee Jihyeon would face after the foul-tempered Seo Hoyun left.

Especially since Lee Jihyeon, currently standing on the edge of a cliff, wouldn't be able to withstand that kind of a check.

Crazy, an idol specialized in political maneuvering...

The team leader looked at Seo Hoyun's back with a disgusted expression but still felt uneasy.

Could Seo Hoyun really just endure this?

Impossible.

The team leader, thinking highly of his own ability to read people and situations, could swear on all his years of experience.

That bastard would never just endure.

This moment felt strangely like the calm before the storm, making the team leader very uneasy.

“...Lee Jihyeon.”

“Yes.”

“Shall I go down and buy you a coffee?”

The team leader, not wanting to lose the competent Lee Jihyeon nor face this dangerous storm, decided to play his best move.

That was, to treat Lee Jihyeon well.

.

.

.

“Lee Yeol...”

I stroked my chin.

“There's a reason he climbed up to be a team leader.”

Although he did just enough work, he possessed incredible quick wits.

As I stood on the second floor's railing, sipping on lemonade through a straw, I eyed the café across the building where the team leader was buying coffee for Lee Jihyeon.

Lee Jihyeon was gulping down the coffee with a dazed expression, not moving her lips.

She definitely has her resignation letter right now.

It was obvious.

In a place where even ordinary employees stored their resignation letters in hidden folders, it wouldn't have been strange for her to be keeping one, given her expression.

I expected her to hit such a reality check around this time, and sure enough.

While I poked at the ice with the straw and looked at the planning team leader and Lee Jihyeon, I turned around and organized my thoughts.

Alright, the bait has been successfully thrown.

Now, the question was who would bite.

I recalled the planning team employees I saw today.

The CEO recently stepped back from the frontlines and only signed off on final decisions, while management handled tasks rather swiftly.

The A&R team was doing well, with Kang Ichae communicating slickly without crossing any lines.

The PR team had been decent enough, with some experience in actor management...

The planning team is the most problematic.

I just couldn't get a read on them.

Even though it was an entertainment company specialized in actors, watching them continuously make mistakes was just astonishing.

I wondered how they could blatantly leech off their salaries without getting caught.

Anyway, I had no intention of easily letting go of Lee Jihyeon, the only gem within, even if she wanted to resign.

Would I just let go of a pumpkin that has rolled in?[1]

“Hmm.”

Originally, in a mom-and-pop shop-like company, the system made it tough for anyone with talent, regardless of being a newbie or whatever, because of haphazard management.

We can just establish a position and create a rationale.

Now, having entered my second year since debut, speaking out risked being seen as overstepping my bounds, potentially causing backlash.

Neither the planning team nor even the CEO was likely to listen, so I had to tread carefully.

“Hyung, hyung!”

“Uh.”

“What, you finished early??”

Jeong Dajun, who had become an adult but wouldn't change overnight, was as bright as ever today.

I opened the door for Dajun, who was bouncing towards the recording studio.

“Be careful with your head, Little Bouncy.”

“...Oh, yes.”

Dajun, buzzing with excitement, rolled his eyes at me and mumbled something as he stood at the door.

“...What?”

“What?”

Inside the recording studio, I could see the members already listening to the recording of our new Japanese debut cover song.

“Ah! Did you also go to the café, Hoyun?”

“Eh~? Where's your sense? Why didn't you buy mine?”

“Hey, what do you expect from Seo Hoyun.”

Kang Ichae was sprawled on the sofa. He then sat up and dramatically threw his cap as he spoke.

Seemed like that guy was just trying to provoke...

“I'll buy it on the way.”

As I replied nonchalantly, the members who had been noisily adding their comments all shut their mouths.

Among them, Kim Seonghyeon blinked in disbelief before confessing something.

“...Actually, I can't drink caffeine.”

“Didn't you drink Red Bulll yesterday, Seonghyeon?”

“...Hmph.”

His bluff was quickly called out.

Seeing Kim Seonghyeon sneakily avert his gaze, Seong Jiwon handed me a piece of paper.

“Anyway, Hoyun. This is the translation of the lyrics. We sorted out what will be included in the new tracks, can you check?”

“Give it here.”

I slurped on my straw next to Kang Ichae and skimmed through the paper.

Honestly, it was much better than the trashy proposal I had seen earlier, so I gave my honest opinion.

“It's beautifully written.”

“......”

“Who did this? It's neat.”

And there was silence again.

“Did you just call it beautifully written garbage?”

“No, I just said it's beautifully written.”

“Oh...”

Regardless of their reactions, I pulled the straw from my cup and crunched on the ice.

Seeing this, Kim Seonghyeon covered his mouth with both hands.

“I've been thinking this since before, Seo Hoyun...”

What?

“Why...”

“......”

“...Why have you suddenly become so kind?”

“Waaaaaah!!!”

Jeong Dajun genuinely freaked out and scurried to a corner of the recording studio.

“Don't, don't, don't say it out loud!”

“Such things! Keep such thoughts to yourself!”

Damn...

“A kind Seo Hoyun...? Is that even possible?”

“Seeing a word I've never seen before...”

What was wrong with these guys?

After giving Jeong Dajun a noogie for suggesting “whoever wronged Hoyun-hyung should confess quickly” and pounding on the table, I sunk deeply into the sofa.

“Is this the same Seo Hoyun who used to talk about filial impiety?”

“Is he the same person who didn't blink an eye while sarcastically asking if being unnoticed felt good?”

“I sometimes miss the Hoyun-hyung who screwed up his character at the beginning...”

“Just shut it, sing the first verse...”

“Phew, eek! Peace!”

Kang Ichae smiled broadly and brushed his chest.

Worry not; I've messed up enough already.

It's a mess even when I try to be nice, seriously.

I had intended to treat them better before I left.

“Your prickliness is your charm~.”

“I know, you little shit.”

I had cleanly given up on my New Year's resolution to be nicer to my dongsaengs and reverted to my usual self.

“Give me the work, Kang Ichae.”

“Kyaa~.”

Despite being scolded, Kang Ichae chuckled away and pushed his laptop toward me.

“Hyung~ give it a shot~.”

It was our new debut song for Japan.




1 An idiom that expresses the luck or fortune of unexpectedly gaining something valuable without much effort. It implies that one would not easily let go of such a fortunate find.



Chapter 137

“I’m kind of worried.”

The Japanese cover songs had been recorded a long time ago, but two of the original tracks were continuously being reworked.

It was because Kang Ichae wasn't satisfied with them.

“I can't get a grip; I'm not feeling it.”

Moreover, there was one bonus track.

In Japan, it was not uncommon for idol songs to be used for anime openings or endings.

This time, with our debut in Japan on the horizon, Daepaseong Entertainment finally snagged something decent.

Though it involved several complicated steps and final approval, they said there was a chance the bonus track could be selected as the ending theme for a new anime.

“Does this sound like it could fit an anime?”

“No.”

While there were various genres, Japanese music, including J-POP, had a distinct characteristic that made it immediately recognizable.

And those were the songs that usually made it big in Japan.

Especially this song had an added mission of fitting an anime.

But the song Kang Ichae made?

“It just reeks of money from the beat.”

It was purely a slick and glossy beat filled 200% with Kang Ichae's taste.

Until now, that vibe had sustained The Dawn, but the tracks for Japan needed to be different.

“I didn't expect to be worrying about something like this.”

Kang Ichae tilted his head, seemingly unable to catch the vibe.

He appeared to be in a dilemma over whether to remove his signature style.

Moreover, unlike games, he had zero interest in anime, making it even more complicated.

“How do you remove the smell of money?”

“I fucking love the smell of money, so don't ask me.”

“...Anyone but this money-grubber, please~.”

At Kang Ichae's shout, Jeong Dajun, who had been spinning in a wheeled chair some distance away, asked Kim Seonghyeon to push him, and he swiftly glided over.

“Hyung!! Have you never watched The Whirlwind Ninja Extravaganzawhen you were young?”

“The Whirlwind... What's that?”

“...I don't want to talk with someone who knows nothing.”

Jeong Dajun, who had grown up (?) to be a drama enthusiast but devoured anime in his youth, looked at Kang Ichae with cold eyes before snatching away the laptop and opening a YouTube window.

“Look! The moment you listen to it, you get excited, your heart swells! Somehow, you feel like running across the schoolyard with a tire on your back against the setting summer sun! It feels like the throbbing youth you buried deep in your heart five years ago is bursting forth again!!”

“So, what were you doing when you were fifteen, Dajun~?”

“I went to an English cram school~.”

“...You did?”

“Seriously, isn't that too much??”

Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae bickered.

Anyway, Kang Ichae nodded. He seemed to get a bit of the feeling after listening to a few related videos.

“Ah, um, okay, okay.”

Then, he hummed a melody and immediately set down a beat.

Not like any factory, but he managed to produce a beat that felt like sweating under the blazing sun before catching a refreshing breeze out of nowhere.

“Wow!! This is the right vibe!”

Crazy...

Kang Ichae, who was roughly matching a melody to the beat, just turned his gaze to Jeong Dajun.

“...Is this good?”

Seemingly unsure whether it matched his taste, Kang Ichae tilted his head, his hand on his chin.

“Maknae, but the anime's ending wasn't about running around a schoolyard with tires... What was it? About a Japanese trainee trying K-Pop... something like that, wasn't it?”

“...Ah, right?”

Jeong Dajun snapped his mouth shut, caught off guard.

Though the Hallyu wave seemed to have died down, the K-Pop craze had started to pick up again in recent years.

Eventually, it even became a theme in a manga, and The Dawn was working on an anime about Japanese male trainees achieving success as idols in Korea.

“Then, let's just go with my taste.”

Kang Ichae, realizing he could incorporate his taste, seemed pleased—even the clicking of the mouse sounding cheerful.

Gone was the sweaty, youthful vibe.

It was replaced almost instantly by a cool, refreshing deep house genre EDM track.

Damn...

It was overkill.

No matter how inspired, how could it be possible to completely change the course of a song in just a few minutes?

I would have been annoyed too.

This genius kid.

Lim Hyeonsu must have felt disillusioned for a reason.

Kang Ichae's level and sense in creating music were skyrocketing, and now he was even incorporating plausibility into his songs.

“...Ichae.”

The other members continued to marvel at the scene, no matter how many times they saw it.

“Why did you... just let things be, man?”

“I thought I'd experience some of life's bitterness for once.”

Lies.

You just didn't want to do it.

Kang Ichae chuckled and stood up, heading into the recording studio.

It seemed he was going to do a guide recording.

“How is he so talented?”

He managed to extract such a beat.

Adding Japanese lyrics was something I figured the company would handle just fine, so I was mumbling along to the beat when Kim Seonghyeon glanced over at Kang Ichae entering the recording studio and said,

“Do you know about this?”

“About what?”

“Kang Ichae. I heard he's gotten a ton of love calls from other idol group agencies. They want him to compose for them.”

I seemed to have heard something about it through the manager.

“At first, they tried going through the company, but when that didn't pan out, they got his personal contact and went from there...”

“And?”

“He flatly rejected them.”

...Why? Why turn down the chance to make money?

I wasn't particularly against Kang Ichae composing for others.

As I stood there, puzzled, Jeong Dajun bounced over to me and waved Kang Ichae's phone.

“Look.”

“...?”

Jeong Dajun smoothly unlocked Kang Ichae's phone.

He scrolled through KakaoTalk, selected a conversation, and handed me the phone.

It was a long message, going on about how they finally got his contact, reaching out after seeing his work, and if he was at all interested, to please reply.

They promised a generous fee.

But Kang Ichae's response was something else.

– Kang Ichae: Oh no, I can't ㅠ haha

Scrolling down, there was another message from Kang Ichae.

No matter how persistent they asked...

– Kang Ichae: Please ask the company!!

Even when asked if he had specific conditions...

– Kang Ichae: Ichae doesn't really know about that stuff ㅠ

...It was like this.

Kang Ichae...

Talking in third person even to someone he had never met?

I felt sorry for the employee of the other company who got irritated in the face of a stubborn twenty-two-year-old rapper.

I then handed the phone back to Jeong Dajun.

“I was playing a game on Ichae-hyung's phone when a notification popped up... and this was the kind of reply he was sending. He said it was okay to show it to the other hyungs when I asked yesterday.”

“Why? Just do it. It's good money.”

“Exactly.”

Unless it was to a rival group, Kang Ichae composing for another idol group wouldn't cause much of a stir.

Rather, it could fill the fans with pride that their group member was behind such compositions.

Moreover, idols with a knack for composition often composed tracks for other groups more frequently than one would think.

“Why do you guys have to make it sound so sad?”

A quick-witted guy who had left the recording studio caught on to our conversation topic just by the atmosphere and pouted.

“Do you like it when other people touch your stuff?”

“......”

“......”

“...Hoyun-hyung said he was keeping a check, but he's gotten a lot tougher.”

“Being a leader is truly a tough job...”

Kim Seonghyeon walked away, looking disgusted.

Really?

Was it just too much trouble for him?

Kang Ichae then sprawled back on the sofa.

Complaining for two hours about not wanting to do it, then sending over a guide recording after being inspired for one minute and working for five.

This reminded me of someone...

Hmm.

Kang Ichae was occasionally arrogant.

Not out of ignorance, but because he had an accurate self-awareness, which made him even more so.

Solid mental strength, quick wit, and shining talent.

With such abilities, being humble would actually be weirder...

But Lim Hyeonsu is hitting a slump too.

It meant Kang Ichae might face that period someday too.

“Rather than these contacts, I wish our composer would hurry back. It's been too long since we've last seen her.”

“Didn't she go off in search of love?”

“Why on earth is she looking for love in California?”

Kang Ichae grumbled while picking up his phone.

Even so, the fact that he didn't contact first showed he was well aware of the “mind your own business” principle.

“But did you hear about this!?”

“What?”

“Why our composer is called 'Blue Tiger.'”

“Eh? Why?”

Honestly, I was not that curious.

As I pushed away the clinging Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun, who had been memorizing the Japanese lyrics of the newly finished song, chewed on the cap of his pen and said,

“Her first love―.”

This already sounded bad.

“―had a blue tiger tattoo.”

“Wow...”

Ugh...

“Honestly, if it were someone else, it'd be super cringey, but since it's our composer, it somehow feels cool.”

“Right! Isn't it awesome?!”

Why would someone live like that?

Cheongbeom, why are you so tacky?

Despite having worked with Lim Hyeonsu for a long time in my original world, I had never heard such a story.

Of course, I couldn't let such a baseless story infiltrate my ears.

Seong Jiwon quietly laughed and asked from beside me,

“Should we get a group tattoo?”

“...When Jiwon-hyung says it, doesn't it almost sound real?”

“Want to try getting The Dawn tattooed?”

“Seriously, fuck, don't even joke about that.”

“Ahaha.”

A group tattoo, not even a group ring?

The youngest ones burst out laughing and quickly disappeared to the convenience store to buy snacks, wallets in hand.

Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon also said they were off to do a V-Live and left...

Left alone, I sucked on a candy and sprawled out on the black leather sofa.

“Why does everyone seem so crazy these days?”

I clipped a piece of paper to my clipboard, laid down, and fiddled with a pen before organizing my notes.

The elements affecting our expansion into Japan included the duration of activities, content, and local recognition.

Assuming Kang Ichae would handle the music...

“Hmm, this seems important.”

The domestic backlash against overseas expansion.

Actually, about that...

After the performance at the end of last year, I had a rough idea of the situation from the reactions that followed.

I rolled the candy in my mouth and muttered,

“I did a pretty good job of cleaning up, huh?”

If Jeong Dajun was still here and heard what I said, he would have asked if I actually cleaned something.

Drawing lines with my pen, I listed more names under our activities in Japan.

Even though I was going to scrap it all anyway, I wrote in a way only I could understand, while to others, it seemed incomprehensible.

I wrote down the initials of the people I remembered, then drew lines over them, added question marks, or underlined them.

And there was one person who notably stood out.

– ㅇㅈha[1]

Referring to that person who must be having a stomachache from stress by now.

.

.

.

A few days later, Lee Jihyeon really started feeling a stomachache.

Pass on the Japan radio thing. Send an email for the anime soundtrack negotiations.

She crossed off tasks on her to-do list.

Jihyeon wanted to move on to a five-part series after finishing the Apocalypse trilogy, but the company strongly advised against it.

Jihyeon shook her head and grimaced.

Those dumbfucks...!!

But she had to admit they were right.

She realized going any further would be overkill, so Jihyeon decided to put the plan on hold.

Over the past year, she worked tirelessly as if she knew no fatigue.

Along with the solid universe of the Apocalypse trilogy, the Hemeko project that greatly appealed to fans' hearts, and the innovative (or rather, crazy) self-content.

There was the perfect collab made possible by Jihyeon's planning and Seo Hoyun's execution.

This is a crucial turning point.

The Dawn had managed to grab attention and establish a foothold in the ever-circulating and saturated world of K-Pop.

However, they couldn't stop here.

If they wanted to quickly move up to mid-tier, now was crucial.

A new concept, a new universe, and this time, they had to capture the mainstream...

Activities in Japan...

That was the most troubling part.

It was time to solidify their domestic position, but she worried fans might curse them for venturing overseas.

“The PR team says they'll be out soon!”

Activities, activities, activities...

Her legs trembled uncontrollably. Even hastily drinking coffee couldn't calm her down.

During the active period of The Dawn, how many nights had she stayed up, fretting over every single response, shedding tears?

Recently, always being in a state of exhaustion, she used to feel a mix of accomplishment and emptiness at the same time.

But now, due to the tension, all she wished was for this affair to pass by smoothly.”

“Why are you shaking your leg so much, Jihyeon?”

“Ah, um, well...”

“Are you nervous?”

The team leader asked with a kind voice.

Just as she was about to nod in appreciation, thinking he was genuinely concerned...

...Huh?

She saw the calm expressions of the entire planning team.

In this office, the only person feeling anxious and restless was Lee Jihyeon.

“Aren't you nervous, team leader?”

“Hm?”

The team leader sipped his coffee and then tilted his head.

“Why would I be? Jihyeon is doing a great job, what's there to worry about?”

“......”

“Always so reliable~.”

No, it seemed like he wasn't worried at all.

...Ah, shit.

It was then Jihyeon realized.

T-This fucking...

These few people had left everything about The Dawn up to Jihyeon.

It wasn't peace born out of experience but more akin to indifference.

Hearing that, Jihyeon blinked for a moment before hanging her head low.

“...Huh?”

It was to hide the sudden realization that hit her.

She didn't want to show the hollow laughter that was about to escape.

That's why people say to do things in moderation.

Don't work too hard when you enter a company, claim you don't know how to make a pivot table even if you have an Excel certification, and even if you know a second language, start by saying you don't...

There was a reason for such advice.

No matter how hard you work, there were very few who would recognize its value, and while words could be kind, in the end, it was all a pretense aimed at using you for their benefit.

“Ah, an article just came out!”

“Now The Dawn will do their V-Live. Shall we leave now?”

“Yeah~.”

As Jihyeon took a deep breath, everyone pretended to check the reactions but quickly used the excuse that it was the job of the PR team and hurried out.

Forget leaving.

Jihyeon, who had planned to stay and munch on a sandwich while checking the feedback and planning accordingly, shakily stood up with a limp.

...Right.

“...I'll go with you.”

“Oh, really~.”

I'm not doing it, not doing it!

With that, Jihyeon forcefully closed her eyes and threw her work phone, which she had carried around all year in case of a call, into the drawer.

“Let's go.”

She stuffed her belongings haphazardly into her bag and trudged out of the office.

Even though it was late, the PR team was still working, so turning off the lights in the planning team's office didn't completely darken the company.

In the lobby, numerous posters of Min Jiheon and The Dawn adorned the walls, but Jihyeon tried to ignore them.

Honestly, I was being too sensitive. Right. What was I thinking?

“Isn't the overtime too much these days?”

“It's the beginning of the year, so it can't be helped~.”

Jihyeon was too tired to argue or even respond to the planning team members chatting away.

She kept her mouth shut until she reached the subway entrance.

Whoosh.

“...??”

Suddenly, she turned around.

A startled planning team member grabbed Jihyeon's arm.

“Where are you going, Jihyeon?”

“...Go ahead without me.”

It just didn't feel right.

“I need to go back for something I forgot.”

“Really? Okay.”

Jihyeon wanted to go back and check.

Goddamn...!

It wasn't about leaving early; she wanted to stay until the end to check the reactions!

I know!! I'm being way too sensitive!!

Jihyeon hastily said goodbye and rushed back.

“Pant, pant...”

Jihyeon entered the dark planning team's office, where she had turned off the lights earlier, and relied on the light seeping through the door gap to press her computer's power button.

Tap-tap-tap.

Bang!!

Now, entering her work computer password felt more familiar than her home computer's

Jihyeon typed quickly, her heart trembling as she searched for “The Dawn” and “Daepaseong Entertainment.”

With shaky hands, Jihyeon clicked the mouse and blinked at the articles that popped up on the monitor.

“...Huh?”
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Chapter 138

[Wow!!! The Dawn’s debut in Japan!!!]

“...Huh???”

It was better than expected.

Lee Jihyeon jumped up, surprised, and grabbed the monitor.

[Super congrats, guys ㅠㅠ!! May you only walk on a path of flowers haha]

[Wow, as expected ㅋㅋ Make that yen #LetsGo]

...No, seriously, the reaction was good.

It was a public account, and though the occasional harsh swear words were sprinkled in, seeing such a positive atmosphere was rare, so Lee Jihyeon rubbed her eyes a few times.

She even checked her private account that she had prepared beforehand.

[Ah ㅋㅋ The kids are starting with Japan, as expected]

Thankfully, the atmosphere here wasn't negative either.

[ㅋㅋ It kind of felt like they were gearing up to go international... (damn) They've been solidifying their position domestically for a year now...

└ It's not like they're going abroad because they failed in Korea... They've worked hard on their recognition so it's inevitable they go overseas to attract capital]

[It does seem a bit early... but thankfully the period is short ㅠㅠ There are no big rookies debuting in January...

A few weeks won't cause a decrease in fandom

└ ㅋㅋㅋ And these cute kids are so active on V-Live, feels like they're gonna post something again

ㅋㅋ]

Naturally, there were some negative opinions about going overseas.

Overly seasoned K-Pop fans ground their teeth at the mere mention of “overseas,” so in a way, it was a natural reaction.

Wasn't it a win not to have been massively criticized on real-time trends?

As Seo Hoyun had said, they had really done a good job sweeping and cleaning up over the past year.

[After all, in the past year, they worked really hard on variety shows, self-content, titles...

└ Thank you! We are The Dawn! (entry clip)

The rising dawn! We are The Dawn! (exit clip)

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is real]

[The Dawn and Noeul always do this:

The Dawn: No comeback no way no way no way...

Noeul: Dawnies always lie...!

The Dawn: (Quiet)

Noeul: ... Huh? Really none?

The Dawn: Comeback~!!

Noeul: ... Keuk! Dawnies always...!

└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Even during the end-of-year stages, comments like “We're really going to strip you bare, you damned rookies!” kept popping up.

But Jihyeon hadn't expected such a positive reaction to their overseas activities and was taken aback.

“...Wow, amazing.”

[But? If they do too many overseas tours and miss out on the influx, they'll completely uproot the radish]

[The moment you focus on overseas money and neglect domestic fans, I'll scream in front of the lobby

└ I'll pull down my pants next to you

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Please calm down ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“...Yes, yep.”

As she refreshed the feed and saw the new posts, Lee Jihyeon tried to collect her thoughts, but tears trickled down from her eyes.

She had truly spent the past year working like a dead person, getting pushed around by her boss and colleagues who wouldn't listen or follow trends.

She received a bonus, and it wasn't without merit, but there wasn't much time to enjoy it, and even the smallest mistake felt like her fault.

Moreover, she faced opposition from her boss, sabotage from her colleagues, and thus stress piled up incredibly...

“Shit... Thank goodness...”

Therefore, the relief from the positive responses washed over her, and poor newbie Lee Jihyeon, who had been struggling madly until now, started to cry profusely.

“Whaahhaaahhaa. Thank goodness...”

Honestly, the debut in Japan wasn't such a big deal, and the period was short.

She thought the backlash wasn't so harsh since they were always criticized, but perhaps because of the accumulation over the past year, once it burst, a flood of sorrow rushed in.

Jihyeon forgot her embarrassment and lay in the office, crying her heart out.

“...Uhuhuh.”

And what came to mind at the same time was the resignation letter carefully stored in her heart.

It wasn't about living a god-life, but she wanted to regain a human life.

Do I really have to go this far...?

After calming down a bit and sniffling, Jihyeon quietly took out the resignation letter from her drawer and started to fill it out, fidgeting as she went.

“Let's not live like this... Let's throw it all away... I want my godly life...”

Then, a familiar voice came from the entrance.

“Lee Jihyeon.”

Seo Hoyun, with an indifferent expression and a book under his arm, leaned against the door.

Jihyeon, who was writing her resignation letter, was startled, but Hoyun just nodded and approached.

...Did, did he hear?

“Are you still working?”

“Ah, yes. Just ch-checking the debut reactions...”

Lee Jihyeon felt embarrassed.

She quickly wiped her face with one sleeve and covered the resignation letter with her other arm, but she couldn't stop sniffling.

“The reactions were okay.”

“Yes, I saw.”

“...You saw?”

He had seen, and yet he was so calm?

Jihyeon often couldn't get a read on Hoyun.

Despite starting social life early in the entertainment industry, and even though he grew up under the scrutiny of others, Hoyun was only 24 and in his second year as an idol.

But for all that, he was indifferent to most things but prickly about the small stuff, and he was fearless.

“Thanks to Lee Jihyeon, the reactions weren't bad.”

“......”

...What, that's touching.

Lee Jihyeon erased the description in front of her, looking at Seo Hoyun with a moved expression.

Nobody had recognized her struggles, but when Seo Hoyun, notorious even within Daepaseong Entertainment for being a pain in the ass, acknowledged her, her heart felt unexpectedly warm.

“The activities in Japan seem promising. The anime ending song is likely to do well, and the showcase planning wasn't bad either.”

“...The tracks turned out pretty beautifully.”

“Right? Kang Ichae put in a lot of effort.”

Seo Hoyun casually brought up work, then lightly sat on the adjacent desk, laid a book on the opposite side, and pulled out a tissue packet.

“...Sniff. Thank you.”

“Yes.”

Whether Lee Jihyeon blew her nose or not, Seo Hoyun's gaze moved from her desk to the monitor.

“Um, is there something you need...?”

“Ah~.”

Surprisingly, Seo Hoyun didn't directly bring it up.

This was different from the no-holds-barred approach Seo Hoyun usually took, so Lee Jihyeon was particularly more guarded.

“Just... It was bothering me.”

“...Ah, uh...”

Lee Jihyeon struggled to understand the meaning behind his words.

What the heck?

That SOB cared about others?

Her tears, which had been flowing nonstop, instantly retracted.

As she rubbed her eyes in disbelief, Seo Hoyun tapped on the desk.

“Working here is really tough, isn't it? Getting pushed around is a given, and no matter how hard you try, most don't recognize it.”

“......”

“Even if they do, they just take advantage of you, expecting you to do more as if it's only natural. People can be so cruel.”

“...Excuse me, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes?”

It was one thing to suddenly show up and build up to a topic.

“Why do you speak like you've been through the wringer for over ten years?”

You're an idol...

Despite some hesitation, Lee Jihyeon couldn't help but voice her confusion, prompting a slight smile from Seo Hoyun.

“Didn't really work, huh?”

Though he meant to drop the pretense and buildup, Lee Jihyeon couldn't quite catch on.

...Wow.

Lee Jihyeon, having abandoned K-Pop for the 1D and 2D world, long dedicating their life and soul to it, genuinely lacked interest in real people.

However, she couldn't help but marvel every time Seo Hoyun smiled like that.

And the way he looked was another story.

The vibe this guy has...

“I have something for the quick-witted Lee Jihyeon.”

“...Yes?”

Lee Jihyeon looked at him anxiously.

Admiration aside, Lee Jihyeon knew well that every time Seo Hoyun smiled like that, something, whether good or bad, was bound to happen.

“Sleep tight.”

“Yes.”

Seo Hoyun changed his expressions and picked up the book he had placed beside him and handed it to Lee Jihyeon.

With a suspicious look, Lee Jihyeon cautiously observed Seo Hoyun and then opened her eyes wide when she received the book.

“...What?”

It was the first edition hardcover of Lee Jihyeon's favorite novel, the very foundation of her extensive otaku devotion, long out of print for 16 years!!

“This, this, this is...!!”

“Front page.

It was a book rumored to be unobtainable even for a million or ten million won.

Feeling like lightning had struck her head, Lee Jihyeon was half incredulous, half thrilled as she shakily flipped to the front page.

[Thank you for your support.

Wishing you happiness always^^]

...It was a handwritten signature from the author, who was rumored to have stopped writing.

“Are you f-f-f-freaking kidding me?!?!”

Crash.

Lee Jihyeon backed away as if she had seen a ghost, carefully placing the book on the desk without even noticing that her chair had fallen over.

However, Seo Hoyun merely responded with a nonchalant retort.

“I heard you liked it?”

“Are you crazy?!! It's not just something I like, I worship this! It's my religion! My Bible!!”

Jihyeon was shocked, as if the Bible in question truly radiated light, a blissful sight.

“How did you even... No, why...?”

Once during a meeting of the planning team, she had casually mentioned that she was a fan of this novel and wanted to get a hardcover edition.

The shock that Seo Hoyun remembered this was one thing, but how on Earth he managed to get it...?

No, how did he manage to get a signed copy?

“I'm glad you seem to like it.”

“......”

“I'd like to tidy it up quickly too. Take it.”

Still in shock, Lee Jihyeon could only open and close her mouth, lacking the energy to reply, and she slumped back into her chair after picking it up.

Seo Hoyun simply leaned on one arm on the chair and with the other, moved the mouse to close the site Jihyeon was browsing.

Click.

“Are you still planning to resign?”

...This guy, he saw the resignation letter.

Hesitating, Jihyeon shook her head as if enchanted, and Hoyun smiled broadly.

The complicated website closed, revealing the logo of Daepaseong Entertainment as the wallpaper.

“...What is this?”

In front of her was either an angel who had brought her the signed first edition hardcover of the novel she worshipped, or a devil dripping sweet words to trap her.

Even if Seo Hoyun were an angel, it made no sense for him to do such a thing without reason, so the quick-witted Lee Jihyeon managed to regain her composure and asked,

“Do you need a favor from me?”

“Ahaha.”

Seo Hoyun laughed as if he liked this aspect of Jihyeon.

In contrast to her anxious face, Hoyun appeared very satisfied.

“There's something I want to do. But I wanted to check with you first.”

“...??”

Lee Jihyeon frowned and looked up at Seo Hoyun.

He averted his gaze from the Daepaseong Entertainment logo and looked down.

“Lee Jihyeon.”

“...Yes?”

Seo Hoyun had been thinking about his activities in Japan, but...

“Are you, by chance, quite ambitious?”

He was gearing up to cut off unnecessary branches to climb up quickly to the first team.

.

.
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Hmm.

I recalled Lee Jihyeon, who had looked at me as if I were a messiah, continually pledging her loyalty.

Was that really so great?

I don't get it.

As for the hardcover book...

I had gone through the trouble of getting it as a surprise gift for Kim Heeyeon after said she was a fan of the author.

But, after supporting Hojin through his CSAT and getting swamped with work, I completely forgot about it.

Even after our breakup, life was so busy that the item remained forgotten and gathered dust.

Had Lee Jihyeon not mentioned it during the briefing, it would have probably remained forgotten.

Anyway, it was a gift intended for my ex-girlfriend, but ultimately, I couldn't give it to her, and now it was too late to do so.

Not that it didn't bother me.

The item itself isn't to blame.

Shameless and without conscience, but feeling refreshed having sorted it out, I disembarked from the business class of the airplane and arrived at Narita Airport.

I greeted the airport staff while hanging around Seong Jiwon, who knew Japanese.

After going through immigration, I stuffed my passport into my pocket and looked at the scene in front of me with a fresh smile.

“Wow~.”

The air was a bit warmer than Korea's winter, there were characters I didn't understand, and the atmosphere was somewhat quiet.

“It's Japan.”

Refreshing.

I guess I did well to lay the groundwork before coming?

Indeed, one should always handle things well in advance.

Kim Seonghyeon, with a neck pillow strapped to his side, looked at me with a grimace.

“...I always hate it when he smiles like that, am I abnormal?”

“Beep. You're normal.”

Jeong Dajun responded while Kim Seonghyeon touched his forehead, and at that same moment, I found myself smiling again.

It was the beginning of our first overseas activity.


Chapter 139

Seo Hoyun... what on earth is he up to?

If Kim Seonghyeon had realized one thing from observing Seo Hoyun over the past year, it was that Seo Hoyun's refreshing smile appeared only in two specific cases.”

One, when he had successfully messed with someone he disliked. (Just like when he was targeting someone today.)

Two, when things were going according to his schemed plan. (Just like now, in an annoying way.)

Is it the latter this time?

Kim Seonghyeon, unaware that Seo Hoyun had already laid the groundwork for the former, made such a guess.

The latter seemed more plausible because the situation had unfolded exactly as he planned.

The response to their activities in Japan had been surprisingly positive, proving this point.

[Title: Seems like The Dawn are truly a bunch of unique weirdos; today's V-Live summary saying they're going to Japan was pretty peaceful.

Jiwon: The Dawn's pronunciation in Japanese is “Ja Do-On,” you know haha.

Dajun: ?? Ja Do-on??

Jiwon: That's how it's pronounced in Japanese!!

Jeong Dajun is extremely confused by the Japanese pronunciation.

Seonghyeon: What does that mean? It sounds familiar.

Ichae: ㅋㄷㅋㄷ[1]

Kang Ichae, sucking on a candy, types something into his phone dictionary and shows 자돈 = Piglet.

Ichae: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Hoyun: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Sorry ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

They couldn't say it out loud, but the two of them were giggling like crazy in the back (Hey, you know that's the name of your group, right?)

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun is shocked.

Dajun: (Shocked) Are we... piglets?

Seonghyeon: Hey, Jeong Dajun, watch your words.

Jiwon: (Still splitting the word)

A leader being aware of the V-Live...

Dajun: ... Huh? Did I do something wrong?

Seonghyeon: Well... that's a bit... if you reverse it

Dajun: ...? Huh? (Realization) Ah!! If you think about it the other way around!

Seonghyeon: (No way)

Dajun: (Snaps fingers & gets excited) Pig...![2]

Hyungs: (Clamor) Hey!!

– Hey

– Hey Jeong Dajun!!!

ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋ The hyungs drag Dajun away to calm him down

Dajun:  ... ㅠㅠ;;;;; Sorry...;;

Hyungs: Jeong Dajun is reflecting... It wasn't on purpose, so please be lenient...

In the midst of this, Seong Jiwon alone is in peace, casually reading comments

Jiwon: hahaApart from “Ja Don,” there's also “Do Don”!

Jiwon: They deliberately made it sound similar to Korean!

Members: (Right now, fuck, that's not what's important)

But these days, Seong Jiwon is indeed the epitome of chill...

Hoyun: ㅋㅋ... Let's just go with that.

Ichae: It's cute, Do Don.

Hoyun: ㅋㅋ Do Do Don~

Ichae: (Giggles)

(Lately, Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun are really hitting it off...)

Are these guys doing this on purpose?

Now I don't know if I'm selling idols or comedians

└ 'Dodo'-'ly'-'don'...

└└ Every time I turn on V-Live, it's like a mystery comedy show...

└ Jeong Dajun is a silver spoon blessed by the heavens, so sometimes Kang Ichae genuinely gets his pride hurt ㅠ

└└ Meanwhile, Hoyun: “Silver spoons are just something you're born with””

Remarks...

└└ Next to him, Seonghyeon: “It's okay, weren't you born without the shame gene?”

Quietly retorts...

└└ Oh, the hyungs' rivalry is quite fierce ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Thus, the viewers of The Dawn's V-Live were out of their minds laughing.

Not all feedback was positive.

[Wait, so Seo Hoyun's spending his birthday in Japan?]

[tlqkf I suddenly want to kill Daepaseong Entertainment...]

But instead of worrying about such comments, most fans decided to think differently, focusing on what reactions they might elicit in Japan.

[The kids are going to Japan and it's like they're hitting their prime again. Become princes of the yen and come back]

[The Dawn will definitely be popular in Japan ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Their concept is basically otaku bait, isn't it??]

[With their strong individualities ㅋㅋ they won't fail. Kang Ichae might become the popular member...]

[Title: Predicting The Dawn's Popular Member in Japan

Generally, Japan loves the absolutely handsome, pure, and manga-like faces. If I say this much, you know who I'm talking about, right? ㅅㅋ [3]

└ Starts with “seong” and ends with “won” ...

└└ The middle must be tough...

└└ Seems like he might have a mole on his nose...

└ Just write Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon in the title

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Like idol, like fan.

Noeul did their best to be funny, putting all their pride on the line and not forgetting to showcase their talents.

[Title: How do Japanese kids speak??

The Dawn is about to debut, so kinda curious...

Do they also fangirl a lot?

└ Should I try imitating them?

└└ Go ahead

└└  Ok... Here comes another idol from Korea!! I don't want to admit it, but, honestly, I kinda like Ja Don's songs w Honestly, why come to Japan? Running out of money? (sigh)

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ shit they're so good ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Do the version that's interested in K-Pop

└└ Eh, everyone doesn't know? That's impossible! ∑(O_O;)

Amazing, Ja Don is. The most anticipated rookie after Brakku Kuro? (I like Usong w)

└ What's Brakku Kuro?

└└ Black Call

└ What's Usong

└└ Woosung ㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is this for real? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: How to Pretend to Be a Japanese Fan of The Dawn

1. First, install a Japanese keyboard, and use only Japanese characters for symbols

2. Attach “absolutely,” “shall I,” “sigh,” etc.

Don't differentiate “......” endings, just use “가” for everything [4]

(Most important) Suddenly use honorifics Example: Shall I say Hoyun and Seonghyeon are absolutely cute? ('∀')

Eh? I talked too much by myself.

Somehow, I feel embarrassed. (Sigh)

Definitely support Do-Don!!

Refer to this when The Dawn debuts in Japanㅇㅇ

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Did you swallow a Japanese person? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After arriving in Japan, The Dawn was gaining popularity beyond what even the hardcore K-Pop fans had anticipated.

“There's our album at Shibuya Building Records.”

“Oh! Let's go take a picture later...”

“...Is that possible?”

“Can't we?”

Not only the “Second Chance” cover song but all the tracks in the album were climbing the charts at an alarming rate.

Moreover, Daepaseong Entertainment surprisingly went all out with promotions, securing a corner on the first floor of a famous Japanese store.

Thanks to that, even overseas, there were people who would turn around to take another look at them as they walked down the street.

[Hoyun, a real angel]

Primarily, Japanese K-Pop hardcore fans, who swiftly switched from “idols in a highly praised relationship” to The Dawn, were thrilled with the new influx.

Most of the praise was directed at Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun, with Jiwon, who was fluent in Japanese, easily winning people over, and Hoyun, with his pretty face, also enjoying popularity.

“Hoyun.”

“Hmm?”

“They say you're really an angel.”

“...??”

It was because he was not fluent in Japanese and kept his mouth shut, that Japanese fans, who only saw his face, nicknamed Seo Hoyun “a real angel.”

“...Me?”

Had Joo Woosung, who wasn't exactly popular in Japan, heard this, he would've scoffed, “Real bs...”

In fact, Hoyun himself found it very bewildering.

“Me...?”

He had at least a shred of conscience.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was nearby, casually remarked,

“Just standing still gets you halfway there. The old sayings aren't wrong.”

“Kim Seonghyeon, is life treating you well these days?”

Seeing Hoyun's eyes sparkle, Kim Seonghyeon clammed up and quickly distanced himself.

Meanwhile, Japanese fans who were smitten with The Dawn were seeking a new target to “moe-fy” beyond the “real angel” Hoyun.

[The Dawn members' birthday/animal moe-ification

Seonghyeon (March 14) Wolf

Hoyun (January 30) Rabbit

Jiwon (August 31) Deer

Ichae (July 11) Fox

Dajun (October 22) Puppy

└ Eh?? Hoyun is a rabbit in Korea? No way]

[Hoyun-chan always ends his sentences with “nya,” he's totally a cat, right? (laughter)]

From the get-go, domestic fans, who had successfully pushed the narrative of Seo Hoyun as a rabbit, were now making efforts to ensure his smooth settlement in Japan as well, even using translators to communicate openly with Japanese fans on SNS.

[They say his personality is really like a cat, why a rabbit

└ Rabbit

└ ... Hello Korean fans? I want him to be a cat~.

└ Rabbit

└ I want him to be a cat~.

└ Rabbit

└ ...... Korean fans are scary ㅋ]

As Korean fans pushed Seong Jiwon as “my own little skylark” and proposed to make Kang Ichae as an Abyssinian cat, they unleashed their diverse desires amidst heated discussions among the Japanese fans.

Hoyun, naturally, was only scratching the back of his head, unaware of such developments.

Japan...

Seo Hoyun had visited Japan just once when he was younger.

As a complete family.

The foreign landscape, slightly strange yet exciting and somewhat reminiscent of South Korea, initially had him wide-eyed, looking around.

He even teased his younger brother, Seo Hojin, and ended up making him cry, which led to a scolding from their parents...

“Hmm.”

Quickly shaking off these sappy sentiments, Seo Hoyun looked back at his members.

“Hyung, have you been to Japan before?”

“No.”

And he lied about it naturally.

The members' eyes sparkled with excitement as they agreed that they felt the same way.

Of course, we know...

Except for Kang Ichae, some said their first-time flying was when they went to Jeju Island for vacation.

“Can I go to Shinjuku later?!”

“There's nothing in Shinjuku...”

“What?? I was planning to go to Shinjuku to eat gyukatsu?!”

Seo Hoyun brushed off Jeong Dajun's words, who wanted to follow the quintessential tourist route for Koreans visiting Japan for the first time.

During the local fan meeting, Kang Ichae, who used to shout about eels, now seemed uninterested in anything in particular, quietly looking around and taking pictures

[But hey ㅠㅠㅠㅠ the B-side track is insane, it's so refreshing]

What was unexpected during this Japanese venture was the reaction to the anime ending song created by Kang Ichae.

The B-side track “Colors” that was finally chosen as an anime's ending song, was filled with a sophisticated yet refreshing feeling.

“Baby, this is a bit difficult as soon as the curtain rises from backstage

You keep dancing and I can't stop laughing when I see you.”

The melody was deceivingly catchy.

[As a K-Pop otaku who even listens to the Japanese releases, I'm telling you, this is the real deal...]

Although the tropical deep house genre EDM melody had a refreshing summer concept, no one questioned it.

[There's a reason it was released in winter. Listen to it in winter and again in summer, right? Daepaseong Entertainment is clever

└ Isn't this just self-justification now?

└ Busted]

Not only did the B-side track stir up emotions like a sunset, but it also received an overall positive response.

[Oh;; looks like that popular manga got animated

And the ending song is that B-side track]

[Wow, K-Pop is really popular, huh? Amazing, it's climbing the charts]

[Wow;;;]

[Feeling proud as a Korean

└ Makes me want to wave the national flagㅅㅂㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Let's paint our future together.

After meeting you, I've changed.”

The lyrics were written considering the anime's protagonist and the characters around him, and the song, a slice of that summer, was quickly embraced not only by the K-Pop mainstream but also by manga fans, enabling its swift entry into the Japanese market.

The Dawn, of course, didn't expect the B-side track to chart, but it ranked quite well.

[Ah, wow, the anime must be pretty popular???]

[Not just good, but seems like it hit jackpot...

ㅅㅂ The response seems decent, feels good to ride the bus again after a long time...]

[Should we perform “Colors” at the showcase?? Do I need to bypass the IP to watch it??]

Thanks to this, the most attention at The Dawn's Japanese debut showcase wasn't on the title track “Second Chance” but on “Colors.”

[Ah fuck, I'm looking forward to the performance but suddenly I'm scared... Thinking about everyone watching later... shit, we're not gonna get trashed, right???? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Shaking in anticipation until the showcase time]

As the days passed, some Noeuls were trembling with the growing expectations, wondering if they could match the quality.

And at that moment, what was Seo Hoyun feeling?

“My whole body aches like hell...”

There was not an iota of nervousness to be found.

After finishing the first part with “Second Chance,” he quickly changed clothes, wiped off his sweat, and drank some water.

Lee Jihyeon contacted me yesterday.

After all, he had prepared for the stage with gritted teeth, and his mind was busy timing things with political maneuvers.

Then, comments in Japanese were heard from the MC seat on one side of the stage.

“The comments are about to end, get ready for standby!”

“Okay!”

Behind the stage, the members adjusted their ear microphones to fit perfectly and exchanged looks.

As Seo Hoyun sluggishly got up to focus on his main job, Seong Jiwon, who was next to him, kindly asked Jeong Dajun.

“Dajun, are your shoes okay?”

“Yes! I've tightened them really well!”

Jeong Dajun tapped the front of his tightly laced sneakers on the ground.

Compared to a year ago, it was a completely different, relaxed attitude, and his playful eyes were full of confidence.

Our piglets, the younger members, always worked hard to present the perfect stage for their fans.

As he flicked his bangs, Kang Ichae grinned.

“Shall we go, Seo-causing-chaos-again?”

“Rabbit-chaos, what?!”

It was an abbreviation of “Seo Hoyun causing chaos again,” but Jeong Dajun, misunderstanding, stood up abruptly.[5]

“We're pigs in Japan! Don't forget the professional mindset!”

“Our maknae is really into it...”

“Let's go, piglets!”

“Oink oink~.”

With light-hearted jokes and laughter easing their tension, the members walked toward the stage.

As the bright lights shone and cheers poured in, confident smiles formed on their lips.

...Little did they know, in just 5 minutes, they would be part of the biggest broadcast incident in The Dawn's history, unknowingly setting the stage for a try-not-to-laugh challenge.

The sound “또” starts with a strong, unaspirated “d” sound, similar to the “d” in “......” but without the puff of air while “토” begins with an aspirated “t” sound, like the “t” in “......” where there's a noticeable puff of air.




1 ㅋㄷㅋㄷ = 기달기달, meaning “to wait”



2 This explanation might be a bit tricky, so let's simplify it. The term 자돈 (“jadon”) translates to piglet. But, you can also express piglet as 새끼돼지 (“saekki dwaeji,” literally meaning baby pig), or more straightforwardly, as 돼지 (pig). Interestingly, 돼지 also doubles as a swear word. Phew, hope that clears things up!



3 Good luck!



4 In Korean, particles like “이” and “가” are used after a noun to mark the subject of a sentence, and their use depends on whether the noun ends in a consonant (이) or a vowel (가).



5 Ichae said “ttokkaengpan” (또깽판), but Hoyun heard it as “tokkaeng” (토깽), which happens to mean rabbit.



Chapter 140

Beep—Beep!

Inside the hall where The Dawn's debut showcase in Japan took place, not only the people there but also the Noeuls watching the live broadcast at home felt their hearts pound as the lights went off and darkness descended upon the stage.

Beep—Beep!

As a lively beat filled with a hint of freshness and excitement flowed, pastel lights turned on.

Positioned a bit back in the center of the stage was a large sofa, and lying on it with his eyes closed was Kim Seonghyeon.

[OMG, the stylist is insane]

A loose basketball uniform draped over a white knit or T-shirt with a deep navy line following the V-neck.

Shorts that came up slightly above the knees or baggy jeans with a long belt hanging down.

And white socks that came up high with sneakers!!

[Ahh, how did they know I absolutely adore this kind of look]

Everyone tore their hair out over the refreshing youthful look that seemed to emanate from the outfit.

[White T-shirt + basketball uniform always wins...]

[Suddenly going to Japan pisses me off...

Wearing white socks to Japan pisses me off so much...]

While the Noeuls unexpectedly filled with anger(?), the alarm sounded loudly once again.

Beep—Bzzzzzz!

At that moment, Kim Seonghyeon sat up from the sofa, rubbing his eyes.

“Yes, time to wake up.”

The lyrics matched that of a manga about a protagonist aspiring to be a successful idol in Korea.

The anime interweaved the protagonist's determination to overcome challenges, the thrill of pursuing dreams, and the anxiety of seeking success in unfamiliar territory.”

“Lately, I can't fall asleep, my heart keeps pounding, and my lips are dry.

Can we really do well?”

[Kim Seonghyeon's deep voice is so fucking good]

[His expressions have gotten so much better lately ㅠㅠ Seonghyeon, you've got it all...]

Kim Seonghyeon found practicing his expressions under Seo Hoyun's sarcastic guidance more challenging than memorizing Japanese lyrics, but fortunately, he succeeded in delivering a decent performance on stage.

“But we keep telling each other (Of course, what are you talking about?)

Let's color the canvas as we wish.

Kang Ichae appeared from behind the sofa, squinting his eyes and locking gazes with Kim Seonghyeon, who then stood up with a smile.

Then, Jeong Dajun also popped out from behind the sofa, jumped over the backrest, and landed with a thud as he began singing his part.

“New Colors!

My heart keeps pounding, feeling this tension and excitement for the first time.”

[Ah, the lyrics are so, so good... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ A new challenge = color, dang...]

[Can't believe the members wrote and translated this ㅠ Love your sensibility...]

“From behind the stage, you tell me

That in this moment, we're going to realize our dreams! “

Then, Kang Ichae, with a playful expression, leaned one arm on the back of the sofa and tapped Jeong Dajun with the other hand while laughing.

“Rather than that, wouldn't it be nice if you stayed by my side?

―I swallow these words and instead say,

I also believe we will!”

Along with a refreshing beat, Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun came out from both sides and synchronized their dance moves.

[Real angels have arrived

Of course, one of them has a peculiar personality (laughter)]

Now, not only Seo Hoyun but also Seong Jiwon were referred to as “real angels.”

Despite their completely different personalities, they appeared harmonious at a glance because they both looked similar when smiling.

Seong Jiwon took a step forward with a slightly puckered nose and mischievous expression and tilted his fingers to the right as if moving the hands of a clock.

“Let's paint our future together, meeting you has changed me, you know?”

Next to him, Seo Hoyun sat on the sofa, propping his chin while swirling his eyes.

“Today, tomorrow, and the day after, we'll be together!”

Then, he jumped up from his seat and cheerfully joined the other members at the back.

From there, the choreography grew intensely detailed.

Kim Seonghyeon grabbed his chin with his large hand and shook his head from side to side, while the members changed their positions relentlessly to match his small movements.

[Wow, these guys always dance like they're breaking their bodies;;]

[Dancing like it's the last stage every time... love you... ㅠ]

The performance stayed perfectly in sync, with not a single beat missed.

“My heart keeps pounding, I want to tell you

I wish this moment could last forever!”

But then, a problem occurred.

[Oops;;]

[Dajun's shoelace has come undone]

“Would you laugh if I said this?”

Buzzing with more energy than usual, the “puppy” unleashed a dynamic dance move, his feet pounding the rhythm, when suddenly...

[Oh no, baby]

Despite being tightly laced, the sponsored sneakers he wore that day slipped off due to the excessive force from rubbing and kicking the floor, coupled with the fact that they were half a size too big.

Whoosh―

That shoe, having lost its direction in mid-air—

“......!”

landed with a THUD!!! right on top of Kim Seonghyeon's head, who was moving to the back to dance.

“......???”

Like a scene from an anime, the sneaker beautifully landed on his head and rolled off the floor as his body continued to move in sync with the choreography.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon didn't stop dancing, but he couldn't grasp the situation, his mouth remaining slightly agape as his expression hardened.

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Even a light canvas sneaker must have hurt when falling with such speed and force, but the instinct that the show must go on and the embarrassment were clearly visible on Seonghyeon's face.

As Jeong Dajun moved position, he looked over at Kim Seonghyeon and the shaking of his eyes were captured vividly by the camera.

[Ah!! Damn, what do we do now??? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun is like a lucky charm sent from heaven, this is crazy]

[But right now, the people laughing the most are all Seong-fans, ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seong-fan: A surprisingly lucky day♡]

In an instant, due to the broadcast accident, except for Kim Seonghyeon who became an idol hit by a shoe in the showcase and Jeong Dajun who hit the idol with the shoe, the others held their breath or bit the inside of their cheeks.

To hold back their real laughter.

“...Today, tomorrow, and the day after, we'll be together.”

Especially Kang Ichae, who got hit directly by the laugh button, chewed on his lower lip whenever he was off camera to keep himself from laughing.

[Hey, how are we going to handle the laugh challenge, ah damn, ah damn, I'm already laughing my ass off, but what about them]

[Jeez ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, it's live right now, they have some extreme job, ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hey, this is our debut showcase in Japan, what do we do

Hey

Hey, what should we do]

Knowing they couldn't just stop, those who hadn't seen the scene a few seconds before continued dancing on stage as if nothing had happened.

Even Dajun, now in socks and one sneaker, maintained a broad smile as he continued to dance.

“Ah, this is a bit troubling.

Once we get backstage and the curtain rises,

You keep dancing, and I just

Can't stop laughing.”

Surprisingly, the rap lyrics perfectly matched the situation, and Kang Ichae, who had been barely holding in his laughter, finally burst out laughing, causing Jeong Dajun to clench his teeth.

[Look at Kang Ichae laughing, right when the lyrics match ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Clever bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As Ichae stepped aside, laughing all the while, Seo Hoyun, positioned at the center and smirking as he kept in step with the choreography, shared glances with Seonghyeon and Jiwon on both of his sides.

[What's this]

[Why are you looking at each other]

“My heart keeps racing, I want to be painted in your color.”

As the Noeuls was buzzing, Seong Jiwon moved according to the choreography and kicked the shoe that had fallen close to the edge of the stage, pushing it toward Seonghyeon.

[Wow]

[;;;;]

Seeing that, Kim Seonghyeon changed the original choreography as he spun around and smoothly picked up Jeong Dajun's shoe.

[Whoa]

“Would you laugh if I said this?”

While passing the shoe back to Seo Hoyun...

[Ah damn]

Instead of sitting on the couch with Jeong Dajun, Seo Hoyun knelt on one knee on the floor and grabbed Dajun's ankle.

[Aaaaaah!!!]

And he put on the other shoe for him.

“I may have a bad temper (Yeah I know),

Always doing things my way.”

[Ugh Aaaaaah Ah!!! Ah!!!]

[Seo Hoyun, you son of a bitch]

[Lol... Suddenly stopped laughing, hand frozen]

The collab between Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and Seo Hoyun looked so natural that even the shoe-throwing accident seemed like a planned performance.

“I don't mind losing if it's to you.”

Seo Hoyun grinned, tapped Jeong Dajun on the head, and stood up.

They naturally returned to the group choreography.

“Among the monochrome, only your color—”

The center switched between Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon, with Jiwon stepping forward.

“I wish this moment could last forever,

Can I stay by your side? (In my world, you're the only one shining)”

Then, as he made a knocking gesture, Kim Seonghyeon pretended to rub the spot where he was hit by the shoe and mimicked opening a door.

“―I swallow these words and instead say,

Let's paint tomorrow together, I've changed for you, okay?”

Today, just like any other day, the members earnestly performed their main jobs and smiled brightly at the camera.

“My Colors!”

.

.

.

“Wow, hyung, I'm really, really, really sorry!!”

“It was a good experience, maknae...”

“How did you get hit like that??”

The camera fully recorded the Japan debut showcase, which became a bit of a topic in Japan as well.

Thanks to it, The Dawn's showcase stage even made it to Japanese video sites with comments embedded all over.

The scene where Jeong Dajun's shoe flew off was completely filled with Japanese laughter emoticons.

[wwwwwwwwwwwwwww][1]

[DangerousDangerousDangerous]

[Dying of laughter wwww]

And it even made it to the trending videos on Japanese YouTube.

For a newly debuted idol, it was a groundbreaking move.

Even those with zero interest in idols came to watch the funny video, which played a significant role.

[Everyone is laughing, but I'm genuinely amazed at the Koreans' ability to handle situations]

[The disbelief on Seonghyeon's face (laughter), Jiwon can't hold back his laughter for sure]

[Dajun looking flustered is cute]

[Stopped laughing at the part where Hoyun is putting on the shoe, is this child an angel?]

[Hey, redhead, all you do is laugh wwww]

Korean fans also laughed their heads off.

“Typical Korean idol's Japan debut showcase,” “The Dawn's on-stage accident handling skills

clips with such titles brought joy to everyone, but...

“Dajun, they're talking about you here~.”

“Ugh!! Stop! Don't push it on me!!”

Jeong Dajun proved the exception.

Each time he remembered that moment, he desperately apologized to Kim Seonghyeon, his face turning red to the tips of his ears, embarrassed and ashamed.

“Ah, really...!! What would I have done if you guys hadn't helped me back then??”

“Shocking, right?”

“Honestly, I got a year's worth of emotion from Hoyun-hyung alone.”

If it hadn't been for the showcase stage, the best kindness the hyungs could have offered might have been a 'Here you go' and throwing their shoes at him, but Jeong Dajun just shook his head vigorously with a moved expression.

Seong Jiwon chuckled softly beside them.

“Lucky there wasn't a bigger accident.”

“Whoa, really...”

“Thanks for the big laugh to start the year~.”

“Quiet, the-rapper-who-only-laughs...”

Jeong Dajun growled at Kang Ichae, who was making an absurd claim that he had captivated the audience with his amazing stage performance instead.

Anyway, everyone sighed in relief that they had finished the stage to the end, but Seo Hoyun was sitting a bit away on a sofa, silently looking at his phone.

The other members glanced at him and murmured among themselves.

“...But it's happening at midnight today, right?”

Kim Seonghyeon asked.

“Of course, we even booked a separate hotel room for it.”

“With your own money?”

“That's harsh...”

Kang Ichae smirked and plugged in his earphones.

“...But you think Seo Hoyun will really fall for it?”

ThatSeo Hoyun.

With a sense sharper than anyone else's and a mind that worked three times, would Seo Hoyun really not know about the surprise camera?

“Ahaha. What are you even talking about, hyung?”

“......”

“Having second thoughts?”

Unlike Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae wasn't the least bit worried about the aftermath, just chuckling away.

Licking his lower lip, Kang Ichae's eyes gleamed like a predator eyeing its prey.

“I'm confident about it.”

For the recording of the ultimate surprise camera on January 30, Seo Hoyun's birthday.

Kang Ichae was more serious about it than anyone.




1 Basically, it's a Japanese slang meaning “to laugh”. https://www.japanesewithanime.com/2017/11/w-ww-meaning-japanese.html#Number-of-ws
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January 30.

It was Seo Hoyun's birthday, The Dawn's sub-vocal.

The Noeuls were buzzing with excitement.

[Guys, The Dawn must be really popular!!! Ah, I'm so proud ㅠㅠㅠ There's a fancam from the department store and there were so many people, and they all knew the fan chants ㅠ]

[So moved I told you he'd become the prince of yen~~~]

[Even if Japanese fans call him a “silly cat,” we can graciously let it slide.]

The excitement was partly because The Dawn was doing well in Japan, and...

[It's Hoyun's birthday soon]

Everyone had been looking forward to Seo Hoyun's birthday while listening to “Colors,” a track included in their Japanese album.

[Wow, seems like Seo Hoyun really is a popular member ㄷ Korean fans are so hardcore, they've even put up a birthday ad for him on a billboard in Japan right after their debut there.]

A birthday celebration video ad was even displayed on a building in the heart of Tokyo's Shinjuku.

It was only a short clip of a few seconds, but it was enough to fill the fans' hearts with joy.

[But watching the video made me tear up...

So thankful Hoyun was born...

Truly moved...

└ Why am I feeling so sentimental today?

└ Because Hoyun was born with a godly face...

└ That's really touching...]

[The guys will turn on V-Live for the birthday party, right?

The only downside is that it's in Japan...]

[Have we decided what the birthday hashtag will be??]

As the fans chatted excitedly...

[Seems like a surprise camera is impossible haha]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ A surprise cam for Hoyun...?

└ Confused...]

[He'd pretend to be surprised, wouldn't he?

└ Of course]

That was the general consensus.

Imagining Seo Hoyun being surprised and crying over a surprise party or hidden camera prank seemed impossible.

[Crying would seem like a hallucination now

└ Ah ㅅㅂㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Therefore, the fans were only expecting the members of The Dawn to do something simple, like making a cake together or having a gift exchange.

[Mission Impossible – Silly Cat Surprise (Feat. 2 Units)]

But the V-Live's title was strange.

[?????]

[What???]

As the fans quickly logged onto V-Live, Kang Ichae's face appeared.

“Hello~.”

Wearing a black hoodie with the hood up, and doing a flower pose with both hands, he grinned widely in a hotel room.

“Everyone's slowly coming in. Since we're short on time, let's get straight to the point. You all know what day it is, right?”

Kang Ichae hummed as he tapped on the laptop keyboard, a device prepared by the planning team.

“It's our sub-vocal's birthday... We can't just let that pass, can we?”

[What what what]

[OMG are you guys really doing a surprise??]

[Wow, Kang Ichae is so daring ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun no longer fell for such tricks.

Initially, he might have been caught off guard, but now he knew the members' personalities all too well.

Moreover, his already shameless nature had been upgraded with a steel mentality, making it impossible to tease him.

He has changed a lot. It used to be fun teasing him until the role reversal game.

Even if they teased with “Silly cat” or “HouHou,” now he'd just retort with something like “Carrot Carrot,” leaving Kang Ichae feeling defeated.

I can't just let it go. My pride won't allow it.

So, Kang Ichae put a lot of effort into planning this.

He was quite satisfied with the scheme, and if well executed, even Seo Hoyun could be fooled.

“Mission Impossible Silly Cat Surprise Party. Now, let's quickly go through the plan.”

Kang Ichae snapped his fingers.

As if on cue, the Mission Impossible theme song started to play.

―Dun dun, dun dun dun, dun dun!

“If we try to put a camera in front of the suspicious Seo Hoyun or clumsily set it up, he's bound to notice. So, with the hotel's permission, we've reserved the entire floor's corridor, a part of our rooms, and installed cameras everywhere in advance.”

[Crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Stop playing spy movie music, you crazy bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Planning with the team in advance made cooperation easy.

“You can check everything from here.”

A large TV screen behind Kang Ichae lit up, displaying CCTV footage divided into quadrants.

Fans could also monitor the situation through V-Live, thanks to Kang Ichae having connected the laptop to the TV in advance.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kang Ichae ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Why are you so serious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The fans found it even funnier than some terrestrial TV variety shows due to the thorough preparation.

Yet, the fans weren't too hopeful.

[Seems a bit much for Hoyun... ㅋ]

Because they understood Seo Hoyun too well.

“Throwing a surprise party for Seo Hoyun is impossible. He's the type to ask something like “Where's my cake?” the moment he arrives.”

[Too accurate]

[ㄷㄷ]

“But that's why it's called Mission Impossible, isn't it, everyone?”

Challenging the impossible.

Kang Ichae wore a confident smile.

As the movie's BGM reached its climax and the second hand hit zero,

“Mission Accepted!”

Seo Hoyun's surprise party began.

.

.

.

– “Where's my cake?”

As soon as January 30 arrived, Seo Hoyun, who had to return to his room as if he was being chased away, opened the hotel room door assigned to Jeong Dajun, Seong Jiwon, and Kim Seonghyeon, and asked.

There, Jeong Dajun could be seen wearing a hat with teddy bear ears and colored glasses with a drawing of a candle, holding a cake with both hands.

Seong Jiwon was putting the candles on while wearing a cone hat with glittering stars and a blue party scarf wrapped around his neck.

And Kim Seonghyun, holding a match with his partially unwrapped cone hat dangling around his neck, was standing still.

All were frozen in surprise.

– “Why, why, why are you here already?!”

– “What? Can't I come if I want to?”

“Exactly...”

[Shit Seo Hoyun didn't miss a single thing in his question]

[Kang Ichae's character analysis is spot on, goosebumps ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While the Noeuls were freaking out in the comments, Kang Ichae keenly observed the situation.

First and foremost, the setting that they didn't celebrate birthdays was a stretch.

Apart from the preparations and activities for “Second Chance” and the period of Shining Star Season 1, which Kim Seonghyeon had struggled with, The Dawn had always taken care of each other's birthdays.

It was good content for both building strong relationships among the members and with the fans.

So, that was the setting of this Mission Impossible.

A ruined surprise birthday party.

– “How, how did you know? No, why did you come in already?!”

Passing by the wide-eyed Jeong Dajun, Seo Hoyun nonchalantly sat down on the single sofa.

– “How could I not know?”

Of course, he knew.

Even when Jeong Dajun awkwardly asked to take his phone so he couldn't see the V-Live, and when he was dragged out of the room under the pretense of preparing the party, Seo Hoyun had willingly followed.

He had been sure from that moment.

– “So, where did Kang Ichae go?”

“Look, look!”

Kang Ichae was up to something.

“He's already looking for the camera.”

[Got goosebumps on my arms]

[Wow, this is really thrilling...]

Indeed, Kang Ichae was a formidable opponent.

As Seo Hoyun's eyes moved from top to bottom scanning the room, Jeong Dajun, Seong Jiwon, and Kim Seonghyeon's natural acting unfolded.

– “Ichae is downstairs buying drinks... It's such a shame to be caught.”

– “Hey, how could you...”

The Noeuls watching the video found something unexpected.

[Wait, why is Seonghyeon acting so well?]

Besides shining on stage while dancing, the Noeuls were well aware from the group's self-produced content that Kim Seonghyeon was not known for his acting skills.

Kang Ichae smirked leisurely in response to the Noeuls' repeated questions.

“Seonghyeon-hyung doesn't know anything.”

[?????]

That's right.

Kang Ichae didn't have the heart to ask Kim Seonghyeon to act.

No matter how hard Kim Seonghyeon tried, Seo Hoyun would definitely catch on.

So, Kang Ichae looked for one way to involve him.

“By now, he must think the hidden camera prank failed, right?”

And that was by deceiving even Kim Seonghyeon.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kang Ichae, are you crazy? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Not only in V-Live comments but also on SNS, people were flipping out in real-time.

Of course, no one said it was too much.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah Seonghyeon, I really love you ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The ones laughing the most were Kim Seonghyeon's fans.

– “Couldn't you at least pretend to be fooled? It's really disappointing...”

– “My bad?”

– “So annoying.”

Each time the innocent Kim Seonghyeon genuinely expressed his frustration, the chat was flooded with laughter.

Kang Ichae carefully observed the situation and then put on his earphones.

It was connected to a device prepared after having a separate discussion with Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun, to adjust their actions according to the situation.

Jeong Dajun wearing an animal-eared hat and Seong Jiwon wrapping a flashy scarf around his neck were both attempts to conceal the devices in their ears.

“Maknae, let's go inside.”

Just as Seo Hoyun, who had even found a fake camera, was about to politely greet everyone and end the situation, Jeong Dajun moved on to the next stage.

– “Ah, what the...”

Puffing his cheeks and pouting, Dajun, who often made such a face when he was upset, muttered as he put down the cake with candles halfway inserted on the table.

– “Hyung, but couldn't you have pretended to be fooled, at least?”

It was time for Phase 2.

The “Feeling Hurt” strategy.

– “We spent hours preparing, and I didn't think hyung would be easily fooled... but you could've at least pretended.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Dajun's passionate acting ㅋㅋ]

[Jiwon's pretending to be subtly aware is perfect on the side]

In reality, the maknae, Jeong Dajun, who was rich in emotions and sensitivity, would've been slightly upset even if the real birthday party had failed, so his reaction was half acting, half genuine.

– “Wandering around in this weather to buy a cake for hyung. It must have been tough...”

Dajun, fully immersed, blurted out his lines with a choked-up expression.

– “Yet hyung didn't even pretend to be deceived.”

Dajun sneakily glanced at Seo Hoyun, lowering his gaze.

The atmosphere in the room also dipped.

After turning off the fake camera, Hoyun turned around and looked at Dajun.

– “......”

And he remained silent.

[Wow, Hoyun actually got fooled]

[Look at his expression;;]

Fans murmured in surprise, anticipating the success of the hidden camera prank, but Kang Ichae narrowed his eyes and stroked his chin.

Really?

Ichae knew that Seo Hoyun was no easy target.

Having observed Hoyun recently, Ichae carefully crafted each word to make him waver, and Dajun practiced them over and over.

Finally, as Dajun's eyes reddened, Hoyun sighed and ran his hand through his hair.

– “Haa...”

Seizing the timing, Dajun threw his last planned line.

– “Every time you do this... I kinda hate it.”

The carefully chosen words, the perfect timing, and Dajun's tearful performance!

It was the perfect trio.

Min Jiheon would have marveled at the line delivered by Dajun, who tightly closed his eyes and deeply bowed his head.

Hoyun quietly observed him.

Then, he said,

– “Do you really hate it?”
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“...Wow.”

Kang Ichae's mouth opened slightly at the scene.

He had simulated numerous lines, but he hadn't expected this kind of dialogue.

Naturally, the Noeuls witnessing it together went crazy in the comments.

[Cra

zy

Ba

st

ard]

[How can you say no there???? Seo Hoyun? Speaking in that atmosphere??]

“Look at the persuasive power of that line...”

After seeing Jeong Dajun with his lips tightly sealed (there was no further script either), Seo Hoyun let out a small sigh, then averted his gaze.

– “Got it.”

And then, whoosh, he turned and left.

No matter how much Jeong Dajun fluttered about, he was still in the palm of Seo Hoyun's hand.

Jeong Dajun, the naïve maknae, only thought the reaction would be either anger or sarcasm.

He hadn't expected this at all and trembled in shock.

The Noeuls were no different.

[Ichae, Hoyun is leaving]

[What do we do now??]

“It's okay. It's within my expectations.”

Kang Ichae touched his ear and responded calmly

It was Seong Jiwon's turn to leave.

“Okay, Seong Jiwon, we're switching to Plan D.”

Phase 3 had begun.

The “Let's Make Up” strategy.

The pre-installed CCTV showed Seo Hoyun walking out of the hotel room and down the corridor, followed hurriedly by Seong Jiwon.

– “Hoyun!”

Seong Jiwon called out, and Seo Hoyun stopped in his tracks.

With a troubled expression, Seong Jiwon carefully approached Seo Hoyun's side.

– “Wait, Hoyun.

– “......”

– “...I get that you're angry, but you can't just leave Dajun like that.”

Seong Jiwon gently chided Seo Hoyun, his eyebrows drooping.

The improvised lines for the altered “Plan D” were quite impressive since they hadn't prepared any specific lines.

– “Let's go back.

“Wow... Look at that ad-lib.”

[Is that an ad-lib ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kang Ichae marveled at the beautifully executed scene and gave a thumbs up.

– “Let's go and talk slowly...”

– “Why should I?”

– “...Huh?”

However, Seo Hoyun crossed his arms and showed genuine annoyance.

Kang Ichae had to admire him.

“This side's acting is amazing too.”

He was almost certain that Seo Hoyun would have doubts until this point, but seeing the annoyance fill his eyes, it almost seemed like he was truly angry.

[Ichae ㅠㅠㅠ;;;]

[Isn't Hoyun really angry ㅠㅠ]

[Let's not be too harsh ㅠㅠ;;;]

Yet, Kang Ichae wasn't shaken in the slightest.

“What are you talking about? That's acting.”

[???]

“Hoyun-hyung doesn't talk like that when he's really hurt, everyone~.”

[...... Wow]

His words implied that Seo Hoyun was just putting on a show because they were on camera.

Even the Noeuls, who had a rough idea of Seo Hoyun's personality, were taken aback, covering their mouths in surprise, while Kang Ichae quickly thought ahead.

We have to make Hoyun-hyung confused.

Although Seong Jiwon had carried the situation quite well with his acting, he was no match for Seo Hoyun, who had finished a project with Min Jiheon.

– “...Hmm.”

Seong Jiwon knew this too, hence he just showed a troubled smile and maintained silence.

That's when Kang Ichae decided to play his trump card.

“Jiwon-hyung, it's time to bring in Seonghyeon-hyung!”

A countermeasure for a countermeasure.

The acting stat E- bomb was dropped.

Seong Jiwon, trying not to show his distress, briefly lowered his gaze before lifting it again and said,

– “...Wait, then I'll go talk to Dajun.”

After Seong Jiwon exited, Seo Hoyun was seen leaning against the wall in the hallway, fiddling with the corners of his mouth.

Soon, an utterly bewildered Jeong Dajun was consoled by an emotionally invested and naïve Kim Seonghyeon who burst onto the scene.

– “Seo Hoyun.”

At that call, Seo Hoyun raised an eyebrow, and Kim Seonghyeon pressed his brows together with a troubled face.

– “You... Ah, I mean, I know Dajun was a bit harsh.”

– “......”

– “But the maknae is still young. He's really hurt right now.”

Kim Seonghyeon's natural acting slightly broke Seo Hoyun's stoic expression.

– “...Hmm.”

“No way, this guy can't be this good at acting?” was written all over his face.

Seeing this, Kang Ichae couldn't hold back his laughter any longer.

“Puhaha!!”

[Yo ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So, Seo Hoyun was really acting ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Look at the confusion on his face slowly starting ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Oh, goosebumps ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This group is freaking awesome ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“I told you!”

The Noeuls, realizing this, filled the comment section with laughter.

Still chuckling, Kang Ichae switched to full-on popcorn-watching mode.

-“Let's go in... Let's go in again.”

Oblivious to everything, Kim Seonghyeon seemed to choose his words carefully, attempting to resolve the situation.

-“Honestly... You wouldn't usually care about this kind of talk, but because Jeong Dajun said it, you're angry.”

– “......”

– “Because you care.”

“Ah, Seonghyeon-hyung, seriously...”

Unable to hold back, Kang Ichae continued to laugh at Kim Seonghyeon's dead-serious demeanor.

While the hilariously engaging content progressed, Seo Hoyun looked down.

– “Kim Seonghyeon.”

His voice was drained of energy.

– “......”

– “Caring is... Let's say you're right. But how long should this go on? He needs to start realizing. The hyungs can't always look the other way.”

Kang Ichae's eyebrows twitched slightly at the unsettling turn of events.

[Guys... can we V-Live this? Won't Hoyun be super upset when he finds out later it was all a prank?]

[... ;;;;;; Not sure]

Kim Seonghyeon was visibly shocked by this rare glimpse of vulnerability from Seo Hoyun.

However, with the experience of looking after his younger siblings, he softly asked,

– “What's wrong?”

Seo Hoyun rubbed his eyes, looking troubled.

– “He didn't listen to me.”

– “What?”

“...Hmm?”

Even Kang Ichae started getting confused at this point.

Was it all a misunderstanding?

Should they wrap this up now to prevent a broadcast accident?

As he hesitated, he saw Seo Hoyun sigh deeply through the screen.

– “Ah... Hey.”

– “......”

And then, looking straight into Kim Seonghyeon's eyes, Seonghyeon swallowed nervously, and at that moment,

– “I—”

Seo Hoyun began.

– “want to eat a whipped cream cake.”

“...What?”

Suddenly, everything stopped — Kang Ichae, the comments, and even SNS.

It was as if their brains couldn't process what they had heard, their thoughts coming to a screeching halt.

Kim Seonghyeon looked equally baffled, tilting his head with a giant question mark written all over his face.

– “...Huh?”

– “Jeong Dajun, anyway, doesn't listen...”

Regardless, Seo Hoyun just turned his head away, a bittersweet atmosphere hanging in the air.

– “I wish the cake had strawberries on top, Hoyunie talked about it so much, you know?”

“...Straw, Strawberries?”

Seo Hoyun was out of his mind.

“...Ahahaha, strawberries...”

Of course, such a hidden camera prank was bound not to work.

The comments were on fire again.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah! ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun, do you really want to die ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun already knew everything.

Kang Ichae couldn't help but laugh, his laughter spilling out as he lay face down on the table.

“Uh-huh-huh... Ah...”

– “What, what are you talking about?”

– “Strawberries and cream... or at least cranberries.”

“Ah, I lost... I lost, damn!!”

Having shouted “damn” and then quickly covering his mouth upon realizing he was on V-Live, Kang Ichae then sagged back onto the table.

His pride was hurt, but upon realizing there was no turning back, he had no choice but to admit defeat to Seo Hoyun.

– “...What, what are you talking about?”

– “Huh? Should I tell you?”

Leaving Kim Seonghyeon, who still knew nothing and was babbling incoherently, Seo Hoyun went back to the room he shared with Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun.

Then, a few minutes later, just as Seo Hoyun re-emerged from that room, the hotel room door where Kang Ichae burst open.

“Ichae-yaaa~.”

It was the entrance of the birthday person.

“Tell Seonghyeon where Hoyunie's strawberries went!!”

“......”

“Uh-huh-huh... over there, in the fridge...”

“Ahaha~, right?”

[I'm so pissed, I'm so pissed!!!!!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun ahaha< really laughing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After being caught by the hidden camera, Kang Ichae organized the situation and called all the members.

“...It was fake?”

“Ahaha, sorry, Seonghyeon.”

The leader, anxious about the team falling apart, spilled all the truth.

“Why did you talk like that, hyung? Do you know how shocked I was??”

“You said you hated me.”

“That, that's...”

“Our maknae... drawing lines as soon as he becomes an adult?”

“......”

Jeong Dajun sulked for real, on the verge of tears.

But no one thought to console him.

Seo Hoyun just rolled his eyes, watching the drama unfold, scraping cake into his mouth.

“What a pity~. Mission failed!!”

Anyway, after some chit-chat, The Dawn members ended the V-Live.

While the others were tidying up, Kang Ichae cautiously approached Seo Hoyun.

“Hyung, but how did you know? Weren't you a bit confused?”

That made sense, considering even Kim Seonghyeon, with acting skills that couldn't be found even after a thorough search, was thrown into the mix to maximize realism.

Yet Seo Hoyun had figured it out.

No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't find a flaw in their seemingly flawless plan.

Seo Hoyun answered calmly.

“Yep, I was a bit confused.”

“...But why?”

“Just took a wild guess.”

“Cranberry? What if it had been real, how would you handle the aftermath?”

“Ahh.”

Seeing Seo Hoyun's curving lips, Kang Ichae's eyebrows twitched.

If there was one thing Kang Ichae hadn't considered—

“Even if it were real, I knew Kim Seonghyeon would let it slide, no matter what I said.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun was that unchangeable bastard.

.

.

.

Good effort, really.

Destroying a whole cake and seeing Jeong Dajun grumbling and Kim Seonghyeon getting pissed off for being fooled, I sipped my lemonade.

This refreshing feeling, wasn't this what a non-birthday celebration was all about?

“I sometimes get tired of you, hyung.”

“I feel the happiest when I hear such things...”

“Really annoying, really really...”

“Even this kind of talk is thrilling~.”

I poked the swollen cheek of our maknae and gently irritated his nerves while laughing merrily.

“I won't talk to you anymore.”

“Suit yourself~.”

At two in the morning, the day became even more enjoyable when the birthday presents prepared by the members spectacularly failed.

And there was something else I was waiting for.

“...Huh?”

That's when Seong Jiwon frowned slightly after looking at a message on his phone.

“...Ah, um.”

It was late.

Everyone's attention turned to Seong Jiwon.

After taking another sip of lemonade and just as I was about to put the glass down, my phone vibrated.

[Seo Hoyun, sorry for the late message.]

It was from the management team.

[It would be better not to go on PopPop today.]

[And don't look at the internet for now. We'll speak again once things are sorted out.]

“Why?”

“...Well, that's.”

At Jeong Dajun's question, Seong Jiwon hesitated to reply.

I immediately accessed a portal site and searched my name.

And I smiled satisfactorily at the top article that appeared.

Here it was.

[Title: Is Seo Hoyun smoking?]

My self-given birthday present.


Chapter 143

[Title: Is Seo Hoyun Smoking?]

The post uploaded to an anonymous community spread rapidly.

[Is this from last year? A screenshot from the rural self-produced content, ㅋ. This is Seo Hoyun, right? Looks like a cigarette here]

The photo in the post appeared to be a screenshot from a scene in their past rural self-produced content video.

Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae lay excitedly on an outdoor deck while Seong Jiwon unpacked bags beside them.

Through a slightly open traditional paper door in the background, someone appeared to hold something in their hand.

Below that, a photo captured Seo Hoyun in an outfit given by Kang Ichae before he changed into the T-shirt, uploaded alongside a speculated cigarette brand.

[Title: Seems Right

(Photo)

The manager took it away in a hurry, ㅋ. Ah, it's been a while since a blunder popped up~]

Frankly, considering they sold dreams and hope, becoming idols for children, caution was necessary; and as singers, they knew management issues could arise.

However, idols getting caught smoking wasn't all that uncommon.

Those eager to drag someone down the moment they get a hold of something like this were thrilled and began throwing all kinds of shade.

[ㅋㅋ Knew this would happen]

[Why are people so surprised...? ㅋ. Doesn't it seem obvious he's been smoking since he was underage~]

[Aren't you supposed to care for your voice? Aren't you supposed to care for your voice? Aren't you supposed to care for your voice?]

There were plenty of outright malicious comments, as well as those that pretended to be concerned while subtly provoking.

[Title: Seo Hoyun Smoking

I mean, it's fine if he's an adult, right?

But isn't Seo Hoyun an idol and a sub-vocal...? ㅋ. I liked him, but it's disappointing if he's not taking care of himself... ㅜ]

But the Noeul themselves didn't mind at all.

How could they turn their backs on Seo Hoyun, who, despite his nasty temper, always did his best for his fans?

He regularly sent private messages and consistently uploaded selfies.

Even during filming for Shining Star, he always sported a gentle smile, saying, “Make sure to eat well” or “Hang in there today.”

[What????? Seo Hoyun smokes??]

So, when a post about Seo Hoyun smoking surfaced, Noeuls rushed over just the same, albeit for a different reason.

[Rushing over here]

[Hurry hurry hurry]

It was not out of anger over the smoking rumor.

[Quick, show the photo!!!]

They were eager to see it.

“The idol and his fans match” wasn't just a saying.

They couldn't publicly boast about it, but Noeuls, with hearts pounding in their private accounts and eyebrows raised, were let down by a blurry 144p quality capture of just a cigarette pack.

[Ah~~ What]

[Guys if you're gonna make a smoking rumor, at least show him actually smoking, have some manners]

[I was getting excited to make it my phone wallpaper, but sigh... buzzkill]

The fans had overcome all kinds of hardships.

This was merely something they could scoff at.

Even when Seo Hoyun portrayed the smoker PD Lee Jeonghun, there was never an actual sighting of him with a cigarette.

As their inflated expectations deflated, Noeul began to chat among themselves again.

[First of all, if the comeback teaser comes out, I'm gonna smoke two packs a day out of sadness that this man isn't mine

└ That's why it's a national rule that one should crack open a soju every time this punk comes on air acting all innocent]

[Are we still calling this a scandal? Kids must've only tasted the mild flavor of K-Pop]

[I might have been shocked if Jeong Dajun or Seong Jiwon were the ones smoking (Kim Seonghyeon said he hates the smell anyway) but Seo Hoyun doing it?

I've been waiting for you and rolling out the red carpet

└ Kang Ichae: It'd be weirder if he didn't smoke

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Yet, the Seo Hoyun smoking incident calmed down quicker than expected.

The atmosphere flipped when a netizen brought in another variety show footage shot at the same location where the self-produced content was filmed.

[Title: That cigarette isn't Seo Hoyun's, it seems.

Looked up Hometown Home-Cooked Meals variety show filming at the same place before the rural content

(Hometown Home-Cooked Meals_LP record with crumpled cigarette pack photo.jpg)

It's hidden and hard to see, but if you capture the scene where they lift a few LP records to play music, you can glimpse it in the corner, isn't this the same as the leaked photo of Seo Hoyun's cigarette??

└ Wow, really

└ Crazy, how do you even find this???]

Shortly after this post, another post refuting the Seo Hoyun smoking rumor was uploaded.

[Title: Evidence that it's not Seo Hoyun's cigarette

(Photo Attached)

Comparing Hometown Home-Cooked Meals and The Dawn's rural content photos

(Cigarette Pack_Enlarged.jpg)

Cigarette brand, location, and evidence exactly the same.

Hometown Home-Cooked Meals variety: July 19

The Dawn rural content: July 21

And after the rural healing, if you zoom in when The Dawn's manager briefly appears, he's holding the same cigarette. It was likely left by the staff or cast of Hometown Home-Cooked Meals, and Seo Hoyun was just passing it to the manager to avoid rumorsㅇㅇ

└ Wow, full on delusion

└└ ? Seems right though

└└ Upper comments just want to hate even when presented with evidence ㅋ

└ Guys, if this is true, Seo Hoyun would be seriously wronged ㅠㅠ]

And as this story spread fast, a staff from Hometown Home-Cooked Meals clarified on SNS that it was theirs, thus concluding the cigarette issue.

[ㅋ Where did all the trash-talkers go? ㅋ]

[Seriously, it's ridiculous...]

Everyone brushed it off as just another passing issue.

[Hoyun~ We'll support you no matter what

└ Even if he dates?

└└ Seo Hoyun is already dating

└└ Eh??

└└ With me♡

└└ Bold...]

However, not long after, another reaction surfaced.

[Hey, but where did that first cigarette screenshot come from? I can't find it in any official video no matter how much I look??]

Despite scouring the rural self-produced content video on Youtube, that scene simply didn't exist.

[...? Huh?]

That's when Noeul reacted sharply.

They could coolly overlook a smoking incident, but if it was a leak, that was a different story.

[Is this screenshot private? Then, is it leaked from Daepaseong Entertainment?

└ ????]

No matter how much they searched the video, frame by frame, there was no match for the photo circulating online.

[Ah shit]

Noeul's confusion gradually turned into anger.

[Looks like there's a leaker in Daepaseong]

This wasn't something to just sit back and watch.

Around that time, several dubious incidents among the fans began to surface.

[Ah ㅋㅋ damn, was the leak of Second Chance's track last year done by the same guy?]

[The kids don't show it, but they got a lot of sasaeng calls during their V-Live... Did someone sell their numbers??]

[This is so fucking annoying...]

The keywords “leaker” and “Daepaseong” were exposed on the real-time trend list in an instant.

Back during “Second Chance,” it could slip by due to low recognition and being virtually unknown, but not anymore.

Not only the support hashtags but also numerous posts demanding an official statement from Daepaseong Entertainment flooded in.

As the situation grew, Daepaseong could no longer stay quiet.

[The leaked of “Second Chance” is a copyright infringement... Daepaseong Entertainment “is requesting an immediate investigation”]

It was late, but it meant they were trying to do something.

While the scandal erupted outside, inside Daepaseong Entertainment, it was quite turbulent.

Especially the planning department.

And since they managed data at Daepaseong, it was even worse.

After the CEO had a go at them, the mood in the planning department was dismal.

“Hey, who recently checked the rural healing data?”

With that, Lee Jihyeon's senior's face turned pale, but Jihyeon was lost in other thoughts.

Crazy bastard...

It was not about the leaker.

Seo Hoyun, this crazy guy...

It was about Seo Hoyun.

He didn't give details, but that day, Hoyun had asked Jihyeon to secretly pass on the rural healing data.

Then, he said to leave it be afterward and to pass the hard drive scrubbing task onto a few specific seniors.

“This isn't some shady business, is it?”

“Of course not. Don't you trust me?”

She didn't trust him.

She clutched the hardcover book he passed to her, but her suspicious gaze remained, so Seo Hoyun, with a sly smile, tried to soothe her.

“Are you worried? Lee Jihyeon, all you have to do is pretend you know nothing.”

“......”

“Just take it easy, really easy.”

Then, he subtly leaned in.

“We didn't see each other today.”

It was just as he said, to keep her mouth shut, eyes shut, and ears shut.

With those words, Jihyeon could guess without having to think hard.

“Ah, this is driving me crazy. What the hell...”

This was all Seo Hoyun's doing.

He wanted to catch the leaker and press down on the planning department but bringing up past issues wouldn't work, so he ignited a new incident.

In other words, it was all spread by Hoyun himself.

And on his own birthday, at that.

Of course, the company didn't think he would set himself up, so Hoyun wasn't even considered a suspect.

Who in the world would think an idol would flip their company over by spreading their smoking scandal, but here they were.

If it was Seo Hoyun, it was totally possible.

“I'll report to the CEO and talk to you later. You got it?”

“...Yes.”

But Jihyeon couldn't foresee what was ahead.

Even if the smoking incident and the leak of tracks and phone numbers were set to ignite, how would that lead to a restructuring of the planning team?

If the leaker wasn't found, it would just damage the image slightly and wouldn't even serve as noise marketing.

It would just ending up as a clumsy mistake.

“Then, I'll also... go back to work.”

Jihyeon slowly looked around, cautious.

After all, she wasn't supposed to worry about that crazy guy.

.

.

.

“Hurry up and give it to me quickly and cheaply.”

[Such a thug...]

At that time, I was furiously grinding away at the system window after a long while.

[Quest arrival! Finish 10 events in Japan!

Success: 5,000 points awarded

Failure: (None, I did my best)]

[You're the besthaha]

Before departing for Japan, that is, before meeting Lee Jihyeon, such a quest had arrived after a long time.

Reflecting on its past mischief, the system window brought forth a quest with favorable terms.

Yet, what truly captivated me was an item in the item shop.

[I Hope to See You in My Dreams

><

You can influence the dreams of a designated person. Hoping your fans will think of The Dawn more often—

No.

Feeling a sudden reality check.

Just use it as you please.

It's definitely an item Seo Hoyun can misuse.

But it's pricey, so I wouldn't recommend it unless you're really serious.

Points: 20,000

*Additional points may be charged depending on the dream content.]

It meant I needed at least 20,000 points.

Having squandered points carelessly the last time I had to help Yoon Heeun, I couldn't afford it right away.

[Why bother looking at this again?]

[You can't buy it anyway.]

“Why can't I?”

[...Excuse me?]

The system window seemed utterly flustered.

There had been a time like this.

Nonchalantly, I had grumbled about how hard it was to accumulate points through quest successes yet spending them happened in the blink of an eye.

Unexpectedly, the system window sincerely responded.

Though there would be a cost, it was possible to borrow points.

[No way.]

Then, suddenly realizing something, I frantically opened multiple system windows.

[Don't take a loan.]

[Really.]

[Totally.]

[Overkill.]

[It's a total loss.]

[You'll regret it!]

“Yep, I'm doing it.”

I smirked at the system's reaction.

Using Kim Jaeyeon's hand to extend the game board had been a fairly good decision.

Just look at the reaction now.

See, there's a use for everything.

At that time, cameras hadn't been installed inside the room yet.

However, outside, the van captured the members' reactions from the moment they arrived at the filming location.

Only the hawk-eyed editor of the content creation team had clipped the cigarette case footage, reporting it exclusively to the team leader of the planning team and Lee Jihyeon, who was almost entirely in charge of The Dawn.

Subsequently, a cut version was uploaded to Youtube after being deleted.

Recalling that moment, I quickly formed a plan.

After asking Lee Jihyeon to hand over the data, I sifted through the accumulated data to scatter screenshots of unreleased videos and successfully turned the tables with a rumor of a massive leak through Kim Jaeyeon.

It was time to kickstart the overhaul of the planning department.

All that was left was to go through with it.

I wanted to catch the leaker to complete the perfect picture, and this item seemed to have the best cost-performance for that purpose.

[How could you think of such a thing first?? Don't people usually try to save what they have?]

“Minus bank accounts are a staple for office workers.”

I lightly retorted and was about to push the system window again, but the damn thing persistently asked.

[You do know you can't use that item if you don't know the target, right?]

“Do you think I'm doing this without knowing?”

[...How do you know then?]

“I threw a bait last year.”

I sprawled on the sofa, crossing my legs, and crunched on a lollipop.

From the moment the Second Chance tracks leaked (that is, when I was busily vomiting in the bathroom), I had suspected an insider was involved.[1]

My suspicion deepened after the stalking phone incident, so I deliberately threw the bait.

“I changed my phone number and shared the new one with only a few suspects.”

[What??]

“Soon after, I got a call. My information was sold.”

The leaker's motives were not clear.

It was either someone enjoying spilling secrets or a wimp satisfied with a small amount of money.

And that wimp was in the planning team.

Finding evidence became difficult recently as the person seemed to be covering their tracks.

Even after receiving the self-produced content data from Lee Jihyeon to blowing up the cigarette incident to overcoming the leak of “Second Chance” and their phone numbers, it was still not enough.

The company wouldn't budge easily.

Most companies were conservative, preferring to hide bad news rather than cut it off, knowing it would worsen later.

In other words, unless the leaker was caught and presented directly, the CEO wouldn't easily shake up the planning department.

“Timing is everything.”

Instead of waiting for a sluggish investigation, now, with external pressure mounting, it was time to catch the leaker and restructure the planning department.

And while I was lost in those thoughts, the item that caught my eye was this.

[You're crazy...]

[Are you really going to do it??]

“Yeah, you little shit. Don't make me say it twice.”

Seeing that I had no intention of changing my mind, a slight noise interfered with the system window before it soon popped up something.

[...Then I'll recite the side effects of the loan system for you.]

“Uh-huh.”

[High fever, muscle pain, chills.]

I had expected that much.

It was the same when there was a leak of the song.

Looking on with a nonchalant gaze, I momentarily lost my words to the continuously flowing list of side effects.

[A cough that makes you think you're going to die soon, severe headaches as if someone is splitting your head open from behind, a loss of appetite so bad you'd feel nauseous no matter what you saw or smelled, coughing up blood due to bronchial mucosa bleeding, damage to nasal blood vessels bursting once every hour...]

“...It seems like the explanation is quite intentionally detailed.”

[Are you really going to do it? It's incomparable to last time, you know?]

I lifted my gaze and scanned the list of side effects again.

Endless, just endless.

After a moment of contemplation, I nodded.

“Lend it to me.”

There was no turning back now.

[Ah, really... This is really fucking bad...]

The system window grumbled as it displayed a message.

I immediately used the loaned points to purchase the item.

[“I Hope to See You in My Dreams” has been purchased!]

[Really, don't regret it.]

“Why would I regret?”

.

.

.

Though I said that, exactly an hour later.

“...Cough, cough! Ack!”

...That is, after throwing up blood in the bathroom three times,

“Shit.”

For the first time, I began to regret not listening to the system window.




1 Just a reminder, this happened in Episode 16.
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“Cough, cough! Ugh, ack...”

You should've said something about feeling this sick!

[So, now you regret not listening to me when I told you so...]

The system window that appeared before me dissipated like smoke, seeming a bit pitiful and sorry for me.

“Stop popping up in front of me, you're making me feel like I'm going to vomit...”

[You already vomited though.]

It was thirty minutes before our event was set to start.

I was clutching the toilet, retching repeatedly, but nothing came up.

Except for stomach acid and blood.

“It hurts...”

Staggering to my feet, I turned on the faucet and gripped the sink, attempting to regain my composure.

My face in the mirror, paler than when I had ignored the leaked quest, seemed even worse now.

My brain felt like it was melting, and I had been short of breath for some time.

My legs kept giving out, forcing me to clench my teeth just to stand.

“Ugh...”

[Oh...]

Moreover, blood had been surging up my throat for some time.

I spat out another mouthful of blood into the sink.

“...Did that bastard take the item well?”

[You're really harsh even in this condition.]

I turned the leaker's dream into a nightmare.

Literally, not metaphorically.

Whatever dream he had, wherever it was, no matter who appeared in it—

[How on earth do you imagine such things?]

I made sure every creature pointed fingers at him, accusing him of being the leaker.

The criticism from the public continued, and the pressure from his company made his already taut nerves even more fragile and thin.

So that he could crumble at the slightest provocation.

“How about it?”

After going through all this pain to acquire that item, that bastard who made me suffer should experience the agony of shitting blood.

So, when I asked, the system window, though disgusted, finally gave an answer.

[...It worked well. He hasn't slept for three days, looks almost half-dead, like you right now, Seo Hoyun.]

“That makes me feel a bit better...”

[Oh...]

As I inhaled, blood dripped from my nose.

I hastily covered my nose with my hand, not to stain my clothes, and roughly pulled out a tissue to wipe it.

“Wow, I feel like I'm going to die.”

Holding the wet tissue, I seriously wondered whether I could actually dance and sing in a few minutes.

[Maybe you should give up going on stage? Can't you see you're not in your right mind?]

“I know...”

My vision kept swirling.

But I couldn't stop now having come this far.

The quest would end once I got on this stage.

It seemed more beneficial to think about how to handle vomiting blood while singing.

I threw the blood-stained tissue into the trash can and gently massaged my feverishly hot eyelids.

At that moment...

Ring.

[Bastard]

My phone rang.

In no condition to answer, I hung up, but the call stubbornly came through again.

“Shit...”

Finally, I answered the call while swallowing the taste of blood in my mouth.

– “Hello? Hey, Seo Hoyun! You hung up on purpose, didn't you?”

“...What is it?”

– “...?”

Struggling to hold onto the last threads of my patience, I asked him.

And as if he suddenly became unnecessarily quick-witted, Joo Woosung paused for a moment before asking cautiously.

– “...Are you sick?”

“I'm not sick.”

– “Really? Your voice doesn't sound right?”

“I said I'm not. Just get to the point.”

– “Ugh. Touchy as ever.”

Joo Woosung hesitated for a moment before getting to the point.

“Shining Star,” “mentor,” “Cheongbeom-noona,” and so on...

It was certainly good information to keep in mind, but honestly, I couldn't focus at all.

It felt as if someone was repeatedly slamming my head against a wall.

I gripped my phone tightly, trying to breathe as slowly as I could.

My condition appeared to worsen.

This is really dangerous.

I might actually collapse during the event.

As I reconsidered the situation, pondering if it would be better to just catch the leaker and skip the event, Joo Woosung stopped his story and called out to me.

– “Seo Hoyun, if you're sick, just go to the hospital. It's really miserable to be sick away from home.”

“Okay...”

Forget it, just hang up already.

So annoying...

Though I tried to bear with it, Joo Woosung's words kept coming, and I was starting to get really annoyed.

– “Are you doing a concert? It's better to let the company know in advance rather than collapsing there.”

“...What?”

His words weren't wrong, but one word in particular irked me.

Concert?

Even though I had been grinding for a year, I hadn't even managed to hold a concert in Korea, let alone Japan.

There was no way I could be holding a concert in Japan.

But Joo Woosung, who until a moment ago seemed to have lost all his perception, or perhaps was doing it on purpose, kept babbling on.

– “Where is it? Yokohama?”

“......”

– “...Oh, not there? Sorry. I've only been to Tokyo and Osaka recently, so I'm not too sure.”

My hand trembled.

Not from sickness, but from anger.

My eyes, which had been dull, suddenly filled with rage, and I said in a calm voice,

“Joo Woosung, I'll ask you just one thing.”

– “...Uh, yeah?”

“How long did it take for Black Call's Tokyo Dome concert to sell out?”

– “...Huh?? All of a sudden?”

“Just tell me.”

– “Uhm...”

Feeling the tension in my voice, Joo Woosung mumbled that he was freaking scared and hesitated before finally giving an answer.

– “...Oh, five minutes?”

Sigh...

“Hang up, fuck.”

I immediately ended the call and spat blood into the sink again.

“I—shit...”

The man in the mirror, looking like a patient, glared back with fierce eyes.

“I will definitely succeed.”

Thank you, Woosung.

You gave me the resolve to try again.


“Wow! A fancam is up??”

After enduring the grueling exam period, keenly aware she might have to retake many subjects, a university student Noeul, who was enjoying a leisurely time, hurriedly clicked on the link upon hearing a fancam of Seo Hoyun had been uploaded.

“Wow, awesome~!”

Videos of activities in Japan tended to be uploaded more frequently than other overseas activities, but fancams were still relatively rare compared to Korea, so the Noeul was thrilled as if she had received an unexpected gift.

She turned on the laptop for a bigger and clearer view of the fancam and as she habitually refreshed her private SNS account on the phone.

[ㄷㄷㄷㄷㄷㄷ]

[Insane]

“...?”

Everyone's reactions were odd.

Is it because of a leak?

She felt uneasy, wondering if something else had exploded.

Just then, the MC introducing “Second Chance: could be heard from the video playing on the laptop.

The camera gradually zoomed in on Seo Hoyun, who was waiting offstage.

“...What?”

The Noeul couldn't close her mouth upon seeing him.

Looking pale and breathing heavily, he was leaning on Seong Jiwon's shoulder in a spot in the audience area that was hard to see, as if he was in pain.

“Holy, is he sick??”

The Noeul's expression became increasingly serious, but then The Dawn came onto the stage after the MC's introduction ended.

Even before the song started, tiny beads of sweat were visible on Seo Hoyun's forehead.

However, as the formation was set and the intro played,

“...!”

His gaze changed completely.

“Inside my head, this ringing sensation, say it again, I'm back.”

Though it was an intro she had heard thousands of times before, Seo Hoyun was different this day.

With his sweat-dampened bangs slightly covering his forehead, he managed his expression thoroughly and delivered a live performance exuding not just venom but madness.

“What, what?!”

“The future becomes clearer,

Don't worry about the low chances, there's no need.”

Having seen countless “Second Chance” fancams of Seo Hoyun before, the Noeul had a gut feeling.

[Crazy, what is this????]

This fancam was going to be one for the history books.

[Hey, what's this??]

The Noeul couldn't take her eyes off Seo Hoyun for a moment.

Recently, Seo Hoyun had appeared relaxed on any stage.

It wasn't that he wasn't trying hard, but rather that the freshness and desperation of his early days were no longer visible because of experience.

However, in the video, Seo Hoyun's expression would darken or he would bite his lips whenever he moved toward the edge of the stage or turned his back, but as he moved to the center or it was his part, he would pour emotion into his gaze, sing, and give his all to the dance.

“Insane... Insane!!”

Seeing Seo Hoyun sweep his hair back as he moved to the back after his part, the Noeul's eyes widened.

[Ah... hey... I shouldn't do this to someone who's sick, ah really sorry]

The university student Noeul and...

[So thrilled]

...the rest were shameless.

Especially Seo Hoyun's fans.

There was chaos on private accounts.

[Omg feeling like Second Chance's very beginning Seo Hoyun is back... ack ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ back then he seemed totally crazy and sensitive]

[So many people were thrilled to see him looking purely innocent but filled with venom... I thought he became relaxed and soft these days but ack]

[I feel terribly sorry laughing so hard when he's sick, but at the same time, my heart's tearing apart...

└ Don't worry since we're all doing this

└ In winter, trash cans are warmㅇㅇ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅁㅊ][1]

“Seo Hoyun, what the hell is this guy?”

Seeing him perform on stage while sick made her feel sad and worried; she wanted to tear those Daepaseong Entertainment bastards to shreds.

But regardless, Seo Hoyun on the screen was insanely amazing.

“Come to me, come to me,

Don't be afraid, come to me.”

It was obvious that the members, who must have known about Seo Hoyun's condition, were subtly looking out for him, but the person in question didn't even glance their way once.

Of course, the fansite masters were incredibly good at capturing these moments.

“Say it once more, it's the beginning for us.”

Then, as Seo Hoyun came to the edge of the stage, he noticed the camera filming him and slightly moved his lips.

“What... what?”

She pressed space hastily and replayed it a few times, and it was clear.

It was a greeting.

“Hello.”

To the fans.

Eyelashes trembling and sweat dripping from the jaw, yet here he was, still taking care of their fans.

The Noeul was even more excited by the greeting that lacked his usual smooth smile and any trace of laughter.

Bang!

Bang Bang Bang!!

“Hey!! You son of a bitch!!”

It was a greeting desperately held together by a thread of sanity, obvious to anyone who saw it.

“Just this once, at least in this life, I must,

I will save you (save you).”

After the song ended and Seo Hoyun slightly staggered, the members quickly gathered around him, greeted the audience, and then went down the stage.

That scene marked the end of the video.

“...Are you crazy??”

The Noeul kept muttering curses while replaying the fancam.

[Wow... He can't be anything but a popular member...]

[Being sick is one thing, but Seo Hoyun is really tough... Honestly, I'm pretty indifferent when I see clips of him greeting fans, but Hoyun, even when he's sick, you can really feel him clinging to his sanity]

[The fact that he greeted without a smile is the best, fuck... It really seemed like he barely managed to speak]

Finally calming down a bit, the Noeul logged into her regular account to check the reactions.

[#Protect_Daepaseong_Artist]

[#Cancel_Japan_Event]

As expected, everyone was roasting Daepaseong for making the sick kid perform.

With the leak incident still unresolved, they had their artist performing overseas while sick?

It was a complete mess.

The Noeul, leaning back in her chair, scrolled through the tweets of her followers and refreshed the screen with a long swipe down.

“...I'm sorry, Hoyun.”

Whether it was good or bad, what was wrong was wrong.

But what could she do? It was her taste.

Noeul then posted her own hashtagged tweet before playing the fancam video once more.

.

.

.

[Quest Completed! Finish 10 events in Japan!

Tough as nails...

5,000 points have been awarded.]

[The penalty will end soon. You'll slowly recover within half a day, so hang in there a bit longer.]

Yeah, thanks a lot.

Yet, it wasn't exactly the news one would want to hear in the bathroom.

Although the members thought it was just a simple cold and kept nagging me to go to the hospital, I thought it unnecessary since it wasn't a real illness.

Eventually, even after I returned to the hotel, the constant hovering and talking of the members annoyed me so much that I drove them out.

After watching Kang Ichae leave, I buried myself in bed under the blanket, groaning in pain.

Suddenly, the urge to vomit came, and I rushed back to the bathroom.

“Ugh...”

Even with the bathroom light off and only a dim light seeping through the door gap, the bright red blood was clearly visible to the eye.

[Ugh...]

“Wow, this is really fucked up...”

The taste of metallic blood was still palpable.

My nosebleed was ongoing, along with chills, pain all over as if being punched, and nausea.

The various symptoms displayed in the system window felt all too real.

“Ah, the leaker... Organizing the planning team...”

[You're crazy! You're crazy!]

[Is that what's important right now?!]

[Let's do that later! Just rest now!! ㅠㅠ]

Trembling, I leaned on the wall to stand up and turned on the tap to rinse my mouth.

Before the members returned, I thought to clean up and flush away any traces, but then—

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!!

The system window went crazy with warnings.

“...?”

Before I could even read the frenzied messages of the system window, the room brightened.

Suddenly, the bathroom light flickered on.

An ominous feeling crept up, and goosebumps rose on my back.

I squinted my eyes to adjust to the sudden flood of light, but I heard a voice first.

“I came to check on you, thinking you might be feeling sick and throwing up, to maybe pat your back...”

...Fuck.

Slowly raising my head, through the mirror, I saw a face devoid of any smile.

“Look at that.”

It was Kang Ichae.

With his arms crossed and eyelashes lowered, his cold gaze moved to the blood-stained toilet and sink.

“...It's red?”




1 Slang for “crazy” (미친).



Chapter 145

Fucked.

I lowered my gaze involuntarily, only to see my hands shaking uncontrollably as they clung to the sink.

He said he was out, but when the hell did he come back in?

Even in such moments, my brain habitually started assessing the situation.

Did Kang Ichae see the blood?

Yes, he did.

Do I have any excuses that could get me through?

No, he's not one to be fooled.

What if I honestly said it was because of a system penalty?

I'd just end up visiting more wards in the hospital.

What about hitting him on the head to cause amnesia?

Death might come quicker.

Whatever I do, I'm going to look crazy...

My nape tingled.

With the thought that I should say something to clear the air, I turned off the faucet and opened my mouth.

“Ichae, first...”

At that moment, Kang Ichae stepped out of the doorway and entered the bathroom.

The sound of slippers hitting the wet floor unnecessarily made my ears perk up.

Regardless of whether I stopped talking or kept staring, Kang Ichae approached the toilet, checked its contents, and then firmly pressed the lever with his finger.

Swoooosh...

“......”

As the sound of the water flushing ended, silence hovered.

It was blatantly obvious he had intentionally cut off my words.

“There are a few things I want to check before calling an ambulance.”

Kang Ichae's gaze moved from the toilet to the sink, and then to me.

What do I do now?

Gone was the laughter, and though he tried to appear calm, his eyes were blazing.

The members might make a fuss seeing someone sick, but I didn't think it warranted this level of anger.

Did I touch a nerve?

Usually, half of what he said was jokes and pranks, and I had never seen him with a downturned mouth, so honestly, I felt a bit cautious.

“Do you have some incurable disease?”

“...No.”

“Then, trauma related to hospitals?”

“...No, nothing like that.”

“Then why?”

Kang Ichae's eyes narrowed as he met my gaze.

“Why are you holed up here?”

A red alert went off in my head.

I quickly tried to add more words to prevent Kang Ichae from continuing his thought.

“Kang Ichae, wait, wait... Cough. Ahem.”

Just then, a cough erupted, and the blood I was holding in my mouth spewed out.

The atmosphere in the bathroom grew even colder.

“...It's not what you think.”

After blinking hard once, I finished organizing my thoughts.

There was no suitable excuse to make in my exposed state, and dragging the time a little longer was going to end it anyway.

Given the circumstances, spilling everything to buy some time and somehow downplaying the issue seemed like the best course of action.

“I'm sorry for startling you. Actually, I have some stomach issues. When I'm tired or my condition worsens, it happens occasionally. I've been visiting hospitals in Korea too.”

“......”

“I have my own medication, but what if getting a new prescription backfires? Besides, going to the hospital for something trivial like this will only bring up unnecessary stories.”

Going to the hospital would ruin me.

Even if I could somehow stop news from spreading in Korea, the real problem was having symptoms but being perfectly healthy.

It could easily turn into a rumor about an idol stricken with an unknown incurable disease, like some drama protagonist.

I decided to act as if I was fine, putting strength into my hands.

“...You understand, right, Kang Ichae?”

However, Kang Ichae just stared at me silently.

“Are you done talking?”

“...!”

“Then, I'll call now.”

Fuck, was he really thinking of calling an ambulance?

I grabbed Kang Ichae's hand hurriedly as he calmly reached for his phone.

None of my lengthy excuses worked.

“Hey, wait.”

“What?”

Damn.

On one hand, I was relieved it was Kang Ichae.

Compared to the stubborn Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon who would dismiss my words with a smile and drag me to the hospital, or the maknae, Jeong Dajun, whom I didn't even want to show this state to, Kang Ichae seemed like he would be easier to deal with.

But seeing him now, it didn't seem right.

He's pissed.

Kang Ichae's eyebrow was quirkily raised, exuding a fierce aura.

The blood from the cough I had earlier left a mark on Kang Ichae's wrist.

Knowing it was a shallow move but still, I bowed my head.

To escape this situation...

“...Hey, Kang Ichae.”

I thought of appealing to his emotions.

“Isn't it disappointing? Can't you trust me? It might seem shocking since it's your first time seeing this, but it's more common than you think. If it was serious, I would have run to the hospital first... Cough! Cough!”

“......”

“...Would have run there first... Urgh.”

“......”

“Cough, urk...”

“......”

Yet, Kang Ichae remained expressionless.

Even as my vision blurred and my head spun, I gathered all my willpower to muster my words.

“...I'm fine.”

Trying to appear undaunted, I even forced down the blood swirling in my mouth, but Kang Ichae simply tilted his head and asked,

“Is this fun?”

Fuck.

Turning my head, I spat the remaining blood into the sink.

“Damn brat... Can't you just let it slide since I'm your hyung?”

I wondered how to get out of this situation—maybe by pretending to faint again—but I immediately scrapped the idea, fearing it might actually land me in the hospital, a more dangerous prospect.

I wished for the help of the system window, but as usual, there was no sign of it when I needed it most.

Kang Ichae let out a small sigh and released my wrist.

“I don't get it...”

“......”

“The reason I haven't dragged you to the hospital immediately after seeing you like this is out of respect for you. I thought there must be a reason a smart person like you is acting so recklessly.”

Seeing Seo Hoyun, who meticulously took care of his health with three meals a day and constantly had a red ginseng stick in his mouth, refusing to go to the hospital even in this state made him wonder if it was a disease that couldn't be cured by a hospital.

But since that wasn't the case, there was no reason for Kang Ichae to just watch me suffer in pain in a hotel room.

“But the excuse you're giving now is pretty lousy, isn't it?”

Kang Ichae rubbed the blood off his wrist and looked up at me.

“...Hey.”

I took a deep breath.

Bearing the splitting headache, I reached out for a towel hanging next to Kang Ichae and grabbed it.

“I'm not going.”

“......”

And I roughly wiped the blood from the corners of my mouth.

Honestly, I couldn't understand why he was so pissed...

No.

That's not what was important right now.

“I get where you're coming from. Honestly, it's a pretty lame excuse, but just leave me be for half a day, and I'll get better.”

“...Half a day?”

Kang Ichae murmured in a low voice.

The system window, that son of a bitch, promised improvement, yet the pain kept coming.

I couldn't think straight anymore, and I decided to reveal just the minimum truth to somehow calm down this crazed guy.

“Yeah. See, my complexion has already improved, hasn't it?”

Of course, the mirror still reflected nothing but a pale, sickly person.

At my shameless words, Kang Ichae swept his hair back and gave me a look of disbelief.

In front of him, I spoke even more brazenly.

“If you really want me to go to the hospital, just wait for half a day—no, just three hours.”

“......”

“You know me. I don't do foolish things. So, trust me this once, okay?”

Kang Ichae briefly stroked the corner of his mouth.

“Whatever...”

He glanced at the blood scattered around the bathroom and looked at me with a shaky gaze.

Until just a moment ago, he had seemed unyielding, but now he appeared slightly softened by one of the reckless things I had just blurted out.

His eyes filled with suppressed emotions, slightly closed, and a hollow laugh escaped his lips.

That's when I knew.

Somehow, Kang Ichae would listen to me.

“Thanks.”

Thinking I'd managed to smooth things over, I quickly turned to leave the bathroom, but Kang Ichae's eyebrows twitched, and then—

Bam!!

“...!”

he kicked the bathroom door shut with his foot.

“One hour.”

The wind that brushed past me made my skin crawl.

The guy who had forcefully shut the bathroom door tilted his head to the right.

Already looking like a thug, this gesture made him seem even fiercer than anyone.

“Make it one hour.”

“......”

“If it doesn't get better within that time, you'll listen to me.”

...Could I get better in one hour?

Ding!

[...There's a 17% chance in one hour.]

Without me having to say anything, the system window seemed to have immediately picked up on my curiosity and added the information.

Is this insane?

No matter how I thought about it, one hour was way too short.

But the atmosphere wasn't right to ask Kang Ichae for more time, so I just rubbed my neck and grumbled.

“...Say it with words, you bastard.”

I pushed past Kang Ichae and reopened the bathroom door.

After wiping my hands with the towel I was holding, I lay down on the bed.

Damn it...

I pulled the blanket over me and briefly went over the recent events in my mind.

Kang Ichae gets really fierce when he's angry.

At this moment, I was just thankful Kang Ichae hadn't strangled me.

Kang Ichae followed, then dragged a chair next to mine, and flopped down with his arms crossed.

A heavy silence seemed to press down on us in the room.

Ring.

Just as I was suppressing a mix of coughs and blood, my phone rang at the perfect moment.

[CEO]

As I fumbled to pick it up, Kang Ichae snatched it away and threw it to a corner of the bed.

“...Hey.”

“What?”

“That was an important call...”

Rolling my eyes toward where my phone had landed, I saw weariness and cynicism etched on Kang Ichae's cold face, which didn't fit his 22 years.

“Leak? Or a shake-up?”

“......”

“Do you really have to do this now?”

It was clear he was aware of everything, including the smoking incident and the leak.

For a moment, speechless, I wiped sweat off my forehead while fixing my gaze on the ceiling.

“...Ichae.”

“......”

“Why are you so pissed?”

I genuinely couldn't understand that part.

“Because I didn't tell you guys? Because I'm suffering alone? Or because I lied earlier? ... I just didn't want to worry you.”

I added a hint of feigned weakness for good measure, which was partly true.

“It's not like I have a terminal illness, cough... and the person in question is fine. You're worrying over nothing right now.”

“What?”

“Can you say that again?”

I threw the towel I had used to cover my mouth while coughing onto the floor and drove the last point home.

“You're overreacting a bit.”

Kang Ichae just stared at me silently.

“Overreacting?”

Then he said it.

“My mom passed away acting like you, hyung.”

“...!”

“I couldn't help but know about the hyperventilation. It was hard to hide, after all. But not the rest. I never knew because she always smiled when she saw me.”

Shit.

“By the time I found out, it was already too late.”

I said the wrong thing.

His voice continued calmly, making the words sting even more.

“Now do you understand why I'm 'overreacting'?”

...I was in the wrong.

I covered my face with my hands and rubbed it.

“...Sorry.”

I couldn't bring myself to look at Kang Ichae.

After a long silence, Kang Ichae sighed.

Then, a soft touch landed on my hand. Kang Ichae had given me a fresh towel and said in a slightly softer tone,

“It's okay, I was just venting a bit.”

“......”

“I'm throwing a fit now because I couldn't do this with my mom back then. Just let it slide.”

“...But... cough... It's not really serious, you know?”

“And you're saying that while coughing?”

I tried to offer some excuses, but of course, it didn't work on Kang Ichae.

“Would you say the same if Dajun was in the same situation?”

“......”

“The person who would have made a huge fuss if Dajun acted like you, hyung... now acts like it's nothing when it's about him.”

Every word was sharply insightful.

I had no strength to argue, so I just kept my mouth shut.

“Still, I'll try to understand. I respect whatever you do behind my back, as long as you live healthily and happily.”

“...People should live like that.”

“Right?”

“If you have money, it's possible.”

Kang Ichae lowered his eyes and smiled slightly at my words, which were 100% sincere.

“Yeah, if that's your happiness. I really like our current life, including Dajun and the others. I want to keep it going.”

“......”

“So let's stay healthy and together for a long, long time. Don't get sick where I can't see.”

Kang Ichae leaned back in the chair, appearing much more relaxed than before.

“...Ichae.”

I couldn't miss this timing.

As I was suppressing a chill and cautiously about to suggest stretching it to three hours...

“Ah.”

Kang Ichae said in a soft voice,

“46 minutes left.”

“......”

“Guess I should get ready to call a taxi.”

This fucking asshole...

I sincerely regretted not hitting Kang Ichae on the head from the start to make him lose his memory.


Chapter 146

To cut to the chase, I didn’t go to the hospital.

Kang Ichae wasn't someone to be taken lightly, but I wasn't the type to just sit around and do nothing either.

By rambling on, hiding in the bathroom, and clinging to the bed, enduring until Kang Ichae's eyes were about to roll back again, my body completely returned to its original state a little over 2 hours later.

I was almost dragged to the door, but I managed to convince him I was alright, barely stopping him.

Kang Ichae, with his eyes narrowed, checked my temperature and scanned my body thoroughly.

“36.2 degrees.”

After repeatedly ensuring it wasn't a deadly illness, wasn't a lie, and that I wasn't sick at all, Kang Ichae crossed his arms.

“...Strange, isn't it?”

He still seemed suspicious, but his expression somewhat improved.

Though he kept saying we should go to the hospital, there was no reason to risk turning this into a news story.

“I'm not going.”

As my condition returned to normal and my mind started working sharply again, I was incredibly pissed.

It was only after promising to visit a hospital known to the company upon returning to Korea that I was finally let go.

Of course, when we did return, Kang Ichae naturally tried to follow me to the hospital again, but as the manager pointed out, the more people involved, the higher the chance of drawing attention.

And we even took a taxi instead of the van.

However, somehow, the road manager managed to follow me into all the examination rooms and even where the doctor was seeing me, recording everything and later handed it all to Kang Ichae.

Although it was incredibly persistent, Kang Ichae finally calmed down after he heard the diagnosis and the doctor's opinion that there was nothing wrong.

For some reason, he seemed to have decided to let this bizarre situation slide, just as he had with the hyperventilation incident.

...He really just cares if the people around him are healthy.

It seemed that me being alive was of utmost importance to him, more than understanding or logic.

“I'm glad you're not sick.”

“......”

“Still, let's get regular check-ups. All the members together.”

Looking at Kang Ichae's faint smile, I felt sick.

This guy's not right in the head either.

And at the same time, I felt a bit remorseful.

I thought I was the only crazy one in The Dawn, but there was another.

Having experienced Kang Ichae's tyranny firsthand, I felt a bit sorry for the other members, but that feeling didn't last long.

Seeing Kang Ichae's attitude soften so quickly when he knew I was alright made me reevaluate him.

“...Are you going to tell the members?”

“Maybe?”

His answer was noncommittal, but Kang Ichae didn't tell the members.

Well...

For some reason, that was fine by me.

“Hyung, hyung! Want to eat this?”

“I'm good.”

Jeong Dajun, oblivious to everything, offered me a snack while munching on a Tokyo Banana with his cheeks full, and I turned my gaze out the window.

Better avoid Kang Ichae's mines for a peaceful and comfortable idol life...


The Dawn's activities in Japan had all ended.

[Hoyun looks good today, thankfully ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[They caught the leak culprit ㄷㄷㄷ It really was someone from inside ㄷㄷ]

Whether the setup and items worked marvelously or not, the leaker, dragged to the police station for witness questioning, immediately went to the CEO, crying and begging for forgiveness.

The CEO, who wanted to quietly bury the incident, preferred to handle it internally and wrap it up quickly, but Seo Hoyun wasn't someone to just stand by and watch.

Following the leak incident and the condition turmoil that led to the stage appearance, Daepaseong Entertainment was bombarded with protests and demands for official statements via email, phone, and fax.

The coordinated attack hashtags were still ongoing, even now.

[#Daepaseong_Entertainment_Apologize]

[#Daepaseong_Entertainment_Boycott]

Under the intense external pressure, the company atmosphere was already turbulent.

Mockingly, someone mentioned how interesting it would be if it was revealed that due to the unreasonable schedule, a vulnerable member vomited blood.

Of course, Seo Hoyun had no real intention of disclosing such information.

Then, the CEO, his voice trembling, asked,

“...What do you want?”

The answer to the threat was obvious.

“Add a few more people to fill the gap left by the leaker and bring in some more professional staff for The Dawn.”

“......”

“Did you stir up all this mess just for that?”

The CEO wanted to ask but could only nod in resignation.

In the end, everything was tidily arranged, and a comfortable working environment could be provided for Lee Jihyeon.

I wanted to promote Jihyeon to team leader.

But that would have been overstepping boundaries.

As the saying went, even a cornered mouse would bite.

We had to maintain some boundaries.

For now, being satisfied with creating a more specialized planning line for The Dawn was enough.

If twisting an arm got this result, it was a bargain.

The rumors about smoking subsided, and as for vomiting blood, one could think of it as just a few bad days in the grand scheme of life.

Thus, by weighing the situation and conditions to maximize efficiency, a more comfortable planning team environment was established.

There was just one unexpected variable.

“Ah~, I'm a bit thirsty~.”

It was Kang Ichae.

“Ichae wants to drink banana milk~.”

“...I'll buy it for you.”

“Kidding, I want a double-yolked ssanghwa tea.”

“Where do I even get that?”

“I was hoping my dear hyung would make it from scratch for me~.”

Kang Ichae said this while stretching out on the recording studio's sofa, chewing gum vigorously.

I had been appeasing him for days and gritted my teeth in frustration.

If only I hadn't been caught by that guy.

Then, this affair of trading my skin to save another's neck could have ended quite beautifully.

“You... You're using me because you haven't told the others, right?”

“Such a Seo Hoyun-like way of thinking.”

“I would have been better off hitting your head to make you lose your memory.”

“Kyaa~.”

Despite having resolved the issues with rumors, the leaker, and the planning team, Kang Ichae knew I was alright and smiled brightly, but he kept teasing me relentlessly.

Feeling somewhat guilty and having misspoken, I was pressing down my foul temper, trying to endure it, but I was almost at my limit.

“Seeing how rude you are, you seem healthy, which is nice.”

“Crazy bastard.”

After that, Kang Ichae acted as if he was fine, but his eyes sparkled wildly.

Madness overflowed in his tone.

Clearly, I had crossed a threshold at that time, as he veiled his malice with all sorts of complaints.

Banana milk and ssanghwa tea were mere child's play.

Teasing members was a given, and whenever it seemed like things were about to cross the line and I would get angry, he would take a step back and feign weakness.

“You're too nice to Ichae, hyung.”

“......”

That sly fox!

Watching Kang Ichae driving me to anger made my blood boil.

Just! I'll endure it for two more days.

If he was still like that after two days, I decided to spill everything and find a way to make Kang Ichae die and me live.

Anyway, thanks to Kang Ichae, I was on edge, ready to kill anyone who crossed my path.

Not only the company people but even the manager tiptoed away from me, but we couldn't just not work.

Then, Lee Jihyeon, who unlike me was very happy with the improved work environment, handed me a proposal.

It was a proposal for the final part of the Apocalypse trilogy following last year's end-of-year stage.

[The Dawn – The Rising Dawn and the Doomed World]

Receiving the document and flipping through it, I couldn't help but rejoice.

I couldn't miss this opportunity that seemed like a gift from heaven.

.

.

.

Before we began shooting for Shining Star Season 2, The Dawn's first self-produced content was uploaded on YouTube.

[OMG, it's been a while since we got a teaser from them ㅋ]

It was mid-February. The weather was still cold, so the shoot was indoors.

[Seems like the kids are over-immersed in the apocalypse concept;;]

[OMG I'm so excited ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[How do you even over-immerse in apocalypse...? Do you just scream that the world is ending?

└ Jeong Dajun would do so well

└└ Ah, knew it from the maknae's sensitivity at the birthday party]

[But Seo Hoyun... ㅋㅋ]

The Noeuls realized this during the surprise birthday party.

Being shameless was an understatement for Seo Hoyun; it was clear he'd pop up smirking cheekily as always.

[This guy will probably be counting his fingers in his pocket like during the student council election]

[Senior soldier Seo Hoyun

└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The day the self-produced content was released, the Noeuls' mouths fell open.

[OMG]

From the start, Seo Hoyun appeared wearing black techwear that seemed modified from the an American SWAT team's uniform.

With the sound of military boots and the screen slowly panning up, Seo Hoyun's expressionless face was revealed under a cap and black body armor.

[OMG, thank the heavens]

[Bowing in a place with great energy]

During “Second Chance,” Seo Hoyun was part of the government forces, so the fans had seen him in various uniforms, but this was the first time he wore full techwear.

And they screamed in excitement.

Then, Seo Hoyun went up to the podium. Behind him, The Dawn's logo fluttered on a banner.

[And he's not a senior soldier anymore!!]

[OMG, what's with Seo Hoyun's posture, the crazy guy??]

Seemingly unaware of what was happening, Seo Hoyun coldly glanced over the four members huddled and whispering in front of the platform, and nonchalantly recited the proposal fluttering in his hand.

“Good day to you all.”

Having been extremely sensitive due to Kang Ichae, he was very pleased with the apocalypse military-themed self-produced content that legally allowed him to hound the members

Over the past few days, Seo Hoyun, his face noticeably flushed from holding back his anger, had endured Kang Ichae's smirking face by bowing deeply.

Kang Ichae, you bastard.

“Starting today, I'll be in charge of training.”

You're dead today.

The shooting day came after the two days he had decided to endure.

“Wow~!! So handsome~!”

“Kyaa~!”

Jeong Dajun, who had been particularly influenced by Kang Ichae recently, teased Seo Hoyun, causing his eyebrows to twitch slightly.

“...!”

Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon exchanged glances.

Leaving Jeong Dajun aside, who had yet to grasp the situation, the hyung line realized at that moment that things were taking a serious turn.

“...Today's self-control challenge will be in accordance with the apocalyptic worldview. Penalties will be imposed if your actions do not meet these standards.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But seriously ㅋㅋㅋ what are we gonna do with this concept]

[Let's destroy everything, Dajun]

[But Seo Hoyun, I thought he'd just lazily shove his hands in his pockets... His icy, precise demeanor is just perfect ㅠ Is this what an idol who had done their military service is like?? Clap clap]

[The natural use of formal speech is insane...

└ Reminds me a bit of PD Lee Jeonghun ㅠㅠ]

Seo Hoyun was an idol who moved strictly according to business performances, but today was not an act.

[His icy acting is killer]

It was genuine.

He was genuinely in a bad mood.

“What's the penalty?”

When Seong Jiwon raised his hand to ask, the corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth slightly lifted.

“Jeong Dajun thought he was in a dessert-making challenge until an hour ago and was busy whipping meringue.”

“Really?”

“Ah! So that's what was going on??”

Jeong Dajun, still smelling sweetly, shoved his palm under Kim Seonghyeon's nose.

At the same time, someone from afar approached with a mobile tray, carrying a plate covered by a stainless-steel lid.

Seo Hoyun removed the lid, revealing the dishes inside.

They were all made by Jeong Dajun.

“Tuna macarons, gochujang sandwiches, and so on...”

“Ew!”

“Dajun, why on earth did you do that?”

Seong Jiwon's soft tone yet pointed question made Jeong Dajun shout in frustration.

“No, I tried to make it unique and creative! And those were the only ingredients available, okay?? No matter what, you can't expect me to make gochujang macarons, right?!”

“......”

“You could've just made a tuna sandwich...”

“...!!”

With a realization dawning on him, Dajun smacked his forehead with a thud!

[Ya, you idiot ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I love Dajun, but I can't eat tuna macarons

└ It would be madness if I did.]

As they considered matching Jeong Dajun's food with a penalty, Kim Seonghyeon raised his hand with a worried look.

“So, what's the penalty?”

“This one.”

“...Excuse me?”

“Eating the dessert made by Jeong Dajun.”

Everyone's faces turned pale.

“Or you can run on the treadmill for ten minutes and do a sexy dance.”

“I'll do the sexy dance.”

Their expressions instantly brightened.

Despite Dajun's sulky glare, he couldn't change the firm minds of his hyungs.

For reasons unknown, Dajun, having recently become an adult, was passionately diving into cooking.

He was especially serious about fusion cuisine.

“Jeong Dajun, would you eat jjajangmyeon if I added strawberry jam to it?”

“Ugh...”

“Ah, it's unfair!! I usually do a good job! And jjajangmyeon with strawberry jam could taste good!”

“......”

“These narrow-minded people, how could you think it's bad without even trying?”

[Dajun, you have to try it to know if it's shit or soybean paste, right?

└ Guess he wants to dip to see if it's jjajang or strawberry...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah tlqkf ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

No one was listening to Jeong Dajun.

Beside him, Kang Ichae tilted his head, puzzled.

“Being passionate is good, but who is going to be the judge?”

“I will.”

“Isn't that too much? It's just whatever Hoyun-hyung wants.”

Seo Hoyun tapped the podium with his finger, then flashed a sly smile at the members.

“If you have complaints, you should have taken your concept seriously from the start.”

“Eh~.”

“But...”

Looking at Kang Ichae, Seo Hoyun asked,

“Kang Ichae, are you going to keep talking informally?”


Chapter 147

“...Informal speech?”

While standing at an angle and fiddling around, Kang Ichae came to a stop.

Rolling his eyes, he pondered for a moment before grinning mischievously.

It was true that Seo Hoyun was his superior, so it made sense to use formal language.

“Should we just use 'Tanaka' then?”[1]

“......”

“But from what I know, I'm quite the high-ranking person here~. Is it really okay for Seo Hoyun to treat me like this?”[2]

Kang Ichae teased Seo Hoyun, reminding him of his status as an heir.

Seo Hoyun had been quite nice to him since their last encounter, so any anger he had had almost dissipated, but the joy of teasing him was hard to let go.

Seo Hoyun looked at him for a long moment, then,

“Kang Ichae.”

He flashed a grin.

“I'm imposing a penalty.”

“...???”

[...?????]

[Why????]

Not just the members on the screen but also the viewers were taken aback.

There was nothing about Kang Ichae's behavior that seemed off.

Being a mischievous heir, wasn't that just like Kang Ichae?

“...Why?”

However, his opponent was Seo Hoyun.

“I sense defiance in your tone.”

“......”

“Don't be unpleasant to your superior.”

Having been subjected to all of Kang Ichae's misdeeds over the past few days, there was no way Seo Hoyun would just let it slide.

Caught off guard by such unreasonable accusations, even Kang Ichae was left speechless for a moment before Seo Hoyun snapped his fingers sharply!

Immediately, people in black swarmed in and grabbed Kang Ichae by his arms.

“????”

[???]

“Hey! Seo Hoyun! Wait, just a second!!”[3]

“The scream of a loser... hits a G# in the second octave.”

“Hey!!!”

[Kang Ichae casual speech ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ In the midst of this, the crazy bastard figures out the vocal range ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Aaaah Aaaaah Ichae being dragged away to eat Dajun's weird food ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kang Ichae was dragged away and forced to eat Jeong Dajun's tuna macaron, his complexion turning pale, causing everyone to tremble in fear.

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

Targeting Kim Seonghyeon, who tried his best not to make eye contact, Seo Hoyun curved his lips into a smile.

Knowing too well that not responding would mean being dragged away, Kim Seonghyeon struggled to open his mouth.

“...Yes.”

“I'm imposing a penalty.”

“Yes???”

[???????]

[No way]

This time, truly, Kim Seonghyeon hadn't done anything.

[Why this time????]

[What the heck??

Ah shit, I ended up using “Tanaka” too]

Seo Hoyun, while fiddling with the brim of his hat, said,

“I don't like that you added a 'b' sound at the end of your answer. Acting like a rebel, are you?”[4]

“...!!”

“Go and do a sexy dance with aegyo, commence.”

“Seo Hoyun! It's just because I was tough on you during practice!”

“Commence!!”

Thus, victims continued to emerge one after the other.

[Seriously, this guy is just forcing it and trying to fit everything into the concept by unnecessarily adding words like defying the rebel leader]

[This is ridiculous Seo Hoyun marry me Rebel

└ Kim Seonghyeon let's date for life Government Forces]

The people who had taken Kang Ichae away reappeared and dragged Kim Seonghyeon off.

“Jeong Dajun...”

Standing next to a disheartened Kang Ichae, who had lost all will to live after eating the tuna macaron, Kim Seonghyeon tried his best to read the script in front of him and danced to “Kill the Lights” with added aegyo.

“I love you, love you...”

“......”

“Gasp... Huc...”

[Kim Seonghyeon damn, of all things, it had to be the 'oppa' song]

[Doing it because he was told, real love for this idol]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kang Ichae seriously looks like he's lost all hope in the world ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Now, only Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun remained.

Seo Hoyun turned his gaze toward the two who were trembling.

“Alright.”

Seo Hoyun firmly readjusted his hat.

“From now on, we begin the much-anticipated Apocalypse Self-Produced Content.”

“......”

No one dared to challenge him.

This was “Apocalypse Self-Produced Content” in name, but “Seo Hoyun's Tyranny” in reality.

The tyrant's arrival.

Since Seo Hoyun had been somewhat kinder recently, conscious of his affection for The Dawn and especially to Kang Ichae for the harsh words he had previously spoken, this resurgence of tyranny hit harder.

Despite the favored pairing of Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun, Seo Hoyun's gaze toward them was cold.

“This is strange...”

“......”

“Am I talking to myself here?”

It was a cue for them to respond quickly.

Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun sprang to their feet.

“Yes, yes!”

“Yes!”

“I haven't had noise-canceling surgery on my ears, you know.”

[Ah noise canceling ㅋ]

[Seriously, Seo Hoyun's comebacks are embarrassingly good...]

“Yes!!!”

“...A 'b' at the end?”

“Ah!! Yes! Not yes, but yes!!”

Only then did Seo Hoyun smile contentedly.

The viewers' comment section lit up again.

[Guys]

The consensus was clear.

[Did Seo Hoyun live just for today?]

Indeed, they had been waiting just for today.

.

.

.

“Are you not getting up?”

“Are you even alive?”

“What's that white? Did I just see your teeth right now?”

Today, the teasing was exceptionally professional and vicious.

However, no one could say Seo Hoyun was being too much, watching the other members roll around from the words spat out by the fans.

[Wow, today's crazy]

This was because they all danced a relay of sexy dances to avoid Jeong Dajun's bizarre food.

[Seo Hoyun, sir...

Thank you, you are our king...]

They eagerly gobbled up the legendary memes that poured out, busily taking screenshots.

[Ah... forehead, bang bang bang...

I'm just waiting for Seonghyeon to take his yearly leave]

[Seonghyeon is the only idol in The Dawn whose ears turn red when he acts cute...

That's because Seo Hoyun had become shameless, right?]

[Jiwon, ah, I love you Jiwon, ah!!! I love you for even dancing the sexy dance well, ah!!

└ Seong Jiwon is really... amazing. The way he splits those smooth dance lines and details... and then changes his expression during the killing part, what's with that hip rotation...

└ Let's stop, might get dragged away if we talk more...]

[Jeong Dajun keeps his pride and mumbles about eating his bizarre food then secretly spits it out behind ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ If you can't eat it, don't make it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After a while, as the members energetically performed like bears showing off tricks, Seo Hoyun, who had stood with his arms crossed the entire time, glanced over the exhausted members.

Then he called for Jeong Dajun.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Yes!!”

“......”

“I mean, yes! Y-yes!!”

Jeong Dajun hastily corrected himself after unintentionally adding a 'b', but the other members, having fully experienced the consequences themselves, looked at him with pitying eyes.

However, Seo Hoyun simply tilted his head slightly and then flicked his hand.

“Come here.”

“...?”

Exhausted from the relentless dancing, and sweating profusely, Jeong Dajun dragged his feet forward like a cow being led to the slaughterhouse.

Then, Seo Hoyun rummaged through something on the shelf under the podium and handed over a portable fan.

“...???”

Confused and flustered, Jeong Dajun didn't know how to react, while Seo Hoyun made him sit on a makeshift chair and turned on the fan to hand it to him.

Seeing this, Kim Seonghyeon gasped for air and asked,

“...Instructor. What about Jeong Dajun?”

“Didn't I say he's an over-immersion self-controller?”

Seo Hoyun replied, straightening his slightly twisted bulletproof vest with a few taps.

“Jeong Dajun is a destructor, so he doesn't have to listen to me.”

“...!!!”

As everyone's jaws dropped in shock, needless to say, social media also exploded.

[Hey hey!!!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah shit]

[Just because Jeong Dajun is too young, let's forgive him]

Hearing that, Jeong Dajun, who was thankfully enjoying the fan's breeze, mumbled blankly.

“...I was able to escape because I'm a destructor?”

“......”

“Then, all the hardships I went through...?”

“It's regrettable you didn't notice sooner.”

Jeong Dajun's face swelled up like a red balloon at the irritating words, but Seo Hoyun wasn't the type to care.

At that moment, Kang Ichae, who had been forced to eat bizarre foods and dance relay dances more than ten times, suddenly stood up, his face a mix of red and pale.

Thud!!

“Kang! I! Chae! I have a question!”

“Go ahead.”

“I'm only two years older than the maknae!!”

Watching Kang Ichae, as angry as could be, Seo Hoyun lifted one corner of his mouth.

In fact, bringing Jeong Dajun forward was half because he genuinely thought it would be a nice break and half to twist Kang Ichae's guts.

Having successfully scratched the insides of that sly guy, Seo Hoyun sighed deeply as if to show off.

“What a pity.”

“...?”

“Kang Ichae, why weren't you born just two years later? Then you could have received my attention.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, Seo Hoyun really knows how to piss people off ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Ichae is seriously pissed off ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“I don't pick up on unnecessary banter. Kang Ichae, begin your cute and sexy dance.”

“......”

“Commence!!”

Having sent Kang Ichae to his doom, Seo Hoyun turned his head toward Seong Jiwon.

Even for a practice bug, rolling around this much seemed tiring, as sweat trickled down Seong Jiwon's pale cheeks.

Seo Hoyun looked at him and spoke softly.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“...Yes.”

“You should think carefully about over-immersion, too.”

“...Excuse me??”

“...Wait, are you trying to discriminate?”

“Don't use informal speech. Kim Seonghyeon, perform the charming sexy dance!”

Kim Seonghyeon tried to stop the discrimination from happening again with his trembling body, but it was in vain.

Seo Hoyun turned his gaze from Kim Seonghyeon, who had clenched his teeth and started the wave next to a furious Kang Ichae, and smiled faintly.

“Seong Jiwon, you can regress, can't you? You have the power to turn back time and escape this situation.”

Seong Jiwon blinked rapidly in confusion, and upon seeing this, Seo Hoyun signaled Lee Jihyeon.

Soon, a staff member from the planning team showed a message written on a sketchbook.

“...!!”

Seong Jiwon, who normally wouldn't budge at much, found himself at a loss for words.

“Is it real...?”

“Yes. Who knows? I might treat you the way I do Jeong Dajun.”

“Wow, this guy really discriminates...”

After barely finishing the dance and suppressing the rising curses, Kang Ichae grimaced.

Seong Jiwon, knowing Seo Hoyun's personality well, found the sweet words coming from him to be like the whispers of a devil, causing him to ponder more.

...Is he serious?

However, knowing he hadn't been too harsh on him made it feel too wasteful to just let it pass.

Seeing Jeong Dajun cool off with his mouth against the fan and going “Ahh~~” made him feel even more so.

After a moment, Seong Jiwon clenched his eyes shut with determination.

“T-Time...”

Seong Jiwon also wanted to stop doing the charming sexy dance.

“―the one who reverses time!!!”

– “Reverses, verses... verses... verses... verses...”

It felt as if an echo was spreading throughout the room.

“......”

“......”

“......”

“......”

But nothing happened.

Whirrrrrr...

In the appalling silence, only the sound of the fan that Jeong Dajun held could be heard.

After a long while with no response, the bewildered Seong Jiwon opened his tightly shut eyes, and amidst everyone's surprised expressions, only Seo Hoyun's calm face greeted him.

“Yes, I saw that.”

And he twisted his lips askew.

“Did you really believe me, Seong Jiwon?”

“......”

“For being so gullible, begin your sexy dance.”

In a tiny corner of Seo Hoyun's heart, the residue of last Christmas's bitterness lingered still.




1 “Tanaka” is a style of speaking often associated with the South Korean military. It's characterized by sentences ending in “~다” or “......” It's a kind of formal speech, typically used by lower-ranking individuals when speaking to their superiors. The name “......” derives from these sentence endings.



2 Now Ichae is speaking formally.



3 Now he's back to informal speech.



4 네 is the common and polite way of saying “......” in Korean but Seonghyeon used 넵, which is more casual.



Chapter 148

While The Dawn was diligently filming and posting their self-produced content, PD Kim Heeyeon, whose stock had risen sharply as a shining star, was experiencing even busier days lately.

“PD! When will the cast list be ready?”

“Kim Heeyeon, has the location been secured?”

“Kim Heeyeon!”

“Kim Heeyeon!!”

“Kim Heeyeon!!!”

At first, she thought she would have some leisure time after the program ended, but soon work poured in from everywhere like crazy.

Got it! Fuck, stop calling me!

Having entered that mode, Kim Heeyeon, who had run around until her feet felt like they were on fire, could finally catch her breath in an empty meeting room.

After downing an americano with three extra shots in one gulp and heaving a deep sigh, she leaned back in her chair.

“I'm so busy, it's killing me, really...”

Her vacation had been returned long ago.

Kim Heeyeon looked at the proposal in front of her.

Shining StarSeason 2.

It was a program to use the winner of Season 1 as a contestant for Season 2.

Despite wrapping up with high viewership somehow, the Today incident blew up so big that Season 2 seemed to be fading into obscurity.

However, once all the cast members from Season 1 became successful and public opinion settled, the production of Season 2 was confirmed.

“I'm such a trash.”

The thought of pushing these much younger kids into the fiery pit of fierce competition left her with a bitter taste.

This was work, and the idols did gain something for their efforts, she consoled herself, but that only made her feel more despicable.

This time, without any mishaps.

Everything was perfect at the planning stage.

Given the big issue before, even major agencies similar to D.Go had been keeping it low, wary of public opinion.

Kim Heeyeon's eyes halted on a name as she scanned through the casting list.

It was The Dawn.

It was clear they were currently one of the hottest groups.

From early last year, starting from a single album to Shining Star, self-produced content, to variety shows.

Their schedule was so tight it made one wonder if it was humanly possible, but they made it in the end.

Then, with a knock, the meeting room door opened, and an AD came in.

“Are you here? Have you seen this?? Wow, The Dawn's self-content has an insane number of views!”

“Really?”

“Yes, take a look at the responses.”

Taking the laptop the assistant director handed her, Kim Heeyeon quickly scanned through several posts.

They were mostly about The Dawn's self-produced content.

[Title: The Dawn's self-con is fucking hilarious...

They say they're going all-in with military-themed self-con for their Apocalypse project but I honestly thought it'd be cringy af but

(Seonghyeon/ Ichae sexy dance clip)

(“The Time Controller” Jiwon self-destructing clip)

(Disheartened Dajun clip)

No but seriously ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ why is it so funny?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I have a soft spot for this B-grade flimsy sentiment, laughed the whole way through

Especially when going bungee jumping, it was too funny

– Hoyun: “Call out the name of the person you love before jumping.”

– Dajun: “Noeul!!!”

– Hoyun: “Louder!!”

– Dajun: “I love Noeul~!!”

– Jiwon: (smiling contently) (smiling contently)

Jiwon, did you raise Dajun?

Let's rewind time...

Anyway, next up is Kang Ichae, who got utterly wrecked by Seo Hoyun today...

Looking all raggedy with madness overflowing from his eyes

Regardless, Seo Hoyun was nonchalant

– Hoyun: “Be careful on your way down.”

– Ichae: (fuck) “Why are you so listless? Aren't you going to ask me?”

– Hoyun: “I'd rather not hear it.”

– Ichae: (pissed off) “Can I call out the instructor's name~? ^^!!!”

– Hoyun: (equally pissed off) “I suggest you call out Noeul before you cause a broadcast accident.”

Kang Ichae grinding his teeth then suddenly calls out the leader's name and jumps

– Ichae: “I love Seonghyeon~~!!”

– Seonghyeon eating ice cream: ...?????

– Dawnies: ?????

– Staff: ??????

Seonghyeon got exempted from the bungee jump penalty and was eating ice cream but unexpectedly got screwed over

– Seonghyeon: “...Is this my penalty? Hearing Kang Ichae say he loves me?”

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He must've really hated it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kang Ichae calling out his name and saying he loves him, he asked several times if that was actually his penalty Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ These kids, you never know where they'll bounce off to, I swear...

Hah fuck thinking about it again, it's hilarious

Guys, watch the Dawnies' self-con...

Even a soul-stealer like me is holding onto The Dawn...

└ After they got massively cursed out last time, they've been pulling off some really good content, seriously surprising for a mid-tier company

└└ Heard they hired a lot of planning team members after getting cursed at, also heard there's a huge talent there

└└ Oh... interesting ㅋㅋ Is the feedback quick?

└└ ㅋㅋ... Doesn't seem like it...

└ I'm honestly just so-so about idol self-con but The Dawnies' is pretty good

└└ It's quite famous among other fandoms too, The Dawnies' self-con... Exploding like that...

└ Seriously, Seo Hoyun's deal is insane

└└ Right, usually it's Kim Seonghyeon who takes the brunt

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“...They really are crazy.”

Having read through it all, Kim Heeyeon scratched her cheek.

The AD also handed her viral videos like The Dawn's Japanese debut showcase shoes video and Seo Hoyun's legendary Japanese fancam.

“That's what I'm saying. They've really, really gained a lot of popularity lately. There's even talk among the domestic fans about them being the rookie pick. It is not the same The Dawn we first invited?”

“Hmm.”

“While The Dawn is a definite, it's hard to tell with other idol groups who seem to have some recognition. Their thresholds are high. But considering balance, we need to pick other groups well too...”

Shining Star Season 1 was mostly focused on 1 to 2-year rookies—at most 4-year idols—but this time it was different.

The average was going to be around 3 to 4 years.

They planned to gather only idol groups that had solid fandoms both domestically and overseas.

When the request was made to every major agency to lend a group, they all showed reluctance but didn't refuse.

This was because after the cast of Shining Star Season 1 appeared on the show, there was a significant boost in their initial sales

“They're just flexing their pride, that's all.”

“Excuse me?”

“Don't you remember the show's highest ratings from last season? It was the best among cable competition programs. Haven't you seen the Shining Star Season 1 poster still hanging right in front of the broadcasting station?”

“Well, that's true but...”

“It's not like their popularity is at rock bottom, so they might not be desperate, but there's a difference between 3rd-tier and 2nd-tier, and between 2nd-tier and 1st-tier. If they're not willing to seize such a good opportunity for advancement, it's better for us not to take them.”

If they were half-hearted and lackadaisical, it would not only be bad for them but also the worst for the program.

Even groups that had solidified their position as idols couldn't guarantee their title would be hot every time

Even with massive capital investment, they might not win the public's choice.

Ultimately, survival programs were the most definitive way to elevate one's standing while simultaneously securing the public's pick.

The anxiety of, “If I don't choose them, they'll fall.”

This anxiety translated into “Protect my baby at all costs,” and voting gets halfway engulfed in madness.

So, this was a program perfectly suited for South Korea, a society accustomed to the taste of spicy foods.

The existing fandoms would probably hate it, though.

...Sorry.

Kim Heeyeon was a PD-chasing-ratings, after all.

“Hey, if it were up to me, I'd want to request Black Call.”

“...Are you crazy??”

“Of course, I'm joking... Would I really do it?”

After being quiet for a while, except for occasional variety show appearances, Black Call had released their title song “Kings” late last year, placing them at the top among the 1st-rate groups and widening the gap with other top-tier groups.

They were now too big for broadcasters to casually ask for them, and even if asked, their agency wouldn't let Black Call participate in such a survival program.

After the failed joke, Kim Heeyeon awkwardly scratched the bridge of her nose and said,

“So, I'm asking for other groups.”

“Uhm...”

“Why?”

Kim Heeyeon asked at the AD's subtle expression.

“No, it's just... I'm a bit worried about The Dawn.”

“What?”

Caught off guard by the unexpected content, the AD shrugged.

“While it's true that their popularity has risen a lot, they could be completely overshadowed by the groups we've listed... We're used to being criticized, but The Dawn was the top contributor to Shining Star Season 1's success.”

“That's for The Dawn to figure out.”

The AD internally clicked his tongue at Kim Heeyeon's indifferent response.

Even so, she must have grown quite attached. Doesn't she feel any guilt?

The AD saw Kim Heeyeon as a cold person, but Kim Heeyeon was actually making a very calm and objective assessment.

“Well, The Dawn just came back from their activities in Japan, so we should be able to adjust their schedule soon. I'll contact Daepaseong Entertainment again...”

While listening to a staff member's report, Kim Heeyeon fell into thought.

She knew The Dawn well.

Or rather, she knew Seo Hoyun well.

Such a damn tough guy.

Among idols?

No, out of all the people she had seen, he stood out.

His ability to resolve issues with unconventional methods even under the worst conditions and his mental strength were distinctly different from others.

Kim Heeyeon leaned back in her chair, thinking about Seo Hoyun.

What exactly is he?

His face was incredibly pretty, but his skills were somewhat lacking.

However, he was courageous and didn't care about what others thought.

When he pushed Today to the brink of hell, Seo Hoyun had answered her question with a light smile.

“Can't other people have such thoughts?? It's not that they don't have thoughts, but they can't do it because they have a conscience.”

“So what about you?”

“I don't have a conscience.”[1]

“Wow, even thinking about it now gives me the chills.”

“Excuse me?”

How the hell can a person be like that?

Kim Heeyeon twirled her pen around.

He was indeed a charismatic figure.

The boldness in his actions and the occasional glimpse of tenderness.

Why is he even an idol?

Honestly, no matter how much she thought about it, Seo Hoyun didn't seem like someone who was desperate to be an idol like the others.

Desiring unconditional love from fans or the thrill that came from being on stage wasn't it either.

He was just moving sluggishly, driven by the duties and missions assigned to him...

“...No, despite that, he seems desperate.”

“Excuse me??”

“Never mind.”

Kim Heeyeon tilted her head in confusion.

Judging people was never an easy task.

“...Seo Hoyun is, no... The Dawn is...”

This time, it seemed Seo Hoyun would find it a bit tough to maneuver behind the scenes.

Kim Heeyeon reviewed the list again, drawing lines firmly across it.

Yet, one thing was certain: anyone who crossed paths with Seo Hoyun would inevitably find themselves deeply entangled with him, for better or worse.

“I don't need to be considerate, they'll manage fine on their own.”

Because he was a weirdo.

.

.

.

[Win the first place in Shining Star Season 2!

The survival program is back after a long time!

Secure first place in Shining Star Season 2.

Success: Vocal stats significantly increase

Failure: Seo Hoyun's confidential information leaked]

“Fuck...”

I cursed under my breath the moment I saw it.

The quest had always been tough, but this penalty was the worst for someone with so much to hide.

I remained steadfast in denial, fleeing after the quest was thrown at me.

Ha...

Especially since I was just bracing myself to meet “PD Kim of Shining Star Season 2” before this.

“Wow! It's the start of our Season 2!!”

I had come to the broadcasting station for a preliminary meeting for Shining Star Season 2.

Reluctantly dragging myself there, I found myself circling around the entrance when I spotted Joo Woosung talking to a woman near the sparsely populated smoking area, likely due to the early hour.

“Oops.”

Noticing me, he waved his hand gently.

As the other members bowed slightly, the woman beside him smiled and returned the greeting.

She was a fairly famous actress who had made a name for herself in a youth drama three years ago.

“Take care.”

“Yep, goodbye, Woosung.”

As we approached, she smiled lightly and hurried off.

I definitely knew her, but...

...What was it?

I felt like I was missing something.

Rubbing the back of my neck, I was lost in thought when Kim Seonghyeon's excited voice reached me.

“Sunbae! I saw the clip from your last concert!”

“Oh, that video is out already?”

“Yes!!”

Joo Woosung, responding by lightly patting Seonghyeon's shoulder, turned his head toward me.

“Hey, are you still mad?”

“...Hm?”

“This idiot forgot.”

It suddenly dawned on me.

Right, I had received a call from Joo Woosung when I was very sick in Japan.

Joo Woosung snorted as if he found it absurd.

“It was the first time a junior cursed me out. You bastard.”

“It's a valuable experience in life, isn't it?”

He looked at me with a sour expression as I chuckled.

After sending the members off, I looked back at Joo Woosung.

“So, you said you'd be mentoring Shining Star?”

I wished he would just enlist in the military already.

“Ugh. I'm gonna get cursed out so much.”

Muttering to himself, Joo Woosung slightly scratched his cheek.

“Well, does it even matter now...?”

“...?”

Mentoring was no big deal, right?

Of course, there might be some talk since Joo Woosung and the participating groups didn't have a big age gap, but there was no denying his abilities.

More than that, my slight discomfort and curiosity were what mattered more to me, so I glanced around and asked,

“...Did you work with that person just now?”

“Huh? Ah, yeah.”

I couldn't think of any connection between Joo Woosung and the actress.

With no one else around, Joo Woosung glanced around and then nonchalantly said,

“Yeah, she's my ex-girlfriend.”

“......”

He mentioned it so calmly.




1 See Episode 50.



Chapter 149

Unaware of my disdainful gaze, Joo Woosung continued in a nonchalant tone.

“Was it about two years ago that we dated...? Long time no see.”

“Did you date for a short period?”

“What? No, it lasted quite a while. About six months?”

“...Have you lost your mind?”

Seeing Joo Woosung adopt an American mindset before even starting activities in the US made me feel like my common sense was about to run away from home.

Facing an impending rendezvous with an ex-girlfriend only made Woosung seem even more alien.

“How can you be so shameless in front of your ex-girlfriend?”

“Huh?”

However, Joo Woosung tilted his head, appearing not to understand what I was saying.

“So, what? We're already over, aren't we?”

“......”

“It's not like we're going to get back together.”

This guy's common sense was not just on Mars but beyond the Solar System.

Thank heavens I sent the kids away first.

I had saved them from hearing such nonsense.

Being sane myself, I felt my energy levels plummet every time I met Woosung.

As I naturally reached into my pocket for a candy, Woosung snatched it away and peeled it open.

“Hoyun, but should I give you a piece of advice?”

I didn't need it, kid.

“People who dwell on past relationships do so because they didn't treat them well when they were together.”

“Yeah, right.”

“What do I mean? If you screw up anything, the regret later is huge. That's why I always treat my relationships really well??”

So spoke the legendary trash car.

He managed his affairs so well that he even got a basin of water dumped on him by Han Chaeri.

Ignoring Joo Woosung's seemingly useless advice, I tried to walk away, but he blocked my path.

“But you're exactly that type, you know.”

“...What did you say?”

Joo Woosung threw the candy into his mouth and grinned mischievously.

Hey, could it be...

No, impossible.

In this world, I had nothing to do with Kim Heeyeon.

Woosung grumbled beside me.

“You've dated before, right? You wouldn't have that attitude otherwise.”

“......”

“And it all went spectacularly bad, huh?”

This son of a...

“Your face is asking 'how did you know'? It's obvious. Seo Hoyun, what kind of romantic are you? Guys like you are smooth talkers at first, but because the girlfriend isn't a priority, conflicts pile up, and you end up getting slapped and dumped.”

“Why not just ruin it with a ritual then?”

...But everything Woosung said was spot-on.

Objectively speaking, I really did wrong by her.

Seeing me speechless, Joo Woosung deliberately sighed heavily and patted my shoulder.

“See, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“You...”

Gulp.

“Before it's too late, give up on Cheongbeom-noona. From what I see, it's already doomed.”

Ha...

I felt stupid for being anxious over such a 2% hopeless case.

Seeing Joo Woosung tease me about tidying up my feelings before Cheongbeom-noona returns from California made me sigh.

“Joo Woosung.”

“What?”

“You seem to be under a serious misconception. But putting that aside...”

I proudly propped my chin with both hands.

“Hoyun is an idol, so he doesn't date~.”

Joo Woosung's eyebrows twitched.

“...Are you pissed?”

“Not like someone who can't keep their mind straight, and then changes partners every three months without getting caught in photos.”

“......”

“Or getting trapped by some unknown hoobae and losing their pride, being manipulated left and right like a fool.”

“Hey!”

Perhaps because he was indeed bothered by being manipulated by me over the past year, Woosung's eyelashes fluttered furiously.

“Sigh... I get the content, but doesn't that third-person speech and tone give you the creeps?”

“Why? Does it creep you out?”

“You should improve your dancing instead of picking up weird stuff...”

Ding!

[Joo Woosung is right about everything!!]

[When did you become so shameless?!!]

I sneakily glanced at the system window that popped up, agreeing with Woosung's words.

Having become accustomed to being called a rabbit, what else couldn't I do?

With Kang Ichae by my side, constantly whining to not let others touch him, calling himself pretty and cute, and stirring up more trouble.

Seeing me become shameless to the point of being encased in armor under their bad influence, Joo Woosung clicked his tongue and crossed his arms.

“I've never seen someone like you in my life.”

Woosung seemed indifferent, but I was slightly worried.

He had irritated me here and there since the Black Call Christmas album, talking about concerts and all.

Should I tease him a bit?

Yes.

After briefly contemplating, I deliberately tilted my head to catch the right angle.

“Human?”

“...?”

Woosung stiffened as if startled, but it was already too late.

“What are you talking about? I'm a baby rabbit.”

“......”

[tlqkf...]

The system window censored the profanity in its own quirky way, but it was the first time it used such language.

Joo Woosung also let out a low curse in front of me.

“Crazy son of a bitch...”

“Ahaha, why?”

[Has he lost his mind...?]

[This is insane, looks like there's no need to hand out dialogue boxes anymore]

Right?

Thinking that if it had to give out dialogue boxes now, it'd have to wrap its head too, I sneakily glanced at the rising system window with just my eyes and chuckled.

Joo Woosung stepped back a few paces with a completely disgusted face.

“Seo Hoyun, you lunatic...”

“Think only Joo Woosung can do it?”

“I'm no match for you...”

Shaking his head as though he couldn't handle it anymore, Joo Woosung stopped in his tracks and suddenly widened his eyes.

Then, he quickly tapped me and gave me a look.

“Oh, hello.”

“...?”

A sinister feeling suddenly overtook me.

It was similar to the chills that crept up my back when I realized Kang Ichae was watching me practice aegyo alone in the practice room, or the shock that struck my head when Kang Ichae exposed that fact on a variety show.[1]

Krreeeek.

I turned my head toward where Joo Woosung's gaze was fixed.

“Oh...”

...Kim Heeyeon stood there.

“......”

“......”

“......”

An awkward and chilly breeze swept between us.

Unable to even greet her as I froze, Kim Heeyeon, who seemed to have come to smoke a cigarette with one in her mouth, scratched her cheek.

And then, in an attempt to lighten the mood, she stuck out her thumb.

“Typical idol. Accepting being turned into an animal and even consuming it...”

“......”

“I've seen the videos that pop up sometimes. Your professional spirit is admirable.”

Then, as if nothing was wrong, she lit her cigarette with a lighter.

After taking a deep drag and exhaling the smoke, Kim Heeyeon threw in another joke amidst the still tense atmosphere.

“Baby rabbit, hoo hoo~.”

“......”

“......”

“...Erm, yeah, good, good. Ahaha.”

She had a sense of humor that wouldn't even work on an AD.

Obviously, it fell flat, so Kim Heeyeon awkwardly smiled and went into the smoking area.

“......”

Ding!

Ding!!

[Ah]

[ㅠ]

[Aaaaaah]

[Aaaaaaaaah]

The system window poured out incessantly.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Why does it have to be like this ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ??? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Finally coming to my senses with the continuous alerts, I turned my gaze toward the direction Kim Heeyeon moved and then lowered my head.

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Life, fuck...

“...I'll go first.”

“Eh?”

As I quickly moved away, I could hear Joo Woosung following behind me.

“Crazy rabbit, where the hell are you going?”

Joo Woosung, still not fully grasping the situation, mockingly caught up with my pace and then flinched away when he saw my eyes.

“...Excuse me.”

It was clear.

Even without seeing, he could feel there was something seriously wrong with my expression.

My jaw clenched tight.

“Joo Woosung...”

“Eh?”

“Don't call me like that, really, before I lose my shit...”

“You were the one saying it just a moment ago.”

“No! When did I?!”

“What??”

He wondered why I was acting like this.

Roasting Joo Woosung only to end up calling myself a fucking baby rabbit (dammit) in front of my ex?

Might as well have said I wanted to die.

Why the hell did I even speak up, fuck...?

“...What is it?”

As Joo Woosung muttered, seemingly confused by everything, I was too overwhelmed by my own embarrassment to even listen.

[Deep breath]

[Sigh]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Thinking about it again drives me crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Should I bite my tongue now?


“Isn't this really cool?”

“Wow...”

After parting ways with Joo Woosung, who headed off for his mentorship duties, I found myself waiting at the designated meeting place for our scheduled meeting to commence.

Several cameras were already set up there.

The members huddled together, engrossed in a video on their phones showing Joo Woosung's cover of the famous pop singer's song, “BerXche on the Floor,” from a recent Black Call concert.

Shit...

I was still squirming in embarrassment.

“Wow, the lyrics are a bit risky... But how does he manage to sing such a sexy song so plainly?”

“Exactly, you wouldn't know because of his dancing, but Joo Woosung-sunbae really sings well.”

“The emotional line is no joke!”

That was because he was inspired by his own real experiences...

I lay down, burying my face in my arms, amidst these naïve guys entranced by Woosung.

Should I just give up on Season 2?

“Hyung, what's wrong?”

“Life's just too hard...”

Kang Ichae looked puzzled, but I was deeply pondering a way to avoid seeing Kim Heeyeon's face, knowing it would be difficult.

“Hello~.”

“Ah! Hello.”

As I racked my brain, Kim Heeyeon entered.

The staff following her turned on the cameras and quickly went back outside.

I quickly composed my expression and greeted her along with the other members.

“It's been a while since we've seen each other. Ah, don't mind the cameras. It's a preliminary meeting, so we're filming just in case, but it won't be much footage.”

“Yep!”

“Today, as I mentioned over the phone, we'll briefly go over the program's direction. First, there's a pre-competition meeting to explain how things will proceed.”

“Yes, I understand!”

Until we had entered the broadcasting station, everyone seemed nervous, but then they all responded briskly.

Kim Heeyeon continued her explanation, rifling through documents, as though she had forgotten the earlier incident.

“First off, it will be organized into six episodes like last time. After that, as a special bonus, there will be a gala concert exclusively for the winner.”

“...!”

“Expecting a lot from The Dawn? You should aim for first place.”

Eyes sparkled at the mention of the gala concert.

Perhaps because they hadn't yet experienced a concert, everyone's eyes gleamed with ambition.

I, too, pulled myself together.

Right, let's be the shining star and take first place.

Let's win and break the scenario quickly.

“The first competition is... Ah, one moment.”

Kim Heeyeon, having smiled at The Dawn's reaction, paused mid-sentence at the sound of her ringing phone, raised her hand slightly, and stood up.

...?

Kim Heeyeon seemed unusually lively today.

From that moment, I felt a slight sense of unease.

“I'll take this call and be right back. Just wait a moment.”

“Yep!”

Kim Heeyeon left with a chuckle at the sight of four young men obediently nodding their heads.

“Concert...??”

“We can do it, if we take first.”

Kim Seonghyeon fiddled with his fingers, filled with anticipation about the kind of stage he would like to create for the concert.

The other members added their thoughts one by one.

However, I just rubbed my forehead in thought.

Kim Heeyeon, why is she so energetic?

It was impossible for a PD worn out by overtime to be like that.

As I looked around, feeling some discord, a sudden realization hit me.

...Hmm?

From the moment I stepped into this place, something had been off.

Why were there so many cameras set up for a preliminary meeting?

“...Can I start being hopeful now?”

“How should we do the opening?”

The unmanned cameras moved around, capturing the members' actions.

I carefully observed the seams between walls and the ceiling, making sure not to frown.

The patterns don't match.

It was as if makeshift partitions had been hastily erected.

A shoddy set, numerous cameras, few staff, and Kim Heeyeon, who seemed to have left at just the right time.

“...Ah.”

So that's what it was.

Seong Jiwon, puzzled by my reaction, turned to me.

“Why?”

At that moment, the lights went out.

“Why the lights...”

“Is it a blackout?”

Right on cue, a terrifying scream came from outside.

“Aaaaaaah!”




1 See Episode 48 for the incident. See Episode 61 for Ichae's display of courage.



Chapter 150

“What, what’s that?”

All members except for me turned their heads toward the direction of the sound, startled.

Perhaps feeling a sense of duty as the leader, Kim Seonghyeon was the first to jump up and approach the door.

But when he tried to pull the doorknob, it just rattled without opening.

“It won't open.”

“Just now, what...”

Jeong Dajun said, his eyes wide and stumbling over his words.

“A scream, isn't that dangerous? Call, call...”

Then—

“Aaaaaaaah!”

Yet another scream echoed, followed by—

“Uwaaaaaaaah!”

“Aaaah!”

Then, something fell from the ceiling with a thud.

The leader and the maknae—the two scaredy-cats—covered their eyes and screamed like mad.

“Waaaaah! What, what is it?!”

” Go back, guys, go back! Go back...!”

“What do you mean, go back...”

“Ahaha.”

Kim Seonghyeon tried to flee to a corner, pulling Kang Ichae, who flinched slightly, along with me, who remained impassive, and Seong Jiwon, who, far from being scared, actually burst into laughter.

But then Seong Jiwon tilted his head for a moment and boldly approached the object swinging from the ceiling.

“...It's a mannequin?”

Kim Seonghyeon timidly spread his fingers apart, peeking through to see with his own eyes.

What fell from the ceiling was a red-painted mannequin resembling a person.

“...A mannequin?”

While Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon clung to each other, trying to calm their pounding hearts, Kang Ichae discovered a mission note pinned to the mannequin's clothing.

“It's a mission?”

Kim Heeyeon, I knew it would be something like this.

Somehow today, the laughter seemed particularly hearty, and everything appeared livelier.

After all, it was as rare as a unicorn for a PD to have a bright and lively smile, considering that overtime and pressure were as common as three meals a day.

It just didn't exist.

Ding!

[Wow... Birds of a feather...]

What was I supposed to do about it?

Though on the verge of tears, Kim Seonghyeon asked calmly,

“What, what does the mission note say?”

“I'll read it~.”

Correction: The leader was not calm.

Kang Ichae slowly read what was written on the paper.

“Shining Star Season 2, the first mission begins. 'Find the note in a haunted broadcasting station' mission!”

“...Excuse me?”

Still unable to shake off the shock, Jeong Dajun, who was sitting in a corner and shivering with fear, suddenly perked up at Kang Ichae's words.

“The face-off will be divided into dance, vocal, and rap units. Perform on stage in front of the public wearing masks and hats, and the person who receives the most votes will gain a special benefit. What song to perform and how many minutes you have will vary by the note.”

“...?”

“The notes are hidden in 'Ahh! The broadcasting station is so, so scary.' Two members must explore the broadcasting station filled with resentful ghosts during the night to find the note.”

“Two members!!”

Jeong Dajun stood up with a fist clenched.

“Then, Hoyun-hyung and Jiwon-hyung should go!!”

“......”

It had not even been a year since someone said, “I said I wanted to be helpful to the hyungs,” and that someone was already trying to kick me out with bloodshot eyes.

“Those two didn't even blink an eye! Even Ichae-hyung shivered!!”

“Bangbang-ah, hyung is scared too.”

“Hoyun-hyung, if you're going to lie, at least wet your mouth first!”

“I'm scaaared.”

“......”

After wetting my mouth and speaking, Jeong Dajun gave me a deathly glare.

“Ah~, I don't mind going.”

Seong Jiwon said, seemingly disappointed.

“But it seems like we can't do that?”

“What, what is it?”

Seong Jiwon glanced at Jeong Dajun's eyes before continuing to read.

“The participants for this exploration are the two who screamed the loudest. The production team will decide based on the measured decibels.”

“...!”

Jeong Dajun's mouth fell open.

For reference, there were only two people here who had screamed loudly.

At that moment, a strange mechanical voice flowed through the meeting room speaker.

[96dB Jeong Dajun, 88dB Kim Seonghyeon, please come out.]

“...!!!”

And so, their faces turned pale.

.

.

.

[Aaaaaaah!]

[Waaaaaaaaah! Jeong Dajun! Come here!]

[Hyung, hyung! Don't leave me behind! Seonghyeon-hyuuuuung!]

[What, what? Then what am I holding onto right now... Aaaaah!]

It was complete chaos.

The remaining three were led to another meeting room by the staff, where they were treated to tea and desserts while monitoring Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun in real-time.

“The dance line is really romantic~.”

“Look at Dajun holding a ghost's arm instead.”

“But they didn't give up halfway.”

We were simply enjoying ourselves.

Laughing heartily, I picked a Shine Muscat grape from the top of a piece of cake with cream.

The scene where Kim Seonghyeon (half-crying) serenaded a ghost hiding in the third bathroom stall with aegyo to get a note was a masterpiece.

“Ahaha, Seonghyeon sings well.”

Seong Jiwon, who seemed to have picked up a bit from Kang Ichae and me over the year, was also enjoying himself.

Next to him, Kang Ichae was laughing out loud, hitting the table with his hand.

The staff member standing opposite whispered to Kim Heeyeon after seeing that.

“They've been the most annoyingly mocking among the group so far...”

“Good, good~.”

Eventually, running as if chased by ghosts until the very end, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun arrived at the meeting room.

“We've arrived!!!”

“Arrived!!”

After tumbling and falling, they both had grimy faces.

“Wow~.”

“Congratulations~.”

Clap, clap, clap.

The staff and members gave them applause that lacked any soul.

Ding!

[This lukewarm congratulation...]

“It took about 1 hour and 21 minutes. Congratulations on finishing.”

“I want to cry...”

“Me, me, someone hug me.”

Two scaredy cats came sniffling over.

Being so innocent, they probably didn't even know what fun the others members had in the waiting room while waiting for them.

Naturally, I ignored the two and just extended my hand.

“I, I don't want to do this...”

“What did you bring?”

“......”

“......”

“What did you bring?”

“It was really bad...”

As they didn't seem to plan on moving while only sticking their mouths out, searching their pockets revealed three pieces of paper: vocal, dance, rap.

Obviously, the titles of the songs were written on the notes.

Unfolding the paper labeled as the vocal unit, I scanned the contents with my eyes.

“We're going to sing this at the face-off meeting, right?”

“As a duet representative, yes.”

“...Oh.”

It was a song I had seen somewhere a lot.

After reading all the notes, I looked at Seong Jiwon.

Jeong Dajun also looked at Seong Jiwon once, then glanced at Kang Ichae and stared at me.

“Huh?”

Seong Jiwon hung an ambiguous smile on his lips.

“Isn't this too mean?”

I thought so too.

Not because it was a familiar song.

[Seong Jiwon, under the influence of Seo Hoyun, might have gotten slightly corrupted but is still kind, angelic, a good member whom Seo Hoyun wants to be with forever.]

What?

I skipped the useless content and looked away.

Anyway, it as quite mean.

[Singing: S0

Dance: A+

Variety: C-

Acting: B-

Charm: A-

???: ???]

Seong Jiwon's singing stat.


“Hey hey, what's that?”

Pedestrians walking by the Han River turned their attention in one direction.

Many people were busily setting up cameras and organizing an outdoor stage, with a few handing out something to passersby.

“Looks like there's a performance?”

“Really? But aren't there any posters or banners?”

“Must be a no-name then.”[1]

Though I sounded indifferent, I was actually quite interested since I was looking for something to do.

An hour ago, after eating and with nothing else to do, I was loitering when someone approached and said to me,

“We're having a guerrilla concert today. It's a masked king concept, so each duet will sing their songs in turn, and you just have to pick the duo you like the most.”

“Oh~.”

Interest piqued, I nodded and entered the outdoor concert venue with my friend.

It seemed to be just the start time, as the spotlight on the stage was turned on.

“If they're no-name, they probably won't sing that well.”

“Eh, better not to expect much.”

It appeared to be a not-so-famous broadcast as a staff member came out instead of an MC.

However, as soon as the first song's melody played, everyone in the audience gasped.

“Hiding this increasingly shabby heart of mine,

I keep staying up all night.”

“Humble Confession!”

It was the OST of a drama that had heated up the last year.

Being a fan of Min Jiheon, I had listened to this song incessantly, so I felt a special kind of nostalgia.

Though I didn't know who sang it, I did remember that the sweet voice combined with the drama-appropriate lyrics had stayed on the charts for quite a while.

“Wow~, they sing well.”

However, my actual impression of the song was just that—they sang well.

But lacking was the unique sentiment of “Humble Confession.”

I wonder if many people will choose it because it's a famous song.

The song ended, and the focused lights went off.

Instead, a curtain that was hidden beside it dropped, revealing new lights, and the second and third duets came out to sing different songs.

Even then, I thought they sang cleanly, but I still didn't feel a strong appeal in their performance.

“Everyone's not bad.”

“Indeed...”

I nodded in agreement with my friend's words, and then the curtain fell for the fourth time.

“Say you love me.”

The song this duet performed was “Say You Love Me,” a mega-hit by Yu Jia.

It was a rock ballad brought in for an image change, and it received tremendous love from both men and women.

The song was characterized by lyrics that pretended not to know, wanting to hear the words of love from the other person.

Huh?

“Wow~! Amazing.”

“I'm asking because I don't know.”

The concert hall became slightly noisy.

“Wow, this person's vocal color is amazing.”

There was no fancy technique, but the pitch of the notes was accurate, and the timing was perfect.

Even the high notes were cleanly hit, making the audience's eyes go wide.

Moreover...

“Crazy. They didn't change the key?”

They were singing “Say You Love Me” in its original key.

Though considered a low range for a female song and high for a male, the singing remained stable.

“I love you more than you love me,

Yes, only a little bit more.”

While everyone was being mesmerized by the tickling tone, someone felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

As someone who had watched Please Take the Camera almost a hundred times just to see Min Jiheon's face up close, a tingling sensation pricked up.

What's this??

The man standing next to the singer, even though covered with a hat and mask, showed a relaxed attitude and silhouette without a hint of nervousness...

It seemed very familiar.

“But I don't want to say it easily, you like it when I act like this.”

“Wow, it's stable all the way to the end.”

“These guys are the best.”

Everyone else, excluding myself, just kept nodding their heads to the delightful stage.

Then, the man who had been quietly standing there the whole time lifted the mic.

“Since you don't know, I have no choice I will say this only once.”

“...!!”

Goosebumps ran up my spine.

“Again! Say it once more.”

The transition from falsetto to full voice was very natural.

Amid the murmuring of the audience, the two singers gestured with their hands as they harmonized, reminiscent of idol gestures.

“Say you love me again!

If you care for me, once more.”

“Wow, shit, what's this...?”

It was impossible to describe it as just singing well.

The thrill I felt at the first famous singer's concert I had ever attended was conveyed to me just the same now.

“This is insane...”

“Hey! Hey, hey!”

Before this, I didn't even have the slightest expectation, but now, I was gaping and staring only at the stage.

Then, my friend hit my arm repeatedly.

I looked annoyed at first, but my friend was too excited to notice his surroundings.

“That person, it's him!”

“What?”

“The 'Humble Confession,' him!”

“...What?”

“If you really don't know, once more.”

Listening carefully, it indeed seemed like it.

“...Eh?”

Having watched Please Take the Camera, the OST had been drilled into my ears countless times.

Distinguishing a familiar voice was easy.

“Can't help it, I will tell you until you know.”

“Right! Right!”

“It seems right?!”

Excitement grew with the realization.

The expressions of those around seemed to indicate that they too were thinking the same.

“Say You Love Me—”

“Crazy, crazy!”

At that moment, I screamed and frantically pressed the vote button.

As “Humble Confession”-Him duet reached its climax, the numbers displayed above the screen surged crazily.

[109]

First place.

Although the fifth team still remained, compared to the previous teams, the voting score was overwhelmingly high.

Soon after, the fifth performance also came to an end, and the scores were tallied, but the rankings remained unchanged.

“Ah, it has to be, right?!”

“Told you! Who else would draw this much attention??”

Looking around, it seemed that most people were as engrossed as they were in figuring out if the person they expected from the fourth duet was the right one.

– “Alright! Voting is now closed. Please remove your masks in order!”

Following this, starting from the very left to the third group, they took off their hats and masks in time with the instrumental of the song they sang, greeting the audience.

“Aaaah!”

Seeing the cheers erupt from around them, it seemed like they were idols.

However, my friend and I were waiting for a different introduction.

“...?♩♬♩♪”

Just then, the first part of the song sung by the fourth duet played.

As the spotlight came back on, two tall men wearing hats and masks stood on the stage.

– “Team D! Please remove your masks!”

Following the staff's voice transmitted through the speaker, one of them took off his mask and hat first.

A brown-haired man with a slightly smiling, gentle face appeared, causing his friend to mutter almost absentmindedly in awe.

“Crazy, holy shit...”

The man, backlit by white lighting that seemed like a halo, looked like an angel to even those who knew nothing.

“Hey, what the... He's freaking handsome?”

“Damn, crazy! I'm searching him up now!”

My friend quickly took out his phone and started searching “Humble Confession” on a web portal and soon compared the photo of the singer he found with the face of the man standing before them.

“Seong Jiwon? Hey, it must be him!”

“It is, it is!!”

But our chatter couldn't continue.

Because screams erupted from around us.

“Aaaahhh!!”

Turning our gaze forward, the other person next to the angel also took off his black hat.

It was a face all too familiar to me.

“...Crazy.”

Please Take the Camera—that PD.

Lee Jeonghun.

The material for a supporting male, that supporting actor!!

“What an asshole PD!!”

Without realizing, I yelled, forgetting even to maintain appearances.

But this wasn't embarrassing since everyone around found themselves in a similar situation.

The PD from Please Take the Camera and the angel exchanged glances, smiled slyly, and waved lightly toward the audience.

“Wow, this is totally goosebump-inducing.”

“What, what, is this a drama??”

I was excitedly making a fuss with my friend.

“Aaaaaah!!”

A cheer and admiration unlike any before filled the air.

Turning our heads, two men at the very right end were removing their masks.

“...Huh?”

He was an idol, familiar even to the uninitiated.

.

.

.

Shit...

I fluttered my eyelashes rapidly.

After the preliminary meeting, there were various calculations.

In fact, if it came to a “Humble Confession,” taking first place was almost a given.

To appeal to the public while keeping one's face hidden, it was important to produce “a familiar song with a familiar voice,” and securing such an advantage in the competition was only natural.

However, ...

It would be boring to win first place with just “Humble Confession.”

If it seemed too easy or selfish, the picture painted wouldn't be a good one.

So, to create a decent board within an appropriate line, I had to use a bit of cunning.

With Seong Jiwon, whose voice was quite well-known, leading, and my participation which could bring an issue afterward, I was confident that we could definitely secure the topic of conversation later.

If we had Seong Jiwon, with his S-rated singing stat, I was confident we could take first place with any song.

Damn it!

Yes, winning first place up to the face-off was possible.

“Ahaha, hello.”

That was unexpected.

“High Five!”

High five.

The next-generation representative idol group, super rookie, monster newcomers.

Whatever words were added, it made sense, being a junior group directly under Black Call.

They clearly weren't in the initial lineup and didn't actually need to be...

It was the arrival of a group that didn't match our level.

Joo Woosung, this guy, somehow didn't tell me...

No matter how much I pestered Joo Woosung this time, I got no answers.

“Shining Star contestants? I really don't know~.”

“Then, goodbye.”

“...Consistently rude little shit.”

No matter how much I pestered the guy who rattled off about Shining Star Season 2, he wouldn't open his mouth about the cast.

He just shrugged his shoulders shamelessly, playing dumb.

I knew it would be like this.

A High Five member looked this way and slightly waved their hand.

I also smiled back at High Five.

Of course, my mind was cooling down quickly.

At the same time, Kim Heeyeon's words came to mind.

“You should aim for first place.”

Hey, Kim Heeyeon.

You're telling me to compete with these guys and win first place?




1 A “no-name” refers to a group that is yet to achieve popularity.
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High Five.

This year marked their third year since debuting as the six-member junior group under the same agency as Black Call.

They were touted as the next leading figures of K-Pop, following in Black Call's footsteps.

Well, by this point, most would know.

That these guys had no reason to be here.

Those with heavy consciences...[1]

Making my way to the waiting room, diligently greeting other groups and staff along the way, Seong Jiwon nudged me.

“Hoyun.”

“Yeah?”

I turned my head, following Seong Jiwon's gaze, and saw High Five.

“Hello.”

As soon as our eyes met, the leader of High Five approached us as if he had been waiting.

“Wow, that was really amazing just now. Congratulations on first place.”

“Thank you for your hard work.”

“I'm Kang Yeonhu.”

“Yes. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

Kang Yeonhu, High Five's leader, smiled affably.

While exchanging greetings with their leader and main vocal, I could feel the glances of members from other groups.

But Kang Yeonhu seemed completely unaware, focusing solely on us.

This guy...

I had a feeling about this.

I changed my expression and smiled brightly.

“I enjoyed High Five's performance.”

“Honestly, I'm a bit disappointed with the ranking, but there's nothing we can do about it. Seong Jiwon, you were really amazing.”

“Ahaha, thank you.”

“But we won't lose next time, right?”

Kang Yeonhu, with a playful twinkle in his eye, didn't add any unnecessary words and walked away with his fellow member.

Watching their retreating figures, Seong Jiwon slowly opened his mouth.

“He's quite sociable.”

“Tell me about it.”

I brushed my hair, which was poking my eyes under my cap.

Woosung.

The right amount of friendliness, the appropriate comment, and even a polite smile.

So—

Your hoobae is kind of creepy.

It was clear he knew how to behave and present himself to others, the mark of a long-term trainee.

At least he wasn't as careless or stupid as Today, who spilled their weaknesses everywhere.

Should we rethink our strategy?

I walked slowly, organizing my thoughts.

Working in a broadcasting station meant inevitably mixing with people.

Especially in variety shows, it was crucial not only to come up with good programs but also to shape and refine the characters of the cast.

As a result, having rolled around in this field, I prided myself on having a pretty accurate eye for people.

So, I could say this about someone at that level: finding even a speck of dust on him would be hard.

Not because he was flawless, but because his self-management was thorough.

“Hoyun.”

At that moment, another individual with the keen sense of a long-term trainee called me.

“Yeah?”

“Let's not have weird thoughts.”

“...When have I ever?”

After a brief pause, I shamelessly retorted to Seong Jiwon.

“Really?”

“I swear on my conscience.”

Since I had no conscience, it was easy to swear on it.

Seong Jiwon chuckled in disbelief, and then his phone rang.

When he answered it, Jeong Dajun's excited voice came through.

“We got second place in the dance unit.”

“Really?”

S-, second place in stats.

Kim Seonghyeon's dancing skills were objectively superior.

In fact, it was judged that he would shine more the more he shed the idol label or when his face was hidden.

So, I naturally thought Kim Seonghyeon would win...

“Surprising, isn't it?”

“Tell me about it... Ah.”

Puzzled by the unexpected result, I thought I'd have to ask more details when we met.

Then a brief message from Kang Ichae arrived in our group chat.

– Kang Ichae: 1st place in rap

– Kang Ichae: ^^V

“Wow.”

As expected of Kang Ichae.

First in the rap unit, first in the vocal unit, second in the dance unit.

“A good start.”

Seong Jiwon smiled brightly and started walking.

I followed him, tapping Seong Jiwon's back as he bowed politely to every staff member we passed.

“Seong Jiwon, I'm kind of proud of you.”

“...Eh?”

Considering the kind of creepy guys around, you've grown up quite well.


The face-off had ended, but not a single piece of news about Shining Star Season 2 leaked out anywhere.

So, the Noeuls were in a state of unparalleled peace.

[Title: Guys, have you seen the text posted on The Dawn's official? It's hilarious.

Kang Ichae put up a photo with a caption “Hyung, you're really too much”

Ichae: Eek! Praise me quickly, please! ><

Hoyun: ㅊㅊ[2]

Dajun: Wow!! Hoyun-hyung is quite sincere for once.

Seonghyeon: He replied. Must be a compliment.

Look at them marveling over those two letters. Seo Hoyun, how the hell have you lived your life?

Kang Ichae called him insincere and then Seo Hoyun sends an annoyed text, so he posts a few more.

Ichae: You seem like a really fun(trash) and kind-hearted person. Occasionally, I am (beautiful) astounded by you, Mr. Seo Hoyun (no-ssagaji)[3]

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Kang Ichae, why are you like this? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Even Seo Hoyun's reply...

– Hoyun: gamsa[4]

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But Jiwon caught it too

– Jiwon: ching-chan!![5]

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is this a “praise”?

Jiwon, please don't do this

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ LMAO it's too funny that the craziness spread ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Seriously, why are you like this lately, Seong Jiwon

└ Dajun said on V-Live that Jiwon suggested getting a The Dawn tattoo...

└└ That's real madness...

└└ And even Kang Ichae would be startled

└ I'm really worried about Seonghyeon these days...

The rest are usual themselves, but Seonghyeon... laughter

└└ How does one survive in that Dawn+Jungle...]

That's how the Nouels were, casually chatting away about the memes officially provided as usual.

Until one post came up.

[Title: But isn't that text asking for praise related to Shining Star? Heard there's a unit competition or something

Did Kang Ichae do well in the rap unit?]

A very accurate prediction post made even the doubtful Noeuls start to catch fire.

[Fuck... Is this real?]

[Ah shit, here comes the PTSD from another survival show...]

It was because they had been burnt too much before.

[Having to deal with all this hair-pulling, do we really have to... I'm already disillusioned]

[It's a bit annoying but I don't think it's bad to participate. Thanks to the last Shining Star, our first-week sales skyrocketed... It might even go higher this time]

[Seriously, do we have to do this? Can't the guys just be happy doing their activities? Fuck that, let's give it our all!!!

Let's stan like it's the last time!!!]

Opinions were divided.

But, having won Shining Star Season 1, it was pretty much a given they'd participate in Season 2, thus greatly drawing the Noeuls' attention.

So, the day the news broke.

[Shining Star Season 2 is coming back!]

The broadcast network's server crashed.

[Yo, is it true the server crashed

└ Seriously, glass server ㅋㅋㅋ These guys still haven't thought of fixing it]

It was natural since not just The Dawn's fans but fans of all the groups listed in the lineup rushed in.

With the tremendous success of Shining Star Season 1 and considerable anticipation for the announced Season 2 lineup, interest was bound to be high.

[Shining Star Season 2 Star Will Shine Again!

High Five, Bercy, TEW, Try, The Dawn]

Most fans of the idol groups mentioned in the lineup felt their heads spinning.

[High Five???????????]

[Damn, the tyranny of big companies is insane... They don't need to be here with their current first-week sales]

[Their capital size is different ㅋㅋㅋ (Obviously, they're kids raised with Black Call's money;;)

Do they really have to join this shit fuck ㅋㅋㅋ]

Naturally, criticism toward High Five grew.

[We're pissed too ㅋㅋ]

High Five's side was not taking it lightly, their irritation mounting.

This only heightened the fandom wars.

[It hurts our pride so much to compete with these mismatched guys ㅠㅠ Our kids ㅠㅠ What do we do

└ Yeah, your idol sucks

└ ㅋㅋ Are you dumb?]

As the official site went live and some promotional videos started circulating on YouTube, the atmosphere, becoming increasingly hostile, had the Noeuls trembling with anxiety.

– “Say you love me!”

Of course, that was only until the highlight edit video of the first episode was released before its airing.

The moment Seong Jiwon sang the first verse, the audience's stir could be felt even through the screen.

The Noeuls felt a rush of exhilaration.

[Ah!!! Jiwon!!! Hoyun!!!!!]

[It doesn't make sense if this doesn't win first place]

Because it felt like they had been outclassed by skill.

[Seong Jiwon is really on a roll these days, following in Black Call's Jeongwoo's footsteps as the next K-Pop god, it seems...]

[He is Korean...]

While they were busy praising endlessly over a single video, the next one for the rap unit was uploaded.

A black mask, cap, and hoodie couldn't hide the unmistakable faded grapefruit hair of Kang Ichae.

– “It's chasing!”

And he truly was a madman.

[Wow...]

Even in the short video, a series of techniques and performances seamlessly followed one after another, dominating the stage with absolute freedom.

[Kang Ichae really seems like a genius, sometimes I get sick of it... Not just composing and producing but damn;; his rap is killer]

[The vibe is crazy...

He must've been smirking leisurely, oh it drives me crazy]

However, for the dance unit's Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, despite attracting attention with their flashy breakdancing, the reason for their failure was too obvious.

[Ah]

High Five's main dancer flashed his abs.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah damn fuck I have to admit it]

Since voting was conducted on-site, overcoming a performance that left a strong impression was difficult unless there was a huge disparity in dancing skills.

In the end, High Five indeed secured 1st place by a significant margin.

[This is 1st place???

└ Yep, heard so

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ Darn ㅠㅠ It's regrettable but have to admit]

[Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun really danced like crazy, but couldn't beat the abs guy]

[Seonghyeon ㅠ Should've flashed yours too

└ Sneakily wishing...]

Then, a post predicting the rankings of the face-off competition appeared in a community.

It was the result of combining reviews posted by general voters and scrutinizing the edits and comments.

[Title: Prediction

Dance unit 1st place: High Five

Vocal unit 1st place: The Dawn

Rap unit 1st place: The Dawn

└ Guys, don't give it any attention

└ ——-DoNotFeedDoNotFeedDoNotFeed——]

Despite the comments, the atmosphere among the already sensitive fandoms was buzzing.

[Seems right?]

[Hmm, I've been rewatching it constantly, seems correct. The Dawn's dance unit is 2nd place]

Hearing this news, Noeul tried to act indifferent, but they couldn't hide their amusement even in the posts they uploaded on SNS.

After all, it was said they won purely on skill through blind voting.

[Well, we won't know till just before the broadcast]

[This time the song was great ㅠㅠ Genius Idol]

But as the atmosphere was already tense, there was no need to stir up controversy further, so everyone tried to quietly move on.

However, that was only temporary.

Someone leaked the face-off planning of Shining Star, completely turning things around.

[Guys, if you get 1st place, it's 1,500 points per unit]

Yes.

The 1st place of the respective unit face-off was awarded 1,500 points each, and 2nd place got 1,000 points.

Fans other than Noeul's poured out their anger on various sites.

[The Dawn 3,000 points, High Five 1,000 points???]

[Ah, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Idols are also judged by their popularity, right?! So pissed, either be popular or not!! Has the production team not come to their senses yet?!!!]

[If you wanna be Mask King, go there, fuck~~ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are you kidding me? You bitches???]

Only the Noeuls were at peace.

[Oh my??]

Having already faced many challenges, they were able to package their calmness well, sneaking into private accounts without causing unnecessary disputes.

[Guys, we voted based on talent ㅠㅠ Don't be too mad~ㅠㅠ]

[Ah... let's not be too harsh... If I were a fan from another group, I would feel bad too, honestly, it's a ridiculous method ㅋㅋ but hey, Noeul, our babies got 1st place

└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[If an idol has no talent, what are they supposed to do...? CuriousCurioushaha

└ If not talented, at least be handsome... But our kids... their faces are celestial too... what to do;;ㅠㅠ It's really tough... ㅠㅠ]

[Ah~ If Seonghyeon had just revealed his abs, it would have been 4500 points, what a pity ㅋㅋ Ah, Seonghyeon, let's show them at our solo concert later!]

They were masters at throwing shade, just like someone they knew.

[Ha... Every time I get disillusioned, I wanna quit K-Pop

└ Those who say they'll quit are the ones who stay the longest

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅋㅋ Real ones just leave without saying such stuff

└└ This~~~!!!

This is just a temporary love...

I'm only staying to see the Dawnies win 1st...]

Yet, regardless of the Noeul's strong mentality, the tension among the fandoms continued to build.

Thus came the day of the Shining Star shooting.

Seo Hoyun felt a subtly cold atmosphere the moment he entered the shooting location.

“Hello! We're The Dawn.”

“...Ah, yes. Hello.”

No matter whom he greeted, the response was like seeing a stranger, thoroughly putting up a wall.

“Hello~.”

“Oh! It's been a while.”

Here, the gathered idols, each with years of experience, were acquainted with one another and greeted each other warmly.

Of course, there were checks and balances exchanged in the process.

But to The Dawn?

“Ah, The Dawn? I know, I know~.”

What checks?

It wasn't like he was a ghost, but it was the first time in a while he was treated like a nobody.

Was it because of their 1st-place finish at the face-off, or simply because they didn't want to include him in their league?

Seo Hoyun slightly twitched his eyebrows at him but didn't say much.

Bullshit.

To Seo Hoyun, a former PD now 34 with life experience, it all seemed like nothing more than childish antics that were neither useful nor helpful.

“When will our Dajun grow up~?”

“He'll be taller than you, definitely taller...”

“Is his growth plate still open~??”

“It is!!”

With a small click of his tongue, he turned his head toward Kang Ichae, who was already seated and playfully pressing down on Jeong Dajun's head.

“Kang Ichae, stop it. What do you want to drink? Hurry up and say it.”

“...Hm?”

“?”

“???”

Suddenly, they stared at each other, not understanding, then Kang Ichae burst out laughing.

“...Ah, I guess it's already become a habit??”

“Ah, shit...”

Having gotten used to accommodating Kang Ichae's preferences after falling ill in Japan, Seo Hoyun cursed under his breath as he got up from his seat.

Kang Ichae, never one to miss an opportunity to tease, followed him closely.

“Ichae is happy, Seotorious~.”

“Never call me by that nickname in front of me.”

“Why are you taking hits again these days?”

Having escaped from Kang Ichae's clutches, Jeong Dajun brightened up and tidied his hair.

“Ah... Does that guy grow thorns if he doesn't tease someone for even 10 seconds?”

“Jeong Dajun, we're just sacrifices... give up.”

“As long as you're part of this group with Mr. Seo and Mr. Kang, there's nothing you can do, right??”

Though some cast envious looks at the overly relaxed The Dawn, the involved parties weren't affected in the least.

“Phew... hang in there, Dajun. Let's think about what we're going to eat later.”

“What does Dajun want to eat?”

“I want to eat whatever Jiwon-hyung wants~.”

“Stop lying and speak honestly.”

“...Korean beef.”

“Okay.”

While Kim Seonghyeon looked around somewhat sharply, Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun leaned on their hands, busy chatting and choosing the meal menu on their phones.

See this?

The TEW group's vocal next to them didn't like the look of this.

TEW had been around for a while, so he was careful not to get caught up in needless gossip, but it was irksome to see these not-even-two-years-in guys being so noisy.

Back in my day, I couldn't even drink water for fear of the seniors' eyes.

“Hello?”

So, he spoke up.

“Ah, hello.”

However, the person he addressed happened to be Seong Jiwon, with a steel mentality that not even a needle could penetrate.

“Aren't you nervous? Wow~, my hands are shaking!”

“Ahaha, of course, it's very nerve-wracking.”

...Hmm?

Seeing Seong Jiwon respond with a laugh without a hint of nervousness, he found it boring and quickly shifted his target.

“Jeong Dajun, you're nervous, right?”

“Huh?”

“I haven't eaten a single meal. I feel like I'll throw up if I do~. It's better to approach such an important occasion with gravity, right?”

= Can you even swallow food right now?

Jeong Dajun's eyes widened.

Exactly.

“Let's work hard, everyone.”

= Keep an eye out, ㅋ

The innocence plainly shown on his face made him think he could easily tease Jeong Dajun.

Seeing him slightly lift the corner of his mouth, Kim Seonghyeon glared at him fiercely,

“Ho—”

An ambiguous exclamation escaped from Jeong Dajun's mouth.

...Huh?

A year ago, Jeong Dajun might have been flustered and at a loss, or he might have taken it seriously without realizing.

What's with him?

However, he had spent the last year by Seo Hoyun's side.

Like rice in a hot pan, The Dawn's maknae had been sufficiently seasoned to handle situations like this.

Even living with the ultimate provocateur had made him immune to such low-level provocations.

“Yep.”

Thanks to that, his response was very nonchalant.

“Well, that can happen... Sunbae, fighting~.”

= You might as well not eat...

“......”

“......”

“But seriously, what are we eating, hyung?”

= I'm gonna eatha

This is why they said to be careful what you drink in front of kids.

Seo Hoyun had painstakingly protected the seemingly innocent maknae, but Jeong Dajun had long since mastered a new way of speaking.




1 Hoyun actually used the phrase “양심에 털난”, means something like having a fur on your conscience.



2 It means congrats.



3 This was written with English characters in the raw. A ssagaji is someone who is unkind.



4 Also written with English characters , and it means thank you, like from 감사합니다.



5 Again, originally written with English characters. It means something like compliments.



Chapter 152

“Hyung’s here.”

“Oh, you're here?”

I finally got Kang Ichae, who had been annoyingly following me around and spouting nonsense like “I'm actually a cat person” and “HouHou,” to shut his mouth with a glare.

Having downed a can myself, I returned to my spot just in time to hear Jeong Dajun peacefully lamenting about the cost of Korean beef.

“I want Korean beef, but it's so expensive...”

“Dajun, that's because you order servings for five.”

Looks like nothing happened?

Though I wanted to ignore it, I couldn't help feeling a bit worried as occasional glances pierced my way, but fortunately, it seemed nothing major had happened.

Then Kim Seonghyeon, who had been sitting alone with a sour face, looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Huh?”

“Stay away from the maknae... No more.”

What in the world did that mean?

“Ahaha, right. Hoyun. Maybe keep a little distance.”

Even Seong Jiwon, who was next to us, agreed with Kim Seonghyeon's words while laughing.

But really, what was going on?

However, not particularly curious, I didn't resist as Kim Seonghyeon led me by the hand away from where Jeong Dajun was sitting to the farthest seat.

As time passed with us looking around, the set suddenly became bustling.

“Hello!”

High Five had arrived.

The set buzzed with the cheerful laughter of the participants, hiding their competitive spirits and oddly warm attitudes.

“We are High Five.”

The moment Kang Yeonhu stepped into the set with a straight posture, our eyes met, and he slightly lifted the corners of his eyes in greeting.

Naturally, I too, feigned a pleasant smile in return.

Soon after, members of other groups gathered around Kang Yeonhu.

“Yeonhu-hyung, have you been well?”

“Ahaha, sunbae. What's with you.”

Noticing the atmosphere, even Kang Ichae looked at him indifferently.

[Welcome to Shining Star.]

Then, a mechanical voice sounded.

At the same time, letters appeared on the giant screen set up on the set.

[Will you become the brightest star?

The predicted ranking of the final winners is revealed.]

Unlike the first season where everyone wrote down their predictions for the ranking of the groups, including their own, this time, the ranking was determined by voting for the group expected to rank first beforehand.

[4th place: Try

3rd place: Bercy

2nd place: TEW]

And naturally, the 1st place was...

[1st place: High Five]

“High Five!!”

While all groups were noisy about the rankings, Kim Seonghyeon's expression hardened.

“...5th?”

“...We got zero votes?”

The members, who had been at ease until moments ago, now had stiff smiles and let out hollow laughter.

Having gained confidence in their skills and performances, the members' pride was wounded by the dismissive result of the vote.

I tapped my chin.

Guys.

To me, who thought a variety show without narrative was like a red bean bun without the filling, this situation was simply amusing.

It'll look nice when edited.

“Hyung, Ichae is sad...”

“Get lost.”

I pushed aside those who didn't care about others' opinions.

I brushed off Kang Ichae's head with my finger as he pretended to whine and tried to lean on my shoulder.

At that moment, the spotlight turned toward the entrance.

The door burst open, and a man in a suit and two women in evening dresses entered.

“Hello.”

It was the arrival of the MC and mentors.

“I'm Joo Woosung.”

For now, let's put aside the fact that Joo Woosung, who looked as if he was born to wear suits, was a mentor.

“I will be your MC, Ha Seoyeon.”

The actor Ha Seoyeon, known for her role in a popular youth drama and whom I had seen before near the smoking area, appeared as the MC, and next to her, Han Chaeri from White Cherry was beaming as a mentor.

“I'm Han Chaeri!”

So, basically...

He was standing between his exes.

Crazy...

Knowing the full context, I couldn't hide my shock, but fortunately, I thought others would attribute it to the MC and mentors' arrival.

Joo Woosung casually scanned the set and winked in our direction.

I had to try my best not to contort my face.

“Once again, welcome to Shining Star. I also followed Shining Star Season 1 closely. It's quite the feeling to see Season 2 unfold.”

Ha Seoyeon, with her actor's composed demeanor, continued the proceedings calmly.

“Shining Star Season 2, aside from the introductory meeting, consists of four rounds of competition. The team with the highest total score will become the brightest star. Now, Woosung, could you please tell us about the special privilege awarded to the winning team?”

“Yes, Seoyeon.”

Joo Woosung continued, his smile shamelessly smooth and sly.

“The final winning team will be granted the privilege of their own reality show and a gala concert at the specified venue.”

Behind Joo Woosung, various famous idol concert videos were displayed on the screen.

The vibrant lights and booming sound, along with the piercing screams of fans, elicited gasps from everyone.

“Wow, to perform there...”

It was a considerably large indoor stadium, renowned among idols as the dream concert venue.

“Wow!”

Jeong Dajun blinked in amazement, the blue light from the screen reflecting in his eyelashes.

I chuckled slightly.

Looking forward to it?

I was confident enough to grant such privileges to Jeong Dajun.

Having toured the world several times, such things were no big deal for Joo Woosung and Han Chaeri, who smiled warmly at the cast members gazing at the screen with sparkling eyes.

As the video ended, Han Chaeri picked up the microphone.

“I guess that's enough for an introduction? Let's get straight to the point without boring you!”

With those words, she snapped her fingers, and the lights dimmed instantly, spotlighting a small table placed at the top of the stairs.

There was a small box on it.

“What's that?”

Waiting for the murmuring of the cast to quiet down, Ha Seoyeon slowly opened her mouth.

I'll announce the theme for the first competition.

“...!”

“Your song, my song challenge. It's a cover song competition.”

As she spoke, a list of song titles scrolled down the screen one after another.

Most were top idol songs, the kind that everyone would have heard at least once.

“Just write down the song you want to perform from this list and put it in that box. Then, you draw. Simple, right?”

While listening to Ha Seoyeon explain, I scanned the list from top to bottom.

A song in the corner caught my eye.

“Hmm.”

I pulled up the corners of my mouth in satisfaction.

“So, what should we be careful about here?”

When Han Chaeri lightly asked, Bercy's main vocal raised his hand.

He took the microphone and carefully said,

“...Does this mean someone else could pick the paper I wrote?”

“...!!”

“Yes! Exactly that!”

“If someone else gets the song you wrote down, it'd be infuriating, right? Depending on how you plan, it could be an advantage or a disadvantage, so please choose your song carefully.”

As Joo Woosung took the microphone, Han Chaeri's smile visibly trembled.

It would have been more entertaining if Woosung had stirred up some trouble, but looking at his sleek face only made me even less interested in his love life.

Other groups quickly huddled together to start brainstorming.

“What should we do?”

“Should we go for something strong...? But what if it's taken?”

Holding a piece of paper provided by the staff, I re-examined the song titles displayed on the screen.

If my turn came and it was still available, I wouldn't have to worry about my song being taken.

After all, I had learned a skill from someone.

And if it were taken, it seemed it would make for an interesting situation.

However, I weighed in my mind the benefits we could gain, the impact it could have on other groups, and whether there were things to gain even if things didn't go as planned.

Having sorted that out, I looked at the members.

“Guys, there's something hyung want to do.”

“You can do it without calling yourself 'hyung'.”

“There's something Hoyun wants to do.”

“......”

I quickly wrote something down on the paper.

The expressions of the members watching me gradually became odd.

“This one.”

“...?”

As I picked up the completed paper, Kim Seonghyeon leaned in and whispered quietly,

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.”

“If it goes to another group...”

“Whatever it is, it'll still be fun.”

Kim Seonghyeon stared at me for a moment.

I could explain if he wanted, but even if I did, it wouldn't be easy to get his agreement.

Even if he did oppose it, considering how soft-hearted he was to the members, I was sure I could sway him.

But without much ado, he simply nodded slightly and tapped my shoulder.

“Okay, got it.”

What was reflected in his eyes was trust.

Kim Seonghyeon. You were told not to trust people easily.

Chuckling, after getting the unanimous consent of all the members, I neatly folded the note and placed it in the box.

As the song selection for all groups ended, Ha Seoyeon, standing beside the box with the mic in hand, smiled brightly.

“Please, High Five, come forward.”

“Yes!”

As Kang Yeonhu, the leader of High Five, strode forward, Ha Seoyeon playfully tapped the box.

“How about we draw again?”

Unless someone was incredibly unlucky, it was somewhat predictable what song would come up.

Likely fearing their turn, everyone probably mixed in famous songs by top male idol groups as a safe bet.

But...

“Next up, The Dawn. Please come forward.”

It wouldn't be fun if everything was too similar, right?

Ding!

[Are you really going to pick that one?]

I shrugged nonchalantly as if it was obvious and stood up with a calm expression.

All the while, the system window blared noisily as I walked.

[Are you sure that's a good choice?]

[You do know the quest is to finish first, right?!]

[Are you confident in what you'll pick? It's random.]

There was nothing in this world that couldn't be done.

Stopping in front of the box, I turned my head to look at Kang Ichae.

Ichae.

When our eyes met, Kang Ichae narrowed his eyes as if to say, “What are you plotting?”

Thanks. I'll make good use of your skill, okay?

“Oh, this is troubling.”

“Ahaha, would worrying change anything?”

Feigning concern, I scratched my head, eliciting laughter from behind me, as if to say that worrying was pointless.

“Still, we have to be careful. It all depends on the luck of the draw, doesn't it?”

I was reminded of that time.

The conversation I had with Kang Ichae after filming our own content in the provinces.

“Did you, before putting it in the box... slightly fold it?”

When Kang Ichae had chosen a fancy restaurant in a draw that involved dinner.[1]

“You've got keen eyes, huh?”

At that time, Kang Ichae had laughed as if amused by my question.

“Well, if it's folded, you can tell by the feel.”

Right.

This is it.

I could feel the slight fold of the paper under my fingertips.

I pulled up the corners of my mouth and drew the note out of the box.

“The Dawn have selected.”

All eyes gathered my way.

“Ah, it's the one I wrote.”

And this was the stage I had personally prepared.

How could this not work out in my favor?

As I held up the card and smiled, Joo Woosung's expression hardened.

“Lea Purple's...”

“...?!”

Just the mention of the singer's name caused a stir in the venue.

As I fluttered the paper toward our leader, Kim Seonghyeon, he touched his eyebrow, sporting an ambiguous smile.

You little...

“'Easy Tempo' it is.”

I'll show you something fun, hyung.




1 See Episode 117 for Ichae's cunning.



Chapter 153

“Joo Woosung, are you seriously crazy?”

Standing on the third-floor balcony of the studio and tapping away at his phone, Joo Woosung turned around with a big grin.

“Seo Hoyun, hi.”

“I was going to be annoyed that you didn't tell me about the lineup, but now, I'm just astonished. How did you manage to... between those two...”

I couldn't finish my sentence, just shaking my head in disbelief.

Joo Woosung, who had dreaded even the idea of participating in an end-of-the-year stage with White Cherry's Han Chaeri, seemed in a good mood today.

“You know, you only seem to pick up common sense in the weirdest places.”

“It's Joo Woosung who's missing common sense in weird places.”

Joo Woosung chuckled.

Then, leaning on the railing, he waved his hand and looked down at the crowd gathering below.

“Season 2, it's a real mess, huh? My direct hoobae and an ex-girlfriends' mega party...”

“......”

“And then there's you.”

Unbelievable.

“Why am I included in this sticky mess? It's all related to Joo Woosung.”

“Are you asking even though you know? You're the worst of them all.”

You're the worst, sure.

I crossed my arms and stared at him, only for Joo Woosung to just tilt his head.

“Why on earth did you choose a Lea Purple song?”

“Why?”

“What do you mean, why?”

Joo Woosung snorted as if he couldn't believe it.

“You know what you're doing. Everyone knows you arranged the stage lineup like that to avoid being entangled in a scandal. But why would you go out of your way to bring Lea Purple here? Don't you know that's just going to leave a bad impression on the fans?”

“Hearing this from Joo Woosung feels refreshing.”

“You wanna die?”

The reality was that Joo Woosung, about to go on air with not one but two ex-girlfriends by his side, still had a reason for never getting entangled in any messy scandals throughout his numerous relationships.

He never let on in front of the fans, always meeting in secret locations when necessary.

Besides, the agency couldn't afford to lose Black Call, so they had thoroughly blocked it.

“What are you going to do if a scandal breaks out?”

As if he was overly sensitive about such matters.

“Ordinary people would think that way, right?”

“...?”

I moved next to Joo Woosung, leaned my chin on the railing, and looked down.

“Don't worry. I have a plan.”

TEW was standing below.

We could hear our group's name being mentioned, and everyone exchanged awkward smiles and glances.

It wasn't a strange conversation to overhear.

Just typical workplace gossip.

“Be careful not to act rashly.”

Joo Woosung also noticed and turned to look in that direction as he spoke.

“There's a limit to dragging others down with you. They're being cautious enough as it is.”

“......”

“It can't be helped, the more you roll in this industry, the more you learn to protect yourself.”

“Is that from experience?”

Joo Woosung glared at me for a moment before sighing.

Seemed like he meant to say, if you're going to talk about serious stuff, at least listen.

“Anyway, you can't rely on the same luck as in Season 1. You have to face it with your skills now.”

I looked at Joo Woosung.

“Isn't it surprising?”

“What is?”

“That Joo Woosung would think like this.”

The top star smirked sarcastically at my words.

Luck?

Fair point.

To the outside world, it would seem like luck.

If Season 1 was truly a wild field, Season 2 was a mess pretending to be neat.

At least the wilderness was pure, but here, only those who survived the muck were swarming around.

Meaning, the politicking was going to be even worse.

As Joo Woosung said, the more you rolled in this industry, the more you learned to protect yourself.

So, wouldn't that make it more interesting?

“I think differently. It all depends on the situation, doesn't it?”

“What do you think?”

“It's the people who have more who do more.”

I have seen such cases countless times.

“Those who have tasted know the flavor, and those who have had grown greedy. The more you have to protect, the greedier you become, and soon, you'll bare your fangs.”

That's why the higher you climb, the more you can do whatever you want and still be forgiven—that's when you can truly understand a person's character.

What if, on the contrary, someone tried to take away the rice bowl you've always enjoyed?

“People are mostly the same...”

They would throw a tantrum.

“Do you know who I am?” wasn't a line that had become cliché in dramas for no reason.

Because there have been many people who said that.

It seemed everyone was being extra cautious this time, so there was a need to find a way to choose the most likely candidate to make a foolish mistake.

That's why this song was chosen.

“I'm kind of curious who it will be.”

Indeed, who would make the most idiotic mistake?

The trap was set; now, all that was left was to wait for someone to fall into it.

I tapped my fingers on the railing, pondering.

And I hope it's your hoobae.

Woosung would be horrified if he knew.

“Well, let's pretend I didn't hear that.”

“......”

“Let's just move past it, okay?”

I had expected to at least get called a sly fox for saying it with a mischievous smile, but Woosung simply nodded in agreement.

“Be that as it may.”

“...?”

When I gave him a puzzled look, Woosung glanced at me and rubbed his neck.

“I'll help you.”

“...What?”

With my scheming?

Woosung twitched his eyebrows at my dumbfounded expression.

“What kind of bullshit are you thinking?! I'm talking about skills, skills. I'm going to help you improve your dancing.”

“...Really??”

“Seo Hoyun, do you think I came here to be a mentor for no reason?”

Was Woosung actually...

His unexpected confession left my thoughts stuttering.

“...Excuse me.”

...No way.

Maybe it was because my brain wasn't working properly, but Woosung's words sounded like he voluntarily came out to mentor me.

“Let's not make absurd claims just to show off. Where do you think you are, showing your teeth like that?”

“Didn't you, the quick-witted guy, notice anything odd? Sure, the company suggested it, but do you think I have the time to come out here as a mentor? They'd normally assign a regular trainer or something.”

Woosung's mockery made me even more bewildered.

“So, like I said before. I'm going to get cursed from all sides. For coming out as a mentor because of my direct hoobae, I'll get criticized, and then for not looking after my hoobae but hanging around weird fucks, I'll get cursed again.”

“What?

“...Hmm, guess I'll live a long life then?”

Seeing the guy mutter awkwardly, I opened my mouth slightly.

That's some nonsense...

Well, even if we give him the benefit of the doubt and this was true...

“...Joo Woosung.”

“What?”

“Do you by any chance have a DNA sequence composed entirely of fools? Or are you just crazy?”

That was way over the line.

“Fuck, yeah, I'm a food, you bastard.”

“...At least you're aware, which is good.”

“You're brutally harsh.”

Woosung, who was begrudgingly looking at me as if caring for me was a hassle, sighed deeply and took out his phone.

“Haah, it's thankless. Like Seonghyeon, you're not cute in the slightest... No manners, no skills, and your dancing is clumsy. What's there to like? I must be crazy.”

“Stop talking behind people's backs.”

“Seo Hoyun, do you really, really, really not understand why me and Cheongbeom-noona act like a fool in front of you?”

I didn't know.

Maybe you guys were just fools?

Though I couldn't see my own expression, Woosung lifted one corner of his mouth upon seeing my face.

“That's why you're an unknown, you lunatic.”

“......”

No, but this guy was really picking a fight.


After selecting the competition song, the schedule for Shining Star Season 2 progressed quickly.

“Haah...”

“Why are you sighing so much?”

“Oh, it's nothing!”

The decision to increase the density of the broadcast meant more frequent shooting than the previous season, and naturally, more preparation was required.

Thanks to that, not only the cast but also the production team faced a tight schedule.

In fact, they were so short on staff members for the participants' interviews that they had to deploy personnel from the culture department.

And that was exactly why the youngest AD at the broadcasting station was endlessly sighing right now.

“Ugh...”

As he followed Kim Heeyeon around and set up the camera at the designated spot, he recalled his whiny younger cousin.

I have to get a High Five's autograph...

As a big fan of High Five, he had pestered him via text, KakaoTalk, and calls until he accepted.

He wanted to get it over with quickly, but unfortunately, the first shoot was with The Dawn.

Ah, so annoying.

PD Kim Heeyeon had strictly told him not to show his fanboy side during the shooting, but getting an autograph should be fine, right?

He pouted, wishing to quickly finish The Dawn's shoot and maybe bump into High Five.

“Hello?”

“Hello, please take care of me!”

However, all those thoughts flew out the window the moment The Dawn stepped in.

Wow, are they even human?

Having seen many celebrities working at the broadcasting station, the idols he encountered up close seemed so unreal, it was hard to believe they were of the same species.

He had heard they were popular these days.

Seeing their long limbs and faces that could put actors to shame, he understood why.

Idol life isn't for just anyone...

However, as an AD who frequently heard stories about the tyranny within the entertainment industry, he tried his best to stay alert to avoid causing trouble.

Despite merely sitting still with expressionless faces, Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon, and Kang Ichae looked intimidating.

After greeting the staff, the members gathered in the middle of the practice room and started their discussion.

“Let's listen to Lea Purple-sunbae's song first before we start.”

“Alright.”

“I get this Feeling, you may see me as a frivolous person,

But you're already attracted to me.”

Lea Purple had become famous for climbing back up the charts recently and was actively participating on variety shows, but as someone with no knowledge of idol songs, the AD couldn't recall ever hearing this song.

It meant that it was likely a song unknown to the public as well.

Is it somewhat sexy, cutesy?

Yet, it was strange.

Why did they put a female idol song in the first place?

Of course, it could have been put in for another idol to pick.

However, if the person ended up picking it by mistake, it would be a total mess.

In the end, The Dawn ended up choosing the note they had inserted themselves.

Then, wouldn't it have been better to just pick something safe, like a male idol song, say, from Black Call's “Kings”?

...Why on earth this then?

It was a dangerously sexy, cutesy concept that pulled at the soul.

“You can mistake me for an easy girl,

We have plenty of time, touch me slowly,

Easy tempo one and two.”

The lyrics were such that they made one wonder if its obscurity was due to its infeasibility in today's context, purporting an intent to look pretty for you, feigning innocence, acting coy, but in any case, suggesting you would end up coming to me.

It wasn't just the youngest AD who thought this way.

The eyes of the staff who had been in the industry for a long time also wavered.

“Don't rush, easy tempo one and two,

Don't come hurriedly without certainty.”

This? InShining Star? By a male idol? In the first round?

Skirting around scandals only to do a Lea Purple song?

Thinking about Lea Purple's outfit at the time made it even more daunting.

They had worn tight-fitting black leather skinny jeans.

“Sounds good. Shall we go with this?”

“Yes~!”

“...!!”

However, the actual members of The Dawn were utterly calm.

Suddenly, the practice room door burst open, and someone came in.

“The awesome sunbae is here~!”

...Why him again???

It was Joo Woosung, who was notoriously hard to meet.

Contrary to his approachable and sorrowful image on TV, he was well-known for being prickly and standoffish.

Thus, the network had only thrown the mentor role at Woosung as a formality, recognizing him more as a face that occasionally appeared on screen to boost ratings.

Everyone seemed puzzled by the unexpected guest's arrival, but Seo Hoyun reacted nonchalantly.

“Did you bring something to drink?”

“Do you think your sunbae is like a shuttle?”

“If you didn't bring any drinks, just turn around and leave.”

“Seo Hoyun, you know what?”

“What?”

“I'm not even mad anymore.”

“......”


Chapter 154

“Is this what becoming an adult is all about?”

“What are you talking about?”

No way, are they really close...?

Though they appeared together on variety shows and rumors of their friendship were widespread, most industry insiders thought their relationship was purely business.

And why wouldn't they, especially since this was Joo Woosung they were talking about.

Look at the atmosphere, he truly is the celebrity of celebrities...

Rumors abound that, except for Black Call's lead vocal Chae Jeongwoo, Joo Woosung was distant with everyone else, so what about his relationship with other industry contacts?

Seo Hoyun would have snorted had he known.

After all, except for work, Joo Woosung hardly ever left his home and was known as a cat-loving homebody.

“Ah! Woosung-sunbae, hello.”

“Uh-huh~, Jiwon, hi.”

However, the AD saw a completely different side than what had been rumored.

He even remembered the names of other members of The Dawn.

Seong Jiwon even greeted Joo Woosung with a slight smile, without a hint of discomfort.

The staff members whispered among themselves after witnessing the whole scene.

“Mr. Joo Woosung, is it mentor filming day today?”

“No...? Why did I come here?”

“Is your agency Daepaseong Entertainment or what?”

“What kind of nonsense is that??”

Even though it wasn't his active period and he was off-schedule, was it really okay for a renowned idol to just show up at a different agency and hang out?

Or was it a case of miscommunication?

But there was a notification about today's practice session.

“What now...?”

Then, why had he come to The Dawn?

Shouldn't you be visiting High Five? Aren't you afraid of getting chewed out for visiting your hoobae on their shooting day? But wouldn't you get flak for coming to The Dawn anyway?

Though they couldn't voice it out, numerous questions bubbled among the staff.

The only one genuinely delighted by Joo Woosung's arrival was the writer, who once was an enthusiastic fan of Black Call.

“It's so dazzling, it's like I'm getting Lasik...”

“......”

Meanwhile, Woosung sat down on the couch in Daepaseong Entertainment's practice room as if it were his own home, cracking a gentle smile as he sipped on the ion drink Seonghyeon brought him.

“Shall we start then?”

Wow!

Being an idol might seem glamorous from the outside, but it required not just natural talent but also grueling practice and effort!

The AD was thrilled at the prospect of witnessing this firsthand.

How professional can it get?

Squeak, squeak!

Just when The Dawn started their practice, the AD gazed at them with sparkling eyes for a moment,

“Ah! Why isn't this working, what the heck!!”

The AD gazed blankly at the practice room.

“I'm doing it.”

“Is that how you do it? Be cute and sexy but still cool, come on!!”

“I am being cute and sexy and cool.”

“Look in the mirror.”

“......”

It started off not so badly.

Even when Joo Woosung was going through The Dawn members one by one to correct their posture, it was still okay despite a bit of roughness.

But when it was Seo Hoyun's turn, it felt like all previous criticisms were just a taste of what was to come as he was thoroughly scolded.

“Haah...”

Seo Hoyun's jaw trembled slightly, possibly holding back because the cameras were rolling.

“Haah? Haah?? Are you sighing now? I should be the one sighing. Why can't you do this?”

“Am I not allowed to breathe as I wish?”

“Yeah.”

Joo Woosung, seemingly having ditched any filter he might have had with PD Kim Heeyeon, smirked every time, while Seo Hoyun checked if the camera was rolling and clenched his fist in response.

“Sunbae, please give advice so even a fool could understand, yes?”

“...Just do it.”

“......”

...Is he here to help or to make things worse?

Woosung was lively as a fish in water, thoroughly going through Hoyun.

Even the youngest member, Jeong Dajun, got caught in the crossfire and was rigorously critiqued.

“Dajun, snap out of it...”

“Oh, uh... yes...”

His soul seemed to have left his body.

“Hoyun, if you're not born with it, you need to make up for it with effort.”

As Seo Hoyun responded with only his eyebrows twitching under the barrage of undeniable truths, Joo Woosung finally stood up, ran his fingers through his hair, and assumed the position.

“Look.”

Counting the beats out loud, one, two, three, he smoothly transitioned from a wave to a hip thrust to a wink, ending with a blown kiss with ease.

“Got it?”

“I got it!! Sunbae!!”

“I don't... I don't get it...”

The intended recipient was utterly unmoved, but Kim Seonghyeon's eyes moistened at the sight.

Joo Woosung flopped back onto the sofa, crossing his legs and lifting the corners of his mouth as he looked at Seo Hoyun.

“What are you doing? Get moving.”

“......”

Without a word, Seo Hoyun heaved a deep sigh and sluggishly got up.

And against the backdrop of Joo Woosung's nagging, he practiced in 0.1-second increments.

“Wait, let me change the tape before we do individual interviews!”

“Ah, yes!”

After about three repetitions of Joo Woosung's criticisms and Seo Hoyun's sighs, they moved on to prepare for the interviews.

PD Kim Heeyeon judged that they had captured enough practice footage for the show.

Even in exhaustion, they bowed politely to the staff members on occasion and continued practicing relentlessly.

“Amazing, really.”

Only those who went this far could be idols.

It wasn't until the announcement that individual interview filming was about to begin that they finally stopped moving.

“Let's start with Jeong Dajun! We have plenty of time, so please prepare at your leisure!”

“Yes, sir!”

Everyone quickly tidied up their clothing, faces, and hairstyles.

Except for Jeong Dajun, who stepped in front of the camera first, the rest of the members sought refuge out of the camera's view, with Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon checking something on their phones.

“It makes you lose your appetite and vomit but it's okay, I can handle it!”

“...Ah, ahaha?”

Bubbly and nice.

Perhaps because he was the maknae, Jeong Dajun's interview was lively from start to finish.

“Next up, Seong Jiwon!”

At the staff's call, Seong Jiwon, who had been chatting with Seo Hoyun, got up and switched places with Jeong Dajun.

Shortly after, Seo Hoyun, who had been playfully squeezing or poking Jeong Dajun's cheeks outside the camera's view, quietly slipped out of the practice room.

“Jiwon, you're known as a practice bug, aren't you?”

“Ahaha, I still need more practice. I'll probably have to do more even after the shooting.”

While Seong Jiwon's interview was in full swing, a delicious smell filled the practice room.

Noticing that it wasn't just him, other staff members also sniffed the air.

They had been on a tight schedule since morning and hadn't had a chance to eat.

The AD, looking for the source of the smell, spotted Seo Hoyun near the door, hands full of plastic bags.

“Huh?”

As the staff noticed, Seo Hoyun carefully started to speak, trying not to interrupt.

“Sorry for interrupting the shooting. Um, I heard some of you haven't had a meal yet.”

“...?”

“If you don't mind, please have some.”

“What? No, how could you...”

Between the staff's cheers, Seo Hoyun's laughter could be heard.

What the?? Why is he so thoughtful?

Receiving the plastic bags from Seo Hoyun, The Dawn members each handed out premium lunch boxes and drinks with deep bows.

“Wow~, thank you!!”

“Enjoy your meal.”

“Wow, awesome. The lunch box looks super fancy.”

“Okay, those who have individual interviews scheduled next should eat later, and the rest can eat now. Okay?”

PD Kim Heeyeon quickly managed the unexpected situation, and everyone nodded while still unable to take their eyes off the lunch boxes.

Kim Seonghyeon's interview followed.

After some light conversation, he was asked the question that had been posed to all members.

“How do you feel about the upcoming first competition?”

“Ah, yes.”

Kim Seonghyeon pondered briefly.

“Our debut title song didn't receive much love. So, we had a long hiatus, and there was a lot of anxiety about the future.”

Kim Seonghyeon's eyes, as he stared into the camera, were as sincere as his character.

Wow, truly a beneficiary ofShining StarSeason 1.

“Even though we are receiving more love than we deserve now, in the process, I had to reflect on myself countless times and mull over various things.”

His speech and appearance looked good on camera.

This scene might turn out pretty well, thought the AD, when suddenly the mood was shattered.

“But, of course, we aim to work even harder—”

“Hey!! That's not how you do it!!”

Joo Woosung's Spartan training was starting again in the background.

“......”

“......”

They seemed to be trying to keep it down, but their voices were still picked up by the audio.

As the interview proceeded, Kim Seonghyeon exchanged glances with the AD and took a slight deep breath before opening his mouth again.

“...With that kind of sentiment in mind, we chose the song—”

“If you keep on clicking away, why don't you just grab a hammer, huh?”

“that's why—”

“Should I really grab a hammer then?? Click-clack, click-clack?!”

“Yeah! Just grab it and go on stage!”

“......”

“......”

In the corner of the practice room, Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun were now openly bickering.

Watching them, Kim Seonghyeon's eyelashes fluttered slightly before his expression relaxed like someone who had achieved enlightenment.

“Sigh...”

“...Well, we've got enough for the interview, so it's fine. That'll do for now.”

The AD, who had involuntarily tasted the woes of being a leader, hastily called for the next member.

“Let's interview Seo Hoyun!”

Finally, as the last participant, Seo Hoyun appeared on camera.

“Ha...”

A sigh laden with irritation.

As Hoyun furrowed his brows and swept back his hair, even the camera operator flinched slightly.

“Ah, sorry.”

However, upon seeing the AD, Hoyun immediately brightened with a smile.

“It got a bit noisy, didn't it.”

“Ah, no, it's okay.”

“Did you have some of the lunch box earlier?”

...Wow, he really has a good personality, doesn't he?

The conversation flowed more warmly than expected.

Before long, the AD let down his guard and began to chatter away.

It was only after revealing that his cousin was a fan of High Five that he managed to regain his composure and restart the interview.

“Is there a reason you chose a song by Lea Purple?”

Seo Hoyun seemed to ponder for a moment before smiling slightly at the camera.

“Because I like the song?”

It was an undeniably beautiful shot but...

But...

Seeing Joo Woosung, standing beside him, raise one corner of his mouth at Seo Hoyun's response, the AD felt a bit of dread.

Just stop fighting with Woosung already...

At the same time, it strongly registered in the AD's mind that “Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun are the best of best friends.”

.

.

.

“Great work, everyone!”

Even after all the filming ended, we continued to practice.

Joo Woosung stayed until dawn, meticulously checking everything from movements to facial expressions and gestures.

Such a tough guy...

After several hours had passed with everyone sprawled on the floor, exhausted, Joo Woosung, still looking somewhat dissatisfied, grabbed his sports bag.

“Hey, I'm taking a taxi home. Make sure you can do this by tomorrow when I come.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Look at this guy, losing all manners as soon as the camera stops rolling.”

Joo Woosung clicked his tongue and stood up.

“Ah, also.”

“......”

“You guys are smart.”

I wanted to add that it was obvious, but I was too drained to even speak, so I just lifted my eyes.

“To be honest, I was wondering why you chose a Lea Purple song, but now I see. It's going to work.”

Of course.

Instead of answering, I just weakly waved my hand, and Joo Woosung snickered and left the practice room.

“See you tomorrow, Seo Hoyun.”

After that, the other members left to shower, and I lay spread-eagled alone on the practice room floor, lights off.

Ding!

[Because you really like it?]

“What?”

[You wouldn't have chosen the song for just that reason, right?]

Spot on.

Feeling a bit of energy return after the break, I moved my arm to grab my phone and play a video.

This stage might be a great opportunity not just for The Dawn who's worked hard but perhaps for Lea Purple as well.

Would I really put myself at a disadvantage?

The method, though, was a bit crappy.

[Why did you choose it, then?]

“If you're curious, just wait.”

After scolding the system window that kept pestering me, it quietened down a bit, though it still grumbled.

[But...]

That quiet was short-lived.

The system window bothered me again.

“What now?”

[Joo Woosung... I like him, but he's not exactly a nice person, is he? He seems basically uninterested in others.]

“So?”

I half-heartedly read the message, focusing more on my phone as the system window resized itself to block my view.

[Aren't you curious why he stayed up until dawn to help Seo Hoyun?]

“Is he my main scenario target?”

[...No?]

“Then, that's that.”

[......]


Chapter 155

“Woahhh!”

When the worn-out modern office worker found out she had successfully drawn a spot in the first round of the competition, she was so happy that she kicked her feet into the air.

“Yeonhu, your noona is going!!”

As a fan of High Five, she headed to the filming location on the day of the shoot, her heart fluttering.

“Hey, has the traitor arrived?”

“Hahaha, sorry!”

Laughing heartily at the entrance to the competition venue, her friend, who had been a fan of High Five for only a brief moment—as if dipping a toe in the water and calling it broth—greeted her.

Having been tormented by reality for a while and distancing herself from fangirling, thinking she had “escaped K-Pop,” she was suddenly smitten by The Dawn's maknae and found herself running around the scene again.

“At least we got to come together again~. Keep me with you forever.”

“So sick of this... Ok.”

They coolly came to an agreement and entered the competition venue.

Even before it started, the heat was palpable against their skin.

She tried to calm her fiercely pounding heart as she looked around, and then MC Ha Seoyeon appeared.

“Hello, I'm Ha Seoyeon~.”

“Wow, look at Ha Seoyeon's actor vibe.”

“Acting is top-notch!!”

As they couldn't take their eyes off Ha Seoyeon and whispered among themselves, the introduction quickly passed, and Bercy took the stage first.

“Oh!!”

“Not bad~.”

Looking at the list, it was expected that the stage quality would be good due to the performers' rich experience, and indeed, the composition was not only solid but also spectacular.

“Definitely better than last season.”

They packed it with first-tier songs.

Next, a song by Black Call, which they had tasted long ago, flowed out.

The stage wasn't bad.

However, it didn't quite appeal to the office worker or her friend.

That's something Black Call should do...

Black Call, with Chae Jeongwoo known as the god of K-Pop, had a track record so impeccable that since their debut, mishaps could be counted on one hand.

Their stage presence was undeniable, evidenced by the sheer impact of Joo Woosung simply walking out onto the stage.

It's just an inferior version no matter what.

It seemed like they thought performing well-known songs would be a good idea, but it was a big mistake.

It was easy to get swallowed up by the original.

“Ugh, it's hot, so hot.”

“Guys~, it's almost summer~.”

With a series of similarly intense songs continuing, the fiery stage effects hardly gave them a moment's rest.

Because of this, they felt like even their hair was burning every time the flames burst forth, prompting irritated comments.

Meanwhile, her friend, the Nouel, lost interest to the extent that she sneakily took out a phone she had brought in to browse through online communities.

“When is Dajun coming out?”

While Bercy, Try, and TEW performed one after another, the office worker's attention was wholly fixed on High Five.

Then, The Dawn took the stage as the fourth performance.

“Hello!”

“??”

As soon as they saw them, everyone at the venue was so surprised they couldn't close their mouths.

Then, screams filled the competition venue.

“Woahhh!”

Dressed in tight black leather pants and fluttery silk black shirts, each member had thin, sparkling body chains wrapped around their waists or slightly visible under their clothes, creating a variety of dazzling effects.

No way, are they insane??

Moreover, Seo Hoyun had even tied a long velvet string around his neck like a choker in the shape of a ribbon.

“I'm just gonna faint...”

Moreover, Seong Jiwon wore a crown of delicate white flowers giving off a pure vibe, while Kang Ichae had a wet-look hairstyle with a few strands braided with beads.

But the ultimate reason for the screams was.

“Shit!!”

Dancers Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun appeared wearing super, super, super cute cat-shaped headbands made of black-painted metal!!

“This is it for today! Hey! Everyone, disband!”

“Wow, shit. This is crazy...”

Leather pants, body chains, and headbands.

Faced with The Dawn's declaration of victory, the office worker felt a competitive fire ignite within her.

Next to her, the Noeul, was going crazy, waving the light stick and screaming, having thrown all dignity to the wind.

As Seong Jiwon bowed at 90 degrees and Seo Hoyun slightly adjusted Jiwon's slightly disheveled flower crown, cheers erupted once again.

“Hello, we are The Dawn, the rising dawn!”

“Wow, the cheer is no joke, right?! What stage have The Dawn prepared for today?”

Not the leader, but the maknae, Jeong Dajun, was the first to grab the mic with a bright smile.

“Today, we've prepared 'Easy Tempo' by our sunbae, Lea Purple!”

“Are you all ready to follow along with the tempo~?”

Seong Jiwon chimed in.

Just the slight curl of his lips brightened the surroundings, and the soft-looking Jeong Dajun exchanged glances and smiles with him, creating an incredibly cute moment, even from the perspective of a fan of another group.

“Let's go!!! Even to hell!!”

“Calm down...”

Her friend's excitement was unmatched.

But...

Giving up on trying to calm her friend down, the High Five fan, the office worker, thought about the song The Dawn had chosen.

Lea Purple's 'Easy Tempo'?

A boy group covering a girl group's song did have its demand.

But it was usually something done at an end-of-the-year stage or fan meetings.

Even this song wasn't that famous.

She only vaguely remembered that the outfits were quite revolutionary.

Did they arrange it? Or is there some other trick up their sleeve?

She didn't realize it as she racked her brain, but the fact that she was already a fan of another group yet was this invested and defensive was proof that The Dawn were shaking up the scene.

“Easy Tempo One and Two

Easy Tempo One and Two...”

The lights dimmed, and an unfamiliar melody began to play.

Soon, the stage lit up again, and Jeong Dajun, sitting in a chair, leaned his head on Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder as he started the introduction.

“Sitting next to you, I casually say, I feel a bit dizzy today.

You seem to know already, slightly smiling.”

“Please, Dajun...”

Her friend, whose favorite was Jeong Dajun, wobbled as if feeling dizzy from the first verse.

Seong Jiwon, who was sitting at the end of the table next to them, leaned slightly towards Dajun and chuckled.

“I get this Feeling, you see me as someone light-hearted,

But you're already attracted to me.”

Wow, such confident vocals...

“But Easy Tempo One and Two, don't rush without certainty.”

Seong Jiwon grabbed Seo Hoyun's right arm, spun him around, and they danced a paired-choreography together.

“It's okay to mistake me for an easy guy,

There's plenty of time, take your time to cherish me.

Easy Tempo One and Two, don't hurry.

Easy Tempo One and Two, don't act hastily.”

“Are you crazy? Crazy? Hey!! Are you crazy??”

...Wow.

Shaken and screamed at by her friend, the office worker re-evaluated.

I thought the original lyrics were so-so.

It was precarious.

The slightly breathier voice, the sly squinting of the eyes, and the subtle smile seemed like an unparalleled masterpiece of teasing.

It's providing a pretty good mood shift even for the tired audience after a series of intense songs.

As she critically assessed The Dawn's performance with the discerning eye of a K-Pop veteran...

“Don't subtly push and pull, I'm different from the others you've met before.”

Kim Seonghyeon stepped forward, slipping his leather jacket halfway off.

The body chain that draped from his neck to his chest shimmered, and his muscular arms flexed in a wave.

“Yeah, you're fucking different!!”

It was a thoroughly calculated move, but since many people liked it, it was classic.

“I know it's frustrating, but I said!

Easy Tempo One and Two.”

His expression was lethal, his ears so red they looked like they would bleed if touched.

“Kraaaaaah!!”

The screams and frenzied shouts from the audience made High Five's fans feel a sense of crisis.

These guys really want to succeed, damn it!

For a moment, she wondered if Kim Seonghyeon's dance was a meticulously prepared part to make up for losing to some abs during the unit stage.

Then, Kang Ichae took the center, slightly crinkling his nose cutely before starting her rap.

“Ah, don't look away, it makes me jealous.”

The rap fit the situation perfectly, chewy and exquisite.

“Don't you know that I push everyone aside and run straight to you?

Baby, you are my one and only thrill.”

Next, Jeong Dajun walked in from the side, tapping his cat ear headband.

“The moment I saw you, I felt that you would change my everything.”

Then, under the blue lights tinged with pink, all members stopped, and only Seo Hoyun lifted his head.

“Pretend I'm an easy guy, there's plenty of time.”

And with a wave, grabbed the ribbon around his neck...

“Love me slowly.”

And pulled it loose.

“Uaaaaaaah!! Ah! Ah!!”

Damn!! Is this why he's the only one with a ribbon?!

The fans might not know, but all of this was thanks to Joo Woosung's meticulous nagging.

Grinding his teeth tightly, Seo Hoyun had awakened to the ability to break down his movements into 0.1-second intervals, setting his x-y-z coordinates and endlessly calculating where to place his body, allowing him to perfectly execute today's performance.

“Arghhh!!”

Licking his red lower lip, Hoyun's eyes sparkled.

“Easy Tempo One and Two, don't hurry.

Easy Tempo One and Two, don't come on too strong, okay?”

As Seo Hoyun spun his body and once again matched the paired choreography with Seong Jiwon, the triangular light sticks in the audience shook even more violently.

How could the Noeuls not get excited when someone like Seo Hoyun, who seemed to master everything, was asking to be loved as an easy man?

“Rabbit!!! I wanna go fast!!”

These guys are really, really, really possessed by evil...

They were the kind who knew what worked in the market.

The office worker who was a fan of High Five let out a sigh that sounded almost like a gasp, dizzy with anticipation for the upcoming 'My Baby' performance.

At that moment, Seong Jiwon's high note exploded.

“No, Please I can't stop!”

“...!!”

I thought he was following Chae Jeongwoo, but this is... just on Jeongwoo's level?

Chills ran all over her body.

Everyone's mouth was agape, looking up when Kang Ichae cut through the song.

“No Easy Tempo, the rhythm keeps getting tangled.”

It was a rap freshly added for this stage.

“Throwing away all pretenses, I want to go beyond with you,

My heart is burning black.”

Desire and affection were mixed in Kang Ichae's eyes, which seemed to pierce through the screen, and the rap continued in a tone one notch lower as if chewing the words.

“Take My Tempo One and Two,

I want to consume all of you.”

Most of the Noeuls were almost fainting.

This stage solidified the reason he took first place with an overwhelming number of votes as a solo rap unit.

“Ddu du ru ru Ddu du ru ru ru.”

Damn...

The stage was completed after calculating everything from the outfit coordination, the balance of members' abilities, to how to act according to the lyrics.

“Easy Tempo One and Two, don't hurry,

Easy Tempo One and Two, take your time to cherish.”

It was a stage that couldn't possibly fail.

The Dawn's breath was rough after finishing flawlessly.

Pollen fluttered down over the members' heads, visible through the screen.

“Easy Tempo...”

“...Wow.”

For a moment, Hoyun's face, slightly reddened on the cheeks, was captured on the screen, and the office worker mumbled unknowingly,

“Wow. He's really handsome.”

Even a die-hard fan of another group would say this much, so one could imagine how her Noeul friend beside her would see him without having to say it.

“Hey, hey... is this a dream? If I faint, please put me in a taxi.”

“Watch High Five.”

She firmly held her staggering friend's hand and spoke sharply.

Even fans of other groups seemed slightly enchanted as she looked around.

“This can't be real... It's like a dream...”

She saw her friend clasping her hands tightly in deep emotion, a calm face but tearful eyes, while inside, she felt a sense of defeat.

They're hell-bent on succeeding. This is dangerous.

Indeed, private SNS accounts, hard to prevent leaks from, were already buzzing with crazy reactions from the scene.

[I just want to be buried here... with Seo Hoyun's ribbon...]

[Seriously, if they weren't idols, these bastards wouldn't know shit about this stuff, it's so fucking good...]

[Thank you!!! Really, thank you!! Who planned this??? Come out, I'll bow to you!!]

It was Lee Jihyeon.

[The lyrics Kang Ichae added to his rap are insane... He really knows what his fans eat up...]

The Dawn, they're really smart.

The office worker looked at the voting device in her hand.

'Wow, I really can't guess how the live vote will turn out...'

It was definitely a “competition,” with groups that had built up years of experience participating and various fandoms gathering desperately.

The previous groups, being conscious of that, seemed to have prepared powerful male idol songs for the stage.

That The Dawn was the only one to take a different route...

The one firm thought in her tangled mind was just that.

This is, damn, big trouble...

It was very, very dangerous.


Chapter 156

“Good work, everyone~.”

“Yep! Good work.”

After the performance, The Dawn returned to the dressing room and guzzled some water.

I finished off a bottle of water as well, plunked it on the table, and then flopped down on the sofa.

The costume manager, who had approached unnoticed, was holding the velvet ribbon I had brought and tying it back into a bow when Kang Ichae poked me teasingly.

“Such an easy guy~. Untie the ribbon once more, please~.”

“Is once enough?”

As I teased back with a sly tone, Kang Ichae let out a snicker.

Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon, who had been scolded for trying to remove their cumbersome flower crowns and headbands, had to fix their outfits again, while Jeong Dajun roamed around nonchalantly.

“Hyung, hyung! When do we get to show off our abs??”

“...Jeong Dajun, stop hanging out with Kang Ichae.”

The maknae was becoming more and more like Kang Ichae.

Kim Seonghyeon looked at Jeong Dajun, who was sticking close and teasing him, with a look of disgust.

“Whoa?! The High Five-sunbae are starting!”

Aware of the camera following us for our reactions, the members quickly gathered around.

This team was also known for their hit songs.

“We go High We go High!”

“Is this a track by the Black Call-sunbaes?”

How did they end up choosing that one?

This song, a B-side track by Black Call, was popular despite never being promoted, and a dance video was uploaded on YouTube as fan service.

Clearly, Try had chosen it, but High Five had snatched it away.

Perhaps the meme of a raccoon washing cotton candy will make it into the edit?

I overheard the staff casually mentioning that Joo Woosung had also given advice to High Five, but it was so cursory and lacking in content that it would probably be entirely cut out.

“Are you ready now?

It's time for me to leap.”

Despite that, High Five soared remarkably.

“Is it a pilot concept?”

“Seems like it.”

With an airline pilot concept, their uniforms were perfect for fandom hype, and as expected from a group from a major agency, the balance of skills among the members was exceptional.

With a solid fandom and ample financial backing, being from the same agency as Black Call, there would be many others besides Joo Woosung to offer them advice.

These guys could have pulled off a fiery performance with any song they chose.

I'm jealous.

Especially the leader, Kang Yeonhu, caught my eye.

Putting aside my initial impression of him as somewhat shady, his vocals were surprisingly good.

Seong Jiwon intently watched the monitoring screen.

“If you're scared, don't ride, just watch my move.”

...They're doing well.

It seemed it wasn't a lie to call them the next generation representative idols.

The previous three groups also had excellent performances.

But High Five was on another level.

If The Dawn had gone for a similar concept...

We would've been buried.

Crushed, sandwiched from above and below.

No matter how good our skills were, we were at a disadvantage, whether it was the agency, backing, or capital.

One must compensate for what they lack with something else.

“We go High We go High”

“We'll check the rankings soon!”

At the staff's words, Jeong Dajun clasped his hands tightly.

Not that any group here hadn't worked hard, but under Joo Woosung's guidance, we had practiced until we were practically throwing up, so a hint of expectation flickered on the members' faces.

Meanwhile, I was preoccupied with other thoughts.

“Only onsite and expert votes are counted?”

After the face-off, that is, before we chose our first competition song, I sought out Lee Jihyeon.

Despite the intense workload, her face was glowing, probably because a troublesome issue had been neatly resolved.

She tilted her head and said,

“That would be difficult. The Dawn can't win with just popularity.”

“Right, that's what worries me.”

“Then don't push too hard for the first competition. Or do something so compelling that people can't help but vote.”

“...Does such a thing even exist?”

As I asked half-heartedly, Lee Jihyeon clicked her tongue and explained,

“Tsk, tsk, Seo Hoyun. You're still a bit naïve...”

“......”

“Go get ready and steel yourself.”

For a former PD, it was a bit humiliating to hear such things.

Well, in the end, Lee Jihyeon was right.

Because the onsite reaction was tremendous.

Although at that time, Lee Jihyeon did say that it might cause a bit of a scandal.

No.

That was not something to worry about.

“Hyung! The rankings are out!”

The proof would be in the reaction later.

“Starting from third place!!”

While Jeong Dajun was making a fuss, I opened a new bottle of water.

The monitor displayed the shiny Shining Star logo.

– “Third place, TEW! TEW! Audience votes 3,100 points! Expert votes 1,000 points! For a total of 4,100 points!”

As expected...

Next.

– “We'll announce fourth and fifth place!”

Given that Kim Seonghyeon had predicted our ranking to be fifth, everyone tensed up.

We didn't expect to be fourth or fifth.

– “Fourth place, Bercy!”

A scream came from the next dressing room.

– “Fifth place, Try!”

That was okay too.

“...Huh?”

I was the only one who remained calm here.

The announcement for third to fifth places had ended.

– “Only first and second places are left...”

The members' expressions gradually turned to astonishment.

In that moment, a short edited clip of High Five and our stage alternated on the screen.

“...What, what's happening?”

– “The first place goes to!!”

Jeong Dajun's grip tightened around my sleeve.

The camera staff in front focused intensively on Dajun, whose reaction was notably vibrant.

– “With 4,200 points from audience votes and 1,200 points from expert votes, totaling 5,400 points, congratulations to High Five!!”

The members remained quiet, as if the result hadn't fully registered in their minds yet.

Then, a small exclamation burst from Dajun's lips.

“...Wow.”

– “Automatically, The Dawn's ranking is second place. Great job!”

Second place.

The same rank The Dawn achieved in the first competition.

“...This is huge!!”

And with that, he sprang to his feet.

See.

This ranking proved the good reception to our performance.

We hadn't set our sights away from first place, but we knew it would be tough.

Audience votes were allotted two per person, and according to the rules, one couldn't cast both votes for the same group.

It meant that one had to vote for another group beside their own, which worked greatly in our favor, especially since High Five, having dazzled last, followed a completely different path from us.

There wasn't much of a strategic pick.

But perhaps, considering that The Dawn was expected to rank fifth, a complacency might have played a significant part in our favor.

“Wow~~!!”

“We did it, second place~!!”

Whether High Five came first or not, the thrilled members began circling up for a round of ganggangsullae, with even the calm and composed Seong Jiwon joining in.[1]

“Hey, let's go.”

It was about time to head to the stage for the greetings.

“Yeah, let's go!”

Jiwon, still dazed, patted Kim Seonghyeon on the back as they left the waiting room.

As we passed by backstage, I noticed TEW, who had placed third, glancing over.

“......”

Especially TEW's vocal, he didn't seem too pleased.

Dajun glanced at him before uncharacteristically turning his head away with a snooty flick.

I kept an eye on the situation, smiling outwardly as we greeted each other.

“Good work.”

“...Yes, good work.”

“...Congratulations!”

The cameras were rolling.

Naturally, the members of TEW paused to look at us before offering their congratulations.

Being from an agency as big as Black Call's WH, TEW had a sizable fandom and popularity but ended up being outperformed by us today, despite their expectations of ranking similarly to High Five.

“...second place...”

“Lea Purple...The Dawn...”

As they walked past, I caught snippets of their murmured conversations along with heavy sighs.

“...Hmm.”

Seeing our maknae, whose face hardly rested, looking at TEW as they walked ahead expressionless, I brushed my lips with my fingers.

Was it because he seemed to be flaunting his worth?

No, it was to hide a satisfied smile...

It seemed incomprehensible to them that we, the ones they thought would rank last and be buried in obscurity, had secured a high position with a song that failed to even make an impression.

Watching them forcibly smile in front of the camera with twisted expressions was amusing.

Interesting.

“Kim Seonghyeon, let's go up.”

“Ah, okay.”

I had kept the promise I made to Kim Seonghyeon when we selected the song.

“But why do you look so satisfied?”

“We got second place.”

“...That's true!”

However, Seonghyeon, who could never guess my real thoughts, simply walked ahead with a face brightened by our high ranking.

I matched his stride, making sure not to fall too far behind as we ascended to the stage.

Unlike the ecstatic members, I was excited about what the future held.

Bang!

At that moment, fireworks exploded, and confetti fluttered down.

It was for High Five, who had won first place in the first round of the competition.

And then—

“......”

–I locked eyes with Kang Yeonhu at the center of it all.

I was slightly amazed.

Wow...

The message in his eyes was not merely a jealous guard filled with resentment, seeing someone deemed lesser achieving a higher rank.

It was a pure sharp warning from a competitor.

Oh, this is a bit different, isn't it?

But even that disappeared in the blink of an eye, leaving behind only an idol-like sparkling smile.

I smiled back and took the members back down to the waiting room.

“Good work, let's head back.”

“Yap yap~.”

Jeong Dajun hopped next to me and started chatting.

“Hoyun-hyung, you know.”

“Hmm?”

“We really, really, really worked hard! I'm happy because it seems like others recognized that!”

His cheeks, still chubby with baby fat, were flushed with excitement.

“Are you that happy?”

“Yes!!”

We had proven our skills and achieved good results during the blind test, but given our lower popularity, we were significantly behind in the preliminary voting and ended up last, so this outcome was even more satisfying.

“Of course, who knows what will happen next time. But we'll still do our best. Hard work will surely pay off!”

“......”

“...No? C-Could it be that we might not win first place?”

Dajun finished his sentence and then belatedly glanced at me, as if suddenly second-guessing himself.

“Well, yeah. That... I might have been too excited and said something a bit dream-like.”

And I wasn't too pleased with that.

“Jeong Dajun, come here.”

“...?”

It felt like I had nurtured him with all my might, but was it still not enough?

I smoothly untied the velvet ribbon and twirled it around Dajun's head, then tied it into a pretty bow.

It matched well with his cat ears.

“...???”

“Phew.”

Dajun looked at me with a puzzled expression.

Remembering my own twenties and still seeing Dajun as such a baby, I put my arm around his shoulder.

“...What are you doing?”

“Jeong Dajun, what are you talking about?”

“Huh?”

Thinking it would be nice to post a photo of this on The Dawn's official SNS channel, I poked his chubby cheeks.

“I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“...And your point is?”

“Don't you get it?”

I was someone who kept my word.

“Alright, Dajun, let's prepare your final thoughts.”

Dajun's eyes widened even more.

Then he quickly covered his mouth with his hands, ribbon still tied, visibly moved.

“I'm really feeling excited...”

“Getting worked up over something like this.”

I would be taking you on a rollercoaster ride to the very top spot of Shining Star.




1 Ganggangsullae is a Korean folk dance where people, usually women, danced around by going in circles.



Chapter 157

Shining Star Season 2 Episode 1 Air Date.

[Let's make The Dawn number 1, number 1, number 1]

[Guys, do we really have to do this? But I've already recruited all the phones around me to start the game]

The Noeuls were already in full battle mode, both in body and spirit.

Especially since there were loads of posts raving about how The Dawn absolutely killed it on stage during the second competition, everyone's expectations were sky-high.

Finally, after countless commercials, the Shining Star Season 2 logo appeared followed by a recap of Season 1's storyline.

[We discover Shining Stars no matter what.]

This caption enraged all the fans.

[Did you actually find them, you fucking bastards starting shit again]

[Are the producers out of their minds?]

[But I can't hate on Heeyeon-unnie, fell in love with her during the production presentation, want to be entangled with unnie in the messiest, dirtiest way

└ Are you sane, Heeyeon-unnie is known as the crazy bitch of this area

└└ That's what drives me crazy

└└ Yeah, be happy...]

Among them, High Five fans were particularly disgusted.

[This is so pissing off, why do our kids have to show up here?]

[It's the tyranny of the broadcasting station, ㅋ, the agency doesn't stop them, what are they even doing]

A must for a happy SNS life.

Block.

The fandoms had already blocked most of the minefield words, and even if they saw them, they quickly scrolled past, turning a blind eye to avoid unnecessary disputes.

[OMG, is that Joo Woosung??]

[Han Chaeri?!!]

[Holy shit, and Ha Seoyeon?!?!! OMG, love it, how did you know I love Seoyeon-unnie]

With the appearance of the next-generation actor as the MC and idols famous enough to be known to everyone except 1% of Koreans as mentors, even the public took interest.

Amidst various expectations, Shining Star Season 2 began.

Shining Star Season 2, starts now!

The opening and early part of the episode focused on The Dawn, the winners of Season 1 and participants in Season 2.

The video highlighted the tight teamwork that heated up Season 1, accompanied by the touching melody of a piano.

– “The Dawn was actually on the verge of disbanding. The results weren't good. Everyone thought it was inevitable, and we were grateful for how far we'd come.”

– “I just believed in my hyungs and followed them!”

– “We did it because it was fun. Life with the members was fun, and the fans liked it.”

– “To those who believed in me, I owe a debt I can never repay... That's what I think.”

– “Of course, we have to do well.”

[OMG don't start making me cry, fuck, I'm actually crying]

[Ah, last year's memories are flashing by... ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ It was so proud and hard back then...]

The last episode of Season 1, which brought about the creation of “Kismet” but ended without any further activities, was a proud yet heartbreaking topic among the Noeuls.

Especially for Kim Seonghyeon's individual fans.

[I'd stan Seonghyeon even in death]

[Love God Seonghyeon to the grave]

However, the broadcast itself wasn't all solemn.

Getting a good start was crucial for the ratings.

And veteran PD Kim Heeyeon knew this all too well.

She cleverly placed a scene with a completely opposite mood right after the melodramatic and stirring elements to spark more interest from the viewers.

– “Those touching moments...”

– “Waaaaaah!”

– “Don't, don't pull me!!”

It started with Jeong Dajun's scream.

Everyone was bewildered by the content that told them to carry out a mission in a haunted broadcasting station, not in summer, but in the dead of winter.

[?????]

[Lol, is this how you start a meeting? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The sight of them squealing and trembling in fear was pitiable, but for the fans, it was nice to see a different side of their beloveds.

It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, so just as everyone was deeply engrossed in the broadcast, The Dawn made their official entrance.

– “Then, Hoyun-hyung and Jiwon-hyung should go!! Those two didn't even blink an eye! Even Ichae-hyung shivered!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun (now an adult) casually selling out his members]

The part where Jeong Dajun quickly nominated his hyungs had the Noeuls bursting into laughter.

※The production team did not intend to cause any disputes

※It's a misunderstanding

Though the segment wasn't long, the impact was enormous.

Even fans who were previously annoyed couldn't help but smile broadly.

[Kim Seonghyeon sobbing while doing aegyo in front of a ghost, is this for real...

└ Someday he's gonna get a real shock...

└└ What are you talking about

└└ More like a shock to me

└└ Lol ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Then, the rest of The Dawn members monitoring Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun appeared.

– The Dawn's lead vocal Seo Hoyun: ㅋㅋ

– The Dawn's main vocal Seong Jiwon: ^^ (Sipping)

– The Dawn's main rapper Kang Ichae: Wahahaha ㅠㅠㅠㅠ (Laughing till he collapsed)

They were enjoying their tea with star-shaped sunglasses on and slices of cake by their side.

[Ah, really these guys are so annoying I could die]

[If I were part of Dancers (Seonghyeon/Dajun), I'd leave the team and consult the company to send a formal complaint right away]

After barely completing the mission and crawling back, Seo Hoyun nonchalantly snatched away a note without offering any comfort to Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun.

[OMG]

[Must be about the song]

In the blink of an eye, posts were flooding Twitter.

[Whoa, it was a choice? Was there just a close-up??]

[“Humble Confession” and “Say You Love Me”

└ ㅋㅋㅋ Did you capture that moment, thank you thank you]

[Ah, this was in the trailer, it was “Say You Love Me,” right?]

[Whoa, there were two options?? But why didn't they choose “Humble Confession”??]

While everyone was flustered, Bercy then took on the mission.

– Bercy's main vocal Serang: “Wow! I really love 'Humble Confession'!”

And as “Humble Confession” was chosen, the crowd's response turned icy.

[Ah... Looks like they chose first]

[Doesn't seem like they gambled with the song selection, more like they gave it up]

[Ah...]

Apparently, since Bercy had been around longer than The Dawn, there were rumors that the junior group gave up the song out of respect.

[Ah ㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋ shit]

[Choosing “Humble Confession”? Isn't that a bit off?? This song was composed by Kang Ichae, sung by Seong Jiwon, and even featured Seo Hoyun in the drama ㅋ They just completely slayed with this song ㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋ Must've really wanted it]

In reality, it was not the case at all.

[Seriously, looking at the broadcast cuts, it's obvious it's nothing special but they're making such a big deal; if anything, we're the ones getting the short end of the stick]

Because the details behind the song selection weren't disclosed, Bercy's fans also felt unfairly treated.

However, in the end, since it was Bercy who performed “Humble Confession,” such opinions quickly faded away.

[Whoa, the face-off is starting!]

After each group's song selection was completed, the face-off stage was presented.

It seemed important to lift the atmosphere with lively music first, as dance units appeared on screen with tense expressions.

– “Let's do well... us.”

– “Yes!! Aaaaaah!!”

– “Tissue! Tissue!!”

In the meantime, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun couldn't stay still for a moment, stretching or gulping down water repeatedly.

Then, seeing Jeong Dajun accidentally spill water on his chin, Kim Seonghyeon quickly grabbed a tissue to wipe it off.

[Look at Jeong Dajun spilling water on his chin because he's nervous ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon immediately brings a tissue with his eyes shaking, ah so cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is this childcare or are they colleagues... ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Due to focusing the storyline early on, The Dawn's dance unit's screen time felt like a mere 3 seconds.

Yet, the fans felt warm-hearted.

[Yeah, we're going to be the overall first anyway~]

[Title: But Seonghyeon, he dances so well it's insane.

I'm originally from the camp that idols just need to be handsome, it's okay if they lack skills because if they're handsome, it's only embarrassing on stage, the rest can be managed...

But this guy, even covered with a mask and hat, just naturally has this idol-like dance line, absolutely gorgeous

Why does he dance so smoothly and effortlessly...

└ Seonghyeon was originally from a dance crew, wasn't he? Heard he was quite famous. Is there a video?

└└ How did I not know, please give me the link

└└ Yes, yes https://www.neotube.com/watch?v=ChumS1n?_ChuMWang

└└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ shit Kim Seonghyeon's fresh, tender face, what's with that, I burst out laughing off guard ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The baby's face though ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ I think Joo Woosung is the number one dancer among idols but I'm looking forward to Kim Seonghyeon more

└└ ㅋㅋ?

└└ Please let's not indulge in this kind of talk, Seonghyeon's attractiveness is seriously off the charts, just move along]

Then came the singing units.

[^^ Yeah, whatever~]

[ㅋㅋ Yeah^^]

[Jiwon, show us how it's done]

Even as Bercy rehearsed “Humble Confession,” the Noeuls were utterly relaxed.

Following them, Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon appeared, being the best vocal combination.

[Vocal angels vs. best personality

└ Ah best personality is hilarious, are they really besties?

└ That' what makes them lovable, it's all good]

[ㅋㅋ Well, The Dawn's vocals were okay. Their harmony? Wasn't bad either.

(A puppy leaning against a window, shedding tears meme)

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seems like you were more moved than the words suggest ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It's good they didn't go with “Humble Confession” ... Fans got to hear a new song ㅠㅠ]

It was all according to Seo Hoyun's calculations.

Finally, as if to cap it all off, High Five's main vocal and leader appeared.

They endlessly checked the lyrics and exchanged opinions on gestures backstage.

– “It feels a bit burdensome, but... I want to do better. For the fans.”

Even seeing Kang Yeonhu's shy smile in response to the staff's question, The Dawn's fans remained unimpressed.

[If you're pressured, don't show up

└ ㅋㅋ Wow, this kind of talk is only possible in private accounts

└└ It's possible in public accounts too

└└ Real Seo Hoyun fans right there]

In Shining Star Season 2, High Five was considered out of place, and as much as High Five's fans were dissatisfied, fans of other groups were also worried their idols might be overshadowed.

[ㅋㅋ...]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Crazy...]

However, as High Five's song began, everyone had to stop typing furiously on their keyboards.

[They're good]

Solid skills.

Excellent sense.

Despite the short preparation time, the stage was dazzling.

[Wow...?? So, this is why they're popular?]

[Annoying...]

This was why Seo Hoyun had hoped there would be at least one bad guy in High Five.

Eventually, The Dawn took first place, and the sight of them bowing deeply to the groups on either side, including the audience, was shown.

[Look at them bowing to their seniors ㅜㅜ Ah, our babies are so polite... ㅜ]

Seizing this opportunity, the Noeuls made efforts through several official accounts to frame The Dawn as polite, even quickly sharing memes on Twitter.

Meanwhile, the program took a commercial break before moving on.

Right away, it was the rap unit that no one knew anything about, except for the fact that Kang Ichae clinched 1st place.

[Ah, Ichae?? I'm looking forward to this]

[Ichae must have done well]

For Noeul, who had seen The Dawn's self-produced content, this was an expected reaction.

After all, he was amiable enough to survive on a deserted island by befriending monkeys, not to mention his genius had been proven several times through The Dawn's songs.

[...????]

– “......”

Since the participating groups of Shining Star, except for The Dawn, consisted of at least six members, Kang Ichae was alone in the waiting room.

What surprised Noeul was...

[Crazy]

[Why so quiet]

It was the silent Kang Ichae.

They expected him to comfortably chat with the staff on his own while looking around leisurely.

[AAAAAH It breaks my heart to see Kang Ichae sitting all alone]

[He's usually the life of the party in busy places... This is too awkward... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ 힝 Ichae ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Ichae was busy scribbling something on a piece of paper, so his expression wasn't visible.

The camera slowly zoomed in on him.

[What Ichae holding was...?]

[???]

In Kang Ichae's hands was a crumpled piece of paper, its edges almost completely worn out, filled with rap lyrics.

– “Ah...”

Only then did Kang Ichae, noticing the camera, playfully squinted his eyes.

However, he couldn't hide the momentary pause.

Among fans, Kang Ichae was a “genius.”

This was partly due to the image pushed by Daepaseong Entertainment, but his public appearances supported this too.

His noticeably fewer parts in the dance practice videos or the articles that popped up every now and then about him completing compositions in just a few days backed this up.

Thus, seeing Kang Ichae's “effort,” which they had never seen anywhere before, SNS was engulfed in madness.

[Kang!!! Ichae!!!!! Love!!!!! Him!!!!]

[Kang Ichae practicing??? Here I thought he'd honestly be gaming in the waiting room ㅋ]

[Are you kidding me? Why provoke me all of a sudden, you bastard?]

An interview by a staff member who found his prey came right away.

– Q: “You're participating alone for the rap battle, how do you feel?”

Listening to the staff's question, Kang Ichae widened his eyes and shrugged.

– “It's a bit awkward. I was always with the members.”

The staff quickly threw the next question.

– Q: “Your paper was filled to the brim.”

Kang Ichae looked down at the paper in his hand and stared at it blankly, unknowingly inciting the fans further.

But soon enough, a sly smile appeared on his lips.

– “I want to show a good image to the fans.”

[ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[Ichaeaaaaa ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Then, with the song of the previous group as the background music, the screen shifted to Kang Ichae waiting backstage.

“...Hmm.”

The expressionless side profile of Kang Ichae checking the opposing stage was shown.

[Guys... I'm sorry to say this in this situation, but can I devour this irresistibly handsome Kang Ichae

└ Please, I'm begging (but me too, nibble nibble)

└ Fuck, I don't want to say this kind of thing at times like this, but his side profile is just killer]

[Wow shit, I didn't realize because he's always with The Dawn boys, but Kang Ichae alone is like this???? Ah, this ultimate bad boy look, how do I deal with it?]

If Kang Ichae knew fans were writing such posts, he would've been chuckling with joy.

But for now, he was just focused on the upcoming performance.

– “Kang Ichae!”

– “......”

Kang Ichae nodded at the staff's signal and flipped his cap's hood over his head.

He was ready.

He quietly went up to the stage and waited for the staff's introduction.

Soon the curtain fell, and he saw the audience sending cheers without knowing who he was.

He slowly lifted the microphone.

– “Hello there...”

Screech—

Suddenly, the screeching sound of the microphone painfully rang in their ears.

The audience's frowning faces appeared at the same time as Noeul's heart almost dropped, but...

– “Oops...”

Kang Ichae just grinned softly.

– “Don't be discouraged.”

Yet, his voice didn't seem discouraged at all.

Scratching the back of his neck, Kang Ichae raised his hand.

With that as the starting signal...

“It's chasing time!”

The performance began.

From then on, it was just Kang Ichae's time.

His efforts seemed not in vain at all, as he quickly captivated the audience.

“Don't go low on me, push till the end,

Feel the thrill I bring, bow your heads down.”

Even without flamboyant stage effects or editing, it felt like a movie.

“You can't deny what you are feeling now.”

The highlight of episode 1 was the scene where all the audience, following Kang Ichae's hand gesture, waved their hands in unison.

[Is this what it was... Is this what it was about...]

[Are you crazy...]

Not only Noeul but other fandoms and general viewers who were watching the broadcast were left speechless by the performance.

Eventually, along with the opening history of Shining Star Season 1 The Dawn, “The Dawn Kang Ichae” trended on SNS in real-time.

[ㅋㅋ Seriously, during the highlight part with “It's chasing” – looks like he matched it to his own name, “Ichae”][1]

[Wow, crazy guy... So he made the audience follow along and chant his name...]

[The audience probably doesn't even realize;;; that they're actually calling out Kang Ichae's name;;]

As Kang Ichae poured all his energy into his performance, the Noeuls felt their hearts swell.

[This is an emergency...]

[Am I crying right now?]

[Hidden by his genius, the fact that he actually worked hard drives me insane...]

Thus, Kang Ichae received the highest number of votes.

– “Ahaha...”

After revealing his identity and announcing the rankings, Kang Ichae, feeling hot, stripped off his hoodie.

Despite the drenched sweat marks on his short-sleeved shirt and his damp, faded grapefruit-colored hair sticking to his forehead, he still shone brilliantly.

Instead of expressing his thoughts, he responded to the cheers by blowing kisses to the audience.

– “Thanks, Bye!”

Then, with a bright smile, he bent down to give continuous high fives to the audience in the stands as he left the stage.

[Damn cool, crazy]

[If it were me, when the 1st place popped up on the screen, would I say I got into Harvard? Thank you, like laying out a long speech, but this dude just smiles and heads in]

[Going crazy for real, if you like Kang Ichae's style, you just go crazy for him]

[Kang Ichae's star quality is freaking amazing, damn...]

For days, various communities were ablaze with discussions about Kang Ichae's limitless star quality.

.

.

.

“...Is Ichae-hyung really a genius?”

Meanwhile, watching the live broadcast together at the dorm, The Dawn looked at Kang Ichae with deep affection.

Especially Jeong Dajun, who was so moved he even grabbed a tissue to blow his nose loudly.

“When did our little guy grow up like this??”

“...Dajun has a really wide spectrum. So, are you accepting me as a little guy too, hyung?”

Kang Ichae himself probably didn't give it much thought and wasn't nervous, but the members were deeply moved.

Of course, I was the exception.

“Jeong Dajun, I get that your tear ducts are exploding, but stop it. Just stop.”

“Sob sob...”

“...Good grief.”

Although Kang Ichae was used to boasting about himself, receiving babying from the members felt awkward.

“Haah...”

After trying to soothe Jeong Dajun a few times, he quickly gave up and sighed.

“Alright, I'll be honest. Sometimes I get sick of myself too... Maybe I'm afraid of my own talent?”

“...Yeah.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been looking at Kang Ichae as if he was looking at a great son, returned to his usual expression.

“Ah~!! Kang Ichae, how did you come up with those lyrics?”

Seemingly amused by the members' exasperated looks, he became even more enthusiastic in his self-praise.

“Ichaeising~!”

“Can someone shut him up?”

“Dajun has given up.”

“Ah, I'm going first!”

Even Seong Jiwon quickly left Kang Ichae behind, and the members coldly exited the living room.

Lacking energy and sprawled on the sofa, I too got up to return to my room when Kang Ichae scratched his head.

“They're not buying it.”

“Stop trying so hard. Everyone knows you're a genius.”

“Hm?”

“What? Why?”

“Uh... I'm not that great.”

I tilted my head, surprised by his unexpectedly firm response.

“I'm just somewhat talented? The real genius is Composer Cheongbeom.”

“...Really, you think so?”

“Yeah.”

What?

Was Kang Ichae a deceiver?

Squinting my eyes, I asked,

“Then what about other ordinary people's compositions?”

“Trash.”

“......”

“...Ahaha, just kidding. I think it's just a matter of different tastes.”

Huh...

Really, was that a joke...

Kang Ichae had a pretty accurate sense of self-awareness.

So, this wasn't about low self-esteem, but just that...

Hmm.

His standards were incredibly high.

Thus, I couldn't deny Kang Ichae was a genius even more.

Should I give him some support?

I quietly approached Kang Ichae and gently tapped his shoulder.

“Ichae, you really are a genius. A genius who also works hard.”

“......”

“Honestly, it's reassuring to have you here.”

Blinking, Kang Ichae looked at me as I gave him a sincere and cool smile.

Fall for it, Kang Ichae.

Just like Lim Hyeonsu, I knew he was secretly weak to compliments.

However, Kang Ichae, who had been jesting until now, rolled his eyes and then, as if to show off, deeply sighed.

“...Hyung.”

“What?”

He then looked at me with a slightly pitiful gaze.

“Seriously, fix your habits...”

“......”

“And what's with that line? Would that even work on Joo Woosung-hyung or Composer Cheongbeom?”

“......”

Yeah...

Damn right it works, you little shit.




1 In Korean, “It's chasing” phonetically resembles “잇채이싱,” which happens to include Ichae's name, 이채.



Chapter 158

“The Dawn!”

When we arrived at the tvK broadcasting station, the barefoot and eager production team greeted us just as fervently as before.

“The first episode's viewership ratings are a massive hit! A huge hit!!”

The scene featuring Kang Ichae's face-off had surpassed even High Five, securing the highest viewership ratings.

They seemed to want to roll out the red carpet for Kang Ichae.

When the AD said he would lie down to be used as a carpet if necessary, it felt like witnessing madness firsthand.

“Wow, you guys are incredible this time too!!”

In other words, their attitude matched the one they had after deciding to offer us up as sacrificial offerings for the broadcast.

The AD chattered away as he led us to the meeting room.

“Ah, yes...”

“Wow~, I knew Kang Ichae was something, but this time it was truly amazing. Even the views on the YouTube video released before skyrocketed! So, about that, could we have one more interview... Ack!”

“Just one verse.”

Even when we reached the meeting room, the awkward smiles continued as everyone played along with the AD, until Kim Heeyeon, who arrived late, pushed the blocking AD aside and lifted the proposal.

“PD Kim!”

“Stop sucking up and get to work! Stop bothering the cast!”

“Making a fuss is our job?! Even making this crappy competition season 2!”

“Dammit! That's actually true!”

Crappy, indeed.

Thanks to Kim Heeyeon's arrival, the matter of Kang Ichae's interview fizzled out.

Kim Heeyeon, still busy, fluttered the proposal after blowing her bangs out of her eyes with a huff.

“First of all, congratulations to The Dawn for placing second in the first round of competition. Thanks to the face-off, Shining Star's ratings were through the roof.

Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon exchanged proud smiles, while Kim Heeyeon smirked.

Something smelled fishy.

“But we can't rest, can we? Our schedule is packed~ packed.”

“Yes!”

“Good response. Now, let me guide you through the preparation for the second round of competition.”

“Yeess!”

All members except me responded energetically.

Kim Heeyeon glanced at the proposal she was holding.

“I'll announce the theme for the second round of competition.”

Then, she threw the proposal she was scanning over her shoulder.

“???”

And she smiled brightly.

“Do whatever you want.”

“...Yes?”

“Be it an original song, K-Pop, or an international song. Whatever you fancy! But! Within the genre and concept we assign. Yu Hyeok, please bring it.”

The AD, who had been waiting, scurried out of the room and soon came back in with a spinning wheel.

“......”

I knew it was going to be like this.

Kim Heeyeon wasn't going to make it easy.

“Spin, spin~~ the spinning wheel!!”

“......”

There were two spinning wheels: one for the genre and the other for the concept.

“We've heard a lot of complaints about season 1. Saying how can it be fair when each group, each company, has different songs.”

The prepared remarks smoothly flowed from Kim Heeyeon's mouth.

Jeong Dajun shivered slightly, seeing Kim Heeyeon whose eyes were fierce but whose mouth was making a sobbing sound as if it were unfair.

“So, let's have fun this time!”

...She's being spiteful.

Pressured by superiors and harassed by fans over bias issues.

She must have snapped.

On a paper titled “Second Round Competition Concept”she had thrown on the floor, elegant handwriting screamed, “If you're so pissed, plan it yourself, dammit!!!”

Below that, concepts with red lines struck through them were listed in a row.

Ding!

[It seems like this time TEW, Try, High Five agencies are taking turns stirring things up.]

Exactly.

Even the big shots at the broadcasting company must have said something.

Kim Heeyeon, laughing like a madman, looked at each of us intently.

“Then, whoever's good at darts, step forward.”

“......”

“......”

“Let's quickly put our strength into it, and spin, spin, spin~!”

Kim Heeyeon was obsessed with variety shows, but recalling my days as a PD, I wasn't one to talk.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was exceptionally athletic, stepped forward and asked Kang Ichae, our team's dedicated arranger,

“What do you want to do?”

“Hip-hop! Hip-hop! Hip-hop, yeah~!!”

Still eager after the face-off, he raised his hand, shouting for hip-hop.

Kim Seonghyeon frowned but nodded anyway.

But is it possible? It's a 1-in-15 chance.

“Are you ready~?”

“Yes.”

The AD smiled and spun the spinning wheel.

Kim Seonghyeon glared at it, then suddenly—

Whoosh!

He threw the dart.

Thud!

It hit a spot with a satisfying sound, and as the AD stopped the spinning wheel, the members' eyes widened.

[Hip-Hop]

“Wowowowow!!!”

“Wow!!! Hyung!!!”

“Wow, Seonghyeon, awesome!”

Are you crazy??

Kim Seonghyeon, who had beaten the odds of 1-in-15 to select the first-choice genre, turned around with a slightly proud expression.

“God Seonghyeon! God Seonghyeon!”

“Cool, isn't it?”

“Kkeuak~!! So cool~!!”

It was total chaos, especially Kang Ichae.

Following Kim Heeyeon's cue, the AD pulled out the genre wheel from its place and brought the concept wheel to the center.

“Now, next is the concept. This time, someone else please do it.”

“Concept? Anything is fine~!”

Having already selected his desired genre, Kang Ichae looked over the concept wheel and then said with a crestfallen expression,

“Anything but Oriental-style. That's a bit hard to mix with hip-hop~.”

“Hoyun, do you want to do it?”

“Um, sure.”

After all, anything but Oriental-style would do.

Stepping forward nonchalantly, I could hear Jeong Dajun laughing behind me.

“Hoyun-hyung! You could throw it blindfolded!!”

“Throw it with your foot~!”

“Ahaha, that's true. Anything but Oriental-style.”

“Hey, what if it actually comes up?”

“Eh, Seonghyeon-hyung. As if~.”

The members were already eagerly running their happiness circuits.

As I held the dart, the AD spun the wheel with just the right amount of force.

Suddenly, I had a bad feeling.

Ah, I feel like I forgot something...

“Here goes.”

“Yes~!”

Even as I racked my brain trying to remember, I threw the dart anyway.

Whoosh!

Thud!

“Oh, that sounds good?”

“Refreshing~!”

Rolling, rolling, rolling...

“Huh...?”

Rolling...

Roll...

[Oriental Style]

“Ugh...”

“......”

Silence enveloped everyone.

“...Um.”

Sweat trickled down my face as I stood, still in my throwing pose.

I remember now.

It was so long ago it had been buried in the back of my mind, but when I was a newbie PD, my sunbaes would always bring out the dartboard whenever something came up.

And then, 100% of the annoying tasks would be mine.

Because I was born with the worst luck.

I was pretty good at archery, so it wasn't that I had bad motor skills, but, well, my innate luck was just...

“Hoyun.”

Before I could continue my escapist thoughts, Seong Jiwon came up close and looked at me with gentle eyes.

“You should have just thrown it with your foot.”

“I'm sorry...”


“That's some impressive luck, hyung.”

“I'll buy a lottery ticket.”

“Phew...”

I just ignored Kang Ichae's sarcastic remark that the probability of hitting a 1-in-15 twice were 0.36%.[1]

Even after Kim Heeyeon had left, we couldn't leave the broadcasting station's meeting room.

“...But.”

It was funny enough to ensure the segment would work out, but matching hip-hop with Oriental-style just didn't click.

“What do we do?”

“Oriental-style is good, but doesn't it overlap too much with the last Shining Star competition?”

“That's the problem.”

Even after all members brainstormed together, we couldn't come up with an idea that wouldn't overlap with the previous season's stage while incorporating Oriental-style into hip-hop.

“It's difficult....”

Kang Ichae, slightly annoyed, just kept tapping on his laptop.

Is it that hard?

“Can't we just randomly add a kkwaenggwari and janggu in the breakdown part?”[2]

“Hyung, are you trying to piss me off?”

“......”

I moved away from the sensitive Kang Ichae toward Jeong Dajun.

“Huh? What's up?”

“He's sensitive, scary.”

“I get scared when Hoyun-hyung is like this...”

As we all remained downcast and silent, the meeting room door suddenly burst open.

“Hi~.”

“Ah, hello.”

It was Joo Woosung, for whom it wouldn't be surprising anymore if he said he had jumped straight out of bed from the dorm.

He just waved his hand nonchalantly.

“Hello~!”

Right behind him, Chae Jeongwoo, the main vocal of Black Call, peeked his head in.

“...???”

“???”

“Why are you here in such a humble place...?”

Everyone was startled and abruptly stood up from their seats.

Seeing this, veins throbbed on Joo Woosung's forehead.

“Guys, am I allowed to come to humble places too?”

“If it's a place where precious people are, I should go anywhere.”

Chae Jeongwoo replied cheekily, patting and pushing Joo Woosung's back as he made his way in.

After seating the grumbling Joo Woosung into a chair, Chae Jeongwoo, who had smoothly swept back his silky black hair, took a seat next to Seong Jiwon.

...Huh?

“Seo Hoyun, it's been a while, hasn't it?”

Chae Jeongwoo, who had been looking at me since entering the conference room, suddenly struck up a conversation.

“Ah, yes. It seems like the first time since The Victory is Mine.”

“Have you been well? I've heard so much about you, Hoyun, it felt like we were seeing each other almost every day but seeing you in person is definitely better.”

“...Ahaha?”

“Didn't I tell you to stop talking nonsense...?”

“Woosung, who told you that?”

Listening to Chae Jeongwoo and Joo Woosung's conversation, I pondered to myself.

Joo Woosung, who had been putting up walls with everyone and only focused on his phone, seemed to be close with Chae Jeongwoo.

Even though he was grumbling, his expression seemed relaxed.

At least he has a friend.

Seong Jiwon tilting his head in curiosity and asked,

“Senior, what brings you here?”

“Just bored.”

“Ah...”

Chae Jeongwoo sighed deeply and looked at the sulking Joo Woosung, as if wondering “What should I do with this guy?”

“Yes, forget about him... I came to see Seong Jiwon.”

“...Yes?”

Seeing Seong Jiwon's bewildered face, Chae Jeongwoo grinned and propped his chin.

“Hey, I came to see the next K-Pop god that's supposed to succeed me.”

“......”

Even though Chae Jeongwoo's words were meant as a joke, Seong Jiwon was left speechless, unable to continue.

Joo Woosung really fits in with that group...

So shameless.

Even if someone else had directly told Seong Jiwon he was the next generation K-Pop god, he wouldn't have blinked an eye.

However, hearing it from Chae Jeongwoo made Seong Jiwon's ears turn red for the first time in a while.

“Hey, Chae Jeongwoo.”

Joo Woosung, leaning on Chae Jeongwoo's shoulder, clicked his tongue.

“Aren't you embarrassed at all?”

“Why? I like this nickname.”

“Jiwon, just ignore him. He's just stopping by to greet before doing the special mentor session.”

“Ah, yes...”

What was with the special mentor now?

Nevertheless, it wasn't a lie that he came to see Seong Jiwon, as Chae Jeongwoo naturally led the conversation to various topics related to vocals.

At least he seems nice.

Since the picky Joo Woosung didn't usually get close to anyone easily and I felt no harm, I let them be.

Bored, Joo Woosung eventually started kicking me with his leg.

“So, what are you guys doing now?”

“We were in the middle of a meeting for the second competition.”

“What is it?”

“Oriental-style hip hop.”

“...Why?”

“Sunbae! That's because!”

Kim Seonghyeon, seizing the moment, eagerly jumped in to explain.

“Ooh...”

As he listened, Joo Woosung's expression gradually turned into one of disbelief.

Kim Seonghyeon, that guy, rather than covering for his own group member, spilled everything to a notorious flirt from another group.

“Seo Hoyun, can't you even get 14 out of 15?”

“That's what I'm saying...”

“Ah...”

“Let's keep it down since I'm here too.”

Then, Chae Jeongwoo, who had been talking with Seong Jiwon, widened his eyes and raised his voice.

“It's totally good, isn't it? Fresh.”

“...Eh, do you have any ideas?”

Kang Ichae, who had been sulking silently up until now, suddenly opened his eyes wide.

“Of course. You're going to produce it, right, Kang Ichae? I want to include some powerful hip-hop, but the lack of a suitable Oriental-style beat is the problem. I don't like it because forcing it would make the song's progression awkward.”

“Wow! Yes, exactly!”

“If it's okay, may I suggest a song that could be helpful?”

“...!!”

Finally!

Not just a “let's just do it” but a mentor who gives specific directions had arrived!

“Wow, this is what mentoring is.”

“Seo Hoyun, are you fucking kidding me??”

As I muttered in admiration, Joo Woosung complained about how I was treating him after all the help he had provided.

I stood and pressed down on Joo Woosung's chair as he noisily banged on the table.

“Ha, whatever. Want something to drink?”

“I'm not drinking.”

“Then don't.”

“...Green tea latte.”

While the other members seemed too busy paying attention to Chae Jeongwoo's words, Joo Woosung looked sulky, having no intention of joining.

Seeing that the meeting wasn't likely to end soon and feeling like a sinner who spun the wheel wrong, I decided to quietly sneak out of the meeting room to buy some coffee.

“Huh?”

And I ended up running into someone I didn't really want to see.

I ran into Kang Yeonhu, the leader of High Five, at the broadcasting station's first-floor café.

He greeted me first with a sly smile.

“Looks like you lost a coffee bet.”

“Hello, sunbae...Well, something like that.”

I really screwed up spinning that wheel...

“Takeout, please.”

The café was unusually bustling today.

Looking around, even people from the broadcasting station, who were used to seeing celebrities, glanced at Kang Yeonhu with a friendly curiosity as they passed by.

High Five must be really popular, damn.

“Staying for the meeting?”

“Yes.”

As I maintained a polite distance and placed the order, Kang Yeonhu kept following me.

“You've been quite busy lately, haven't you?”

“Busier than you, sunbae?”

“Indeed. This mission is quite unique, so everyone is on high alert.”

I answered his questions with responses that were difficult to continue the conversation with on purpose, but Kang Yeonhu just smiled slyly and soon left.

After picking up the drinks, I headed back to the meeting room, but then I saw Kang Yeonhu leaning against the wall near the café entrance.

“...?”

“We're headed in the same direction, aren't we?”

Our eyes met, and Kang Yeonhu smiled brightly.

Yeah, I know.

But why wait and go together?

“Yes...”

As we waited for the elevator alone, Kang Yeonhu started a more serious conversation.

“I was really impressed by Shining Star Season 1. It was amazing. Good balance among the members, and good character too.”

“The kids are nice.”

“That's really important. It's often overlooked, but actually, it plays a decisive role.”

When the elevator doors opened, Kang Yeonhu let me in first and followed after me.

Then he hummed and said,

“So that's why the Black Call-sunbaes like you that much?”




1 Actually, it's not. Since both events are independent of each other, the actual probability is 1/225 or 0.44%.



2 Kkwaenggwari is a small gong while janggu is a drum. Both are traditional Korean instruments.



Chapter 159

“So that’s why the Black Call-sunbaes like you that much?”

That was what he really wanted to ask.

“You're coming at me quite suddenly.”

“Ahaha, I was just curious. There's been a lot of talk lately.”

Kang Yeonhu nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders and turned his gaze toward the elevator floor indicator while going up.

“It's fascinating, isn't it? For us, Joo Woosung-sunbae's mentoring was over in just five seconds.”

“Are you jealous by any chance?”

Given his straightforwardness, I matched his level, responding just as candidly.

“...Seo Hoyun, living up to your nickname of 'No Retreat', you really go for it.”

Glancing down once, he pressed his temple with one hand, letting out a groan.

He genuinely seemed troubled.

“No, it's not jealousy. Just pure curiosity.”

“Hmm.”

“Whenever there's an uncertain element that I don't know about, it makes me anxious. You must feel the same, Hoyun-hoobae.”

“......”

“I need to get rid of this habit.”

Kang Yeonhu let out a small sigh, taking a sip of his coffee.

“Well, it doesn't really matter.”

As he muttered to himself, I began to slightly revise my perception of him.

“I'm fine with anything. Whether Seo Hoyun does anything or Joo Woosung-sunbae only looks after you. Just—”

This guy seemed a bit fussy.

“don't pick a fight with us.”

Somewhere, he felt similar to me.

“I hope not, but it would have quite the impact if you did.”

Although he said it gently, it was essentially a threat that he would take action if necessary.

This is refreshing.

It had been a long while since someone else—besides me—was doing the threatening.

As I stirred my lemonade, looking down, the elevator arrived.

Ding.

“Then, take care.”

The moment Kang Yeonhu moved to step out, I quickly blocked his way with my arm and pressed the close button.

Whirring.

Bang.

“...??”

Yeonhu, looking at me with a “What are you doing?” expression, found me with a straw in my mouth, giving him a twisted look.

“Why did you close it...?”

“Kang Yeonhu, I too naturally stretch my legs based on where I'm going to lie down.”

High Five was under the same label as Black Call.

If I poked carelessly, I wouldn't be able to handle the aftermath, not unless I had nothing to lose or was a nobody.

Now, even Joo Woosung, who might act like a pushover, could side with his own agency when push came to shove.

If what I've said to Woosung ever got out, it wouldn't just be dangerous for me but for The Dawn as well.

And, actually, I had given up on messing with High Five long ago.

“It's not that I don't, I can't.”

Unfortunately.

Of course, that didn't mean I hadn't looked into it.

Even if it was a big entertainment company, there were always some who fell through the cracks.

Just look at our Joo Woosung, who hasn't had a scandal yet, but just...

But High Five?

Smoking, drinking, dating, badmouthing, drugs...

They had not been caught for any of it.

Because they're saints?

No.

This guy is the main culprit.

This meant the leader managed them almost obsessively.

Was Kang Yeonhu 25 years old?

Having gone through a long trainee period, he debuted a bit older for a big label, so his determination was no joke.

“...Ah.”

My response must not have been what he expected.

Yeonhu looked surprised, then burst into laughter.

“You're quite honest. But there's no need to lower yourself and come in—”

“Anyway, we're going to win, what's the point.”

“......”

But.

“I just have this personality where I need to win everything.”

This guy, his annoying skills were still a bit immature.

Seeing Kang Yeonhu stunned, I kindly pressed the open button.

“Alright, now let's go.”

“......”

.

.

.

“Huh?”

After leaving the elevator with Kang Yeonhu and heading to the conference room, I saw Joo Woosung and Chae Jeongwoo from a distance on the opposite side of the hall.

“This is a fresh combination. Hello, Yeonhu?”

“...Ah, sunbaenims. Hello.”

Yeonhu, who had been zoning out, reflexively responded, then quickly covered his mouth.

It was a forced laugh.

Apparently, my elevator delinquent skills were absurd to him.

Should learn more ways to be annoying.

Of course, it wasn't my business, so I ignored it and asked Chae Jeongwoo,

“Are you done with your business?”

“Ah, um. Yes, everyone caught on quite quickly.”

“My green tea latte?”

Here it is, kid.

Joo Woosung, who still didn't utter a word after the lecture, snatched only the green tea latte from the drink carrier I was holding.

Chae Jeongwoo wore a slightly troubled smile.

“Fight on! And Yeonhu, I was actually planning to go to High Five.”

“Ah, thank you.”

“Just a moment. I'll send off Woosung and then go.”

“Okay.”

Kang Yeonhu nodded slightly and then turned to look at me.

“Seo Hoyun, I'm looking forward to the second round of the competition.”

“Yes, me too.”

Kang Yeonhu briefly met my gaze, added nothing more, and quickly moved away.

Joo Woosung, sipping his green tea latte, grinned at me.

“Kid, are you only nice and friendly with me at times like this? Normally, you would have scolded me.”

“I'm always nice.”

“What would I even talk to you about?”

Chae Jeongwoo quietly laughed beside us.

I was considering whether to be more cautious with my words since I wasn't alone with Woosung, but given the atmosphere, it seemed like everyone already knew, so I decided to ask honestly.

“But, Joo Woosung, do you dislike High Five?”

“...Huh?”

Initially, I thought maybe Kang Yeonhu was jealous of me, and Joo Woosung was helping me in this competition because he disliked High Five.

But that's not it.

Upon closer inspection, since “Second Chance,” Woosung had been giving me advice (though with a bit of coercion), and considering his generally aloof personality toward most people, his behavior wasn't exclusive to High Five.

Moreover, after talking with Yeonhu, he seemed more indifferent than I expected.

“...Not really?”

And to my question, Woosung looked genuinely perplexed, as if hearing it for the first time.

“Why would I?”

“......”

“Did you hear something from him?”

As I pondered what to say, Woosung snapped his fingers, having come to a conclusion on his own

“Ah~! You think I'm helping you because I dislike them??”

“......”

“That's not it, kiddo. I'm not interested in them. I'm just... for you...”

However, Woosung chose to stop speaking there.

...For me what?

Chae Jeongwoo sighed deeply upon seeing this.

“Sigh... Our Woosung really is a headache, isn't he?”

“...Sometimes, I don't understand him.”

“Why am I a headache? You have no idea how nice I treat Seo Hoyun, you know.”

“Being too nice can also be a headache. Didn't you see Kang Yeonhu's expression just now?”

In stark contrast to Joo Woosung, who was always just 2% short on tact and despite his title as his best friend, Chae Jeongwoo had a sharp eye for people.

Still not quite grasping the situation, Jeongwoo said to me,

“As Woosung said, there's no trouble with the juniors. He's really been living as if he's the only one in the world, not interested in anyone else.”

“...Hey, what kind of talk is that? It's not like that at all.”

“Hey, Joo Woosung. You've been kind of annoying since a while ago. Go ahead, I'll talk with Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Quickly.”

As Chae Jeongwoo pushed him to leave, surprisingly, Joo Woosung grumbled and had a sulky look but still moved away.

What's with him?

Given Woosung's usual brazen and fearless demeanor, his compliant attitude caused me to frown slightly.

He's really obedient, huh?

Chae Jeongwoo crossed his arms and clicked his tongue before turning to face me.

“Anyway, thank you so much, Seo Hoyun. Woosung has been taking good care of you.”

“...Have I been taken care of?”

“Ahaha?”

Chae Jeongwoo smiled broadly.

“You seem not to know yet.”

“I really don't understand.”

I wasn't interested in why Woosung was helping me, as long as it didn't cause trouble for The Dawn.

“Anyway, good luck with the second round of the competition! Seeing a great junior group like The Dawn is very motivating. Contact me if you need anything. I'll always answer.”

“If that's the case, I'll really contact you all the time.”

“Please do. I tried not to be biased, but it seems like I have more affection for Seo Hoyun, who Woosung helped, than my direct juniors.”

Chae Jeongwoo teased with good humor, then looked directly into my eyes with a clear and bright gaze filled with goodwill.

“I hope you secure the first place in the end.”

I couldn't grasp what this statement meant, considering it was directed at a group from another agency, nor could I understand the fondness Joo Woosung and Chae Jeongwoo seemed to have for me.

“Hmm.”

I smiled wryly.

“Of course.”

With that, the conversation ended, and I watched Chae Jeongwoo's retreating figure for a moment before returning to the meeting room.

“Wow, amazing!”

The meeting room, previously filled with a downcast atmosphere, now burst with energy.

“Got it! We've got the framework!!”

“Wow! Ichae is a genius~.”

“The moment I heard it, I just knew it was the one!”

It seemed they had figured out a direction without even needing to use Lee Jihyeon's chance card.

I put down the drink carrier and looked at the notes left by the members.

They had arranged everything quite well.

“I casually laid down a beat, wanna listen?”

“In that short time?”

“When the vibe hits, anything's possible.”

Kang Ichae spoke indifferently, as if it was no big deal, and played the song on his laptop.

“Kang Ichae, you're really a fucking cheat key...”

And you still didn't think you were a genius after hearing this?

Watching the members nodding their heads and tapping their hands to the beat, I turned my gaze toward the planning notes.

“Hmm.”

Tapping on the table with my fingers made Kang Ichae's stats pop up as if they were waiting for it.

[Kang Ichae, your group doesn't have a Kang Ichae, does it?]

Really, you're unbeatable in being cheesy.

[Singing: A+

Dance: A0

Variety: A0

Acting: B-

Charm: S-

???: ???]

[Hold on a moment! Your friendly and adorable system window is here to explain!

Rap is included in singing, and charm indicates star quality!]

Thanks for the rather timely additional explanation.

[Thank you, system window wagon!]

I ignored it, and instead I began to closely examine the members with Dance S-, Singing S0, Charm S-.

And then, I imagined the members of this miracle of a mid-sized company on the second round of competition.

“With this level...”

Maybe we could win first place in the expert voting this competition.

“Hyung, why are you looking so intensely.”

“Because I'm pleased.”

“Eh?”

The members looked at me with strange eyes, and that's when I noticed a pair of eyes were missing.


“Ah.”

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun ran into TEW's main vocal in front of a vending machine near the broadcasting station's resting room.

“Hello.”

“...Hello?”

It seemed like there was another group staying late for a meeting.

Jeong Dajun took out some coins from his pocket and inserted them into the vending machine.

Clink, clink.

Since Hoyun-hyung said he'd bring coffee, should I just buy water?

He was thirsty, but seeing the array of beverages made him hesitate.

While he was diligently choosing what to drink, he heard a voice from beside him.

“Is practice going well?”

“Whoa!”

“......”

“Ah, ah, you haven't left yet. You scared me.”

Though it wasn't his intention, he inadvertently made TEW's main vocal feel as if his presence was insignificant.

“Jeong Dajun, you seem to space out often.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Be careful. You shouldn't treat your sunbaes like this.”

“Yes, yes.”

Jeong Dajun responded nonchalantly and turned his face back to the vending machine.

TEW's main vocal's eyebrows lifted in what seemed like irritation at the dismissive attitude.

Hm. Since Hoyun-hyung likes sweet things, maybe barley tea?

He decided to ignore the continuous nagging beside him.

Having spent time with Seo Hoyun and being active as The Dawn, the biggest lesson Jeong Dajun learned was to pre-emptively avoid nuisances.

However, a certain word annoyingly tickled his ears.

“Work harder for the second competition. One mistake can lead to ruining everything.”

“......”

“You don't want to be a burden to your talented hyungs, do you?”

Thud.

A bottle of water dropped from the vending machine.

Staring down at him, Jeong Dajun slowly bent down, picked up the water, and handed it to TEW's main vocal with a smirk.

“Here, take this.”

“...What?”

“They say to give an annoying person an extra piece of rice cake. Seonghyeon-hyung said so.”

It was something Kim Seonghyeon often said to Seo Hoyun.

Jeong Dajun, still not fully grasping what was happening, handed over the water to the TEW member and said,

“Drink some cold water.”

It was something Seong Jiwon would say when Kang Ichae was half-awake due to his nocturnal lifestyle.

The following line, “Wake up, you idiot,” from Seo Hoyun, was swallowed down.

After all, it wasn't something a junior should say to a senior.

Jeong Dajun briskly turned his head and, after grabbing a few more drinks from the vending machine, was about to leave but then stopped.

“Ah.”

And looked back at TEW's main vocal again.

“And my hyungs don't call it a burden.”

It was something he, as the maknae, knew without my members having to tell me.

“Do yours?”

“...Huh.”

With that, Jeong Dajun brushed past TEW's main vocal.

Behind Jeong Dajun, TEW's main vocal's expression twisted significantly.

“Ha! Seriously...!”

Jeong Dajun's steps toward the meeting room quickened.

TEW's main vocal must have been just trying to get a rise out of him.

Mistake.

A small anxiety began to sprout in Jeong Dajun's heart.

And this anxiety reawakened the thoughts he had suppressed for the past year, “If I wasn't the maknae, Jeong Dajun wouldn't be anything special.”

I know, the hyungs are outstanding and I'm ordinary.

So, he absolutely could not make a mistake.

“Are you here?”

“...Yes.”

As he entered, Seo Hoyun's eerily accurate intuition clung to him, but Jeong Dajun just smiled.

It doesn't matter, as long as I do well.

However, on that day, the day after, and even until the day before the second competition...

“......”

Jeong Dajun rustled and couldn't properly sleep.


Chapter 160

“Yeonhu! Look over here, please!”

“Yeonhu!!!!!”

“Sehyeon, fighting today as well!”

Kang Yeonhu greeted the fans he encountered as warmly as possible before entering the venue for the second round of the competition.

After getting his makeup done according to that day's concept, he came out of the dressing room and stretched to loosen up his stiff body.

While doing so, he ran into Seo Hoyun in the hallway.

“Oops.”

Seo Hoyun had a cold expression on his face.

Their eyes met, and Kang Yeonhu reflexively smiled.

“Seo Hoyun.”

He called out to greet him, but without the presence of cameras or spectators, Seo Hoyun naturally ignored him and walked past.

The members of The Dawn awkwardly bowed their heads and followed him.

“...Ugh.”

Kang Yeonhu watched as they left.

It was said that groups tended to resemble each other, and while the rest of the members might be tough, Seo Hoyun was on another level compared to anyone Yeonhu had observed.

The members must all have solid mental strength.

Kang Yeonhu thought nonchalantly as he stretched his arms again to loosen up.

Shortly after finishing the rehearsal under the staff's guidance and taking care of his High Five members, he witnessed an odd scene.

“That rehearsal was cool. But that prop, doesn't it seem hard to handle?”

“......”

“What if you make a mistake? You can't afford to be held back~.”

There are still so many of those types around.

Though it sounded like a concern expressed in a friendly tone, it was actually a slimy and damp wish hoping to drag others down.

Such people were countless.

This was true during his trainee days and even after his debut.

Well, he should be fine...

After all, he was a member of the group Seo Hoyun belonged to.

Surely, he would manage on their own.

“......”

Huh?

However, Jeong Dajun's expression was precarious.

It was as if a complex had been touched.

“Yes.”

After responding, Jeong Dajun turned away and left.

Kang Yeonhu's eyes narrowed as he watched the TEW's main vocal walk away with a flushed face and fuming.

What's that about?

Though he felt a bit unsettled, he didn't dwell on it and returned to the dressing room.

It was almost time for the second round of the competition to start.

“Welcome to Shining Star Season 2, the second round of the competition.”

Just as he had finished touching up his makeup and outfit, the MC's voice came from the monitoring TV.

Cameras meant to capture High Five's reactions had been rolling for a while.

“Ah, I'm nervous!”

“......”

At WH, everyone naturally believed High Five would take first place.

Therefore, what they truly desired was not the first-place title itself but the additional benefits that would follow.

“Hyung, what's wrong?”

“Ah, it's nothing.”

Shining Star Season 2 consisted of four rounds of competition.

With so few, every performance had to be crafted with care.

This second round prided itself on fairness by providing too many options.

The ideas were, “If selecting by ourselves seems unfair, then choose on your own.”

Whether it was a cover or an original, as long as the genre and concept fit, it was akin to finding the most beautiful pearl in a vast sea.

Though luck played a part with the spinning wheel, it ultimately highlighted the capabilities of each group or, even more, the power of their agencies.

Hmm.

Perhaps this was what PD Kim Heeyeon wanted.

And as expected, according to the manager, all groups planned to perform on stage with original songs.

Probably because they had presented cover songs in the first round, they chose to show something new and demonstrate their capabilities.

High Five prepared a lively and bright song brought in with hefty investment from abroad.

This was both an advantage and a form of stability that large agencies had, but it was also a strategy chosen by the company to differentiate from the always intense performances of Black Call.

Kang Yeonhu seriously watched the competing groups' performances, covering his mouth with his hand.

The other groups aren't bad either.

However, their limitations were apparent since they had to complete the performance in a much shorter period compared to the months spent on their official titles.

After two stages, The Dawn's VCR played.

“The Dawn is going for an oriental theme with hip-hop?”

Naturally, he had watched all of season 1's clips after confirming their participation in Shining Star.

The oriental arrangement for “Make Love” by Today—now a disbanded group—had been very impressive.

“Oh... I see.”

“It won't be easy because it's The Dawn.”

But since The Dawn had already utilized all possible oriental elements in season 1, their performance risked seeming dull to the audience.

The genre is also an issue.

The concept and genre chosen by The Dawn weren't bad.

Among previous artists, there were hits that mixed rap beats with oriental elegance, and advertisements embedding hip emotions into oriental melodies had become famous worldwide.

However, finding something that could stand out to that extent meant it had to be exceptionally good.

There were far too many that got buried.

It was not only about picking a trendy song but also required the performers to have innate sense enough to freely play with the stage based on experience alone.

In this respect, The Dawn, with less experience and capital, was at a disadvantage.

But it's strange.

Why did he feel so uneasy?

“It's starting!”

Ssshhh—

As if proving the validity of his unease, everyone fell silent the moment the intro started.

The sound of rain falling, along with a dark, damp, and dirty street, unfolded on stage, with faint neon signs shining through.

“...Oriental theme?”

The main dancer of High Five blinked, having expected them to go for a distant atmosphere.

Swoosh-

As if strolling down that distance, the screen moved across the floor, eventually meeting the gaze of heavy-looking black boots, then slowly rose up.

A man, sitting casually on a matte black and menacing bike, draped in a splendidly embroidered modified hanbok durumagi over a rash guard and tight latex leather pants.

He stretched out one leg.

“...Wow.”

The screen moved from the collar to the neckline, reaching the chin.

“Are you ready?”

Soon, Seo Hoyun's face, with one corner of his mouth lifted, filled the screen.

“Did you think I couldn't follow you?

Born again, I persistently chase your traces.”

As Seo Hoyun got off the bike and walked forward, brushing his hair back roughly, the durumagi fluttered.

Now standing in the center of the stage, backup dancers popped out from both sides to match the choreography.

“Is this how they do hip-hop??”

This song was the answer Kang Ichae came up with after listening to a track recommended by Chae Jeongwoo.

He infused it with his own taste.

“It doesn't fit the typical Eastern mold.”

“Even if I spin the sixfold wheel of reincarnation,

I said I'd find you, do you believe me now?”

“Woahhhhhhh!”

“So cool!!!”

It was an easy trap to fall into.

Instead of being confined by the concept that came to mind with anything “Oriental”, the decision was made to melt only that notion into the song.

Impressive.

The Buddhist cycle of Samsara.

Those who have reached the modern era after numerous cycles of reincarnation.

The lyrics spoke of relentlessly finding and tearing apart a rival, going through cycles over and over.

“Pretend you know nothing, you're already cold,

You can't chase me out,

In the city, I feel your scent so strongly.”

It was clear where the meaning was headed.

However, the beat was too sophisticated and the choreography too sharp, like a knife ready to be directed at the opponent, to even dare comment.

Simply looking at Kim Seonghyeon, who was expressing a scent that brushed past his nose through dance, was enough to understand.

“...Wow.”

The main dancer of High Five seemed to feel the overwhelming difference in skill.

His expression reminded him of the first time he saw Joo Woosung's dance practice in the studio.

“Was that your Karma?

Longing for your fears.”

Moreover, in Seong Jiwon's part, The Dawn's main vocalist, he displayed a wide vocal range, starting with a low tone and screaming out in a higher pitch by the end.

It sounded almost like a growl.

“Was this my fate?

Can I build karma with you?”

The first competition might have been heavily influenced by strategy, but this stage was not.

It was purely about skill.

The usually cold Seo Hoyun, the always gentle Seong Jiwon, and Kim Seonghyeon, who seemed reserved, were nowhere to be seen.

They unleashed their power like crazy.

“Grrrrrr...”

At that moment, a low growl of a beast sounded, and a mad dog appeared.

“Once I bite, I never let go,

Living dumbly like a beast,

But how did you know?

I wanted to prey.”

Kang Ichae, his hair slicked back with pomade, spat out a rap as if scratching the beat with his sharp gaze.

“Insane...”

“With my gaping mouth and exposed fangs,

It's too late when you try to run.”

The beat quickened, and the melody that had been rising since Seo Hoyun's appearance...

“Yes, you are in my throat!”

The moment when the high pitch was reached, the stage lights dimmed and everything stopped, leaving only the melody of solace flowing.

“Insane, insane, ah, goosebumps!”

“Why is it so cool...?”

Deliberately lifting the atmosphere, then dropping the song's tempo with the high-pitched sound of solace was the strategy.

Then, Seo Hoyun appeared on the second-floor railing and pretended to knock lightly with his hand.

“Some laugh, some mock,

People don't know you anyway, hmm, Okay.”

Seo Hoyun, stroking his mouth, flicked his finger towards the approaching camera.

“...Gosh.”

For a moment, It looked like he was flicking cigarette ash.

But the gesture was too exquisite to pinpoint exactly what it was.

Seo Hoyun seemed to have aimed for it, smiling slightly.

“Anyway, I'll gulp you down in one bite.”

“Woahhhhh!”

“What, what, gosh... so cool...”

Even while facing the prospect of being overshadowed by their competitors, the High Five members couldn't help but cheer loudly.

The center of this song was Jeong Dajun, who came forward during the highlight part.

“We've been through that.”

Everyone marveled at Jeong Dajun, who had thin strands of danggi tangled in his slightly swaying platinum blonde hair, dressed in a black shirt with a baeja over it and light-colored jeans.

However, Kang Yeonhu was quiet.

The Dawn's maknae seemed unstable.

“Wow, wow! Look at the wheel in the back!”

“Crossed through the realms of Asura, spinning the sixfold wheel over and over...”

The other members didn't seem to notice, only looking forward to what Jeong Dajun would show.

Jeong Dajun's fingertips pointed toward the wheel, trying to turn it,

“...Gasp.”

It didn't turn.

Considering that the camera rehearsal went smoothly, expecting it to spin well, the camera was naturally focused on the wheel.

Missing the right timing, the flames of the stage effects glared oddly.

It's still okay.

After all, the viewers would either think it was meant to be that way or feel slightly awkward at most.

Continuing the stage naturally seemed more important to Kang Yeonhu.

“...you, I...”

But the real problem erupted afterward.

Jeong Dajun panicked and skipped an entire verse.

...Ah, that earlier thing.

It seemed TEW's main vocalist's words shook Jeong Dajun's spirit as expected.

The audio was left empty as if a small AR was laid out, and Seo Hoyun quickly interjected.

“That was it, I found you.”

It was clear that recovery would not be easy at this point.

“Among buildings, knew at a glance.”

It was obvious to anyone that Jeong Dajun had missed his part and Seo Hoyun was doing his best to cover for him.

Jeong Dajun, regaining his composure late, sang following Seo Hoyun's guide but couldn't hide his shaky eyes.

“You can't follow me down.”

Perhaps to attract attention, Seong Jiwon pushed his octave to the limit.

“Longing for your desperation,

Was this my fate?

Can I pile up karma with you?”

“...The vocals are truly divine.”

Even though it was the other team's mistake, the High Five members, feeling as if they had made the mistake themselves, couldn't easily open their mouths, astonished by Seong Jiwon's high notes.

Following that, Kang Ichae, adjusting his microphone, swung his right hand forward, and The Dawn members and backup dancers split to both sides, spinning around.

“Before you spit it out, before you get sick of it,

I've gone through this tedious cycle,

And it was too late when I realized, sorry.”

And the moment Kang Ichae's hand hit the ground...

“It's already Dawn.”

Bright fireworks exploded, obscuring the view, and when the stage was lit again, everyone had vanished without a trace.

The camera zoomed in on the still wagon wheel as the song came to an end.

“...Wow.”

The High Five members let out a long breath they had been holding for a moment.

“What did I just... see?”

“What are they expecting us to do with this??”

“Seriously, they must have prepared really hard.”

Amidst the excitement and slight anxiety after witnessing such a spectacular performance, Kang Yeonhu rubbed his forehead while looking at his buzzing members.

“Haah...”

As other groups performed one after another, Kang Yeonhu couldn't stop mulling over what he had seen.

To cut to the chase.

Bang!

“Congratulations, TEW is in 1st place!”

High Five came in 2nd.

There's been a lot of changes this time.

It must have been partly because TEW's performance was unexpectedly good, but no one saw them taking 1st place.

“The Dawn...”

And...

“5th place!”

The change wasn't just for them.

“Ahaha. Good job!”

“Good effort~.”

After seeing Jeong Dajun turn pale and his other members of The Dawn comforting him, Kang Yeonhu went down to the dressing room with the High Five members.

Even as they changed clothes and got back on the van, all the High Five members, as if by agreement, held back on speaking until they sat down and then they burst into conversation.

“Second place is a bit disappointing.”

“The Dawn did so insanely well only to end up last... Did they make a mistake?”

“But to say it's because of a mistake, they had the highest score from the experts.”

“Uhm.”

Even then, Kang Yeonhu kept silent and looked down.

The expert rating, it makes sense.

Excluding the mistake, anyone who had eyes could see they were supposed to be 1st today.

It was obvious to anyone with a clear eye: The Dawn was the winner of the second competition.

“...This is tough.”

Kang Yeonhu sighed as he wiped his face dry.

The Dawn's skills were even better than they appeared on the surface.

It even...

It felt like a Black Call.

Bitterly smiling at the thought he didn't want to acknowledge, Kang Yeonhu felt a bitter taste.


“Ah, damn it.”

Fifth, are you kidding me??

Having secured a decent ranking in the first competition, he had expected some pushback, but the outcome was worse than imagined.

Following our high ranking in the first competition, it seemed as if an emergency had been declared among the fandoms, and they began discussing voting strategies.

Feeling suffocated, I gulped down water as we returned to our dressing room.

Everyone seemed to be pondering today's results.

“Want to eat ramen when we go back?”

“Phew... Maybe we should today?”

Even Kim Seonghyeon, who usually managed our diet strictly, nodded, indicating it was okay to let loose today.

As I walked to the van with the members, I turned to Jeong Dajun, who was trailing a bit behind.

“Right, Jeong Dajun. Make sure you bring your wal—”

But I couldn't finish.

“...!”

Jeong Dajun was dropping tears the size of chicken droppings.

He had been stiff-faced since the mistake, but I thought he was managing well since he seemed both mature on stage and in the dressing room.

“Waaaah~.”

Seong Jiwon awkwardly laughed and quickly hugged Jeong Dajun.

“Why are you crying, Dajun? Huh?”

“It's...”

He sniveled for quite some time, struggling to stop the tears that he had been holding back from bursting out.

Unable to speak properly and just crying, Kim Seonghyeon, who had run to the van and back in the meantime, offered him a tissue.

“It's my fault. I'm sorry...”

“Eh?”

“...My, my mistake, it ruined everything. That's why we ended up in 5th...”

He was talking about messing up because he couldn't spin the wagon wheel.

“Hyungs were all flawless, doing, doing insanely well. And I, as expected, just dragged us down.”

As expected?

Hearing Jeong Dajun's tearful words, one word scratched at my nerves.

“I tried not to, but I messed up...”

“Dajun~! Stuff like this will just be funny later. And don't you know hyungs make mistakes too? Jiwon-hyung, quickly mess up.”

Trying to lighten the mood, Kang Ichae cracked a joke, but my mind was racing.

“Oops! Ichae, give me a rap.”

“What's rap? Is it something to eat? And this eldest hyung lacks character.”

“I can't argue with that about Seo Hoyun.”

“But, but...”

Jeong Dajun's last words cemented my thoughts.

“Making a mistake makes me a burden...”

In the silence that followed, I lightly touched my lips.

I see.

“Jeong Dajun.”

I stepped closer to Jeong Dajun, wiping away the tears that had formed around his eyes.

“People make mistakes.”

Jeong Dajun will grow from this.

“Today's mistake is just one among many you'll make.”

Looking back, this will just be one episode among many on a show.

And until then, I will be by his side.

So, what's the big deal?

I smiled lightly.

“It's nothing.”

“......”

“Stop crying, Jeong Dajun.”

Jeong Dajun sniffled and slowly nodded.

“...Yes.”

“How did you hold it in until now?”

“Just, felt sorry to the hyungs, so, kind of...”

As Kim Seonghyeon roughed up Jeong Dajun's hair, his mumbled response was broken and hard to understand because he had been crying so much.

Kang Ichae playfully pinched Jeong Dajun's cheek, joking that “he was too delicate to even spin a wagon wheel,” while Seong Jiwon gently stroked Jeong Dajun's back.

Finally managing to soothe him enough to get him into the van, the maknae who had been drinking water let out tears again.

Seong Jiwon carefully caught Jeong Dajun's hand as he tried to wipe away the tears with his sleeve.

“Dajun, you did well and worked hard.”

“...Yes.”

“It's okay to cry a lot. Hyungs will be here with you until you stop.”

“Yes... Thank you...”

As I buckled the seatbelt, my eyes met Kang Ichae's, who had a peculiar expression.

The sudden collapse of Jeong Dajun's mental state, the usage of words he normally wouldn't, and his recent strange behaviors.

Kang Ichae knew as well, and it seemed he too was holding back the same question.

“You did well.”

Jeong Dajun...

“Ahaha, hyung did well too.”

Who the hell did this to you?


Chapter 161

After the first sneak peek video was uploaded and not long after the second competition ended, the atmosphere among the Noeuls was peaceful.

Thanks to The Dawn's outstanding performance of “Easy Tempo” in the first competition, each day was filled with joy.

[Kim Seonghyeon ㅠㅠ So handsome and cute, I want to put him in my mouth;;;;;;;;;;;;

└ Just reported this

└└ Wait for me you fuckers]

[Seong Jiwon, it's unbelievable that he practiced for 7 years with that holy face. If I were the CEO, I would've debuted Seong Jiwon on the spot screaming, “Oh my God, Oh my God”

└ Seong Jiwon's mole is just... driving me crazy]

As Seo Hoyun had predicted, almost no one paired them with Lea Purple.

Furthermore, The Dawn captured the spotlight in this sneak peek video that compiled the highlights.

It was Seo Hoyun's ribbon scene.

With a slightly furrowed brow and languid eyes, Seo Hoyun, pulling the string tied around his neck to untie the ribbon, was lethal.

Those watching were momentarily short-circuited.

[Seo Hoyun: Uh-huh~ I'll kill you

Noeul: Uh-huh~ I'll die for you]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah you wanna get dirty and sticky with me, see you in court, you bastard, you're gonna regret this]

As posts transitioned from various communities and SNS to Youtube, the speed at which they were uploaded significantly increased.

[Dear God... Thank you for sending this face genius, bunny god idol to me. It feels rewarding to have lived a good life]

[Seriously, these kids live with full of venom...]

[It means they're going for the win... Now I see why they got second place...]

A stage worth agonizing over for the next 10 years, and not a bad rank to boot.

Knowing they were predicted to be last in the final preliminary rankings after the first episode aired, the Noeuls smirked and were satisfied, already widely spreading the results of the first competition.

However, their happiness didn't last long.

[Hey, spoilers for the second competition are out]

This was because spoilers for the second competition appeared.

[The Dawn in 5th place?!?!?!???]

This revelation took everyone aback.

[Why though??? How could they drop to 5th place when they were 2nd in the first competition?]

[They were 1st in expert voting, how did they end up in 5th]

Piecing together reviews and stories from various sources led to a single conclusion.

[It's a strategic pick]

That's when the anger surged.

[Fuck, are we screwed? ㅠ]

[Fuck ㅋㅋㅋ Seriously, are these people insane? Played their brains out 凸]

[Ah, really losing hope here...]

As speculations on rankings and spoilers circulated, a 30-second leaked fancam of The Dawn's second competition, apparently shot secretly with part of the screen obscured, reignited the Noeuls' fervor.

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠ What do we do about Dajun panicking ㅠㅠㅠ Damn, shatter that wheel]

[The one who made it that heavy, come out...]

[My baby ㅠㅠ Still, he kept his mental strength till the end ㅠㅠㅠ]

Not everyone was heartbroken and sad, though.

Trolls, a chronic disease in every fandom, wouldn't miss this delicious opportunity.

Already sensitive due to being ranked 5th, trolls within the Noeuls confidently blew Jeong Dajun's mistake out of proportion and pinpointed it.

[Ah shit, he just skipped a whole verse]

[It's because of Jeong Dajun we're in 5th place, right? We could see the mistake, so imagine the audience ㅋㅋ Must've been so obvious]

[Dajun ah shit~~ㅠㅠ Told you to practice more ㅠ]

Jeong Dajun's mistake wasn't decisive, but the few haters clung on like crazy.

The issue of strategic picking in the second competition caused more division and backstabbing among the fandoms.

And then, the day of the next shooting came.

It was the third competition, the unit competition.

It should have been conducted in a warm atmosphere.

“Doesn't it feel particularly tense today?”

It was like walking on thin ice.

No one dared to speak up easily but whispered instead.

One of the staff members, checking the atmosphere on set, muttered,

“It's really scary.”

Even though the participating groups greeted each other with smiles initially, it became so quiet afterward you could hear an ant pass by.

TEW, who won first place in the second competition, had a proud face throughout, while High Five showed no expression.

The other groups seemed to just watch cautiously.

Apparently, everyone had been briefed about the overall situation through their companies, so the atmosphere was chilly.

“Did you expect a survival program atmosphere to be warm?”

In the current state, the ratings were guaranteed.

It wasn't that Kim Heeyeon had replied with the wrong words.

Yet, Kim Heeyeon's heart was not at ease.

Are they mentally okay over there?

While giving instructions to the surrounding staff, Kim Heeyeon sneaked a peek at The Dawn's designated seats.

Seo Hoyun didn't seem to care in the slightest.

Even if the whole world cursed at him, he seemed like he would just respond with a nonchalant, “Oh, is that so?”

As her gaze shifted, she caught sight of one in bad shape.

It was The Dawn's maknae.

Well, if he saw the internet reactions, he wouldn't be in their right mind right now...

TEW members sitting next to him were also caught whispering about Jeong Dajun.

Though the details were unknown, something felt off.

Watching that shot on the monitor, Kim Heeyeon brushed her bangs back.

What's this? Did they fight? It would be a bit much to include this as is.

But she had no time to ponder further.

The shooting soon began.

MC Ha Seoyeon appeared to the sound of applause.

“Thank you for your hard work in the second competition.”

After lightly asking for their impressions, Ha Seoyeon efficiently extracted content for the broadcast, followed by an introduction to the third competition.

“The third competition consists of vocal and performance units.”

Kim Heeyeon, having already seen Ha Seoyeon's script countless times, could recite it without listening.

This face-off was divided into two main categories.

Performance units and vocal units.

In the performance units, one member from each group participated in individual competitions.

The vocal unit selection process was a little different.

From each group, only one member was chosen, forming two teams, A and B, each consisting of five members.

Votes were allocated to individuals, with the team having the highest total individual scores declared the winner.

The winning team received additional points.

Moreover, within the winning team, the member with the lowest individual votes had to pass their points to the individual with the highest votes from the losing team.

In other words, it was a devilishly designed competition that intensified both team and individual rivalries, requiring constant vigilance and strategic thinking.

So, depending on who becomes a team member, the strategy has to change.

In any case, there were people who had to be recruited by the team to win.

Seong Jiwon is a must-have.

In the competition, being a safe bet meant you could at least secure a middle ranking.

“First up, the vocal unit. The top rankers from the last round, TEW and High Five, will select their team members as leaders of Teams A and B, respectively. TEW gets the first pick, followed by High Five, with selections alternating between them. Please, TEW, come forward.”

The members of TEW huddled together, whispering for a moment before the main vocal stood up with a grin.

Ha Seoyeon asked the TEW main vocal, who stood in front of a pre-installed stand microphone,

“Team A's Jeong Wonha, you can pick whoever you like. Do you have a member in mind?”

“Ah, yes! Of course!”

Despite his relatively young appearance for his years in the industry, the TEW main vocal showed off a practiced smile.

“I have someone in mind!”

It would either be The Dawn's Seong Jiwon or High Five's main vocal.

There was a big chance that the other team might pick Seong Jiwon first.

“Oh~, is that so? Then who is this lucky person?”

“I choose!”

Jeong Wonha's head slowly turned toward The Dawn.

It must be Seong Jiwon, after all.

“The Dawn's!”

Just as Kim Heeyeon was about to turn away, bored, expecting the obvious scene...

“I'll choose Seo Hoyun!”

“...?!”

An unexpected twist occurred.

The camera caught everyone's surprised faces.

Even Ha Seoyeon, who had been calm throughout, seemed a bit flustered.

Only Seo Hoyun was calm as he leisurely stood up.

Ignoring Jeong Dajun, who stared at him with shaking eyes, Hoyun walked over to a delighted Jeong Wonha.

“You really chose me right away?”

“Hey, it would be disappointing otherwise~.”

...Since when was it disappointing?

They whispered to each other.

Clearly, TEW implied something with their glance at Jeong Dajun.

If it was captured on camera and visible to her eyes, there was no way Seo Hoyun didn't notice.

Yet, at this moment, Jeong Wonha treated Seo Hoyun like a close hyung he truly trusted.

And Seo Hoyun accepted it as if it were a matter of course.

“Now, High Five, please step forward.”

Without any hesitation, Kang Yeonhu, not High Five's main vocal, stepped forward.

“Kang Yeonhu, please choose a member for Team B.”

“I will pick Seong Jiwon.”

Kang Yeonhu chose Seong Jiwon for a sure victory.

After Jeong Wonha picked Try's main vocal, it was Kang Yeonhu's turn again.

As Kang Yeonhu carefully surveyed all the idols, he smiled and said,

“I'll pick TEW's Joo Hyungjin.”

He was an idol whose name often popped up in various communities, YouTube, and SNS due to controversies over his skills.

“...!”

It could have been a risky move, and the atmosphere turned restless, not knowing on what basis he was chosen, but Kim Heeyeon's lips curled up.

Targeted.

Things were getting interesting.

The High Five leader was sharper than expected, quickly grasping the rules.

“Now, Teams A and B are complete.”

Kim Heeyeon looked over the ten vocal unit members evenly picked from each group.

Team A, containing Seo Hoyun and Jeong Wonha along with High Five's main vocal, was strong in its own right, but couldn't compare to Team B, which had Seong Jiwon and Kang Yeonhu.

If it weren't for Seo Hoyun, Jeong Wonha's selection criteria wouldn't be too hard to understand.

“Let's do our best, Jeong Wonha.”

“We'll definitely win~!”

...Why did you choose Seo Hoyun first?

After the vocal unit teams were formed, it was time to select members for the performance unit.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun of The Dawn were seen discussing for a while.

“The Dawn's performance unit—”

An unexpected scene unfolded as Kim Seonghyeon pushed a dispirited Jeong Dajun forward.

“Jeong Dajun will participate.”

“...??”

Everyone's gaze turned toward The Dawn as they were expecting Kim Seonghyeon to participate.

“Jeong Dajun?”

“Whoa, I thought Seonghyeon would come out...”

But soon, everyone seemed relieved.

Considering Kim Seonghyeon's fame in the dance scene since his high school days and as the biggest beneficiary of Shining StarSeason 1, his not participating was a relief.

More so since Jeong Dajun was considered the weakest link in The Dawn.

For the other groups, this was more of a gain than a loss.

“...Wow, look at the relieved faces of the contestants. This will hurt his pride.”

The AD muttered so quietly that only Kim Heeyeon could hear.

True to his word, Dajun bit his lower lip hard for a moment, then stepped forward to line up with the performance unit.

“Jeong Dajun has entered... I'll choose 'Ride with you'.”

“Yes, thank you!”

Seo Hoyun, who had been laughing at Jeong Wonha's whispers, kept his eyes on his team's maknae the whole time.

What is he thinking?

Just then, as Seo Hoyun turned his head, their eyes met.

“......”

Seeing Kim Heeyeon flinch slightly, Seo Hoyun playfully rolled his eyes.

Kim Heeyeon realized then.

He knew everything, after all.

She was confused whether she was filming an idol survival show or a modern-day palace intrigue.

Fine... do as you please.

It would be nice if it turned out to be interesting.

After all, she knew well that one couldn't guess the thoughts of a madman.


“Hoyun-hyung! So, we start practicing this afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“Should we start a group chat?”

The red light on the camera went off, and while I was casually replying to the excited TEW's main vocal, I felt a piercing gaze on me.

When I looked up, Kang Yeonhu from Team B was, as usual, smiling at me.

“Let's work hard.”

I nodded and took the members back to the dorm.

Seong Jiwon couldn't have missed this strange atmosphere and deliberately started a conversation with Jeong Dajun.

“Dajun, are you going to practice?”

“Ah, yes... With Seonghyeon-hyung.”

After the second competition, Dajun had become noticeably quieter.

He no longer ran around or joked.

He was just busy observing his hyungs.

Dragging my tired body, I flopped down on the sofa, and Jeong Dajun came over, hesitating.

“Um, hyung...”

“What?”

“It's... nothing.”

He seemed like he had something to say, fidgeting with his fingers, but then shook his head and abruptly stood up, saying he was going to the practice room.

“We'll go too. To look after Dajun.”

Excluding Kang Ichae, who said he had things to pack and would follow later, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon headed to the practice room after Dajun.

I smirked looking at the closed front door.

“So, he's grown a bit, hasn't he?”

I thought he would whine, but it seemed Dajun had learned to pull himself together after being down for the past few days.

I was about to check the item shop when the system window suddenly popped up.

[Seo Hoyun.]

[I've been admiring the skill with which you've completely won over TEW's main voca these past few days.]

“......”

[Why???]

[Why on earth did you join Jeong Wonha's team? Almost like you volunteered???]

I was about to ignore it out of annoyance when...

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

...!

The alarm kept ringing.

“Ah, my ears.”

[Why??? Is there some benefit?]

Why wouldn't there be?

I never make a move without reason.

It was thanks to Kim Heeyeon, of course.

It seemed like she wanted to spice things up with the third competition.

Thanks to her, a scenario where I could not only score generously but also take care of the narrative fell right into my lap.

That is...

Seong Jiwon and I each taking first place in our teams.

In this third round of competition, securing first place meant no loss, whether our teams won or lost.

Even on a losing team, securing first place meant we could take points away from the last-place member of the winning team.

And I knew this even before the competition was announced.

“Hyung! Did you know??”

This came from a call the day before the shooting, from Jeong Wonha.

In truth, my acquaintance with TEW's main vocal, Jeong Wonha, was a lightly forged connection to lay some groundwork.

But I didn't expect this guy to call me so casually.

“Our members think this way.”

It seemed like he got information ahead of time through the power of his big agency, and he told me about the third competition's format.

He suggested we team up.

His plan was simple: given that TEW's score wasn't bad so far, and as long as one member from each team gets in, we'll get points, so let's just not finish last.

“So, let's team up!”

“Would that really be okay?”

TEW's members thought I was the main contributor to the first competition.

Apart from High Five, there weren't many well-known people in Shining Star, so it was an appropriate choice.

What was a bit funny, though...

“Yes! Hyung, you're a pretty decent person!”

...Was how easily Jeong Wonha trusted me.

Without knowing what I was thinking.

Well, I might let that slide but...

'Kang Yeonhu was a problem.'

It was quite irritating that Kang Yeonhu had the same thought as me.

Singling out a member in TEW who had taken all sorts of abuse showed his intentions quite clearly.

It seemed like he arranged his team that way to make up for falling to second place in the last competition, confident that he could still win.

Well, as long as I do my part, that's all that matters.

Seong Jiwon had nothing to worry about.

The problem was me, who had to dominate with my skills in Team A.

“Hey, show me.”

I unwrapped a candy on the table and rolled it in my mouth.

The system window came up, filled with noise as if grumbling.

Still, with the slots empty, the few items that were up didn't seem to be of much use.

Then, one item highlighted with a sparkling marker caught my eye.

That's appropriate.

It was a self-improvement item that could be used just right, but one thing bothered me.

[※Warning: Use may cause vomiting, gastritis, cold symptoms, and other adverse effects.]

“...Hmm.”

Some jerk in our group who looked like a ruffian was particularly sensitive about the members' health issues.

I kept mulling over the text in silence when Kang Ichae came out of the room while plugging in his earphones.

“Hyung, I'm going ahead too~. To cheer up Dajun, who's down because of the hyungs~.”

“......”

Humming a tune and speaking jokingly, Kang Ichae saw my expression and narrowed his eyes.

“Hmm?”

“......”

“Why are you being cautious?”

Hey.

“...When did I?”

If I use this, would it kill you?


Chapter 162

“Yeonhu-hyung, have a great practice with your vocal unit!”

“Wow! You're practicing with Seong Jiwon?? So jealous!! Tell him I'm a fan!”

“Ahaha, will do.”

In High Five, Kang Yeonhu was always calm yet reliable, gaining his fellow members' respect and excelling in negotiations with the company.

It was only natural for him to become the leader of the group.

But it wasn't always like that.

Kang Yeonhu's calm demeanor was shaped by years of rigorous training at a major agency, where he was whittled down and molded into something different.

Those days were tough...

Even WH Entertainment, a company that claimed to prioritize character above all, was filled with individuals who had fought their way up.

They couldn't all be gentle.

After moving from the countryside with dreams of becoming a singer, he saw all sorts of people.

Only after shedding his naïve innocence did he learn how to survive.

Talent was a given, and political maneuvering was a necessary evil.

“Let's practice one more time~.”

“Wow, the WH practice rooms are really nice...”

Yeonhu was very adept at reading people.

Seong Jiwon, it's a bit disappointing.

“Amazing, really.”

“How can someone sing like that?”

Yeonhu had heard he was originally from a major agency.

If he was in the same group as him, he could shine even brighter, and quicker.

Thinking this, Yeonhu shook his head.

No, he's better off with that person.

Yeonhu thought of someone in the same group as Seong Jiwon, someone similar, or rather, more eccentric than him.

“Cough, cough!”

It was Seo Hoyun from The Dawn.

Because of the rule that only one member from each group could participate, High Five's main vocal had been selected for the opposing team.

They gathered in WH Entertainment's practice room under the pretext of wanting to explore one of the top three agencies as they prepared for the competition.

Each had been assigned different rooms, and with the soundproofing, they were unaware of what the others were practicing.

Still, they occasionally ran into each other in the hallway since they were located opposite each other.

“...Oh, hold on a second.”

After deciding to take a break, Bercy's main vocal member opened the practice room door, and Seong Jiwon, who had been drinking water, stopped and ran out when he saw someone passing by.

“Hoyun, are you okay?”

On a sofa in the corner of the hallway, a pale-faced man was rubbing his neck, head bowed down.

Though he looked unwell, his well-proportioned features stood out even among the idols and trainees swarming around WH Entertainment.

He's bound to make it big.

Seo Hoyun had many titles attached to him.

Joo Woosung's close friend, the overwhelming favorite winner of Shining Star Season 1, the idol with stellar acting skills in dramas, and so on.

It's a miracle such a mid-sized company has such talents.

Not just Seong Jiwon, who began to make a name for himself in the entertainment industry as a great singer, but also Kim Seonghyeon, who was recognized for his dancing, and Kang Ichae, who received love calls from agencies for his songwriting and composing skills.

They were all in one group.

Jiwon carefully sat down next to Hoyun.

“You were fine just now. Why are you suddenly feeling sick? Do you want to go to the hospital?”

“No, I'm okay.”

“Uhm, you look really unwell.”

Hoyun sighed as if he had swallowed a big breath, then rubbed his face with his hands.

“Cough, don't tell Kang Ichae.”

“Huh? Why?”

“...He seems to worry a lot.”

“Got it. But even if I don't say anything, won't Ichae find out?”

“He's been cooped up in the company lately, working on the final composition. He'll be fine.”

While Hoyun coughed and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead, Jeong Wonha, TEW's main vocal, peeked out from the opposite practice room.

“Hyung, are you very sick?”

To Yeonhu, it seemed almost impossible that TEW's main vocal, who had shown no warm feelings for The Dawn until the first round and had treated Jeong Dajun coldly in the second, could have changed his attitude so dramatically.

...How did they end up like this?

“Today I'm not feeling well... Cough.”

“Shouldn't you rest if you're sick??”

Yeonhu was initially skeptical about this peculiar relationship.

...What's going on?

Hoyun was acting too nonchalantly.

“No, I'm fine.”

The more Hoyun and Wonha looked friendly, the more uncomfortable Yeonhu felt.

Could he really not know?

That Wonha was the main reason behind their maknae's mental breakdown.

Yet, Yeonhu vividly remembered Hoyun pressing the elevator close button and smiling brightly.

He knew it wasn't possible, yet a tiny speck of doubt continuously nagged at him.

“Great job today!”

“Good work~!”

After the day's practice ended and everyone was leaving, Yeonhu spotted Hoyun squatting in the hallway.

Jiwon was nowhere to be seen.

With no one around, in the familiar territory of WH Entertainment, and Hoyun alone...

Phew, alright.

Yeonhu hesitated for a moment before approaching him.

I should be able to say this much.

“Seo Hoyun.”

Feeling dizzy, Seo Hoyun, with his head buried in his arms, slightly lifted his eyes when called.

Despite his hair sticking to his forehead with cold sweat, his eyes remained clear and sharp.

“Seong Jiwon?”

“...At the convenience store.”

“Ah, I see.”

Kang Yeonhu crossed his arms and looked down.

It was perfect timing.

“Can we talk for a sec—”

But Kang Yeonhu couldn't finish his question to the end.

“Ugh.”

Because Seo Hoyun suddenly started to gag.

Having held it in until now, the moment Seo Hoyun faced Kang Yeonhu, it was unclear whether he was genuinely sick or if it was a dig at him, saying something along the lines of “seeing you makes me feel worse.”

“Wow, I almost threw up for real.”

“...Still, I'm not that bad, am I??”

Indeed, Seo Hoyun had picked the timing perfectly.

Feeling irritated, Kang Yeonhu thought about just turning around and leaving but sighed instead.

“...I have something to say.”

“Go ahead.”

“Are you close to TEW's main vocal?”

Seo Hoyun looked at him as if he was asking about something absurd, then turned away and took out his phone.

“What if I am?”

Despite Seo Hoyun's dismissive answer, Kang Yeonhu, determined to convey his message, brushed his hair back and continued.

“I saw the main vocal picking on your maknae last time. Seemed like he was intentionally provoking him.”

“......”

“I wonder if Jeong Dajun's mistake in the second round wasn't just a coincidence...”

He muttered, kicking the ground with his heel.

“So, getting too cozy with them might be a bit—”

“I know.”

...He knew?

It took Kang Yeonhu a moment to process his answer, and as he stared blankly, Seo Hoyun frowned and rubbed his forehead.

Did this mean that it was okay for their maknae to be mentally broken down by TEW?

“...You knew?”

“Yes.”

“But why?”

“That's not for you to worry about.”

Kang Yeonhu shut his mouth.

Knowing that a fellow group member was aware, he thought it was overstepping to meddle further.

“Did you come here to tell me that? You're kinder than I thought.”

“...Was I being nosy?”

“Maybe. Or is it a trait of your company?”

Just as Kang Yeonhu was about to leave, possibly to keep Hoyun from seeing his displeased faced...

“Kang Yeonhu.”

“Yes?”

“Why did you join the program?”

This time, Seo Hoyun threw the question.

“I've been thinking about it. Of all groups, why would High Five swallow their pride and appear in this program... I've been curious.”

“Did you think I'd answer if you asked?”

“It seemed like you would.”

Kang Yeonhu rolled his eyes.

Well, it wasn't exactly a secret.

“We need new fans. Shining Star Season 1 proved that, didn't it? Not only did it boost The Dawn, but it also skyrocketed the popularity of all the participating groups.”

“High Five is already popular enough.”

“Hey, we can always climb higher.”

“......”

However, Seo Hoyun kept staring intently.

Umm...

It was a penetrating gaze.

Honestly, it wasn't just about gaining new fans.

WH Entertainment, being one of the top three agencies, had always dreamt of success in the American market with each new group they debut.

The desire to penetrate a broader market, the so-called “American fever,” kept pushing Kang Yeonhu's group to the edge.

Even if they debuted in America and failed, it wasn't like they couldn't continue activities.

However, the labels that would follow haunted Kang Yeonhu.

From accusations of chasing the American dream without recognizing their own capabilities to being mocked for attempting what even Black Call didn't, all these were vivid in his mind.

Despite countless objections, to the company, he was just one among many idol groups.

Eventually, Kang Yeonhu resigned himself to adapt obediently.

Of course, they were still not quite ready.

But there was no reason, nor the luxury, to explain all this to Seo Hoyun in detail, so Kang Yeonhu chose to smile rather than answer.

“Anyway, that's why the company also pushed Joo Woosung-sunbae. To gain even a bit more popularity. Joo Woosung-sunbae is really popular, you know.”

“...Yeah.”

Seo Hoyun seemed unimpressed by Kang Yeonhu's words or even by the mention of Joo Woosung.

Suddenly, Kang Yeonhu remembered the first time he met Joo Woosung.

In fact, having joined the company before Joo Woosung, he remembered that moment vividly.

It was then he realized.

That all the grueling practice, self-discipline, charm, all that shit he had dedicated tens of thousands of hours to, was utterly unnecessary.

That fresh shock was indescribable.

“Hello.”

From the very beginning, Joo Woosung was already shining.

He thought to himself, “So this is the kind of person who becomes a celebrity.”

“Honestly, it would be weirder if he wasn't popular.”

“......”

“With that face, that talent, that personality. Even luck is on his side.”

That's when he was hit with a harsh reality.

He also thought he felt the emptiness of all the effort he had poured in.

He was always desperate.

During his long trainee life, he couldn't even count the number of failed debut attempts on one hand.

When he was dropped from the debut lineup of Black Call, he wanted to give up on everything.

Back then, living didn't feel like living at all.

He had seen countless friends pack up and leave.

Being known as “the longest-serving trainee” was not an honor.

There were many who sneered at him from behind.

In those moments, Kang Yeonhu clenched his teeth.

Promising himself that one day, he would sing his song under those shining lights, receiving everyone's cheers.

Phew.

When Joo Woosung suddenly said he wanted to improve his dancing skills and went to America, no one in the company opposed it.

To be able to speak so definitively, and to have the confidence that it's okay to take a long break. I was envious to death.

“I have something I want to ask too.”

“......”

“I wonder if Seo Hoyun knows why Joo Woosung is helping you, or not.”

How Seo Hoyun, who wasn't even a Black Call member or from a famous group, managed to involve that Joo Woosung was beyond Kang Yeonhu no matter how much he thought about it.

So, he wanted to see for himself at Shining Star.

Seo Hoyun, whom he met in person, was a strategist.

But that alone wouldn't have caught Joo Woosung's attention.

Kang Yeonhu tilted his head.

“Is it because Seo Hoyun is nicer than expected? More affectionate? ... I definitely don't think that's it.”

“......”

“If that were the case, Joo Woosung would have liked us a long time ago.”

Seo Hoyun's expression soured, but he said nothing.

“Do you know what was different about you?”

Seo Hoyun was a strange guy.

At first, Kang Yeonhu thought Seo Hoyun just had a sharp mind, but with his bold moves in Shining Star Season 1, his straightforward speech in the elevator, and recently getting along with TEW's main vocal who bullied his group's maknae.

Seo Hoyun was hard to categorize.

Hmm.

However, as Kang Yeonhu got to know Seo Hoyun, he faintly felt something.

That through all this, he was running straight toward some goal.

The entertainment industry was a kind of swamp.

The more you tried to walk forward, the deeper you sank into the mire.

To be always followed by cameras, judged every second, and criticized for trivial things.

How many could there be who wouldn't go mad, repeating moments when those who adored you just a moment ago turn their backs coldly, and those who embraced you change overnight?

Only a very few who endured all that could bloom lotuses in this swamp.

But that's not the end.

Even then, many hastily faded away or fell ill.

I think Joo Woosung almost did too.

As Kang Yeonhu continued his thoughts, he locked eyes with Seo Hoyun.

“If it were me, I'd be curious.”

Seo Hoyun wasn't the type to care about public opinion.

He only looked at the results he wanted.

That might have been what drew Joo Woosung to him.

Lost without his dreams and goals, Joo Woosung might have seen Seo Hoyun as a guide.

“Sigh, cough, cough...”

Seo Hoyun sighed at Kang Yeonhu's question and coughed for a while.

“Kang Yeonhu.”

And then slowly parted his lips.

“But I'm not curious.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun used the “I'm not asking, so I'm not interested” tactic.

“Seriously, what do you want from me since earlier...?”

At the blunt reply, Kang Yeonhu was at a loss for words.

Seo Hoyun looked at him pitifully with eyes reddened with anger.

“Why are you harassing a sick person with nonsense?”

“...Your rudeness isn't just an image, it's your real personality?”

“Shouldn't you have realized that when we were in the elevator?”

As Seo Hoyun added that Kang Yeonhu was too slow, Kang Yeonhu awkwardly scratched his head.

“Really a unique person...”

“Yeah.”

“Anyway, good luck. It seems like our vocal unit will probably take first place.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

“......”

Kang Yeonhu sighed and walked away.

Still crouched, Seo Hoyun coughed out more and rubbed his forehead.

“Acting like he knows everything, damn...”

In fact, Seo Hoyun wanted to correct Kang Yeonhu while listening to his meddling.

Joo Woosung is human too; how could all of that be easy?

But he held himself back from saying it.

“...My goodness.”

After all, to Seo Hoyun and Kang Yeonhu, Joo Woosung was just another person.

Seo Hoyun, wiping the sweat trickling down his temple, glanced at the blinking system window on one side.

[Vocal Suppression Item!

Temporarily lowers vocal ability by two levels.

Duration: One week.

However, your ability increases 1.5 times faster than usual.

※Warning: Use may cause vomiting, gastritis, cold symptoms, and other adverse effects.]

[Congratulations!

You've achieved Vocal A+!

Your ability is still limited because you are wearing the Vocal Suppression Item. Symptoms will continue.]

[Seo Hoyun, do you need an explanation?

A stubborn mule who doesn't listen.

Singing: B- (A+)

Dance: B+

Variety: A-

Acting: B+

Charm: A0

???: ???]

Pleased for a moment, Seo Hoyun's phone suddenly buzzed.

– Kang Ichae: ㅋㅋ

Seeing that, Seo Hoyun paused for a moment.

– Kang Ichae: Come out

“......”

A few days later.

The performance and vocal unit stage began.


Chapter 163

On the day of the third competition, at a café near the broadcast station.

There, early in the morning, three Noeuls huddled together, shivering with hot lattes in hand.

“O-O-Omg, it's the competition today.”

“Sigh...”

They were friends who, like wandering K-Pop fans, had roamed around without settling until they bonded over their love for The Dawn.

There were a few others, but only these three had won tickets to the third round.

They were either trembling with nervous energy or repeatedly rubbing their faces with their hands.

“I'm so so so nervous... More than when I get my final grades...”

Then, another person, having returned from the counter with coffee, cheerfully suggested,

“Hey, it's fine, it's fine. Let's take a ceremonial shot.”

“Are you going to upload it on YouTube?”

“How did you know? Am I going to buy a building with the profit from views of our Dawnies?”

Claiming Kang Ichae as her ultimate favorite bias, she was shameless.

From her bag, she took out a magic wand that could hold three photocard slots.

“Do you carry that around??”

“Why not? It'd be great if they made one that could hold five. One for each kid.”

“Crazy...”

Carrying it around might be a bit embarrassing for someone past their twenties, but it was perfect for YouTube content.

Watching this, one of the Noeuls chuckled and pulled something out of her bag.

“Heh...”

“Holy!!!!”

“Damn!!”

“Hey! This!!”

Three pairs of eyes quickly gathered.

The “Second Chance” photo card of Seo Hoyun.



Taken while waiting at the dark MV shoot, Seo Hoyun's photo card, staring emotionlessly at the camera with his chin propped on his hand, was a rare item almost as valuable as plot of land in Gangnam.

“How did you buy this??”

“Sold my house for it.”

The owner of the photocard, whose daily life was filled with exaggeration and fanciful talk, flipped her hair back.

“Today's cross unit? Seoho Yoon will handle it.”

Then, she slammed the table.

“If this handsome bastard doesn't win! There's no future in K-Pop!!”

“Fuck... this guy's serious.”

“Over-investment legend... But I agree.”

They all nodded as if enchanted.

The Noeuls, their fighting spirit fortified by Seo Hoyon's face, stood up abruptly.

.

.

.

“The shooting will start soon!”

“The audience has all entered.”

In the third cross-unit competition, while the staff were busily running around giving instructions, the atmosphere among the contestants was quite subdued.

The audience mood doesn't seem bad today.

Though I greeted everyone with a smile, my gaze was fixed on Jeong Dajun.

He looks so down.

The always cheerful and never-ending laughter had dimmed, like cabbage salted for kimchi.

This probably stemmed from the harsh criticism directed toward our maknae.

“...Hmm.”

I touched the corner of my mouth.

I had intentionally left Jeong Dajun alone until now.

It didn't seem like anything I did would cheer him up, and it might even hinder his growth.

Besides...

“He should do well on his own...”

“......”

Seeing Kang Ichae clicking his tongue quietly beside me, understanding what I was thinking just by looking at my eyes, made me lose any urge to help Jeong Dajun.

This guy, who never flinched no matter my indifference and wouldn't budge until he dragged me to the hospital, where I was diagnosed with just a simple cold and gastritis... harbored his resentment for a long time.

“The third competition, the cross unit, begins now!”

Even as Ha Seoyeon appeared on the TV in the waiting room, the members just quietly sipped water and kept to themselves.

“Vocal unit Team A's Seo Hoyun, please come out first!”

The rehearsal was perfect, and my stats were up.

Just as I was about to stand up and leave...

“...Hyung!”

Jeong Dajun quickly blocked my way.

“Uh, um.”

“......”

“Good luck.”

It seemed he had chosen to support me after appearing a bit distant since the unit selection.

Just looking at him, all innocent and slow-witted, he hesitated and seemed about to say more but then moved to leave.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“...Yes?”

While calling him and tapping his shoulder, I lifted my index finger.

I then poked at Jeong Dajun's cheek.

I laughed at the sight.

“I'll be back.”

“...What, what...”

“Seo Hoyun, do well.”

“You too.”

Leaving the confused Jeong Dajun behind, I headed out of the waiting room.

Following the staff's direction, I moved backstage.

Then, the VCR began to play.

It featured many of my mistakes.

Whether I went off-key, cut off a lyric, or cracked at the end.

It also showed Team A comforting me.

“It will go up soon!”

“Yes!”

TEW's main vocal, who was leisurely drinking water and warming up, quickly stuck by my side.

“Seo Hoyun, let's not be nervous and do well!!”

Finally, as I checked my outfit and only giving him a side glance, Jeong Wonha gave a slight smile.

Some of it was affection for me, a certain degree was calculated gestures, and the rest was a look filled with confidence about the outcomes that lay ahead.

The problem is that it's all too obvious...

Yeah, where would you find genuine kindness in the jungle-like entertainment industry?

If there hadn't been any benefit for him, TEW's main vocal wouldn't have even spoken to me.

Well, maybe, at this point, this could be considered a sufficiently kind gesture in the cutthroat entertainment industry.

“Working with Seo Hoyun seems to have been a really good decision. At first, I was a bit hesitant, but after talking to you, I realized you're quite a nice person.”

It was easy to find out who had rattled Jeong Dajun's mental state.

It became clear just by looking at our maknae, who still couldn't control his expressions well, when we played videos of each group's performances for analysis.

After that, it was just a matter of confirming it.

You should've hidden it better if you were going to do it.

But then again, he would have been caught anyway.

Jeong Wonha shook Jeong Dajun because famous people like Joo Woosung, Lim Hyeonsu, and Min Jiheon were hanging around.

To him, those seemingly insignificant guys buzzing around big shots must have been irritating.

Thus, he targeted the easiest prey, our maknae.

Knowing the reasons behind Jeong Wonha's actions made becoming friends with him a piece of cake.

Casually name-dropping Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon and hinting at the possibility of connecting him with them made me a “nice person” in the eyes of TEW in no time.

“Ah~, I wish I had been the maknae of The Dawn.”

“......”

I continued to nonchalantly check my outfit.

Seeing no reaction from me, Jeong Wonha looked a bit flustered.

“...Why aren't you saying anything?”

After finally straightening out the wrinkles in the jacket...

“Jeong Wonha.”

I called out to Jeong Wonha.

“Next! Vocal unit Team A team is up!”

As Ha Seoyeon's voice flowed from the stage, I couldn't help but smile.

“Are you dating someone?”

Amidst the roaring cheers directed at us, Jeong Wonha looked at me with a dumbfounded expression.

“...What?”

“While I was waiting in the van on the way into the broadcasting station, I overheard fans whispering. They seemed pretty furious.”

“......”

I might not have known how he acted in front of the fans, but I had caught on to the fact that he was dating.

He looked utterly cornered, his eyes shaking uncontrollably, to which I taunted him.

“Looks like your popularity's going to be cut in half.”

I added one last comment.

“Are you sure you're okay to go up on stage right now?”

Leaving TEW's main vocal frozen like a broken machine, I climbed the stairs to the stage.

♬♭?♪

As the interlude played, spotlights targeted five members, and as they appeared from the darkness, screams filled the air.

“Kyaaaah!”

The audience swayed slowly from side to side to the gentle melody of the ballad.

The opening was led by Try's main vocal.

“Once you asked me,

If I was okay, I must have looked uneasy.”

His voice perfectly matched the song, significantly uplifting the atmosphere.

Following him was the main vocal from High Five.

“I tried to say I'm fine, I'm okay, but the words got stuck in my throat,

I couldn't let them out.”

True to being the main vocal of a major agency, his voice was clear and appealing with precise sound processing.

I pushed my in-ears deeper and, with a smile, lifted the mic to the audience.

“Maybe I was scared of the empty nights that were approaching.”

“...!”

I felt the audience stir.

“The path was so dark, I couldn't see ahead, it wasn't easy to move forward.”

Given that the VCR earlier had shown me missing beats and notes, making me seem like the weak link in the team, my vocals now surprisingly sounded much better.

Yet, what I was truly waiting for was a different event.

“Because I'm different from my younger self.”

It was Jeong Wonha's part next.

“The more I knew, the more scared I got, breathlessly so,

But then I raised my head and saw you”

Jeong Wonha's voice wavered unstably.

“...so tender.”

And he eventually hit a wrong note.

“Eyaa.”

I quickly bowed my head to manage my expression.

“Kkuljaem.”[1]

Jeong Wonha, realizing his mistake, tried to regain his composure, but with the mishap, concerns about his love life and ranking caused him to mess up the beat as well.

“Your careful way of speaking made my breath shake with worry,

So I...”

The member from Bercy, because of the order, had to forcibly cover for the thoroughly scolded Jeong Wonha.

But caught in the pace, he entered a bit too quickly.

“Sing here in front of you.”

It went smoothly.

“Being with you,

Makes me okay...”

Next was supposed to be a duet between me and Jeong Wonha, but that guy couldn't even look me in the eye.

Still, he seemed to try to finish the song somehow, but it was almost silent.

Thanks to that, this part turned into my solo.

“Please watch over me, I'll always say I'm fine because I'm with you, I'm okay.”

The highlight where all five of us sang together was approaching.

“Our memories, our recollections, our days.”

Looking at the audience, everyone was enchanted, moving their slogans and lightsticks left and right.

Except for the fans of TEW, who looked displeased.

“I'm happy because I'm with you, because you're here I can believe in myself.”

As we entered the latter part, everyone gradually regained their composure and smoothly sailed through the lyrics.

“I will sing for you!

At the climax, High Five's main vocal closed his eyes and sang the final verse.

“Because I'm with you, I'm okay, because you're here I can believe in myself,

I will always sing.”

The other members matched each other's gaze, blending their voices in harmony.

Slowly lowering the mic, a thunderous cheer erupted moments later.

I smiled faintly.


“Congratulations! The winners of the vocal unit are none other than Team B's 'Our Time Together'!”

“Wowwww!”

“Also, the individual first place from Team A 'Sing for You,' goes to Seo Hoyun of The Dawn. Congratulations! With this, the fifth place of Team B, TEW's Joo Hyungjin, will have his scores added to Seo Hoyun's.”

There was a bit of a disappointment.

One miscalculation was my assumption that Seong Jiwon from Team B would naturally secure first place, but it turned out Kang Yeonhu had the highest individual score.

The difference in fandom size and recognition seemed to have played a significant role.

Although Team A lost, since I secured the first place, and with the scores of Team B's last place added, the gap between Kang Yeonhu's score and mine wasn't significant.

Moreover, when comparing the combined scores of Seong Jiwon and mine to that of Kang Yeonhu and High Five's main vocal, The Dawn was slightly ahead.

In the end, we were the victors of the vocal unit.

Ah~, feels good.

Having achieved the desired outcome, I felt relieved and took care of Seong Jiwon on our way back to the waiting room.

“Good work everyone!”

Flashing a bright smile, I was greeting the other group members when Bercy's sub vocal called out to Seong Jiwon.

They seemed to have gotten close while teaming up in Team B.

I nodded respectfully to the staff members from a distance while waiting for Seong Jiwon.

“Amazing! Seo Hoyun, how you managed to keep your composure and continue the performance in that situation! And you're getting better and better~!”

“Ahaha, thank you.”

Just as Jiwon seemed about to wrap up the conversation, someone grabbed my shoulder and spun me around.

“Wait a minute!”

It was Jeong Wonha, the main vocal of TEW, his face red and veins bulging with anger.

Despite a mishap, he had managed to avoid last place, finishing fourth, but he wasn't someone content with such a ranking.

“I just checked with the manager. No such rumor has been spread.”

Of course.

It was a bluff.

I had only guessed he might have rosacea or was in a relationship because he was always on his phone, blushing and chatting away.

He had hidden it quite well.

I thought he would spill the beans once we got closer, but being seasoned in the entertainment industry, he kept his lips sealed.

Kim Jaeyeon did cross my mind, but time was short, and Jeong Wonha wasn't worth the effort.

“Why the fuck did you make up such a story and screw me over?!”

When a few staff members turned their attention toward us, Jeong Wonha's voice dropped to a whisper.

Luckily, the commotion was loud enough that Seong Jiwon didn't seem to notice anything unusual.

“My mental state is fucked up because of that, and because of it, I messed up and ended up in fourth place—”

“Excuse me.”

I looked at Jeong Wonha, who was whispering angrily, with a nonchalant expression.

“Is that my fault?”

“...!”

One of the few things I was exceptionally good at was dodging blame.

This skill had been quite useful whenever I had to explain myself to the broadcasting station's director.

“Well, I guess you'd want to shift the blame. You messed up a significant portion of the performance because of your mistake, right?”

“...What did you say?”

“Don't delude yourself.”

His face turned red and then pale.

I tidied up my annoying earpiece and said slowly,

“Wonha made the mistake and hurt the team.”

“......”

“Don't pass the buck.”

The guy, trembling with barely contained tears, hurried off.

He had come to confront me in anger but soon realized causing more of a scene here wouldn't do any good.

I usually wouldn't resort to such petty tactics, but this time, I wanted to give him a taste of his own medicine.

I watched his retreating figure with indifference and turned to leave.

Doesn't feel so great when you're the target, huh?

Ding!

[Hey, didn't you say everyone makes mistakes?]

Exactly.

Everyone could make mistakes.

But whether I overlooked them or not was my decision to make.

I laughed.

“Seo Hoyun.”

A strong sense of alarm blared in my head, and I tried to send Seong Jiwon away first, but Kang Yeonhu spoke up faster.

“Is this why you pretended to be close to him? To get revenge because of Jeong Dajun and take first place?”

Shit!

“Thanks to Seo Hoyun, he's completely out of it right now. How could you shake his mental state like that just before the performance? He's going to have serious trauma.”

Ah, shit!

Don't talk about that when Seong Jiwon is right next to you!

I made an effort not to look at Seong Jiwon, who was beside me.

“What are you talking about?”

“Huh?”

“I don't remember.”

“...Is this a hearing or something?”

At my shamelessness, Kang Yeonhu rubbed his eyes as if he couldn't believe it, and then sighed.

“Well... good job. You too, Seong Jiwon.”

After dropping that bomb, he hurriedly left.

“...Seong Jiwon.”

I was pondering how to mend the situation, but Seong Jiwon seemed remarkably calm.

“Why did you call?”

As I fumbled for words, Seong Jiwon slightly turned his head and our eyes met.

“Is there something? Do you need help?”

“...No?”

“But why are you being so cautious... Ah!”

Rolling his eyes in thought and then quickly piecing things together, Seong Jiwon clapped his hands.

“That vocal thing?”

“...??”

...What was he talking about?

“You knew?”

“...Wasn't it obvious?”

Seong Jiwon was surprised, and he pushed my frozen self forward and started walking.

“Weren't we all acting knowing this? Ah, Dajun might not know.”

“...!”

You knew all this time and never said a word?

Even the other members?

Catching a glimpse of my shocked expression, Seong Jiwon burst into laughter.

“Hoyun, do we still need to talk like this? It's been over a year since we got back together.”

“...Yeah.”

“You really act well. It's a pity you don't want to do it anymore.”

Was this sarcasm?

But knowing Seong Jiwon wasn't that kind of person, I mumbled as if to excuse myself.

“You don't like this kind of thing, do you?”

“Huh?”

“...Scheming.”

As Seong Jiwon bowed to a passing staff member, he whispered,

“Yeah, I hate it a lot.”

Then he turned back to me.

“But, because it's you.”

With those words, Seong Jiwon flashed a smile and went back to our waiting room.

I quietly watched the direction in which Seong Jiwon disappeared.

[...How can he say such a thing without even blinking?]

“That's what I'm saying. I really find kids these days terrifying.”

[Yes. Don't ever lie to Seong Jiwon again... It seems like it won't work anymore...]

“Yeah...”

Seong Jiwon was not someone to be underestimated.

“...Sigh.”

Anyway, my part was over.

I took care of TEW's main vocal who messed with Jeong Dajun, and by boosting my stats to A+, I also secured the victory for the vocal unit.

I rubbed my neck, thinking,

Jeong Dajun, I've taken a small revenge for you.

Now, it was up to Jeong Dajun to stand up for himself.




1 꿀잼 (“kkuljaem”) literally translates to “honey fun” and is used to describe something that is extremely enjoyable or entertaining.
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When Seo Hoyun was strategizing and physically pushing himself to lay the groundwork for the vocal unit, Jeong Dajun was suffering immensely.

“Okay~, let's try syncing up once more!”

“Jeong Dajun, just a bit more to the side...”

“...Why can't I do this?”

Each time the performance unit attempted to synchronize their group choreography, mistakes kept repeating.

It wasn't just because he wasn't accustomed to the members he was always with, but also because...

“It's really strange, isn't it?”

The territorial attitudes were no joke either.

Aside from High Five's main dancer who cocked his head with an ambiguous expression, dancers from other groups took every opportunity to laugh at him when the camera wasn't rolling.

“Aren't you used to it? Maybe because they're not the people you usually practice with?”

“...No, it's okay.”

“Sigh...”

“I'm sorry.”

It was a deliberate attempt to dampen his spirit.

Unable to say anything more, Jeong Dajun wiped the sweat from under his chin.

Seonghyeon-hyung, you said I had talent... that I had something

Jeong Dajun wasn't unaware of the reactions after the second competition.

Had Seo Hoyun known, he would have scolded him to practice more instead of spending time on such thoughts, but he too was an ordinary person who, despite his fears, wanted to check what was being said about him.

[Jeong Dajun is just so-so]

[The hyungs coddle him too much ㅋㅋ Saying everything he does is okay, so it seems like he's slacking in practice]

Am I lazy?

He had long realized that being the maknae meant his mistakes were more readily forgiven.

“Dajun!”

Was this the right moment to extend my right arm?

“Sigh... Jeong Dajun.”

Or should I turn my head instead?

“Dajun!!”

Was he now holding back the rest of his hyungs?

Perhaps The Dawn would have been better off as four instead of five.

Such thoughts tangled up whenever he hesitated.

At a young age, he had learned true fear, momentarily losing the bold courage to charge forward.

“......”

Seeing Jeong Dajun biting his lips, the main dancer from High Five approached and tapped his shoulder.

“Uh, um... Do you want to take a break?”

But.

“No.”

He couldn't stop now.

“I'll continue.”

Otherwise, he felt like he would be truly left behind and isolated.

Constant practice seemed better.

He moved relentlessly, enough to slightly annoy Joo Woosung, who later came as a mentor.

“Jeong Dajun, standby!”

At the staff's call from the waiting room, Jeong Dajun took a deep breath and stood up from his chair.

Kim Seonghyeon grabbed his arm.

“Jeong Dajun, do you want some calming pills?”

“No, I'm okay.”

“...Really?”

“...Yes.”

His hands were still shaking.

He wanted to whine to his hyungs, wanting to stop right then and there.

But Jeong Dajun didn't.

“A bit of nervousness is... good, Woosung-hyung said so.”

“...!”

“I don't want to go on looking too relaxed.”

While Kim Seonghyeon made a strange expression, Jeong Dajun repeatedly clenched and unclenched his fists.

“Seonghyeon-hyung, I practiced hard... So, I'll do well and come back.”

“......”

“And Ichae-hyung, I need a little...”

Kang Ichae, who had drawn closer, hooked his arm around Jeong Dajun's neck and whispered in his ear,

“Jeong Dajun, even if you make a mistake.”

“Uh-huh.”

“There's no embarrassment as big as Hoyun-hyung's.”

“...Is this really okay?”

Seeing Kim Seonghyeon's doubtful expression, Jeong Dajun let out a brief laugh, seeming to relax a bit.

Then, after making eye contact with Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae, he left the waiting room.

It's a pity not to see Hoyun-hyung and Jiwon-hyung before I leave.

“Jeong Dajun, let's check your outfit one last time.”

“Jeong Dajun! Standby over here.”

After the calls from many staff members passed, Jeong Dajun stood backstage in the dark.

The deep shadows covered his platinum blonde hair and crept down his face.

“Dajun.”

As he bowed his head to calm his mind, TEW's main dancer came over.

“Don't be nervous! You can do well.”

“......”

“Even without the members, you have to do well alone, right?”

Jeong Dajun couldn't tell if the interest people showed in him was genuine kindness or merely malice in disguise.

It's confusing...

Being an only child, showered with love from relatives to parents, he never needed to be aware of others' gazes.

Even after entering the entertainment industry, he was clueless in this regard.

Having spent time with Seo Hoyun and experiencing various situations helped him understand to some extent, but he couldn't always grasp it.

Furthermore, on this side, there were four hyungs who were pro-level.

They always covered everything up even before it was his turn.

But now, Jeong Dajun was alone.

Is this person serious, or not?

Honestly, he still didn't have confidence in doing well in the performance unit.

People couldn't change overnight, after all.

“Jeong Dajun, do you feel wronged?”

Dajun would sometimes recall the moment when the double contract issue blew up.[1]

Always with a blank face and harsh words, but someone who, no matter what, would stand by his side to the end.

That's when he said...

“If you feel you have been wronged, just ignore people's nonsense and live more boldly as you deserve. Then, eventually, people will forget, or the real issue will be resolved.”

At that time, Jeong Dajun felt suffocated.

What was the use of living upright all by himself?

In the end, nothing was resolved.

“But when you still feel upset about being deceived, when you can't help but remember it every time you lie down even after enough time has passed, there's only one way to resolve it quickly.”

However, Seo Hoyun responded lightly, as if talking about something very simple.

“All you have to do is prove that you're right. Simple, right?” [2]

And he really did prove it with his actions.

The sight of Seo Hoyun entering the doors of Daepaseong Entertainment with a contract became a memory deeply engraved in Jeong Dajun's life.

So...

“Sigh...”

“...?”

Just like Seo Hoyun had shown, Jeong Dajun also wanted to prove it.

That he truly was a member of The Dawn.

That the hyungs who were proud of him were right.

Therefore, he too must be a righteous person as acknowledged by his hyungs.

Right.

Jeong Dajun stopped trying to read something off the face of TEW's main dancer standing next to him.

Let's just accept it.

Jeong Dajun nodded.

“Right?”

The man standing in front had a cryptic expression, but Jeong Dajun didn't mind.

“Honestly, it's a bit worrisome without the hyungs.”

“...?”

“But the hyungs said I have talent. More than anyone else here. And... I absolutely trust what my hyungs say.”

“Well...”

“So!”

Jeong Dajun lifted his face brightly.

Then, after a long breath, he showed a bright smile.

“That's why I'll do well.”

To TEW's main dancer, who stood speechless and taken aback by the force of his presence, Jeong Dajun winked.

“Ahahaha! Thanks for the support. Fighting!!”

“...??”

“Jeong Dajun! Let's turn the stage upside down!! Even if we mess up, we won't be as embarrassed as Hoyun-hyung!!!”

Dajun could feel the gaze of TEW's main dancer but quickly turned his head.

It was something he no longer needed to ponder about.

He took that step, one he wouldn't regret.

“Let's go, Dajun!!”

To the stage.


“Hey, did the maknae already leave??”

The first thing that caught my eye when I returned was Jeong Dajun's empty spot.

He seemed to have already gone out to standby.

Sitting heavily on the sofa in the waiting room and drinking water, Kim Seonghyeon was groaning.

“...Ugh.”

Although he tried to appear composed in front of Jeong Dajun, the worry was inevitable, his expression anxious.

Kim Seonghyeon, staring at the TV in the waiting room, pressed his face into his clasped hands and tightly closed his eyes.

“...Maybe I should have gone out instead.”

“What are you talking about?”

Although that was my response, I couldn't remain calm either.

I hope the performance unit gets first place.

But more than that, I was worried about Jeong Dajun's mental state.

Swallowing a sigh, I turned away, only to lock eyes with Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, who were whispering to each other.

“Why?”

“Oh, just thinking you're being a bit overprotective.”

“...What?”

Kim Seonghyeon and I stared dumbfounded at Kang Ichae, but Seong Jiwon gestured with his head.

“Ah. It's starting.”

The performance unit's music started with a famous pop song that had a fast tempo and finely chopped beat fitting perfectly.

“Whatever you say Nothing can stop this feeling now!”

The anxiety amplified as the High Five main dancer started flying around from the very beginning.

...He's doing well.

When you compare a hundred years to a single day, twenty years was still a time when dawn hasn't broken.

It was natural to be clumsy and immature.

I thought it was only natural to lead by example.

“There's Dajun!”

However, that thought completely vanished during Jeong Dajun's solo performance.

Boom, boom-boom, boom...

On the stage, draped in darkness, Jeong Dajun stood alone under the white spotlight pouring down from above.

He was wearing ripped light blue jeans, a sleeveless white T-shirt, and a black rider jacket.

Though he was dressed simply, as if in his everyday clothes rather than stage outfits, it somehow made his dance lines more visible and focused.

The cheers of the fans slowly died down, and Jeong Dajun, who had been standing still with a cap pressed down on his head, gradually lifted his head to the beat.

Boom, boom-boom.

His gaze shone fiercely.

At times, it seemed to carry the intimidating aura of Kim Seonghyeon, while his calm, composed eyes resembled Seong Jiwon.

The slight ease in his demeanor was reminiscent of Kang Ichae.

“...What?”

Jeong Dajun, following the rhythm, lifted his right arm and tapped the cap he was wearing.

Then, he lifted the corners of his mouth in a playful smile.

“Kyaaaaa!”

A roaring scream spilled into the dressing room.

At the same time, a fierce rock beat that seemed to swallow everything began.

With not a single beat out of place, Jeong Dajun, with sharp movements, swung his left arm wide.

“The moment you saw me, it was like being struck by lightning!

You wouldn't be able to do anything,

You've never seen something like this.”

It was surprising when he performed rock with Kang Ichae for the self-produced content before, but Jeong Dajun's prerecorded voice fitted the song as if he was born with it.

“I know, you pretend not to know, but you've been waiting for me.”

The staff in the dressing room came closer with a camera to film our reaction, but we were too captivated to give a broadcast-worthy response.

“I will give you a ride!

You can't hide your surprise, I know, Nothing can stop me now.”

It was because we were mesmerized by Jeong Dajun.

He was simply too good.

“What's with him?”

Even without the hedgehog filter, even if you erased his face completely, it was the same.

“Hey babe! I will give a ride,

You can't even get off, just gripping the handle tightly?”

Though still rough around the edges, his sense and sensibility for dance were unparalleled.

“Breathe in and out, in and out,

Don't be scared, you wanted to ride.”

Then, Jeong Dajun threw the cap he was wearing high into the air, kicked his feet forward, flipped backward, and then caught the cap on the rebound.

He then lifted the corners of his mouth and threw the cap toward the audience.

“Honestly, I was scared, feeling like everything would end this way,

But once you told me...”

Boom-boom-boom!

“You are with me now!”

His platinum blonde hair shimmered under the blue lights.

“I will give you a ride, babe!”

As the drums furiously sped toward the end of the song, Jeong Dajun powerfully kicked his right foot toward the camera and ran into the center stage.

“Aaaaah!”

Someone in the audience excitedly waved Jeong Dajun's cap.

Seeing this, Jeong Dajun passed by with a smirk, which the camera captured.

“Or Give me your kiss, that also works!”

Backup dancers, dressed similarly to Jeong Dajun, rushed in from both sides of the stage.

Yet, the most shining presence was undoubtedly Jeong Dajun.

The large group's movement split dynamically, presenting a crumping that was overwhelming in its controlled intensity and power.

“What are you waiting for?

You are with me,

What are you waiting for?

Ooh Please, don't be afraid.”

“...Wow.”

The melody of the electric guitar was dazzling.

Jeong Dajun, swinging his arm down as if punching the floor, bent his waist and licked his lips while looking at the camera.

“I will give you Ah what?”

Surrounded by the backup dancers, the choreography flowed seamlessly as if they were one body.

“Say it again, I will give you Ah what?”

As the backup dancers covered his eyes with their hands, Jeong Dajun mouthed the lyrics, eliciting screams from the Nouels.

“Yes, that's right!”

Jeong Dajun twisted his lips, matched his gaze with the approaching camera, and thrust his hips while placing one hand on his thigh.

With the rock melody booming as if about to explode, he demonstrated powerful movement with precision and force, then lifted his head, revealing his pronounced canines with a bright smile.

“...Wow.”

“♪♩♬”

As Jeong Dajun's vigorous movements halted, the music stopped, and the lights went out.

Afterward, following the performance of TEW's main dancer as the fifth act, a group performance began with the song of the currently hottest international boy band.

There, too, Jeong Dajun shone the brightest.

“Believe me, won't regret!”

After the performance unit's group stage ended, the camera closely captured the ending poses of each group's members.

When it was Jeong Dajun's turn, he showed his hand with the thumb tucked in and four fingers spread out, as if to encourage voting for number 4—his number.

Then, playfully kissing each finger, he blew a hand kiss and winked.

“......”

The dressing room was silent.

Among the members who had seen the whole stage, only silence lingered.

Everyone seemed to be choosing their words carefully on how to start the conversation.

Cheers for the idol they were supporting could be heard.

It wasn't just my imagination that Jeong Dajun's name sounded particularly loud.

“...Hey. That guy—”

But in the end.

“must have practiced the ending to death.”

Only awkwardly circled words came out.

“That's right, must have been taught by Ichae.”

“Truly a case of the pupil outshining the teacher~.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been silent, scratched his head in amazement, then laughed for a while as if relieved.

And, murmuring to himself, he said,

“There was no need to worry.”

I lay back on the sofa with a somewhat empty expression.

“How is it, hyung?”

Kang Ichae leaned toward me with a playful smile.

“Admit it, overprotection acknowledged, right?”

“Not at all.”

And then...

“Ta-da!!”

Thirty minutes later, Jeong Dajun returned, face smeared with tears and snot, holding up the unit's first-place trophy in one hand and smiling brightly.

“Here comes the totally cool adult, Jeong Dajun!!”




1 See end of Episode 72 for when it started.



2 See Episode 73 for this dialogue.
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[Guys... ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

The reaction to Jeong Dajun's performance on SNS was explosive.

[I was so worried about Dajun, I wanted to support him by saying everything he does is the best... but in the end, it turns out I didn't need to worry at all... ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

ㅋㅋ ah ㅋㅋㅋ!!!!! ㅜㅜㅜ It's driving me crazy ㅜㅜㅜ]

[I really cried my eyes out... It's the first time I've felt this happy while crying, at the end, when he blew a hand kiss< my tears just stopped, crazy...]

[I never intended to love him this much, now I'm overly invested, beyond being proud, it's heartbreaking, bittersweet, hilarious, ah fuck, I just freaking love Jeong Dajun ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Clearly, there were mixed opinions within the fandom about the second competition.

Since it hadn't been pre-released or aired yet, everyone was careful with their words, but rumors that “Jeong Dajun tore up the stage” couldn't be stopped.

“Tasty.”

While fans were desperately searching for any new content, crying and making a fuss, Jeong Dajun was busy eating meat that the manager and road manager were grilling, with the members serving diligently.

“Does it taste good?”

“Yes!!”

After filming the third competition, on such an emotional day, it was decided that eating meat was a must, and the members followed the manager, who lifted his corporate card above his head like a triumphant general returning from battle.

I glanced up with only my eyes to see the stats floating above Jeong Dajun's head.

[I'm so proud of Jeong Dajun, I only want to feed him Korean beef.]

Did you raise Jeong Dajun?

[Singing: B-

Dance: A-

Variety: B+

Acting: C-

Charm: B+

??? : ???]

Looking at him, I seemed to understand why Jeong Dajun was particularly anxious.

Are stats really everything?

As I pondered where the difference lay, Jeong Dajun, gnawing on a rib, scanned the members with his eyes.

“Hyungs.”

He then put down the cleanly eaten bone and said,

“Honestly, it's good having the maknae around, right?”

“Of course~!!”

Seong Jiwon, who was next to him, placed a new bone with plenty of meat on it into Jeong Dajun's rice bowl and cooed over him, causing Jeong Dajun to smirk contentedly.

In the actual group performance, Jeong Dajun truly dominated the stage.

Although the main dancer of High Five wasn't overshadowed, the rest noticeably faltered.

In the audience vote, he was slightly behind High Five, but with the expert scores, Jeong Dajun had the advantage.

Eventually, The Dawn clinched the first place in the performance unit.

High Five was second, TEW was third.

It was said that the maknae had beaten all the famous contenders to take first place.

“Eat a lot.”

“Yes!!”

Well, after crying so much, he must be really hungry.

“But how did you do so well? You were even better than in rehearsal.”

“Oh, that! Hoyun-hyung gave me advice.”

“......”

“Think of the other contestants as losers...”

“Wait...!”

“Hey!! Did you really say that to a kid??”

“Well, he's an adult now, so...”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was pouring cider into Jeong Dajun's glass, looked at me with a bitter face.

Jeong Dajun glanced back and forth between me and Kim Seonghyeon and quickly continued.

“Well, there was that... but there's more! Hyung also said that if I ever feel wronged, I should first lie down on my bed and think...”

“...To just sleep on it?”

“Uh, that's not it...”

Trying hard to remember, Jeong Dajun eventually gave up and grabbed some lettuce.

“Ah, whatever. Who cares?”

He then topped it with about five pieces of meat and confidently added kimchi before stuffing it into his mouth in one go.

“I di' wel', di'n' I?”

Jeong Dajun grinned.

I smiled back.

“Our maknae is all grown up~.”

What followed was a joyful meat party.

Because of the unexpectedly high bill, I had to swipe the corporate card on behalf of the trembling manager and walked out of the restaurant.

Indeed, meals paid for with company money tasted the best.

Patting my satisfied stomach, I noticed Kang Ichae clinging to Jeong Dajun and whining in front of the van.

Jeong Dajun, seemingly annoyed by the nagging, was murmuring something as he stroked his chest.

“Dajun, you're an adult now, an adult. Let's easily ignore this kind of provocation...”

“Right, right~.”

“...Ignore it.”

“If you're an adult, you should be able to overlook this much~.”

“...ignore...”

“Our Dajuni is the coolest adult~”

“Ah!!! Seriously!!”

After watching the usual bickering, I turned to Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and the managers.

“I'm going to stop by the company before heading to the dorm.”

“Eh? Why?”

“I need to meet with the planning team for a bit.”

As I went through Shining StarSeason 2, I realized there was something I needed to think about.

“Then go with the road manager. It's dangerous to go by yourself.”

Though I wanted to move freely without dragging anyone along, the manager's concern was not unfounded.

Acknowledging his point, the manager whispered something to the road manager.

“See you back at the dorm.”

After saying goodbye to the members, I caught a taxi with the road manager.

As the final stage approached, the outcome seemed almost predictable.

The results of the second competition were made up for by our cross-unit performance.

So, now our score put us in second place, right behind High Five.

It seemed unlikely that Bercy and Try, battling for fourth and fifth places, would be able to climb any higher, but TEW was a bit of a wild card.

“...Hmm.”

It was because of the scoring system for the final.

Until now, all voting had been done on-site, but the final relied solely on live voting.

Moreover, the points were going to be tripled, making it unpredictable how the rankings might shift.

Is first place possible?

No, it had to be.

There was a surefire way to clinch first place.

“...Hmm.”

This was, well, just...

“...Today's performance was impressive.”

Perhaps because I had been quietly staring out the window, the road manager spoke up.

It was a bit unusual since he was normally silent and focused on his work.

I wondered if my expression didn't look too good.

“Ah, thank you.”

“I mean it sincerely.”

With that, the road manager turned his gaze forward again and said no more.

A bit later, the company building came into view.

“Ah, please let me off here.”

After getting off the taxi and entering the company, I sent the road manager home and began to walk when I noticed someone crouching near the first-floor elevator.

It was Min Jiheon, sucking on a coffee straw.

“Ah!”

I intended to pass by without notice, but Min Jiheon, with a bright expression, deliberately stood up to block my path.

“Awesome! I was just about to text you.”

It had been almost half a year.

His light brown hair fluttered gently.

“Who?”

“Wow~, I really missed this prickly tone of yours.”

“What's this about?”

“Ahaha, do we only meet when we need something?”

Obviously.

Min Jiheon took a frappuccino out from the drink carrier he had set on the ground and offered it to me.

He wasn't one to play with food, so I accepted it, but he dallied in front of me without getting to the point.

“It's too much to only see each other once in half a year, even if we're both busy.”

“I've seen you plenty.”

“Eh?”

Jeong Dajun had been secretly watching Min Jiheon's movies in the dorm and sobbing nonstop.

In the disaster movie, Min Jiheon, who dreamed of becoming a firefighter as a college student, proved his title as a guaranteed success by ultimately hitting ten million viewers.

“Ah!! You mean you watched my movie?”

“No, I didn't watch it because I dislike you.”

“......”

“Jeong Dajun did.”

Seeing Min Jiheon pouting as if he was offended made me feel better.

“Did you come to get an autograph for your sister?”

“...How did you know?”

“You hurriedly came with a shopping bag, how could I not?”

Besides, he had waited in front of the company with my favorite menu item.

I stretched out my hand to him while sucking on the straw.

“Give it.”

“???”

Min Jiheon's eyes widened as if he hadn't expected that.

“Before I change my mind, hurry.”

“...Uh, yes.”

He quickly took out an album and bromides from the shopping bag.

“There's quite a lot.”

I popped open the pen cap with my mouth and started signing, and Min Jiheon squinted his eyes.

“It's rare for you to do this so willingly.”

“I would never do it for you. I'm doing it because your younger sibling is a Noeul.”

“Uhm. Thanks.”

“If you're thankful, maybe you should have a meal with Jeong Dajun later.”

“...Eh?”

Min Jiheon blinked and then slightly covered his mouth with his hand.

“Wow, what? Really?”

“......”

“Ahaha, did you actually get attached to the members? I knew hyung was soft-hearted, but this seems fast?”

“Min Jiheon, seems like you're full of crap today as well.”

I pushed the signed items toward Min Jiheon with a sneer.

Despite frowning slightly, he carefully put them back into the shopping bag.

“Well~, it's good to see you looking healthy. It's nice to have good people around.”

“......”

“Why would you worry about me?”

“I care about hyung more than you think.”

Min Jiheon responded nonchalantly and then sucked on his coffee again.

“Anyway, thanks. Chaeyeon will really like this. She's been having a hard time because of the competition lately.”

“Is that so.”

“Why does she worry so much? She could just like me.”

“Younger siblings are always like that...”

I replied absentmindedly, then quickly shut my mouth.

However, unlike his naïve actions, the quick-witted guy swiftly caught onto that word.

“Younger sibling?”

I made a mistake.

I never brought up the topic of siblings at work because I couldn't predict what kind of impact it would have.

As I turned my gaze away, Min Jiheon's eyes followed me intently.

“...You have a sibling?”

That was when it happened.

“Wow~!! What are you all doing here?”

Startled by the new voice that cut between Min Jiheon and me, I turned around to find the manager staring at us.

“...What are you doing here, Manager? Didn't you leave for the dorms and then head home?”

“I still haven't reported back yet and...”

The manager trailed off, glancing at Min Jiheon with a quick flick of his eyes.

Following his gaze, Min Jiheon, who had been silent for a moment, suddenly smiled.

“Ah, hello~.”

“Hello, Mr. Min Jiheon! I recently watched your movie and cried my eyes out!!”

Since when was the manager a fan of Min Jiheon?

The manager, oblivious to my glare, was blushing and even went as far as to shake hands with Min Jiheon.

If I left them be, they seemed like they would wave goodbye endlessly, so I pulled the manager back and nudged at Min Jiheon.

“If you're done here, it's time for you to leave, Min Jiheon.”

“Yes, I was planning to.”

However, contrary to his response, Min Jiheon lingered even after gathering his shopping bags.

He acted as if he had something more to say.

Hurry up, just go.

“Do you have any other business?”

My manager asked, his eyes sparkling.

“...Ahaha, no, I should be going.”

Min Jiheon glanced at me briefly before shrugging his shoulders.

“Thanks for the autograph~.”

“Sure.”

“If there's anything, contact me.”

“...?”

I frowned slightly, but as Min Jiheon stepped away, he dropped a bomb.

“Keep fighting, hyung.”

Fuck!

He was someone who could never just smoothly pass by.

I clicked my tongue while glaring in the direction he disappeared, then the manager's voice reached me.

“...But why did he call Hoyun 'hyung'??”

“......”

“Ah!!”

The manager was startled.

“Is this... over-immersion?”

“Haah...”

“Do you two still immerse yourselves in your roles from Please Take the Camera whenever you meet?”

It was indeed better to be clueless at times like this.

I sighed deeply and gave a look, but our manager just gazed at me with eyes full of admiration.

“Min Jiheon's method acting is on another level, but our Hoyun is really amazing too!!”

It's not the level of method, it's the level of madness...

Watching the manager make a fuss as if we were the best, I made a face as if I had eaten a sour plum.

In some ways, Min Jiheon was indeed a madman.

Why is it always so unsettling every time?

Regardless, there was something more important than Min Jiheon.

After parting with our manager, I headed to the planning team, thinking about how to decorate the final stage.

The announcement for Shining Star's final competition was quickly approaching.


Chapter 166

The day for the final competition was approaching rapidly.

While we busily prepared for the cross-unit, Kang Ichae was holed up working on songs and had already prepared several candidates for the final.

“...Huff, it's here.”

At the first shoot, The Dawn received zero votes, landing us in last place, but now, we were a strong contender for victory, stronger than anyone else.

Even more so, if we were to go by the total scores received so far, we were in second place, hot on the heels of High Five.

The air, grown stagnant since the show's beginning, now filled with sharp glances directed at us.

Soon, all the participants gathered, and the lights dimmed.

“Wow!”

People murmured in surprise as a VCR video started playing, briefly recapping the competitions held so far.

The Dawn was the fourth one featured.

[THE DAWN]

From our initial meeting, through the “Say You Love Me” duet with Seong Jiwon, to Kang Ichae's self-composed rap and Lia Purple's “Easy Tempo,” and the oriental-style hip-hop “Fantasy Reincarnation,” culminating in Jeong Dajun's standout performance in “Ride With You.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was quietly watching the screen next to me, drew a slight smile.

– “We will now begin the briefing for the final competition of Shining Star Season 2.”

As the VCR video ended, MC Ha Seoyeon appeared with a mechanical voice.

“Hello, did you enjoy the video?”

“Yes~!”

The tension eased a bit as everyone reflected on the efforts they had made.

“The evaluation method will be the same as the previous competitions. However...”

Ha Seoyeon snapped her fingers, and a giant live hall and stage were displayed on the screen.

“It will be conducted via live broadcast, not on-site voting. And the total score will be determined by combining the music scores released a week earlier with the live voting scores.”

Live voting.

That was what was giving me the biggest headache right now.

Having experienced Season 1, I knew the broadcast well, but Kim Heeyeon, fair by nature, wouldn't edit the footage to favor The Dawn alone.

Even with viewership ratings at stake, it wouldn't be easy.

Hmm.

I mulled over the various conditions and situations I had already thought through countless times.

Bercy and Try—they weren't bad, but they failed to stand out, staying in the lower ranks despite their initial strong showing.

TEW—somewhat ambiguous, but not a major concern.

In the end, all that remained was High Five.

Hmmmm.

Honestly, I felt a bit anxious.

I had a grasp on the onsite votes.

Except for when we were last, the rankings were more or less as I expected them to be.

But live voting was a big variable, and currently, it was tough for The Dawn to compete with High Five's popularity.

At least a good song could possibly draw the public's response, but it was difficult to earn their votes with such a mundane narrative.

As I was lost in my thought and stroking my chin—

– “Hello! This is Han Chaeri!”

“Wow!”

Perhaps wanting to extract more footage for the final, a video message from the mentors was played.

Unlike Joo Woosung, who was often edited out for being biased, Han Chaeri had genuinely paid equal attention to everyone.

– “I'm also very nervous, but the effort you've put in so far will never betray you. Fight until the end!”

“She's like a real angel!”

“It was really scary during practice...”

Despite her fame, she didn't act superior and treated all the participants equally, pouring her passion and effort into them, which seemed to have moved everyone.

After Han Chaeri's bright greeting, Joo Woosung appeared.

– “Hello, I'm Joo Woosung.”

Woosung looked somewhat subdued.

Even Ha Seoyeon, skilled in managing her expressions, paused for a moment.

Joo Woosung fiddled with his fingers as he slowly shared his thoughts on the competition.

– “There's a lot on my mind as we approach the final competition. I've learned a lot from watching the contestants so far.”

“......”

– “There's a lot I want to say, but if I could give one piece of advice before the final competition, it would be this.”

He seemed to hesitate for a moment before looking straight at the camera.

– “I hope you do your best so that you won't have any regrets.”

Seeing a different side of Woosung, everyone seemed enchanted, even though they hadn't received much help from him.

Meanwhile, I felt somewhat out of place as I was too preoccupied with how to secure first place.

“...”

When I looked up, my eyes met with Kang Yeonhu's.

He smiled faintly, as if showing the composure of a winner in advance.

After the mentor's video concluded, Ha Seoyeon's expression completely changed.

“Not just the mentors. For the final competition, the production team has specially invited a guest. This person will help you achieve the best results.”

Who else could they possibly bring?

“Let's welcome the special guest!”

I turned my gaze toward the entrance with lukewarm interest.

Considering Woosung was already a mentor, it couldn't be another Black Call member, so at most, I thought it would be Yu Jia from Season 1.

But...

“The Midas touch! The heart of K-Pop!”

Bright, colorful lights gathered toward the entrance.

“Blue Tiger, Composer Lim Hyeonsu!”

Why was she here when she was supposed to be in the US?

“Wowwwww!!”

“...Cough.”

Kang Ichae, sitting in the back, seemed startled as he coughed at the announcement.

Where did the disheartened look I last saw go?

Lim Hyeonsu, with a completely confident face, strode in and swept back her hair with a flourish.

“This, this...”

Then, slightly lowering her angular black sunglasses, she winked at the camera.

“Isn't this the face everyone's been looking for?”

Even then, not quite satisfied, she turned to me and with a bang! struck a gun-shooting pose.

Oh, my goodness...

I just hoped this scene wouldn't make it on air.

.

.

.

“Seo Hoyun~!”

Today wasn't even a day for a major shoot yet I was already feeling unnecessarily tired.

As I was about to head quickly to the van, a message made me drag my weary body to the smoking room.

“Long time no see?”

There was Lim Hyeonsu, drawing deeply on her cigarette before blowing out a stream of white smoke.

“Couldn't quit smoking, I see?”

“Seeing how smug you are, looks like you're still hanging in there.”

“Obviously.”

Lim Hyeonsu, clicking her tongue as if disappointed, suddenly pushed her face close to mine, examining me from every angle.

“Wow~, look at this guy's radiant face. Been living well?”

“Well, gotta eat well at least. It seems like Composer's skin got a bit tanned, huh?”

“Yeah, while you've been rotting away here in Korea.”

And you were saying just earlier that I looked good?

Ignoring the nonsense, I stepped back from the incoming smoke, and Lim Hyeonsu cracked a sly smile.

“Hoyun, I've come to realize the truth of life once again.”

“What is it?”

I wasn't curious at all, but her face practically screamed “hurry up and ask,” so I played along.

Lim Hyeonsu smiled contentedly.

“When it gets tough, what do you do?”

“I don't know.”

“You heal with money and love.”

“......”

Lim Hyeonsu then pushed up her sunglasses.

“This noona just had a fabulous and fun vacation in California. I spent a lot of money, sipped on some cocktails, and other stuff...”

“Geez, enough!”

“...Anyway, so yeah, the stress just flew away. I really do like people who are healthy after all.”

What was up with California?

Did money grow on trees there?

I glared at Lim Hyeonsu, thoroughly unamused.

“Why bother someone who's just minding their own business?”

“What's up with this reaction? Don't you want to hear about how hot my time in California was?”

“Save that crap for Joo Woosung.”

But there was no stopping Lim Hyeonsu's mouth.

She went on and on about how fantastic her vacation was with cool people, forcing me to figuratively plug my ears.

“I'm leaving if you're just going to talk nonsense. I'm busy.”

“Hey, I got something to say.”

Chuckling, Lim Hyeonsu caught me, flicked off the ash, and deeply inhaled from the cigarette until the filter glowed red.

“Have you seen Kang Ichae?”

“Our manager called him, so he went back to the van first. Why?”

“Too bad. He just said hi and then left.”

Don't you know why he only said hi?

It was Kang Ichae's way of being considerate.

He was quick to notice the mood of those he liked and probably stepped back first, worrying that Lim Hyeonsu might find him bothersome.

“...Kang Ichae, such a cute kid.”

Lim Hyeonsu muttered something vague, knowing roughly what was going on.

Then, tilting her head as if pondering for a moment, she lifted her phone.

“Seo Hoyun, go and pass a message to our Ichae.”

Since when was it “our Ichae”?

I raised an eyebrow, and Lim Hyeonsu confidently lifted the corners of her mouth.

“I just sent him a song. Tell him to check it.”

“...It's not something weird, is it?”

“Of course not.”

Despite my narrow gaze, Lim Hyeonsu only continued to smile, offering no real answer.

“...Well, I'll pass the message to Kang Ichae. But aren't you forgetting something?”

“Hmm?”

“Being a special guest and all.”

Lim Hyeonsu, there must be a reason you were here too.

“Any advice for a contestant?”

Lim Hyeonsu smirked as she tapped my arm.

“Don't lose your cool, and take first place.”

“Seriously.”

With a slight smile, I left Lim Hyeonsu and headed back.

After being gone for a long time, it seemed only right to bring a song as a gift.

“Anyway, glad to see you're looking healthy.”

There was truth in what Joo Woosung once said.

Indeed, she looked better with a certain level of self-love.

“Hyung, you're here~?”

When I returned to the van, today's targets, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, were being teased by Kang Ichae in full swing.

Yet, his eyes kept darting my way, clearly curious about what Lim Hyeonsu and I had discussed.

“Kang Ichae.”

“Hmm?”

I sat next to him and pulled the blanket toward us.

“The composer wants you to check your messages.”

“...Oh, really?”

After passing on the message, I closed my eyes.

After all, it was just about a song, so I didn't think it would be a big deal.

But that was a mistake.

“...Hmm?”

Kang Ichae's face furrowed deeply as he checked his messages in the van.


“Where's Kang Ichae?”

“Huh? Umm, isn't he in his room?”

“I peeked in, but he wasn't there?”

“Really? I saw him go in earlier.”

But that day, Kang Ichae was too quiet.

I had too much on my mind to notice at first, but something was definitely off since he wasn't being his usually annoying self.

I entered the room I shared with Kang Ichae first, followed by Seong Jiwon.

He looked around the empty room and tilted his head in confusion.

“See, he's not here.”

“...Hmm?”

While we were puzzled, Jeong Dajun came rushing over from the kitchen, munching on an ice cream.

“What's up, why the faces?”

“Kang Ichae's missing.”

“Maybe he went for a workout?”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had just come out of the shower and was drying his hair with a towel, suggested as he entered the room.

He was about to sit in the chair Kang Ichae usually occupied when...

“I'll just call him and—Aaagh!!”

Something squirmed.

“Woaaaah!”

“Aaaaaah!”

The scaredy-cats Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun yelped and scurried back to the door.

Inadvertently, Seong Jiwon and I were pushed back as well.

“......”

Round and round...

Beyond the spinning chair, from what we thought was a bundle of blankets on the bed, Kang Ichae's face slowly emerged.

...Is this a horror movie?

Kim Seonghyeon, clutching his racing heart, gasped in horror.

“Hey, hey, hey... Why are you lying there without making any sound?!”

“H-hyung, hyung!! I thought it was a ghost for real.”

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun stammered like broken tapes, shivering as they tightly hugged each other.

I pushed past them and strode toward Kang Ichae's bed.

“Were you there the entire time? Why didn't you answer?”

“......”

“Kang Ichae?”

I called him again, but it was silent.

Something was clearly off.

Even a gentle tap on his cheek elicited no reaction, his face remaining blank.

“...What?”

“......”

“...Hmm, let's go eat first.”

Maybe he needed some alone time.

Just as I shrugged and was about to gather the others to leave...

“...Waaahhhaaaahhaaa.”

Kang Ichae clutched at my shirt, bawling.

“...??”

“I, I'm worried about myself...”

I quickly lifted his face with both hands to check, but it was completely dry without a trace of tears, as if each fine hair was alive and about to move.

This little...

“I'm so worried about myself that I'm going crazy~!!!”

In response to my sour expression, Kang Ichae flopped onto the bed, faking sobs and making a scene.


Chapter 167

Kang Ichae was acting strange.

“Ichae~ come eat. I bought your favorite hamburgers!!”

“......”

No matter how much I tempted him with food.

“Hyung, hyung! Do you want to play a game? I charged it for you. Jiwon-hyung said Ichae-hyung could take a break!”

“...No...”

Even if I shoved that crazy game he used to rave about to his face.

“Kang Ichae, uh... want to go for a walk?”

“...No...”

Whatever I tried, it was in vain.

“...Shall we go practice instead?”

“...Yeah.”

At least the mention of practice got some reaction out of him.

Seong Jiwon looked at Kang Ichae with a worried expression.

Even during our intense practice for the final competition, Kang Ichae suddenly ran forward, turning off the song while declaring it hideous.

“No, no, no, no, this isn't it!”

“......”

What exactly was “isn't it”?

We were doing well, weren't we?

Everyone looked at Kang Ichae in shock as he threw himself to the floor of the practice room and rolled around.

“Ah!! I'm so worried about myself, I think I'm going crazy!!”

“......”

Ding!

[Has he finally lost it?]

My thoughts exactly.

“...Should we just leave him be for now?”

“Yeah, maybe...”

There was a new pattern added to his list of behaviors, aside from wilting and then exploding.

He would lock himself in the company's recording studio or our room, headphones on, with bloodshot eyes, constantly working on something.

Occasionally, he would even start crying.

“I'm so tired... I want to cry...”

“......”

I could swear there wasn't a single tear on the keyboard.

After silently observing him for a few days, we quietly left Kang Ichae in our room and went into an emergency meeting in the living room.

While everyone was whispering with their voices low, I pointed toward Kang Ichae's room with my thumb and said loudly,

“Does anyone know why he's like this?”

“Didn't we agree to keep our voices down?”

Kim Seonghyeon looked puzzled.

But seeing him struggling for attention like that, it seemed only right to meet his expectations.

Scanning the members, Jeong Dajun suddenly raised his hand.

“Dajun! It's because he lost in the promotion match, isn't it?”

“Seonghyeon. Is now really the time for games? And Kang Ichae, even if he loses, he just laughs it off. That doesn't seem right.”

Everyone quieted down at Kim Seonghyeon's response.

Then, Seong Jiwon quietly raised his hand and said,

“Jiwon. He's dissatisfied with his skills.”

“......”

“......”

“......”

“...Right, sorry. Guess I was wrong.”

Seong Jiwon muttered sheepishly, but something still nagged at me.

“When did he start acting like this?”

“Two days ago... precisely 47 hours and 23 minutes ago!”

“That was around the time we were shooting, wasn't it?”

Almost at the end of our shoot.

Recalling the timeline, I sighed.

“Stay here for a second.”

“Okay~.”

This was definitely Lim Hyeonsu's doing.

“I've never seen Kang Ichae say he's having a hard time before.”

“Should we try playing Halli Galli for a change of pace?”[1]

“Dajun, something other than what you want.”

I stepped out of the living room onto the balcony to make a call, leaving the members still buzzing about Kang Ichae.

After a few rings, the call connected.

The cute, pretty, gorgeous genius composer Lim Hyeonsu at your service~.”

“......”

I think I understood why Kang Ichae got along so well with her from the start.

“Sigh...”

Even though I just sighed without saying a word, Lim Hyeonsu seemed to guess where this was going and laughed cheerily.

– “Hey~, how's Ichae?”

“What did you do to Kang Ichae?”

– “I just sent a track to our student.”

Student, my foot.

Desperate times called for desperate measures, and it was me who brought up the main issue.

“Just sending a track made Kang Ichae like this? There must be something more.”

– “What's got into Kang Ichae?”

Sensing my irritation reaching MAX, Lim Hyeonsu added with a still laughter-laced tone,

– “I told you. There's this piece among those I haven't released yet that turned out really well, so I let Kang Ichae listen to a bit of it. That's all.”

But what on earth made her confident enough to send it to Kang Ichae?

Lim Hyeonsu usually worked with big-name agencies, especially producing for idols from WH Entertainment.

There was a chance that one of High Five's songs would be chosen for this final competition as well.

“Could it really be a High Five song?”

Despite Lim Hyeonsu's usually clear distinction between personal and professional, I wondered if she might have done so.

When I asked, I heard a snicker over the phone.

– “It's not that. Do you think I'm crazy?”

“Why would you send an unreleased song to Kang Ichae?”

– “Why? Are you afraid Kang Ichae might plagiarize? Hey, do you think he's me or what?”

“......”

Lim Hyeonsu, really...

– “I've washed my hands off it, for real. I got a bit obsessed for a while there. Pathetic, really... I lost all my dignity.”

“Your dignity was gone a long time ago.”

– “You bastard.”

But it was hard to imagine Kang Ichae, of all people, getting gloomy just because a song was exceptionally good.

“Please, do something about this. We can't use him if he's like this just before the final competition.”

Lim Hyeonsu burst into laughter.

– “Ahaha, you really don't get it, huh?”

“What don't I get?”

– “Hey, can't you guess why he's so down right now? Nobody can help him. That's something only Kang Ichae can solve.”

“......”

– “To be honest, the track turned out really good. It's gonna be bittersweet for Kang Ichae.”

“...Kang Ichae?”

– “There aren't many who understand my songs like he does. The more you understand, the broader the range of emotions you feel.”

A composer's world, was it something like that?

I didn't quite understand, but after hearing Lim Hyeonsu's explanation, things seemed a bit clearer.

So, it seemed like Kang Ichae was in this state because he felt the limits of his talent after hearing Lim Hyeonsu's track.

What was going on was roughly something along those lines.

Rich people problems.

Unable to comprehend such nonsense, I sighed again.

“So why did you send it?”

– “He's my student.”

“Fine, but if it turned out well, you should've just been happy by yourself. Why send it to Kang Ichae?”

– “Wow. Seo Hoyun, pretending not to care, but your arm is twisted towards you.”

I hesitated a bit, thinking of a time when Lim Hyeonsu sounded overly depressed on the phone.

– “Pfft.”

Obviously, Lim Hyeonsu, with her sharp mind and quick wit, would have figured it out.

– “Hey, Seo Hoyun. Have you gone soft?”

“......”

– “I'm so proud. It feels like I've tamed a street cat with no manners. Ah, sorry. I meant to say, a rabbit.”

“Are you joking right now?”

I could hear a faint tapping sound from the phone, likely Lim Hyeonsu hitting her desk with a cigarette pack.

– “Why did I send it? Hoyun, you know. I've unwittingly become Salieri. Kang Ichae feels it, and he's fucking watching me.”

“......”

– “But have I ever been like that? Have I, at some point, believed that I was the best?”

Lim Hyeonsu muttered bitterly.

– “And then, I faced a massive reality check.”

She spoke with conviction.

– “He's not going to end up like me. No, he shouldn't. That's why I'm guiding him to the right direction before it's too late.”

To make the tough road she had already traveled a bit easier for him.

To correct Kang Ichae's arrogance and to motivate him to not settle but to strive for more.

That was why she guided him.

“Even so, right before the final competition, really?”

– “Ahaha, sorry for being a bit mean. But isn't it true that heroes are born out of adversity? That's what they say in comics, right?”

Adversity, my ass.

Amused by my reaction, Lim Hyeonsu continued in a sing-song voice.

– “It took me over half a year in California to recover. Sharing love and all. I'm really curious how long it'll take for Kang Ichae~.”

“You just wanted to go on a vacation. Don't use someone else's member as an excuse.”

– “Seo Hoyun doesn't know love, so he's being all prickly~?”

“......”

Fuck, that damn California.

As I listened to Lim Hyeonsu, fully recovered and teasing away, and reminisced about my hard times here in Korea, I couldn't help but rub the back of my neck.

– “I'll buy you a drink later, okay? Don't be mad, my Hoyun.”

“I'm already mad.”

And without hearing the rest, I abruptly hung up the phone.

Habitually fumbling in my pocket, I let my hand fall and breathed out a heavy sigh.

“Ugh.”

Mozart and Salieri, my ass.

This was... well.

“This is exactly what they call self-improvement.”

But there was something Lim Hyeonsu didn't know.

That this guy was “Kang Ichae.”


There was not much time left until the final competition.

After hanging up the phone and organizing my thoughts, I decided to get things sorted quickly.

“Kang Ichae. Let's talk.”

“......”

Entering the room, I took off Kang Ichae's headset.

Almost lying back in his chair, Kang Ichae was slouching like a wilted flower.

At my signal, Kim Seonghyeon quickly got Kang Ichae up on his feet.

“Why~? Am I a teenager? Leave me alone...”

Despite the nonsense, he seemed to lack energy.

Seong Jiwon seemed worried as he looked around.

“I heard from the Composer.”

“...!”

A spark of spirit flashed in Kang Ichae, who had been slumped to the side.

I dragged a small folding chair over and sat in front of Kang Ichae.

“What's the problem?”

After keeping his mouth shut for a while, Kang Ichae mumbled with his head hung low.

“...I don't want to do it.”

“......”

At that moment, I reflexively turned my eyes toward Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon was also looking at me.

– You too?

– Yeah.

Seong Jiwon, who was raised by his grandmother, and Jeong Dajun, an only child, were deep in thought with serious expressions.

However, Kim Seonghyeon and I, who both had siblings, immediately understood where Kang Ichae's reaction was coming from.

Right now, Kang Ichae was acting like a spoiled brat.

He was throwing a fit.

It was of the same vein as not wanting to go to school, not wanting to go to taekwondo practice, or not wanting to play the recorder for tomorrow's performance assessment.

It was that tone and expression people have when they were annoyed by something minor but couldn't quite put their finger on it, so they start complaining.

Kim Seonghyeon's expression suggested he had come to a similar conclusion.

We nodded to each other as our eyes met.

– Let's go.

– Yeah.

There was a special measure for times like these.

“Really?”

I said, crossing my legs and propping my chin on my hand.

“Then don't do it.”

“...Huh?”

“If it's so tough, you shouldn't do it. You've worked hard.”

No matter how young, they clearly knew they were acting out and acting improperly.

So, when suddenly the other party switched stance and agreed with them, they didn't know how to react.

Looking at Kang Ichae now reminded me of a young Seo Hojin.

He had cried and fussed for days not wanting to go to school, but when I told him he didn't have to go if he hated it so much, he sniffled and reluctantly went to school.

Later, he returned home with a sheepish look, holding a Pikachu pork cutlet.

He was cute back then.

Ah, memories.

Anyway, he was definitely throwing a tantrum, but there was something else.

This is Kang Ichae.

The guy in front of me wasn't ten-year-old Seo Hojin, but the incredibly perceptive Kang Ichae.

He probably guessed that I knew he was exaggerating his tantrum.

He even glanced at me earlier.

After throwing the bait and waiting silently for a reaction, Kang Ichae blinked.

“...Huh?”

And then, seemingly truly flustered, he looked at me, having forgotten he was in the middle of throwing a fit.

That's when I was sure.

This kid...

He wasn't flustered because I told him to quit but because he thought his act had fooled me.

It was too obvious even to him that he was exaggerating.

By this time, Seong Jiwon had roughly grasped the situation and was wearing a light smile, while only Jeong Dajun brightened up, thinking Kang Ichae's mood had improved upon seeing his expression change.

But it wouldn't do to just stop here.

Kim Seonghyeon stepped in at the right time to lend some strength.

“It's. ok. ay. I. chae.”

“......”

“I. res. pect. you. too.”

Kim Seonghyeon, with an acting skill of E-, was almost like an old model of Alexa.

Jeong Dajun also looked at him strangely because of the way his words were cut off.

“...Ah.”

Kang Ichae couldn't keep his mouth shut for a moment, then brushed his hair back and let out a hollow laugh.

“...I was totally fooled. I forgot for a moment that you're an actor.”

Kang Ichae grumbled at me.

I responded with the pretty answer he was expecting.

“Here, have some attention.”

“...I sometimes really get annoyed by you, hyung.”

“Only sometimes? I appreciate it.”

Kang Ichae pouted his lips and propped his chin with both hands, still seemingly wanting to act spoiled toward the other members as he tapped the floor with his toes.

“Well, it's just... it's the first time I've felt such a barrier after listening to Composer's music...”

That statement was likely true.

However, the Kang Ichae I knew—not that I thought that was all there was to him—had such a strong personal philosophy that, even if he hit a slump, as long as he and the people he cared about were happy, that was enough.

So, I judged that he wouldn't let his daily life be shaken up to this extent.

Also, having unintentionally seen various sides of Kang Ichae, the alien feeling emanating from him now was strikingly noticeable to me.

If you think about what happened in Japan, this is nothing.

If he truly felt overwhelmed, he'd likely shut down instead, and the atmosphere around him would completely change.

That means he still has some leeway.

Watching him still pretending to be gloomy, I was torn between playing along to cheer him up or just ignoring him, when Jeong Dajun moved closer to Kang Ichae.

“Ichae-hyung, you know.”

“What?”

“It's better not to care about others.”

“...!”

We all looked at Jeong Dajun with shocked faces.

“I felt it too, this time. During the performance competition... I was so immersed that I couldn't see anything else.”

Under our collective gaze, the maknae's face turned a bit red, seemingly embarrassed.

“So, hyung, don't compare yourself to others. Just like you always say, what's important is if you're having fun.”

He really got told by the maknae.

It seemed Jeong Dajun's sincere advice got through to the previously petulant Kang Ichae.

He was silent for a while.

I had to hold back my desire to snicker from the sidelines.

After a delay, a small answer came.

“...Yeah.”

Jeong Dajun smiled a bit.

Anyway, Lim Hyeonsu was right.

He truly felt a barrier in himself.

“Let's eat.”

The rest was up to Kang Ichae himself.

Just as Jeong Dajun had done.

“...Sigh.”

With a sigh, Kang Ichae trudged along and then, sitting at the table, he reluctantly started to eat the meal prepared for him.

Eventually, he cleared three bowls before heading back to his room.

With no hint of a smile, he busily scribbled something on paper with a pen and, only after several hours, finally turned on his laptop.

He didn't close the screen until the sun rose and set again.




1 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ytcL06-Nfk for a very good explanation of this game.



Chapter 168

Kang Ichae finished the song.

A sweeping beat from the get-go, rooted in a low synthesizer, and a rich melody that stimulated the senses.

“...It's really good.”

Even though all the members had listened to it dozens of times while recording the song that would be released a week earlier than the broadcast, they occasionally let out exclamations of admiration while dancing in the practice room.

Usually, Kang Ichae would respond with a sly retort or burst into a hearty laughter, but lately, his reactions had been flat.

“...It's good that you like it?”

If he did bother to open his mouth, it was only to let out soulless words.

Despite the rush from working on the music to recording and submitting the final track, Kang Ichae still seemed unsatisfied with it.

Should I curse at Lim Hyeonsu or thank her?

The situation was definitely off, but she had managed to elevate an already high-level guy to celestial heights.

Eventually, intoxicated by the song, we decided to practice once more, continuing past dawn and not leaving the practice room until 6 pm, looking pale and limping.

“This is really the best one yet...”

“The song?”

“Both the song and the practice...”

In the middle, not only did Joo Woosung visit, but Han Chaeri also came once with a camera, and everyone had a curious expression.

I wasn't sure if that was a positive sign, but for now, we had to do our best.

It had been a few days since the fourth episode aired, and I hadn't had time to catch up on the reactions due to competition preparations, but I hoped to get a sense of our ranking.

“My brain's not working...”

“...Let's just sleep for three hours and come back.”

“Okay...”

Pushing away Jeong Dajun, who clung to me, whining about being sleepy, I took out my phone.

“...You guys go ahead.”

“Huh?”

“I need to stop by my place.”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

The members stared at me in surprise.

Scrolling through my messages, I realized it had been months since I had a proper conversation with Seo Hojin, not just brief replies, and I felt a bit awkward.

“Just need to pick up some clothes.”

It wasn't like we contacted each other that often.

Thinking I might put it off again if I didn't act on the thought now, I decided to see him, even if just for a moment.

The members nodded in understanding as I left, pulling my hat down low and headed home for the first time in a while.

I wonder if that kid's been eating properly.

I entered the familiar door lock code.

Ding, ding, ding... Drrring.

As I burst through the door, the house was eerily quiet.

“Seo Hojin.”

Seeing no response, I thought he must have gone out.

I glanced at our parents' photo next to the TV, took off my shoes, and went inside.

“Seo Ho—”

– “Do you know how it was last Friday?”

Just then, I heard voices coming from the master bedroom.

He's here.

It sounded like he was on speakerphone, as I could hear the entire conversation.

Deciding there was no need to interrupt, I went to the kitchen to check the fridge.

He's eating pretty well, the little rascal.

There was rice in the rice cooker and enough side dishes.

He had been taking good care of himself.

As I grabbed a drink and sat at the kitchen table, Seo Hojin, unaware of my arrival, was still on the phone.

– “You know what that fashion major said at the meeting? She asked if I could introduce her to the really handsome poli-sci class president.”

Seo Hojin was the class president?

Why would he bother with such annoying stuff?

– “ I told her not to be fooled by appearances, that you're a piece of shit. And she looked at me like I was pathetic. Fuck. I don't mind being a victim, but does it have to interfere with my love life too??”

“Stop talking shit... You're giving me a headache.”

“...??”

I nearly choked on my drink as I unintentionally eavesdropped.

...Why does he sound so much like me?

It wasn't just similar; it was exactly my way of speaking.

The time to be cautious about my language in front of him had long passed.

Seo Hojin was an adult, and I figured he'd manage his own manner of speaking.

Feeling it wrong to keep listening, I set the can down on the table and kicked the door open.

“Hey.”

“...?!”

Seo Hojin, who had been lying on the bed like melted jelly, flinched and got up.

“Oh, hyung, you're here??”

– “Hyung?”

“......”

“When did you—”

– “Eh, Seo Hojin, you have a brother??”

His friend's surprised voice continued to echo.

“Stop talking nonsense and just send the email.”

Seo Hojin quickly turned off the speakerphone, blurted out a bunch of words, and hung up.

I just leaned against the door, crossing my arms and watching him.

“What's up, why are you here without saying anything?”

“This is my house. Aren't you just a freeloader who doesn't pay rent?”

“...I know.”

Seeing Seo Hojin pout and grumble, I flopped down on the chair in front of the desk.

I diverted my gaze to the frame occupying a corner of the desk.

It held a photo of our parents and Seo Hojin, the three of them together.

“Nothing's wrong, right?”

“Nothing.”

“Really?”

“Nothing.”

Seeing my expression, Seo Hojin laughed as if he found it absurd.

“Are you worried... Ah, hyung, weren't you filming some program?”

“Yeah. The finals are coming up soon.”

His response felt a bit off.

Though he tried to act normal, Seo Hojin's body was drenched in sweat, and he was gasping for breath.

“Are you sick?”

“Just overdid it a bit... There's been a lot to do since the semester started.”

Man, this dude should rely on modern medicine when he was this sick.

Why was he struggling on his own?

“You're 24, don't you have anyone to take care of you?”

“I take care of myself very well~.”

Still, seeing him talk back properly made me think he wasn't that sick.

“Do you want to go to the hospital?”

“I went the day before yesterday already.”

Better than me, then.

I noticed a torn medicine packet and a half-empty water bottle by the bed.

Just as I was about to let it go, thinking he could take care of himself, Seo Hojin gasped for air with a flushed face, seemingly getting worse as he wrapped himself more tightly in his blanket on the bed.

Wondering if I should take him to the hospital now, I turned on my phone to search for nearby places.

There seemed to be a place that offered night-time services.

While scrolling through my phone, I asked nonchalantly,

“What did the doctor say? A cold?”

“...Hmm.”

Seo Hojin hesitated for a moment.

“They said I'm fine.”

I paused at the name of a hospital... and raised an eyebrow.

“...Fine?”

“Seriously. It's stress, blah blah. As if there's anyone without stress.”

Seo Hojin frowned, lifting his sweat-dampened bangs.

“Just took the medicine they gave me. So, I feel a bit better now.”

Thump, thump.

I could feel my heart starting to beat out of sync.

An inexplicable anxiety washed over me.

Because his symptoms seemed a bit...

“...Hyung?”

...similar to when I got penalized for abusing the system.

Seeing me frozen and unable to speak, Seo Hojin sensed something was off and stood up.

“What's with that face...?”

As he approached me, his complexion suddenly turned pale, and he hurriedly covered his mouth.

“...Ugh.”

“...!”

Expecting him to vomit, I supported him, yet a chill ran down my spine.

“Move, move.”

I watched dazedly as he pushed past me and ran to the bathroom.

“Ugh... Kuk...”

The sound of Seo Hojin vomiting brought a grim possibility to mind.

In the chilling air, I stood there, unable to get up or follow him to pat his back.

“...Hyung.”

After a while, Seo Hojin came out, rinsing his mouth, and slumped at the edge of the bed.

“...Did I do something wrong?”

He looked at me with a pale face, gauging my reaction.

I swallowed what I wanted to say and quickly composed my emotions.

“Why? Feeling guilty about something? If you've got something to say, spit it out now.”

“No, it's just—when you make that face—”

“Forget it, you seem worse. Just go back to the hospital.”

Seo Hojin opened his eyes wide in frustration, mumbling reluctantly.

“It's not that bad...”

“Anyway, I found a clinic that's open at night. I'll send you the directions by Kakao. I have to go now because of my schedule. Here, take some cab fare.”

I pulled out my wallet from my back pocket and handed him all the cash I could find.

“Seeing you vomit, it seems like indigestion. Try not to eat just anything, you little shit.”

“It's not that.”

“If you can't go to the hospital by yourself, I'll accompany you.”

“No need, I'll go.”

“...Alright.”

After giving him a thorough look, I headed for the front door.

As I was putting on my shoes and fixing the laces, Seo Hojin followed me, standing awkwardly close.

“Hyung, that...”

“Yeah?”

I intentionally untied the laces I had just tied, listening to Seo Hojin's lingering voice.

“There's really nothing wrong, right?”

I fiddled with the tip of the lace and then tied it tightly again.

“...Hojin.”

I abruptly stood up and turned to look at him.

“Why do you keep asking? Would you be happy if something was actually wrong?”

“That's not what I meant.”

Seo Hojin with his foolish face.

With such an unnecessarily quick wit, that little rascal, who did he take after?

“Hyung is heading to the finals but my dongsaeng has nothing to say?”

“...Hmm.”

Seo Hojin crossed his arms and looked at me.

“Don't push yourself.”

“That's not it, you shit.”

I gently brushed Seo Hojin's sweat-drenched hair while grinning slyly.

“I'll come back as number one.”

And without hesitation, I left.

Bang.

The door closed behind me, and I walked to the elevator, pressed the button, and leaned against the wall, waiting.

Unable to contain myself, I eventually headed down the stairs.

“......”

My previously unaffected face suddenly fell.

As I hurriedly descended, my pace gradually slowed, and before I knew it, I had stopped moving.

“Damn...”

Why did I feel so bad?

Even though I couldn't think of any major issue, with every step I took, it felt like I was walking through a sticky mud pit.

I tapped the railing with my fingers and summoned the system window.

“What did you do to my brother?”

The system window, which I thought would pop up with an excuse or perhaps even flee, crackled like it was filled with noise before slowly opening.

[What's up??]

Was it really clueless?

Could I trust it?

I leaned against the wall and sighed.

“If you mess with that kid, I won't let you off.”

I slowly sat down on the floor and ruffled my hair wildly.

Seeing my brother in pain after such a long time made the moments spent going up on stage surrounded by the members, eating together, playing around, and chatting feel suddenly distant.

Right, what have I been doing all this for?

I would successfully complete all the quests and return to my original world.

Feeling down, I turned on my phone and searched for Shining Star, High Five, and The Dawn.

The songs were bound to be good, and the stage was likely to be well-produced.

Yet, no matter how much I calculated the odds and adjusted the plans, the outcome always converged to one.

To anyone's eye, it was a game we were bound to lose.

The Dawn might have been on a roll, but from the start, we couldn't compete with High Five in terms of fanbase and capital.

Moreover, the final competition was based on scores from previously released songs and live voting, making it even more disadvantageous for The Dawn.

A quest window floated beside me.

[Win the first place in Shining Star Season 2!

The survival program is back after a long time!

Secure first place in Shining Star Season 2.

Success: Vocal stats significantly increase

Failure: Seo Hoyun's confidential information leaked]

“...Heartless bastards.”

Indeed, a penalty where conscience had gone AWOL.

...I really didn't want to use this method.

My mother came to mind first, and inevitably, so did Hojin, who resembled her so much.

The young Hojin who cried every time our parents were mentioned also flashed in my mind.

I weighed the future scenario and the actions I had to take against each other.

“...Ahhh... Damn...”

Since when had I been cautious about stepping into fire and water?

Even though I thought it was necessary, I couldn't easily make up my mind.

“...Ah...”

I then rubbed my face with my hands, then licked my dry, chapped lips.

Right.

“Sorry, Mom.”

Let's do it.

Having made my decision, I picked up my phone.

It wasn't long before the person on the other end answered the call.

– “...Huh? Hello?”

“Yes, it's me, PD.”

– “What's up, why the call? Anything you need?”

“Do you have time?”

– “...Why?”

Kim Heeyeon, clearly on guard, made me rub my nose.

The PD wouldn't be able to resist my story.

A bit of manipulation was necessary.

“That is—”

I hesitated for a moment before I began to speak.

...Remember, this isn't me.

It seemed better to deceive.

I quickly adjusted my plan and gave a faint smile.

“Just meet me for a bit, let's talk.”

A slight feeling of guilt and self-loathing crept up my throat, but continuing the conversation nonchalantly wasn't hard.

After all...

“It's about boosting the ratings.”

My conscience had been sold to hell a long time ago.


Chapter 169

Episode 5 of Shining Star was about to be released to the public.

[Wow, Shining Star is really popular, huh? All my real friends are voting right now ㅋㅋㅋ]

[No way, me too... My friend posted asking to vote for their favorite star ㅋㅋㅋ Is this what they call... “going viral”? Drooling

└ Ah please, look at the veteran fans getting excited ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

With its high-profile cast, sleek editing, intriguing narrative, and quality performances, Shining Star Season 2 garnered an even more sensational popularity than Season 1.

With only the final stage left, the fandoms were in a state of tension like never before.

[I really like Seo Hoyun ㅠㅠㅠ]

[I don't know why I didn't notice until now ㅠ Everyone was watching Shining Star, I should have watched it too ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ shit ㅠㅠㅠ]

Of course, this wasn't a concern for viewers enjoying the program casually.

[Episode 5 is starting!!]

The main content was the preparation scenes of each group before the final competition.

All five groups were shown playing around, fiercely exchanging opinions, and practicing seriously.

There were interviews interspersed, including one with Seo Hoyun.

[OMG Seo Hoyun's interview]

However, it passed by in a flash.

Compared to others who filled their time with pleasant jokes or shared their desires for good results, Seo Hoyun lacked impact.

[I've never seen Seo Hoyun talk like that;;]

[Is he crazy...?]

However, the Noeuls, who had seen Seo Hoyun through various self-produced content and events, were surprised.

They knew him as someone who never shared his troubles and always took things in stride.

[Hey, Seo Hoyun is begging so desperately, let's please give him first place]

[Please vote ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Ah, please ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I'm starting to really hate the other groups... Ah... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I'm sorry guys... ㅠㅠ!!!]

As Noeul buzzed with talk about Seo Hoyun's interview, one fan habitually refreshed their SNS, and then—

[;;;;;;;]

[Ah]

[Ah, fuck]

[Wow]

Their phone lagged as hundreds of posts appeared.

Meanwhile...

【Traffic Accident】

【Black Box】

【Hoyun Accident】

【The Dawn Seo Hoyun】

【Shining Star】

At first, the phrase “traffic accident” trended in real-time, and soon after, it was flooded with Seo Hoyun's name.

[What is this??;;]

It all started with a video uploaded on YouTube.

The video seemed to be from a dashcam, showing a truck crashing into a car, causing it to flip.

The car hit by the truck was severely dented on one side.

Though gruesome and tragic, it wasn't an unusual traffic accident.

The real key was the video's title.

[Seo Hoyun Traffic Accident Black Box]

No one believed it at first.

Understandably so, as there was no direct evidence of a person involved, and nothing to back up the title.

[Ah shit, don't believe the clickbait, just as the finale is coming, crazy attention seekers are everywhere]

[Reporting it right now... It's climbing YouTube's trending list, it's so annoying... Please report it whenever you see it]

[Do you really want to do this??? It's so fucking annoying, you bastards, pulling all sorts of stunts for attention]

Just then, an article from four years ago resurfaced.

《[Breaking News] Collision in XX... 3 Dead/1 Injured

On December 18, at around 4:21 PM, a truck collided with a sedan at the intersection in OO District, XX City, causing a crash.

The truck driver and a couple in their 40s in the sedan died, and their 20-something child was injured.

According to the police, “It appears to be due to drowsy driving, and we are investigating the accident's circumstances...” 》

The breaking news was so succinct it was almost dry, but people compared the timing of the article and the dashcam footage.

[Wait, what's this article??]

[Is it really Seo Hoyun's accident?]

As suspicions grew that the person in the video might actually be Seo Hoyun, The Dawn's fandom fell into chaos.

[He rarely wears short sleeves, and if he wears short sleeves or sleeveless shirts on stage, he covers up with concealer]

[Is this it? The scars from the accident?]

[There were sightings of him receiving scar treatment]

Even fans trying to dismiss it as clickbait were shaken.

The climax of this burning controversy came when a photo was posted.

A low-quality, clearly sneaky shot of a Traffic Accident Report was uploaded briefly in the early morning and deleted within ten minutes.

But it was enough time to take screenshots.

The photo spread rapidly.

The date, location, and time on the document all matched the article.

Most importantly, Seo Hoyun's name was clearly written in the victim section.

By then, it was too late.

It was too late for the company to respond, too late for the fandom to keep quiet.

Entertainment news exploded.

《[Summary] The Dawn's Hoyun, Traffic Accident Dashcam from 4 Years Ago Leaked》

《Seo Hoyun's Traffic Accident, Was His One-Year Hiatus Due to Trauma from Losing His Parents?》

The dramatic story of a popular idol group member who had lost his parents in a traffic accident and was the sole survivor caught the public's attention.

Everyone started speculating about Seo Hoyun's one-year hiatus after The Dawn's debut.

Some expressed sympathy, while others rushed to criticize every little detail.

[The poor kid suffered such a huge trauma at a young age... May the souls of the deceased rest in peace]

[This is truly shocking;; he must have psychological issues]

[Can we just stop...? Really, stop pretending to know everything and leave Hoyun alone, please]

[Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋ The agency is really good at their job ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Dropping this right before the finale ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Are you selling your parents for first place? Disgusting.]

[I'm cheering for you ㅠㅠ I saw the broadcast and you seemed like a friend who doesn't show any signs ㅠㅠ Is that why you took a year off after debuting? Some people take medication even for minor car accidents, it must be a mental illness ㅠ]

Like predators eyeing their prey, all kinds of comments clung on.

Articles, videos, anonymous messages.

A few hours later, it was no surprise that the latest clip of Seo Hoyun's interview on Shining Star hit number one on YouTube's trending videos.

[Seo Hoyun Shining Star Episode 5 Interview Clip]

A part that had been lightly skimmed over during the broadcast was brought into the spotlight again.

– Q: “Why do you work so hard?”

To the staff's question, Seo Hoyun, who was in front of the camera, gave a cool smile.

– “Because I have to.”

And then answered calmly.

– “This is all I have left.”

That was it.

Seo Hoyun's interview, which shook a gossip-thirsty South Korea, lasted only 15 seconds.


The final contest venue.

Outside, the audience waited with great anticipation, and inside, rehearsals were in full swing.

I'm a bit tired.

I can't remember the last time I slept properly.

I was that engrossed in practice.

Ignoring the wary Jeong Dajun and brushing off the concerns of Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon, I kept working.

Kang Ichae seemed to have grabbed me and said something, but I soon forgot about it.

Sigh.

Night came, dawn broke, and it was morning again before the sun set once more.

I thought I had eaten something, but...

“Hyung, I'm sorry.”

While practicing like that, I had briefly fallen asleep at the dorm, only to be awakened by a sobbing Jeong Dajun who was shaking me.

“I'm really sorry...”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had brought Jeong Dajun, spoke with a troubled expression.

“We've contacted the company to prevent any more leaks as much as possible.”

“...Okay.”

“Seo Hoyun, are you really going to go on stage in this condition?”

I nodded.

In reality, after organizing how to proceed with the situation and contacting Kim Jaeyeon, I turned off my phone completely.

Too many unnecessary calls were coming in.

However, I hadn't forgotten to leave a text message for Seo Hojin, worried he might be concerned.

– Me: Seo Hojin

– Me: Are you not hurt?

I only discovered later, after turning my phone back on, that Seo Hojin had immediately tried to call me and had sent numerous texts saying he wasn't hurt.

Maybe it was because my own actions were bothering me a bit, but I kept putting the phone down after thinking several times about contacting Hojin.

The most fortunate aspect of this incident was that Seo Hojin hadn't been in the car during the accident, so his identity wasn't revealed.

From the start, Seo Hojin and I didn't really resemble each other.

When we were together, people could tell we were brothers because of our similar aura, but when we were apart, most people didn't notice the resemblance.

My profile didn't mention anything about my brother, and aside from the members, no one knew Hojin was my dongsaeng, so as long as we were careful, there wouldn't be any major issues.

Thus, I arrived at the final contest venue.

Time flies.

After finishing the final rehearsal lightly, I avoided the worried, anxious, and sharp gazes of the members, found a less crowded place, and gulped down some water.

Somehow, Kim Heeyeon found me and approached.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“Ah, PD-nim.”

I reflexively smiled, but Kim Heeyeon stared at me with a piercing gaze.

Just when I thought she might have timed it to catch me without any members or staff around, Kim Heeyeon scanned the surroundings and then said,

“It wasn't you, right?”

“Sorry?”

“The current situation. You didn't do it, right?”

She had come to hear my answer, even while being extremely nervous.

“Why did you ask to change the interview?”

When I called Kim Heeyeon, she had been editing the content for Episode 5.

As soon as we met, I suggested, under the guise of viewer ratings, that instead of me, whose interview was uneventful, it would be better to increase Jeong Dajun's interview portion to connect with the stage in Episode 4.

“...Why?”

Kim Heeyeon raised an eyebrow, seemingly trying to read my hidden motives.

“Because of Jeong Dajun.”

I spoke as calmly as possible, and even added that if it seemed too focused on Jeong Dajun, she could redistribute some of my cut interview time to other lower-ranked group members.

It was just a suggestion, and I casually added that all decisions were up to PD Kim Heeyeon.

“Umm.”

When trying to persuade someone, it was necessary to relay one's opinion and then subtly step back, making it seem like the other person had the upper hand and the decision-making power.

If it felt even slightly awkward, it could backfire.

“...Well, I'll think about it.”

After contemplating for a long time, Kim Heeyeon nodded, seemingly finding it somewhat reasonable.

Her expression was somewhat complex, though.

As a result, my portion was significantly edited, and a much more desperate-sounding interview was aired.

I was quite satisfied.

“...Phew.”

However, Kim Heeyeon, unaware of these facts, was confused while still suspicious of me.

It seemed like she asked the question even when she thought it was an impossible thing to do unless I was a crazy person.

“Even you, PD-nim?”

I deliberately lowered my gaze and spoke in a greatly subdued voice.

Kim Heeyeon's shoulders slightly trembled before she sighed and rubbed her face dry.

“Yeah, I must be crazy.”

“......”

“I'm sorry. Seo Hoyun must be having a hard time right now too.”

She ran her hand through her hair, looking very tired.

“...I'm really sorry about your family too.”

All I could do was smile.

Apologizing once again, Kim Heeyeon hurriedly left when the staff called her.

I also returned to the waiting room.

The final live show was about to begin.

After Bercy and Try's performances, TEW's showcase was displayed on the monitoring TV.

“Burning up this moment Spark in your eyes.”

The song and dance themselves weren't bad.

The subtitles were a bit exaggerated, labeling them as a strong contender for first place, but TEW was practically settled in third place.

All members silently fixed their eyes on the screen, then a staff member knocked to announce it was time to go.

“The Dawn, get ready for standby!!”

The staff member's gaze briefly passed over me.

I stood up and silently followed the members ahead of me.

Reaching the backstage outside the waiting room, the intense heat of the scene hit my skin.

“Seo Hoyun, let's fix your in-ears.”

“Yes.”

While standing still, letting the staff do the final checks on me, I made eye contact with Kim Heeyeon from afar.

She seemed to have something to say, her lips moving a few times before she averted her gaze.

I maintained a blank expression, merely reciting the lyrics in my head.

“Hoyun-ah.”

At that moment, Seong Jiwon called me.

“Can you go up there?”

When I turned my head, Seong Jiwon's warm gaze was staring right at me.

I looked around.

The various eyes fixed on me quickly turned away.

Most of them were filled with unease and vigilance, fearing I might cause a broadcast accident.

“...Seong Jiwon.”

Could I go up on stage?

Of course.

Though I was tired from consecutive all-nighters, my mind was clearer than ever.

That's why I was confident.

“What are you talking about?”

I could finish this stage perfectly.

“We have to get first place.”

When I grinned, Seong Jiwon widened his eyes slightly, then a faint smile appeared on his lips.

“Alright.”

It was clear he was forcing a smile.

“The Dawn, make your entrance!”

Following the staff's guidance, I stepped on the blue tape.

Before going to his position, Kim Seonghyeon patted my shoulder.

“Let's go up.”

I nodded slightly and stepped onto the lift.

Clunk.

Ziiing...

The sound of cheers grew closer.

However, my mind slowly cooled down.

Kim Heeyeon, she's suspicious after all.

Well, it would have seemed suspicious if she had thought about it a bit.

Things like the black box of the traffic accident or the Traffic Accident Certificate were hard for others to get.

Moreover, considering the sudden proposal for the edit and the timing, it was enough to make her suspicious.

Fair and just Kim Heeyeon.

Conscientious Kim Heeyeon.

Seemingly tough but surprisingly gentle and mild Kim Heeyeon.

That was the biggest reason I liked her, but at the same time, it was her weak point.

The reason she accepted my proposal was obvious.

I was relatively popular, so she wanted to help a lower-ranking group gain some recognition, even if it was just a scene or two.

I recalled Kim Heeyeon from Season 1, who, despite experiencing me, couldn't handle even a slight complaint without feeling sorry.

I clenched my fists tightly.

No need to apologize.

Ziiing...

Noona.

Where would a guy who almost got slapped go?

“Waaaaaaa!!”

As the lift rose, the white and blue lights shone down on me like needles.

I forced a faint smile onto my lips.

Yeah, I did that.

It was time to finish it.


Chapter 170

Waaaaah!

The cheers gradually faded away, and before I could adjust to the light, the spotlight that shone on me dimmed.

Swoooosh...

At that moment, the sound of waves crashing roughly could be heard.

Splash, splash...

At the same time, the VCR started to play.

– “How did I come so far?”[1]

Following this, Kang Ichae's husky, low voice began the narration.

It borrowed a famous line from a well-known sci-fi movie based on a book.

– “Everyone asked us, wondering if we had something.”

Swoooosh...

The VCR showed close-ups of the members wearing outfits identical to the ones on stage.

Though slightly different in detail, they wore black, tight-fitting spandex shirts with webbing harnesses featuring buckles crossing their shoulders and chests.

– “Then we told them, we never saved anything for the swim back.”[2]

I glanced down at the floor and brushed my lips once.

The tight black turtleneck was a bit uncomfortable.

To complement the song and avoid hindering the intense dance, this time we decided to go with techwear that minimized decorations.

I purposely requested short sleeves for my outfit.

So that the faint scars would show.

– “Some laughed, some worried, telling us there is definitely a limit.”

The short and abrupt sound of a viola echoed.

The low-register alternative rock music gradually escalated.

I recalled the memorized movements in my head.

The moment I heard the plucking of viola strings—the prearranged signal—I moved.

Walking straight ahead, then five steps to the right—

– “But they do not know one thing.”

then two steps forward again.

In the VCR video, the waves grew more violent until they filled the screen.

Splash!

Lightning struck, and in the dark night, a lone star appeared above the sea.

I walked slowly in the darkness.

Standing behind the backup dancers who had arrived earlier, I briefly brushed my eyes.

And finally, I recited along with Kang Ichae's words.

– “There's no gene for fate.”

There's no gene for fate.

Boom, boom boom!

Wasn't this the perfect phrase for now?

Lightning struck the sea, and the sound of thunder roared.

Every time the sound of the wild waves swept the stage, the back dancers' bodies swayed as if they were waves themselves.

Just in time, the title of the song appeared on the screen.

[Stardust]

This song, composed with the motif of a movie that suggested humans might have once been part of the stars, had a fitting title.

Boom!

As the piercing spotlight hit me, the backup dancers split to the sides, and the camera quickly zoomed in from the center.

“Black waves crash in, my heart pounds wildly,

Am I suffocating?”

Waaaaah!

Strangely, the surrounding sounds buzzed, and even my own voice was hard to hear.

As if I were underwater.

“Breathless, water fills in, I feel like I'm going crazy with fear,

Are we on the end?”

Suddenly, I remembered how Kang Ichae was reluctant to give me these lyrics.

Even though I didn't think much of it at the time.

Thinking back to those days brought a slight smile to my lips.

“What are you talking about?”

Along with that, a strange sensation engulfed me.

Perhaps from overexerting myself over the past few days, heat spread through my body, making me a bit dizzy, and the end of my voice was slightly rough from countless rehearsals.

Even so, I knew.

“Hear this Thunder!”

That this would be the best performance I've ever done.

Boom!

As I swung my arm widely, white lightning struck from the VCR behind, and thunder rumbled again.

At that moment, my ears cleared, and the sounds rushed in.

“A spark ignites in my heart, I will risk it all,

I bet everything from the start,

The point of no return.”

A shiver ran up my spine at the sharp edge of Kim Seonghyeon's voice, which I hadn't heard before.

In the very front, Jeong Dajun was fiercely rampaging without fear.

“Hear the thunder in my heart,

We're not drifting, we're raging,

We never saved anything to go back,

We can never return, not for the first time.”

Feeling the sticky sweat flow as I turned my body back—

“Whatever you call this moment,

Riot, Fate, Stardust,

I don't care what you call it,

The outcome is already decided.”

Kang Ichae, with a calm expression, stepped forward with the light at his back.

“When there is darkness, there is light,

Lord, Please give us faith.”

It was amazing to see someone who seemed to believe in nothing but Cheongbeom and himself rapping such lyrics with that expression.

Seong Jiwon, who was waiting for his part beside me, glanced at me once before striding forward.

“Stardust, the night sea is adorned with stars.”

As Seong Jiwon's clear voice rang high, the stage effects burst brilliantly.

“We have come through the darkness for this moment.”

And then...

Boom!

Crash!

Boom!

The stage alternated between a blinding white light, as if it could burn everything, and complete darkness to create the effect of lightning striking the waves.

“We are becoming Stardust.”

Lights scattered so brightly that my vision turned white, decorating the space around me.

Even though I didn't stop dancing, my eyelashes trembled.

When I thought about the audience, our fans, and probably my dongsaeng watching this performance right now—

“We risked everything, fearlessly moving forward,

We never saved anything to go back.”

I snapped back to reality.

So even as I bit the inside of my cheek, I wore a confident smile on the outside.

“We're not lost, we're moving forward,

We never saved anything to go back,

We can never go back to the beginning.”

As the members slowly gathered in the center, the sound of screams hit my ears.

Swoosh...

We made eye contact and slowly headed toward the stairs set up behind us.

Swoosh...

White flower petals fluttered down from the sky.

“Towards the light.”

The song was racing towards its end.

“All the way to the end,

Regardless of what lies ahead.”

I tilted my head back, roughly pushing my sweat-soaked hair away from my face.

One by one, the members sat on the stairs in their designated spots.

After climbing to the top alone, I turned around and wagged my finger at the camera.

The roar of the crowd, incomparable to any other stage, twisted my lips into a grin.

Yeah, didn't I say it?

“We are becoming stardust.”

This was going to be my best performance.

Boom!

.

.

.

“Gasp, gasp...”

As the stage ended, I was out of breath.

My hands trembled uncontrollably, and I felt like I couldn't keep myself in check.

The lights went out, and the cheers of the audience pierced through my in-ear monitor.

My heart pounded so hard it felt like it would leap out of my chest.

As I stepped backstage to calm down, all the staff threw in their comments.

“Awesome! That stage was insane just now!”

“I got goosebumps. It would've been even better if I had seen it from the front!”

“Seo Hoyun, you were flying on that stage!”

Ignoring the members who were stealing glances at me while holding towels, I grabbed a staff member's arm and asked,

“Is the voting over now?”

“Yes?”

“The voting.”

The staff seemed slightly flustered but quickly updated me on the situation.

Despite the noisy atmosphere, I could infer enough from a few overheard words.

Voting would close in thirty minutes, with the interim results showing a close race with High Five.

“Thank you.”

I bowed my head in gratitude and approached the members.

“―Hyung.”

Jeong Dajun, who had been lively on stage, paused while wiping his sweat and looked at me.

“Take a break, Jeong Dajun.”

My mind was clear, but my emotions were so heightened that I felt like I was floating.

Securing second place is certain.

But what I needed was first place.

The key was how well my plan had worked and how much public interest and votes had influenced the outcome.

“Seo Hoyun, drink some water.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

– “We are closing the voting now!”

Back in the waiting room, we waited for the results.

Silence circulated among the members.

A bit of time passed after the voting closed, and then we heard a staff member's voice.

“The Dawn, please come up!”

“Yes.”

As we slowly walked back on stage, the fans of each group waved their light sticks and cheered.

Knowing I wouldn't care too much, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon stood in front of me, slightly obscuring my view.

“Now, we will announce the results!”

I wasn't as nervous as I expected.

“5th place, Bercy!”

The group's name appeared on the screen behind the stage, followed by the MC Ha Seoyeon's voice.

“3rd place, TEW!!”

Applause and acceptance speeches followed, leaving only two groups remaining: High Five and The Dawn.

Jeong Dajun clung closely to my side.

“Now, only 1st and 2nd places remain. Before the announcement, let's reveal the total scores for the two groups.”

With MC Ha Seoyeon's smooth smile, the tension-building BGM filled the live hall.

“The total score for 2nd place is 29,200 points. And with 12,590 votes from the live performance, the group with a total score of 30,430 points, ranking 1st place, is!!”

The scattered lights suddenly focused on me.

“congratulations!!”

Boom!

“The Dawn!!”

Colorful confetti exploded, and petals fluttered down.

The cheers were so loud they made my ears numb.

A shiver ran through my spine, reaching the top of my head.

A thrilling sense of pleasure accompanied by overwhelming relief.

“...Ah.”

Until the end, I couldn't overcome the point gap.

Only after selling my family affairs did I barely manage to take first place.

Done.

Anyway, it meant that I had achieved what I wanted by sticking through it.

“...Ahaha.”

My face was facing forward, but my hands repeatedly clenched and unclenched to feel the reality.

Pushing away the runaway conscience that tried to creep back into my chest, I laughed brightly.

Then...

Ding!

[Quest □□!]

[You have completed □□ in Shining Star Season 2!]

[......]

[......]

[......]

[......]

[...]

[E R R O R]

[—Some confidential information of the player has been leaked unrelated to the game.]

[The settlement of rewards will be delayed.]

[Processing...]

As if something went wrong, the system window popped up wildly, and then the phrase “processing” appeared with an ellipsis slowly moving, showing no further response.

Is it because I spilled my family affairs first?

Originally, a significant increase in vocal stats should have been given as a reward.

That's fine.

I wanted to experiment with the penalty anyway, and it seemed things worked out not too badly.

I decided to think about the details later and brushed off the paper flowers stuck to my hair.

Then, I took a step toward the members.

“Kim Seonghyeon, you—”

But I couldn't finish my sentence.

Suddenly, Jeong Dajun, who was beside me, hugged me tightly and started crying his heart out.

“Hyung, huh, Hoyun-hyung...”

“......”

Tears rolled down as if in a comic book.

“Hyung, we... huhuh...”

I roughly guessed the reason, so I just hugged him back and ruffled his hair.

“You said you're an adult, Jeong Dajun.”

“But... huh...”

I didn't know why, but seeing Jeong Dajun cry made me feel a bit better, so I mentioned what I had said after the first competition of Shining Star Season 2 with a smile.

“How is it? Didn't I say I'd take you on a roller coaster ride to first place?”

Then the maknae cried even more, like a faucet turned on.

I was a bit flustered, but I had no one else to pass him on to calm him down.

Seong Jiwon was also crying with his head down beside him.

And behind him was Kim Seonghyeon.

Is everyone crying?

Just in case, I checked Kang Ichae, but he was just staring ahead with an expressionless face.

“Stop crying, stop.”

Once Jeong Dajun calmed down a bit and pulled away, the High Five members approached and offered handshakes.

It was a customary procedure to show respect between the winner and the losers in front of the camera.

Kang Yeonhu, who had a natural smile, made a slightly odd expression when he stood in front of me and then extended his hand.

“Hoyun, you did well.”

I shook his hand.

“Thank you.”

Kang Yeonhu frowned at my light response but soon burst into laughter.

As the chaotic atmosphere settled, it was time for the winner's remarks.

Seeing Kim Seonghyeon, who shed as many tears as Jeong Dajun, I thought he wouldn't be able to speak properly, so I took the mic first.

“Hello.”

Today, the lights felt even brighter.

“I am Seo Hoyun from The Dawn.”

Everyone's eyes gathered, and I deliberately smiled more shamelessly.

A position I reached purely with my narrative.

It was time to deliver the remarks everyone wanted and expected.




1 Anything bolded were originally in English.



2 The actual line from the movie was “I never saved anything for the swim back.”



Chapter 171

Waaaaah!

The screams filled the live hall with just the greeting alone.

The pressure weighing down on me eased slightly at the thought that we had somehow finished this again.

“It was a long three months if you think it was long, and short if you think it was short.”

At the same time, I noticed the fans waving their inverted triangle cheering sticks and slogans, looking at me with tear-streaked faces.

“At the end, we achieved first place. It's all thanks to Noeul. I'm sorry for causing you so much emotional pain these past few months.”

Many people watching must have been curious about what I would say while shedding tears.

But unfortunately, my eyes were as dry as dust.

After expressing my gratitude by listing the names of people I had to mention as a matter of procedure, I hesitated for a moment and then spoke again.

“I'm also very grateful to the members. Despite my many unreasonable demands, you silently trusted and followed me.”

When I glanced to the side, Jeong Dajun, who had barely calmed down, started crying again and covered his face with both hands.

I smiled as I looked at him.

“I also want to thank my family.”

This was the perfect time to say what everyone wanted to hear.

“I always miss you.”

After spitting out the rehearsed words, I slowly lowered the microphone.

Then I patted Kim Seonghyeon's back, whose eyes were red.

As Seonghyeon stepped forward, Seong Jiwon hugged me from the side.

I felt a warm and damp sensation on my shoulder.

“...Hoyun.”

After calling my name, Seong Jiwon just sniffled, unable to say anything more.

I comforted him while waiting for Kim Seonghyeon's speech.

Since I had already made the usual remarks that Seonghyeon would make, I thought he would share his thoughts on winning first place.

“There's a lot I want to say, but Hoyun already covered it all.”

However, Kim Seonghyeon said something unexpected and paused for a moment to catch his breath.

“Just as Noeul is always by our side.”

The guy, who had bowed his head as if choked up, looked up again, smiling through his tear-streaked face.

Our leader...

“The five of us will always be together. Thank you.”

He really was a good guy.

.

.

.

“Great job!”

“Congratulations, The Dawn!”

“Wow, that was really touching. Congratulations!”

As we came down from the stage, the staff bustling backstage each threw out a word of praise.

All the members bowed their heads as they passed by them.

Then, perhaps because the program had wrapped up safely until the final episode, the AD, who had the brightest expression so far, approached us.

“Are you going to the after-party?”

“Haha, the other members will go...”

When I glanced back, the members who had been following me were now a bit farther away, seemingly caught by other group members or staff.

“I'm a bit tired.”

“Ah, I see. It's a shame because the atmosphere really heats up when you're around, Hoyun.”

The AD seemed a bit regretful that I wouldn't be there to show off my drinking skills but didn't push further.

Instead, he added, “If there's another chance...” and then mimed twisting a shot glass with a snap of his wrist before quickly disappearing.

Watching his retreating figure for a moment, I was about to call the members still caught by others when I noticed the group of mentors gathered at the end of the hallway.

Wow...

Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung, Ha Seoyeon, Han Chaeri.

Even Chae Jeongwoo was there.

“Hey!”

I thought about avoiding them to avoid any hassle, but I heard a familiar sound from behind.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

When I slowly turned my head, Lim Hyeonsu approached me with a bright smile.

“You didn't lose your cool. Congratulations on getting first place, you brat.”

“Right. It's all thanks to you, Ms. Composer.”

“Wow~, look at you being smooth.”

It was obvious how I got first place, but Lim Hyeonsu didn't mention it.

However, it was clear what people would whisper behind my back.

They'd say I sold my family drama to get first place.

Well, I admit it.

Because it was true.

“The final song was good. It was absurdly good.”

“...Thanks to whom, again?”

“Puhaha.”

I crossed my arms, watching Lim Hyeonsu laugh heartily.

“Why don't you go to Kang Ichae? He'd like that.”

“Hmm. Nah, I'll do it later.”

Lim Hyeonsu, waving her hands lazily, glanced at where Kang Ichae was and clicked her tongue softly.

She stood there, exuding a cold aura, completely ignoring her surroundings.

As the back of my head tingled, I decided to ignore it for now.

“Are you going to the after-party?”

“No. I'm planning to go alone first.”

It was hard for all the winning team members to skip the after-party, so the other members planned to go.

However, the person who stirred up all this drama couldn't very well join the party and show off his drinking skills with a smile.

The company, the manager, and I all agreed on this.

Even without explaining it in detail, Lim Hyeonsu quickly grasped the situation.

“...Alright. Then let's grab a meal together once things settle down. My treat.”

“Of course, of course. I'll gladly accept it.”

“You're as cheeky as you are shameless.”

I averted my gaze from Lim Hyeonsu, who shook her head in disbelief, and my eyes met Joo Woosung's.

He started walking briskly toward me.

“Seo Hoyun.”

I thought things were getting bothersome, but there was nowhere to hide.

Joo Woosung approached us, looking oddly tired.

“Uh...”

He rubbed his neck awkwardly after starting to speak.

“...Congratulations on getting first place.”

“Well, yeah. Thanks to you, sunbae-nim.”

“Hey!! You said it was thanks to me earlier!”

Joo Woosung, his eyes narrowing at Lim Hyeonsu's interruption, let out a dry laugh.

“What do you expect from this guy, noona? He's really good at saying empty words.”

After disparaging me like that, he just stood still with his mouth slightly open.

So, I decided to take the initiative.

“Sunbae-nim, thank you so much for everything.”

“...Huh?”

“I really received a lot of help.”

When I first saw Joo Woosung on TV and targeted him, I never imagined we'd keep in touch and that he'd help me this much.

Honestly, I still didn't fully understand it.

The idea of someone helping their blackmailer without anything in return.

I smiled slyly at the speechless Woosung.

“And I believe you'll continue to help me in the future? I still have a long way to go.”

“......”

I thought he would curse or at least laugh, but Joo Woosung just showed a vague expression.

In that strange atmosphere, just as I raised my eyebrows, Lim Hyeonsu grabbed Joo Woosung by the nape of his neck.

“Hey, that's enough. This guy is not just fine; he's healthier than me. Woosung, let's go grab a drink at the after-party.”

“...Ha, I don't want to.”

“Let's go blow some beer bottles~!!

Lim Hyeonsu, who had also grabbed Chae Jeongwoo, dragged the reluctant Joo Woosung away, laughing all the while.

I shrugged my shoulders once and approached the other members.

“What are you doing?”

The members, who had been chatting with various people just a moment ago, were now huddled together, whispering.

When I squeezed in, Dajun clung to me.

Out of habit, I patted his head, and the maknae, rolling his eyes, spouted nonsense.

“...Hoyun-hyung, can I skip the after-party too?”

“No.”

“...I don't want to.”

“Just go.”

Even a top-tier celebrity would have to think twice about skipping such an event without a reason.

Let alone someone at The Dawn's level, who would instantly be labeled as rude.

“Jeong Dajun.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed, detaching Jeong Dajun's arms wrapped around me.

“Mr. Jeong Dajun, the adult, let's go.”

“Ugh...”

Jeong Dajun moved reluctantly, casting lingering glances my way.

“Hoyun, be careful.”

“Yeah.”

“We'll be back soon.”

Seong Jiwon waved while pushing the dawdling maknae along.

Even then, Kang Ichae hadn't said a word.

As I turned around at the manager's call, an uneasy feeling lingered.

But soon, my thoughts shifted to how I could erase the public's sympathy and what steps to take to reshape my image.

“I'll head back first, thank you.”

“You really did a great job! Hoyun, you're amazing!”

“Yes, thank you.”

I maintained a smile as I headed to the van.

Since I was going straight to the dorm, I didn't bother changing clothes.

Our manager was attending the after-party with the other members, so I was with our road manager.

“You were amazing today!”

“Haha, Manager Ji, you worked hard too. Take care.”

I greeted him as I got out of the car when we finally arrived at the dorm.

“......”

After entering the password on the door lock and stepping inside, the quiet living room came into view.

“...Hmm.”

I carefully hung my clothes on a hanger and took a shower.

Then, I aimlessly walked around, flopping down on the sofa and turning on the TV.

After flipping through a few channels, I turned off the TV and picked up my phone.

Buzz.

I planned to check today's reactions.

As soon as I turned on my phone, a flood of missed calls and unread messages poured in.”

The name that appeared most frequently was Seo Hojin.

[Seo Hojin]

I shook my still-damp hair roughly with one hand and threw myself onto the bed.

I skimmed through the messages first, then checked the texts.

While looking at the conversation with Seo Hojin, I suddenly realized.

– Seo Hojin: Happy New Year

– Me: ㅇㅇ[1]

Even on New Year's.

– Seo Hojin: Hyung

– Seo Hojin: Happy Birthday

– Me: ㅋㅅ[2]

...Even on my birthday.

“...Hmm.”

Since becoming an idol, most of my conversations with my dongsaeng started with him texting me first, and me replying briefly much later.

At least I could make the excuse that I didn't text him on his birthday because we met in person.

Was I really... like that?

After hesitating a bit, I sent a text.

– Me: Hey

As if he had been waiting for it, a call came in immediately, but I ignored it, and with sleepy eyes, I typed again.

– Me: Hyung won

But even after a while, there was no reply.

I stared at the phone until I almost fell asleep, but then the phone vibrated.

– Seo Hojin: Answer your phone

“Idiot...”

I had a feeling I knew why.

– Me: Let's meet tomorrow

– Me: And bring a big bouquet

I added a joke to lighten the mood.

If he actually brought it, I could laugh and tease him.

Since I had no schedule the next day, I also wanted to check on Hojin's condition myself.

This should be fine.

My nerves, which had been on edge recently, loosened up, and sleepiness overwhelmed me.

Now, I Just need to handle the aftermath well.

Though I had taken a bit of a risk, it wasn't a bad outcome.

Getting criticized was inevitable in the entertainment industry.

This incident made me an idol with a story, someone who could be utilized again in variety shows or other appearances.

After all, the public always chose the people who appeared frequently in front of the camera—

Just as I thought that, my eyelids felt incredibly heavy.

At that moment when my eyes closed, and I was about to doze off.

“...Huff!”

With a gasp, I bolted upright.

“Huff, ha...”

With trembling hands, I fumbled to touch my shoulders and arms.

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

“Ah, shit...”

My left arm started to go numb.




1 Means “......”



2 Short for “......” which means “thanks” in Korean



Chapter 172

“We’re here!”

I had given up on sleeping and was tossing and turning when the members came home relatively early and in decent condition.

It seemed they had only shown their faces at the event for an hour or two out of courtesy.

However, one spot was empty.

“Where's Kang Ichae?”

Kang Ichae was nowhere to be seen.

“Uh, Ichae's at the company. Said he was working.”

Given his usual personality, he would either be the first to suggest a get-together with the members or hole up in his room playing games.

“...Well, okay.”

I knew I couldn't just leave Kang Ichae alone like this, but I felt that if I tried to intervene now, it would only make things worse, so I decided to postpone dealing with this issue.

I greeted the tired-looking members and returned to my room.

In the end, I lay in bed alone and stayed up all night.

In the late afternoon, I rubbed my tired eyes, got ready, and headed out.

The destination was a restaurant that served neat traditional Korean meals.

I was guided to a private room I had reserved over the phone and was casually flipping through the menu while waiting for my guest.

After a short while, the sliding door burst open.

“Hyung!!”

“...Whoa, you scared me.”

I looked up, wondering where he had picked up such a habit, only to see Seo Hojin approaching with his eyebrows raised.

“Why haven't you been answering your phone?”

Despite his expression and the volume of his voice, his tone was cautious.

“Because it's annoying.”

“......”

Seo Hojin glared at me with dissatisfaction at my indifferent reply.

Ignoring him, I pressed the call bell and ordered the meal from the staff.

Seeing my nonchalant attitude, Seo Hojin's cheeks twitched in frustration.

“...Right, like I could have a conversation with that guy. Calm down, Hojin. You're doing great, Hojin. You're the best, Hojin.”

“That guy? You wanna die?”

Even though my eyebrow twitched, I didn't say anything more and plopped into the seat across from him.

At least he seems okay.

I thought I might need to comfort him today, but seeing him talk and grumble reassured me a bit.

It meant he had the luxury to do so.

“Hyung, you know...”

“Let's eat first.”

Just then, the staff came in and filled the table with food.

I raised my spoon first to stop him from talking, and after a moment's hesitation, Seo Hojin sighed and picked up his chopsticks.

His lips were still pouted, but he ate the food heartily.

“Is it good?”

“...Yeah, it's good.”

After swallowing a spoonful of soup, I watched him finish his meal before asking.

“How's your health?”

“Can't you see? I'm all better.”

He seemed unusually irritable today, even though he was past his adolescent years.

As I picked up a side dish with my chopsticks, I noticed a shopping bag in my peripheral vision.

Seeing the leaves and petals peeking out, I realized Seo Hojin had actually bought a bouquet.

Did he really buy that?

What kind of guy in his twenties buys something just because his hyung told him to?

I scratched my head, feeling both amused and awkward.

As I wondered when I could tease him about it, I suddenly remembered receiving a similar gift from Seo Hojin in the past.

There was a letter with it back then.

I had preserved a few petals in the letter.

Where did I put it?

Is this filial piety?

Seo Hojin had a tendency to do things that were more typical between parents and children or siblings.

I was lost in unnecessary thoughts about how he might end up giving me carnations, money tissues, and money bouquets in the name of filial piety when Seo Hojin abruptly put down his soup bowl with a clatter.

“Now that we're done eating, let's talk.”

“Oh, sure.”

It was obvious even without asking.

It must be about the leak.

“Are you okay?”

Since I did it, of course, I was okay.

Even if he knew my personality, he wouldn't think I'd go this far.

“Of course.”

Despite my answer, the worry didn't disappear from Seo Hojin's eyes as he looked at me.

“Are you okay? You're keeping your promise not to talk about me outside, right?”

Seo Hojin nodded slowly without a word.

“That's a relief. Keep doing that.”

In this industry, no matter how well you hide it, there was no such thing as perfect privacy.

For now, people might look at me with sympathy, but you never know when that could turn into a sharp weapon.

Moreover, there was no need to put the label of “orphan” on Seo Hojin, who was doing well in a good university as the class president.

I just wanted the kid to live an ordinary life.

Today, tomorrow—unchanged.

This is enough.

Seo Hojin was healthy, and he was eating well in front of me.

The faces of the other members briefly crossed my mind, but I quickly brushed them off.

I was about to end the conversation, feeling relieved that it was a good conclusion—

“Was there really nothing wrong?”

when Seo Hojin gave me a doubtful look.

“I was perfectly healthy.”

“Really? For real? Swear to the sky?”

“This kid is persistent. Why, are you worried?”

I was honestly taken aback by Seo Hojin's unusually persistent questioning.

Instead of saying anything unnecessary, I decided to ease his anxiety.

“It's in the past, Hojin.”

I said it with an expression that showed it really was nothing.

“It doesn't mean anything anymore.”

As I even gave a faint smile, Seo Hojin averted his gaze.

Under the table, I nervously flicked my nails and took a sip of water.

My conscience was increasingly trying to invade at all times.

After all, I was the one who had stirred up a quiet incident.

And I was the one who had made Seo Hojin show such an expression.

“Oh, right. I got some time off this time.”

With the end of Shining Star Season 2 and the preparation for the new album, I had received some vacation time.

I thought I might go back home for a while and indulge in a bit of laziness.

“Let's go see our parents together after a long time, and if you need anything, let's go shopping.”

Feeling that I had been neglecting Seo Hojin lately, I spoke softly, even though it wasn't like me, and it made me feel itchy inside.

“And if there's anything you want to do, you can do it with hyung...”

Just as I was awkwardly continuing my words, I was taken aback.

Tears started to fall from Seo Hojin's eyes.

“...!!”

Why, all of a sudden?

“Hey, uh... why are you crying?”

Normally, I would have laughed and teased him, but I was so completely at a loss that I was left dumbfounded.

Seo Hojin glared at me with red eyes.

“Hyung, you're really good at lying.”

“...!”

Unconsciously, I flinched and pulled back.

Did he find out that I was the one who spread the news about our parents' accident?

My slow-beating heart started to race.

Seo Hojin wiped his eyes with his sleeve.

“Dajun called me. He said hyung was acting strange.”

“...What?”

“After the leak, hyung was out of it for days. He said you were living like a zombie, not sleeping properly. He asked if it was okay to leave you like that.”

“......”

“He even said you were overdoing it every time you got sick.”

Although Seo Hojin's tone was accusatory, the fact that he hadn't discovered my role in the leak was the first thing that registered in my mind.

At the same time, even though I knew he acted out of concern, a sense of betrayal toward Jeong Dajun crept in.

“Why is Jeong Dajun calling you?”

“Is that really the issue right now?”

Seo Hojin's expression gradually crumbled.

Since workplace issues had never affected my family, I was overwhelmed by the unprecedented situation.

Ha, I shouldn't have brought them to the house...

“It's just a fuss.”

I clicked my tongue in annoyance, ruffling my hair, and let out a long sigh.

“Don't listen to those people from my workplace.”

“...No.”

No?

We had already settled these kinds of matters years ago.

And now he was saying no?

I wanted to say something, but I had my own faults, and I didn't want to be harsh to my crying dongsaeng.

In the end, all I could do was to muster up all the patience I could.

“You can just hear it from me. Involving others will only make it more troublesome.”

“I said no.”

Fuck.

“Do you want to die? Why aren't you listening to me?”

Yeah, trying to act like a kind hyung didn't suit me.

“Just ignore whoever contacts you and tell them you don't have a hyung, you brat.”

“...Huh?”

Seo Hojin tilted his head, looking incredulous.

“Then you should also act like you don't have a dongsaeng and stop caring about what I do.”

“...??”

“Actually, why don't we just cut ties altogether?”

His extreme response made my blood pressure rise.

“Don't be ridiculous. Are you crazy?”

“Why, can't we do that?”

But Seo Hojin seemed equally pissed off.

“What difference does it make if we cut ties? I hear more about you from celebrity articles than directly from you. Did you know I get more notifications about school fees than calls from you?”

Words poured out in a rush.

“Hyung, I even turned down Dajun when he asked if he could come over. I thought you'd hate it. I kept thinking you'd tell me eventually.”

Seo Hojin, who had been holding back his feelings, finally closed his eyes tightly.

“But you never contacted me, not once.”

“......”

Seo Hojin, gritting his teeth, stood up and let out a small breath.

“...I've been staring at my phone whenever I had time, just in case you called.”

I could only watch my dongsaeng's behavior in a daze, as if I had been hit.

“When I finally got a text from you...”

Seo Hojin, struggling to compose himself, rubbed his tear-streaked eyes with his sleeve and glared at me.

“What? 'Hyung won'?”

“......”

“Fucking bouquet?!”

Still upset, Seo Hojin took the bouquet he had carefully packed in a shopping bag and threw it at me.

Whack!

“Ouch!”

“Yeah, fuck. Here's the bouquet you were so excited about.”

“...!!”

“Congratulations on your first place, you fuck.”

The bouquet hit me square in the face and fell to the floor, petals scattering around.

“What, what.”

I was so shocked by the words coming out of Seo Hojin's mouth that I stood up, stammering.

“Fuck? Fuck?! Did you just say that to me? And you dare hit your hyung?”

“Yeah, I did. So what? You got a problem with that?”

“Where did you learn to talk like that?!”

“Where do you think? Who do you think I've been watching all this time?”

Yeah, you learned the useless stuff exceptionally well, you brat.

I pressed my hand against my forehead, feeling the heat of my anger.

“I don't even want to see your face for a while. Don't come home.”

“You idiot, that's my house!”

“I changed the door code.”

“What?!”

Grabbing the back of my neck due to the rising blood pressure from his repeated rebellion, Seo Hojin took money out of his wallet and slammed it on the table.

“I'm leaving. I don't need to see your face, just contact me sometimes.”

“What the, hey! Hey!! Are you not coming back?!”

And then he quickly left.

“Hey, Seo Hojin...!!”

I couldn't even raise my voice out of embarrassment.

I wanted to drag my dongsaeng back and give him a few good knocks on the head, but I just sighed repeatedly and slumped into a chair.

“Wow... haha, hahaha...”

I couldn't believe the series of events that had just happened, and a hollow laugh escaped me.

“Does that brat really think we're the same age?”

Calling me out... that brat to his hyung...!

“Damn it, I raised him wrong. Oh, my blood pressure...”

I flicked away the petals scattered on the table with my fingers.

As my anger subsided, all that was left was regret.

I picked up the bouquet and put it back in the shopping bag, mulling over Hojin's words.

We shouldn't have met.

“Ah~.”

I just wanted to have a good meal together and see his face.

It seemed he was also under a lot of stress.

Thinking that, my stomach churned and I let out another sigh.

“That brat, he really inherited my temper...”

Grumbling, I chugged the half-filled glass of water.

My regret finally sank to the bottom, making way for another emotion to surface.

He still doesn't know.

After all, Seo Hojin was still unaware.

That I had spread the news myself.

Even though he was crying and causing a scene, there was no worry, concern, guilt, or remorse for our parents.

That naive brat.

Fuck, at least I felt relieved.


Chapter 173

<Shining Star... When is the Gala Concert?>

❬The Dawn, taking a 2-week break❭

The final broadcast aired, and the program wrapped up more smoothly than expected.

Although it was largely due to Kim Heeyeon's adept handling, the fact that an idol who had endured their parents' accident, continued working steadfastly for over a year, and even won first place in the competition deeply moved the public.

A flood of sympathetic opinions poured out in an instant.

[Congratulations ㅠㅠ I cried watching the final remarks ㅠㅠ]

[Truly an amazing young man. I support you.]

[I heard he was with his parents when they passed away... That young kid went through so much. I'll support you ㅠㅠ]

[Did they bring this up now to get sympathy votes? The agency is really good at their job.]

[Squeezing out a tragic backstory ㅋㅋ]

Of course, as much attention as there was, negative comments also overflowed.

The increasingly sensitive Noeuls ground their teeth every time an article popped up.

[Please stop posting articles about this!! Respect Daepaseong's privacy, seriously... fucking annoying]

[I get so tired every time this comes up... My friends keep reaching out because they know I like Hoyun, and I don't even want to respond anymore. I wish they'd stop pretending to know me.]

[Seriously, I want to chop off the heads of those who suddenly act like they know everything and leave pity comments. What do they even know?]

But as for me, I calmly acknowledged and moved past the malicious comments while munching on the apple Seong Jiwon had cut for me.

After all, it was something I had orchestrated.

Moreover, there was an added benefit, so it was all good.

[Oh? How did our view count go up so much?]

[Hey;; Seo Hoyun's fancam views are legendary right now]

[??? What's up with Stardust's stage?]

As my family situation became known, the views on The Dawn-related videos on YouTube skyrocketed exponentially.

Several songs climbed the real-time music charts, and my final remarks were clipped and circulated on SNS and various communities.

It was important to strike while the iron was hot, but pushing this narrative too far could tarnish my image.

I was used to getting cursed at, but I couldn't let it affect The Dawn.

Since it was vacation time anyway, I chose to stay low-key rather than show my face to the public.

After all, the plan to spend my vacation with Seo Hojin fell through.

“Jeong Dajun.”

On the day I met Seo Hojin, I gathered every petal from the bouquet he gave me and brought them back to the dorm.

As soon as I entered the living room and saw Jeong Dajun, I was about to say something...

“Yes, yes?!”

Seeing him fluster around like a puppy needing to pee, I wondered what I could even say to someone fourteen years younger than me.

“...No, it's fine.”

Seeing his face made me unable to speak.

Narrow-minded as I was, I deliberately exuded a rough aura, sighing repeatedly before retreating to my room.

I thought I might as well catch up on my lack of sleep.

“Haa...”

But sleep didn't come easily.

It had been like that recently

My roommate, Kang Ichae, hadn't shown his face in the room lately, and, according to the members, he had practically moved into the company's studio.

Thanks to that, I could hide my condition, but I wasn't sure if I should consider that fortunate.

I knew I couldn't leave things as they were with Kang Ichae, but I kept postponing dealing with it, using Seo Hojin as an excuse.

Thus, all I did was fiddle with my phone, picking it up, and then putting it down repeatedly.

Seriously, what a mess.

I didn't want to see his face, but asking me to contact him—what was that about?

I would have preferred to be swamped with work to clear my mind, but the company seemed to have postponed everything, including the concerts and reality shows, with no updates at all.

My phone kept buzzing, but it was all pointless messages.

Kang Yeonhu, Jeong Wonha, and others.

People I barely knew kept texting me, but the one number I was waiting for—Seo Hojin's—remained silent.

In the end, I spent my nights tossing and turning in bed with my phone in my hand, staying awake all night.

What am I supposed to do?

A few days passed like that, and just as I was about to doze off...

Bzzzz.

The sound of my phone vibrating woke me up.

I sprung up and answered the call.

“Hello?”

– “Hey, come out.”

It wasn't the voice I was hoping for.

Feeling deflated, I lay back down and wiped the slight sweat from my forehead.

“Who is this?”

– “Do you want to die? Come out quickly. You promised to treat us.”

It was Lim Hyeonsu.

Judging by the laughter in the background, she seemed to have already had a drink.

I wasn't in the mood, but a promise was a promise, so I reluctantly put on some clothes and headed to the location she texted me.

As I entered the place, taking off my earphones, I saw some familiar backs of heads.

Joo Woosung, Kim Heeyeon, and Lim Hyeonsu.

“Wow!!!”

They were the group that enjoyed teasing me the most.

“Kyaa!! Seo Hoyun is here!”

And they were already quite tipsy.

Fortunately, it seemed they had rented out the whole place as the other tables were empty.

What time is it...?

I sighed softly and sat next to Joo Woosung.

“When is this gathering going to end?”

“It's already a regular thing. Remember we even sent a coffee truck to your drama shoot? We're thinking of creating a group fund.”

“How much should we pitch in?”

“Fifty thousand won each.”

“What's fifty thousand won? It should be at least a hundred thousand won to maintain face.”

“Then let's do that~!!”

For a group including a famous idol, a composer, and a PD, the amount seemed rather modest.

“Are you going to drink?”

“No.”

I knew I wasn't in great shape.

Drinking with this group could lead to who knows what, so I declined.

“Alright, we'll drink then. Something expensive.”

But the table was only filled with a few bottles of beer and soju.

I took the beer bottle from Kim Heeyeon, who was looking around for an opener, and opened it with a spoon.

“Wow, that's so cool?”

Ignoring Joo Woosung, who was muttering with ears turning red, I poured beer into Kim Heeyeon's glass with the perfect ratio of foam to beer and smirked.

“Thank you for your hard work on the program, PD Kim.”

This was my social life.

Even if it was an ex-girlfriend, I had to be polite if needed.

“Wow~~! Thank you. Seo Hoyun, you worked really hard too!!”

She's drunk...

“Seo Hoyun! The Dawn being number one is honestly awesome!!”

“They're amazing!! Damn!! The last 'Stardust' song was perfectly done. Kang Ichae, that guy!”

“Hey, he doesn't even need to go to California!”

“So fucking annoying!”

They're drunk...

Lim Hyeonsu excitedly joined in on Kim Heeyeon's words.

Then she squinted at me with a smirk.

“Hey, can you tell Kang Ichae that I want to see my student too?”

“No.”

I immediately shut down any potential scandal.

It's been a while since I've seen Kang Ichae myself, so it wouldn't be easy to deliver the message anyway.

I munched on the peanuts set up as basic snacks and asked Joo Woosung.

“When did they start?”

“Around three hours ago...”

It seemed Joo Woosung was the most sober.

I was genuinely surprised.

As far as I knew, Kim Heeyeon was a heavy drinker.

In an instant, as they were deep in conversation, Kim Heeyeon and Lim Hyeonsu suddenly shifted the topic and started talking about Joo Woosung.

“Ha, even before the stage, our Joo Woosung was boasting how The Dawn's skills would make them number one. He was always so restless!”

“He said it so often that the mentors got tired of hearing it. Even Chae Jeongwoo and Han Chaeri!”

“Grrr, to be acknowledged by someone like Joo Woosung from Black Call, you must be number one!”

“Ahaha.”

Not really, I used everything available to secure the first place.

I wet my dry mouth with water instead of beer and gave a sheepish smile.

After saying all they wanted, the two troublemakers stood up with satisfied expressions.

“Heeyeon-ah, let's go for the next round!”

“Sure, Hyeonsu~!”

“Kyaa~. Let's go, Heeyeon~.”

They were so excited, humming songs as they left the place, completely oblivious to my disapproving glare.

“That bastard, he ignored all my calls but ran over as soon as Heeyeon-noona called...”

Joo Woosung, who had been quietly drinking, muttered under his breath.

“Are you drunk?”

“Look at this air. Alcohol is literally floating around. How can anyone not get drunk?”

“Really?”

“I want some kimchi fried rice...”

I thought he was sober, but seeing him talk nonsense, I guess not.

“So, Joo Woosung, did you really praise me that much?”

“Gack.”

Joo Woosung, who was drinking beer straight from the bottle, choked at my words.

His reaction was so funny that I chuckled, and he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand while glaring at me.

“Once you bite, you never let go, huh, you brat.”

“Of course.”

“I wasn't just praising you but your entire group.”

Joo Woosung, seemingly having given up and thinking he would get nagged by me anyway, decided to be honest.

“Han Chaeri and I went to see you guys. We realized you were number one in terms of skills.”

“Thank you.”

“But honestly, I thought you'd come in second.”

To be honest, I would have been satisfied with second place if it weren't for the penalties.

“Honestly, you were lagging behind in both capital and fandom.”

“True.”

But I had done too much to turn back.

I hated spending time regretting the past, and it was way better to do what I could now.

In the end, I even sold out my family.

At this point, there was nothing left I couldn't do.

I'll probably do more from now on.

Well, it's not surprising anymore.

I could easily predict what words would come next.

You've been through a lot, sorry to hear that, or something like that.

“I knew you wouldn't win—”

So, what should I reply with?

It's no big deal, don't worry about it, if I say something like that...

“until you spread your personal affairs yourself.”

...Would that work, I wondered.

“What did you just say?”

Just now, what did Joo Woosung say?

How on earth... Kim Jaeyeon? No, no way.

I was so caught off guard by Joo Woosung's words that I couldn't even make an excuse, and he sipped his drink with a casual expression.

“It's you, right?”

“Where did you hear something like that?”

“...Ah.”

Joo Woosung, who had slightly raised the corners of his mouth, opened a new bottle of soju and poured it into his beer glass.

“No, I didn't hear anything. Actually, no one knows.”

“......”

“But you know, you get a feeling.”

Joo Woosung downed his drink in one go and bit into a piece of squid.

“You know, I've learned a lot in my years in the entertainment industry. Once a rumor starts to spread, it spreads uncontrollably fast, but usually, no matter how much of a jerk someone is, it surprisingly doesn't come to the public's attention.”

On that point, I agreed as well.

As a PD, I had seen countless irredeemable scumbags, but in front of the public, they maintained a pure and innocent image.

“That's probably why I can still manage my image and be here despite dating so much. I realized that much.”

“......”

“There aren't many scandals that blow up without reason.”

Dating, assaults, power trips, drugs... whatever it was.

Smoke could indeed rise from a chimney without fire.

But most of the time, it's usually someone with a motive or a third party who leaks it for revenge or fun.

“Your family issues are the same. If it were meant to spread, it would have been talked about a long time ago. But the timing is just too perfect.”

Since when had Joo Woosung been figuring me out?

After I threatened him?

When Kim Seonghyeon was misrepresented in Shining Star Season 1?

When Today suddenly got screwed over?

Or—

...There are too many.

Joo Woosung spoke with an apologetic expression but with a strange certainty in his eyes.

No one had noticed until now, but Joo Woosung was the first to figure it out.

Even drunk, his face was annoyingly sharp, and I rubbed my eyes.

Joo Woosung is impressive.

“Why? What are you trying to say?”

I hadn't admitted it directly, but it was as good as acknowledging it.

“It really was you, huh.”

“Did you take a guess without being for sure?”

“Why did you do it?”

“To be number one.”

Joo Woosung stared at me for a while in silence.

“...Do you not regret doing such things?”

“Not really.”

If I were going to regret it, I wouldn't have started in the first place.

I poured a mix of beer and soju into Joo Woosung's glass and laughed.

“I'd do it again if I could go back.”

No matter how many times I went back, the result would be the same.

When I said that, Joo Woosung looked at me, paused slightly, and took a deep breath.

“Crazy bastard...”


Chapter 174

Joo Woosung, looking parched, lifted the glass I poured and downed it in one shot.

Then, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he suddenly let out a chuckle.

“I swear, I thought I'd seen it all here, but you're a first.”

A myriad of expressions flitted across his face, but after a long moment of just his lips twitching, Joo Woosung finally asked one simple question.

“Are you... okay?”

“I'm fine.”

“No, I mean your mental state.”

Joo Woosung said it like that.

It was just a question, but given the situation, it pissed me off that Joo Woosung even asked.

I propped my chin up with one hand and tilted my head to glare at him.

“I said I'm fine.”

With an unreadable expression, Joo Woosung looked directly into my eyes.

Then, he suddenly brought up something completely out of the blue.

“Do you remember when I told you about the mission and the pre-selected contestants during Shining Star Season 1?”

I remembered.

But why bring that up now?

“Back then, you said you owed me one and to let you know if I ever needed anything. Do you remember that?”

“...When was that again?”

“I asked if you remember.”

Despite my evident annoyance, Joo Woosung asked firmly.

I hesitated, considering whether to deny it, but eventually clicked my tongue and nodded.

“I want to use that now.”

“What?”

“Wait a second.”

He then rummaged through his pocket and pulled out his wallet.

I had no idea what he was up to, so I just watched quietly.

“Is it some pocket money?”

“Shut up for a second.”

Joo Woosung pulled out a small piece of paper from his wallet and handed it to me.

“Here.”

I took it absentmindedly.

It was a small white business card.

It read, “Psychiatry.”

“Go see them when you have time.”

Are you crazy?

I flipped the card back and forth.

“It's a very private place, so you don't have to worry about anyone finding out you're going to a hospital. If you need, I can tell you how to get there.”

“...Why do you have this card?”

“Why do you need to know?”

Joo Woosung snapped, taking another sip of his drink.

“Modern medicine has come a long way. Just go when you have time.”

“......”

“I can see you're falling apart in the inside.”

...Was this really the Joo Woosung that I knew?

Where did the guy who was always 2% short on awareness go? Now he was sharp as a tack.

“Can this really be considered paying back a debt?”

“Of course. I was saving this to mess you up, but now I'm using it out of the goodness of my heart.”

“Why didn't you save it for later?”

“Because I'm fucking awesome.”

“......”

I gave him a cold stare, but Joo Woosung ran his fingers through his hair, unfazed.

It pissed me off a bit.

“Do your members know you caused all this?”

“I don't think so.”

“Yeah, no sane person would think that.”

Even though he was the one who asked, Joo Woosung laughed incredulously.

“Anyway, be good to your members. They were really crying their eyes out. If it were me, I'd be pissed off, but they're way too nice...”

“There's probably one person who's pissed.”

“Ah, Kang Ichae.”

As I took a sip of beer, Joo Woosung chuckled.

“You should've taken better care of them from the start. I told you, it's a team after all. Do you think you can handle everything on your own? No way.”

“......”

Not wanting to respond, I just tapped the table and then asked.

“So, are you only close with Chae Jeongwoo?”

“...Hey.”

“I heard you're quite distant with your group.”

Joo Woosung bit his lower lip, looking quite stung.

“Where did you hear that?”

“It's quite famous.”

“Ha... damn it, people sure talk a lot. I'm trying to fix that.”

Joo Woosung pouted as he grabbed some food with his chopsticks.

Then, with a slightly redder face, he added another remark.

“...Let's both try harder, you and me.”

Before I could respond, Lim Hyeonsu and Kim Heeyeon returned.

I quickly stuffed the business card into my pocket.

Lim Hyeonsu, oblivious to the conversation between me and Joo Woosung, looked at me with a somewhat clearer face, having freshened up outside, and placed a cigarette pack and lighter in my chest pocket.

“What are you doing?”

“Smoke and forget.”

Even as I glared at her, Lim Hyeonsu remained unfazed, shouting that we should move on to the fourth round.

“I'm heading home first.”

“Oh~. Where are you going!!”

“He's busy~. He doesn't want to hang out with us~.”

“Yes, I'm really busy.”

If I stayed any longer, I'd be dragged around by these drunks all night, so I quickly ditched them and grabbed a taxi.

When I arrived at the dorm, all the lights were off, and it was quiet.

It was already past midnight.

Even though they knew I'd arrived, no one came out of their rooms.

Without even changing my clothes, I went straight to bed.

I was still tired, but my mood wasn't too bad.

I massaged my tingling left arm and gathered my thoughts.

“...Hmm.”

Then, I rummaged through my pocket and took out the business card.

I hadn't thought about it at all until Joo Woosung brought it up again today, but I had gone to counseling before, so I wasn't completely against it.

Going to the hospital wouldn't be a bad idea, but...

It's not a fundamental solution.

Even if I went, there were too many things I couldn't talk about honestly.

Well, I'd go anyway.

I hadn't expected Joo Woosung to call in his favor this way, but I was someone who kept promises no matter what.

As long as it's not a scenario, it doesn't matter...

I had always wondered why Joo Woosung was so good to me.

I tucked the business card into my wallet and thought of something else.

Joo Woosung's occasional attempts to act like a sunbae always went in one ear and out the other, but today, something stuck with me.

The fact that we were a team, after all.

I looked at the still-empty bed beside mine.

Leaving things as they were could cause problems during our activities.

I couldn't stay stuck here forever anyway.

“...Alright.”

Gathering my resolve, I jumped out of bed and headed straight to the company.

.

.

.

“So—”

I barged into the company in the early morning to confront Kang Ichae directly.

“did you figure it out?”

Kang Ichae, who was still working and had his headphones awkwardly hanging around his neck, looked at me with wide eyes.

“...What are you talking about, suddenly showing up here?”

But the way he averted his gaze right after made it clear he knew what was going on.

I plopped down on a nearby chair.

“You're avoiding me. You figured out what's happening, didn't you?”

At this rate, rumors of discord within the team were going to spread.

Kang Ichae paused slightly at my question, as if he was trying to collect his thoughts, then slowly asked...

“...Was hyung really the one who spilled his family secrets?”

...as expected.

When I remained silent, Kang Ichae scratched his head vigorously.

Then he took off his headphones, slouched in his chair, and scooted closer to me.

“Haa...”

He let out a deep sigh.

“Well... It's not like I'm avoiding you because of that. Honestly, I always knew hyung had a bit of a shady side... But I didn't expect you to come at me so suddenly like this.”

As we exchanged a few words, something unexpected struck me.

“...You're not mad?”

Kang Ichae seemed unusually calm.

His eyebrows twitched.

“...Hmm, you really don't remember, do you?”

He mumbled, rubbing his lips with his fingers after a long silence.

“Hyung, I've already gotten mad enough.”

“Huh?”

“It makes sense that you don't remember, considering you've been out of it for the past few days.”

He twisted open a water bottle that was on the table and took a sip.

“Ever since the leak, you haven't been able to sleep. When you did sleep a bit, you tossed and turned like you were having nightmares. In front of the camera or audience, you seemed fine, but it was like you were in a trance, completely out of it.”

“......”

“You were acting so strange that even I started to doubt if it was really you who did it.”

There was no particular blame in his tone or choice of words.

“Then why aren't you coming back to the dorm?”

This made me even more curious.

If it wasn't because of what he just said, why was he choosing to sleep on the cramped studio sofa instead of a comfortable bed?

“...Maybe to maintain a proper social distance?”

Kang Ichae joked, curling up the corners of his mouth playfully.

When I glared at him and crossed my arms, he quickly turned serious.

“Just to give you a break.”

“...!”

“People are already saying all kinds of things, so it wouldn't be right for us, who are closest to you, to bother you too. We already agreed among ourselves.”

This was news to me.

Kang Ichae rolled his eyes as if reminiscing and shivered.

“Of course, there was some pushback, but Jiwon-hyung completely shut it down. He crushed it with his soft but firm voice. He's a pro at intimidating people.”

“Seong Jiwon?”

“Yeah, that Seong Jiwon you believe to be so soft-hearted.”

“When did I ever say that?”

“Oh~, sure, whatever you say.”

I knew Seong Jiwon had a tough side to him too.

Kang Ichae smirked.

“You might not know, but the company wanted to push ahead with the schedule. Instead of giving us time off, they were immediately pushing for a reality show and concert schedule. Seonghyeon-hyung got really mad, and Dajun was barking right alongside him.”

“...Really?”

“......”

Kang Ichae's exasperated look pierced me.

“Oh...”

His sigh carried so many emotions that it stung.

The way he held back his words, despite his frustration, was evident, hurting my pride a bit.

“Anyway, the fact that hyung ended up like this is partly our fault too. I don't know why you're so obsessed with being number one, but—”

“How is that your fault?”

Was he mistaking guilt for something else because of his sympathetic feelings?

Kang Ichae, noticing my intent, immediately countered.

“Emotionally speaking... No, you're right. I can't deny it.”

Kang Ichae admitted coolly and took another sip of water.

“Anyway, we're a team, hyung. If we had done well, you wouldn't have felt the need to do such things.”

The reason I was obsessed with being number one was obvious: to prevent any leaks and to quickly clear this scenario and get out.

It wasn't that I thought the members lacked skill.

“If I hadn't thrown a tantrum about not wanting to compose back then, if Jeong Dajun hadn't made that mistake, if Jiwon-hyung had practiced more, if Seonghyeon-hyung had shown his abs—things like that...”

“What's with the last one?”

“Honestly, that's probably our biggest mistake in this whole thing.”

Kang Ichae joked with a snicker, closing the water bottle and spinning it with his fingertips.

“I know our group isn't your top priority, hyung.”

“......”

“I've always wondered why you go to such lengths. But I get it now. You have some other goal.”

He kicked off the floor slightly, sliding over to his desk, and repeatedly hit the save button on his music composition program.

“Then we should run together.”

And he smiled brightly.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you breathe well?”

“Of course.”

Strangely enough, I shamelessly lied, using acting skills that didn't fool any of the members.

Every now and then, I subtly shifted to the opposite side of Kang Ichae as my arm started to go numb, but Kang Ichae just stared blankly without saying a word.

“Good, that's a relief.”

He muttered, and silence lingered between us.

After a moment, Kang Ichae stretched and stood up.

“But when you puke, stop running away, got it?”

“......”

Even at times like this, he had to rhyme?[1]

He tapped my back and gestured for us to head back to the dorm.

Even though it was late at night, unlike earlier, all the members were gathered in the living room.

They were chatting quietly but widened their eyes when they saw us.

“Oh!”

“You're back?”

“Yeah. Hey, since we have nothing else to do...”

I naturally sat on the sofa, contemplating what to say.

Then I remembered Jeong Dajun constantly singing about wanting to try drinking when he became an adult.

Back then, I had laughed it off, thinking he was just a kid with no fear.

“...Should we drink to celebrate?”

“What's with the sudden...”

Even Jeong Dajun looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“If you don't want to, forget it.”

“Oh! No, let's drink, let's drink.”

Seong Jiwon, thinking it was a good chance to lighten the mood, agreed with me and quickly started setting things up.

I followed Kim Seonghyeon, who volunteered to buy the alcohol.

“What do you want to drink?”

“Pine bud drink.”

“I'm so sick of that...”

If you had tried mixing Pine bud and soju, you wouldn't say that.

I grabbed beer and soju and was even eyeing the whiskey section when Kim Seonghyeon asked,

“But it's surprising you didn't fight with Kang Ichae.”

“Was there a need to fight...”

I scratched my nose awkwardly.

“Kang Ichae was pretty mature.”

“...What?”

“He seemed really composed.”

The Pine bud drink in Kim Seonghyeon's hand dropped to the floor.

“Hey. You really don't remember...? He was the most pissed off when you were in bad shape.”

“...??”

Then, with an incredulous look, Kim Seonghyeon revealed something I didn't know.

“Remember when the company was debating whether to leave you alone or pull you off stage? Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon fought so fiercely. Seeing how crazy his eyes got, I thought we might disband right then and there.”

“......”

“Dajun and I got caught in the crossfire. I never imagined I'd become the shrimp caught in the middle.”

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at my face, grumbling as he picked up the drink from the floor.

“I went out because they told us to stay out until Kang Ichae could calmed down.”

Only then did I realize.

Kang Ichae, you sneaky bastard!

He had conveniently left out the parts that put him in a bad light.




1 Ichae said, “근데 토할 때 그만 토껴, 알겠지?” Note that토할 때 (tohal ttae/”when you puke”) and 그만 토껴 (geuman tokkyeo/”stop running away”) rhymes.
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“Are we really drinking this?”

“Of course, did you think we were just going to pretend to drink?”

While the other members were busy preparing the food and setting up the table, Jeong Dajun hesitated as he stared at the endless rows of alcohol bottles.

He seemed worried since I had been giving off a cold vibe lately.

“What do you want to drink? I just bought whatever was available.”

“Wow, there's really a lot?”

“Let's drink like there's no tomorrow.”

When I thought about it, this was the longest break we'd had since coming here.

It wasn't intentional, but if we continued like this, it was clear we wouldn't be able to properly prepare for our next activities

We needed this time to relieve our fatigue and open up to each other.

“I'll just drink a little.”

“Oh? Really?”

Right after becoming an adult, he had proudly flaunted his ID and bought a can of beer to drink by himself.

Of course, he made a face and threw it away when he realized how bad it tasted.

When Seong Jiwon asked again, the maknae just nodded silently, his lips tightly sealed.

He still seemed curious, judging by the way his eyes darted around.

Do I have to do this even at the dorm...?

However, seeing Jeong Dajun's face made the decision easy.

I lightly kicked Jeong Dajun's leg and whispered to him.

“Hey.”

“W-What?”

Jeong Dajun, sensing something suspicious, flinched and stepped back slightly.

I smirked wickedly.

“Wanna see something fun?”

Hyung will liven up the mood.

.

.

.

Swoosh!!

“Wow!! Woah!!”

After shaking the beer bottle and pouring it into the glass, the soju glass plopped right into the beer glass.

I shook the water off my hands and grinned.

“Not loud enough.”

“Hyung! You're so freakin' awesome!!”

“What? I can't hear you.”

“Wow~!! Hoyun is the best!!”

Jeong Dajun, eyes sparkling, was so absorbed in watching me that he was jumping up and down with his hands covering his mouth.

His cheeks were bright red, and his speech was slurred, indicating he was completely drunk.

I pushed the whining maknae, who clung to me asking to see it again, toward Kim Seonghyeon, but the leader was already too far gone.

“Hyung! Teach me!!”

“Huh? I'm not Seo Hoyun?”

“Oh, right!? Isn't this the Shining Seonghyeon?”

“I-I'm shining?”

I left them laughing hysterically at each other.

Jeong Dajun picked up a half-eaten, cold hot bar with both hands and mimicked Kim Seonghyeon's final words.

“The five of us will always be together.”

“...??”

“Because five minus one is... zero...”

“...Jeong Dajun...!!”

Even drunk, he still seemed embarrassed to be teased.

Kim Seonghyeon's ears turned beet red as he gritted his teeth.

Anyway, things were lively, more like the usual The Dawn.

“Those two are really glued together...”

Jeong Dajun was sent off, Kim Seonghyeon was out, and now there were two left.

Seeing Seong Jiwon smiling brightly with a clear face while mixing Kaoliang wine and soju, I decided to avoid him for now.

I set my sights on Kang Ichae, who was laughing at Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon.

“Raise your glass. I'll fill it up.”

“Huh~? No, I'm fine.”

“You don't get chances like this often.”

I was shaking the soju bottle back and forth, but Kang Ichae was somehow evasive.

What's this?

During the Shining Star Season 1 after-party, he stuck close to me just fine.

As I rummaged through my memories, I suddenly realized.

“...Oh.”

Back then, he didn't touch alcohol at all.

I didn't realize because he acted like he was drunk without drinking.

“Hyungs can drink. I'll just enjoy watching from the side.”

The moment I realized that, my eyes gleamed.

This is an opportunity.

I usually didn't force people who didn't like drinking, but with Kang Ichae, I wanted to get back at him for all the trouble he caused me.

Seong Jiwon.

= Let's get him.

Seong Jiwon, who had some issues with Kang Ichae recently, gave me a mischievous look in response to my signal.

Okay!

= Okay!

He tapped Kang Ichae's arm.

“Haha, Ichae, have a drink with hyung just once.”

“...What?”

The support was in.

Taking advantage of Kang Ichae's brief confusion at Seong Jiwon's unusual behavior, I quickly filled a glass.

Even though Seong Jiwon could see everything from his angle, he just kept smiling gently.

“The alcohol content isn't that high. I also want to toast with Ichae.”

“Hey, Kang Ichae. Seong Jiwon is asking you to drink, so just do it.”

“......”

At that moment, we were two cunning snakes.

Kang Ichae, the rapper of our group, noticed something was off from our grinning faces and furrowed his eyebrows.

“No.”

“If Ichae doesn't want to, we can't force him...”

“......”

“Are you still mad at me?”

When Seong Jiwon's eyes turned sorrowful, Kang Ichae gritted his teeth.

“Ugh, I hate this combo.”

“Why?”

“...You won't bother me if I drink, right?”

Eventually, he sighed deeply as if he was giving in and downed the glass in front of him in one go.

“Our Ichae drinks so well.”

“Why is soju so bitter?”

“Isn't it because you haven't had it in a while? Do you want some water?”

“Really?”

Just kidding.

That was Chinese liquor from Y brand.

Its alcohol content was 38%.

And five minutes later.

“Ah...”

Kang Ichae, his face flushed and expression blank, rubbed his forehead.

He looked exactly like a delinquent.

“You bastards... This is 38% alcohol!!”

“Pfft. Are you sure you're not misreading it because you're drunk?”

“Seo Hoyun...”

An enraged Kang Ichae spat out informal speech, but I coolly ignored it.

When he tried to get up to go to our room and stumbled, I even helped him up.

Of course, I was laughing the whole time.

“Are you happy? Happy? I told you I'm weak with alcohol.”

“Okay, okay, hyung made a mistake.”

“Seo, you're annoying...”

I tossed the half-asleep, mumbling Kang Ichae into the pile with Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun.

“Ugh!! He's heavy!”

At first, they grumbled, but soon they were making a racket.

“Hyung, hyung! Do you want to play Halli Galli?”

“Halli Galli... where are you going?”

“Huh, you don't know? Haven't you played with your friends before?”

“I don't have friends, so I don't know games like this...”

Looking a bit sleepy from the alcohol, Kang Ichae mumbled and rubbed his eyes.

As people say, alcohol brings out the truth.

He was spilling his real feelings.

Hearing that, Jeong Dajun clenched his fist.

“Ichae-hyung, I'll be your friend! Seonghyeon-hyung, quickly become friends with our delinquent friend.”

“Of course! Kang Ichae and I are friends!”

“Ugh...”

“No, no, you don't need friends to play this. I'll teach you! When five fruits come out, you just have to hit the bell really fast! You can do it without friends!”

“Really?”

Somewhat intrigued, Kang Ichae stood up immediately.

“Really, you can do it without friends?”

“Kang Ichae, I'll show you.”

Kim Seonghyeon grabbed Kang Ichae's arm and headed to the kitchen.

They sat facing each other at the dining table.

Jeong Dajun followed and quickly dealt the cards.

Soon, the sound of giggling and laughter could be heard.

Seong Jiwon, who had watched the whole process, burst into laughter.

“Isn't it still a game that needs friends?”

“That's what I'm saying.”

Could there be a more wholesome drinking party in the world?

Watching them play like children, it was amusing and somehow comforting.

As I rested my chin on my hand and dazed out, Seong Jiwon poured some alcohol into my empty glass.

Splosh.

“You did well, Hoyun.”

“......”

“You must have had a tough time.”

Instead of answering, I looked over Seong Jiwon's face and asked.

“I heard you fought with Kang Ichae?”

“It's just a difference of opinion, that's all.”

Others didn't seem to think that way though...

Seong Jiwon brushed back a few strands of hair that had fallen over his forehead and smiled softly.

He always seemed to exude a gentle aura, but now he looked even more at peace.

“Still, they're all really good people. We can respect each other no matter what we do.”

“...Right.”

“I'm happy to be a member of The Dawn with you all.”

Seong Jiwon filled his glass with vodka and downed it in one go.

“I hope you feel the same way.”

His eyes creased into a smile.

He never once brought up my family issues.

During the award speech, he hugged me and cried like it was his own problem, yet he chose to stay by my side until I got better without saying a word.

“Let's take it slow.”

See, he was doing it again.

I barely managed to lift the corners of my mouth.

“I need to sort some things out. You're done drinking, right?”

“Yeah. Leave me be. We can do it together later.”

I left Seong Jiwon, who was chuckling at my appearance, and got up from my seat.

Screech.

I slightly pulled the curtain aside and stepped out onto the balcony, sitting down on the chair that Jeong Dajun had brought during his interior decorating phase when we got our dorm.

I opened my front pocket and took out the pack of cigarettes and lighter that Lim Hyeonsu had given me at a drinking party.

Thin menthols.

It felt like she was rooting for me to fail at my goal to quit smoking.

I took one out and bit it between my lips.

But instead of lighting it, I just flicked the lighter, making sparks.

“Sigh...”

I had been doing so well.

Feeling a bit weary, I was tempted to smoke just one.

Just light it up and take a drag on the filter.

Screech.

“Holy crap! Hyung!”

But that thought didn't last long.

Jeong Dajun burst through the balcony door, eyes wide, pointing at me.

“Oh my gosh!! Over the top!!”

“Hey, hey. Keep it down.”

“Why are you doing this when you've been holding out so well?!”

The heavily drunk maknae couldn't even stand straight, swaying as he tried to close the balcony door.

The moment his gaze shifted, I quickly tossed the cigarette behind me and pulled out a lollipop from my pocket.

“Jeong Dajun, look. It's a lollipop stick.”

“Huh... Oh? Really?”

What did you mean by “really”?

Tilting his head a few times, Dajun slowly approached me.

“Are you okay, hyung? Honestly, I can't tell if you're Seo Hoyun, Jiwon-hyung, Seonghyeon-hyung, or Ichae-hyung right now.”

“Really? You're that confused.”

“Yeah, isn't it kind of weird?? And Ichae-hyung is super drunk right now!”

You're drunk too, you fool.

Grumbling, Jeong Dajun stomped his feet.

Then he leaned against the wall, slid down, and buried his head in his knees, nodding off.

“Hey, go to sleep.”

“...I'm not sleepy.”

Just like a dad pretending not to sleep when you try to turn off the TV, he stubbornly refused to move even when I nudged him with my foot.

As I pondered how to drag this kid to bed, Jeong Dajun suddenly lifted his face and rubbed his eyes.

“...Hyung, I didn't say anything because I was afraid of getting scolded, but I called Hojin-hyung before.”

“......”

“I was worried something serious might happen.”

Despite my stern gaze, Jeong Dajun yawned nonchalantly.

“Yawn, I know you're someone who isn't afraid of anything in this world... But seeing you like that scares me.”

I understood what he was trying to say, though his sentences were disjointed and out of context.

“And... yeah.”

I doubted he'd remember what he said once he sobered up, but Jeong Dajun continued speaking.

“You don't have to take me on the roller coaster ride...”

I fiddled with the lighter in my hand.

“Jeong Dajun.”

No response.

He had fallen asleep.

“Jeong Dajun, are you asleep?”

I called a few more times but got the same result.

“...You fall asleep so quickly.”

Seriously, has this kid changed at all in the past year?

Thinking so, I recalled the unit competition and retracted my thought.

Jeong Dajun had changed.

Just like everyone else.

“What a big deal...”

Click.

Click.

The flame flared up and died out repeatedly in the dark.

“...Dajun.”

Mumbling like an idiot, I repeated my actions.

“I'm afraid of something too.”

The possibility that scared me more than anything else.

My biggest fear, my biggest secret.

Maybe even scarier than my parents' accident, my recurring nightmares, or even Seo Hojin's anger.

The one thing I could never tell anyone.

How could I reveal to anyone that I was terrified of the possibility that my dongsaeng might still be left in the world I left behind?

There was definitely a Seo Hojin here who remembers me.

But what if that was not all?

What if Hojin was left alone there, searching for me, and my absence hurts him?

Every time I thought about living well here alone, leaving that kid behind so irresponsibly, I was terrified.

I wanted to go back.

“......”

And I needed confirmation.

That my worries were unfounded.

“Sigh...”

I wiped my face.

Maybe I did drink too much today.

So pathetic...

I sighed, putting the lighter down and crushing the cigarette pack in my hand.

The impulse to smoke vanished as quickly as it had come.

After hesitating for a moment, I pulled out my phone and sent a text to Seo Hojin.

– Me: Did you eat?

Despite the late hour, a reply came quickly.

– Dongsaeng: ㅇ

Why did you tell me to contact you if you're going to reply like this?

I was about to turn off my phone when another message from Seo Hojin arrived.

– Dongsaeng: I miss you

I paused.

He had never said anything like this before.

– Dongsaeng: But I'm so annoyed I don't want to see you

“Pfft.”

I rubbed my forehead and chuckled, then replied.

– Me: Make up your mind, you brat

– Me: Besides, my face is very expensive

I read the simple messages a few more times, smacking my lips, and tapped Dajun's shoulder who was dozing off.

He still didn't show any signs of waking up, so I pinched his cheeks.

“Jeong Dajun, go to bed.”

“Ugh...”

“Quickly.”

Dajun, seemingly in pain, rubbed his cheeks with his hands and staggered inside without even opening his eyes.

After kicking out the unwelcome guest, I opened the balcony window alone.

Even though it was early morning, the damp and heavy air of the abruptly approaching summer clung to my arms.

“It's hot.”

The sky in the distance was starting to turn red.

It was too vivid to dismiss everything as just a game or to think that completing the scenario would be the end.

I need to go back.

Though my arm occasionally felt numb, my breath sometimes short, and my runaway conscience sometimes returned.

Even so, living recklessly as a piece of trash wouldn't change.

I did miss the photos of my family that had disappeared from my phone.

“Brat.”

It didn't matter.

“Hyung misses you too.”

I planned to see it through to the end, no matter what.


Chapter 176

Special Chapter

“All right!”

Fourteen-year-old Seo Hojin began listing today's tasks.

[January 30

Finish math homework

Preview the third-year middle school curriculum

Congratulate hyung on his birthday!!]

He pouted momentarily as he wrote the last task.

It was obvious that hyung would come home late again today, busy with tutoring and whatnot.

Staring at the memo, Seo Hojin suddenly stood up, shoved money into his pocket, put on his padded jacket, and went out the door.

However, he hadn't gone far when someone called out to him.

“Hey! You there.”

It wasn't uncommon for someone to strike up a conversation with him while walking down the street.

Usually, they were girls who knew Seo Hoyun.

“Aren't you Seo Hoyun's dongsaeng?”

“...Yes.”

Seo Hojin squinted at the person in front of him.

“Wow~, you look exactly the same as a few years ago. Don't kids usually grow up fast? Or is it different for everyone?”

Her words hit Seo Hojin's complex squarely.

“I'm a high school classmate of Hoyun. Do you remember me?”

“What do you want to say?”

“...Wow, look at that attitude. You really are Seo Hoyun's dongsaeng.”

She squatted down to meet Seo Hojin's eyes and gave a bright smile.

“Tell Hoyun to answer his phone. Why doesn't he ever pick up?”

“Maybe he doesn't want to.”

“The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, huh.”

When Seo Hojin retorted with a sullen attitude, she awkwardly smiled but still forced 20,000 won into his hand.

“Here, it's a bribe. Buy yourself something nice and tell that guy... Hoyun to give me a call.”

“......”

“No, forget it. Just tell him I miss him.”

Seo Hojin hesitated, looking at the money.

He was already short on cash, making him more conflicted.

Seeing this, the woman mischievously tapped the back of the hand holding the money.

“Come on, just take it.”

“......”

“It's cold today, be careful on your way home.”

Seo Hojin hesitated a bit before grabbing the woman's arm as she walked toward her friends.

Then, almost throwing the money back at her, he ran toward his original destination, ignoring her shouts of “Hey! Hey!!” behind him.

He suddenly remembered a similar incident from the past when his hyung had scolded him harshly for three days straight, saying, “If you like taking money from strangers so much, why don't you go live with them?”

Moreover, now that he was a bit older, he knew better than to accept things from strangers.

“Huff, huff...”

Only after turning the corner and seeing the path to the park did he slow down and catch his breath.

His hyung, Seo Hoyun, had always been a local celebrity.

Though he was known for his lack of manners, his good looks made him popular among his peers, and his academic excellence made him the subject of admiration among parents.

His popularity peaked when he got into college.

He was always surrounded by people, was somewhat indifferent to his dongsaeng, and often argued with their parents like a typical high school student.

But everything changed after the incident.

Even the young Seo Hojin realized that their current situation wasn't normal.

...Hmm.

He thought that if he had taken the money earlier, he might have been able to buy something better.

Pushing aside his slight regret, Seo Hojin entered the bakery he had scouted beforehand.

He was slightly shocked by the prices of the cakes displayed.

They were even more expensive than he had expected.

Still, with the money he had, he could buy a small strawberry shortcake from the corner of the display.

Not knowing Seo Hoyun's preferences, Seo Hojin didn't hesitate and pointed to one with his hand.

“Thank you!”

After he placed his order, the bakery owner seemed to be in a good mood and gave him a slightly broken cookie as a freebie.

Carefully packing the cake box, Seo Hojin popped the cookie into his mouth in one bite.

Just then, the florist next door spotted him and called out.

“Oh my, isn't that Hojin?”

She was someone close to his mother.

Why was he running into so many people today?

He just wanted to get home quickly.

“It's been a while. Are you in the third grade now?”

“...I'm about to graduate from elementary school.”

“Oh, I'm sorry.”

Seeing Seo Hojin's slightly tired response, the florist was surprised.

The child before her was very small for his age.

“A cake? Whose birthday is it today?”

“Hyung's.”

Quickly collecting herself, she asked affectionately, but Seo Hojin only glanced away and answered with a single word.

“Ah, it's your hyung's birthday today, huh. Haha. Then take this flower, too.”

The florist, looking a bit apologetic, picked a bright yellow flower and wrapped it quickly.

“Isn't it pretty?”

“......”

“It's the birth flower for January 30. It's called a marsh marigold. Do you know what its flower meaning is?”

“No...”

When Seo Hojin shook his head, she smiled softly and fixed the flower securely on the cake box, explaining its meaning.

Seo Hojin found the meaning quite appealing.

“Thank you.”

“Be careful on your way.”

Thinking of his parents who always emphasized manners, he bowed politely and turned around with a slightly heavy heart.

As he was walking home briskly, he suddenly remembered he hadn't paid for the flower and hurried back to the florist.

“It's really sad.”

He overheard the florist chatting with an employee.

“After their parents died in a car accident, his hyung took care of his dongsaeng alone.”

“Really?”

Hojin winced and stopped in his tracks.

“How sad. No matter how much effort his hyung puts in, it's not the same as having parents.”

“It must be tough.”

“Definitely, that hyung must be having a hard time raising him.”

Seo Hojin lowered his gaze momentarily before walking forward again with determined steps.

“...Oh my!”

The adults, startled by the sound of his footsteps, looked at him.

“Why are you back? Do you need something?”

Seo Hojin took the crumpled money out of his pocket and placed it on the counter.

“I didn't pay.”

“Oh! Right.”

The florist smiled awkwardly.

Seo Hojin felt a cold weight in his chest.

“But you could have just taken it. It was a gift from me—”

“And it doesn't make much difference.”

“...What?”

Seo Hojin straightened his neck, looked the florist in the eye, and spoke clearly.

“Whether my hyung raises me or my parents do.”

He turned and left immediately.

Though they called out behind him, Seo Hojin closed his ears to them.

At the park's trash bin, he plucked the beautifully wrapped flower from the cake box and threw it away in frustration.

“So annoying... seriously.”

Feeling irritable and annoyed, he headed home, grumbling.

From a distance, he spotted Seo Hoyun's back.

“Hyung!”

Surprised to see him coming home early, he quickly approached.

“I told you, don't fucking call me.”

Seo Hoyun was yelling at someone over the phone.

Se Hojin instinctively hid behind a wall.

“Have some decency, will you? How could you call a kid and bring up money?”

“......”

A few days ago, Seo Hojin had to face a relative who had been smiling brightly.

This person had taken care of him briefly after the accident, but honestly, he didn't want to think about that time again.

“Is hyung home?”

Grinning slyly, the relative had suddenly asked if he was eating well and if there was anything he wanted.

It felt off.

Seo Hoyun clicked his tongue and ran his hand through his hair, his voice icy.

“Enough. Show yourself around my dongsaeng again, and I'll show you what real hell is like.”

Seo Hojin crouched down, tapping the cake box.

The call continued.

“Won't I regret this?”

Hoyun laughed, sounding incredulous.

“The thing I regret most in my life was leaving Seo Hojin with you people for even half a year.”

Then, he hung up the phone abruptly, breathing heavily.

Frustrated, he pulled a cigarette from his pocket, placed it between his lips, and cursed.

“Fucking bastards.”

It was his birthday, a day that should have been filled with good things.

Yet, he wore a troubled expression, smoking one cigarette after another.

Seo Hojin peeked out, observing him, then stood up with the cake box.

“Hyung!!”

“...Oh.”

Seo Hoyun was startled and took a step back.

He quickly stubbed out the half-burned cigarette on the ground and stomped on it, waving his hand to dissipate the smoke.

“What are you doing here? When did you get here?”

“Just now.”

Seeing Seo Hojin tilt his head innocently with wide eyes, Seo Hoyun looked relieved and scratched the back of his neck with one hand.

“Seo Hojin, did you finish your homework before wandering around?”

“...No.”

“How bold of you.”

Seo Hoyun grabbed Seo Hojin's cheek and gave it a playful tug.

With the musty smell of cigarettes and a painful sting, Seo Hojin quickly brushed the hand away and gently rubbed his cheek, making Seo Hoyun chuckle.

“What's with the cake?”

“It's your birthday, hyung.”

“Oh.”

He had clearly forgotten.

But he always remembered to celebrate Seo Hojin's birthday.

“Wow, where'd you get the money?”

Seo Hojin nearly explained that he'd saved up half of his allowance but decided against it.

He had refrained from eating tteokbokki and Pikachu tonkatsu with his friends to save money.

He couldn't ask his hyung, who managed living expenses with money earned from part-time jobs without touching their parents' insurance money, for more allowance.

The process of buying the cake was embarrassing enough, and he didn't want to talk about it.

So, he pushed his hyung's back, urging him to go inside.

“By the way, hyung, do you like whipped cream cake?”

As they got off the elevator and reached the door, Seo Hojin asked while Seo Hoyun was unlocking the door.

Without even turning his gaze, Seo Hoyun replied.

“Not really.”

“......”

Seo Hojin's eyebrows drooped at his hyung's blunt response.

If he had just taken the money earlier, he could have bought a huge chocolate cake.

Watching this from above, Seo Hoyun let out a small laugh as he opened the door.

“I'll start liking it from today.”

Seo Hojin, who had been secretly glancing at his hyung's face, nodded vigorously.

Seo Hoyun took the cake out and placed it on the kitchen table, lighting the candles.

Seo Hojin's heart raced at the sight.

But no matter how long he waited, Seo Hoyun didn't seem to have any intention of blowing out the candles, just staring at him silently.

“...What?”

“Sing me the birthday song.”

“...No.”

“Hurry up. The wax is going to drip.”

Mumbling and grumbling, Seo Hojin eventually started singing awkwardly with claps.

“Happy birthday to you~. Happy birthday to you~.”

“......”

“Beloved... Anyway, to hyung~.”

“Hey, you missed the 'beloved' part.”

“Happy birthday to you~!”

Ignoring Seo Hoyun's teasing, he completed his mission.

Seo Hoyun chuckled as he brought his face close to the cake and blew out the candles with a whoosh.

“Did you make a wish?”

“Yeah, but I'm not telling you.”

“Who asked you?”

Seo Hoyun ruffled Seo Hojin's hair roughly and brought plates and forks, cutting a piece from the most delicious-looking part of the cake and handing it to Seo Hojin.

“Thanks. I'll enjoy it.”

In that way, Seo Hojin received his hyung's heartfelt gratitude.

It had been a day full of all sorts of events, but that one sentence made everything feel okay.

He took a small bite of the cake with his fork, and the sweet taste filled his mouth.

After taking a few more bites, he felt that now was the right time to ask a question he had been curious about for a while.

“Hyung, by the way.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

Like that girl he saw earlier...

With whipped cream smeared on one cheek, Seo Hojin blinked his big eyes and stared blankly.

“What?”

After a moment of silence, Seo Hoyun burst out laughing.

“Seo Hojin, you're already interested in that stuff??”

“...What are you talking about!”

Seo Hojin quickly tried to correct the misunderstanding, but Seo Hoyun kept laughing.

“I'm not!”

“Haha, oh, are you really in puberty? You've grown up so fast?”

“I told you, I'm not!!”

Even though Seo Hojin's ears turned red with embarrassment, Seo Hoyun couldn't stop laughing.

After laughing for a while, Seo Hoyun covered his eyes with one hand and chuckled.

“Okay, okay, if you like someone, make sure to tell hyung, okay?”

“......”

“Oh, I laughed too hard after a long time... my stomach hurts.”

Seeing his dongsaeng, who was now thoroughly sulking and avoiding eye contact, Seo Hoyun skewered a strawberry with his fork and held it to Seo Hojin's lips.

Seo Hojin, despite glaring, accepted the strawberry.



“Is it good?”

“...It's good.”

Seo Hoyun patted Seo Hojin's head again before getting up to tidy up.

Anyway, he felt he had given his hyung a pretty decent January 30.

“Hey, take out your homework.”

“......”

Though it wasn't the same for himself.

.

.

.

That night, Seo Hojin went to bed early but woke up in the middle of the night.

He heard the sound of running water.

Rubbing his eyes, he stepped out of his room to look for his hyung, and then he heard it.

“...Ah, fuck...”

He stopped.

Seo Hoyun was clutching his arm in the bathroom, where light spilled out.

It was where his scar was.

“Shit, it hurts so bad...”

Watching him, Seo Hojin quickly retreated back to his room and buried himself under the covers.

Sometimes, Seo Hoyun had nightmares.

Then he would go to the bathroom, turn on the water, and endure the pain alone.

At times like this, Seo Hojin's role was to pretend he knew nothing and go back to sleep.

He knew that was the most he could do to show his consideration.

Idiot...

His hyung was always like that.

No matter what happened, he would hide it from him or act like it didn't matter.

This made Seo Hojin even more curious.

That's why I asked if you had a girlfriend earlier.

He wanted to know if there was someone who would take care of Seo Hoyun, just as his hyung took care of him.

Seo Hojin wriggled under the blanket.

He tried to fall asleep, but the sound of water outside reminded him of the flower he had thrown away in the trash.

Hyung.

A round, bright yellow flower.

Honestly, it didn't suit Seo Hoyun at all.

Do you know the meaning of your birth flower?

Seo Hojin hoped that the day Seo Hoyun was born and the meaning of that flower were not just a coincidence.


Chapter 177

[Title: The Dawn – A Year and a Half of Snooping Around]

ㅋㅋ I never thought I'd be writing something like this.

Anyway, it seems like there are a ton of new fans since Shining Star endedㅇㅇ so I figured I'd write up my thoughts on just snooping around.

I've been hanging around for a year and a half, though I'm not even sure if you can still call it that... Anyway, before you read, a warning!!

*These guys are surrounded by a ton of controversies.

I'll start with that.

These days, The Dawn is often promoted as being tame and their content is fun. It's not a scam. They are actually pretty nice.

The fans seem experienced, brimming with enthusiasm but usually keeping it civil.

But there are a lot of controversies surrounding them.

If you can't handle it and don't want the stress, it's best to hit backspace and leave.

*Mentions/compares with other idols (like ㅂㄹㅋ and ㅌㄷㅇ) are present. If that makes you uncomfortable, leave now.[1]

If you're okay with it, keep scrolling.

The members of the group work really hard, but their first album flopped big time & maybe because they debuted later in life, they treat their fans really well.

Honestly, at first, it felt like just a business relationship, but in a year and a half, you can see they've gotten quite close.

1. Seong Jiwon (24) Main Vocal

The future of K-Pop vocals, succeeding Black Call's Chae Jeongwoo.

He was a long-term trainee at D.Go and was once the center for the now-fallen ㅌㄷㅇ... Anyway, one look at his face and you can see he dances well too.

His vocals are just... damn, even now they're amazing, but when you compare his growth over the past year, it's insane. He's undeniably the top of his class now.

Personality?? There's a saying that if Seong Jiwon's kindness is fake, then there's no point in trusting humanity anymore.

At first, I was like, oh, come on ㅋㅋ; but if this guy is really faking it, it would be better to wipe out half of humanity... He's genuinely kind, not just stupidly nice.

(But this might be limited to members and staff... I'm not sure since Seong Jiwon isn't the type to go out much.)

Initially, he wasn't like this and was a bit mentally fragile, but it seems he's toughened up, and now he's the top dog in The Dawn.

2. Kim Seonghyeon (24) Leader, Main Dancer

The undeniable Shining Star pick for the non-fans.

A lot of K-Pop otakus must've joined after watching his “Kill the Lights” fancam. His personality is surprisingly gentle, as seen in radio shows or V-Live.

Looking at his face, you'd think he'd be indifferent or a loner, but he's quite gentle and sensitive, not fake at all.

Maybe because he's been through a lot, he stays quiet during controversies, but cries during happy moments or when something happens to the members, earning him the nickname “Water Man Leader.”

I heard he has a lot of younger siblings... He gets teased a lot by the members in their content ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's easily fooled and can't act, which is honestly cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

If Seong Jiwon succeeds Chae Jeongwoo, then Kim Seonghyeon is more in the Joo Woosung line... Seonghyeon is a bit more powerful, but saying this might rile up the Black Call fandomha~

3. Jeong Dajun (20) Maknae, Sub Dancer

Forget everything else, he's just too cute!!!!!!!!!!

Did I get caught that he's my pick? ㅅㅂ

He grew up without lacking anything, the perfect maknae role... He's expressive and honest.

His dancing is pretty talented, but the rest of his skills are honestly just average...

...If you think that, go watch the Shining Star unit competition!!!!

https://www.Neotube.com/watch?v=THe-DAwN_sHiNIn?GSTar2_JdJ

This guy is seriously something else.

No arguments. Even if you bring Seo Hoyun's half-face photo card, I won't take it. Jeong Dajun is something else.

I honestly have high expectations ㅋㅋㅋ I think being young is his weapon, but with his career at this age... I'm so excited to see what he'll do next.

The other four are quite fond of him, but especially Seo Hoyun treats him like a younger brother ten years his junior ㅋㅋ

Oh, there's so much to say about Jeong Dajun, but for now, he's definitely the variety show role.

Anyone who talks bad about Dajun, come at me... let's fight.

4. Kang Ichae (22) Rapper

Surprisingly, the cleanest member of The Dawn.

ㅋㅋㅋㅋ This surprised even me... The flashy first impression made me think he'd be popular but might have issues with drinking, smoking, or women, but nope?? None.

Even Seong Jiwon has controversies because of his former agency... but Kang Ichae has none, just squeaky~~ clean...

Kang Ichae... He doesn't hang out with other idols at all. There are no sightings of him.

When you do see him, he's always with the members... He gets along well with Jeong Dajun.

(If you want to nitpick, some of Kang Ichae's individual fans occasionally bash other members, claiming they're always getting a free ride on Kang Ichae's producing bus.)

Contrary to his appearance, he's just a young man who only composes and writes lyrics... He gives the members a hard time with his witty remarks, but when he raps, he's insane.

I thought he was just naturally talented but seeing him always in the recording studio during Shining Star Season 2 or on V-Live, he might actually be a hard worker...

5. Seo Hoyun (24) Lead Vocal

The undeniable Shining Star pick for the non-fans222

Honestly, you could say I wrote this post just to talk about Seo Hoyun.

What more is there to say?

He's really such a fascinating character... This guy is the epitome of the fierce K-Pop spirit these days.

He's good at singing and acting, but dancing...

To be honest, he has improved a lot, but objectively, he's just average, yet somehow, he always manages to nail it; maybe it's his unique confidence and aura...

Even non-fans admit he's a pure-looking handsome guy... I thought he was just a pretty face, but Noeuls (fans) are drawn to his intense personality.

At first, fans worried that he'd burn out and collapse from running so hard ㅋㅋ but a year later, we reached the “ㅋㅋ Who are we to worry about?” level of steel mentality.

The peak of his fierceness was the legendary “Second Chance” Japan fancam.

https://www.Neotube.com/watch!v=THe-DAwN_JP_SEoHOwhOw!

And the iconic Shining Star Season 2 Final “Stardust” fancam...

https://tv.never.com/v/ShiNiN?GstAr2_thEDawN

Watching that live on TV left my jaw hanging.

The performance, combined with the situation/story at the time, was just divine... His eyes were glistening, it still gives me chills...

At first, many people criticized him for being obviously business-like with the members, but it seems to have improved lately?

He never shows when he's having a hard time and treats the fans incredibly well. He doesn't seem to draw strength from fans, but he tries really hard to give back;; it's fascinating.

Seeing him get along with Joo Woosung made me think he's the type to be overly friendly, but so far, Joo Woosung is the only friend he has from another group... (Well, Joo Woosung is also known for drawing boundaries.)

Having no friends is an idol's virtue ㅋㅅ

Shining Star-related stuff is down below

(deleted)

(deleted)

(deleted)

I wrote a lot, but anyway, please take care of The Dawn.

There's been a huge influx of fans after Shining Star, but aside from the controversies around them, they're a pretty decent idol group ㅋㅋ (Especially since none of them have many friends outside the group^^)

That's the end of my year-and-a-half report as a snooping Noeul.

_____________________________________

I realized talking about Shining Star* Season 2 is too sensitive, so I deleted it.

The comment section is a mess ㅋㅋ]

Seeing this, some Noeuls started spreading the link.

[If you've been sneaky for a year and a half, you're basically a true Noeul.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So funny ㅅㅂ]

[The denial phase is lasting a long time...]

But of course, some fans were visibly upset.

[Why pretend to be reluctant about mentioning controversies but not delete the post entirely ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Using Shining Star's narrative for views, seriously fuck off. Are you happy getting clicks with our idols' names?]

[Just block them... Don't retweet, it pisses me off...]

There were mixed reactions, but one thing was undeniable.

The Dawn had made it big!

Previously known only in niche K-Pop circles or among hardcore fans, The Dawn received widespread public support after Shining Star Season 2 ended.

[What's with their brand reputation ranking~~~!! Eek!]

[The influx of fans is insane;;;;]

[Wow, Daepaseong must be making a lot of money.]

During The Dawn's hiatus, the Noeuls were buzzing.

Not just because of various events during Shining Star Season 2, but also because of the massive influx of new fans, leading to a lot of back-and-forth among Noeuls.

Especially after Seo Hoyun's latest issue, The Dawn's fans often felt heartache but also pride whenever they saw the rapidly growing number of Noeuls.

Sometimes, they felt their hopes for the world were shattered.

As the fandom was in an uproar, The Dawn returned to their main job after a two-week vacation.

And so began the reality show filming.

“Ah—”

In front of numerous cameras, Jeong Dajun appeared, leisurely walking with a suitcase in one hand and an americano in the other.

“So this is my new 'lodging,' huh...”

It was a new place, different from the one The Dawn had moved into a year ago.

Kang Ichae, who was already sitting on the terrace, responded to his comment.

“Not bad for a commoner's house, right?”

“Hmm, it's better than I thought. It's a shame there's no fountain, though.”

The staff worked silently, accustomed to the youngest members' nonsensical banter.

At that moment, Seong Jiwon suddenly appeared on screen like the protagonist of a drama, pumping his fist in the air.

“Let's do this, fighting!!”

“......”

“Jiwon, this is a new beginning!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was walking beside Seong Jiwon with one hand in his pocket, looked at him incredulously.

“Seong Jiwon, what are you doing?”

“Seonghyeon, do you want to be the main character's friend? The comic relief.”

“Sigh...”

With Kim Seonghyeon's sigh, the sound of a suitcase being dragged around could be heard.

Clunk-clunk.

Then, a hand lightly rested on Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder and gently pulled him back.

“Baby.”

Seo Hoyun, who wrapped his arm around Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder and rested his chin there, smiled brightly.

“Did you wait for me, hyung?”

“......”

“......”

After the chaebol appeared, it was about time for the secondary couple to make their entrance.

“Argh!!”

However, Kim Seonghyeon, who was oblivious to this flow, freaked out and jumped about.

Of course, Seo Hoyun, who had a face of steel, was completely unaffected.

Having attended a few counseling sessions, slept well, and even contacted Seo Hojin in the morning, Seo Hoyun was in top condition.

“That's brutal...”

“Being called 'baby' by Hoyun-hyung vs. calling Seonghyeon-hyung 'baby.'”

“Definitely the latter.”

Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae, who were serious about being funny, looked at Seo Hoyun with very offended faces, but Seo Hoyun was busy greeting the staff.

Looks like we made some money.

The house's layout was noticeably different from their previous dorm.

There were four rooms, one of which had a terrace.

The interior was much more luxurious than before.

“Wow, there's a dartboard here?”

“A terrace! This is insane!”

The dartboard was surely for the show.

Leaving the excited members to run wild, Seo Hoyun quietly approached the planning team.

Having skimmed through the proposal in advance, he knew there was going to be a roommate selection, and Seo Hoyun wanted a room to himself if possible.

“The time has come...”

“It sure is.”

Lee Jihyeon roughly rubbed her temples.

This reality show filming was a significant opportunity for The Dawn, more precisely for Seo Hoyun and Lee Jihyeon.

Having shaken off burnout and lethargy, Lee Jihyeon was filled with ambition.

With her recent promotion to deputy manager, she was eyeing to take over the Daepaseong Entertainment's planning team within the next two years.

She couldn't stop here.

“Hoyun, this period is very crucial.”

“Yes, I agree.”

After revealing his family background in Shining Star Season 2, Seo Hoyun had inevitably gained the image of a “pitiful but hardworking idol who lost his parents.”

While it worked to his advantage temporarily, it had no long-term merit.

Even the smallest misstep could lead to a major backlash.

“You know what you have to do, right?”

“I've already had several meetings with the planning team.”

His image needed to change.

If things continued like this, he would be stuck with a nice or quiet image.

A strong concept was needed to cover the new impression.

“Do you know when you shine the most, Hoyun?”

Seo Hoyun's eyes sharpened.

When he was being a jerk, scheming, being sarcastic, putting up walls, or only caring for his own people.

Various things came to mind, but there was only one answer.

Seo Hoyun tilted his head slightly and raised one corner of his mouth.

“When I'm giving people a hard time?”

That was the right answer.




1 The fan was referring to Black Call (블랙콜) and Try (트라이).



Chapter 178

“Let’s start with the shoot!”

“Yes!!”

Since I was notified about the delay in the reward settlement, no matter how much I called up the system window, it displayed the same thing.

[Processing...]

If a server crashes, it should be dealt with within 24 hours.

It was a bit annoying, but dealing with the system window regarding rewards or penalties wasn't my immediate concern.

Right now, I had a small, desperate wish that I longed for more than anything else.

“Wow, are we finally changing roommates?”

It was to have a single room.

I thought I could manage sharing a room with others, considering I was relatively easygoing.

However, living with Kang Ichae made me realize otherwise.

It was quite nerve-wracking.

I never thought I'd feel this way.

From coughing up blood, to catching a severe cold, to spreading family issues, I got hit with everything.

Each time our eyes met, Kang Ichae looked at me with a mocking expression, as if wondering what I would do next.

I had nothing to say.

Although I consistently maintained the attitude of “What? Why? What are you going to do about it?” I was reaching my limit.

I had to seize this opportunity; otherwise, who knows how long I'd have to endure this

Okay.

When I distracted Lee Jihyeon earlier, I took that opportunity to glance at the makeshift table set up for the shoot, where papers related to roommate assignments were scattered.

After skimming through the underlined parts, it seemed they decided to do it through a ladder game.

Three people could get single rooms.

The connecting lines were left blank for the members to draw, but the names at the top and the results below were fixed.

I quickly memorized the order of results.

The single rooms and shared rooms were alternately listed.

A three out of five chance.

Not bad.

“Alright, let's start the ladder game to decide roommates. The rules are simple. We've covered the results, so each of you can take turns drawing lines on top of it.”

“Yes!”

Jeong Dajun ran up excitedly, followed leisurely by the other members.

“Wow, you're showing your personality.”

“Dajun, is that a spider web?”

“How is it?! My modern art?!”

I arrived last.

I calculated the path by following the lines in reverse from where the single room slots were each time a line was drawn.

Then, I met Kang Ichae's eyes as he lazily drew a line with a yawn and turned away.

“Hyung, what will you do if you can't room with me anymore?”

“Yeah, that would be sad.”

“Haha?”

Spouting empty words, I strode up to the ladder game and surveyed the entire thing.

Jeong Dajun's lines were a tangled mess, but it seemed I could achieve my goal by adjusting just two spots.

Scratch-scratch.

I discreetly drew one line at the top and another in the middle, avoiding the last spot.

“Huh~?! Hyung, is that enough? Then what about me?”

“One or two lines are enough.”

As I shrugged and returned to my spot, Kang Ichae's intense gaze followed.

He frowned, seemingly displeased, then soon smirked.

Aha?

That was the look on his face.

I quickly turned away and asked another member,

“Shall we reveal the results now?”

But Kang Ichae wouldn't let it go quietly.

He raised his hand with a mischievous laugh.

“Ah! Can Ichae draw just one more line?”

“No, you can't.”

“Just one little heart~.”

“It's already over.”

“Haha~.”

“Hey, hey! Kang Ichae!”

No!

I couldn't curse due to the cameras rolling, so I grimaced, but Kang Ichae dashed over and connected another line in a heart shape to the one I had drawn.

Shit! No! That's the shared room!

Just as I was about to declare it invalid, Jeong Dajun tore off the results sheet excitedly.

After failing to stop him, the camera staff zoomed in on my outstretched arm as if mocking me.

Jeong Dajun, humming the BGM of that horror movie with the shark, connected each member's name to the results with a red pen.[1]

“Ah, I have a single room.”

“Oh, me too.”

Being an only child, Jeong Dajun seemed indifferent, lacking any longing for a single room, and Kim Seonghyeon was equally nonchalant.

“Ah~, hyung, you shouldn't feel lonely already.”

“Get lost.”

As I suppressed my rising anger alone, Kang Ichae continued to tease me.

“Ah, Hoyun! We're in the same room.”

“...Yeah.”

The only consolation was that Kang Ichae had a single room, and my new roommate was Seong Jiwon.

Suppressing a sigh that seemed ready to escape, the camera's red light turned off, and the planning team announced that they would end the scene there.

I immediately grabbed Kang Ichae by the neck and asked,

“How did you know that was a single room, you bastard? You didn't see the results sheet.”

“Ah, hyung. I didn't know. Who could figure that out from that mess?”

“Then?”

Kang Ichae chuckled, his eyes squinting playfully.

“I just didn't like what you were doing, so I added one more line.”

“......”

Indeed, Kang Ichae was a punk.

A punk with sharp instincts.

.

.

.

[Oh my gosh, the teaser for the reality show on YouTube is out already!]

While The Dawn adjusted to their new dorm and Seo Hoyun resigned himself to his fate, the solo concert date and the reality show broadcast date for the winners of Shining Star Season 2 approached.

[This is too much stimulation right now... Just imagining the choreography of the track and the Black Call cover]

[Can we get something cute? ㅠㅠㅠ I really want to see Kang Ichae with a headband]

[People crying while reading letters during the concert <- Kim Seonghyeon

└ Seo Hoyun crying

└ Let's just hope for the next life]

While the reality show was highly anticipated, fans were frantically refreshing the page for the first solo concert tickets.

[Oh fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ How could they announce it two months in advance and then have the ticketing a month later, it's too rushed]

[What are you talking about, my ex-husband's group announced it a month before]

The constant criticism of Daepaseong Entertainment's management continued, but the veteran fans who had been with The Dawn since their debut, before Seo Hoyun joined, just smiled knowingly.

[You guys don't know Daepaseong yethaha; if tvK wasn't involved, these guys would announce it 2 weeks in advance and ticket it 3 days before...]

[Please don't say such creepy things]

[No way in hell]

The fans tried to calm their pounding hearts, keeping an eye on both the solo concert booking site and a webpage for checking the time.

And as soon as the ticketing opened, the Noeuls calmly clicked their mice.

But.

[Wait a minute]

Most couldn't even proceed to payment, their screens freezing or showing “503 Service Unavailable” as the site crashed.

It felt like it ended in threee seconds.

[Oh my god, I can't believe it's over???????]

[Unbelievable]

Desperately grabbing their phones was useless.

While some Noeul, devastated by missing out on the first concert, clutched their necks and collapsed, those who had beaten the fierce competition couldn't contain their triumphant smiles.

As winners and losers emerged within the fandom in real-time, the reality show topic surfaced on social media.

[What will the kids do... I don't really watch idol variety shows, so I don't know;;]

[They'll probably just visit hot places... even just doing pretty things is fine, their faces are entertaining enough]

While fans might watch The Dawn's self-produced content on YouTube, the heavily themed concepts from the first episode wouldn't work on a tvK broadcast.

So, Daepaseong Entertainment's planning team decided to introduce The Dawn members in a way that even new fans could easily get to know them.

Ba-ram ba~ ba.

Ba-ra bam~ bam~.

A real documentary special.

[Yah]

It was like Human Theater.

[Yah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

It was like Human Theater.[2]

After the intro music played, the scene shifted to their dorm, and Seong Jiwon's calm voice came in as the narration.

– “The day of The Dawn has begun.”

Then, as the members passed by one by one, brief profiles appeared in Gungseo font subtitles at the bottom.

Moonman Leader, X-Idol, Practice Machine, Original Fierce Rapper, Puppy.[3]

Seong Jiwon's question followed.

– “Q. How do you get along with the other members?”

– “A. I love my hyungs so much!”

– “A. Ahaha, I'm satisfied too~.”

The maknaes answered while giggling, and as the scene transitioned, Jeong Dajun was seen sliding across the new dorm floor, tackling Kim Seonghyeon, while Kang Ichae teased Seo Hoyun.

Crash, bang, boom!

– “Aaah!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But the cutscene ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ These kids are always making noise ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

– “Ah~, I'm so lonely being in a single room these days.”

– “Don't come. Do not come at all.”

[Seo Hoyun must have been aiming for a single room... Kang Ichae's teasing is making him clench his teeth...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Since it was the first episode, it started with them moving into the dorm and simple games, but as they delved deeper, the content became quite packed.

[Wow, Kang Ichae, when asked by Jeong Dajun how much he made from composing, he just said enough to live on comfortably

└ He must have made a lot... just look at “Humble Confession”...]

– “Can you raise elephants and still make a living?!”

– “(laughs) Of course, about ten of them.”

At Kang Ichae's young and rich vibe, the fans were in awe, but suddenly he pushed back his hair and poked Jeong Dajun's cheek.

– “But it looks like Jeong Dajun eats about that much.”

– “...!! N-no, that's not true?!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeong Dajun is fuming]

[He's denying it but... Dajun, you have been eating a lot these days...]

[Hasn't he grown taller?]

Overall, the episode was funny and entertaining, but the highlight was Seong Jiwon's calm yet crazy questions.

– “Q. Is Jeong Dajun an elephant?”

– “A. ...!!”

– “A. Ahahahahaha ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ (falls over)”

[Hey they're crying from laughing so hard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The members, caught off guard by the random question, couldn't hold back their laughter and doubled over.

Jeong Dajun was busy being angry alone, while Kang Ichae missed his chance to answer because he was busy giggling.

Taking advantage of that, the subtitles quickly labeled Jeong Dajun as an elephant.

After that, The Dawn members, who had calmed down a bit, started a recreational game.

Seo Hoyun remained expressionless, clapping perfectly in time with the beat as he dominated the game.

Clap, clap.

– “Seo Hoyun.”

– “Bunny Bunny, Bunny Bunny”

– “Carrot, Carrot”

Even when his name was called out and the members teamed up to attack him, Seo Hoyun handled it with ease.

[Wow, I thought he wouldn't know these kinds of games]

[So cute, calling him Bunny Bunny...]

[Seo Hoyun... really going for that rabbit appeal

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Fans were laughing along, but as the game escalated, they grew more and more surprised.

[What's up with this guy?]

It's because Seo Hoyun knew every single game.

Fans had no idea that Seo Hoyun, who used to be a variety show PD, had stayed up all night learning these games with his colleagues.

They just assumed he was being stubborn because he hated losing.

And his shamelessness was second to none.

– “Rolling the dice for 'Shining Star Ribbon Boy.'”

– “Seo Hoyun, aren't you embarrassed at all??

– “Seonghyeon, aren't you sad you didn't get called 'Shining Star Abs Guy'?”

Seo Hoyun made a gesture as if he were brushing his hair back while sliding his hand across his neck, then went on to dominate the global capitals in a game of Blue Marble.[4]

As the tension rose, members started to argue over their territories.

– “Jiwon-hyung! You said you'd give me that land!”

– “Dajun, when did I?”

– “...!!”

[Ah shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They're arguing so much during Blue Marble that they have to say “Aing, [Name] is scary” before speaking

Seong: I have a question

Ji: Yes, go aheadhaha

Seong: Isn't this rule too favorable for Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fact bomb]

[Next to them, Ho and Yi[5]

“Aing, Hoyuni is scary, that's my land, give me money right now”

“What are you saying to Ichae ㅠ”

└ It's really a fierce battle....]

Even with only five minutes left in the 30-minute reality show, there wasn't a single moment lacking in craziness.

Fans felt a sense of pride and shared their thoughts on SNS.

[It's much cuter and funnier than I thought... so healing...]

[It has this subtle craziness ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

It was a good start.

If this level of quality was maintained, not only would the new Noeul members settle in smoothly, but it could also attract more new fans.

【Preview of Episode 2】

The preview for the next episode began.

The camera panned slowly upward from the bottom of a man stepping out of a shiny black sedan.

He was dressed in a perfectly fitted dark gray suit with a hint of blue, a white shirt, cufflinks peeking out from the sleeves, and a Patek Philippe watch swiped from one of the top idols, Mr. JWS, paired with a navy and burgundy striped tie.[6]

Under his neatly slicked-back pomade hairstyle was a clean forehead, and glasses perched on a sharp nose.

Closing the driver's seat door, Seo Hoyun crinkled his nose and adjusted his glasses familiarly, then held his phone to his shoulder.

– “I think we have discussed this before.”[7]

Lee Jihyeon, the hellish concept enthusiast, insisted that Seo Hoyun had to speak in English for this scene, and he reluctantly acted it out.

As he glanced at his watch and headed to the company, Jeong Dajun's voice overlaid the scene.

– “The ghost of Team Leader Seo has appeared!”

Seo Hoyun, having nothing really to say, just uttered random English words as he walked along.

– “We have Elephant Dajun in our company.”[8]

However, the Noeul members at the time couldn't hear a word Seo Hoyun was saying.

They were just in a daze.

[Oh shit]

The stimulation was too intense.

[Team Leader Seo, shit!!!!!!!]

As Seo Hoyun walked slowly down the hallway, the company logo flashed on the screen.

The company logo appeared alongside the side profile of Seo Hoyun walking down the hallway.

The perfect environment for Seo Hoyun to legally torment people.

【Episode 2 – The Dawn Electronics】

The office version was back.




1 Jaws.



2 It's a long running show in Korea. You have probably heard of its BGM before, it's very popular. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=szeZX1hgG0o



3 Hoyun's nickname is 똘X이, or, uncensored, “......”. It refers to someone who is a bit of a nutcase, eccentric, or crazy.



4 Blue Marble is a Korean version of Monopoly.



5 Seong = Seonghyeon, Ji = Jiwon, Ho = Hoyun, Yi = Ichae



6 Those watches are $$$.



7 Anything bolded are originally in English.



8 The original had it “Dajun Elephant” but that was too awkward.



Chapter 179

The excited fans of The Dawn eagerly waited for the next day to arrive.

However, among them were those who were less enthusiastic—working professionals known as Noeuls.

[I don't want to think about work, but I do want to see Seong Jiwon wearing a suit.]

[Can I see Kim Seonghyeon in a dress shirt... Sigh...]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋ Where would you find people like that in real life... but still, if you give me this concept, I'll totally lap it up.]

Everyone liked the office concept, but they didn't have high expectations.

The airing time was set awkwardly at 5:30 PM, so the Noeuls, regardless of overtime, late-night studies, private lessons, or work, either turned on the TV or grabbed their phones.

[Hey, did you see the crappy CG of The Dawn Electronics building on top of the tvK building? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└  As much as they tried, they couldn't use the dilapidated Daepaseong Entertainment building...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I agree.]

As the blue sky reflected next to the (so-called) The Dawn Electronics building, subtitles slowly appeared.

【Episode 2 – The Lives of Slaves (feat. The Newbie) 】

[No way]

[No way, they're idols]

The screen changed, showing a figure standing at the company entrance.

Everyone had speculated that Seo Hoyun, who appeared in the preview, was the protagonist, but it turned out to be Jeong Dajun.

【Jeong Dajun – A 2-month intern at the Strategy Planning Office

Specialty: Passed the interview with unanimous approval by showing crazy personal skills and power positivity 】

With a clean employee ID proudly hanging around his neck, Jeong Dajun tightly gripped the shoulder strap of his backpack and looked up at the company building, nodding as if making a resolution.

“Let's do our best today too, Jeong Dajun!!”

Slightly trembling with nervousness, he swiped his company card and entered the building, where he encountered Seong Jiwon, who was smiling warmly.

【Seong Jiwon – Human Resources Team Leader

Specialty: Enchants with a gentle tone and face, making new recruits forget their salary negotiations and sign the contract. 】

“Oh, Jeong Dajun. Good morning.”

“Ah!! Team Leader Seong!!”

Seeing Jeong Dajun fall flat on his face while running, Seong Jiwon quickly but gracefully approached, helped him up, and dusted off his clothes.

“Don't rush.”

“Ahaha, yes sir!”

“It feels like just yesterday when I saw you at the interview, and you already look like a proper company employee.”

“Really?! Oh, thank you!!”

[Excuse me, Team Leader, didn't you just see Dajun fall?

└ I don't doubt Dajun it for a second.

└└ He really passed the interview with power positivity...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“How are things going lately?”

“Everyone's been very kind!”

“Ahaha, including Team Leader Seo?”

Jeong Dajun's face turned pale in an instant.

“Well, uh... yes, I guess...”

“Really?”

“He's quite scary sometimes though—”

Since the only instruction was to “run into Seong Jiwon on the way to work,” and without a detailed script, Jeong Dajun started to get more immersed in the situation and began to speak rapidly.

“but no matter how busy the day is, he strictly keeps lunch breaks, and he buys us delicious meals every time... During work hours, he's the best at scolding and sarcasm in the world... Oh! But sometimes, when I do well, he pats my head... He's a bit unpredictable, so I don't really know what he's thinking!!”

“Ah...”

“But they say he's popular in the company because of his looks, does that make sense? If they worked in the Strategy Planning Office, they wouldn't say that!!”

While Jeong Dajun, whose face had turned as red as a ripe persimmon, spoke passionately, Seong Jiwon, who had been watching with a calm smile, shifted his gaze slightly.

“Is that so, Team Leader Seo?”

“?”

When Seong Jiwon subtly pointed behind him, Jeong Dajun, not understanding, blinked his eyes and turned around, only to flinch at the sight of a familiar stern face.

“Hmm...”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah

Dajun

What are you going to do]

It was Seo Hoyun, who was rubbing his chin while looking Jeong Dajun up and down.

“You haven't been working here long, so you're quite clumsy, yet you seem to know all kinds of rumors?”

“...T-Team Leader.”

“Here comes the world champion in sarcasm.”

“He's also quite popular, I heard?”

“Ah, indeed.”

With Seong Jiwon's support, Seo Hoyun chuckled.

“Does it seem so unbelievable to you, Jeong Dajun?”

[Ah]

Seo Hoyun's confident face filled the screen in close-up, as if asking if it wasn't obvious just by looking at his face.

The Noeuls went wild, pulling at their hair in excitement.

[Aaahhhhhh]

[Kyaaaaah you crazy bastard~~~~]

Jeong Dajun, his lips tightly sealed, rolled his eyes as Seo Hoyun gave him one last icy look before walking away briskly, with Seong Jiwon following.

“Hoyun, I heard Seonghyeon is avoiding you.”

[What's up with those two? Are they colleagues???]

【※The three eldest are colleagues※】

And so, the faces of Planning Support Team Leader Kim Seonghyeon, Strategy Planning Team Leader Seo Hoyun, and Human Resources Team Leader Seong Jiwon appeared on Mount Rushmore.

[The CG is really low quality...]

As the Noeusl marveled at the poor CG, Seo Hoyun responded.

“Why? Because I called him a baby?”

“He hates being called that.”

“What can I do if I like it when he gets annoyed?”

[Wow, Seo Hoyun really has a bad personality...]

[This guy... But I also like it when you get annoyed...]

“The Dawn Electronics” was a reality plot crafted by Lee Jihyeon, who knew well that fangirling was more attractive because it was based on reality but impossible in real life.

She had created this scenario through countless meetings and discussions (or rather, Seo Hoyun's unilateral grilling) with the Strategy Planning team.

This was bound to be a hit.

Lee Jihyeon was confident, staking it all on her bias.

[Wait, Seo Hoyun hasn't touched the mouse once until now;;;; He's doing everything with shortcuts]

[No way, this has to be a lie]

[Why does an idol know PPT and Excel shortcuts...]

When Seo Hoyun entered the Strategy Planning Office office and began working, her prediction hit the mark.

During his days as a PD, Seo Hoyun was always on the brink of being buried under his workload, but it hadn't always been that way.

He used to work as efficiently as possible, driven by the urgent need to grab every minute and second just to have dinner with Seo Hojin.

[But this PPT is fucking clean though ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ but the content ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun typed away madly, fully focused.

【Proposal on Preventing Jeong Dajun's Cavities】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Are you salary-leeching or what ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He listed Jeong Dajun's current cavity situation, identified the problems and causes, and offered countermeasures according to the 5W1H method, but all of it got either edited out or blurred, leaving only a fleeting scene.

Even in that brief moment, though, the Noeuls were quick to take screenshots and talk about it.

[No, why does it look so professional? It's just a few lines but it seems legit]

[It already smells like a well-done job. Did the planning team help with this?]

No, they didn't.

Seo Hoyun, with nothing better to do, made it in 30 minutes just to show Jeong Dajun.

While Jeong Dajun, oblivious to his fate, explored 3D designs on PPT, the door swung open behind him.

In walked Kang Ichae, wearing a white dress shirt and gray slacks.

[ThXm BrXwn?????????? Ah seriously, what's going on????]

Kang Ichae, who usually stuck to hoodies or casual looks unless performing or attending schedules, was seen in semi-formal attire for the first time even by his fans.

【Kang Ichae – New Employee of the Strategy Planning Office】

[Ah, the new employee is making my heart race]

But everyone burst out laughing at the following introduction.

【Specialty: Nepotism.】

“Hi~.”

With a mischievous grin, Kang Ichae greeted as he opened the office door, and the clock zoomed in beside him.

11:20 AM.

Without even looking up, Seo Hoyun asked,

“Did you come to eat company food?”

“Haha, I wanted to have a meal paid by the team leader. Right, Dajun?”

“Uhm...”

As Jeong Dajun hesitated, Kang Ichae took an americano from the drink carrier and pressed it against the nape of Dajun's neck.

As Dajun screamed, Kang Ichae chuckled and approached Seo Hoyun.

“Ah~, have this, Team Leader.”

“What is it?”

“I got you a venti Java Chip with chocolate drizzle, five pumps of mocha syrup, and four pumps of hazelnut syrup.”

“......”

“Isn't it exactly to your taste?”

With a sly smile, Kang Ichae thrust the drink forward.

Only then did Seo Hoyun tore his eyes away from the monitor and took a sip through the straw.

“Kang Ichae.”

“Yes!”

“I was thinking about why you were late.”

Holding the straw lightly between his front teeth, Seo Hoyun peered at Kang Ichae over his glasses.

“Did you perhaps get caught in a gust of wind while paragliding this morning?”

“...What??”

“I thought you crash-landed.”[1]

Kang Ichae's mouth slightly opened as he caught on to the joke.

Seo Hoyun was teasing him about being a nepo hire.

Seo Hoyun didn't miss Kang Ichae's moment of fluster.

“Why not find love while you're at it and have lunch in North Korea?”

A skull exploded next to Kang Ichae, accompanied by the caption:

【Nepotism 1:0.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

But Kang Ichae wasn't one to back down so easily.

Quickly regaining his composure, he grabbed a tissue and dabbed at the corners of his eyes.

“Ha, it was so hard leaving my love behind... I rushed over to have lunch with the team leader and our intern.”

“What?! You wanted to eat with us?!”

Jeong Dajun, who was pretending to be busy by clicking aimlessly on a blank PPT screen, suddenly stood up.

“Of course, Dajun. If I don't take care of our intern, who will?”

“Whaaat...”

Moved, Jeong Dajun covered his mouth with both hands, eyes wide.

Kang Ichae gave him a warm smile and tapped Seo Hoyun's watch, grinning broadly.

“Shall we go for Pyongyang cold noodles then?”[2]

“......”

This time, a skull exploded next to Seo Hoyun's face with the caption:

【Team Leader Seo also loses 1:0.】

Seo Hoyun adjusted his glasses and glared.

There would be plenty of chances to get back at him in the future.

For now, he decided to take a step back so that he can advance two steps later.

The scene transitioned to a restaurant serving Pyongyang cold noodles with a peaceful BGM.

[The power struggle between the team leader and the nepo hire is legendary, but now they're fighting over whether to get cold or spicy noodles.]

[They're even arguing about whether to add seasoning and mustard...

└ Hoyun... He's such a typical old-school boss, it's almost like PTSD from office life]

“Excuse me, we're ready to order!!”

At that moment, Kim Seonghyeon appeared, wearing a red apron over a clearly expensive, fitted dress shirt.

“Yes, I'll take your order.”

“...?”




1 I can't 🤣 As a nepo hire, he parachuted in into the company so...



2 Crash Landing on You featured Pyongyang.



Chapter 180

“Why are you here, Team Leader?”

[???????]

【Planning Support Team Leader Kim Seonghyeon

Specialty: Cannot easily overlook those in need.】

Flowers and sparkles overlapped on the caption that read, “Why are you coming from there, hyung...?”[1]

[Seonghyeon???ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The script did say, “Run into Kim Seonghyeon at the restaurant,” but no one expected it to happen like this.

Seo Hoyun lost his appetite and put down his chopsticks.

“Excuse me, Planning Support Team Leader, what are you doing here?”

“...Well, I have a half-day off this morning, so I came here for breakfast, and the owner begged me to help.”

“Sigh...”

“Team Leader, I'll have the buckwheat bibim naengmyeon!”

Jeong Dajun, oblivious to the atmosphere, cheerfully placed his order, and Kim Seonghyeon, nodding his head, carefully wrote it down.

Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae exchanged incredulous looks, but it didn't seem to faze either of them.

“Okay, let me confirm your order: one buckwheat mul naengmyeon, one buckwheat bibim naengmyeon, one bowl of dumpling soup, one plate of dumplings, two bowls of rice, and two sodas, right?”

[They say Kim Seonghyeon had a ton of part-time jobs before debuting, and it shows;;;;

└ Wait... Isn't this a bit sexy...]

[Hold on! The part-time jobs Kim Seonghyeon did:

Café, PC bang, movie theater, loading and unloading, delivery, driving school instructor

└ Thanks, Speedwagon!!]

Clicking his tongue, Seo Hoyun grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's arm just as he was about to head to the kitchen to place their orders and swiftly untied the apron ribbon.

He then pushed him down into a seat and called another employee to order the food.

It was around this time that Seo Hoyun realized that although roles were assigned to each person, the scripts were entirely different, and everything was happening in real life.

In fact, as soon as Lee Jihyeon heard the “Pyeongyang Naengmyeon” joke, she couldn't let pass such a good content and hurriedly rented a restaurant.

Kang Ichae asked Kim Seonghyeon a question.

“Team Leader Kim, you seem so natural with the restaurant work. Like it's second nature.”

“Gasp??? Right, doesn't it feel like it's coming from experience?”

“I've actually helped out quite a bit.”

“...Did you get paid properly?”

“...Well, I owed them a lot of favors.”

“Sigh...”

.

.

.

While Seo Hoyun was nagging Kim Seonghyeon to stop living like that, Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun enjoyed their lunch cheerfully.

The scene fast-forwarded, and soon, it transitioned to another screen.

【The Dawn Electronics Mid-Year Report 20XX】

In reality, no intern would ever dream of being part of a mid-term report, but Seo Hoyun quickly explained that at The Dawn Electronics, they nurture budding interns by allowing them to attend and even present.

Of course, the “parachute” intern Kang Ichae was nowhere to be seen.

“Jeong Dajun, repeat after me.”

“Yes?”

With Jeong Dajun trembling beside him before the important presentation, Seo Hoyun glanced at his tablet and rubbed his eyes as if exhausted.

“The company won't go bankrupt just because I make a mistake.”

“...The-the company won't go bankrupt?”

“Yes, good. You can spit in a smiling face.”

“Spit in a smiling face?!”

Not knowing that Jeong Dajun had misunderstood, Seo Hoyun turned off his tablet and headed to the conference room.

“It's your fault for dumping work on us, so deal with it!”

“And if they claim that Jeong Dajun made a mistake?”

“Quickly fix it, but maintain the 'Oh, did the company go bankrupt~~!' attitude.”

“Good.”

Like a brainwashed kid, Jeong Dajun replied in 0.1 seconds.

Seo Hoyun, with a satisfied smile, brushed back Jeong Dajun's messy bangs.

“I'm expecting good results.”

“...! Yes!!”

With those words, Seo Hoyun opened the conference room door and entered.

Jeong Dajun, moving stiffly, slowly walked to the front.

“Oh, it's Jeong Dajun's turn this time? I'm looking forward to it.”

Seong Jiwon, sitting across from Seo Hoyun, smiled brightly.

The clear smile, free of any blemish, seemed to light up the meeting room, which had darkened when the projector was turned on for the PPT presentation.

“You know the topic, right? As long as it's about increasing The Dawn's teamwork, it's fine.”

Seeing this, Jeong Dajun momentarily froze as if his brain short-circuited, then quickly turned his head toward Seo Hoyun.

“Team Leader Seo!! Team Leader Seong is smiling, what should I do in this situation?! D-Do I spit?”

“......”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeong Dajun, you crazy guy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It doesn't mean to actually spit if someone smiles ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun's eyebrow twitched.

Twirling his pen, he leaned back in his chair and spoke.

“Most of what Seong Jiwon says is correct, so just swallow what's in your mouth and listen carefully.”

“Wow, talk about favoritism...”

“Baby Team Leader, be quiet.”

“Oww!”

Seo Hoyun, who had startled Kim Seonghyeon sitting diagonally across, gestured to Jeong Dajun.

Jeong Dajun clenched his fist energetically and turned on the PPT.

【How to Increase The Dawn's Teamwork!!

Subtitle: How to Stop Team Leader Seo Hoyun's Nagging!

-Jeong Dajun-】

Jeong Dajun had racked his brain and prepared this, pushed by Lee Jihyeon, who claimed that things must be created from scratch to be of value to the fans.

“In my opinion, the most important factor in increasing The Dawn's teamwork is to curb Team Leader Seo's nagging. Never mind why! Why does he have such a personality in the first place!!”

However, it was a mess to the point where it was an embarrassment to say he had put much effort into it.

The background was a glaringly bright rainbow color that hurt the eyes, with text in the Gungseo font plastered over it.

On top of that, photos of Seo Hoyun flew in from all directions—top to bottom, right to left.

[Screeeam]

The screen was extremely chaotic, but the Noeuls were busy capturing it despite the flashy animation.

All the pictures on the PPT were previously unpublished.

[I've never seen any of these before, damn!!!!!]

[The sleeping photo is insane, first time seeing it;;;;;;;;;;;;]

[Dajun, you have amazing sense. Make Jeong Dajun the CEO of this company right now]

Although it wasn't done with any ulterior motive, it was incredibly well-received by the fans.

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun continued his presentation, banging the podium.

“In conclusion! To please Seo Hoyun, The Dawn had to memorize all the custom menus from every coffee shop chain in Korea! Even though a simple americano would suffice!!”

From start to finish, Seo Hoyun scrutinized the contents on the screen with sharp eyes.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Yes!”

With a face looking quite pleased with himself, Jeong Dajun stared at Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun tapped the table with his pen.

“Have you ever, even once, brought me a customized drink that suited my taste?”

“...!!”

“When I asked for a drink, didn't you just pour a Pine bud drink into a frappuccino? Are you trying to poison me?”

“T-That was! I just thought mixing all the things you like might work!”

Caught off guard, Jeong Dajun stuttered.

Mixing the drink into a frappuccino was partly to see if Seo Hoyun would like it but also out of curiosity.

Nonetheless, all of Jeong Dajun's efforts, which he had diligently prepared until now, went up in smoke.

“Did I ask for something so difficult? Alright, Kim Seonghyeon. Tell me what I like.”

“Pine bud drink, citron tea, and for syrup, usually caramel, chocolate, and condensed milk.”

“See? How hard is that?”

Ignoring Kim Seonghyeon's grumbling that it's impossible not to know after being told so much, Seo Hoyun cornered Jeong Dajun.

“The topic is all over the place. What's your point?”

“What's with the animation?”

“Start with the conclusion.”

Jeong Dajun screamed “Aahhh!!” in the inside and looked down.

He could hear Seo Hoyun clicking his tongue.

“...What do you do if you can't memorize it?”

“If it were me, I'd write it down on a memo and show it to the staff every time I ordered.”

“...That's an option?!!”

Jeong Dajun slapped his forehead with a loud smack.

Seong Jiwon tilted his head in confusion.

“You knew that, but why didn't you tell him, Team Leader Hoyun?”

“Oh.”

Seo Hoyun stopped tapping his pen on the table and leaned close to whisper to Seong Jiwon.

“Because it's cute to see him so flustered.”

“Ah, I see.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hey, you son of a bitch!!ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“...Team Leader Seo...”

Though he pretended to whisper, his voice rang clearly throughout the conference room.

Having heard everything, Jeong Dajun glared at Seo Hoyun with eyes blazing.

“Earlier, you told me to just tell them to deal with it themselves!!”

“That's for other departments.”

“What??”

“I didn't say anything about within the same department.”

Just as Seo Hoyun left someone in a daze, the conference room door burst open with a bang.

“Hello~.”

It was Kang Ichae.

He, who had been grinding his teeth in resentment because of being labeled a parachute...

[Crazy b*****]

...actually showed up with a real parachute on his back.

[Hey, you crazy bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Paragliding enthusiast Kang the Parachute has arrived.”

After being one-upped by Seo Hoyun, he had asked the staff to get a parachute from the tvK prop room.

While Seong Jiwon chuckled, both Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun's faces soured simultaneously as Kang Ichae, wearing a sturdy helmet and even goggles, stood next to Jeong Dajun.

“Get out.”

“Oh, come on, just a moment!”

Seo Hoyun pointed to the door, but Kang Ichae stubbornly held the remote and switched the screen.

Kim Seonghyeon, having long given up on stopping his team's rapper, could only watch with a tired expression.

“Today, I'll be presenting on a topic from the Strategic Planning Office.”

Hearts swirled around the screen in a dazzling display before disappearing to reveal text.

【The Dawn Electronics SAGA】

“Excuse me, why are we suddenly talking about a saga? It has nothing to do with teamwork.”

“Team Leader Kim Seonghyeon, if the saga is good, won't our morale rise too?”

Kang Ichae responded brazenly as if it were obvious and pointed at Seo Hoyun.

“I was deeply moved by Team Leader Seo's warm! and! kind! treatment since joining the Strategy Planning Office.”

“Yes, I'm quite a warm-hearted guy.”

“When you treat me like that every day, it really gets my creative juices flowing.”

Seo Hoyun's brows furrowed deeply.

No wonder he kept disappearing somewhere during filming breaks or was always engrossed in typing on his laptop alone.

Kang Ichae snapped his fingers confidently and flashed a self-assured smile.

“Let me show you.”

Kang Ichae clicked a small heart on the screen's corner.

The room fell silent as a beat started playing.

[Wow, this song is amazing]

[What is this, is he releasing an unreleased track here??!]

For Kang Ichae, who had been holed up working since Shining StarSeason 2, creating a money-scented R&B beat was a breeze.

When the Noeuls clutched their excited hearts and staredintently at the screen...

Pa- Pa- Pa-

...the machine sounds overlapped, making the melody even richer.

[I'm so nervous, I can't watch this]

[Are they seriously revealing it here?]

The lyrics came through.

Papapapara—chute~.

“......?”

Parapara—chute~

“......”

Parachute.

That is, a parachute.

Yeah~ I'm a para~~ chute,

You're a sla~~ve~.

As everyone's mouths dropped open, Kang Ichae twisted his body slightly, as if embarrassed, and said,

“I made it based on my personal experiences.”

“......”

“......”

[This crazy bastard]

The fans' reactions, which had momentarily stopped, began flooding various SNS and communities.

[Hey Kang Ichae, you crazy guy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[There's a reason this guy gets along so well with Seo Hoyun, he's playing with Noeul's heart ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Regardless of the expressions on the members' faces, Kang Ichae kept patting his chest, seemingly moved by his own song.

You are~~ a slave~ oh no~.

“Hey, you parachute idiot!!!”

“Get out, tell that guy to use his parachute and jump out the window.”

As Kim Seonghyeon, who had honed his skills through various part-time jobs, and Seo Hoyun, who had gained a lot of experience in the workplace, stood up in extreme anger...

No~ yes, I'm a slave~~ yes.

...a clear voice echoed throughout the meeting room.

I am a slave~~ yes!

That's right.

Title: Parachute (feat. Seong Jiwon).

I am Jiwon from Human Resources, YO

Ichae told me to just try what I want,

So here I am rapping about No and Yes.

“...What is this.”

Seo Hoyun, whose mind was foggy from listening to the crisp, staccato rap, quickly turned his head to Seong Jiwon, demanding an explanation with his eyes.

“...Well, I liked the song.”

[Seong Jiwon, haven't you given up on rapping yet?]

[Seems like he hasn't...]

Kang Ichae winked at Seong Jiwon.

“You've improved dramatically!”

“Ahaha, it's all thanks to you, Ichae!”

Kim Seonghyeon glanced sharply at this harmonious pair.

At the same time, Kim Seonghyeon's voice narrated.

– “This is a collusion. Come to think of it, even if the CEO planted the parachute, it couldn't go through without the Human Resources Team Leader's approval.”

– “We were so captivated by that harmless smile that we forgot this obvious fact...”

The scene changed to show Kang Ichae jumping out of the meeting room window and paragliding.

– “Goodbye, parachute.”

As the paragliding figure drifted down gently, the setting sun in the background seemed to mark the end of a long day, and The Dawn's logo appeared.

– “Goodbye, slave.”

Then, the camera showed the three eldest members quickly escaping the meeting room.

Following them was Jeong Dajun, who turned off the lights and clenched his fist as he left.

– “Goodbye, elephant...”

“We did well today!! Good job!!”

The wstful voice concluded the scene, and as the ending credits slowly rolled up, the Noeuls pondered over what they had just witnessed.

[Ah...]

After a short while, they all reached the same conclusion.

[This is what a waste of talent looks like...]

These guys were seriously dedicated to maintaining their B-grade sensibility alive.

[They're seriously all in on this...

└ I heard there's a rumor that they lose their pride if they lose at being funny, seems to be true.

└└ Guys... if you fail to be funny, do you get kicked out to the dorm in your underwear? Noona can't figure out the reason, so I'm curious...

└└ Sounds plausible...]

“Papapapapara—chute~.”

“Slave~.”

Just when they thought it was over, a post-credits scene appeared.

This time, it showed all of The Dawn, including Seong Jiwon, in the same outfits, diligently slurping Pyongyang cold noodles in a restaurant.

Jeong Dajun swallowed a mouthful of noodles and asked,

“Are we performing this song at the concert?”

“......”

Everyone remained silent.

Even Kang Ichae, who wrote and composed the song, couldn't answer.




1 Author's note: One of the iconic memes from the 408th episode of MBC's legendary variety show Infinite Challenge (2006.05.06.-2018.03.31.), titled 'Giant of Temptation'.



Chapter 181

After the third episode of the reality show aired, the response started to heat up.

[Title: Did you guys watch The Dawn's variety show?

Why didn't anyone tell me these guys are such a blast?

I feel betrayed right now.

Don't you know I love this B-grade vibe??

└ Have you been living in a cave? The Dawn has been famous for being crazy for ages...

└└ No, I was too obsessed with my main fandom...]

Though The Dawn had always showcased incredibly entertaining self-produced content, it was primarily available on platforms like YouTube or subscription-based fandom platforms, making it less accessible to those outside of Noeul.

However, this time, it was a reality show broadcast nationwide on free TV.

It was even scheduled before a popular program on tvK, leading regular viewers to stumble upon it and start watching.

If it were the typical content about popular places or travel, it might have been overlooked.

But the show featured these good-looking guys earnestly throwing jabs at each other, desperate not to miss a beat, and once you started watching, you couldn't help but get sucked in.

Thanks to this, posts like these started popping up not only in idol cafés but also in fashion, beauty, and general hobby cafés.

[Title: The reality show on tvK at 5:30 is so fun

Are these the idols who ranked first in Shining Star??

I wasn't interested in Shining Star, so I didn't watch...

But I happened to catch it while watching TV with my daughter, and we kept laughing~ haha

I told my daughter to bring home such handsome young men as husbands, and she just gave me a stern look~~^^

└ It feels like the old Saturday variety shows and it's funha I remember being surprised when I heard that Seo Hoyun was the one with the issue about his parents passing away.

└└ Really~~? Didn't seem like it... He seemed bold and kind^^ I want to keep watchinghaha]

[Title: Shocked while watching Seo Hoyun's reality show

Seo Hoyun is so different from the image I had in mind...

I did watch PTTC, but I thought he was neat and soft-spoken.

I thought he was a hardworking guy...

But oh boy... the way he teases the members...

It's just like they brought PD Lee Jeonghun???

└ The teasing reminds me exactly of my senior in the military, gives me chills.

└└ PD Lee Jeonghun was just living the role. ㄷㄷ]

Fans of The Dawn searched for funny review posts, chuckling to themselves all the while.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh fuck, this is so hilarious. People are finally starting to see Seo Hoyun's true nature...]

[Yeah, Hoyun is... well... he treats our Noeul well... But his real personality is...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I mean, he knows everyone has caught onto his personality, but it's so funny watching him stubbornly pretend otherwise ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠ]

Seo Hoyun, sharp as ever when it came to The Dawn, was well aware that his true nature had been exposed.

Yet, he always spoke sweetly to the fans.

There was even a time at a fan signing event when one Noeul asked Seo Hoyun why he behaved like that.

He was so flustered that he couldn't reply, and the moment was captured, spreading like wildfire across various communities.

[There's a reason he's called a fan signing angel along with Seong Jiwon... But he's a devil, ㅋ]

[You could call it false advertising... ㅋㅋ]

The planning team, observing this situation, was smiling as they saw reactions unfolding as planned.

People were gradually realizing that the person they pitied was actually someone with a prickly personality who loved to tease others.

[Anyway, kind of relieved... Seems like the image transition went well]

[ㅇㅇIf they appear on terrestrial variety shows a few more times, it'll be fine??]

As opinions like “Seo Hoyun is crazier than expected” began to circulate, they knew they had to drive the point home.

Totally doable.

Lee Jihyeon eagerly took Seo Hoyun's sly suggestion and crafted a plan like mad.

As soon as it was completed, they submitted the proposal to tvK, which got an immediate OK.

This is it.

It wasn't just about teasing the members; it was a stage to show that he was a complete nutcase, a “wild one.”

Their largest budget yet would be invested in this final long-term project of The Dawn's variety shows, including their self-produced content.

[Oh gosh, it's starting]

Ba-bam! Bam— Ba-bam!

With the BGM, five men sporting black sunglasses, either undoing their jacket buttons or casually draping them over their shoulders, were shown climbing a set of stairs in slow motion on screen.

[Oh fuck, is this what I think it is!!!]

【The Dawn's Five – Casino Royale】

The logo appeared, and as it disappeared downward, Seong Jiwon lowered his sunglasses slightly and winked, marking the start of the opening.

[Wow~~~~~~~]

[Is this a heist movie concept???]

[Zampano Kim Seonghyeon

Yenicall Kang Ichae[1]

└ What about the character settings?

└└  It's just my desire, sorry]

Fans of The Dawn, already a bunch of enthusiasts, went wild for this concept, rushing in with excitement.

Even ordinary viewers, intrigued by the famous movie-inspired variety show, watched with an “Oh, this looks fun” kind of interest.

Scenes of shuffling cards, chewing gum, turning the dial of a safe, brushing back their hair acting cool, or leaning on their chin while looking at a board with the whole plan were interspersed.

【The Dawn's Five】

Tazza – Kang Ichae.

Acting-savvy dealer – Kim Seonghyeon.

Genius at tightrope walking, infiltration, and safe-cracking – Seong Jiwon.

Beauty trap, information gathering – Jeong Dajun.

Leader Seo Hoyun, organizing and directing the entire plan.

[Oh no, fuck, Jeong Dajun as the beauty trap is killing me ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[No, acting-savvy < Can Kim Seonghyeon really do this?

└ Is this for real... Is this for real...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Why is Kang Ichae so good at shuffling cards and one-hand fanning, did he live in Macau?]

Then, as the profiles of the five appeared on screen one by one with a “WANTED” stamp, they shattered dramatically and disappeared.

Soon the dark screen gradually brightened, showing The Dawn gathered around a round table in a studio, accompanied by a mechanical voice.

– “Welcome to the Emerging Dawn.”

– “The Dawn successfully pulled off a casino heist. However, due to betrayal within the team, all the jewels and gold bars disappeared.”

– “You don't know the location of the jewels and gold bars, not even the password.”

– “There are only three things you need to know: the location of the jewels, the gold bar, and the password to the locker containing the jewels; the mission code to say to get the password; and the fact that only the traitor knows the password.”

– “Perform your roles, find the traitor, and retrieve the jewels and gold bars.”

“If we figure out the traitor, we just need to go to the payphone and call?”

“Got it~.”

The Dawn whispered among themselves after hearing all the rules.

[Isn't it obviously Seo Hoyun?]

Amidst the commotion, the total prize money was announced.

– “If the person who finds the jewels or the traitor wins, a total prize of 5 million won will be awarded to the traitor.”

[Oh wow]

[Paseong, where do you get the money from...

└ It's tvK's money, obviously...

└└ Ah~]

With the rough explanation over and the situation understood, The Dawn stood, eyeing each other warily.

“Let's split up first.”

“How about dividing into solo-rooms versus roommate pairs?”

“Sure. We can find the traitor at the end anyway.”

They divided into teams surprisingly quickly and coolly without much fuss.

It was because they already knew their roles well without needing to say much.

[The Dawn is top-notch at group projects ㄷㄷ]

[The guys are surprisingly mature and not prone to fighting]

The camera followed the solo-room team first.

Bang.

As soon as Kim Seonghyeon got into the car and closed the door, he spoke without needing any further measurement, as if it was obvious.

“It's Seo Hoyun.”

[Excuse me]

“There's no need to say it...”

“Of course, you'd only be wasting your breath.”

Kang Ichae scoffed as if it was the most natural thing, while beside him, Jeong Dajun nodded vigorously.

【Guessing the Traitor!

Kang Ichae, Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun ▷ Seo Hoyun】

Then, naturally, the screen switched to the roommate group, showing Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun peacefully eating street hot dogs.

“Of course, it's Kang Ichae.”

“Aha, wouldn't it be strange if it wasn't?”

【Guessing the Traitor 2!

Seong Jiwon, Seo Hoyun ▷ Kang Ichae】

【The Dawn:

Generally not very trusting of each other.】

[How has this group not disbanded yet?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As the members of The Dawn showcased their tearful true friendship and the Noeuls laughed, the mission began.

【Get a hint about the traitor! 】

Following the staff's instructions, the solo-room team moved to another studio, where they searched thoroughly and finally found a small message card.

【Act out a scene from the provided movie in your assigned role. 】

That legendary scene.

The jewels had been found, but realizing the SWAT team was approaching the building, they pondered how to escape, coincidentally causing a pipe to burst, and using that opportunity to escape while pretending to be a victim.

“Wow~~!!!”

“Eek~! Abs coming soon~?”

Except for Kim Seonghyeon, who was designated by the message card as having an “Acting-savvy dealer” concept, the maknaes were already dying of excitement at the thought of teasing their hyung.

[tvK, where is it, I'm going to buy stocks]

[The producers are so educated; their educational level is dragging on the floor]

“...Really? Me?”

Kim Seonghyeon paused with his face buried in his hands and let out a deep sigh.

Then, having made up his mind, he took off his jacket.

Ignoring the shrieking maknaes as best as he could, he headed to the designated spot.

After several takes, subtitles appeared.

【Barely managed to capture this after an hour of filming.】

Ssshhh...

As the pipe burst and water splashed, the screen moved from bottom to top, passing over a hand with visible blue veins, a solid forearm, a sharply indented collarbone through a black tank top, up along a neckline to a sharp jawline.

Kim Seonghyeon filled the screen as he brushed back his hair, wet and obstructing his view, and looked directly at the camera.

[Wow, shot....]

Everyone watching was left speechless by the seductive scene.

Kim Seonghyeon's eyes were fierce as he shook his head to fling off the water.

[Uh, sorry, you're drooling

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seonghyeon, you're still so naïve about this harsh world...]

Thanks to Seo Hoyun's guidance, Kim Seonghyeon's expressive acting was quite convincing as long as he kept his mouth shut, leaving everyone in a state of awe.

“Ugh.”

However...

“I. Was. In. The. Shower. And. Now. I'm. Scared. To. Death.” [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon, please give us a moment to be awed by your body]

[Is this real, shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As Kim Seonghyeon descended the stairs modestly in a bathrobe and delivered his line, the atmosphere shattered.

“I will escort you.”

“Thank. You.”

As Jeong Dajun, dressed as a SWAT team member, extended his arm to Kim Seonghyeon with a stifled laugh, Kim Seonghyeon staggered as if dizzy and leaned against Dajun's chest. [2]

Even though he had to bend his back and lower his head because of the height difference, Kim Seonghyeon's expression remained utterly serious.

[Is this for real? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【Kim Seonghyeon Mission Success!】

【Clue to the traitor acquired.】

Even the production team seemed to think the acting was terrible, as they added an explanation alongside the mission success caption.

【※It seems the ratings will go up, so the production team unanimously decided to give him a pass.】

[Oh my gosh, I feel like my heart's going to burst

└  From laughing?

└└  You know... I'm not that innocent...

└└ I was just asking...]

In a scene that was both cool and funny, one that seemed like it could be chewed over and over for a lifetime, the fans were in stitches, while regular viewers found amusement in Kim Seonghyeon's awkward acting and his beet-red ears.

Because he was genuinely trying his best.

Having barely completed his mission, Kim Seonghyeon dried his hair with a towel and read the hint given to him by the staff.

“'To you, it might have happened several times, but for me, it's just once.'”

“Ah! See, it's Hoyun-hyung!”

It was Seo Hoyun's part from “Kill the Lights.”

Fans, like the other members of The Dawn, expected either Seo Hoyun or Kang Ichae.

However, the straightforward result felt somewhat anticlimactic.

[What the heck

Is this for real? Talk about a letdown]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But image-wise, Seo Hoyun is the most fitting...]

As Kim Seonghyeon checked the paper back and forth for any additional information, Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae exchanged looks.

= OK?

= OK.

Sensing something suspicious, just as Kim Seonghyeon was about to lift his head when—

“Hyung, I'm sorry!!!”

“Sorry!! The number don't work out neatly when divided by three!!”

“What...?”

Before he could even fully extend his arm, the maknaes dashed out of the studio.

“Hey, hey!!!”

Frozen in place with his hair still wet and his clothes damp, Kim Seonghyeon tried to chase after them, but the stylist clung to him with all her might.

Ultimately, as the scene faded out, Kim Seonghyeon's profile appeared with a “Fail” stamp over it.

【First betrayal occurs!

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun betrayed Kim Seonghyeon.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Guys, this is called teamwork ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[They were blinded by money...]

【Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon's team...】

On the sunlit terrace of a café, Seo Hoyun dipped a large slice of honey bread into whipped cream and stuffed it into his mouth.

Sitting across from him, Seong Jiwon lazily lowered his sunglasses down his nose and sipped his iced americano through a straw.

Ignoring the incessant buzzing of phone notifications and calls, they leisurely enjoyed their time.

[Hey]

“Seong Jiwon, is it good?”

“Yeah, it's good.”

“Glad to hear it.”

[Why are you guys filming We Got Married]

It was a scene of utter tranquility.




1 Zampano, played by Kim Soohyun, and Yenicall, played by Jun Jihyeon, are names of the major characters in the hit 2012 movie, The Thieves.



2 Spoiler for The Thieves: Towards the end of the movie, Jun Jihyeon's character escape by wetting herself, wrapping a towel around her half-naked body, and letting the police escort her. She then escapes after they give her clothes.



Chapter 182

“This is sweeter than I thought?”

“Do you want mine?”

“No, it's just right.”

[What are these two doing right now?]

While one endured humiliation filming a crime movie, the other filmed a virtual dating show.

The screen was filled with pink hearts, and the subtitles openly displayed incredulity.

【Are you two perhaps mistaken about the program?】

“Hey, eat this.”

“Huh? No, no, Hoyun, you eat it. I'm not that hungry.”

“I ordered it for you.”

[Ah, seriously, this cheesy vibe is so unbearable

└  But you seem to be laughing quite a lot for someone who hates it

└└  Busted]

As minutes passed in the brief 30-minute segment, the two continued eating.

Seo Hoyun even closed his eyes and savored his cold drink, unconcerned that his phone's battery might die from the constant notifications.

Eventually, the PD, unable to watch any longer, stepped in.

“Excuse me... aren't you two going to complete the mission?”

“Oh.”

Seo Hoyun slightly squinted and looked at him, answering calmly.

“It's nice here, so is there a need to go?”

[Did he eat something bad?]

As speculated that the hotdog he ate earlier was bad, or maybe he drank too much of that pine bud drink, Seong Jiwon's expression was zoomed in on.

[Ah~~~!!!]

He was smiling with a slightly awkward look.

[Ah, I see, Seo Hoyun is the traitor so he's trying to sabotage Jiwon on purpose]

[Oh, that's it...

I thought Seo Hoyun got hit on the head or something...

└  Right, no matter who he's with, Seo Hoyun wouldn't act like this...]

“...Hmm. Should we still give it a try?”

“Alright, if you say so.”

[But why does this guy talk like this?

└ Ah, I can't get used to it]

But when Seong Jiwon suggested it, Seo Hoyun quickly changed his attitude and agreed.

Seong Jiwon slightly raised the corners of his lips and hurriedly moved, looking a tad anxious.

“Aren't you tired?”

“Hoyun, you must be more tired. You probably didn't sleep well.”

Surrounded by flower CGs, Seo Hoyun kindly asked while checking Seong Jiwon's complexion.

[Stop with the flower CGI

└  I can smell the flowers from here...]

Fans tilted their heads, watching the two amicably chatting and moving together.

[Guys

Seeing Seo Hoyun being all nice is confusing me

Is Hoyun really a fan signing angel?]

[Seo Hoyun always leaves us wondering if he's a jerk or not...

└  I see...]

Below Seo Hoyun, who threw the Noeuls into confusion, a caption appeared.

【It seems you two have no intention of doing the mission...】

Viewers who were watching felt disappointed with the unexpectedly peaceful progression.

However, those who knew Seo Hoyun well were sure this show wouldn't proceed normally.

They believed he was setting the stage to his advantage, running simulations in his head.

The key was whether Seong Jiwon knew it or not.

As fans of The Dawn were eagerly discussing how the broadcast would unfold, the screen suddenly shifted.

【Meanwhile, what about Kang Ichae?】

In front of the production team, Kang Ichae sat with his legs crossed, leisurely smiling as he slowly checked the cards laid out on the floor.

The sunglasses hanging on his half-buttoned Hawaiian shirt slightly wobbled.

【Playing poker with the production team for the location of the jewels and gold bars】

The Noeuls were momentarily flustered by the sight.

[He looks so cool, but... that...]

[Ichae, you don't have friends]

They were merciless even to their “precious ones.”

[How did you practice poker without friends?]

[He said he tried Halli Galli for the first time on V-live last time, so he must have practiced hard...]

Kang Ichae checked his cards and smirked.

“All in.”

He pushed all his chips forward.

The production team flinched momentarily but soon matched the bet, agreeing to reveal their cards.

The production team revealed their hand first.

Ace full house.

A very high-ranking hand.

When Kang Ichae remained still, seemingly accepting his loss, the production team thought they won and began collecting the chips.

“Wait a moment.”

Kang Ichae stopped them, slowly revealing his hand.

[Straight Flush?!?!?!]

Five cards in sequence, all of the same suit.

The legendary hand, said to appear with a 0.001% probability, unfolded right before their eyes.

[Ah ㅋㅋ ㅠㅠ This is ridiculous, don't make it obvious there's a script ㅠ]

[Even in two-game poker on Paprika, this is hard to see ㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Three strikes, dismissed for being ridiculous!!]

As negative reactions surged in real-time, an explanation about the straight flush appeared in the captions, as if anticipating this response.

【Hold on! To the viewers suspecting manipulation, please watch this replay video.】

The screen showed the dealer distributing the cards.

The same scene replayed slowly, capturing the moment Kang Ichae switched cards through his sleeve during the brief moment the dealer and opponent were distributing and checking their cards.

【Just like a real card shark, switching cards through his sleeve. This footage is aired with Kang Ichae's consent.】

【>Swear on the wealth of CEO of Daepaseong Entertainment, it's not manipulated<】

Everyone watching the broadcast was stunned into silence.

[He switched it?!?!?!]

As soon as Kang Ichae knew his role, he anticipated such a mission and had preemptively hidden cards up his sleeve.

During filming, neither the staff nor the PD noticed.

It was only after repeated reviews during editing that they realized.

[It's not manipulated, damn... Kang Ichae's face is shown in slow motion... his hand movements are amazing...

└  If it wasn't for the slow motion, we wouldn't have known]

[But Ichae has a lot of money... why is he trying so hard?

└  The consensus is he's just doing it because it's fun...

└└ He's taking even a flea's liver, this guy...]

“We lost...”

“Ahaha?”

After receiving the declaration of defeat, Kang Ichae kissed his cards and took the mission card from the production crew.

“Thank you, the happy ending is mine~.”

Quoting a line from the movie that inspired the show, Kang Ichae blew a kiss and stood up, heading outside.

【Kang Ichae Mission Success!】

【Gains the location of jewels and gold bars.】

The jacket draped over Kang Ichae's shoulders fluttered.

The Noeuls couldn't help but smile wryly.

[Well, Ichae, even without friends... being cool is what matters

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ichae's mysterious first loss ㅠ]

.

.

.

As Kang Ichae obtained the location of the jewels and gold bars, Jeong Dajun headed to Daepaseong Entertainment under the staff's guidance to decipher the mission code.

“I'll try to enchant them all.”

With his confidence at an all-time high, he slicked back his hair and entered the company.

Having grown up closely observing Seo Hoyun's persuasive way of speaking, Jeong Dajun felt confident he could imitate it well.

As he walked the familiar path and was about to pass through the lobby, someone at the reception desk called out to him.

【Who is waiting for Jeong Dajun, who came for a mission?】

“You're here?”

[????]

This time, however, someone entirely unexpected appeared.

“I've been waiting.”

[Min Jiheon, are you out of your mind??!??!?!?!!!!!!]

It was Min Jiheon, exuding an even more actor-like aura than during the Please Take the Camera days.

Originally, one of the staff members was supposed to do it, but Lee Jihyeon, spotting Min Jiheon wandering around the company with nothing to do, quickly recruited him.

Since he was bored anyway, thought his dongsaeng would like it if he appeared on The Dawn's variety show, and might even meet Seo Hoyun, Min Jiheon gladly accepted the offer.

“...S-S-Sunbae-nim?”

Unaware of these circumstances, Jeong Dajun froze like a buffering video, stunned by facing his ultimate favorite without any prior warning.

“...Why...??”

Min Jiheon smiled brightly and stepped out from the reception desk, moving closer to Jeong Dajun.

“You're looking for something, right?”

“...Ah!!”

[That...

It seems like Jeong Dajun is the one getting enchanted]

[Exactly, but if I met Seo Hoyun, I'd be thrilled too

└ Jeong Dajun is quite patient, isn't he...]

Seeing his idol, whom he only saw on TV, come alive within a meter's distance, Jeong Dajun shook his head to clear his mind.

After all, he had a mission to enchant the opponent, guess the movie line, and obtain the code.

Bang!!

Jeong Dajun slammed his hand against the wall next to Min Jiheon and forced a trembling smile.

“Jeonghwa, shall we truly fall in love?”

【Jeong Dajun's idea of the ultimate seductive strategy: kabedon.[1]】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh my gosh, I'm going crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He ambitiously quoted a famous line from Please Take the Camera, but Min Jiheon just smiled as he looked down at the up-close Jeong Dajun.

It wasn't the correct mission answer.

“...Yep. I guess not. Sorry.”

Overwhelmed with disappointment and embarrassment, the maknae pulled his hand from the wall and tried to escape.

But Min Jiheon was quicker and grabbed Jeong Dajun's arm.

“...?!?!”

Their positions swapped in an instant, and when Jeong Dajun came to his senses, he found himself trapped between Min Jiheon's arm and the wall.

Jeong Dajun's eyes darted nervously as Min Jiheon slowly lowered his head.

His neatly kept brown hair fell over his smooth forehead...

The scene was captured so beautifully that the camera director couldn't tell if it was a variety show or a drama.

[Wow, but Min Jiheon...

He's truly handsome...

└ He's mastered the art of making everything look like a drama...]

“...Let's break up.”

“...Yep? You mean... with me, sunbae-nim?”

“Break up.”

[But he's talking nonsense...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“We've... never dated, though?”

[Jeong Dajun adds fuel to the fire...

└ Oh shoot, I'm going to lose it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Jeong Dajun's bewildered face was caught perfectly on camera.

It was a phrase he'd heard somewhere before, but with Min Jiheon right in front of him, the memory was just out of reach.

Min Jiheon looked at Jeong Dajun, who was deeply engrossed with a furrowed brow, and spoke with unwavering sincerity in a poignant expression and a wistful voice.

“Do you love me?”[2]

“...!!”

[OMG]

At that moment, a chill shot through his mind.

It was the famous line from a melodrama Jeong Dajun, who had never experienced love, been in a relationship, or even a crush, had cried over.

Jeong Dajun, who was just opening and closing his mouth, suddenly slapped his forehead with his hand and responded with the next line.

“How, how does love change!!!”[3]

Ding-dong-dang-dong!!

Immediately, the crew behind the camera went wild, beating the xylophone like crazy.

【Jeong Dajun Mission Success!】

【Mission code obtained.】

[Hey Jeong Dajun]

[Jeong Dajun, how do you know this? You weren't even born then.]

“Kyaaah!!”

“Goodbye, Dajun?”

“Yes!! Yes, sunbae! I'm a big fan!!”

“Hahaha, I like you too, Dajun.”

Jeong Dajun roared with joy and bowed 90 degrees to Min Jiheon.

As Jeong Dajun dashed off, Min Jiheon watched him with a fond smile.

“Hyung!! Ichae-hyung, I got it, ahh!!”

It was a problem that only Jeong Dajun, a drama fanatic who claimed to have been educated early on dramas and movies since he was in his mother's womb, could solve.

As soon as he stepped out of the company, Jeong Dajun pulled out his phone and excitedly called Kang Ichae.

– “Did you get it?”

“Yeah!! Oh, Min Jiheon-sunbae's acting is amazing, no, that's not the point. Did you win the bet, hyung?”

– “Of course I won. So what is it?”

“How does love change!!”

As Jeong Dajun shouted in pure joy, he heard Kang Ichae's low laughter from the other side of the phone.

– “Right, how does it change, Dajun.”

At those words reaching his ears, Jeong Dajun had an unsettling feeling.

“...Huh?”

– “I think this is our end.”

“Whaaat?”

With that, Kang Ichae ended it.

– “We're breaking up.”

Dajun stared at the phone, stunned, then frantically tried calling back.

However...

– “You have reached the voicemail...”

“...Blocked?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He dumped you like that ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Wait, why?!”

[Why, you ask ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You got betrayed ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【Second betrayal occurs!

Kang Ichae betrayed Jeong Dajun!】

While Jeong Dajun lay on the ground in frustration, stomping his feet at the unfairness of being betrayed, Kang Ichae was using the speakerphone to call someone.

– “Hello?”

“Have you been well, Macao Seo?”[4]

Kang Ichae smiled broadly as if he found it amusing.

“Everything ready?”

With less than five minutes remaining until the end of the broadcast, the screen suddenly rewound like a video tape, and the caption “10 minutes before filming” appeared.

In the studio where the members initially sat, Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and Jeong Dajun were chatting happily, while Kang Ichae was in a corner shuffling cards, warming up his hands.

“Kang Ichae.”

Seo Hoyun approached Kang Ichae silently, making no sound as he walked.

Kang Ichae, who glanced up at him, raised an eyebrow.

“Let's set up a deal.”

With the light behind him, Seo Hoyun tilted his head arrogantly.

“I'll make sure you won't regret it.”

He appeared confident in the outcome.

Kang Ichae's lips curved into a cheerful arc.

At the same tim, the arrangement of the continuously opposing teams began to move, and lines appeared over the emojis of Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon in CG.

Instead, a new person was added next to Kang Ichae, and arrows pointed back and forth between them.

【Kang Ichae, Seo Hoyun.

Secret alliance.】

They had planned to betray the other members from the start.

[Wow...]

A movie BGM played over the screen as Kang Ichae walked somewhere.

“You know who the traitor is?”

– “Yeah, it's Seong Jiwon.”

“Seonghyeon-hyung calls him hyung though.”

– “Of course that's a lie, man. Would Kim Seonghyeon just spill the beans?”

“Hmm. He seems like he would.”

– “Only to you, maybe.”

At Seo Hoyun's words, Kang Ichae lowered his gaze slightly and pondered while stroking his chin before coming to a conclusion.

“Why? I'll tell you. In fact, I've already sent the locker location via text.”

His eyes lifted to gaze somewhere.

“But you know...”

It was the public phone the staff had set up in advance to report traitors.

“it might be a bit late even if I do tell.”

Kang Ichae had intended to betray Seo Hoyun from the start.

“I'll be quicker than you, hyung.”

【Third betrayal occurs!

Kang Ichae betrayed Seo Hoyun!】




1 Kabedon = the wall-slam



2 Author's note: A famous line by Sang-woo (Yoo Ji-tae) from the movie One Fine Spring Day (2001.09.28.).



3 Author's note: Another line by Sang-woo from One Fine Spring Day (2001.09.28), also used as a mission code in episode 110 of MBC's variety show Infinite Challenge (2006.05.06.-2018.03.31.).



4 Based on Macao Park, the mastermind from The Thieves.



Chapter 183

Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun were as devious as they were perfectly matched.

“You'll use Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon to find out the mission code and location. I'll find out who the traitor is.”

“Okay.”

They knew each other so well that it was easy to predict each other's actions, and they thought they could easily obtain the necessary information when they teamed up.

After exchanging glances, they turned their backs and gave a sly smile, which was overlaid with a speech bubble CG.

【He's going to betray me, this guy. 】

【He's going to suck every last drop... 】

[Wow, the production team nailed the character analysis

└ They must have really studied The Dawn's concept]

Lee Jihyeon's 56-page proposal included the character traits of each of The Dawn's members in such detail that the production team couldn't help but know it all.

Deciding that things were getting more interesting, the production team paused and inserted a short interview with Kang Ichae.

【Q. Who do you think the traitor is?】

– “Hmm, the only person I believe everything they say in The Dawn is Seonghyeon-hyung.”

【Q. Why is that?】

– “Because you can tell when he's lying.”

Kim Seonghyeon played a decisive role in his reasoning.

Kang Ichae then flashed a grin and raised his sunglasses.

“So, the traitor is definitely Seo Hoyun.”

[Hey, I think you left “hyung” out]

Confident that he had figured everything out, Kang Ichae walked slowly towards the temporary public phone, speaking as he went.

“Do you think I'd trust hyung?”

– “What?”

And then he entered the phone booth, fiddling with the receiver while joking around.

“Do you think Seonghyeon-hyung would lie? Don't talk nonsense. There's no way hyung could pull off acting like that.”

– “......”

“No, even if you were the traitor, hyung, why were you just lounging around like an amateur? At least pretend you're doing the mission.”

– “...Do you really think that?”

Instead of answering, Kang Ichae merely chuckled.

– “Ichae, where are you?”

“What would you do if you knew?”

No matter how he thought about it, Kang Ichae couldn't believe Kim Seonghyeon was good enough at acting to deceive him.

True, his facial expressions had improved recently, but when he spoke, he was a total mess.

However, Seo Hoyun was different.

Seo Hoyun could deceive the entire world without batting an eye.

“Hyung, I'll call you back later.”

Kang Ichae waved to the invisible person on the other end.

“Do I need to tell you the code then?”

Then mercilessly, Kang Ichae hung up, humming a tune as he picked up the receiver.

[Thanks for making a movie, guys.

I'm full just from the setting,

But... trust each other a bit more.

I'd trust a door-to-door salesman more than this

└ Seriously, door-to-door salespeople have more credibility]

While the Noeuls tore their hair out over the hopeless trust between The Dawn members, Kang Ichae smirked and spoke.

“Traitor, Seo Hoyun.”

He wanted to make this iconic scene look even more dramatic.

“Hoyun, how does love...”

So, he deliberately paused for a moment, exhaled deeply, and in a wistful voice, began to speak the mission code, when a mechanical voice came from the other end of the receiver.

– “Kang Ichae, you failed to identify the traitor.”

– “You are immediately eliminated.”

“...Huh?!”

A perplexed Kang Ichae couldn't even respond properly before the call was abruptly cut off.

Beep— beep...

[?????]

[Why did Ichae get eliminated?]

As he stood there bewildered, unable to put down the phone, a knock came from behind.

Knock, knock.

Beep— beep...

Startled, he turned around to find Seo Hoyun slightly tilting his head, a faint smile playing on his lips.

“Hi.”

[Waaaaaaaah]

The overly gentle tone was so out of place that everyone watching the broadcast screamed in unison.

Kang Ichae, unable to grasp what was happening, glanced around before looking back at Seo Hoyun.

“...What the heck??”

“Haha.”

Seo Hoyun opened the door of the phone booth and dusted off Kang Ichae's spotless shoulder for no reason.

“You should've trusted hyung a bit more.”

“...!!”

“Come on out, you rascal.”

Seo Hoyun chuckled as he pulled the snickering Kang Ichae out of the booth.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at that satisfied expression ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seems like he feels relieved ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Wait a minute! You said I wouldn't regret it!!”

“You won't regret it because it was fun.”

【Fourth betrayal occurs!

Seo Hoyun betrayed Kang Ichae!】

Since it wasn't entirely untrue, Kang Ichae missed the chance to refute and was dragged away by the staff, visible even over Seo Hoyun's shoulder.

[Wait, if it's not Seo Hoyun, then who's the traitor???]

[Oh my, Seo Hoyun's going straight for it;;]

[Gosh, this is intense. They said you can only do it once, isn't the difficulty too high?]

Seo Hoyun, without any hesitation, dialed the number and then took out his phone from his pocket, showing the chat screen to the camera lens.

– Kim Seonghyeon: I did what you asked

– Kim Seonghyeon: They really betrayed me right away, those bastards...

– Me: ㅇpic

– Kim Seonghyeon: You're bad too...

At the bottom of the short chat was a photo of the mission note, seemingly sent by Kim Seonghyeon.

【Identity of the traitor

“We have come through the darkness for this moment.”】

The legendary last stage of Shining Star Season 2.

It was the lyrics from “Stardust.”

Kim Seonghyeon had not intended to lie to Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun from the beginning.

Even before filming, he tried to ignore Seo Hoyun's subtle comments, like “Who else can you trust besides Seong Jiwon?” which only served to increase his anxiety.

But as time passed, Seo Hoyun's casual remarks lingered in his mind like the devil's whisper, and eventually, he gave a different hint as insurance.

He truly intended to correct it later if Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae didn't betray him.

But when he was actually backstabbed, the first person that came to mind was Seo Hoyun.

If not him, who else was more suitable to handle the situation?

【Fifth betrayal occurs!

Kim Seonghyeon betrayed Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun.】

Ring... Ring.

Click.

Seo Hoyun called out “kindly” to the other person.

“Jiwon.”

The sweet times with Seong Jiwon flashed past Seo Hoyun's side in clumsy CG.

Tapping the tangled phone cord messily, he paused and made a bitter face.

“How does love change?”

An awkward chuckle came through the receiver.

【The original betrayal.

Seong Jiwon betrayed everyone.】

.

.

.

This was the truth behind The Dawn's Five incident, where a total of six betrayals occurred.

A few days before filming began, the production team pulled Seong Jiwon aside and assigned him the role of the traitor.

“Haha, alright! I'll do my best.”

【Traitor Seong Jiwon secured!】

With an angelic face, Seong Jiwon enthusiastically embraced the role and carried it out even more impressively than the staff had anticipated.

From subtly hinting that Kang Ichae might be the traitor to intentionally drawing Seo Hoyun's attention by mentioning how delicious the hot dog looked—even leading him to a café where fans would surround them.

[Holy fuck, there's a reason they filmed We Got Married]

[It wasn't Seo Hoyun dragging out the time, it was Seong Jiwon...]

Despite the delays and distractions, Seo Hoyun only nodded.

After all, he didn't need to act.

He had already set traps for Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae.

As long as they moved busily and self-destructed, he just had to take what he needed and make a single call.

It was an incredibly easy task.

“...Oh, this is a bit troublesome.”

Unaware of the situation, Seong Jiwon was bewildered that Seo Hoyun followed him so readily.

He hadn't intended to be this much of a hindrance.

On one hand, he felt like he was getting caught up in Seo Hoyun's pace.

“Hmm... I'll play poker to figure out the treasure's location.”

“Alright, then I'll go act.”

Eventually, Seong Jiwon, after sipping his iced americano and pondering, decided to find someone a little more approachable than Seo Hoyun.

Of course, even after that, Seo Hoyun continued to sip his drink at the café.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun, this heavy-ass guy... Did he even move besides hanging out with Seong Jiwon?]

[But honestly, he's really smart ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

All he did was stare blankly outside, occasionally check his phone, or engage in brief chats with the staff.

Then, after checking the time on his phone, Seo Hoyun slowly stood up.

The hint of the traitor was obtained through Kim Seonghyeon.

The mission code was conveyed through Kang Ichae, who, in turn, obtained it from Jeong Dajun.

Finally, the locker number was provided by an overconfident Kang Ichae.

He had gathered all the information.

Now, all that was left was to head to the payphone.

The reason Kang Ichae failed is clear.

In truth, unbeknownst to everyone, this game had been quite advantageous for Seo Hoyun from the start.

Kim Seonghyeon wouldn't be able to act!

That strong belief was deeply rooted in The Dawn.

But when Seo Hoyun checked Kim Seonghyeon's stats towards the end of Shining Star Season 2, he was very surprised.

[Kim Seonghyeon

Acting E → D]

Kim Seonghyeon had made remarkable progress in acting, albeit with a heavy dose of exaggeration.

Still, it's usable at this level?

This was something only Seo Hoyun knew.

A short interview with Seo Hoyun was included this time.

【Q. How did you set up such a plan?】

– “If you have just two very certain facts, it's not difficult at all.”

Seo Hoyun propped his chin and curved his eyes into a smile.

– “Kang Ichae will never trust me. And everyone thinks it'll be obvious if Kim Seonghyeon starts acting.”

The more Kang Ichae distrusted and doubted him, the closer Seo Hoyun got to victory.

Opening the bag with the password Seong Jiwon provided, Seo Hoyun took out a jewel, kissed it, and grinned.

“Of course.”

【Seo Hoyun WINNER】

And so, Seo Hoyun naturally claimed victory.


Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, Kang Ichae, and Seong Jiwon stood in front of the tvK broadcasting station.

The three, excluding Seong Jiwon, were busy glaring at each other and making a ruckus.

Bam~~ baram bam bam!

At that moment, the most famous OST from the movie Crime X's suddenly started playing.[1]

And from afar, Seo Hoyun, who was squatting on a child's electric car G-Bar X, drove up to the group, even managing to drift a little.

Vroooom...

Screeeech.

Despite the car looking too small for him, Seo Hoyun parked skillfully in front of the main camera and lowered his sunglasses with a wink.

“Macau Seo, reporting.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Crazy bastard, why are you riding that for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, that's slick, you fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Woohoo~~!!”

“Traitor, traitor!!”

“Why were you just lounging around like an amateur?”

He tossed back the words he heard from Kang Ichae and approached his only ally, Kim Seonghyeon, slinging an arm around his shoulder.

“Thank you for your help, Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Yeah... It's... a relief I could help.”

“I should reward you.”

Seo Hoyun rummaged through the inside pocket of his jacket as if he was going to give something real.

Kim Seonghyeon watched with a reluctant gaze, not expecting much.

[Is he going to give money???]

But Seo Hoyun instead pulled out a finger heart.

“Oh, and this too.”

“...!!”

“Thank you very much~.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, Seonghyeon looks disgusted, but Hoyun doesn't care at all ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon's expression soured even further after receiving a wink.

He hadn't been expecting money, but witnessing something utterly useless and eye-rolling wasn't what he had in mind either.

As Kim Seonghyeon pretended to poke his own eyes and screamed, Seo Hoyun untied the briefcase that was attached to the back of the child's electric car.

He handed over the bag filled with jewels and gold bars to the staff and swapped it for a bag filled with the prize money.

[Looks like Seo Hoyun is having too much fun teasing Kim Seonghyeon... What's Seonghyeon going to do...]

It was true; he was enjoying it.

Jeong Dajun whined with a pout.

“What do we do about that personality of his??”

“Our Dajun, you're too young to understand. Personality originally comes from the wallet.”

As if to say, “Look how generous I am,” Seo Hoyun opened the bag and waved a handful of cash bundles.

“I may not have style, but I sure have money.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Oh ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ isn't that line the opposite ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just like Seong Jiwon did in the opening, Seo Hoyun slightly lowered his sunglasses and laughed.

Simultaneously, the ending credits of The Dawn's Five rolled.

Photographs of the production crew who participated in the shooting appeared along with their brief comments.

【It was a project designed for them to band together and fight against the traitor... but they ended up betraying each other in a rather amicable way.】

【It made me realize once again how amazing The Dawn is... Watching them tear each other apart like hyenas was truly heartwarming.^^】

Finally, on the darkened screen, the phrase “Winner: The Great Seo Hoyun” was stamped, topped with an angel mark.

【However, Mr. Seo Hoyun was truly a good person.

(This statement is not being made just because he treated the entire staff to an expensive lunch course with the prize money.)】

That's exactly why it was being said.

【The Dawn is an angel, and we will always support them forever.

(This statement is not being made just because a coffee truck was sent to us while editing today.)

Wishing you success.

– The Staff】

The broadcast ended with The Dawn's “Stardust” song playing.

Despite being filled with suspicion towards each other and engaging in a chain of betrayals, The Dawn managed to maintain their title as angels.

Moreover, thanks to this reality show, Seo Hoyun successfully shed his previous image.

No longer labeled as “without parents” or “victim of a tragic accident,” he emerged as a sharp-minded, quick-witted guy.

Officially, he became known as a great guy, an extraordinary guy, a guy obsessed with victory.

[Seo Hoyun, our tiny, precious crazy angel...]

It was a necessity for the group in the long term, something everyone was already aware of...

The members of the Noeuls just laughed it off.

[Where in the world would you find angels who betray each other five or six times...]

They decided to overlook the minor details.




1 The Outlaws (2017)



Chapter 184

[The Emergence of a New Buzz, The Dawn’s Variety Show Universe]

[OTT service dominates real-time popular videos... Generation MZ Idols' “turnaround”]

[The Dawn, Proving to be a Legend in Variety Shows, Receives Love Calls from the Industry]

Since it was made with the support of tvK, a lot of capital was invested, and the response was overwhelming from the start, likely due to its meticulous crafting.

[You come for the face, but get hooked on the personality...

No, you get hooked on the face again...]

[Do these people not have a tomorrow??

└ Well, it's a small company, so they've been living like there's no tomorrow...]

[The Daepaseong planning team is doing a heck of a job...

└ The deputy is said to be really good at their jobㅇㅇ It's quite well-known in the industry

└└ Huh?

└└ └ Heard it from an acquaintance, just a rumor

└└ Rumor confirmed]

Videos from The Dawn's variety show climbed the ranks of real-time trending videos.

It was possible because The Dawn's variety sense captured the tastes of even ordinary people.

Moreover, Seo Hoyun's image as a “pitiful and unfortunate idol” disappeared—for anyone who watched the show.

[This guy is seriously crazy...]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Honestly, he's amazing!! Perfectly optimized for variety shows]

Even though Noeul didn't actually think that way, they understood it was an exaggerated expression.

As the Noeuls read the comments and tweets, they couldn't help but smile warmly as they saw the character analysis that finally hit the mark.

Meanwhile, The Dawn was having hectic days.

With their increased recognition, they could finally afford to be a bit more selective with their work, but still, they couldn't escape the reality that they had to row while the tide was in.

They hadn't even properly started preparing for their comeback, and with the concert just around the corner, they were busy enough just reviewing the flood of advertising proposals with their limited time.

Amidst all this, confirmed news articles were swiftly released, barely hours after being finalized.

[Ahhh ㅠㅠㅠㅠ This is seriously amazing... I'm so moved I can't even speak...ㅠ]

[That's insane... The Dawn is really making it, I said it as a habit but it's actually happening, kyaa~~!!! Guys, make lots of money~~ㅠㅠㅠㅠ!!!]

“Good job, everyone...”

The concert was in two weeks.

Their first one, at that.

The members, eager to present a perfect stage without a single speck of flaw and as if possessed by it, squeezed in practice time despite their already packed schedules.

As a result, they only returned to their dorms by dawn.

“What time are we supposed to wake up tomorrow?”

“Six o'clock...”

“Right...”

Still, it seemed they were managing as there were no complaints yet.

“Hoyun, are you going to sleep right away?”

“Of course.”

It felt almost no different from when I was a PD.

As expected, I couldn't keep up with the young ones.

After washing up, I collapsed onto the bed, but in the corner of my eye, I saw the minimized system window flickering.

“Hmm?”

Seo Jiwon, who was drying his hair and getting ready for bed, looked at me.

“Hoyun, what's up?”

“Ah, I'm just thirsty.”

I answered that way and made a pretense of heading to the kitchen but walked towards the balcony.

Just in case, I locked the window door as well.

Sitting on a chair, in the quiet as everyone had gone to bed, I cautiously expanded the system window.

[Processing...]

[——Error processing complete]

The damn thing seemed like it was finally trying to work again.

[...System updating...]

[System update 35%...]

[System update 47%...]

[System update 63%...]

But before I could do anything, it displayed the update process and went silent again.

You little brat, taking your sweet time.

.

.

.

[System update 85%...]

[System update 93%...]

[System update 99%...]

[Checking system...]

[...—System rebooting.]

Curious to see how far it would go, I passed the time scrolling through online reactions on my phone.

Finally, a window popped up saying the update was complete.

[Reward Settlement

Experience Event, Time is Gold.

When practicing with people around you, proficiency in designated stats increases slightly faster.

※No limit on target individuals.

※Stat increase applies to one specified individual excluding the player.

※Charm is excluded from the specified stat.

※Duration is 168 hours from the set start date.

※Rewards are forcibly granted.]

“...?”

The stiff informal language was puzzling compared to previous quests or settlement windows, but reading through it, the reward wasn't as bad as I thought, so I stroked my chin.

There were plenty of talented ones around me.

I thought it would spit out some trashy reward because it was making a fuss about an error due to me leaking some secrets—

[※Proficiency increase by 5%.]

but my face crumpled after reading the last line.

“Are you out of your mind??”

Where the heck can I use such a measly amount?

I swallowed the surge of anger that reached the top of my head with a sigh and pressed my forehead.

“Hey, come out quickly.”

Since it was supposedly rebooted, the system window must have returned as well.

Even after my words, there was a long silence before it appeared, laden with noise.

[...Hehe.]

It was being uncharacteristically coy.

[Seo Hoyun, have you been well?]

Looking back, I realized I should have pressured this brat more when I first landed here.

But I didn't want to waste time dwelling on what couldn't be changed now.

So, I replaced all the things I wanted to say with just one sentence.

“I was doing fine, but you made it hard.”

[Haha...]

“By the way, why is the reward so trashy? What? 5%?”

[Ugh, let me explain a bit about the reward first.]

The text flickered as if hesitating, then slowly continued.

[It's hard to say in detail... but since Seo Hoyun leaked some confidential information, the situation got tangled.]

It was true that I leaked some information.

Before facing any penalties like this, I thought it would be wise to know the potential outcomes ahead of time.

So, I chose something that would cause the least damage if it did leak out.

I also figured it would be a good means to experiment and tackle the problem at hand.

Anyway, I had no idea which secret would spread, but, nonetheless, I completed the quest.

[As a result, the penalty overlapped with the reward... No, forget it. Anyway, I secured the best conditions I could.]

“Ha, unbelievable. Are you serious?”

With all the pent-up anger, I sarcastically shot back.

Initially, the system window seemed a bit apologetic, but later it snapped back.

[I know it's inevitable to feel angry and annoyed! But I have a lot to say too! Who told you to spread it around?!]

“Hey, then why don't you tell me what other options I had?”

Was I supposed to just let the penalty for leaking classified information slide?

What else could I have done in that situation?

[The penalty is something I □￥?□ know □? Ah...]

The system window tried to explain, but its words broke and shattered.

Watching it fizzle out without showing any more text, I realized something.

Even though it claimed to be on my side, I always felt it was contradictory when harsh penalties were imposed.

I had suspected it was either deceiving me or hiding something—or it could just be powerless.

[□ Anyway... I didn't wish for this □￥ □ happen.]

As I kept my mouth shut, the system window reappeared.

Although the text was still slightly garbled, it wasn't unreadable like before.

[Seo Hoyun, I know you won't care much for such excuses...]

“What's with the sudden change?”

By the time I said that, fatigue hit me like a wave.

I didn't want to talk anymore, so I waved my hand dismissively, and a new window popped up in front of me.

[...Are you okay?]

Why are there so many people asking if I was “okay”?

I looked at it with a mix of disbelief and curiosity at its sudden behavior.

“Why? If I'm struggling, are you going to offer me a warm hug or something?”

[No, I don't want to, and I can't do it anyway.]

“I don't want it either, you fool.”

I chuckled slightly, but then I had to stop when I saw the next system message.

[Instead, I can erase your memory.]

“...What?”

Thinking I misread it, I squinted and read the text repeatedly.

But the content didn't change.

Even though I had constantly been aware of the absurd items dropping into my hands and affecting me in reality, hearing directly that my mind could be altered once again reminded me that this place was strange and unfamiliar.

[Erasing everyone's memory is beyond my ability, but I can erase the memory of your car accident, Seo Hoyun.]

The words resumed after a brief pause, as if waiting for me to process my feelings.

“What do you mean?”

[There are aftereffects, right? Since it's mostly psychological, I'll erase the specifics of what happened at the time, what you felt, although you'll still know the accident occurred.]

Recently, I had been feeling more stable.

I was also in more contact with Seo Hojin.

Yet, at night, it often resurfaced.

Like an uninvited guest appearing without warning.

“...So, you've known all along but didn't say anything?”

Knowing my condition meant it must have been watching me all along.

[I could only observe. I couldn't intervene.]

Ignoring the incessant chatter from the system, I pondered for a moment.

This seemed more like a reward compared to the 5% proficiency increase.

Certainly, if erasing the memories of the accident could relieve me from insomnia or pain without the need for therapy, it might be worth considering.

After all, my current state is ultimately derived from my memories.

“Should I give it a try?”

The system window, seemingly caught off guard by my unexpected reply, flickered more brightly than usual.

[Yes!! Great decision! Let's erase the memory of the accident then!!]

“No. Not that, you idiot.”

[What?]

“Leave the accident alone—”

Just recalling that event made my ears feel slightly hot.

“but erase the memory of me acting like a baby bunny in front of Kim Heeyeon.”

[...Really?]

“Yeah.”

[......]

[......]

[......]

[......]

[......]

[What the.]

I meant it sincerely, but the system window vanished after leaving just that one remark.

“Hey, are you sulking? Hey, hey!”

No matter how many times I called out, only the dark sky filled my view.

I clicked my tongue softly and sank back into the chair.

What memory am I even thinking of erasing?

It was all for me to handle.

Besides, if my body was exhausted, unnecessary thoughts wouldn't invade my mind.

With various schedules and concert preparation overlapping, I was busy enough.

Once I tire myself out, sleep would come naturally.

“There's a long way to go.”

It might seem quick to some, but for me, this was just the first concert.

I wasn't expecting to reach the level of Black Call nor did I intend to compete with them, but...

“...Should I extend practice time tomorrow?”

Hoping for The Dawn to grow even larger, that was all I could do at the moment.

Running my fingers through my hair, I got up from the chair and headed to my room.

Meanwhile, I was considering how to best use the rewards.

There were plenty of resources around me...

Just as I opened the door, I made eye contact with my new roommate, who fitted the description perfectly.

“Oh, you're back?”

“Yeah.”

With barely three hours left until six in the morning, Seong Jiwon was still awake, reading a book.

Might as well get some sleep.

Fearing I'd end up with a nosebleed over nothing but lack of sleep, I set an alarm on my phone.

Then, glancing sideways, I asked Seong Jiwon.

“Why aren't you asleep yet? We have to get up early tomorrow. Are you already nervous?”

The memory of our first showcase, which felt quite distant, came to mind.

Seong Jiwon had been very anxious back then.

He replied with his usual calm demeanor.

“Of course, I'm nervous. It's our first concert.”

Then he closed his book and laughed.

“But are we really not going to include the parachute thing? It seems like the fans are expecting it.”

“...Let's save that for later.”

Kang Ichae was indeed good at wasting talent.

Two weeks passed in the blink of an eye, and the first day of the concert arrived.
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“Waaah!!”

Right up until the concert, the fandom was buzzing with various concerns.

For one, they were still rookies.

The concert might be very short due to a lack of songs.

There was uncertainty about whether Daepaseong Entertainment, notorious for its inefficiency, could manage the fans well.

Doubts lingered over whether The Dawn had the skill and capacity to lead the concert... and so on.

Despite their love, worries came first, and everyone was on edge.

But seeing the huge poster hanging in front of the venue on the day made their hearts race like crazy.

“Kang!! I!! Chae!!”

A college student Noeul felt like she was bouncing with excitement.

She had fallen for Kang Ichae's crazy rapping in “Kill The Lights,” and though her fangirling career was relatively short, she managed to join the official fan club at the end of the year and, after betting her life on it, she secured a concert ticket.

“Ichae, I did it...!”

The only thing she thought she'd gained in college was the ability to keep up with God's schedule at lightning speed, faster than anyone else, but she didn't expect that skill to pay off like this.

Since all her friends failed, she was about to experience her first concert and The Dawn's debut concert alone, but she was ready to enjoy it to the fullest.

As she approached the entrance, the crowd grew denser.

It was packed with people waiting in line to buy concert merchandise and those who failed at getting a ticket but still wanted to take pictures.

Seeing The Dawn's popularity firsthand, the college student Noeul felt her heart swell with emotion.

Having safely entered the standing area, she silently cheered at the stage that seemed close enough to touch.

Crazy! I can even see their pores!

She clasped her hands together.

Please, dear God, let Kang Ichae look even more dazzling in person...

As a college student fan, she knew her taste was very specific.

Anyway, determined to enjoy the performance to the fullest, she shook her head to clear her mind.

She recalled the fan service from other singers' concerts she had seen on YouTube but shook her head to dispel her daydreams.

Given how unlikely it was, akin to winning the lottery...

Just having Kang Ichae exist is enough. Yup.

As she nodded and turned her gaze to the stage, the lights slowly dimmed, and the broadcast announcing the start of the concert began.

Then, the intro beat started to flow.

“♩, ♪, ♫, ♬”

As the sharp rhythm signaled the start of the concert, the fans' screams filled the stadium.

A VCR then played on stage.

Seo Hoyun, with his eyes moist, gazed at the moonlight before slowly raising his head.

Next, Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun appeared one by one, and as the moon completed a cycle and turned a crimson hue, The Dawn was swallowed by darkness.

“Drrrrr!

Drrrrr!”

The laser lights, which had spread in all directions, suddenly stopped, and with a bang! the screen went black.

[THE DAWN]

With that, The Dawn's first concert began.

“You showed me the way!”

Waaah!

At that moment, Kang Ichae's low yet husky voice pierced through the darkness, and everyone screamed as if they had lost their minds.

As the lights came on again, blue lasers enveloped the stage.

When the screen showing the VCR rose, the members of The Dawn were standing on the lift.

Crazy, crazy, crazy!

The aura emanating from them in person was far more overwhelming than what she had seen on screen.

While the college student Noeul was mesmerized by Kang Ichae's far more masculine and dazzling presence, Seo Hoyun's face filled the large screen.

“Waaaah!! You crazy guy!!!”

Wow... Seo Hoyun's face, damn...

Standing in the center, Seo Hoyun met the camera's gaze, briefly curled his lips into a smile, and then dropped them again.

The fans' cheers grew even louder.

“Drrrrr—

You showed me the way!”

As the lift descended slowly, the much-anticipated first song, “Kismet,” began.

“Raise your head and open your eyes in the dust!”

Most of the fans were hearing The Dawn live for the first time, so everyone opened their eyes wide.

It was the same for the college student Noeul.

Wow, their live performance is insane.

When her friends who went to Shining Star or the various music shows couldn't stop praising them, she didn't feel much, but hearing it in person, the rich vocals that resonated even while dancing intensely made her eardrums feel like they were melting.

The booming sound and dazzling effects were a bonus.

Since The Dawn's agency was a mid-sized entertainment company, and the concert was prepared as a special for Shining StarSeason 2, everyone had been telling themselves not to expect too much, but they were pleasantly surprised in the best way possible.

And above all—

Are their faces even real?

the members' visuals were incredible.

Although the college student Noeul was all about Kang Ichae, Seo Hoyun made her curious enough to wonder what job he would have if he was not an idol.

Perhaps that's why every time he appeared on the screen, cheers erupted everywhere.

“You showed me the way,

Now, I'll be the guiding light for you.”

As if to demonstrate 'This is what The Dawn is about,' after Kismet, they continued with a spicy combo of “Kill the Lights” and “Fantasy Reincarnation.”

Even more, each stage featured subtly changed lyrics, beats, movements, and choreography, making it fun to watch.

During “Fantasy Reincarnation,” where Jeong Dajun had famously messed up, he flew around as if he had shaken off everything, delivering a crazed performance.

“Amazing...”

Despite the intricate choreography that seemed to slice through the beat, they didn't miss a single breath, rhythm, expression, or note.

The tension and energy from The Dawn were palpable, and as time went on, the fans' cheers only grew louder.

“Gasp... Huff...”

After a few more songs, the music finally stopped.

At that moment, the college student Noeul realized that these guys hadn't taken a single break for over thirty minutes.

Jeong Dajun crouched down, catching his breath, then quickly dusted himself off as he stood up.

Seo Hoyun was also panting heavily.

As he gulped down water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, a small cheer erupted and then faded away.

Kim Seonghyeon looked around and raised his hand, prompting the members to line up neatly.

“One, two, three!”

“Rising dawn, we are The Dawn!”

Seeing them standing in formation, the atmosphere was similar since they were in the same group, yet their faces were distinctly different.

Beside her, another Noeul muttered with a hint of madness, “Baskin-Robbins 31 flavors to choose from.”

As soon as the introduction ended, Jeong Dajun plopped down on the floor.

“Is this... what concerts are usually like?”

Seo Hoyun, seeing the maknae struggling as if he was about to die, chuckled and poked his cheek with a finger.

“Come on, there are still plenty of stages left to see.”

Seong Jiwon helped Jeong Dajun up with a playful smile, as if petals were fluttering around him.

“This is the fan song we released around this time last year.”

“That's right! When Hoyun-hyung was filming a drama.”

“Shall we go?”

With the introduction of the next song, the fans' screams erupted.

It was because “Will You Go to Prom with Me?” was a song that fans had begged and pleaded for, hoping for a performance, but aside from occasionally hearing a few lines on the V-Live app and seeing a low-budget MV, that was all they got.

“Will you go to prom with me?”

“Will you go to prom with me?”

As the song began, the members each pulled out a flower from their leather jackets. In line with the 1980s American high-teen concept, a motorcycle zipped by on the screen behind them, set against a school campus backdrop.

“I tried talking to you, but you're as prickly as ever today,

Honestly, there's something nice about it,

Whenever I see your face, I just start to laugh.”

Seo Hoyun let out a small laugh as he sang his part, placing a flower by his ear.

He even waved to the audience, trying to make eye contact as much as possible.

During the first verse, they performed light choreography, but in the second verse, they ran freely around the stage, greeting fans.

“Ah—babe please answer me,

I've been waiting a long time.”

In the chorus, the members' voices harmonized, and the fans, waving their hands rhythmically, sang along.

“Will you go to Prom with me?

Will you dance with me?”

The college student Noeul had been swept up in the chaos of the standing section and was swept up in the flow of the concert.

She felt like she was about to faint as she saw Kang Ichae getting closer.

Are you freaking kidding me??

Caught up with the nearby fans, she stretched out her hand, knowing it wouldn't reach.

Awesome! Great!

Waving her arms wildly, she yelled, and her eyes met Kang Ichae's directly.

The college student Noeul was slightly flustered when Kang Ichae knelt on one knee on the floor and sat down.

“Ah~, I know I shouldn't be like this,

But when I'm in front of you, I want to act irrationally.”

And then, wasn't he waving his hand towards her?!

Even as her mind went blank, she had an intuition that she would regret it for the rest of her life if she missed this moment.

The college student Noeul widened her eyes and looked up.

With the sparkling lights, Kang Ichae, his eyes twinkling and winking, filled her vision completely.

“I want to hold you tight, and pour out such words, but I have to hold back

What can I do?”

This scene was captured on the big screen, and the fans' screams pierced the sky.

Fuck!!

Unable to voice it aloud, she cursed inwardly in joy as Kang Ichae pointed at her and continued singing.

“I want to look good to you.”

“Waaaahhh!! This is insane, fuck!!”

Her resolve to hold back swearing dissolved in three seconds.

In such a dizzying state, the college student Noeul couldn't help but repeatedly slap her forehead.

“Ichae!! I love youuu!!!”

Kang Ichae turned coolly and went up onto the stage.

“Say Yes!

Will you go to Prom with me!

Say Yes, say you'll be with me. “

After the performance of “Will You Go to Prom with Me?” which made the Noeuls' heart flutter like spring, ended, The Dawn, feeling hot, took off their jackets and tossed them to one side of the stage.

Meanwhile, Kang Ichae disappeared backstage, leaving only the four members standing with microphones.

“He's seriously so damn good-looking...”

“No matter how much I look, I never get tired of it, damn.”

The fans' reactions, seen on the big screen, were this intense, and those standing right in front of the stage were on the verge of fainting.

“I was really worried because it was our first time, wondering if it might be lacking—”

Before Seong Jiwon's careful words could finish, a voice burst out from the audience.

“It was perfect, Jiwon!!”

“Pfft.”

It was a vocal strength that could seriously consider a career in opera.

The four members, faces flushed from running around the stage, tried to hold back their laughter.

After calming down a bit, Kim Seonghyeon put an arm around Jeong Dajun's shoulder and said,

“Next is... um, a song that is filled with memories.”

Seong Jiwon continued the introduction.

“This is the song that came up as a potential title track when our Hoyun joined, and we were preparing for a comeback.”

Jeong Dajun chimed in brightly.

“The more you listen, the better it gets! It even makes you crave some fruit!”

The fans were thrilled at the new behind-the-scenes story and the thought that a new song would be showcased only here.

If it was considered for the title, it promised a quality at least as good as “Second Chance,” making them excited with anticipation.

“It's a song the company gave us before our Ichae started composing, right?”

“Should we ask what he thinks when he comes back?”

Listening to Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun's conversation, Kim Seonghyeon let out a small sigh.

“Then, let's present it.”

And then a lively melody mixed with EDM flowed out.

“Pa-Pa-Pa.”

Pa... Pa... Parachute??

But “Parachute” was a song Kang Ichae had said he composed in just a few minutes when they were filming the reality show.

Then what on earth was this song?

As the Noeuls each drew question marks in their heads,

“Let's go!”

Kang Ichae came running out from the back, wearing what looked like a mango hat.

“Waaaahhh!!!”

“Pa-pa...”

He also tossed hats to the members.

Seo Hoyun caught a pineapple hat and pressed it firmly on his head, then took the microphone.

“Not Parachute.”

“Pop, pop, pop like a pineapple!”

“It's 'Mang-Mang-Mang!'”

It was the debut of the concert version of “Mang-Mang-Mang!”
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“Like an apple yum-yum-yum!

Like a pineapple pop-pop-pop!”

Even though only a few lines of the lyrics had been released, everyone hoped it was just a temporary song brought in from somewhere to commemorate the event.

This was despite Seong Jiwon already firmly stating that it was a candidate for the title track.

So, instead of “Second Chance,” they were planning to come back with this?

While everyone shouted and waved their light sticks at The Dawn, their minds were locked on a single mantra: “Daepaseong, you son of a bitch!”

Of course, the stage continued diligently amidst all this.

“Like a mango mang-mang-mang,

I hope this isn't a failed love,

(Ah ah ah)”

The lyrics, which felt like anyone could have written them better even with their feet, paired with a cute melody, were not something you could get used to, especially with the EDM-heavy tune.

“I'm going to faint for real...”

Even if they had come back with this song, it would have gone viral.

As a viral video.

And they would have been cyberbullied like crazy.

But as they kept watching, whether it was the effect of brainwashing or their faces, it was hard to tell.

In white short-sleeved T-shirts and jeans, with a bit of sweat, the ultimate in innocence combined with cute fruit-shaped hats and their adorable dancing made the fans feel like they were in paradise

“But you know~.”

Next to Kang Ichae, who was playing the role of the mango, Seo Hoyun, who had long tossed aside his pineapple hat, dashed out with a mischievous smile.

In his hand was a unicorn-shaped bubble gun.

Seo Hoyun spun around, shooting bubbles everywhere, then mimed eating an apple with his hand.

“Apples are delicious, yum-yum-yum.”

No, it would have blown up!!

By then, fans unconsciously erased all their previous thoughts.

Damn, their faces are the plot!!!

They screamed wildly.

Not since the Heart-Thumping Salad Challenge had they attempted such a cute concept, so the response was even more enthusiastic.[1]

Since it was a concert organized for fan service and there was no set choreography, the members went from one end of the stage to the other, seeking out every nook and cranny for the Noeuls.

Seo Hoyun was squatting down, singing while making eye contact with fans.

“You're my pineapple!!!”

At the shout that could even pierced through the loud music, Seo Hoyun widened his eyes and then gently curled them into a smile.

With his expression clearly captured on the big screen, the Noeuls' cheers grew even louder.

“Like a pineapple pop-pop-pop!”

Seo Hoyun sent bubbles flying towards the fans, then moved next to Jeong Dajun and pressed down the apple-shaped hat he was wearing.

Watching this, Seong Jiwon smiled brightly and picked up the microphone.

“The orchard where you and I could meet,

You picking pineapples Wow Wow Wow,

The thorns hurt, but it's so lovely it's amazing.”

The lyrics made no sense, but when sung in Seong Jiwon's tone, they somehow seemed plausible.

During one of their concert practice, Kim Seonghyeon had murmured that it was a waste of talent, but fans, unaware of such circumstances, even found the song surprisingly romantic.

In the end, the alluring charm and singing skills of The Dawn left the Noeuls utterly enchanted.

“Like a mango, mang-mang-mang!”

This is Billboard No. 1 material...

By the time the song ended, even those who were initially skeptical fell into the grand illusion of understanding why it was once considered a title track.

With five handsome guys singing this, people would flock, exclaiming, “Damn, what is this?!”

And for The Dawn, who desperately needed some buzz at the time, it seemed like a potentially effective noise marketing strategy.

Of course, Daepaseong had no such strategic thoughts, and had they really come out with this, fans would have cursed them to death.

But it's cute?

Fans found themselves oscillating between being driven mad by The Dawn's coolness and wanting to tear Daepaseong apart.

As the concert entered its second half, they performed the unit and cover songs they had prepared.

“Follow me and say, 'You can't get over me,'

You never said you disliked it, I know what you want.”

First up was Seo Hoyun and Kim Seonghyeon's cover of Black Call's “Get Over,” inspired by their self-produced content, “Heart-Pounding Matching Survival!”[2]

Following that, they returned to their original parts, with Seong Jiwon on vocals and Kang Ichae on rap for the cover of ” When We Love,” and Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae for “Please Let a Meteor Fall Before I Go to Work Tomorrow.”[3]

“Seo Hoyun!!!”

“You're the dancing machine!!!”

Even during their performance of Lea Purple's “Easy Tempo,” a song that had inspired countless legendary GIFs, Seo Hoyun pulled a long velvet ribbon from his pocket, wrapped it around his neck, and tied it into a bow.

“Love me slowly.”

At the perfect moment, he untied the bow with a dramatic flourish, sending the entire concert hall into a frenzy.[4]

Fans who failed to secure tickets were glued to social media, endlessly waiting for even a single photo or video clip.

And when content did emerge, they gritted their teeth.

Silk shirts with body chains, tight tees with harnesses, fruit hats, suits, ribbon chokers, and more.

Plus, it was their first concert.

The first time held deep meaning for the fans.

The Noeuls who couldn't attend the concert shed tears, looking at the meager tidbits that trickled down from the scene.

[Don't even bring up the “con” in “concert” to me right now.

└ Pop “corn”[5]

└└ You're gonna die]

Meanwhile, The Dawn was in high spirits.

And why wouldn't they be?

The massive crowd gathered to see them, the light sticks swaying in every direction, the cheers that could even pierce through their earpieces.

All these things were unfamiliar, yet the pure affection was palpable.

“Thank you! Now it's the last song!”

“Stardust,” the song that brought them here, began to play.[6]

“We're not lost, we're moving forward,

We never saved anything to go back.”

While the final stage of Shining Star Season 2 had been about singing of hope in the face of despair, this time it was much brighter, radiating the perfect summer vibe.

“All the way to the end,

Regardless of what lies ahead.”

Dressed in T-shirts emblazoned with The Dawn logo, the members darted around the stage, towel slogans casually draped around their necks.

In a burst of mischief, Kang Ichae playfully tossed his towel over Seo Hoyun's head.

But rather than showing any irritation, Seo Hoyun simply smiled, unfazed by the gesture.

Kang Ichae found it fascinating.

He genuinely seemed at peace and in a good mood.

So, he burst into laughter with him as they locked eyes.

“We are becoming Stardust.”

Before they knew it, all the members were gathered, looking into each other's eyes.

“Thank you! Goodbye!”

With a bright smile, Seong Jiwon waved to the Noeuls.

♩♪♫

Somewhere, a whistle sound was heard.

“Let's paint our future together,

Meeting you has changed me.”

The fans began singing along, their voices rising in unison, a cappella.

It was “Colors,” a track from their Japanese album.[7]

The overwhelming response from the Noeuls, saying it was too good to be released only in Japanese, led them to re-record it in Korean for their fans.

“Today, tomorrow, and the day after,

We'll be together!”

It wasn't a title track or even part of their domestic album releases.

None of the members had expected this moment.

Yet, the fans' voices blended seamlessly, filling the stadium with raw, unrestrained emotion.

Jeong Dajun, who was wide-eyed with surprise, burst into tears, and Kim Seonghyeon, who had been holding back, also broke down.

Seong Jiwon quietly wiped his eyes as well.

“My heart keeps pounding,

I want to tell you

I wish this moment could last forever!”

Standing at the front, Seo Hoyun neither cried nor laughed.

He simply raised the microphone quietly when his part came and sang along with the fans.

“I may have a bad temper,

Always doing things my way,

I don't mind losing if it's to you.”

Perhaps no one knew, but Seo Hoyun was a bit shaken.

Although he hadn't written it, there wasn't a single promise in the lyrics he could keep.

“I wish this moment could last forever,

Can I stay by your side?”

Every time he saw such unconditional affection, it felt like the conscience he thought had vanished was pounding on his heart.

Seo Hoyun knew.

He couldn't last forever, and there would eventually be an end.

“I swallow these words and instead.”

But he looked straight ahead, pretending everything was fine.

“Let's paint tomorrow together.”

In front of him, the blue lights symbolizing The Dawn swayed abundantly.

Instead of letting out the countless words and emotions swirling around him, Seo Hoyun simply smiled.

“I've changed for you,

My Colors.”

For now, more than anything, he just wanted to savor this moment a little while longer.

.

.

.

Only after performing a few more songs for the encore could they wrap up.

It was the same for the concert that followed the next day.

The slight variation in choreography for each day received quite favorable reviews.

“Thank you!”

“Great job~.”

They waved to the staff as they stepped off the stage.

According to the planning team, the first-day concert reactions were a mix of surprise at their skills and fan service but seeing them cry their eyes out at the end made them seem like total rookies.

Does that mean I'm not a rookie?

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were known for being crybabies, but even Kang Ichae got teary-eyed today.

I scratched my neck as I opened the door to the waiting room.

Along with the other members, I turned on the V-Live app.

It was to briefly thank the fans and convey our feelings.

“Wahhh...”

“Hey, are you crying? Crying?”

I teased Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, who were still crying, and after sharing my thoughts on the first concert and thanking the Noeuls, I ended the live stream.

“Let's call it a day~.”

“Good work, everyone!”

We all changed into casual clothes and headed to the parking lot.

The time was nearing dawn.

“Let's paint tomorrow together~~!!”

“I've changed for you! I told you, I lost~!”

“Who had a drink?”

“It's seriously embarrassing.”

Thinking that my stamina had been lacking lately, I massaged my stiff shoulders, and Jeong Dajun, who had been singing loudly, clung to me.

“Hyung, how are your eyes so dry??”

“And how are yours so puffy?”

When I touched Jeong Dajun's eyes, which were swollen like a goldfish, they felt warm.

I ignored Dajun's request to pull him toward the van, as he seemed to enjoy the cool sensation of my hands on his eyes, and instead, I walked briskly ahead.

Tomorrow morning is a day off and then straight to preparing for our comeback.

While our appearances in public broadcasts had decreased a bit, our schedule was still packed.

I thought maybe being busy was better as I arrived at the new dorm.

After showering and roughly drying my hair, I came out to find the living room bustling with after-party preparations.

Still excited, Jeong Dajun was full of energy.

“Our night starts tonight!!”

I caught the running kid and spun him around, pushing him towards Kim Seonghyeon.

Well, he had been yelling about wanting an afterparty for a while.

“Good work. I'm going to bed.”

“Huh! Where are you going?! Let's have an afterparty!!”

“Hoyun, I even bought the cream liqueur you like!”

When did I ever say I liked that stuff?

I glanced over the table, and after spotting the Iris whiskey, plopped down onto the floor.

“Is there milk?”

“Yeah, right next to you.”

“Wow, look at that quick change. Preferring his favorite drink over the maknae's request?!”

“Hyung, didn't I tell you? This will get him for sure.”

“You're right~.”

Tuning out their banter, I concentrated on preparing my drink instead.

One sip and the sweet cream and chocolate flavors hit hard.

Savoring the lingering taste, I was in the middle of mixing another drink when Jeong Dajun handed me a bottle of Iris whiskey and said,

“Uh... but hyung, please don't get mad.”

“Why would I get mad?”

“Well, you see...”

Just then—

Ding!

The doorbell rang.

“Oh man~!”

A glance at the clock showed it wasn't a time for anyone to visit.

Jeong Dajun quickly checked the intercom and awkwardly turned his head.

...What is it?

He sheepishly pushed me towards the door.

“We have a special guest coming today. Hyung, can you open the door?”

The maknae's reaction seemed suspicious, but I figured it was probably just the manager.

We had only recently moved into this dorm, and Jeong Dajun had already checked the intercom.

I thought I'd find out who it was once I opened the door, so I lazily moved to open it, not forgetting to throw in a comment.

“The maknae should be the one opening the door.”

“Ah, but hyung should do it~.”

Seriously, what is it?

Seeing Jeong Dajun pushing me from behind, I finally decided to play along and trudged over to the door, flinging it open.

“...Ack!”

With a loud thud, something hit the door, followed by a familiar voice.

“Ugh...”

“Who...?”

It seemed someone had bumped into the door as I opened it.

Squinting my eyes, I peeked around the door—

“Hey, that fucking hurt.”

only to see Joo Woosung, rubbing his forehead with teary eyes.
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5 “Concert” is written as 콘서트 (kon-seo-teu) while “popcorn” is 팝콘 (pap-kon)
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Chapter 187

Why was he here again?

I stepped outside and folded my arms as I looked at Joo Woosung.

“What brings you here?”

“Aren't you even going to apologize?? Aren't you??”

“Oh, sorry?”

When I said it, trying to appease him, Joo Woosung rubbed his forehead in frustration and lightly shoved my shoulder.

“Well, why are you here? You could've just called.”

“I came to get the watch.”

“Didn't you say you were too busy to come, even when I offered to give it to you?”

Now, of all times?

I thought it, but I didn't say it out loud because I knew he was trying to be nice to me in his own way.

Instead, I just alternated my gaze between the dark night sky and Joo Woosung's stubborn face.

“You have that “why now?' look on your face.”

“Ahaha?”

“You're not even denying it, you punk! Move!”

Joo Woosung dragged me out of the way and confidently walked into the house as if it were his own.

Jeong Dajun poked his head out timidly, nodding when he made eye contact with Woosung.

“Hello, sunbae...?”

“...??”

“That, um...?”

Looking around as if he was checking for something, Jeong Dajun seemed a bit flustered.

After locking the door behind me, I raised an eyebrow at Joo Woosung standing next to me.

When Kim Seonghyeon, who had been eating chicken, saw Woosung, he jumped up, startled.

“Oh! Sunbae!”

“Seonghyeon, hi.”

Joo Woosung shamelessly plopped himself down in the middle of the living room as if it was his own place.

Seeing him exchange cheerful greetings with the members made me realize that he did have basic social skills, which was surprisingly impressive.

Jeong Dajun, still awkwardly standing around, cautiously asked Woosung.

“...Sunbae, did you come alone?”

“Dajun, are you trying to flirt with me?”

“Excuse me. Do you think our maknae would ever flirt with someone like you?”

Did he think our maknae was into him?

Even when there was a mission on our variety show to seduce someone with charm, the pure-hearted Jeong Dajun could only go as far as do a kabedon.

What nonsense was Woosung spouting?

I covered Woosung's mouth with one hand and handed him the drink I had made earlier with the other.

Just drink and shut up.

Jeong Dajun just rolled his eyes and then buried his face in his phone.

I watched him as I sipped my drink, and Joo Woosung poked me in the side.

“What?”

He leaned toward me, and I caught a whiff of alcohol.

“Well, actually, I came after hanging out with the noonas from the group that like to bash you. They were making a fuss, asking me to check on you since they couldn't come to your dorm themselves.”

“Just say you wanted to see me.”

“Hey! What kind of creepy shit is that?”

Fine, don't then.

There was no need to get so worked up.

To shut him up again, I graciously poured the freshly made warm drink straight into his mouth.

Joo Woosung grimaced but finished the glass nonetheless, smacking his lips as if he enjoyed it.

Suddenly, he spoke up as if something had occurred to him.

“Oh~, you guys had a concert today?”

“Yes!! It would've been great if Woosung-hyung could've come. It was really fun!”

“What did you do?”

Kim Seonghyeon, already tipsy and with a flushed face, sat close to Woosung, acting all friendly.

It seemed like he didn't notice the other members at all.

“Sunbae! We covered 'Get Over' by Black Call!”

“Oh, really? Thanks.”

“Seo Hoyun complained so much about how hard it was! But he did pretty well.”

“...Oh, Seo Hoyun?”

Maybe it was because I was getting old, but sitting on the floor drinking made my back and tailbone ache.

I thought lying down while drinking was best, so I sprawled on the sofa, sipping soju through a straw.

Joo Woosung glanced at me and shook his head.

“Can he really do well? Well... Seonghyeon, maybe you, but Hoyun's a klutz.”

“We managed to make it at least rhythm-level.”

“Hey, it wasn't that bad?!”

No one listened to my protest.

Jeong Dajun, who had been glued to his phone, suddenly looked up and chimed in.

“Oh! Then, sunbae, do you know what 'Mang-mang-mang' is?!”

“What's 'Mang-mang-mang'?”

“Guess, hyung. It's related to Hoyun-hyung.”

“What, is it some kind of acrostic poem?”

“An acrostic poem? Hahaha, okay then, 'doom'!”

Kang Ichae suddenly prompted, and Joo Woosung furrowed his brow slightly.

“Why all of a sudden? Doom, doom...”

After tapping his glass lightly with his fingertips for a moment in thought, the guy shifted his gaze to me.

I waved my hands frantically, signaling him not to spew nonsense and corrupt the other members.

But then, with a sly grin, he started speaking immediately.

“Doomed to become a failed idol, one I barely saved...”

“Do you want to die?”

I tried to grab him by the scruff and cover his mouth, but the strong guy resisted, gesturing to Ichae to continue the poem.

“Doom!”

“Doomed rascal Seo Hoyun, this brat is...”

“Doom!”

“Doomed to spend his life banging away with a hammer...”[1]

Don't ever go on broadcast with your acrostic poems.

Seeing the members giggle and praise Woosung as the best, I sighed and headed to the kitchen area.

Experience really was everything.

Even when he did things like that, they just fawned over him.

“Sunbae, that was a perfect acrostic poem!!”

“Didn't it capture all my past grievances?!”

“Haha~. Yes! I feel like you'd be great at rapping too~.”

I pulled out some ice cream from the fridge, sat at the dining table, and downed tequila along with it.

I caught Seong Jiwon and Ichae exchanging looks.

“Hyung, you know I really like you, right??”

“...Huh?? Huh??”

Then, suddenly, Kang Ichae blurted out nonsense to Joo Woosung, who laughed despite the awkwardness and filled another glass.

He wasn't even drinking himself.

“So, I look forward to working with you, sunbae! Please drink this one~.”

“...This is the second shameless hoobae I've met.”

“Is the first one Hoyun-hyung?”

“Do I even need to say it?”

Even as the night deepened, everyone was still boisterous.

Joo Woosung seemed to drink at his own pace, but he got caught up with Kang Ichae, who kept refilling his glass, and Seong Jiwon, the heavy drinker.

Before long, he appeared quite tipsy.

Woosung, how do you manage to get caught up like that and live...?

I checked the time on my phone.

It had only been 35 minutes since we arrived at the dorm.

“Wow...”

The esteemed Joo Woosung-sunbae, who had nothing to show for himself except a silly acrostic poem, sat there blankly, his hand on his forehead as if he'd lost the ability to speak

Unable to watch any longer, I put down my glass and stood up.

“Let's stop drinking. I'll take him... I mean, I'll take sunbae back.”

“Okay~.”

I was about to refer to Joo Woosung as “him,” but under the intense glare of Kim Seonghyeon, I quickly changed my words and helped Joo Woosung to his feet.

Kang Ichae waved his hand with a mischievous smile.

Kang Ichae seems to have done this to Joo Woosung on purpose.

Why, though?

Sorting through the actions of Kang Ichae, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun, I stepped outside.

A drunken troublemaker staggered and nearly tripped over his own feet.

“Hey!”

I quickly grabbed his arm to steady him.

Joo Woosung, with his half-glazed eyes, seemed unaware of the near-mishap.

“You've already hit your forehead on the door earlier. Do you want to hit it twice?”

“Damn it...”

Come to think of it, I wasn't even sure why this guy came.

He said it was to find his watch and because Kim Heeyeon and Lim Hyeonsu asked him to check on me, but he seemed more interested in chatting with the members than actually looking for the watch or checking on my well-being.

“So why did you really come?”

“I don't have any friends...”

I know, you idiot.

Kang Ichae, once he'd had a few drinks, tended to become a chatterbox, and it seemed Joo Woosung was no different.

“Just, you know, I was a bit concerned...”

“About what?”

“Well, just wondering if you were okay...”

“Really?”

I played the fool and ended up being fooled for real.

It was a wonder he hadn't been scammed yet.

With so many people in the world to worry about, you chose to worry about me.

“What, why?! What now?!”

Joo Woosung, realizing I was looking at him with a pitiful expression, yelled out in frustration.

It was late at night, so I covered his mouth as I spoke.

“Thanks to you, I didn't become a fallen star, and I'm perfectly healthy, so don't worry anymore, okay?”

“......”

Then I led Joo Woosung toward the main road where taxis were likely to pass by, ignoring his grumbling from behind.

Suddenly, I remembered the favor.

“Joo Woosung, are you busy these days?”

“Yeah, fucking busy.”

“Do you have time to help me?”

“No.”

“Ah, so you do. Thanks in advance.”

“I said no, didn't I?!”

I wasn't planning to ask for a favor immediately, but having observed Joo Woosung, it seemed that, aside from active periods, his schedule was relatively free since he was a top-tier idol who had passed his transitional phase.

Well, I can use it later.

I saw a taxi with a “vacant” sign in red from afar and flagged it down.

I then asked Joo Woosung if he had his phone and wallet with him.

“...I think I left them at your place.”

“Ha...”

Joo Woosung clumsily patted his chest, backside, and thighs where pockets would be, only to pull out his phone and give a sheepish smile.

As I debated whether to send the taxi away and return to the dorm to find his wallet, I turned my head and saw a figure standing under a nearby streetlight.

“...Huh?”

We locked eyes.

“...Seo Hojin?”

“...Hyung, hey.”

Seo Hojin approached me as I stood stiffly.

My dongsaeng glanced at the drunk leaning on me and looked slightly awkward.

It was probably because he recognized the famous face.

“Hello, Joo Woosung.”

“Oh... Wow.”

“Nice to meet you, even though it's our first time and you seem a bit drunk.”

“Wow, yes.”

I stepped in front of Joo Woosung, who was scanning Seo Hojin's face with wide eyes, and opened the door of the taxi that had stopped nearby.

“Huh, huh?”

“Get in.”

And I shoved him inside.

Slamming the door shut, I handed the taxi driver two 50,000 won bills and urged him to hurry.

Joo Woosung was about to say something as he opened the window, but fortunately, the taxi took off.

“What... What are you doing here? How did you find this place?”

“Dajun called me over, um...”

I quickly turned around to look at Seo Hojin.

“Why would Jeong Dajun...”

Then, like pieces of a puzzle falling into place, the situation started to make sense.

Jeong Dajun had been looking around when Joo Woosung arrived, and there was him exchanging glances with Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae.

Kim Seonghyeon was happy to see Kim Seonghyeon—no, Kim Seonghyeon was always like that.

So, when there was a need to get rid of Joo Woosung quickly, I was more likely to handle it than Kim Seonghyeon, who couldn't hold his liquor.

And in the process, they managed to have me run into Seo Hojin, who was waiting outside.

Kang Ichae, that bastard...!

Feeling inexplicably tricked, I ran my hand through my hair in irritation and quickly looked around.

Just because we changed dorms didn't mean I could relax.

I hastily led Seo Hojin into the dorm's parking lot.

“What are you doing here? What if someone sees you? Aren't you busy with school?”

“What are you talking about? I'm on vacation.”

“Oh...”

Now that I thought about it, it was already summer.

I scratched my cheek for no reason.

“Were you here long? You should've called.”

“I didn't wait long. I was just thinking about how severe global warming is these days.”

He joked nonchalantly, but my dongsaeng was drenched in sweat.

I placed a hand on his forehead and turned him around, checking him over.

No injuries, no signs of illness.

Seo Hojin frowned deeply, but it seemed awkward for him, so he cracked a joke.

“Why are you staring at me for so long? Did I grow up well?”

“No. You've always been a bit of an airhead.”

Come to think of it, the most airheaded person around me had always been Seo Hojin.

“Let's not spit on your own face. I look like you, hyung.”

“What are you talking about?”

I slapped him lightly on the forehead.

Unlike me, his eyes had a gentle downward slant, giving him a mild expression, which momentarily scrunched up before he let out a playful laugh.

Compared to the last time I saw him, he seemed to be in a much better mood.

“Do you want to go up to the dorm?”

It felt awkward to keep talking like this, and since he came because Jeong Dajun called him, it seemed better to move to the dorm.

But Seo Hojin shook his head.

“No, it's fine.”

“......”

“I'm still sulking.”

What a grudge-holder.

“Then at least say goodbye. Didn't you say Jeong Dajun was cute?”

“Right. He kind of looks like me.”

Seo Hojin shamelessly claimed to be handsome and cute, but he snickered and took out his wallet when I gave him a stern look.

“Well, enough with the jokes. I actually came to give you this.”

When he pulled something out of his wallet, I thought I was finally getting an envelope of filial money.

But what came out was about the size of two fingernails put together.

“Take this.”

When I held it in my hand, it was a bumpy family photo carefully taped together.

“...Oh.”

As I became 10 years younger, traces of me disappeared from most photos unless I took them alone.

So, it was impossible to find a photo with all four family members.

“It was tough finding these photos, hyung.”

In the small rectangular shape, there was me at 20, my parents at that time, and a slightly awkward 10-year-old Seo Hojin.

In this world, we couldn't exist like this all together.

Perhaps my fiddling with the family photos during one of my visits home had stuck with him.

“It's a gift. I was going to give it with flowers when your show ended, but I got annoyed and thought about not giving it...”

“......”

“But it felt like a waste not to.”

Damn it.

“It is a waste not to,”

“Right?”

“Yeah, missing out on our airhead's chubby cheeks at age 10 would be a pity.”

“Hey, they're completely gone now, okay?!”

I suddenly felt a lump in my throat.

To prevent Seo Hojin from noticing, I deliberately spoke in short bursts.

I thought I had kept my emotions in check, but they nearly overflowed.

I placed the family photo deep inside my wallet.

“...Thanks.”

When I spoke hesitantly, Seo Hojin gave a small smile.

“Then, give me a ride home in a fancy deluxe taxi.”

“...Sure, you brat. Just say the word. I can even give you a ride on a horse.”

“Oh, really? Then take me to the campus on a horse. I want to maintain my dignity as the class president.”

“Wow, being a class president in Korea is fucking tough.”

“Sorry, but that's a tradition at our school.”

Hey, that tradition didn't exist back when I was at that school, okay?

망돌 될 뻔한 거 내가 겨우 살린,

망나니 서호윤 이 새끼는,

망치나 들고 평생을 뚝딱거릴 팔자다.

In the first line, 망돌 (“mangdol”) is a slang term meaning “failed idol group,” combining 망 (failure) and 아이돌 (idol). In the second line, 망나니 (“mangnani”) refers to a “scoundrel” or “rascal.” The third line uses 망치 (“mangchi”), which means “hammer.”

Since creating a good acrostic poem with “mang” in English is challenging, I went for “doomed” instead.




1 An acrostic poem is a popular Korean wordplay where each syllable of a chosen word serves as the starting point for a sentence or phrase. In this example, the chosen word was 망망망 (“mang-mang-mang”). Woosung's acrostic poem is as follows:



Chapter 188

Anyway, as per Seo Hojin’s request, I called for a Kakao Black and exited the parking lot.[^1]

With the atmosphere now lighter, I took the opportunity to ask all the questions I had been curious about: How's school life? Do you have friends? Any romantic interests?

At first, Seo Hojin answered casually, but he frowned deeply at the last question.

“Such an old-fashioned thing to say.”

“Fuck...”

After entering college and even becoming the class president, he'd gotten quite sharp and grown-up, managing to turn me into a clueless Paleozoic-era fossil of a returning student with just one sentence.

The funny thing was, I found some satisfaction in that.

At least Seo Hojin seemed to be living well with the common sense of today's generation.

I spotted the taxi waiting at the requested spot, opened the door, and helped Seo Hojin inside.

I handed over the taxi fare for the second time that day and added,

“Please take him home safely. Drive carefully.”

“Hahaha, of course! Don't worry.”

Perhaps embarrassed by my request, his ears turned slightly red.

“Hyung, how old do you think I am?”

“Fourteen?”

“No, I thought you were going to say four.”

I was about to send off the taxi with a chuckle when Seo Hojin grabbed my arm.

“Sorry for hitting you that day.”

“You're quick to apologize, you little rebellious dongsaeng.”

“Hey, at least getting hit with a flower, isn't that a first for you?”

“I've been hit with a flower before.”

“What?”

There was a time, once.

I averted my gaze, but Seo Hojin tilted his head and asked.

“By whom?”

“Why do you want to know?”

Trying to dig up the history of your hyung, huh?

He shrugged with an expression that said it was obvious and burst into laughter.

“Anyway, try to keep your temper in check, hyung.”

How much more could I suppress it?

At this rate, I would soon ascend to heaven as an angel.

I closed the taxi door with a small smile.

“Go.”

As I watched the taxi quickly disappear into the distance, I realized that the real Seo Hojin had grown much more than the Seo Hojin in my mind.

Making my way back to the dorm, I checked my phone and saw a flood of messages from Joo Woosung.

– Joo Woosung: Wow;;;

– Joo Woosung: Hey ㅇ, was that your dongsaeng or hyung?

– Joo Woosung: Ah, since he called you hyung, ㅓㅅㅅㅅ지he must be the dongsaeng.

– Joo Woosung: Amazing stuff, daebak

The messages reeked of alcohol.

I frowned instinctively.

The last thing I wanted to hear came from the person I least wanted to be caught by.

– Me: Bullshit

– Me: Go home, wash your feet, and sleep

– Joo Woosung: I can't really see the face but ㅋ

– Joo Woosung: The look

– Joo Woosung: The eyes

– Joo Woosung: ㅋㅡㅋ the attitude

– Joo Woosung: Absolutely

– Joo Woosung: Seo Hoyun 2;;;;;

It was the most absurd thing I'd heard that day.

I had just confirmed that he was growing up normally, and now he was saying we resembled each other so much.

I didn't even feel the need to reply, so I left him on read and entered the dorm where Jeong Dajun came rushing over.

“Hyung, c-c-could you call Hojin-hyung once...!”

“No.”

I gave both Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun, who had schemed this plan, a light smack on the head.

I skipped Seong Jiwon.

Then I went into my room, lay on the bed, and looked at the photo Seo Hojin had given me for a long time.

Looking at 10-year-old Seo Hojin's chubby cheeks, then our mom's face, who he resembled a lot, and finally, my gaze landed on the face of our dad, who looked similar to me.

“Hmm...”

A part of my heart ached, yet there was a slight sense of fulfillment.

I considered carrying it in my wallet but worried about losing it or it being exposed, so I tucked it into a book by the bed.

For now, memories were the only things that kept me intact.

Sometimes, that fact terrified me.

Still, knowing there was a time when our family was together—like in this photo—occasionally comforted me.

I closed my eyes.

After tossing and turning a few times on the bed, I gradually fell into a deep sleep.


“Alright!!”

Jeong Dajun slammed the whiteboard.

“Let's!! Cheer up and give it our all again!!”

“Wow...”

“W. O. W.”

Everyone responded like zombies, barely making an effort, while Jeong Dajun was the only lively one.

“Why is he so full of energy?”

“He scored full marks on the driving test.”

“What?! Jeong Dajun?!”

“He made such a fuss about getting it as soon as he became an adult.”

When I lifted my head off the table, where I'd been resting out of exhaustion, Jeong Dajun grinned confidently.

“Hyung, I'll drive you with unwavering comfort!!”

“I don't really need it.”

Ignoring my words, Jeong Dajun slapped his driver's license onto the whiteboard and looked at the members with bright eyes.

“This is the 11th comeback meeting!!”

With the concert successfully concluded, The Dawn, now safely settled into the second team, began preparing for a comeback.

Even during Shining Star Season 2, Kang Ichae, who hadn't skipped working, produced songs of various genres.

Among them, there was a song that was unique yet didn't lose its mass appeal, receiving overwhelming praise from the A&R team and unanimously approved to be included in the album.

“No way, this actually works??”

It was a fresh yet sorrowful song with a distinctly unique vibe about unrequited love.

Knowing Kang Ichae's usual style, I found myself increasingly shocked the more I listened to it.

“...Kang Ichae, you know.”

“What?”

“Umm...”

“......”

“Are you...”

“......”

“...in love?”

“are you kidding?!”

Kang Ichae sharply retorted.

No, it was just that the song was surprisingly soft.

Never mind then.

“Ha... I got mad for a second.”

As I awkwardly averted my gaze, Kang Ichae glared at me and said,

“It's not that, I'm just trying to challenge myself as much as possible with different things.”

Then he turned on his phone and showed me a chat.

It was a conversation with Cheongbeom.

Lim Hyeonsu had answered a question about how to create a love song.

– God-genius composer!!: My disciple

– God-genius composer!!: Love and all that is just an illusion...

– God-genius composer!!: Since people don't really want to know reality, just watch about ten fucking sweet romantic comedies and let your brain marinate in them

– Me: As expected of the composer

Did Lim Hyeonsu get dumped?

I clicked my tongue as I looked at Lim Hyeonsu's texts, which seemed to reflect how she had lost her California glow and turned cynical again.

“So, following my mentor's advice, I selected masterpieces and crammed ten of them into my head to create this. It was actually fun.”

“Does it make your heart race?! You said you'd only put it in the album if it did!”

Kang Ichae gave a slightly bitter smile.

“As long as it makes someone else's heart race...”

“...!!!”

Kang Ichae, who had been all about rock and hip-hop, seemed to have realized reality and decided to compromise a bit.

“Oh my little rapper... What should we do, our hyung. You've become quite the human.”

The song was genuinely good.

Kang Ichae had great synergy when what he was good at and what he liked matched.

But his taste couldn't always be accepted by the public.

“I can't just stick to my taste and play it for the fans.”

“Yeah, just follow the scent of money.

“Haa...”

Even with my friendly advice, Kang Ichae sighed heavily and turned his head sharply.

At that moment, Lee Jihyeon entered, swinging the meeting room door open.

“What's this? Why is a driver's license stuck to the whiteboard?”

She seemed slightly flustered but quickly regained her composure and placed a planning document on the table.

“I've been watching the outputs you're working on with the A&R team. The genres are incredible.”

“Yep, feel free to use them as you like.”

To Kang Ichae, who answered slickly, Lee Jihyeon gave a thumbs-up.

“I had a lot of thoughts. Whether to heighten the mass appeal or solidify the core. Then I suddenly thought: We can't miss this moment when we're in the spotlight. The right thing to do is to go with a concept that can draw in the soul as much as possible.”

Lee Jihyeon uncapped a marker and began to write on the whiteboard.

“Avocado and rib steak?”

“Stop talking about what you want to eat.”

Jeong Dajun, pondering over the scrawl of the century, muttered when he saw the word “apocalypse.”

Lee Jihyeon shook her finger side to side.

“'Apocalypse Trilogy,' 'Pick whatever you like, surely there's something you like here.'”

Then she took out a paper from under the plan and handed it to the members one by one.

“After about a year and a half, I finally realized what concepts are digestible.”

“What is it?”

Lee Jihyeon scanned us with sharp eyes.

“It's the fresh-innocent-sexy-bastard moment.”

While I was dazed trying to figure out if it was even Korean, Lee Jihyeon wrote something else on the whiteboard again.

“What is that?”

Seong Jiwon tilted his head and asked, and Lee Jihyeon suddenly pointed at me.

“It's this person. Especially the last part.”

“...Ah?!”

“Hey, how could you understand that?”

Seong Jiwon snapped his fingers as if he understood.

How much better could I possibly treat Seong Jiwon?!

When I protested indignantly, Kang Ichae laughed from the other side.

To shut him up, I kicked him under the table, but he quickly dodged, and instead, Kim Seonghyeon let out a loud “Ack!”

I feigned ignorance and turned my attention to Lee Jihyeon.

“Do you think you can pull off the innocent sexy look?”

Lee Jihyeon concluded with a bang that the fans would love it, leaving no room for debate.

“I was even ready to go for a slave concept.”

“...Not a bad idea?”

As I pushed the idea further, Lee Jihyeon's eyes sparkled, and she eagerly bit on the suggestion.

She was impressed by the mindset that, as long as it worked in the market, whether it was a slave concept or an ancient civilization myth concept, we should do whatever it takes.

Leaving her absorbed in that thought, I turned my attention to the other members.

“So, who wants to play the bastard? I'll take on the refreshing innocent sexy one.”

“Can someone please teach Seo Hoyun how to be less shameless...?”

Seeing Kim Seonghyeon rub his shin and mutter, I chuckled, but Lee Jihyeon slammed the table with both hands.

“Before that! There's something more important I need to convey.”

With a serious expression, she looked intently at the three of us: me, Kim Seonghyeon, and Kang Ichae.

“It's summer, so I'm sure you've been taking good care of your bodies, right?”

“......”

“......”

“......”

The three of us understood her meaning immediately and fell silent.

If it made money.

If the public liked it.

If the fans wanted it.

This time, they were really going to strip us bare.

.

.

.

After countless more meetings, the comeback teaser photos finally passed and were released to the world.

[Hey, what the fuck is this]

Very slowly, the photos were released one by one, day by day, and the Noeuls clung to them like crazy.

[Thud......]

There was so much to say about the outfits, the concept, the faces, the faces, the faces, the faces, and the faces, but above all else, one thing stood out in the comeback teaser photos.

It was the fact that Kang Ichae—

[Just kill me now...]

had black hair.




1 Kakao Black is a luxury taxi service in S. Korea.



Chapter 189

[Kang Ichae Sets the K-pop Scene Ablaze]

Kang Ichae's black hair didn't just glow in the sunset—it set the entire fan base buzzing.

[He's stirring things up with just his looks, and the song's not even out yet.

ㅅㅋ[1]]

[Agreed]

Being a member of a currently hot group and having been known for sticking to bright hair colors since debuting two years ago, it would have been more surprising if his black hair hadn't become a hot topic.

The concept wasn't entirely clear, but he stood against a railing in what resembled a ruin, his intense gaze piercing through the screen.

He even wore a thin ring piercing on his lower lip.

[I told you,

I told you Kang Ichae would make it, fuck!!!!]

With his hair dyed pitch black that seemed impervious to light, his usual light-hearted vibe vanished, leaving only an overwhelming aura.

[Isn't Kang Ichae's black hair going to be censored...?]

[Drooling...]

Recently, he'd been wearing a beanie in photos on SNS and during V-Live, which had seemed odd, but now it all made sense.

And for that, the Noeuls were rolling with happiness.

Of course, the comeback teaser photos of the other members also featured something slightly different from before.

Jeong Dajun was squatting, staring blankly at an utterly black floor that reflected nothing, while Kim Seonghyeon was shadowless as he fiddled with a rifle at a doorway.

Seong Jiwon's photo particularly displayed this aspect more vividly.

While he smiled softly at the camera as usual, the shot taken beside an old three-panel mirror inside a cathedral was rather eerie.

The third reflection of Seong Jiwon that should have been there in the repeated crossed mirrors was missing.

[Aaaaahhhh]

[It must be a horror concept, ahhhh]

[Seong Jiwon's face is heavenly, but it's so terrifying ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

The Noeuls, caught off guard by the unintentional horror, felt chilled enough to forget the midsummer heat completely.

And then...

[What the hell is this fucking thing?]

Everyone who saw Seo Hoyun's comeback teaser photo couldn't help but exclaim, “Holy shit.”

Bathed in light streaming through a stained-glass window, Seo Hoyun stood, wearing a white turtleneck that emphasized his lean physique.

A torn, stained lace veil was draped over his head, casting an ethereal shadow across his features.

The interplay of colors washing over his closed eyes blended sacred tranquility with an unsettling edge.

[Oh my god...]

[Ah... Is this even allowed?]

The intense impression was almost violent.

His cold face, with a faint trace of weariness and desperation, captivated everyone's attention.

[Sorry, but whether it's a horror concept or a deserted island concept, I can fully appreciate it]

[Even if suddenly it's an orchard where ghosts eat apples, I'd understand]

[Oh my god, I never thought I'd be grateful to Daepaseong]

After the debut of “Mang-mang-mang” at their first concert, fans had flooded their private accounts with curses directed at Daepaseong.

Since then, the Noeuls, who had been lying in wait to pounce at the slightest misstep, melted instantly upon seeing the concept teaser photos.

“Four walls, one roof.”

Shortly after, the highlight melody, accompanied by Seo Hoyun's narration, was released.

All the images shared had a dark atmosphere, leading everyone to assume it would have a spicy edge.

[What is this??]

However, contrary to expectations, the melody was more refreshing and funky, like a summer tune, and two of the tracks had a strong lyrical feel.

[Wow, I really can't get a grasp on this.]

Fans everywhere poured out their hopes alongside wild guesses.

[Honestly, I hope it's sexy... The ribbon was too intense.]

[ㅠㅠ But I can't give up the refreshing vibe like “Ocean Train”...]

[I don't need anything else, just give me some Seonghyeon action.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You're too honest ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

So, with the Noeuls were lost in madness, a few days passed, and at 6 PM, the MV dropped.

[Falling Down]

Like an old film, static filled the screen with red English letters stamped across it.

Simultaneously, a clear yet fresh melody with a minor key as its base spread throughout, creating a heavy and strange feeling.

“Whoosh- Whoosh.”

The camera quickly moved along a parched, cracked ground, passing through a street lined with tombstones and into the opened doors of a cathedral.

“Whooooosh- Whoosh.”

Then, as light flooded over the stained glass, it zoomed in on a figure in a veil, surrounded by a kaleidoscope of colors with their eyes closed.

The person slowly lifted their eyelids and turned their head—it was Seo Hoyun.

“Out of curiosity, I keep messing with you.

You make me so curious.”

He looked straight into the camera.

“The first time always feels the most thrilling.”

Behind Hoyun, who slowly lifted one corner of his mouth, red handprints appeared on the window in sync with the beat.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

“Isn't it, my love?”

The Noeuls, taken aback by the more overt horror concept than expected, got goosebumps.

At the same time, they felt a sense of pride, thinking Daepaseong Entertainment must have pooled some serious money to pull off such a production.

“Grabbing your hand in a rush,

Holding nothing back, completely.

I can't stay calm.”

Seong Jiwon, who had walked nonchalantly to the cathedral, pulled at the back door, but it wouldn't budge.

Even as something was approaching, he looked more annoyed than anxious, pounding the door with his fist a few times before leaning his forehead against it and biting his lip slightly.

“I want to make sure this won't be our last.”

Bang! Bang!

The scene shifted, and a door in a different color shook violently.

Kim Seonghyeon leaned against it, arms outstretched as if to block an intrusion, then slowly sank to the floor.

“Grabbing your hand in a rush,

Holding nothing back, completely.

I can't stay calm.”

The screen then switched to Kang Ichae standing on a railing.

As he tilted his head slightly, his black hair, split at the ends, flowed under his clear skin.

“Out of curiosity, I keep lingering near you,

Even though I know nothing good will come of it.”

He rapped as he descended the iron stairs outside the cathedral.

“I'm not ready to let you go;

I just want to keep making mistakes.

Curiosity led me here and now I'm trapped.

You can be my divine.”

With a husky voice, he enunciated each word as he deftly avoided the undead swarming toward him, passing by the camera angle and gently tapping on the cathedral window.

“Right now, just do it,

Baby love me,

I'll give you everything.”

The window flew open, and Jeong Dajun popped out with a mischievous smile.

As Kang Ichae perched on the railing, the camera lens quickly zoomed inside, brushing past Kim Seonghyeon, who was dragging a baseball bat along the floor.

“When I hesitate, you grab my hand.

I feel dizzy, I want to follow you.

I can't hide it, I love it so much.”

Seo Hoyun then roughly removed his veil, wrapped it around one wrist, and tied it tightly with his teeth.

“The first time is always the most thrilling.

Sorry, I can be so fickle,

But that's what you like about me, isn't it?”

Beyond him, Seong Jiwon, who had neatly combed back his hair to reveal his forehead, ran his hand down the stained glass covered in handprints, curling his lips slightly.

“Right now, just do it,

Baby love me,

I'll give you everything.”

And then the scene changed.

Under the dark night sky, against the backdrop of the cathedral, The Dawn showed off their group choreography in tight white T-shirts, ripped jeans, pristine white sneakers, with caps and various accessories added.

The faint moonlight barely revealed the members' faces.

“The first time is always the most thrilling.

Sorry, I can be so fickle,

But that's what you like about me, isn't it?”

Standing at the center, Seo Hoyun brushed his hair back with one hand and smiled slightly.

At the same time, the scene shifted back inside the cathedral.

“Honestly, I'm a little scared,

That you might get tired of me.”

At that moment, the music stopped.

It flashed back to when Seong Jiwon wanted to enter the cathedral. He lifted his forehead from the door and knocked three times, causing the door to slowly creak open.

“But not now.

Do it, baby love me.”

The music resumed, and as Seong Jiwon leisurely walked, one of the mirrors failed to reflect his figure.

“If you don't like it, I won't do it.

When I try to stop, you block my way.

(Then I smile a little.)”

At the same time, the veil tightly wrapped around Seo Hoyun's wrist slipped off and fell to the floor.

“I want to make sure this won't be our last.”

Once more, static noise crackled, and above the door, the red title “Falling” appeared alongside “THE DAWN,” before the screen faded to black.[2]

In the background, cawing crows could be heard.

[Wow...]

Fans were ablaze after watching the MV that boldly mixed horror with a refreshing song.

[Guys, I was just so visually overwhelmed by their faces. Can anyone explain what it means?]

[I guess there isn't a specific concept this time?? Maybe they just added a bit of horror to match the summer vibe.]

[Everyone, look.

Their hair is wet

That's the point

End of story!

└ Ah, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While the Noeul fans were busy screenshoting every second of The Dawn...

[It seems like the setting is that the members are hiding in a cathedral in a world overrun by zombies, living together as survivors.]

...Seong Jiwon's fans appeared, crying.

[Jiwon... Jiwon... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Our Jiwonie ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Ugh]

And soon, screenshots were attached.

[Jiwon... fuck...ㅠㅠㅠ Jiwon is already dead here ㅠㅠ I thought something was off since the comeback teaser

Kang Ichae also hesitated to face the undead on the stairs, and it seems the only entrance was the window in the adjacent building where Kang Ichae came in, but Seong Jiwon just walked the whole distance

Plus, the reason the door opened after three knocks

>Seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you<

It's a verse from the Bible...[3]

Seong Jiwon, who believed in God, died, and it seems he deceived the others to step into what was supposed to be the last sanctuary...

“I want to make sure this won't be our last.”

Seong Jiwon wanted to have more fun... and the cathedral instantly fell into ruin...

That's why it's called “Falling”... fuck...]

Lee Jihyeon's bizarre concept never went away.

Instead of expanding the Apocalypse trilogy into a five-part series, she decided to pour her intense passion into each album.

[But there are too many hints;;;]

[No matter how much you dig, they keep coming out;;]

Interpretations popped up rapidly on anonymous community sites.

[Title: Can this... air on TV?

Even during Shining Star, I thought, “Wow;; I get what these guys are trying to do,” but

are they establishing it for real with this??

└ Why??

└└ The veil... It has various meanings, but here it symbolizes purity... But Hoyun tied it around his wrist himself at the end

└└ Kyaaaah!]

As the story unraveled to that point, everyone screamed.

They hadn't realized it because of the flood of visual stimulation, but upon reflection, even the title was significant.

[Wait, so that connects then—Seong Jiwon comes in and Seo Hoyun, who was guarding the cathedral, loses his purity... and the title is “Falling”... fuck...]

[Can this be interpreted as losing purity in the fall... Excuse me, Daepaseong, is this correct, is this allowed?]

At that time, lyrics discovered by a fan on SNS became a hot topic among the Noeul fandom.

[Ichae's rap, you know

“I'm not ready to let you go”, isn't this matching with “Noeul”?

Right? No? It is, right? No?

Am I being over-immersed...?][4]

[I'm an Ichae fan, Let Go < Noeul match confirmed!

Counterarguments are all wrong

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

In reality, it was a song and MV that expressed The Dawn's stance of risking everything for the fans who supported them.

The deeper you delved into the lyrics and props, the more they resembled a slave concept.

Today too, the Noeuls were tirelessly digging through the endless hints Jihyeon and The Dawn scattered like mad, armed with their metaphorical excavators.

[Crazy...

Twist upon twist upon twist...

I was cursing while working overtime at the company, but my brain just shut down suddenly.]

Later, a BTS video of Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon agonizing over “rap” lyrics was uploaded to The Dawn's official YouTube channel.

Fans banged their heads in excitement at the sight of them wracking their brains together.

[Ah, they're so cute I could die

I love the combo of Jiwon and Ichae...]

[One sits perfectly straight and proper, while the other has their feet on the table with shoes on like it's their house ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ichae... the studio is basically his house...

└└ That's true...]

While fans were deeply immersed in “Falling” because of the multitude of meanings it contained, casual listeners, unaware of these facts, simply enjoyed the song because it was fresh and perfectly matched the season.

The song topped the real-time charts as soon as it was released, and the Noeuls gleefully streamed it repeatedly.

Even the mini album's B-side tracks dominated the charts.

Among them, “At Dawn” received the most attention.

[Wow, what's up with Kang Ichae?]

It was stylistically the most different from any song Kang Ichae had released so far, yet it exuded a profoundly lyrical atmosphere.

It was a track capturing emotions of love that were unstable and overwhelming, even beyond self-control.

[Kang Ichae... practicing Halli Galli like crazy on V-Live, and then making something like this behind the scenes?]

[Someone who looks like they'd laugh at the notion of love is making a song with these lyrics... I love you for that.]

Music critics were also full of praise.

[Wait, it seems to connect with the title track as well]

[You concept maniacs!!!!!]

Still filled to the brim with hints, lavishly constructed with the smell of money, the mini-album satisfied the public's taste while preserving and establishing The Dawn's unique characteristics.

The Dawn's fans were so pleased that their lips kept curling up, drying out their gums, and at the same time, they gritted their teeth tightly.

[This time, definitely, definitely, definitely, fucking definitely, they're gonna get an award.]

[If not, I might as well just die.]

Although The Dawn's stock was at an all-time high, their most recent activity during “Kill the Lights” didn't achieve the expected results because of Black Call's “Kings.”

With increasing attention came jealousy and envy, and if they didn't prove themselves this time with good results, the label of “just a survival show hype” would inevitably follow them.

And as if they knew the fans were fervently burning with passion, the agency, like adding fuel to the fire, uploaded various videos and BTS photos at the right time.

[Guys, they're even doing a stage for the B-side track “At Dawn”]

[Aaaaah!!]

[Aaaaagh!!]

Thus, before anyone knew it, the first music show appearance for the title and B-side tracks was fast approaching.




1 ㅅㅋ = Good Work https://www.goodjobkorean.com/blog/korean-text-slang-mastering-acronyms-in-texting



2 The song's title is “......” but the author themselves translated it as “Falling.”



3 Matthew 7:7-8.



4 In Korean, the fandom's name is “노을” (“no-eul”), while the phrase “let go” is “놓을” (“noh-eul”). Notice the subtle phonetic similarity between the two. What the user is implying in their post is that instead of Ichae rapping the phrase “I'm not ready to let you go,” he was saying instead, “I'm not ready, Noeul.” Ready for what? 😉



Chapter 190

“Let’s do well today!!”

“Yep!!”

It had been quite some time since he joined the sound team as the maknae.

By now, he had gotten used to idols with radiant, glowing faces passing by as if it was nothing.

Is the next act, The Dawn?

As the pre-recording progressed and he checked the broadcast cue sheet, it was already The Dawn's turn.

He had seen them during the dry rehearsal earlier, but maybe because they were a top contender for first place, they had been allocated a generous amount of time for both the title track and the B-side.

“The Dawn” he knew was a group that paired intense songs with precise choreography.

However, the songs he heard during yesterday's pre-mixing practice felt somewhat different.

There were no mistakes 'till the end!

The song being recorded now has already received overwhelming reviews from experts.

Some said that after listening to this song, Kang Ichae's characteristic boldness had disappeared, making it easy listening, while others commented that it marked a new beginning for The Dawn by including mainstream appeal.

Given that Kang Ichae, who was already receiving numerous love calls for his songwriting and composing, had released the album, it seemed to be garnering more attention from the industry than expected.

“Hello!”

Kang Ichae, who seemed completely unaffected by such reviews, greeted the fans with a smile and sat in the chair prepared for him on stage.

The outfit for the B-side song was casual, consisting of a light ivory knit and jeans.

The sound team's maknae once again checked the sound by reviewing the precautions for this stage written in the cue sheet.

“Waking up at dawn and sitting next to you,

If I want to whisper and kiss you to sleep more,

Is that love?”

It was Kang Ichae who started first.

And it wasn't rap but singing.

Moreover, it was at a high level.

“My heart, becoming clearer in the light,

I hide and smile, fearing it might be too big for you.”

Under the bright lights, Kang Ichae's jet-black hair swayed.

As Kang Ichae opened the song with a calm voice, the maknae, Jeong Dajun, followed him.

“Don't smile at me, it's hard,

Don't be kind to me, it's difficult.”

A soft and clear voice resonated.

“Waking up at dawn and looking at your face,

If I rest my chin and never get tired of looking,

Is that weird?”

Then Seo Hoyun's voice reverberated.

The tone and atmosphere suited the song well, enhancing the stage.

The sound team's maknae, in front of the mixing equipment, was tense, fearing he might make a mistake while watching Seo Hoyun fill the screen.

“The words floating in the darkness,

I hide and slowly, fearing they might be too burdensome for you.”

The harmonies of The Dawn were layered neatly.

“Slowly, one step, two steps

Once more, slowly, one step.”

Seong Jiwon, tapping the microphone with his fingers and keeping the beat slowly, began to sing.

“When you come closer, I get dizzy and run away.”

“...!”

Goosebumps ran up the sound team's maknae's arms instantly.

It was the same no matter how many times he heard it.

Not just the rhythm or pitch, but above all, the emotions conveyed through the microphone felt so genuine.

As if he truly seemed uneasy and insecure.

“Please, slowly, one step, two steps,

Once more, slowly, two steps.”

Kim Seonghyeon exchanged a faint smile with Seong Jiwon beside him.

“My heart, becoming clearer in the light,

I hide and smile, fearing it might be too big for you.”

After the first pre-recorded stage ended, the sound team's maknae was bewildered, wondering if it was really live, even though he had set it up himself.

After one or two more recordings, The Dawn told the fans they'd see them again soon and left the stage.

In the meantime, they didn't forget to greet the staff.

“Wow, how can they have such emotions at that age...?”

“The Dawn's vocals have improved, haven't they??”

After safely finishing the pre-recording of other artists, the live broadcast began.

The performances continued smoothly, and with the MC's introduction, The Dawn returned to the stage.

Their outfits, slightly altered from those they wore in the MV, were designed to subtly highlight a bit of exposure.

It was the result of Lee Jihyeon advocating for a pure and sexy summer look and the stylist insisting on a powerful punch.

“Seo Hoyun, are you trying to kill me!!!”

“Hey!! I'm full even without eating!!”

The voices of frenzied fans, more intense than usual because of their provocative outfits, reached the sound team.

“Wow.”

The sound team's maknae couldn't help but exclaim at the different aura compared to the stage for the B-side song or rehearsal.

Seo Hoyun, with white lace extending from his right wrist to his knees, waved slightly at the camera following him for a fan cam.

With a cute appearance befitting his second year, all the staff smiled warmly at him, while members of The Dawn stood in their starting positions, and soon the music flowed out.

“Out of curiosity, I keep messing with you.

You make me so curious.”

Seo Hoyun turned his head, stretched out the hand adorned with lace, clenched it, and pulled it to his chest.

The Jimmy Jib camera closely followed him.

“The first time always feels the most thrilling.”

And when he did a wave, the lace fluttered, clearly revealing the lines of his body.

While the sound team's maknae purely admired his skill, the Noeuls in the audience were busy screaming at the concept that seemed to spoon-feed them.

“Grabbing your hand in a rush,

Holding nothing back, completely.

I can't stay calm.”

The sound of white shoes scuffing echoed consistently.

At the same time, Kang Ichae, wearing a black sleeveless T-shirt with a slightly raised collar and sporting a lip ring on his lower lip, stepped into the center.

His husky voice, which had showcased his impressive singing skills in previous tracks, now delivered a powerful rap.

“I'm not ready to let you go;

I just want to keep making mistakes.

Curiosity led me here and now I'm trapped.

You can be my divine.”

Then, the camera caught Jeong Dajun pressing down the brim of his white cap, which had been disheveled by the intense choreography, with a sly grin.

Seo Hoyun joined in beside him.

“Right now, just do it,

Baby love me,

I'll give you everything.”

At the same time, he crossed his hands around his neck, then slowly swept them down.

“The first time is always the most thrilling.

Sorry, I can be so fickle,

But that's what you like about me, isn't it?”

Under the blue lights, Seo Hoyun tilted his head back, slowly turned with a languid expression, and lifted the corners of his mouth, causing screams to erupt.

“Honestly, I'm a little scared,

That you might get tired of me.

But not now.

Do it, baby love me.”

The sound team's maknae was surprised not only by Seo Hoyun's appearance but also by the voice he heard through the headset.'

“If you don't like it, I won't do it.

When I try to stop, you block my way.

(Then I smile a little.)”

His low, resonant voice blended with the song, making it feel strangely seductive, even though the melody was fast-paced and light rather than sticky or heavy.

“I want to make sure this won't be our last.”

After finishing the last line and doing the ending pose, Seo Hoyun mischievously snatched off Jeong Dajun's cap, eliciting an “Eh!” of surprise that reached the sound team's maknae's ears, marking the end of The Dawn's title track performance.


“I want to do it again.”

“Stop it, enough.”

Seong Jiwon, mumbling about wanting to redo the stage, was cut off as we waited for the performance of another contender for first place to finish.

After a short while, we moved to the stage following the staff's guidance.

“The Dawn, congratulations on winning first place!!”

As expected, first place went to us.

Under the shower of confetti, we shook the trophy and performed the title track live.

This is just the first.

I was planning to gather maximum achievements with this album.

It was only natural as a new quest had appeared next to me.

[Quest Arrival!

Achieve a triple crown on music shows!

Success: 3,000 points awarded

Failure: Banned from variety shows for six months]

The penalty was still nonsensical, but given my confidence in this title track, the difficulty wasn't too bad.

I wonder how many crowns we can achieve.

We should at least secure four or five trophies to save face for the fans who supported us during Shining Star.

The song was well-received, the tracks were solid, and the choreography was great.

As we were riding a wave of sweet popularity, every time we walked down the hallway, we could feel the stares of scrutiny, envy, jealousy, and admiration.

“Hello, sunbaenims!!”

“Huh??”

Jeong Dajun, bouncing at the front with excitement while holding the trophy and heading to the waiting room, froze at the greeting from the hoobae idol group, Rikun.

“Hello.”

“S-S-Senior, congratulations!”

“Yes, thank you.”

As Jeong Dajn stammered awkwardly, I grabbed the back of his neck and responded on his behalf.

After the members of Rikun glanced at us with bright eyes and disappeared, Jeong Dajun scratched his arm and spoke up.

“Hyung, did you hear that?! They called me a 'sunbae'?!”

“Do you like it?”

“No?! I was so shocked I got goosebumps!!”

A group that hasn't even been around for two full years yet.

Of course, countless idols appear and disappear every day in this industry, where recognition equals status.

It wasn't often that someone else would greet us so respectfully as sunbaes.

How was it for me?

Thinking back, I probably ignored or confronted the sunbaes who used to act all high and mighty when I was a PD.

Otherwise, I managed to survive by playing the social game to some extent.

I thought Jeong Dajun would be happy about becoming a “sunbae,” but he shook his head vigorously.

“I want to stay the maknae!!”

“...What?”

Surprised by his words, I looked at him, and our team's maknae, who wanted to remain the “maknae,” showed a rather serious expression.

“I think if I grow any more...”

“Yeah.”

“When I mess up, Hoyun-hyung won't look after me as much anymore...”

Kang Ichae, who was standing a step behind, clapped his hands.

“Good thinking, maknae. Did you see how this hyung treats me??”

“Even a dog at a school for three years can recite poetry!”

Seriously, was that even a saying?

“But accepting Hoyun-hyung's scolding is part of becoming an adult, right...?”

“Your process of becoming an adult is a bit strange?”

Anyway, just as Seo Hojin would always be my dongsaeng, our team's maknae would always be the maknae no matter how much he grew, but I didn't bother to correct Jeong Dajun's thought.

“...!!”

He was like a nephew.

No, thinking like this makes me feel really shameless.

Being in the same group as someone like a nephew—wasn't that crazy?

Though it couldn't be helped, the absurdity of the situation left me breathless.

At that moment, Jeong Dajun clung to my arm.

“Wait, let go for a bit. I need to find my conscience.”

“What?! Since when did you have a conscience, hyung?!”

As I shook off Jeong Dajun and reflected on my life, someone blocked my path.

“Hello?”

It was Yoon Heeun.

Kim Seonghyeon looked puzzled, and Jeong Dajun tilted his head.

Why is he popping up here?

He was the one who used to talk nonsense about pretending to be clean in front of Seong Jiwon.

I had long forgotten about him, but it seemed our activity periods overlapped.

Seeing his annoying face again was very unpleasant.

In this industry, there was no one as upright, practice-focused, and clean as Seong Jiwon, who was like the purest spring water from the Alps.

At least, it wasn't something I should hear from a guy like him.

“Haha, are you that happy about winning a trophy once?”

I was tempted to indulge in some mischief and end the day happily, but considering the kids were around, I hesitated about what to do.

Anyway, I needed to restrain myself more and more.

Come to think of it, was Yoon Heeun a member of Prove?[1]

I heard their recent performance wasn't great, so he seemed on edge.

He deliberately looked Seong Jiwon up and down.

“Congratulations on getting first place this time. But if this is the peak of your popularity in your second year—”

“Gotta go display the trophy~.”

But before Yoon Heeun could finish his sentence, Jeong Dajun casually walked past him.

“Selfie time before that~.”

Then Kang Ichae, with a playful face, mimicked Jeong Dajun's tone and followed him.

At that moment...

“Ahaha, I'm off to practice~.”

= Go practice.

“......”

“......”

“......”

Unexpectedly, Seong Jiwon mimicked the members who had gone ahead and brushed past Yoon Heeun.

And I realized once again.

Our Alpine spring water was the most cunning in the group.




1 Yoon Heeun first appeared in Episode 128. He was the one that Hoyun gifted the Anti-Love Doll to.



Chapter 191

Yoon Heeun’s anger seemed to peak as his tightly clenched fist trembled slightly.

The honest and naïve Kim Seonghyeon was at a loss, his eyes darting around nervously as I rubbed the back of my neck and watched the scene unfold.

Have I influenced them too much?

Letting this pass would be the easiest way to avoid the situation, but I thought it was a good opportunity.

“Thank you for congratulating us on getting first place.”

I responded to Yoon Heeun's sarcasm in what was (probably) a rather polite tone.

“Yes, it seems like being in Shining Star paid off.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, considering how popular you got at the end, it would have been strange if you didn't get first place, right?”

Yoon Heeun glared with his eyes wide open.

It was clear what he wanted to say, but I kept a smile on my face.

“It's really unfortunate about your parents.”

“...!”

“Well... it doesn't seem like it turned out all bad, though...”

As expected.

Why did people like him never fail to meet expectations?

Instead of responding, I counted to three in my head.

“Sunbae, that was a bit harsh.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been nervously observing the situation, suddenly stiffened and looked directly at Yoon Heeun.

“I think there are some things you just shouldn't say.”

“Hmm?”

A low voice cut through the tension between Yoon Heeun and us.

Yoon Heeun tilted his head slightly and chuckled.

“Haha, did I really say something that harsh? I don't think it was something I shouldn't have said.”

“......”

“Honestly, comments like this will follow you around in the future. And facts are facts, right? There are people out there far worse than me. If you're shaken by something this minor, how will you handle it when it's something much worse?”

Right.

This was exactly what I expected.

I pulled the tense Kim Seonghyeon, whose jawline was bulging with stress, back and stepped forward with a bright smile.

“As expected of you, sunbae. You're so experienced and knowledgeable that you generously offer advice to your hoobae without holding back.”

“...??”

“If it were me, I'd be too busy worrying about my own future.”

The implication was clear: why waste time here when you should be thinking about how to climb back up from your current decline?

“Well then, goodbye~.”

Deciding this was enough, I dragged Kim Seonghyeon along and headed to the waiting room.

Yoon Heeun could only watch with his mouth agape as I passed by.

Sorry, but if you wanted to beat me, you'd need at least another 50 years of training.

So, is it Kim Seonghyeon's turn now?

I deliberately said nothing and walked slowly, waiting for a reaction.

Kim Seonghyeon still seemed to be calming himself, clenching and unclenching his fists.

“What are you doing?”

“Sigh...”

At my question, Kim Seonghyeon paused as if to brush his hair back, then let out a deep sigh.

“...It's just... No one should say things like that, and you don't deserve to hear them.”

Kim Seonghyeon's words were idealistic.

What Yoon Heeun said was reality.

The things I did during Shining Star would follow me, even if I left the entertainment industry.

However, both Yoon Heeun and Kim Seonghyeon overlooked something.

Since my time as a PD, numerous labels had been attached to me, and adding one more didn't do much to affect me.

In fact, I sometimes used those facts to my advantage.

Just like now.

Our innocent Kim Seonghyeon looked gloomy just because a fellow group member heard something unpleasant.

“I should have done better.”

Oh, come on.

I thought that even if he did better, nothing would change, but I didn't say it out loud.

He was just overwhelmed with thoughts as a leader.

Well, thanks anyway. Because of you, I hit the jackpot.

There was a reason I backed down so easily.

I figured that someone like Yoon Heeun would find a way to pick a fight with me, and naturally, Kim Seonghyeon would be provoked.

I discretely flicked my hand out of Kim Seonghyeon's line of sight to bring up his stats.

[Kim Seonghyeon

Still just a shining light—

But the person next to him, Seo Hoyun, is a bit....

Singing: B0

Dancing: S-

Variety: C0

Acting: D0

??: ???

Charm: A-]

Kim Seonghyeon's dance stat had been stuck at S- for a long time.

It had been more than half a year since the “Kill the Lights” activity, and it hadn't improved, which was disappointing.

Actually, more than that, Joo Woosung went to California and came back with an EX-, but our kid, despite working hard, was stuck at S-, which was frustrating.

Was this why everyone talked about studying abroad?

What was so special about California?

Should I send our kid there too?

At that moment, a good item and perfect timing came along.

[Experience Event: Time is Gold.

Practice with people around you to slightly increase proficiency in a designated stat.

※ No restrictions on the target person.

※ Only one designated person, excluding the player, can have their stat increased.

※ Charm is excluded from the designated stats.

※ The duration is 168 hours from the start date setting.]

When Joo Woosung's schedule was wide open.

When Kim Seonghyeon's motivation was at its peak.

The timing...

Although the event specified that only one person, aside from myself, could increase their stat, there was no rule against practicing with multiple people.

Designating Kim Seonghyeon while pushing Joo Woosung hard felt like the perfect strategy.

It won't be easy, though.

Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

I put on that smile the members hated and placed my arm on Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder with a thud!

“Hey baby, are you worried about hyung?”

“Uwaah! Why are you doing this to me?!”

I chuckled as I watched Kim Seonghyeon shake off my arm and take a few steps back.

Jeong Dajun had been influenced by Kang Ichae, so teasing Kim Seonghyeon, who had the best reactions lately, was my current source of healing.

I spoke softly in a gentle tone.

“If you're sooo worried about hyung, can't you do me a favor?”

I was just going to ask him straight out.

.

.

.

– “No.”

Having dealt with Kim Seonghyeon, next was Joo Woosung.

To make most of the rewards, I reorganized our schedule and prepared in advance so that we could practice at least five hours a day.

Then, I called Joo Woosung.

But the answer that came back was firm.

No?

I scratched my head, mulling over Joo Woosung's words.

“...Does that mean you don't want to do it?”

– “Are you kidding? I just don't want to.”

As I tried to process the situation again, Joo Woosung grumbled.

– “What do you mean, calling me out of the blue like this? Do you think I'm someone who just comes when you call and helps when you ask?”

“......”

Weren't you?

He even did the Shining Star mentoring because of me.

I started counting on my fingers the number of times Joo Woosung had helped me, but I gave up.

It was hard to count on one hand, and I was too lazy.

I didn't really have any intention of repaying him anyway.

“Why did you suddenly change your mind?”

– “You're basically asking me to watch Kim Seonghyeon's dance, right? For several days, no less.”

“That's right?”

Even I felt a bit shameless saying it.

It seemed like the pushover had finally come to his senses.

– “...I don't want to do that.”

“...Why not?”

– “You little punk. You're flustered, aren't you? You called assuming I'd do it for sure, right? But too bad, I don't like Kim Seonghyeon.”

If we were face-to-face, I could at least read his expression, but I had no idea why he was acting like this.

I clicked my tongue and changed my voice to speak kindly.

“Stop playing hard to get and just tell me what you want.”

– “I wish you wouldn't call.”

“......”

Today, his prickliness had a real sting to it.

Thinking it wasn't going to work, I considered changing my approach and finding someone else, when a familiar voice chimed in.

– “Hello!”

“Oh, hello.”

It was Chae Jeongwoo.

Was he nearby?

He spoke with a hint of laughter in his voice.

– “I watched the music show today! Congratulations on getting first place.”

“Thank you, Chae Jeongwoo-sunbae.”

I replied out of courtesy, but I could hear Joo Woosung grumbling on the other end of the phone about why someone else was taking his call.

Chae Jeongwoo asked me to wait a moment, and soon the background noise quieted down.

It seemed he had moved to a different location.

– “Ugh, sorry about that. I just wanted to have a quick chat.”

“No problem, sunbae.”

– “I accidentally overheard while practicing with Woosung today. Sorry about that. Sorry about that.”

“It's fine.”

– “Well, Woosung is naturally talented, but he also works really hard... So, he tends to have this personality where he wants to do everything himself. He's quite ambitious.”

“Ah...”

Finally, everything clicked into place.

Joo Woosung was bothered by Kim Seonghyeon reaching or surpassing his level.

It must be rare for him to encounter someone better than himself.

Just as Chae Jeongwoo said, he was very ambitious.

You childish brat.

The thought that Joo Woosung held Kim Seonghyeon in such high regard filled me with pride, but at the same time, I found Woosung quite childish.

Then I remembered his age and stopped criticizing him.

“Well, there's nothing we can do about it.”

I had no intention of dragging someone who didn't want to practice.

Just as I was about to give up and end the call...

– “Could you do me a favor? If you do, I'll try to persuade him.”

“Excuse me?”

– “I'm a bit concerned about Yeonhu.”

Suddenly, Kang Yeonhu?

“Are you talking about Kang Yeonhu from High Five?”

– “Yes.”

Chae Jeongwoo seemed slightly troubled as he laughed.

While listening to his explanation and request about Kang Yeonhu, I flicked my nails.

It wasn't anything I couldn't handle.

Kang Yeonhu was in exactly the situation I had anticipated.

“It's not really something I can do.”

– “I think you can. You've got great variety show skills.”

Of course. I used to be a PD; it was easier than dipping rice into cold soup.

“Let's make a deal.”

– “Okay, then I'll persuade Joo Woosung.”

“On one condition.”

Since it had come to this, I decided to make the most of my high-value skills.

“I'd like Chae Jeongwoo-sunbae to come along too.”

– “...What?”

“I've always been a huge fan of yours.”

I said, buttering him up.

Anyway, the more people I could bring in, the better it would be for The Dawn.

– “...Oh, haha, you need this level of shamelessness to get close to Joo Woosung, huh?”

“Chae Jeongwoo-sunbae, you're talking about yourself, right?”

– “...Anyway, when?”

I slightly pulled the phone away from my ear to check the time.

“Right now.”

Why would I delay it?

Ignoring Chae Jeongwoo's chuckle, I hung up the call.


“Why are you sulking?”

This guy.

Deciding it was best to head to the practice room right away, I skipped the details with the members and urged them to follow me.

After two hours of intense, repetitive dance practice, we finally took a short break.

When Chae Jeongwoo called to say they had arrived, I went out to the lobby to find Joo Woosung standing there with sunglasses on, arms crossed, and looking aloof.

“I don't talk to nobodies.”

“I got first place today, you know.”

“...So what.”

Despite his pouty lips and grumbling, I pulled out the watch and wallet I had brought for Joo Woosung and slipped them into his sling bag.

Next to us, Chae Jeongwoo scratched his head with an awkward smile.

“Well, I did bring him here.”

Joo Woosung snorted and zipped up his bag with a haughty air.

“I don't talk to Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes, talk to HouHou instead.”

“......”

I considered letting him go, but since he walked here on his own, I didn't care about his opinion.

While I was pondering when to activate the rewards, Seong Jiwon, who had gone to the dorm for a moment, appeared carrying sleeping bags in both hands.

“Huh?”

“...??”

“...?”

“Hello, sunbae.”

We all froze, wondering what was going on, and then Kang Ichae showed up with blankets and pillows.

“What's with the pillows...?”

“Oh, well, since we're going to have a very intensive practice anyway, we thought it'd be a waste of time to move around, so we decided to wash up and sleep here before heading to schedules.”

Chae Jeongwoo's mouth dropped open, and Kang Ichae, smiling brightly, pointed at Seong Jiwon.

“―that's what Jiwon-hyung said.”

“Hahaha...”

“......”

Indeed, he was a practice machine and the leader of The Dawn.

When I set the stage and the other members agreed, Seong Jiwon seemed to be in high spirits.

From behind, Kim Seonghyeon, who was carrying an electric kettle and pot, saw Joo Woosung and dropped everything he was holding.

“Gasp!!”

Crash, bang...

“Wh-why is sunbae here...?”

Kim Seonghyeon, flustered, couldn't pick up the items and stammered, while Jeong Dajun, who was running excitedly, tripped over the mess and fell forward.

Crash, bang, bang!!

Or so I thought.

With the vibe of someone used to rolling on the practice room floor, Jeong Dajun rolled twice cleanly in the company lobby and stood up, striking a V pose.

“Jeong Dajun, the master of 'fall seven times, get up eight!'”

“Wooow~! Our Dajun, so cool!”

“Ah, as expected, the trendiest! The top of the hip-hop game!”

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae gave a roaring applause to the maknae.

Already accustomed to the group The Dawn, Joo Woosung remained unfazed, but Chae Jeongwoo watched Jeong Dajun with wide eyes and a proud expression.

Then he whispered to me in a small voice.

“Are all rookie idols like this these days? Fascinating.”

“Who knows?”

I found it more fascinating that Jeong Dajun knew the idiom “fall seven times, get up eight.”[1]




1 칠전팔기



Chapter 192

“Haah...”

After I exaggerated and fumbled a few attempts, Joo Woosung sighed deeply, anxiously tapping his foot before finally stepping forward.

“Seo Hoyun, are you messing up on purpose right now?”

“I'm telling you, talk to HouHou.”

Joo Woosung glared at me as I smirked, then flew into a rage.

As if seeking salvation, he clung to Kim Seonghyeon, who was always on his side no matter what.

“Seonghyeon, please show that klutz how it's done.”

“Show him what a human can do.”

Even as Joo Woosung fumed over my clumsy attempts, he broke the routine into sections and demonstrated everything in detail.

Each time Kim Seonghyeon absorbed it, his skills improved significantly.

[Kim Seonghyeon's dance stats are increasing!

That's what a top student looks like, huh?]

[Kim Seonghyeon understands Joo Woosung's instructions (unlike someone else). +2]

[Joo Woosung is annoyed but executes it perfectly. +3]

[Joo Woosung is jealous. +2]

Clearly, I was the player, and we both had the same 5% proficiency applied, but the speed of improvement was noticeably different.

It seemed like Kim Seonghyeon was scooping it up with a ladle while I was sipping with a teaspoon.

Anyway, after dancing fifteen times in a row, I was exhausted.

“Wow.”

By then, Joo Woosung, as if he'd never been upset, looked at Kim Seonghyeon with satisfaction and stroked his chin.

What a simple-minded guy...

“I think I have a talent for teaching.”

“Woosung, please. Where did your conscience run off to?”

Chae Jeongwoo, who had been idly watching after seemingly getting bored of helping Seong Jiwon with his vocals, turned his head sharply at the outrageous claim.

“No, I'm serious! Look at Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Hey, look at me. You taught me too, and look at the state I'm in.”

Even when he taught me, I didn't improve as much as the other members.

Then, Joo Woosung looked at me intently and said,

“No, Hoyun. You've improved a lot.”

“...??”

Was he crazy?

Hearing such words from Joo Woosung gave me chills.

He rested his chin on Jeong Dajun's messy hair, which was sticking out all over.

“Compared to the beginning, I mean. You were so hopeless that I couldn't even evaluate you.”

Thinking back, it was indeed a significant improvement.

Now, no matter what I did, there was less of that clumsy sound.

I used to think I was good at everything, except for being a bit lacking in character.

But when I started as an idol, I realized I lacked not only character but also talent in dancing.

“But it's more frustrating because you've improved just enough to be mediocre. Do you know what that feels like?”

“......”

“Oh, you wouldn't know, huh...”

Annoyed by Joo Woosung's pitying tone, I quickly grabbed Jeong Dajun and pulled him over.

Next to us, Chae Jeongwoo kicked Joo Woosung's shin, telling him to stop bothering the hoobae.

“Anyway, except for Seo Hoyun, everyone is fine.”

“Have you ever taught your hoobae... I mean, Yeonhu, even once?”

“...Oh, him.”

With a nonchalant expression, he brushed off his shin where he was kicked.

“Why would I? He's actually my senior.”

“Huh? Yeonhu-sunbae is your senior?”

Jeong Dajun asked with wide eyes, and Chae Jeongwoo added an explanation.

“Hmm, that's half right and half wrong. If you count from the trainee days, Yeonhu is the senior among anyone in Black Call, but in this industry, it's all about debut order.”

The hierarchy is really messed up.

“Wow, really? What's the order?”

“Let's see. Yeonhu, then me, and Woosung came in last.”

“Right. I was a trainee for about two months.”

Could someone really train for just two months at a major company?

Noticing my incredulous expression, Joo Woosung added awkwardly.

“I didn't really think about becoming a celebrity.”

“That's ridiculous!!”

Kim Seonghyeon exclaimed, jumping up in disbelief.

Chae Jeongwoo nodded in agreement, supporting the sentiment.

“Right? People who have it all usually lack motivation.”

“That so-called motivation...”

Ignoring Joo Woosung's grumbling, Chae Jeongwoo continued to explain.

“The casting director practically begged him, so he thought he'd just show up once to get it over with. But then he thought, 'Huh? I can do this too,' and he ended up joining Black Call.”

“That's really, really cool!!”

“Of course, I'm Joo Woosung.”

“Ugh.”

Was that supposed to be cool?

I felt like I was going to explode with frustration.

Some people had to meticulously calculate every move just to avoid being called clumsy, and here he was, saying, “Huh? I can do this too,” after just two months as a trainee.

While I was grinding my teeth internally, Chae Jeongwoo, who had been laughing heartily, changed the subject.

“How was The Dawn during your trainee days?”

Come to think of it, I hadn't heard much about that either.

“I joined first, then Seong Jiwon. We practiced together for a while before Kang Ichae joined, and then Jeong Dajun.”

“Oh, so it was you and Jiwon? Both of you have such gentle personalities, you must have gotten along well from the start.”

“...Ah. Well.”

Kim Seonghyeon just rolled his eyes without answering.

Seong Jiwon, who had been smiling softly, spoke up instead.

“We didn't get along well from the start.”

“Huh? Really?! Why not?”

Even Jeong Dajun seemed surprised, as if he were hearing this for the first time.

“At that time, I was a bit of a mess.”

Seong Jiwon, a mess?

At the phrasing that didn't seem to fit the subject and predicate, I suddenly lifted my head.[1]

“After I left my previous agency, things weren't going well. I felt bad for making Seonghyeon uncomfortable.”

“No, um, it was fine...”

“Haha, sorry for being such a jerk.”

Kim Seonghyeon shivered slightly and admitted in a small voice that he was actually a bit scared.

“Thanks to Seonghyeon taking care of me, I got better.”

With an awkward smile, Seong Jiwon shifted the conversation to Kang Ichae, who had been quietly scribbling something on paper in the corner without participating in the conversation.

“By the way, I don't think we saw much of Ichae in the beginning.”

“Kang Ichae didn't practice much. I even wondered if he really wanted to be an idol.”

“Hey, I was serious about it!”

However, Kang Ichae, not wanting to delve into his entry story, dodged the question with a sly grin.

Listening to the aimless conversation, which felt like a game of hot potato, Jeong Dajun, who had been complaining about people messing with his hair, suddenly raised both arms.

“Then it was me!! I was introduced and joined!”

“Oh! Now that you mention it, didn't Ichae start coming to practice every day around that time? Saying something about Jeong Dajun being funny?”

“If I didn't see Dajun for even a day, my head would be filled with thoughts of him.”

“Ew, gross.”

Seeing Jeong Dajun recoil in horror, Kang Ichae laughed and began to recount the maknae's exploits.

One day, not long after Jeong Dajun joined as a trainee, he witnessed a part of the CEO's wig fall off and quickly ran to grab it, shouting, “CEO, your wig! Your wig fell off!!” loud enough for everyone in the hallway to hear, and politely returned it.

Another time, in the middle of summer, he and Ichae got punished for turning the planning team leader into a drenched rat while having a water gun fight all over the company.

Joo Woosung, who had been resting his chin on his hand in silence, asked,

“So, what about Seo Hoyun?”

“Huh?”

“I heard he even recorded. Why didn't he debut?”

“How did you know that?”

The sunbae, who pretended not to be interested in me, boasted that knowing such things was no big deal.

Naturally, I let it go in one ear and out the other.

“I did record, but... hmm, how did it go again?”

I wasn't entirely sure how the basic settings of this game were arranged either.

Before the members, who had started whispering, could notice anything strange, I decided to quickly wrap up the situation.

“Chae Jeongwoo-sunbae, didn't you say you had to leave soon?”

“Oh... right. The conversation was just too interesting.”

Chae Jeongwoo checked the time on his wrist and nudged Joo Woosung.

Joo Woosung grabbed his bag, said he'd be back tomorrow, and left the practice room.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had a school bullying controversy.

Seong Jiwon, who escaped from his former agency because of sponsorship issues.

Kang Ichae, who remained a mystery even now.

Jeong Dajun, who was scammed with a dual contract by a different agency.

And me, a former PD known for “devil's editing” and currently the biggest headache for this company...

What a legendary combination.

“I'm off to the convenience store too!”

“Pick up the CEO's wig if you see it on the way.”

“I told you that was an accident?!”

“Keep making those 'accidents,' Rolling Ball.”

Laughter ensued.

I had a vague idea of what it meant for the picky Kang Ichae to show up at Daepaseong every day just to see Jeong Dajun.


[Music Show Attendance Review:

He asked if I had eaten again today

Even my grandma doesn't ask as much as you do, Hoyun]

A working professional Nouel who checked SNS late due to being swamped with real life, chuckled at the posts.

“Ah, this is hilarious??”

[Just reading the words “Black-haired Kang Ichae” makes me so nervous... Please keep your wild side forever...]

[Look at the difference in how Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae wear their shoes ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Seong Jiwon's shoes: (Still perfectly new and pretty) Hehe Jiwon is the best ^0^

Kang Ichae's shoes: (Heels all worn out) Kill... me... please...

└ I still can't believe they're in the same group... they're the best...

└└ But these days, the two of them are getting along well ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Due to issues with a partner company, the Nouel had been pulling all-nighters for several days, leaving no time to keep up with SNS, pop culture, or music shows.

Now, she was finally catching up on everything.

[Who hasn't seen this yet??!!?

https://www.neotube.com/watch?v=suNGhyunBokkEun

Buying brains! Buying brains! First come, first served!!]

Hmm?

Intrigued by the comment, the Noeul tilted her head and clicked the link.

Out of habit, she checked the view count and momentarily doubted her eyes.

“What the heck? The views??!”

Even though The Dawn had gained popularity, it was hard to believe that a recently released song, especially an individual fancam, had such high views.

Unable to figure out why, she quickly scrolled down to check the comments but remained clueless.

[Kim Seonghyeon Nation

That's “South Korea” for you...

└ I'll be patriotic]

The best comments were filled with similar sentiments.

Well, let's play it and see...

As she hit play, The Dawn's members appeared on the screen.

A moment later, the beat started playing, and Kim Seonghyeon's gaze changed instantly.

What the heck? Why is he so good?

It was already well-known in the idol scene that Kim Seonghyeon was an excellent dancer.

There was no one in his peer group who could match him.

Some even claimed he was in the top five idols, but even as a fan, the Noeul hadn't fully agreed with that until recently.

Wow...

However, seeing him now, she thought it might actually be true.

His subtle control of intensity was evident, and even to her untrained eyes, it was clear he was far above average.

As the highlight approached, Kim Seonghyeon, who was doing a wave, lifted his silky shirt.

Through the gap in the clothes, his smooth skin and rippling abs appeared and disappeared.

“Waaaah!!! Uwaaah!!!”

“Honestly, I'm a little scared,

That you might get tired of me.”

“How could anyone get tired of you, you bastard!!!”

With a scream that seemed to tear through the speakers, even the office worker Noeul found herself shouting without realizing it.

“But not now.

Do it, baby love me.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was accentuating every detail down to his fingertips while bouncing his hips, moved to the back with Seo Hoyun.

It seemed that in a live broadcast, this was a section where they wouldn't be on screen.

Seo Hoyun glanced at Kim Seonghyeon and let out a small laugh, then quickly changed his expression as the main camera light turned on.

“When I try to stop, you block my way.

(Then I smile a little.)

The first time always feels the most thrilling.”

“Wow, that's amazing...”

Why could you only like a video once on YouTube?

The office worker Noeul, who had watched it several times, liked and shared the video on YouTube and added it to her playlist titled “Watch When Life Is Hard.”

“Ah, this is truly healing.”

It felt like the stress from work was melting away.

Once she calmed down a bit, she skimmed through the comments again.

[02:34 The Noeuls were so transparent...]

[Seonghyeon... is really kind

At least your kind]

[Wow, but he really dances well;; It's only been a week, but compared to the last music show, it's so different ㅠㅠ Isn't Seonghyeon a cheat character...?]

Even though he showed his abs, there were more compliments and opinions about his dancing, which made the Nouel feel proud for no reason.

[During this comeback, the guys are supposedly living in the practice room ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Their dorm doesn't even see their shadows anymore ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ There's a rumor they brought sleeping bags and even put in blankets...

└└ Yes, that's right, Ichae said Seong Jiwon did it

└└ Scary...]

Seeing a post about how Seong Jiwon, known to fans as a practice machine, seemed very satisfied these days made her feel touched and pleased at how The Dawn genuinely gave their all in everything.

No wonder when they uploaded the dance practice video, everything seemed to fall perfectly into place.

[00:02 But I'm really curious about this part ㅠ What did Hoyun say to make him react like that??]

Then, one comment caught her eye.

Curious, she clicked on the timestamp, which led to the part of the video where the members exchanged glances and laughed before the beat started.

Hmm?

Seo Hoyun, who was staring at the camera, suddenly tapped Kim Seonghyeon on the back.

When Kim Seonghyeon turned his head, Seo Hoyun stepped closer, pulled up the corners of his mouth, and whispered softly.

Kim Seonghyeon slightly opened his mouth, looked around, and took a deep breath.

The stage was dark, so it wasn't clear, but it seemed like the tips of his ears were slightly red.

What did he really say?!

The Noeuls would never know, but Seo Hoyun, who seemed to have devoured ninety-nine snakes, whispered to Kim Seonghyeon something like this:

“Joo Woosung is watching your fancam.”




1 Not a required reading, but here's a nice grammar lesson for you courtesy of Hoyun! Jiwon said, “그때 제가 좀 엉망이었어서.” The phrase 엉망이었어서 is a complete predicate in Korean. Breaking it down: 엉망 means “mess,” 이었 is the past tense of 이다 (“to be”)—the copula or linking verb—and 어서 adds the meaning “because” to connect the clause. Word by word, it translates as “mess + was + because.” A literal translation of the full sentence would be: “At that time (그때) I (제가) a bit (좀) mess was because (엉망이었어서).” In English, however, “......” is a noun, so we use the linking verb “......” (past tense of the verb “to be”). To complicate matters further, English syntax places modifiers like “a bit” before the nouns they describe, which is why “......” appears before “a bit of a mess” rather than directly before “a mess.” This mismatch highlights how tricky it can be to translate Korean into English smoothly.
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– Jeong Dajun: Hehe~^^

As a result of eating, sleeping, practicing, and endlessly attending schedules in the practice room like a madman...

– Jeong Dajun: We've displayed the trophy~~~~~~!!!!

– Kang Ichae: Clap clap clap~~!!

...We achieved five crowns.

I skimmed through the group chat, swiping past a selfie of Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae flashing V-signs and beaming in front of five trophies lined up in the company lobby.

– Kang Ichae: Dajun, why don't you use this emoji ^ᆺ^ these days??!

– Jeong Dajun: I've matured

– Kim Seonghyeon: Sure...

As if he had really matured.

[Quest Complete!

Achieve a triple crown on music shows!

Congratulations! You've scored not just a triple crown but five crowns.

Reward: 3,000 points.]

Even through the text alone, I could feel Jeong Dajun bouncing with excitement.

I looked at the quest window that displayed the message “Quest Complete” with a satisfied smile.

We had achieved five crowns in our second year—or third, if you counted from our debut.

Everything is progressing smoothly as planned.

I snapped my fingers to pull up Kim Seonghyeon's stats on the system window.

[Accessing Kim Seonghyeon's stats.]

[Kim Seonghyeon

The light of this era, our hero!

So good that even Seo Hoyun would envy him...]

Was this a joke?

[Singing: B0

Dancing: S0

Variety: C0

Acting: D0

??: ???

Charm: A-]

Kim Seonghyeon's dance stats had reached S0.

As expected, it gets harder to improve the higher you go.

It was a little disheartening that my dance stats hadn't improved yet.

But with Kim Seonghyeon's improvement and visible results, I was somewhat satisfied.

“Ah~, we did it, didn't we?”

“Hm~?”

As I flopped onto the bed and lifted my phone, Seong Jiwon, who was next to me, laughed softly.

“Because of the five crowns?”

“That too.”

I chuckled and opened The Dawn's official SNS.

[We couldn't keep it to ourselves, so here's a release of some B-cuts]

It was a B-cut from Seong Jiwon's photoshoot that graced the cover of a famous fashion magazine.



This achievement of five awards was entirely thanks to the fans' support, so Lee Jihyeon contacted the magazine for permission to release the photos.

Comments poured in, not just in Korean but in all sorts of languages, saying things like, “Why is this a B-cut?” “Seong Jiwon, you're my spring,” and “I want to lick the spot where the snot is.”

Management is handling things well this time.

The title track?

It was doing well.

The other tracks?

They received incredibly high reviews.

While we were focused on dance practice, Seong Jiwon and Jaewoo were always singing.

As a result, the improvement in Seong Jiwon's ability to express emotion through singing was palpable.

Especially since it was the first time we performed the included songs on stage during this promotion, Kang Ichae firmly set the mood, and Seong Jiwon's heavenly vocals nailed it.

The Dawn's popularity wasn't just a bubble, and at this stage, no one could match our skills.

Every time we took first place, Yoon Heeyeon couldn't even manage his expression, making it clear just how much effort he had put in.

When Kim Seonghyeon was giving his acceptance speech, Seong Jiwon, who had been quietly standing by, exchanged glances with Yoon Heeun and smiled brightly, which made me feel a bit strange.

“Yeah, even our kid is an adult.”

I turned to look at Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon, flipping through a book, met my gaze and reflexively flashed a gentle smile.

“What?”

“But how do you end up being disliked by someone like that?”

I looked at Seong Jiwon's innocent face.

“...Well, that's.”

When Seong Jiwon first joined Daepaseong, he was reportedly in a terrible state.

So much so that Kim Seonghyeon was terrified of him.

In other words, it seemed he had a hard time at his previous agency.

I wanted to honestly dig into what happened back then and how it related to me, but—

I decided to take a different approach.

“Let's eat.”

But it was like Seong Jiwon was drawing a picture for me.

“What are you curious about?”

Seong Jiwon, who had already caught onto something, asked with a slight smile around his eyes.

“...When you met Yoon Heeyeon, what did you say?”

“Hmm?”

“He was shaken up.”

It was more of a question to deflect than genuine curiosity.

I recalled Yoon Heeyeon saying, “He was pretty sharp-tongued too.”[1]

“Ah... that.”

Seong Jiwon deliberated for a while before displaying a wall-like smile.

“Do you really need to know, Hoyun?”

Suddenly, I remembered the “Ocean Train” MV shoot when Seong Jiwon caught the staff badmouthing us.[2]

Seong Jiwon, in turn, got caught by Kang Ichae and me, and he had that exact smile back then.

I raised an eyebrow and turned my attention back to my phone.

“No, I don't.”

“Right.”

Thud!

The sound of Seong Jiwon closing the book reached my ears.

“There are so many strange and bad people in this world.”

Wait, was that about me?

I lifted my gaze and looked at Seong Jiwon again.

“People who can't stand seeing others succeed and enjoy when others are unhappy.”

Wasn't this fucking about me?

I kept my mouth shut tightly, sensing that if I said something wrong next to a person with good character, it might not end well for me.

“There's no need to pay attention to people like Yoon Heeun, and the more you listen to what they say, the more you lose. People don't change easily anyway.”

Seong Jiwon, who had gotten up from the bed, continued speaking as he placed a book back on the shelf.

“There's already not enough time to spend with the people you like and care about.”

Seong Jiwon felt a bit unfamiliar.

I had expected him to say that even bad things could change with enough effort.

“......”

“Right now, I'm dealing with those damper.”

Seong Jiwon turned his body and looked at me.

I avoided his penetrating gaze.

“What if someone you thought was good turns out to be a bastard?”

“Hmm?”

“It's a waste of effort, according to you.”

“Hahaha, me?”

Seong Jiwon tilted his head slightly, as if he found the situation amusing.

“It's okay because it's a highly subjective standard.”

Seong Jiwon stretched and then tapped my shoulder before starting to tidy up the bed.

As I watched him, I received a message from the manager telling me to come down for my personal schedule. Only then did I fix my long bangs and sluggishly move my body.

At that moment, Seong Jiwon suddenly turned around with a serious expression.

“But, Hoyun, I've had something on my mind these days too.”

“What is it?”

“I'm getting greedy for comedy.”

“Just spit it out.”

Seong Jiwon's eyes swept over me with a look of betrayal.

Instead of comforting him, I put on a cap and slipped out of the dorm, climbing into the waiting van.

Is it my turn now?

Regardless how it may have started, thanks to it, Kim Seonghyeon's stats increased, and we even snagged five crowns.

Now it was time to fulfill Chae Jeongwoo's request.

Honestly, it was unexpected.

I didn't know Chae Jeongwoo would care so much about a hoobae.

High Five was already being referred to as a second-tier group even before appearing in Shining Star Season 2.

Although they couldn't achieve the first-tier status expected by WH Entertainment, they were pushed by the agency and gained some domestic popularity, which could have naturally elevated them to first-tier status.

However, WH Entertainment chose to make High Five focus on the U.S. over domestic activities.

Recently, thanks to the group's steadily rising YouTube channel, they've naturally gained recognition overseas and was able to enter the U.S. market, earning them a tremendous amount of foreign currency.

No one could tell if anything anomalous existed, but there were opinions that the agency, seeing this, got greedy and sent High Five prematurely overseas.

Well, in the end, it wasn't a huge success, but it didn't fail spectacularly either.

They made a decent amount of foreign currency.

But it seemed like their domestic recognition was gradually decreasing, and their reputation was being chipped away.

The schedule I was heading to now was likely intended to refresh the image of Kang Yeonhu or High Five.

It was a variety show prepared with a lot of money.

[Wanna Sing with Me?]

The content was to select a few of the currently popular idol groups—even if not top-tier—and organize a music festival together.

What Chae Jeongwoo requested was to take good care of Kang Yeonhu, as it was his first time appearing solo on a public broadcast variety show.

It's understandable.

It was quite challenging—no, very challenging to pass off the first experience on a public broadcast variety show as nothing.

First peculiar point.

I took out my phone and accessed SNS.

Then I searched for the name of the variety show.

[Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wanna Sing with Me? What is this?]

This plan, you see...

It got leaked.

“Haha.”

A laugh naturally came out.

Leaks were one of the most useful and my favorite controversies in my arsenal.

Existing fans seemed to have exploded with anger, as posts and replies poured in even though it wasn't a private account.

[Wanna Sing with Me?

No, wanna kill me]

[Ah fuck, and it's so baseless ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Why are they coming out with such an absurd combination? It's not even long since the end of ShiStar? Does WH Entertainment have no brain???]]

Even this time, High Five's fans seemed angrier at WH Entertainment than The Dawn's fandom.

The Noeuls weren't entirely without complaints either, but having taken first place in a survival program, appeared on a solo reality show for a week, wrapped up with a live concert, and even swept five crowns with the title track of their mini-album, their sense of replaceability subtly kicked in and kept things relatively quiet.

[Can we kill WH Entertainment?]

Fans, who had cherished and raised them dearly, were now seeing them being pushed into a program that didn't quite fit.

Add the fact that although their overseas recognition did increase, they were immediately rolled into the U.S. like a rice cake.

At a time when the team should be deciding things together, they sent only Kang Yeonhu to a variety show.

From the fans' perspective, it must have seemed like a complete mess.

[Come back to Korea, you bastards

[Fuck... really... Even the group disease that appeared in ShiStarㅋㅋㅋㅋ My blood pressure is rising ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Noeuls, having already experienced a series of similar situations several times, just quietly blocked the opponent.

Since their subsequent actions were completely opposite, the two groups currently showed different patterns, making it difficult for the fandoms to get along.

[Title: The recently leaked variety show

Why?? Why can't we do it?

Answer: It's like having the Asian Games between Korea, Japan, and China, and not picking representatives from the South Korean, Japanese, and Chinese teams, but telling them to eat the team instead

Chosen answer: Ah... I understand ㅋㅅ]

There was a second peculiarity, but that was for later.

As I roughly organized the situation in my head, I arrived at the filming location.

I bowed to the staff and moved to the waiting room.

– Jeong Dajun: Seong Jiwon... you are my “Spling” and “Lomance.[3]

– Kang Ichae: Your English is good.

– Kim Seonghyeon: I heard that.

Such intellectual beauty was dripping.

Looking at Seong Jiwon's B-cut photo and the nonsense full of affection being spewed in The Dawn's group chat, I raised the corners of my mouth as I saw the polished face that must be rotting inside.

“Let's just get straight to the point since we know everything.”

“Let's take care of what we need to and get out there.”

“Pfft!”

That was a direct hit.

I quite liked this aspect of Kang Yeonhu.

“Do you have anything in mind?”

A plan that would firmly establish my image while highlighting the individual charms of The Dawn members, quell controversies, and, oh, also boost Kang Yeonhu's recognition.

“It's a bit vague. How to do it? Do you have a method, Seo Hoyun?”

I had thought of such a method.

I gave Kang Yeonhu, who was looking at me with his arms crossed, a captivating “charming participant's alluring smile” as I approached him.

At the same time, I brushed off the dust on his shoulder and whispered softly.

“Oh, Kang Yeonhu...”

“Who are you talking to right now?”

Of course, most participants, for various reasons, would come at me the day after the broadcast, cursing, “You fucker, how did I fall for your trick back then?”

But what could be done?

“Just trust and follow me.”

It was their fault for trusting me.




1 Episode 128.



2 Episode 59.



3 That's how Dajun literally spelled “spring” and “romance.”



Chapter 194

“Cast of Wanna Sing with Me?,gather around!”

I left the waiting room with Kang Yeonhu and headed to the set.

“Yeonhu and the support team, please stand here!”

Kang Yeonhu was quick-witted and good at assessing situations.

He had done quite a bit to survive here and achieve his dream, but he was naive and soft-hearted when it came to crucial moments.

In the end, he was the one who informed me about Jeong Dajun's situation on Shining Star.

“I'm not planning to accommodate Seo Hoyun. So don't do anything weird.”

“Hahaha.”

Even now, after exchanging a few words with him, it seemed he, half-forced to appear on this baseless program amidst a torrent of criticism, believed doing nothing was the safest course of action.

I just let out a small chuckle.

Some might label his attitude boring, while others might call it peculiar, but honestly, I thought he was wise.

It's a way to endure the public for a while.

There's a reason behind sayings like “Staying quiet at least lets you stay average.”[1]

But even so, I have to do something when it comes to financial matters.

As a former PD, he still had to save some face, especially since this variety show was lacking in intricate nuances.

People's participation in the show was already decided, and it wasn't even a survival show.

It was simply a music festival hosted by some famous comedians as MCs, with a few idols showcasing their unique styles.

The program was a special project with a short broadcast period.

There was no way the music festival's performance itself would fail.

However—

“It's been a while. Ah, hello, Kang Yeonhu.”

“Oh! Hello.”

These two would soon be rotting from the head down.

There was the main vocalist of Mars, who had been thriving in variety shows after Shining Star Season 1.[2]

And there was also the maknae of Lea Purple, who caused a stir with a scandal and the “Forb Law.”

They were put together like this.

The two, already waiting on set, greeted Kang Yeonhu and me.

Looking at their faces, they seemed awkward and uncomfortable with the current situation.

Even after the filming started, Mars' main vocal and Lea Purple's maknae were busy managing their expressions.

“Oh my goodness! Gugan and Yeonri, you two look so good together!”

“Even just standing together, it's like a romantic movie! Are you two going to end up in a real relationship? Haha!”

The increasingly incompetent agencies were trying to create a romance issue by pairing up idols who had nothing in common.

Are they crazy?

Who would watch a boring variety show like this?

Using idols means they were trying to attract fans, but when you open it up and see what's inside, who would watch it?

They would just get cursed at.

Who was the PD approving and recording this?

I was not pleased with this situation at all.

“Kyah... Ah, the two of them on stage... Haha.”

“So muuuuuch... looking forward to it.”

“Ah, hahaha...”

“Ha... haha...”

The laughter sounded more like a sigh, and it wasn't just my imagination.

Kang Yeonhu, who had no interest in the romance plot, only gave a soulless smile.

“Cut!! Great, great!”

“Everyone, let's move to the next location for the next scene!”

Wait, scene?

It was hard to tell if this was a reality show set or a drama.

In the end, everyone got in their vans and drove to the next location.

And the second peculiar point was.

[- Yeonri (Lea Purple): Oppa, is the food good?

– Guchan (Mars): Yes, it's even more delicious today. Must be because I'm in a good mood.

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): How is it not salty? I'm enjoying this.

– Guchan (Mars): I've been running into Yeonri-sunbae a lot lately. It feels a lot like fate.

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): (Smile as if slightly embarrassed) Oppa! Don't be so formal. Just call me Yeonri like usual.]

The program's script was incredibly detailed.

And it was extremely outdated.

It's the 21st century, and these industry people couldn't even grasp the needs of their main audience.

Of course, the writers who had gone through many variety shows probably didn't want to write it like this.

And if you only considered the fans, there have been quite a few successful variety shows that had a romantic subplot.

In the past, idols were sometimes part of that too.

But as the influence of idols continued to grow, the broadcasting industry became more conscious of fans and gradually excluded such elements.

“Is! The! Food! De-li-cious!?”

As we waited for the cameras to be set up after arriving at the restaurant, Lea Purple's maknae was busy muttering her lines, trying hard to appear like an emotionless robot.

“Is! The food! Delicious!?”

“......”

What a mess!

I had a feeling during our preparation for our joint year-end stage, but Lea Purple's agency still didn't have their act together.[3]

Despite all the scandals, they were still throwing Lea Purple into situations like this.

“We're starting the shoot!!”

“Yes!!”

Then, after hearing the staff shout, Lea Purple's maknae nervously darted her eyes around before moving to the designated spot by the window.

I pulled out a chair opposite her and sat down, recalling the script.

[S#3 High-end Italian Restaurant

(After greeting their festival partners, Yeonhu, Hoyun, Yeonri, and Guchan have a business meal.)

– Guchan (Mars): I didn't expect this to happen. Nice to meet you all.

– Yeonhu (High Five): Right? Opportunities like this are rare.

– Hoyun (The Dawn): (Playfully) I'm nervous being with sunbaes.

– Yeonhu: Hahaha! (Laughter)

(Proceed naturally)]

I watched Lea Purple's maknae, who was twirling only the noodles of the cream pasta with her fork, trying to suppress the urge to bite her tongue.

Mars' main vocal, having more experience with variety shows, started the conversation first.

“I didn't expect this to happen. Nice to meet you all.”

“Right? Opportunities like this are rare.”

According to the script, it was supposed to be my turn next.

“......”

“......”

“......”

But I stuffed my mouth full of lasagna.

“Hey, why aren't you saying your line?”

Mars' main vocal signaled to me, but I pretended not to notice.

Lea Purple's maknae, who was almost burying her face in her plate, flinched and looked at me.

It was her turn if I didn't say my line.

“Oh... Umm.”

“......”

“Ahem.”

Eventually, Lea Purple's maknae twisted and turned, opening her mouth hesitantly, causing Mars' main vocal to shake his head in disbelief.

[- Yeonri (Lea Purple): Oppa, is the food delicious?]

“Op~... Is~ the~ food~... deli~cious?”

She butchered the line.

Lea Purple's maknae's awkward acting was on par with Kim Seonghyeon's.

It was hard to tell if she was genuinely bad or doing it on purpose.

[- Guchan (Mars): Yes, it's even more delicious today. Must be because I'm in a good mood.]

“Today! The mood is delicious!!” “......”

Mars' main vocal, thrown off by Lea Purple's maknae, mixed up the lines from before and after.

Fortunately, the PD seemed willing to let it slide and continued the shoot.

The main vocal of Mars knew he had to somehow get out of this situation to survive, but his expression showed he couldn't think of a way to break through.

“Haha, right? The atmosphere makes it taste even better.”

Kang Yeonhu, as if it weren't his problem, filled the empty audio with small talk and enjoyed his meal.

[- Yeonri (Lea Purple): How is it not salty? I'm enjoying this.]

“Ho—w— cou—ld— it— ho—w— cou—ld— it— sal... sal, salty, jjajangmyeon!!”[4]

“......”

“Ahem...”

Lea Purple's maknae, feeling utterly embarrassed, clenched her hands tightly.

After several NGs, she resigned herself to the situation, signaling to the staff to edit out the rest.

“Well, yeah. If the pasta noodles were a bit thicker and darker, it would be jjajangmyeon...”

Mars' main vocal just threw out random words, hoping to end it quickly.

Then, the timid maknae of Lea Purple closed her eyes tightly and continued with much difficulty.

“How is it not salty?!”

However, this time, the main vocal of Mars kept his mouth shut.

Just as he was thinking it would be a disaster to respond to the line...

“Right?”

The line meant for Mars' main vocal, Guchan, came out of someone else's mouth.

Mine, to be exact.

“Huh?”

Kang Yeonhu, who was dipping bread in pasta sauce, quickly turned his head.

I also glanced at the three who were clearly staring at me.

“We've been running into each other a lot lately. It feels like fate.”

I blatantly recited someone else's line from the script.

“...What??”

I turned my gaze from Lea Purple's maknae, who was in shock, to Kang Yeonhu and gave a sly smile.

“With our Yeonhu-sunbae.”

“...!”

Even if I were reborn, I would never in my life have the chance to say something like this to a female idol.

“Hmm?”

Kang Yeonhu, who was momentarily flustered, slightly frowned but quickly regained his composure and smiled softly.

“At work, with Hoyun?”

“Yes.”

“Come to think of it, we did run into each other often in the previous program.”

= Stop messing around before you start a fan war by bringing up Shining Star.

Wow, he's sharp.

Unfortunately for Kang Yeonhu, who hoped things would end here, the staff, finding it interesting, gestured for us to continue.

Kang Yeonhu looked at them intently and bit his lip slightly before speaking again, albeit tiredly.

“To be here with Hoyun. It was a shame we couldn't talk much last time since we were both busy.”

“Come on, we talked a lot.”

Mostly about keeping each other in check.

Kang Yeonhu looked at me with disbelief, as if asking if I was crazy.

“...What?”

Instead of answering, I calmly stabbed a fork into my salad and put it in my mouth, waiting for Kang Yeonhu's reaction.

“Did we really talk that much? Haha.”

“Are you trying to mess with me right now?”

“Why? Sunbae, you know me well.”

= Play along, you bastard.

I met the gaze of WH Entertainment's senior sunbae, Kang Yeonhu, who was struggling to maintain his composure, while enjoying the crunchy texture of the salad.

“I know you well, sunbae.”

Kang Yeonhu's lips twitched.

He had witnessed me betray Jeong Wonha right in front of him, even pretending not to notice Seong Jiwon while making a joke about there being a hearing.[5]

He couldn't possibly be unaware of my true nature.

It seemed like the “Seo Hoyun = Dangerous Person” alarm was blaring loudly in his head right now.

But he was probably just bristling like a cat on guard.

“When did you get to know me so well, hoobae?”

His face was smiling, but his words were sharp like a dagger.

It was a low-key warning not to say anything strange or out of line in front of the camera.

Since it was a program invested in by WH Entertainment, there was no way they would air a problematic scene involving Kang Yeonhu.

That action was deliberately meant to be edited out.

As expected, this guy was no ordinary person.

“Hoobae? What do you mean?”

But I wasn't ordinary either.

“...Then what?”

Honestly, I didn't like this opportunity from the start.

Having a script wasn't my style, and the setup made the participants feel uncomfortable.

[- Yeonri (Lea Purple): (smile as if slightly embarrassed) Oppa! Don't be so formal. Just call me Yeonri like usual.]

If my successor at my old network had heard I was doing a variety show with lines like this, they would have burned the project proposal right in front of me.

But.

I'll make it fun.

So, follow me.

“Hyung, I'm hurt.”

I had a plan.

I lowered my gaze and smiled as if slightly embarrassed.

“Just call me Hoyun like usual.”

Clang!!

When she heard those words, Lea Purple's maknae, holding a fork, dropped it to the floor.




1 가만히 있으면 중간이라도 간다



2 We originally translated their group name as “......” but realized that it should had been “Mars.” Sorry!



3 Episode 125 for the actual performance.



4 Lea Purple's Yeonri's line was originally supposed to be “어떻게 이렇게 짜지 (salty) 않았을까요? 즐겁네요.” However, flustered and forgetting her line, she blurted out “......” (jjajangmyeon) instead. It's funnier in Korean.



5 Episode 163



Chapter 195

[- Yeonri (Lea Purple): I’ve always wanted to perform on stage with you!]

“Yeonhu-hyung, you said you always wanted to perform on stage with me?”

“Me? I did? When?”

[- Guchan (Mars): We haven't had many opportunities. I'm really looking forward to performing together soon...]

“We haven't had many opportunities until now.”

“No, I mean, since when...?”

“Aren't you excited?”

[- Yeonri (Lea Purple): I'm also feeling butterflies, and my heart is racing!]

“I'm feeling butterflies.”

“......”

“......”

“......”

I intercepted all the lines written in the script.

Everyone, including the cast and staff, looked at me with surprised eyes, but it had been ages since I knew what embarrassment or shame was.

Except for one person.

“Wow! What's with this energy~?”

“Haha, should we do it again?”

Only the PD clapped happily.

When I cheekily took the lead, he shook his head.

“No, no. I like it just the way it is!! Absolutely perfect!! The friendship between rivals! This feeling of mutual recognition!”

Then he tapped the megaphone, instructing us to wrap up as the rental time for the restaurant was ending.

The PD was someone I had never worked with before, but I had heard enough stories to know a bit about him.

He had a reputation for ruining shows one after another until he worked with a writer who meticulously wrote scripts.

After achieving some moderate success, he became a script devotee ever since.

“Thank you for your hard work.”

Whether I liked it or not was secondary.

Everyone had different working styles, but the essence of a PD was the same.

If it's entertaining, it's all good.

That's why my spontaneous ad-lib was allowed.

As I got up to head back to the van, the maknae of Lea Purple, whose eyes had been darting left-to-right from a few steps away, bowed deeply.

“Hoyun, thank you for your hard work today!”

“Thank you for your hard work, sunbae.”

Even after the greeting, the Lea Purple member lingered around me, then cautiously called out to me from a few meters away.

“Totally! Thank you for today too!!”

She gave a thumbs-up, and as if that distance wasn't enough, she quickly moved further away, making me smile slightly.

At least I've secured one insurance.'

Mars' vocal saw this and seemed slightly overwhelmed.

He rubbed his eyes tiredly, waving goodbye as he left for his next schedule.

At that moment, the assistant director approached to check the schedule once more.

“then we'll inform you of the additional filming schedule with Kang Yeonhu through your manager! Thank you for your hard work.”

“Yes, thank you.”

The AD, seemingly pleased to have captured usable scenes, left with a wide smile.

A little distance away, High Five's manager and Kang Yeonhu were having a conversation.

I greeted the staff goodbye and headed to the underground parking lot.

Our manager had already gone ahead to start the van and bring it around.

Half out of habit, I opened the item shop.

As I scrolled down the still mostly empty slots, the item I had been eyeing before glittered brightly.

[Good deeds spread through word of mouth ~!

You can leak your good deeds to the outside world as if someone else spread them.

Seo Hoyun, let's do good deeds and create a positive image together!

※ The target of the good deed is limited to a third party unrelated to the player, and the standard of goodness is based on general consensus.

※ The designated good deeds are automatically exposed to random individuals in different forms.

Usage Points: 1,000 points]

My image was fine as it was, but...

This should wrap things up neatly.

I read the system window's text carefully once more as I got on the elevator.

Just as the doors were about to close, a hand slipped through the gap.

“Excuse me, Seo Hoyun.”

It was Kang Yeonhu.

I straightened up from leaning against the elevator wall and smiled brightly at the person I had been waiting for.

“Hello.”

“Not so great.”

Kang Yeonhu stepped into the elevator and closed the door.

“What are you thinking?”

During the shoot, he was somewhat flustered, but it seemed he regained his composure as soon as it ended.

“Hey, hyung, what are you talking about?”

“Stop it, it's creepy. Since when were we close enough for you to call me 'hyung'?”

Feeling a strange sense of satisfaction at his appearance, as if he were bristling with his fur puffed up in anger, Kang Yeonhu spoke with a frown.

“Someone as clever as Seo Hoyun should know that if you're not careful, you might provoke a backlash from the fandom.”

He must be referring to the time during Shining Star Season 2.

Since we were clearly competing for the top two spots back then.

I scratched my neck indifferently and looked straight ahead.

“Seo Hoyun, I'm getting déjà vu here.”

“From where?”

“From Shining Star. I know you deliberately raised Jeong Wonha up only to cut him down, all because of Jeong Dajun.”

“Oh, really?”

It would be stranger if he didn't know, especially after I made a joke about it in front of Seong Jiwon.

– “You have reached the fourth basement floor.”

Kang Yeonhu pressed the close button again and turned his body completely to look straight at me.

“No matter how slick your words are upfront, I have a rough idea of what you're up to behind the scenes.”

“Hmm.”

“I don't care what you do to others, but don't think of using me.”

Seeing Kang Yeonhu's disgusted expression somehow amused me a little.

It wasn't like what he said was wrong.

Kang Yeonhu, he's quite sharp.

As he was about to leave the elevator after saying his piece, I grabbed his arm.

“It's a request from Chae Jeongwoo-sunbae.”

“...!”

When I spoke honestly, Kang Yeonhu froze in his tracks and turned to look at me.

“Why is Jeongwoo-hyung involved?”

“Well, I owe him a bit, so I'm paying it back.”

As I released his arm and stepped back, Kang Yeonhu seemed to be lost in thought for a moment.

I didn't know what kind of relationship they had, but at least I understood that Chae Jeongwoo looked out for Kang Yeonhu's well-being, and Kang Yeonhu trusted him quite a bit.

“Yeonhu, I don't lie that often. You can trust me.”

“And you said that to Jeong Wonha too?”

“Maybe?”

“......”

“I'm joking.”

I chuckled, and Kang Yeonhu frowned sharply.

“Well, there might be some backlash, but isn't it better than wasting time filming something as boring as sticking to a rigid sunbae-hoobae script?”

“......”

“And after this program ends, let's see what the reactions are. Let's see how much your image changes.”

I recalled the item I had purchased earlier and smirked.

“I'll pick something especially delicious for you, so just sit back and enjoy.”

“...Ha.”

Kang Yeonhu ran his hand through his hair with a deep, confused sigh.

He had been a trainee for a long time and thought he could handle anything with ease, but getting involved with someone like me seemed to have thrown everything off balance, leaving him with mixed feelings.

Well, it's not my concern.

High Five was doing well.

They had stumbled a bit recently, but since they were still a card that a major entertainment company hadn't discarded, this minor slip-up would quickly be rectified after a few broadcasts.

Even now, Kang Yeonhu himself was the one feeling the most anxious, restless, and insecure.

The fact that the senior group happened to be Black Call, combined with the lingering fear of momentarily veering off his successful path and being dragged back to his past, seemed to haunt him.

It's the plight of a long-term trainee.

The label of a dropout was deeply ingrained in his bones.

In that moment, I also recalled Seong Jiwon, who had the same experience as him, and my mood suddenly soured, but I immediately erased it from my mind.

“Sunbae.”

When I called his name to interrupt the unpleasant thoughts that Kang Yeonhu was endlessly ruminating over, his slightly wavering eyes met mine.

“You seem to be deep in thought.”

I was meticulous when it came to calculations.

If I suffered a loss, I made sure they suffered a bigger one.

And If I owed a debt, I repaid it no matter what.

But since we were all adults, responsibility was each person's own.

“You know what to do when the camera is rolling, right?”

Regardless of whether Kang Yeonhu had a dumbfounded look on his face, I grinned and stepped out of the elevator first.

I swear on the banana I ate this morning: this guy, Kim Yeonhu, before rolling around in the big league for ten years, was 100% Kim Seonghyeon.

.

.

.

“Wow! So, this is Daepaseong!”

“Yup.”

“I hear there's talk these days about changing the name to DPS!”

It seemed Daepaseong had finally realized that the company's name was lame.

After two additional shoots with Kang Yeonhu over the past week, we moved on to Daepaseong for music work.

I was casually discussing today's schedule with the assistant director when Kang Yeonhu got out of the van.

“You're here?”

Since our conversation in the elevator, every time Yeonhu would look at me, the corners of his mouth slightly twitched downward.

I stifled a laugh that was threatening to burst out and waved my hand lightly.

“Ah...”

“......”

“Uh, uh, uh... Hel...”

“Hmm?”

Muttering as if his stomach was terribly upset, Kang Yeonhu finally gave a greeting.

“...Hello, Hoyun.”

Who would think we were close seeing us like this?

His acting was atrocious.

Ding!

[Really pathetic...]

Was it because I was the one he was dealing with?

Well, it's not really an important issue, so I let it go and guided the staff inside the building.

“Let's start with the music work.”

“Oh! Are you working with Kang Ichae? Most of The Dawn's songs were composed and written by Kang Ichae, right?”

“Come to think of it, he's really famous!”

“Is our member that famous?”

As we entered the lobby, the staff's words made my shoulders involuntarily tense up with pride.

“Of course! He's turned down all the offers.”

Well, that was just because Kang Ichae did whatever pleased him.

But I also highly regard Kang Ichae as a genius.

Even his charisma was rated as an S-.

Being on par with Joo Woosung said it all.

I was confident that if he whipped up a few pieces, the buzz for this program would increase significantly.

Start with Kang Ichae, then showcase Seong Jiwon's vocal talents.

“Haha, is that so?”

While pondering how to best highlight each member's unique charm, I led everyone to the recording studio.

I thought that the scene would turn out quite well if it captured Kang Ichae working with his headset as usual, so I opened the studio door.

“...Eek?”

I was met with the sight of Kang Ichae, perched on a chair with his feet up, spinning around by himself, wearing the pineapple hat I had worn during the concert.

“......”

“......”

“......”

“......”

The staff fell silent.

I quietly closed the door.

I had to use up all my patience for the day to resist the urge to rush in, grab him by the collar, and shake him while shouting, “I told you I was coming today!”


Chapter 196

A short while later, the recording studio door swung open.

“Hello, this is Ichae.”

It was Kang Ichae, who now seemed a bit more normal.

He brushed back his hair, which had been a mess from being squashed under the hat, and lifted the corners of his mouth into a smile.

“Haha, this is The Dawn's Kang Ichae.”

“What about the pineapple hat earlier?”

“It's the resident spirit of the recording studio.”

“Come on, hyung. Resident spirit? More like a lovely fairy.”

I brushed away Kang Ichae's hand as he playfully poked my cheek and turned around to speak.

“Yeonhu-hyung, come on in. You can sit on that sofa.”

“...?”

Kang Ichae widened his eyes at my tone, then glanced at Kang Yeonhu, the staff, and the camera.

“Aha.”

He seemed to quickly grasp what was going on, as if he were a perceptive little rascal.

With an amused expression, he narrowed his eyes and bent toward me, speaking in a low voice that the audio would definitely pick up.

“Was I not enough?”

“Ichae, why are you saying something so upsetting?”

Ding!

[Poke my eyes out]

[Please, just stop, you two!!]

Honestly, Kang Ichae should have written the script of this program's romance subplot.

As we chuckled at the impact of each other's words, one of the camera staff zoomed in on the pineapple hat discarded on the floor.

“If only you could love me just the way I am~?”

Meanwhile, Kang Ichae sat cross-legged on the chair, energetically turning his body this way and that as he laid down beats and melodies.

Since it was a familiar sight, I didn't think much of it, but Kang Yeonhu seemed unable to focus.

I had no choice but to leave him be for a while and engaged in some small talk with Kang Ichae.

“Come to think of it, didn't you say Bang Bang was coming today?”

“He said he'd be at the practice room with Seonghyeon-hyung. I guess he changed his mind~?”

“Bang Bang?”

“It's our maknae's nickname.”

At Kang Yeonhu's muttering, Kang Ichae glanced over and answered.

“Shouldn't you call me HouHou too, sunbae?”

“......”

When I grinned and added my comment, Kang Yeonhu immediately scooted to the edge of the sofa.

Seeing that, I couldn't help but burst out laughing.

Meanwhile, Kang Ichae turned on a beat and started humming.

“Hoo~ Hoo, not a ramen you blow on, what kind of nickname is that~.”

“......”

“Where did your naming sense~ go~?”

His teasing was utterly baseless.

Only after I gave him a light smack on the back did Kang Ichae start working seriously.

“Alright, pick, pick~! Hoyun-hyung mentioned last time that he wanted something that matched the seasons, so I picked out a beat that would suit the summer~.”

The melodies flowed out one by one.

Kang Yeonhu, who had been quietly listening until the end, carefully took out a notebook from his bag and offered it forward.

“These are just some lyrics I've scribbled down so far, in case they might help...”

“...Oh?”

Although he was helping because I asked, Kang Ichae had been restless about having to create a song for a unit that included a member from another group but widened his eyes after what Kang Yeonhu said.

“Sunbae, you're well prepared, aren't you?”

He seemed to like it quite a bit.

“I also like that it's analog. Can I tweak it a bit?”

“Of course.”

Having found some composure, Kang Yeonhu smiled for the first time here.

Kang Ichae looked over the lyrics, tapping the table with his pen as if keeping time, then started crossing out lines and changing the melody with a pen between his lips.

“Hmm, the high-teen concept is nice, but given the members, should we try to bring out a bit more of the bad boy vibe?”

“Why are you looking at me when you say that?”

“Then should I look at Yeonhu-sunbae?”

As he got down to work, the smile disappeared from Kang Ichae's face.

But satisfaction was evident in his sharp eyes.

After making several more revisions to the lyrics and tweaking the melody and beat here and there, we finally reached a point where things seemed organized.

At that moment, Kang Ichae smirked and gestured with his chin.

“Let's record.”

“Okay.”

“...Just like that?”

“Yep, we do it right away.”

Known for their self-produced, in-house creations, the small-company idols left Kang Yeonhu, a product of a major agency, bewildered by the chaotic and spontaneous process.

Yet, somehow, he managed to finish the recording in a daze.

“It seems like we've got enough footage from the recording, so I'll see you next time!”

“Yep, great work.”

Having finished earlier than expected, the staff, excited by the early wrap-up, quickly packed up and left.

After seeing them off and returning to the recording studio, I resumed my usual demeanor, prompting Kang Ichae to chuckle beside me.

“Let me do it one more time, just a moment.”

After saying he wanted to finish up a bit more, Kang Ichae listened to the recorded file, made some adjustments, and then, after reciting the rap lyrics a few times, went back into the booth to record again.

Kang Yeonhu muttered as he watched him go.

“Fascinating.”

“What is?”

“The members are lucky, but I also thought how impressive it was that they follow you.”

Kang Yeonhu, who had been watching Kang Ichae rap intently, turned to me.

“How did you manage that? You don't seem like the type to be overly nice.”

“What a harsh thing to say.”

Kang Yeonhu exhaled in disbelief.

“Seo Hoyun, you make it hard to tell if you're a good person or a bad one.”

“Confusing?”

Knowing that wouldn't change anything, however.

“I can't figure out what you're thinking. Why are you doing this?”

That, too, was the same.

I chuckled as I flipped through Kang Ichae's tattered songwriting notebook filled with rap lyrics.

“Yeonhu, I'm human too, so sometimes I want to do good deeds like everyone else.”

“......”

“...Oh dear.”

He was not buying it.

Kang Yeonhu had a look that said, “What nonsense are you spouting so seriously?”

“Why doesn't anyone ever believe me?”

“You should have done something more believable.”

[Good deeds spread through word of mouth ~!

You can let others spread your good deeds as if someone else spread them.

Seo Hoyun, let's do good deeds and create a positive image together!

※ The target of the good deed is limited to a third party unrelated to the player, and the standard of goodness is based on general consensus.

※ The designated good deeds are automatically exposed to random individuals in different forms.

※The conditions for “good deeds” have not yet been met.]

I closed the notebook and glanced at the blinking system window in my peripheral vision before turning back to Kang Yeonhu.

“Yeonhu, it's a shame you're so wary.”

Well, it didn't matter.

[Processing...]

[Processing...]

[Processing...]

[...Conditions have been met.]

[Lea Purple's “Yeonri” is relieved to see no romantic tension in the footage.]

[Lea Purple's “Yeonri” is touched by your good deed of delivering romance lines on her behalf.]

The insurance was working perfectly.

[You can spread your good deeds related to Lea Purple's “Yeonri” to the outside world.]

“At least someone believes in me.”

Seeing me smiling widely, Kang Yeonhu moved away from me again.


The first episode of Wanna Sing with Me? aired at five o'clock that Saturday.

[Title: Didn't expect much from the Wanna Sing episode, but why is it so funny?

I turned it on without much thought and ended up watching it without even going to the bathroom.

When I saw Yeonri and Guchan paired together, I thought, is this a romance? And it got so awkward... ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Yeonri: Sa... Jjajangmyeon!

Guchan: If it's a bit thicker, it's jjajangmyeon...

Yeonri is really on another level...

Seeing her being restless but also really good at her job and working hard is just too cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Guchan's random comments...

└ They don't seem to talk about anything personal... Just work talk between them.

└ It makes more sense to say there's romance between me and my boss.

└└ ...Oh, that's creepy as hell.

└└ Ah, this is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: What is Seo Hoyun even doing?

I already thought he was unusual from his personal content, but

What is he doing to Kang Yeonhu?

Did you see Kang Yeonhu's eyes shaking?

└ Looking at how they were paired beforehand, it seems the producers were aiming for Yeonri & Guchan as the best couple, but Seo Hoyun stole the show.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Most of the viewers were laughing as the first episode passed the halfway point.

In the beginning, Seo Hoyun didn't have much screen time except during the unit announcement, and he wasn't very talkative either.

But at some point, it seemed like he was subtly flirting with Kang Yeonhu, and the final scene took it to a peak.

– Hoyun: “I'm feeling butterflies...”

Originally, the producers intended to pair Mars' main vocal with Lea Purple's maknae.

However, instead of a fresh and youthful tension, all that was left between them was a solemn camaraderie, as if they were just trying to survive together.

Instead, an unexpected jackpot hit elsewhere.

There was no reason for the producers to reject it since the cast set the stage and even added humor on their own.

Thus, the scene where Seo Hoyun delivered his guilty line to Kang Yeonhu became the finale.

It was even edited like a drama ending scene, with sweet music playing as the BGM.

[I'm feeling butterflies.

Clatter... I'm feeling butterflies... Clatter...]

[Honestly, I'm really taken aback, Hoyun...

You always ignore and laugh off any attention, so why are you doing this with another group? I'm really taken aback, but... you know what... do whatever you want]

[Seo Hoyun's guilty remarks are so well-delivered that the Noeuls are just blinded.]

Then, videos titled “Seo Hoyun's Guilty Remarks Compilation” started flooding YouTube.

Most of them were from self-produced contents or comments casually thrown at his fellow The Dawn members during V-Live, or whispered conversations with Noeul at fan sign events.

There was even a video edited from the single episode of Wanna Sing With Me? showing “Seo Hoyun being nice to Kang Yeonhu.”

[Why is this guy acting like this???]

It wasn't just his words; his actions were noticeably different.

Like pouring water first, holding the door open, or looking with eyes dripping with honey, and so...

– Yeonhu: “Ha...”

Every time, Kang Yeonhu's awkward smile gradually stiffened, and in the end, it turned sour.

In contrast, Seo Hoyun's smile became even brighter.

This contrast became a hot topic on SNS and various communities.

[Hey, Kang Yeonhu is becoming increasingly distrustful]

[Is Seo Hoyun teasing Kang Yeonhu? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why is this combo so cute? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ He can't even argue since he's genuinely being nice ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Yeonhu eventually said, “Why are you doing this to me...?”]

[It seems like Hoyun is sucking the energy out of Yeonhu right now]

An unexpected chemistry emerged between the groups that competed for first place in Shining Star Season 2.

[Title: Yeonhu isn't trying to shed his boring image this time

He seems genuinely pissed at Seo Hoyun

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's so cute seeing him get flustered by his dongsaeng ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└  We always saw him so composed in the team. ㅠㅠㅠ So cute ㅠㅠ

└└  But if I were in his shoes, I'd be flustered too if Seo Hoyun acted like that with that face.]

As a result, the tense relationship between the fandoms, like a rubber band about to snap, softened just a bit.

The Noeuls were somewhat accustomed to Seo Hoyun's peculiar antics that only appeared on variety shows, so they just laughed it off.

But the High Five fandom was ablaze with Kang Yeonhu's unexpected side.

[Yeonhu, I think this is the first time I've seen you so flustered since your debut. My heart is burning black...

└ Haha... Well, it wouldn't be WH Entertainment without at least one person like Joo Woosung with his eternal dorkiness... So cute, seriously...

└└ Ah~~!! Seo Howhow, I really hated you during Shining Star, but now I'm bowing to you in all directions, fuck. You're a bad guy, but thank you.][1]

Amidst such positive reactions, the second episode aired.

After the first episode, the MC panelists were aware that the chemistry between Seo Hoyun and Kang Yeonhu was more popular than that of Mars' main vocal and Lea Purple's maknae, so they weren't going to let that golden opportunity slip by.

– MC Ji: “You two have been showing great chemistry lately... Do you keep in touch privately as well?”

Kang Yeonhu hesitated briefly before answering.

Normally, he would have glossed over it, saying they kept in touch occasionally, but for some reason, seeing Seo Hoyun smirking beside him made his blood boil.

– Yeonhu: “When we get back...”

– MC Ji: “Yes~!”

– Yeonhu: “Seo Hoyun doesn't reply to my texts.”

Kang Yeonhu decided to make a bold move to mess with Seo Hoyun, but the studio was turned upside down by his statement.

– MC Park: “Ah, this is Seo Hoyun's fault~!”

The atmosphere was almost like, “Our Yeonhu was really upset with Hoyun~?”

– Yeonhu: “Wait a minute, I'm serious! Hoyun only treats me well when the camera's rolling!”

– MC: Ahaha ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Even as Kang Yeonhu, looking very flustered, passionately argued things like, “He plays with my emotions,” “I can't tell what he's thinking,” and “He has zero interest in me”—all of which were 200% true—the more he spoke, the more the panel looked at him with affectionate eyes and simply nodded along.

In the end, a frustrated Kang Yeonhu clammed up, but later, the caption “25-year-old Kang Yeonhu, craving love and attention” was added to the scene.

– MC Ji: “At this point, we need to hear Hoyun's side of the story! Hoyun, what do you think after hearing Yeonhu's words??”

Seo Hoyun, who had been consistently listening to Kang Yeonhu's story, slightly lowered his eyebrows.

– Hoyun: “Our story... I'd rather not share it with others.”

– MC Park: “Why not?”

– Yeonhu: “Huh??”

As all eyes focused on him, Seo Hoyun took a moment before speaking slowly.

– Hoyun: “Because I want to keep it just between us.”

– Yeonhu: “...!”

At the same time, two skull marks appeared next to Kang Yeonhu.

[Seo Hoyun, you crazy bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

With the rosy caption “A world of their own...” the scene transitioned to the main vocal of Mars and the maknae of Lea Purple.

– Yeonri: (Doom-chit-doom-chit) “Sunbae. Really. Looking forward. To the stage.”

– Guchan: (Doom-chit-bak-chit) “Let's. Do well. Together.”

[What is this, it's so absurd it's hilariously funny]

[Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋ큐ㅠㅠㅠㅠ What are these two doing ㅠㅠㅠㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

They were doing their best within their capabilities, but their awkward tone and beatboxing from a distance only made it funnier.

At this point, one might wonder if there was any point in following the script, but the humor derived from the gap between the scripted lines and their awkwardness made it not bad for a variety show.

Of course, not all opinions were positive.

[It's funny, but... am I the only one feeling uneasy ㅠ

Seo Hoyun and Kang Yeonhu were awkward during Shining Star.

If they wanted to bond, wouldn't it have been better to do it during ShiStar? Hoyun isn't so clueless that he wouldn't know this, so why is he acting this way??

└ But you really can't tell what he's thinking... Just when you think you've understood his character, he does something completely unexpected...]

While the various fandoms were buzzing, a certain photo appeared on a community site before sunrise.

[What the hell]

Everyone was left speechless.

[Title: Wanna Sing With Me? Script Leak]

[WTF;;;;;;;]

[What is this ㅋㅋㅋㅋ You crazy bastards ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

.

.

.

A few minutes earlier, Seo Hoyun, leisurely sipping coffee at the dorm while ignoring texts from WH Entertainment-affiliated celebrities (Joo, Kang, and Chae), looked at the spreading post with satisfaction and put his phone down.

[You have activated an item.

The player's good deed is spreading to the outside world.]

The system window flickered above his gaze.

[Processing...]

[Processing...]

[Processing...]

[Processing...]

[Processing...]

[...Processing complete.]

Then, a new window appeared.

[To announce the player's good deed, a part of Wanna Sing With Me?'s script has been leaked.]




1 HowHow – That's how the poster spelled Hoyun's original stage name.



Chapter 197

Wanna Sing With Me? had part of its script leaked.

By intercepting lines meant for another unit, Seo Hoyun averted a potential controversy, which left Lea Purple's maknae relieved and earned him recognition for his good deed.

As the item activated, it was said that “the designated good deeds are automatically exposed to random individuals in different forms,” making it inevitable for part of the script to leak—and for Seo Hoyun's good deed involving Lea Purple's maknae to spread.

[Are you crazy?

This was the original script:

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): Oppa, is the food good?

– Guchan (Mars): Yes, it's even more delicious today. Must be because I'm in a good mood.

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): How is it not salty? I'm enjoying this.

– Guchan (Mars): I've been running into Yeonri-sunbae a lot lately. It feels a lot like fate.

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): (Smile as if slightly embarrassed) Oppa! Don't be so formal. Just call me Yeonri like usual.

Wanna_Sing_With_Me_Script1.jpg

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): I've always wanted to perform on stage with you!

– Guchan (Mars): We haven't had many opportunities. I'm really looking forward to performing together soon...

– Yeonri (Lea Purple): “I'm so thrilled that my heart is racing!

Wanna_Sing_With_Me_Script2.jpg

Shared ㅇㅇ]

[WTF, this is shockingly boring...]

In most reality shows, when a script is leaked, both the production team and the cast are often criticized for deceiving the viewers.

But the reaction to Wanna Sing With Me?'s situation was different.

[Yeonri, did you shout for jjajangmyeon because you couldn't follow this script?

Oh, I'm laughing so hard because it's so funny

So cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Is that why Guchan went along with Yeonri's random comments? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Their conversation didn't match at all, ha...]

It was clear they were following the script, but nothing matched properly.

[What the production wanted: Sweet romance vibes

What Guchan and Yeonri did: Apocalypse survival mates

└ I'm crying right now ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ (Bonus) What the HoHu-HoHu couple did: Sweet and thrilling romance vibes♡[1]

└└ Please don't make couple names, seriously ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The leaked script was completely outdated—seemingly written without considering the idols' personalities—and wasn't even entertaining.

Instead, their determination to somehow avoid the romance vibe set by the production team while still following the script was seen as both funny and endearing by the audience.

Seo Hoyun also came into the spotlight.

[From the leaked part

(Hoyun: Glances at Yeonri)

– Hoyun: “We've been running into each other a lot lately. It feels like fate.”

– Hoyun: “You said you always wanted to perform on stage with me.”

– Hoyun: “We haven't had many opportunities until now. I'm excited.”

These lines were Yeonri's, but he delivered them because she seemed troubled

└ Wow;; that couldn't have been easy, amazing

└└ Oh, really?? ㅠㅠ He seems tough but takes good care of others behind the scenes... Hoyun is really kind...

└└ Even I'm getting butterflies... ㅠ Covering for her was so cool ㅠ

└ Ah ㅋㅋ Fangirls' delusions are legendary

└└ Shut up and read the room]

Seo Hoyun wasn't being kind.

He just thought it was a perfect way to gain attention for himself and Kang Yeonhu.

Regardless of his motives, it was true that the troubled maknae of Lea Purple was saved.

[Title: Why did Seo Hoyun deliver such incriminating lines?

Turns out he was covering for Yeonri

Ah

What do we do with this guy? Smacking my forehead

└ Yeonri's patience is amazing... If it were me, I'd propose to Seo Hoyun on the spot

└└ Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why is Yeonri like this ㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Sorry, just my wicked imagination]

[If this is true, did he not follow the staff's script? ㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun's power play is intense ㅋㅋ]

[If you're going to do it, do it alone. Did you even tell Yeonhu? ㅋㅋ Seems like you didn't get his consent and are just trying to boost your popularity]

[Isn't this all staged?? ㅋㅋ I'm not impressed... The script leak seems a bit much, maybe it's a ploy by the production team?]

Amidst the various reactions, there were naturally some negative comments as well.

In reality, the trap was set perfectly.

It wasn't the production team but rather Seo Hoyun's item that had been activated.

[What the...ㅋㅋ Why would the production team leak the script and take the blame for such a blunder?]

[Hey, just look at the YouTube views for YeonHu's channel after the show~ This variety show really made Kang YeonHoo blow up ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Guys... let's turn off the internet and go for a walk or something...haha]

Moreover, following the script leak, additional rumors began to circulate.

[I heard from a staff member working in broadcasting ㅋㅋ

Originally, the script for the Shining Star-duo was intended to be a tear-jerker featuring Yeonhu and Hoyun.

They were aiming for some kind of emotional rivalry where they share painful stories

└ That's fucking ridiculous

└ If it aired, it would've been a disaster...]

It was true that the script included some mentions of appearing on Shining Star Season 2 and a few questions from the MCs about it.

However, due to some exaggeration in the posts, both the Noeuls and High Five's fans were taken aback.

They had just managed to quell the Shining Star rumors, and if a scene blatantly trying to capture emotional points had aired, both Kang Yeonhu and Seo Hoyun would have been heavily criticized.

[Hoyun, thanks for turning it into a romance...]

[For real, thanks, fuck...

It almost seems like he's just teasing Yeonhu...

└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Anyway, once the controversy settled down a bit, everyone was busy rewatching the broadcast and laughing.

[Title: Anyway, Hoyun, you're still a crazy bastard

Hyung, I'm hurt. Just call me Hoyun like usual < Who actually says lines like this in real life?

└ Hoyun is just enjoying himself

└└ Ah, this is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Yeonhu must have known Seo Hoyun was deliberately saying those lines...ㅋㅋㅋ It's so funny when I think about it

Viewers: Is this guy crazy?

Kang Yeonhu: Is this guy crazy?

└ Whether he knew or not, it doesn't change anything...

└└ Busted...]

Despite the script being leaked, it was rare for the cast not to be criticized and instead gain popularity.

All four of them rapidly gained recognition with solid images.

Lea Purple's maknae and the main vocal of Mars were seen as idols fiercely living in this era, Seo Hoyun as a witty madman, and Kang Yeonhu as the unfortunate victim (?) caught up with such a madman.

Once it became an issue, people began re-watching the broadcast, trying to guess which parts were scripted and which were real.

[This seems like a scripted line

If not, Seo Hoyun is truly a madman]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is so fucking funny, I'm going crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But if you watch The Dawn's self-content, Seo Hoyun could totally do this voluntarily]

[Well, he does call Kim Seonghyeon “Baby” and Jeong Dajun “Bouncy,” after all...][2]

Meanwhile, everyone was gradually getting absorbed into the various units of this nonsensical program.

[Yeonhu's process from being flustered -> disgusted -> resigned is so cute...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Yeonri and Guchan... at first, they were flustered, but then they adapted and started planning the stage while popping and locking

Guys, I didn't mean for you to try this hard]

[And amid all this, Seo Hoyun, the origin of all these things

Relaxed~

└ If I were him, I'd be pissed]

At the same time, even the brief appearance of Kang Ichae drew attention.

[Huh??? Did he compose almost all of The Dawn's songs??

└ Yeah, even “Humble Confession”

└└ Kang Ichae is already at the top tier of idol composers ㅋㅋ

└└ Is he crazy? If it were me, I'd make a song called “I'm Korean Millionaire” and throw money around.]

[But Kang Ichae never writes about money or women in his lyrics, which is impressive...]

In episode 2, Kang Ichae, in sync with Seo Hoyun, spewed out guilty statements like a manufacturing machine and even turned them into song lyrics.

Even Seong Jiwon, suddenly summoned to the recording studio over the phone, added rich harmonies to the song with a serious expression.

[Our little piglets are the same even on national TV...]

[Why does The Dawn seem like such lunatics... It's hilarious]

As posts expressing excitement about how the stage would be set up continued endlessly, Kang Yeonhu remained silent while looking at his phone screen, which was dominated by real-time trends.

Seo Hoyun, with a playful glint in his eyes, spoke up beside me.

“Not too bad, right?”

“......”

.

.

.

As the curtain rose, cheers erupted.

The stage, with its spinning mirror ball and retro-style lights, resembled a small, quiet bar abroad.

Dressed in a white T-shirt and a black leather jacket with sunglasses perched at my neck, I pretended to chat with the dancers as if I were out for a casual drink with friends on a Friday night.

When the music started, the dancers playfully pushed me forward.

I scratched the back of my head awkwardly and grabbed the microphone fixed on the stand.

A smooth blues sound began to flow, and the bright lights shone so intensely they almost hurt my eyes.

“I didn't see that coming.”

The song “Still Do,” composed by Kang Ichae and with lyrics by Kang Yeonhu, began.

“I didn't think you'd come either.”

Taking Cheongbeom's advice, Kang Ichae, who had dived deep into the genre after watching dozens of romantic comedy films to craft songs with diverse emotions, ended up falling completely in love with it.

The song vividly captured an unexpected encounter with an ex at a pub, seamlessly weaving the moment into its lyrics.

Probably, no one else on this stage could bring this song to life as well as I could.

“You didn't even apologize when we parted ways,

Tomorrow, you might pretend not to know me,

But just for today, look at me.”

Then, Kang Yeonhu appeared, casually waving with a khaki bomber jacket draped over his shoulders.

“Hold my hand, babe!”

Cheers erupted from the audience.

Thanks to this variety show, the rivalry between Kang Yeonhu and me from Shining Star Season 2 was gradually breaking down, and the chemistry between us was being received as charming, not only by our respective fandoms, but also by general viewers.

With Kang Yeonhu's shout, the drums boomed and the melody transitioned into a retro-based funk pop.

“Swept up in this heat,

I don't know if the pounding is the beat or my heart,

Are we starting over or what?”

There was no denying his talent.

Years of trainee life hadn't gone to waste; his singing was incredibly stable.

When I checked Kang Yeonhu's stats, his singing stats were A+, just slightly below Seong Jiwon's.

“I know I confused you a lot,

But since we've run into each other here,

We are not done yet.”

Moreover, Kang Yeonhu was genuinely enjoying the stage now.

Until recently, he had been filled with worry, anxiety, tension, and distrust, but once on stage, he seemed to forget all of that and simply smiled with pure joy.

He acted like someone swept up in the heat, blinded by the lights, and eager to hear even a little more of the cheers.

That's how you do it as an idol.

I chuckled and pulled the standing mic with both hands, glancing at Kang Yeonhu.

“Who cares about that kind of thing!”

The sound of the drum pounded in my ears.

“Let's make a toast!

Tomorrow, let's just say we weren't in our right minds.”

We deliberately went for a simple choreography only for the highlights.

Under the flickering lights, Yeonhu and I matched our steps.

“Grab my waist!

Forget everything else and stay by my side.”

Then, the member with the most star power stats in The Dawn appeared.

“Uwaaah!!”

The rear LED screen opened, and Kang Ichae emerged.

Even through my in-ear monitors, I could hear the screams.

He had gained considerable recognition from this broadcast, so we invited him as a surprise guest.

“Hi, my love.”

Wearing an oversized white shirt, Kang Ichae winked at the camera close to him before confidently stepping forward and began rapping.

“Still thinking it's just a coincidence, your naivety stays the same,

I'm not planning to settle for this moment at all,

I can't let it pass like this.”

Most of his screen time consisted of him wearing a pineapple hat, crouching on a chair while spinning, humming strange lyrics to the beat, or goofing around by himself, so his neat appearance made a strong impact.

Seeing Ichae take care of his part and bask in the spotlight without needing help made me proud.

“I plan to tell you tomorrow

Yes, I adored you, and I still do.”

As Kang Ichae's eyes met mine, he playfully smiled, tapped his heart, and made a heart toward the camera.

That's how you really do it as an idol.

As if to prove it, Kang Ichae's notebooks, filled to the brim, proved his overwhelming aura as he swept the stage.

“Ah, but let's talk about that next time.”

As his part ended, Kang Ichae spun around and gently pushed Kang Yeonhu and me forward.

“What's the big deal about today!”

Simultaneously, a loud bang! accompanied by shimmering gold confetti scattered everywhere.

Our figures, slightly dimly lit, as if captured by a film camera, filled the screen.

“Let's make a toast,

Tomorrow, let's just say we weren't in our right minds.”

I took the sunglasses hanging from my neckline and placed them on Kang Yeonhu's head.

As the sunglasses, which had been wobbling, fell and settled naturally, the startled Kang Yeonhu burst into laughter.

He seemed to be enjoying every moment.

A gentle smile spread across my lips as well.

Yeah, I had a promise with Chae Jeongwoo.

“Let's make a toast,

Tomorrow, let's just say we weren't in our right minds.”

As if I'd ever do anything bad to you.




1 호후호후 (“HoHu-HoHu”) comes from “ho” in Hoyun's name (호윤) and “hu” in Yeonhu's name (연후).



2 Hoyun called Seonghyeon “......” in Episode 191. For Dajun, it was Episode 136.
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After finishing the stage performance, we tried to leave quickly out of habit, but the MC caught us with a smile.

“Please share a few words about how you feel!”

We were so engrossed that we almost skipped the part where we were supposed to share our thoughts.

The MC extended the microphone to Kang Ichae, who happened to be the closest.

However, he stepped back with a grin and joined the dancers.

This is his second life.

He knew that if the featured guest received too much attention, it might not be good for the broadcast, so he stepped back on his own.

“Team HoHu-HoHu! How was it preparing for the stage?”

“...Excuse me? Team HoHu-HoHu?”

HoHu-HoHu, what was that...?

What were they talking about?

Kang Yeonhu, surprised to be called by a team name he never created and never would, turned to the MC and then glanced at me.

When I nodded once, Kang Yeonhu hesitated for a moment before taking the microphone again.

“Ah... actually, I'm someone who worries a lot.”

I was slightly surprised by his unexpected honesty.

“This time too, I was really worried when I had to team up with Hoyun...”

“Hahaha!”

Thinking it was a joke, everyone from the audience to the MC burst into laughter, but I was sure of it.

That was 100% Kang Yeonhu's genuine feeling.

“But later, I realized it was all unnecessary. Everything was just fun.”

Kang Yeonhu ended his words with thanks and waved to the audience, who seemed to be High Five's fans.

As I took the microphone that was passed to me, I slowly began to speak.

“First of all, I'm aiming for the Best Couple Award at the year-end with Yeonhu-hyung.”

“Ahaha!!”

“Haa...”

Even though he should be used to it by now, Kang Yeonhu let out a deep sigh as usual.

Every time I teased him, the satisfying impact that came back showed that he was definitely in the same league as Kim Seonghyeon.

“It was an honor to work with someone I respect a lot. Going forward, we will continue to work hard in our respective places.”

I glanced at Kang Yeonhu and smiled slightly.

“This will be the last time. Next time, I'll call you 'sunbae' again.”

It was a comment made with the leaked script in mind.

“Hyung, I had fun too.”

Everyone cheered enthusiastically, seemingly moved by the hot friendship of the two rivals.

Even though we didn't win first place, we received an armful of bouquets.

I then went down from the stage with Kang Yeonhu.

Although more unit and event stages were prepared afterward, Kang Yeonhu and I could now relax and enjoy ourselves comfortably.

We moved to a place where cameras were set up to capture our reactions, and without talking to each other, we focused on reacting.

Even then, Kang Yeonhu seemed to still be lingering in the afterglow of the stage.

After a few more performances, the special music festival came to an end.

“Great job, everyone!”

When I heard the staff's greeting signaling the end of the shoot, I dropped my business smile and got up from the chair.

“Thanks for your hard work.”

I nodded my chin and was about to leave when Kang Yeonhu grabbed my arm and whispered softly.

“I'm really confused. Seo Hoyun seems like a good person.”

“Sunbae, you're surprisingly naïve.”

“...Yeah, it must be my mistake again.”

When I shrugged my shoulders, Kang Yeonhu let out a laugh.

“See you again.”

And then he disappeared first, waving his hand with a face full of laughter.

The WH Entertainment artists seemed to share a peculiar trait, much like the managers at Daepaseong—slightly clueless but genuinely kind-hearted.

They were surprisingly soft-hearted.

We won't see each other much anymore, buddy.

Having fully repaid my debt to Chae Jeongwoo, I was now thinking of focusing on my own work again.

As I stepped into the hallway, I saw Kang Ichae, who had been waiting elsewhere, talking with Mars' main vocal.

I thought I might as well change my clothes first and was about to head back to the waiting room when the maknae of Lea Purple ran toward me.

“Hoyun!!”

“Yes?”

I was slightly taken aback as she, unlike the usual Lea Purple members who strictly maintained their distance, approached me rather closely, but I decided to wait and see if something was up.

Since the filming was over, the atmosphere was bustling with everyone from the cast to the staff exchanging greetings.

A few words wouldn't cause any trouble.

“Ah, I just wanted to say thank you...”

“Haha, for what?”

“Just for everything. Thanks to you, we were able to finish the shoot safely. Thank you... And, um... I feel like I'm being a bit nosy, but...”

She swallowed nervously and looked around before lowering her voice.

“...Be careful.”

“Sorry?”

“Ah, not you, Seo Hoyun! Um... There are some bad rumors going around about Seong Jiwon. It's about his former agency. There's no evidence, and it's just a rumor, so it died down quickly, but...”

Lea Purple's maknae tried to be as indirect as possible, but it seemed to be about sponsorship.

She nervously darted eyes and spoke cautiously.

“...I'm not entirely sure, but it seems like Yoon Heeun from Prove is deliberately spreading rumors.”

Only then did I understand why the maknae of Lea Purple went out of her way to relay this information to me.

It seemed she was worried that, having been wronged by Yoon Heeun, there might be more victims like her.

“I heard that Yoon Heeun has already tried to contact Seong Jiwon several times.”

“Contact?”

“Yes. Ha, he should focus on doing well themselves... even though he has plenty of things to be ashamed of, too.”

I sent a kind of cute warning, but perhaps because he didn't know I was behind it, he was adorably meddling with Seong Jiwon again.[1]

“......”

The corners of my mouth unconsciously twitched, and Lea Purple's maknae cautiously observed my reaction.

“Thanks for telling me.”

“...No problem. I'm the one who should be thankful this time.”

I quickly composed my expression and expressed my gratitude.

She awkwardly scratched her head, bowed slightly, and then quickly disappeared.

As I organized the complex information in my head and was about to way away, Kang Ichae, having finished his conversation with Mars' main vocal, approached me with a bright expression.

“Hyung!”

The smiling guy paused for a moment when he saw my expression up close, then tilted his head.

“What?”

“Are you mad?”

His unnecessary perceptiveness was annoying.

“No, I'm not.”

I decided not to ask Kang Ichae about Seong Jiwon, thinking it might just make him worry unnecessarily.

However, Kang Ichae seemed to have no intention of letting it go.

“Tell me.”

“......”

“I'm curious.”

Normally, he would have pretended not to know, but now he was being direct.

After choosing my words for a moment, I decided it wasn't something to keep secret, so I pressed my throbbing temple and spoke quietly.

“I just heard some annoying stuff. There's a weird rumor going around about Seong Jiwon.”

“Ahh.”

“What is it? Do you know?”

“Well, sort of...”

Kang Ichae shrugged his shoulders and scratched his neck, glancing at me.

“I do know, but you don't need to worry about it, hyung.”

“Why?”

“I saw it while I was running a game event on Jiwon-hyung's phone.”

Kang Ichae's lips curled into a grin.

“It seems like they're trying all sorts of things to lure him out. But have you ever seen Jiwon-hyung leave the dorm except for schedules or practice?”

“No, never.”

“He ignores all messages, but just the other day, he replied for the first time.”

Even as we reached the waiting room, Kang Ichae spun around instead of opening the door, wearing a mischievous expression.

“He said he can't go out because he has a 5 PM curfew.”

“......”

Even elementary school kids didn't have a 5 PM curfew these days.

“When they asked if it's reasonable for an idol to have a 5 PM curfew, he said it's because his roommate is strict.”

Me?

“...And then?”

“That was the end of it.”

I unknowingly became a strict person, but in the end, I was satisfied.

The easiest way to block attention was to consistently ignore it.

Though they judged that they couldn't completely ignore the fact that Probe was a senior group, they did send a response.

I pushed Kang Ichae aside and opened the waiting room door to enter.

“Did you get any messages?”

“...Oh, me? I didn't get any. I've blocked everyone except The Dawn and Ms. Composer.”

“Good job.”

I thought there was absolutely no chance of getting involved in anything unnecessary, but I hesitated a bit about whether it was right to encourage Kang Ichae's closed-off attitude.

As I tried to shake off Ichae, who quickly clung to me, asking if I was worried about him, I racked my brain to figure out what to do.

Looks like some cleaning is needed.

I had been busy and didn't see any benefit in tidying things up, so I left it alone, but Yoon Heeun kept crossing the line.

At this rate, it might be better to quickly nip the problem in the bud.

I had a rough idea of where to start working, but—

I'm conflicted.

I wondered if it might be better to just leave it alone and let it sort itself out.

I changed the subject while holding the clothes I was going to change into.

“Anyway, thanks to you, the stage went well.”

“Really? I had fun too.”

He grinned as he unbuttoned his shirt one by one.

“Oh, Guchan-hyung said something. He said you're really something. He thought you would have done well even if you started with a major agency from the beginning.”

“Did he say that?”

“Yeah.”

He slipped his arms out of the black short-sleeved T-shirt.

Honestly, I was curious too.

Why did Kang Ichae come to Daepaseong?

As I brushed back my tousled hair, Kang Ichae tilted his head.

“It's really curious. Knowing how talented you are, why would you join Daepaseong?”

“To do The Dawn.”

“...Why?”

I had no choice because of the system.

“I can't do it without you guys.”

Otherwise, the quest wouldn't progress.

His eyebrows twitched at my words.

Pretending not to notice, I opened the waiting room door.

“Let's just go home.”

Kang Ichae followed a half-beat later, chattering that he wanted to tell Jeong Dajun too.

Walking cheerfully in step, the chatterbox asked,

“How long do you have to practice to have those lines come out so smoothly?”

“It's just natural talent.”

He seemed to mistake it for a compliment, but I was too lazy to explain, so I let it be.


[Wanna Sing With Me?

God-tier program, no arguments accepted]

[Kang Ichae is seriously amazing, how could they create such songs?]

[Yeonhu came up with the American bar concept and wrote the lyrics so passionately ㅠㅠ And then Kang Ichae added the ex-lover concept, instantly giving it a storyline... sigh...]

Even after the program Wanna Sing With Me? ended, it continued to receive rave reviews.

The solo stage released on YouTube also garnered a high number of views.

Most reactions were about how heartwarming and healing it was to see everyone working hard in their own spaces and helping each other rather than competing.

[Yeonhu seems to genuinely enjoy it so much, it makes me happy watching ㅠㅠ]

[1:41 Why does Seo Hoyun smile in such a heart-fluttering way...]

[“Hyung, I had fun too,” the timing of the comments was insane...]

Moreover, while it was true that Seo Hoyun brought Kang Ichae on board with the expectation of gaining some popularity, the attention he received far exceeded that.

[2:52 Kang Ichae is seriously something else ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ When the featured part came on, I was blown away]

[The guy who chews gum like 'Eh~ Wheh~ Neh Hehe' = The guy who raps, “Still thinking it's just a coincidence, your naivety stays the same”

Yes... Amazingly, they are the same person...]

[A genius at his main job, driving me insane ㅠ I love how he's so playful off stage too, aaah]

The stark contrast between his usual demeanor and his stage presence garnered immense appeal.

And this was the same for Seo Hoyun.

His actions, done thoughtlessly as always, but when combined with a smile full of charm and some guilty remarks, struck people's hearts directly.

[Seo Hoyun's Forbidden List

No smirking

No eye smiles

No guilty remarks

No wearing black clothes to look cool

No calling the maknae “Bang Bang”

No teasing people in a heart-fluttering way

No staring intently with your arms crossed

No liking sweet things when you look like you only drink americanos

No being sweet if you're not going to date me.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Isn't the last one just what you wanted to say?]

Initially, it was just something fans laughed about, enjoying Seo Hoyun's actions and the way he spoke.

[What clothes was Seo Hoyun wearing at this time??]

[Where are their training suits from?]

[The cap ㅠㅠ so cute ㅠㅠ]

However, gradually, various people began to mimic his clothes, his accessories, his way of speaking, his every action.

[Wait a minute]

Especially during a special broadcast music festival, people began to closely mimic Seo Hoyun's words, gestures, and the way he smiled.

[Wait a minute, fuck, hold on]

Had they truly known his genuine character, such things wouldn't have happened so easily.

[Is there a Seo Hoyun Syndrome going around...]

A small disaster occurred in South Korea.




1 Reminder that the warning was the Anti-Love Doll.



Chapter 199

[Seo Hoyun Syndrome...

Is this for real...]

If you trace back to the origins of “Seo Hoyun Syndrome”, some might point to the variety show Wanna Sing With Me? while others would say it arose because “he was just that kind of person.”

A week before the “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” took off, just after Wanna Sing With Me? ended, people started questioning his actions.

Comments like “Is he seriously trying to challenge the fans?”, “Why isn't he following the script?”, and “Does he think that behavior will work with the other groups from the survival show?” were popping up everywhere.

Each fandom had to endure a bit of a headache.

Of course, most of the fans tried their best to ignore it.

[If he had followed the script, you would've criticized him for being clueless and crying, sigh]

[Guys, just say it's great that he's popular~]

And among them, especially within the Noeuls, the topic quickly shifted.

[I was amazed watching this program

Isn't Hoyun honestly really kind?

Is it possible to promote his personality?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Just take the fan meeting videos with Noeul, and it's possible...]

[I want to marry Seo Hoyun

And then divorce him

And then marry him again]

[Haah ㅠ I love how Hoyun likes sweet things, thinking about it makes him even cuter

You turn girls into lunatics...]

They ignored the trolls and tried not to feed them.

[Look at them, just saying whatever they want regardless of what's going on outside

└ FR, the real idol...]

Although it was only a short special variety show, Kang Yeonhu and Seo Hoyun gained significant public recognition; however, that was the extent of its impact.

The program's premise made it unsuitable for continuation as a regular series, and neither Seo Hoyun nor Kang Yeonhu showed interest in appearing together on other shows.

As a result, the heated controversy gradually died down.

Instead, other topics started rolling in among of the fans.

[Hey, are they really getting ad offers?]

[Wow, is this for real???]

[Did our kids become world-class???]

From various broadcasts to ads, love calls were pouring in for Kang Yeonhu and Seo Hoyun.

[Public broadcasts are indeed strong. This time both of their images were solidified ㅋㅋ]

[Yeonhu getting caught up is so cute ㅠㅠ He seems so mature, but he's now breaking out of his image ㅋㅋㅋ

└ What about Seo Hoyun?

└└ That guy's a bastard...

And my personal angel (^//^)

└└ Yes... be happy]

[Hoyun is indeed an angel (feat. Japanese fans)]

After the announcement that the V app service would soon end, the Noeuls, who were diligently backing up videos, edited and uploaded funny moments from past V-Lives onto YouTube.

[Title: Reviewing old stuff is freaking hilarious, Seo Hoyun was just consistent

– Dajun: “They say Hoyun-hyung's nickname in Japan is 'real angel.' Did I learn Japanese wrong??”[1]

– Hoyun: “Can't you see the wings on hyung's back?”

– Ichae: “Flap flap~”

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

These shameless guys...

└ But when Seonghyeon asked if he could be grouped together as an angel alongside Seong Jiwon, Hoyun remained silent ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ[2]

└└ Yeah... Hoyun, even you should have that much conscience...]

At the same time, compilations of Seo Hoyun's sweet moments with members of The Dawn were created in large numbers.

Coincidentally, Kim Seonghyeon, who was doing a V-Live, sighed deeply at the fans' request and opened YouTube to search for “Seo Hoyun.”

“Ha...”

Then, videos with titles like “Compilation of Sweet Moments of Seo Hoyun,” “Is Seo Hoyun a Lover or What?”, “Baby Bunny Hoyun is Here,” “The Dawn Members Messed Up,” “My Favorite Seo Hoyun Moments,” and “Thinking About Marrying Seo Hoyun in 3 Minutes and 25 Seconds” popped up in abundance.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon is flustered ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, so cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at the fans' comments once more before finally clicking on one of the videos.

At first, he watched in silence.

But when March 14th—his birthday—appeared on screen, he let out a sigh and rubbed his fingers against his forehead.

The video was shot during the early days of Shining Star Season 2.

Seo Hoyun, who was wandering around the waiting room, approached Kim Seonghyeon and poured something out from his pocket.

Kim Seonghyeon, surprised but careful not to drop anything, accepted it.

– “What's this?”

– “A gift.”

– “Ah... wow. Thank you.”

Seeing the small, round objects wrapped in colorful, pretty paper, he naturally thought they were candies.

He was used to receiving such gifts since his birthday was on White Day.

Kim Seonghyeon smiled brightly and unwrapped one on the spot, putting it in his mouth.

And immediately spat it out.

– “It's bitter! And chewy! What is this... Hey, what is this?”

– “Gongjindan.”

– “...Not a candy?”

Who in the world would give gongjindan as a birthday gift to a young man in his twenties?[3]

Seo Hoyun, however, seemed perfectly content as he tapped away on his phone, lounging on the sofa next to him.

But when he heard Kim Seonghyeon's question, he lifted an eyebrow and glanced over with narrowed eyes.

– “On White Day? Me, to you?”

– “No, wait. Sorry.”

– “Are you saying that you want candy right now?”

– “Please! Ah! My ears!”

Feeling creeped out, Kim Seonghyeon shuddered, covered his ears, and jumped up, fleeing to the corner of the waiting room.

Seo Hoyun chuckled.

Jeong Dajun, who had been watching a drama rerun on his phone, muttered quietly,

– “Gongjindan on White Day, that's so lame...”

And it was all caught on video.

“Ha... No matter how many times I see it, it still pisses me off.”

Contrary to Kim Seonghyeon's reaction, the comments section was abuzz about how sweet and considerate Seo Hoyun was.

Some even joked that the gongjindan he gave must have tasted like honey.

Kim Seonghyeon's eyelashes trembled as he watched the video.

“Seriously... why?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Seonghyeon has really been through a lot lately... Pat pat...ㅜ

└ He's probably booming in this person's heart

└└ Booming~b]

For three months, Seo Hoyun hadn't let up, constantly teasing him with remarks like “Aren't you looking for my love?” or “Aren't you hungry for my love?”

It was enough to make Kim Seonghyeon clench his teeth in frustration.

Kim Seonghyeon suddenly shot up from his seat, stormed outside, and came back with Jeong Dajun, who had a sausage in each hand.

Without a word, he played a video of Seo Hoyun's sweet moments.

“...I can't watch this anymore.”

“Lost your appetite?”

“Yes...”

[The best diet video of the century

Highly recommended

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah fuck ㅠㅠ You idol fans are comedians ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just as Jeong Dajun was about to give up after barely taking two bites of his sausage, Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon peeked in with cup noodles and kimbap.

Although Jeong Dajun tried to dissuade them, they boldly announced they would watch it, saying if they lost their appetite, it would count as body management.

“What are you doing?”

At that moment, Seo Hoyun appeared, holding a caramel frappuccino piled high with cream.

Just looking at it could make one's sugar levels rise.

“Oh, hyung. Do you want to join?”

Seo Hoyun sipped through the straw, swallowed, and eased into the chair, settling down.

– “Thank you so much for coming. See you next time, for sure.”

“But why are we even doing this?”

“No matter how many times I watch it, it gives me chills.”

“Why are we subjecting ourselves to this torture?”

[The dancer line's commentary is fucking hilarious]

[This tone full of disbelief]

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun couldn't bring themselves to eat anything, while Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon ate nonchalantly.

Kang Ichae even chuckled while slurping the soup in between.

However...

“......”

“......”

The moment Seo Hoyun greeted a fan in a legendary Japanese fancam, one still revered by Noeuls, the smile disappeared from Kang Ichae's face.

Seo Hoyun desperately ignored him.

While two were struggling—one feeling uncomfortable, the other breaking into a cold sweat—only Seong Jiwon remained calm.

“Haha, Hoyun is really kind.”

“Watch the next part before you say that, hyung.”

– “The One Who Turns Back Time!!!”[4]

“......”

However, even that didn't last long.

When a scene from one of their self-produced contents during the Apocalypse trilogy appeared, Seong Jiwon dropped the kimbap he was holding with his chopsticks.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jiwon ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Hey, Jiwon froze]

[Even Jiwon has parts that piss him off ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Sitting next to him, Seo Hoyun, with honey-glazed eyes, personally fed the kimbap into Seong Jiwon's mouth.

“You need to eat, Jiwon-ah.”

“......”

[Ah

My blood pressure is rising

Hey, even my blood pressure is rising, you bastard]

[Jiwon-ah...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

In the end, that day's V-Live ended with no one in a good mood.

Afterward, the video spread under the name “Seo Hoyun Diet,” and as people laughed and enjoyed it, “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” subtly began to take hold.

[Why are there so many people on the street dressed like Seo Hoyun these days, like the Conan criminal look?][5]

At first, it was just that there was a noticeable increase in black or monochrome outfits on social media.

Then, Seo Hoyun's hairstyle seemed to be trending as well.

However, since neither the clothes nor the hairstyle was particularly special, no one suspected anything at that time.

[Hoo Hoo ~ㅋㅋ]

[I want to keep it just between us ㅋ]

[I like sweet things ㅋㅋ]

Slowly, reactions that would make Seo Hoyun shudder if he knew began to emerge.

[Title: Hey, I think my younger brother caught the Seo Hoyun Syndrome

He's suddenly wearing the Conan criminal look, brushes his hair every 0.5 seconds, and crunches on candy

The kicker? He goes around saying to his girl friends, “I'm feeling butterflies!” Acting very ridiculous.

Crazy bastard, my fists are shaking]

Whenever the camera started rolling, Seo Hoyun dialed his personality down to 0.1% “bastard” mode, and somehow, people seemed to like that subtle, edgy taste, igniting the widespread phenomenon known as the “Seo Hoyun Syndrome”.

[Seo Hoyun Syndrome

Banning guilty catchphrases

Banning smirking

Banning eating only sweets, this is only possible because it's Seo Hoyun, seriously, ban it, fuck]

However, this wasn't something that only applied to Seo Hoyun.

[Kang Ichae Syndrome

Pretending to be flashy, pretending to be sly, carrying a notebook, pretending to scribble something

Fuck, stop it, I'm dying]

Kang Ichae's disaster also hit South Korea.

And its influence even reached the shoot for a cosmetics ad.

“Please make it a bit more Seo Hoyun-like!!”

“I am! Seo Hoyun! Flashing a smirking smile!”

“......”

After enduring instructions for nearly three hours, without even getting the chance to properly enjoy the beach scenery, things crossed the line from annoying to outright incomprehensible.

What more could they possibly want from him?

He was “Seo Hoyun,” after all—how could he be more like himself?

Even when the shoot finally wrapped up, the photographer didn't look pleased.

He clicked his tongue in dissatisfaction before turning to the next person in line, Kang Ichae, with the same demands.

“Ichae, a bit more Ichae-like! Make me want to catch the 'Ichae Syndrome!'”

“Ichae-like~!”

Kang Ichae was the true master.

He responded so slyly that you could almost see a real heart at the end of his words.

When the photographer pushed further, asking for a lively yet dazzlingly brilliant rap, he delivered without hesitation, his performance radiating the message, “Still thinking it's just a coincidence, your naivety stays the same.”

The excited staff adjusted the lights here and there, and the photographer, caught up in the moment, rolled across the floor snapping the shutter nonstop.

Is Kang Ichae crazy?

Seo Hoyun, with a tired face, observed the scene as Jeong Dajun, having wrapped up his solo shots and already enjoyed splashing in the sea, brushed the sand off his body and asked,

“Hyung, why don't you call me Bang Bang these days?”

He no longer wanted to use the nickname, since people would immediately call Jeong Dajun “Bang Bang” the moment they saw him.

“You've also been wearing your masks these days.”

That was because whenever he encountered someone, they kept asking him to smirk, so he wanted to prevent it in advance.

And was that all?

People around him started using the “Do you~,” “~isn't it,” and “Is that so?” speech pattern, and Seo Hoyun was slowly getting annoyed.

“I don't start conversations.”[6]

“......”

So, these days, he unified all his sentence endings to the formal speech style.

“Jiwon-hyung... I'm really worried about Hoyun-hyung.”

“He seems to be quite in shocked... Let's leave him be.”

As if too tired to talk anymore, Seo Hoyun waved his hand dismissively, and Kim Seonghyeon, who had finished his individual shot, approached.

He was drying his wet hair with a towel in one hand.

His muscles appeared and disappeared repeatedly beneath the tight white rash guard clinging to his body.

He plopped down in the empty seat next to Seo Hoyun.

“The manager just told us, we're getting a sudden schedule next week.”

“What schedule?”

“Are you still using formal speech? Well, anyway, FNL. Friday Night Live.”

“...!”

It was much bigger than expected.

Moreover, it was a variety show that Seo Hoyun had been eyeing, so he even dropped the formal speech pattern and showed a hint of excitement.

“Really? When?”[7]

Seeing him unexpectedly excited, Kim Seonghyeon, finding it surprising, propped his chin with his hand.

“They said they need to check the schedule again to know exactly when. But, they said they're going for a 'Seo Hoyun Syndrome' concept?”

“......”

For a moment, Seo Hoyun seriously considered just diving into the sea and searching for the Dragon Palace.[8]




1 Episode 139 is when Hoyun got the nickname.



2 Episode 140 is when Jiwon received that nickname.



3 Gongjindan is a traditional Korean herbal medicine ball, typically small and round, often wrapped in thin gold or silver foil



4 Author's footnote: Reference to SBS variety show Running Man (2010.07.11.~) Christmas special superpower episode (Episode 74).



5 Detective Conan



6 Seo Hoyun often ends his sentences with 하냐 (“Do you~”), ~아니냐 (“~isn't it?”), and ~그렇냐 (“~is that so?”), especially when teasing others. These endings are casual, direct, and playful, but they can sometimes come across as blunt or even slightly mocking. In this instance, however, Seo Hoyun does something unusual when addressing his fellow members—he switches to the 다나까 style. This formal and polite speech pattern is typically used in professional settings or where your hierarchy compared to others matter such as workplaces and the military.



7 Here, Seo Hoyun switched to an informal tone when he said, “진짜? 언제?” If he had stayed salty and stuck with formal speech, it would have been, “진짜입니까? 언제입니까?”



8 The Dragon Palace is where the Dragon King—guardian of the seas and ruler of underwater realms—resides.



Chapter 200

[FNL is going to be amazingㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Officially known as, Friday Night Live.

A variety show airing at 10 PM on Fridays, it's famous for only inviting trendsetters as hosts.

Originally, it would have been a distant dream for The Dawn to appear on such a show, but thanks to the outbreak of the “Seo Hoyun Syndrome,” an unexpected opportunity arose.

[Curious about what kind of skit they'll do]

[Are they going to do another apocalypse concept?? ㅠㅠ 5-minute boyfriend?? ㅠㅠ

└ 5-minute boyfriend ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That would be hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After the teaser and confirmation articles for FNL were released, there was a buzz among the Noeuls about what content would be featured.

However, despite the chatter, the topic of “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” wasn't often mentioned.

Seo Hoyun hadn't expressed any particular like or dislike about it, and even when such comments appeared during V-Live, his expression didn't change.

But fans could tell from his actions.

[Seo Hoyun these days ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The number of times he calls him “Bang Bang” has drastically decreased]

[Suddenly wearing white clothes, damn... A rebel spirit...

└ And he says he only has black clothes, that's Kim Seonghyeon's clothes, damn it's hilarious]

[Seems like he really hates it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

But I hate it just as much...

It's a plague that shouldn't exist...]

The “Seo Hoyun Syndrome”, which had come right up to their noses beyond just the TV screen, was truly a catastrophe.

As more people imitated it, the backlash followed.

[He seems to deliberately say those lines...ㅋㅋ He must think it's cool... He'll probably like it if others praise him ㅠ]

[Ordinary people love this stuff like crazy... Ugh, it's nauseating]

The Noeuls, having gone through countless events, naturally snorted at the negative comments sticking to them.

[Yes~]

[Okay~ Got it~]

[Oh sure, sure, you're totally right]

[Actually, it was on purpose ㅇㅇ Seems like he did it to tease after Kang Yeonhu]

To be honest, while kindness and friendliness were a basic base for the Noeuls, fans who knew Seo Hoyun's personality, even roughly, thought there must have been a reason for his Wanna Sing With Me? guilty statement, rather than him saying it just because.

Also, having watched Seo Hoyun for over a year and a half, they didn't think everything was just a façade.

However, there was one thing the Noeuls could agree on.

[I'm doomed, looks like my group project hoobae caught “Seo Hoyun Syndrome”

Suddenly sucking on candy and looking smug with their chin propped up, makes me want to smack them, fuck

Ha... Mr. Hoyun, did you really have to bring such a disaster to Korea...]

[Mr. Seo Hoyun, if you're watching, please stop this syndrome... It's horrific...]

That this disaster needed to be stopped.

Various comments appeared and disappeared repeatedly as they awaited the airing day of FNL.

There were a few fans concerned due to the program's directness and occasional over-the-top, unrestrained progress, but most were filled with anticipation.

[Mid-July 20XX, a hospital located in XX]

After a long advertisement, the broadcast began.

Kim Seonghyeon, wearing a white coat and silver-rimmed glasses, walked along with the famous comedian, Ji Yujeong.

And the narration flowed.

– “The elite among elites, Dr. Kim Seonghyeon meticulously examines patients today as well.”

“Please, follow me.”

[What, is it a doctor concept???

└ Feels like a hospital documentary

└ Oh... okay okay]

“Dr. Kim, it's time to see the next patient.”

“Yes, understood.”

[Our Seonghyeon's lines are short, so it doesn't feel awkward?

└ One could say it's a remarkable improvement...]

[But why is it suddenly a hospital documentary??]

As the two walked down the hallway again, there were an unusually high number of patients wrapped in black from head to toe.

[Ah fuck, please no]

As Kim Seonghyeon collided with one patient and turned around, the actor playing the patient raised one corner of his mouth slyly.

“Hyung, you're sorry, right?”

But there was something strangely familiar about the behavior and tone.

“...I'm a doctor, though.”

“Yes, doctor. This will be the last time I'll call you hyung.”

[Oh fuck, please]

“...Dr. Let's move.”

“...Yes.”

Kim Seonghyeon, with a genuinely tired expression, rubbed his forehead and followed Ji Yujeong into the ward.

There were several beds surrounded by curtains.

Ji Yujeong briskly pulled open one of the curtains.

“Sir, how are you feeling today?”

The camera slowly zoomed in from bottom to top.

On the bed, wearing a blackened patient gown and even black hair—

“Hey baby, you're here?”

Seong Jiwon was lying there.

He smiled brightly and spoke to Kim Seonghyeon.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Ji Yujeong whispered beside Kim Seonghyeon, who was staring at the scene grimly.

“This is a Stage 3 “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” patient.”

“Sigh...”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh please, I'm going to die ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Sir, I'll conduct an examination.”

“Baby, I'm feeling neglected.”

“I said I'll examine you.”

“Just call me Jiwon like usual.”

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Is this for real ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Kim Seonghyeon seems genuinely angry, what do we do ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon's tightly clenched jaw trembled slightly.

Regardless, Seong Jiwon remained cheerful.

Moreover, he seemed more relaxed, more natural than when he played Kang Ichae in a role reversal for the self-produced K-High School content.[1]

Kim Seonghyeon was genuinely so distressed and pissed that there was barely any awkwardness.

“Sir, you need to pull yourself together. This is the most crucial time for your condition.”

Kim Seonghyeon earnestly tried to dissuade Seong Jiwon, but he merely tilted his head slightly.

“Are you worried about me right now?”

“No.”

“That's a shame. I was feeling some butterflies just now.”

Seong Jiwon brushed back his hair with one corner of his mouth raised, causing Kim Seonghyeon to look up at the ceiling and sigh.

“Mr. Seong Jiwon, please calm down. One Seo Hoyun in the group is enough. Actually, it's too much.”

“Then how about Ichae?”

“...Excuse me?”

At that moment, the curtain next to them suddenly whooshed open!

“Hi, my love.”[2]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeong Dajun, hey!!! Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Oh my god, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I loved Kang Ichae's stage ㅠ

└ Every time I see Kang Ichae's stage, it's a challenge to hold back laughter]

Jeong Dajun appeared, tapping his feet while enthusiastically wearing the hoodie Kang Ichae wore during the pineapple hat appearance in Wanna Sing With Me? episode 2.

“Wasn't I enough?”

Next to him, the real Kang Ichae was sitting on a makeshift chair, dabbing at his moist eyes with a tissue, attending to Jeong Dajun.

“Sniff, what do we do with our Dajun...”

“Seriously, what do I do...”

Kim Seonghyeon matched Kang Ichae's words with a deep sigh.

Ji Yujeong leaned closer to Kim Seonghyeon and whispered.

“Dr, I hear there are occasional 'Kang Ichae Syndrome' patients coming in recently.”

“This is really serious. If more appear, the country might really fall.”

[I think I understand why they gave the doctor role to Kim Seonghyeon, the acting landmine of The Dawn

No one else in The Dawn could capture that “please stop” expression

└ Agreed

└└ This desperation comes from a genuine vibes...]

“Doctor Kim Seonghyeon, I heard you're researching 'Kang Ichae Syndrome' too. How exactly does it spread?”

“While we haven't drawn any exact conclusions yet, current research results suggest contracting the syndrome is almost random. It can only be considered a coincidence.”

Then Jeong Dajun smiled as if he found it amusing.

“Still thinking it's just a coincidence, your naivety stays the same.”

“Kya~!”

Kang Ichae, jumping up from the chair, covered his mouth with both hands and let out a squeal.

“......”

[Kang Ichae, that bastard, definitely enjoys Kang Ichae Syndrome 2000%]

[Kim Seonghyeon is honestly so pissed

Is this now considered everyday acting?

└ If they do more, Seonghyeon might die from anger ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As Kim Seonghyeon bit his lower lip hard, the comedian asked worriedly.

“Doctor, what should we do?”

“...Phew, but these patients at least still have some sense.”

Kim Seonghyeon removed his glasses, rubbed his now darkened eyes slightly, and took steps to move to another ward.

“Since their self and the syndrome are fighting, parts of the patient's mind are still intact.”

“Sorry? What does that mean...?”

“When their self and the syndrome completely align, that's when it's the most dangerous.”

At that moment, Kim Seonghyeon, who was about to stumble backward on the smooth floor, was caught by someone's hand supporting his back.

The image of the two people facing each other closely, as if in a romance movie, filled the screen.

“Hello, baby.”

“...!”

The person was none other than, Seo Hoyun.

Jeong Dajun, Kang Ichae, and Seong Jiwon made shocked faces, their eyes wide open.

“No way, that is!”

“The real Seo Hoyun diagnosed with the terminal stage of 'Seo Hoyun Syndrome'?”

“The guy who they say throws guilty lines every 0.5 seconds without any basis?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Guys

Please

ㅠ]

[That chaotic, chaotic...

Guys who throw lines without any basis...]

“Watch your step.”

“I'd appreciate it if you'd take your hands off my body immediately.”

“You're prickly.”

Seo Hoyun, after giving Kim Seonghyeon a slight push and straightening his back, turned his gaze to Jeong Dajun with eyes dripping with honey.

“Bang Bang.”

“What do you mean Bang Bang? I'm a flashy, stylish, free-spirited genius, you know?”

The one called Bang Bang turned his head in denial, but Seo Hoyun, completely unfazed, approached Jeong Dajun and patted his head.

At the same time, the camera zoomed in on Kim Seonghyeon's sharp gaze as his narration unfolded.

– “That's the sudden baseless head patting, said to be possible only in the terminal stage of 'Seo Hoyun Syndrome'!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon's narration fuck ㅠㅠㅠㅠ I really feel like I'm going to die]

“Hyung misses your laughter.”

“...!”

– “Is that supposed to be a guilty line?”

The screen captured both Kim Seonghyeon's bewildered eyes and Seo Hoyun's slight smile.

Covering his mouth, Jeong Dajun quickly jumped off the bed and tried to embrace Seo Hoyun, but the latter, as if used to it, simply tilted his body slightly to avoid him.

Instead, Ji Yujeong, who ended up embracing Jeong Dajun, placed a stethoscope on his chest and looked surprised.

“Wait, Doctor! Jeong Dajun's blood Kang Ichae level is decreasing!”

“What?! How is that possible?”

[Blood Kang Ichae level, damn ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[No, how can you tell the blood Kang Ichae level just by listening with a stethoscope]

Ignoring Kim Seonghyeon and the comedian's lines, Seo Hoyun swept back his hair again, this time approaching Seong Jiwon.

“Seong Jiwon.”

And in the kindest voice possible, he called his name.

“I'll wait for you. Until your 'Seo Hoyun Syndrome' gets better.”

“Don't wait for me. Just forget me.”

“I'll wait.”

Seong Jiwon copied the way Seo Hoyun habitually flopped onto the couch at the dorm, lying on the bed with a cold expression.

“How long can you wait?”

“One year.”

“That's a lie.”

“Half a year.”

“Hoyun-ah, am I a fool? Just how long are you going to wait?!”

To someone who switched channels and happened to see only this scene, it would sound like a conversation between parted and reunited lovers.

Beside the two's banter, Kim Seonghyeon and Ji Yujeong, slightly having a reality check, made a fuss.

“He called him 'Hoyun-ah'!”

“Under the overwhelming guilty lines of Seo Hoyun, Seong Jiwon's 'Seo Hoyun Syndrome' is improving!”

Then, Seo Hoyun casually sat on the bed, softly brushing aside Seong Jiwon's black bangs that had fallen over his face.

“How long are you going to wait?”

Seong Jiwon's eyes wavered in all directions.

“Until the traffic light changes 200 times.”

[That's short]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Oh fuck, 200 times is less than a day ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun, you bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At the same time, an alarm beeped from behind Seong Jiwon.

On the machine displayed on the camera, the top right corner read “Blood Seo Hoyun Level”, and the graph was visibly plummeting.

Everyone clapped and looked moved, except for Kim Seonghyeon, who frowned.

– “What is this feeling of unease when all the patients are recovering?”

After that, the scene transitioned to an office filled with piled-up documents, shelves, and books tightly packed on either side.

The camera slowly zoomed in on the computer displaying a document editing program, the cursor blinking onscreen.

[—In conclusion, “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” or “Kang Ichae Syndrome” has a high possibility of recurring at any time, and there is potential for the virus to evolve into new outbreaks of “Kim Seonghyeon Syndrome,” “Jeong Dajun Syndrome,” or “Seong Jiwon Syndrome.”]

The emphasized text was captured largely as the screen faded to black.

Afterward, various skits, including the “5-minute boyfriend” and “Caught by The Dawn” were shown.

And all members of The Dawn carried out their roles to the fullest.

[Yeah, guys...]

The Noeuls who watched it till the end were unable to write on SNS for quite a while, then slowly started posting their reviews.

[As long as they live happily and enjoyablyha]

As long as my kids are happy—that was the sentiment.

It seemed a bit pitiful that Kim Seonghyeon alone appeared to suffer especially amidst the self-produced content of role exchanges, but the fans' happiness levels were at 1000%.

Even after the airing, the syndrome continued to spread for a while, but once it was thoroughly sublimated into humor, the “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” gradually subsided and disappeared into the history of trends.




1 Episode 100



2 Remember that this is what Ichae said first when he appeared as the surprise guest in Wanna Sing With Me? concert in Episode 197.



Chapter 201

“This is Chae Jeongwoo’s Black Stars, Shining in the Dark Night. You’re tuning in to the visible radio!”

Chae Jeongwoo smiled brightly with his headset on.

Since it was a visible radio, I also had to put on a bright expression and waved my hand in the direction of the camera.

It was my first time meeting Chae Jeongwoo after I had ignored all his texts when I appeared on a variety show with Kang Yeonhu.

He subtly directed questions to Jeong Dajun or Kim Seonghyeon rather than Kang Ichae or me, seemingly considering the growing recognition gap within The Dawn.

[The host is so handsome ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I love you guys♥♥♥]

A monitor was set up at an angle where both Chae Jeongwoo and us could see the real-time comments from people watching and listening to the visible radio.

Having been a radio DJ for two years, he skillfully picked out and read only the witty comments from the rapidly scrolling messages.

“Dajun, I heard you've been receiving a lot of expensive gifts from Ichae these days.”

Jeong Dajun, who uses Stargram like a diary, had been diligently uploading selfies lately.

It seemed he genuinely wanted to appear more “grown-up” by uploading more “boyfriend material” photos.

In the process, the clothes and shoes gifted by Kang Ichae naturally made their way into the shots.

Everyone, except for Jeong Dajun, was astonished by their expensive price tags.

Jeong Dajun, who just found out, seemed shocked.

“What? Those are expensive?”

“Yes, they are expensive.”

“Dajun doesn't know unless there's a logo.”

“Ichae-hyung said it was only 30,000 won?”[1]

“Oh dear.”

Kang Ichae had a nasty hobby of teasing Jeong Dajun, so, of course, so did I.

Watching our banter with a gentle smile, Chae Jeongwoo then asked,

“Come to think of it, I heard Ichae often gives clothes to Hoyun as gifts as well?”

“Of course. They're more custom-made and filled with affection.”

Indeed, they were gifts.

Claiming to consider my taste, he gave me black T-shirts and sweatshirts.

However, the chest area had phrases like “I'm pretty” and “Princess” written in rainbow colors.

“You don't seem to wear them.”

“I wore it once because I couldn't refuse, but after being caught by fans, I don't wear it anymore.”

Everyone chuckled at my response, finding it amusing.

Kang Ichae turned his gaze to Seong Jiwon and said leisurely,

“Since Jiwon's birthday is coming up, I'm thinking of giving him a T-shirt that says 'The Dawn's Real Power.'”

“I'll wear it well!”

[Jiwon, what do you mean you'll wear it well? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Truly, The Dawn's top dog...]

Chae Jeongwoo looked satisfied as he skimmed through the rapidly updating comments.

Then, we moved on to an image game.

“Who's the most stubborn person in The Dawn? Choose when I count to three!”

There was no need to think.

While I picked myself, the other members unanimously pointed at Seong Jiwon.

“...Ahaha? Is it me?”

As Seong Jiwon laughed awkwardly, Jeong Dajun stood up.

“Of course, Hoyun-hyung is no joke either—but at least he listens to reason when you talk things through. Ichae-hyung's fine as long as it's fun, unless it involves health-related stuff... But when Jiwon-hyung gets stubborn, there's just no stopping him!”

“What about Kim Seonghyeon?”

“If someone makes Seonghyeon-hyung stubborn, they really, really need to reflect on themselves!”

“If someone makes Seonghyeon-hyung, the light and hero of The Dawn, stubborn, that's a real big mistake,” Jeong Dajun grumbled as he ran his hand through his hair.

I tilted my head to look at Seong Jiwon.

Is Seong Jiwon really that bad?

Kang Ichae glanced at me briefly before turning his eyes away.

After that, we moved on to a segment where we read short stories sent via text and suggested solutions.

Jeong Dajun, who read a story about whether it was a fling or not, passionately shared his experience of watching dramas from his mother's womb to the present, at the age of 19.

Of course, The Dawn's maknae was a lifelong single.

I thought about stopping him, but I figured the Noeuls knew more about Jeong Dajun anyway, so I let it be.

Moreover, I didn't add a word myself.

Even if I give advice, I can only think of an ending where I get slapped.

As the maknae frowned, muttering that anyone who confused others wasn't a good person, I listened absently, my gaze drifting to the monitor where a few comments caught my eye.

[Jeongwoo is so cuteㅓㅓㅓㅓ]

[Dajun!! How did you learn about dating through books ㅠㅠ Our maknae]

[Seong Jiwon, explain yourself, Seong Jiwon, explain yourself, Seong Jiwon, explain yourself]

[Ugh, that's disgusting. You really live up to being the center of T.D.O]

[Our makne is so pure, we must protect him]

[So cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Aren't you sorry to the members? It's amazing how you keep your mouth shut about your agency's past~ㅋㅋ]

For a moment, my eyebrows twitched, but I quickly hid my expression.

Just as Seong Jiwon, who had been laughing at Jeong Dajun, was about to turn his head towards the monitor, I tapped his leg under the table.

“Huh?”

With wide eyes, Seong Jiwon mouthed why, and I flashed a bright smile.

Fortunately, the next topic shifted to Seong Jiwon, leaving little time to look at the monitor, and there didn't seem to be any more comments coming up.

“May the starlight reach you tonight. See you again tomorrow.”

The Dawn thanked the Noeuls for watching, and after Chae Jeongwoo delivered the final line, the radio ended.

“Good job~.”

As I said that and stood up, I noticed the staff's gaze subtly passing over Seong Jiwon.

“Hyung, aren't you going?”

“I should.”

As I stood still, observing the atmosphere, Jeong Dajun tilted his head slightly, looking at me with a curious face.

I decided to leave, but a nagging feeling kept ringing alarms in my head.

This is messed up.

“Hoyun.”

At that moment, as I was heading down the hallway to the parking lot, I heard Chae Jeongwoo calling me from behind.

“...Sunbae.”

I gestured for the members to go ahead and quickly put on a public smile as I turned around.

“Thank you. For the Yeonhu incident.”

There was no need to call me aside just to express gratitude like this.

No matter how I looked at it, Chae Jeongwoo seemed to have a great personality.

“Are you really thankful?”

“Of course... a lot... It was unexpected, but the broadcast turned out well in the end. But, Joo Woosung was grumbling a bit.”

“He texted me, asking why I live like this.”

“Ahaha.”

At my words, Chae Jeongwoo burst into hearty laughter.

After briefly glancing around, he lowered his voice.

“Hoyun, do you have a moment?”

I narrowed my eyes slightly, wondering what he wanted to talk about, but I nodded for now.

He led me to a secluded corner.

“...Normally, I would have just ignored it, but our kids received a lot of help.”

“Yes.”

“From what I've seen, Seo Hoyun seems to have a very strong mentality, so I'm saying this.”

What on earth was he trying to say with such a long preamble?

“What is it?”

Though I was getting annoyed from listening, I still maintained a smile on my face.

Of course, it cracked slightly a second later.

“It's about Seong Jiwon.”

Chae Jeongwoo scratched his cheek, glancing away.

“With the comments coming in so fast, you might not have seen it, but it looked a bit strange.”

“Ah.”

It seemed he had seen those comments too.

Chae Jeongwoo scratched the back of his neck, showing a moment of hesitation before speaking slowly.

“Do you know what Seong Jiwon was like at his previous company?”

“I don't know. Not really.”

“...Hmm, well...”

Chae Jeongwoo raised his eyebrows once, then spoke lightly, as if he had no intention of delving deeper.

“Anyway, you're a team, so trust him. You're on the same boat.”

It was something I'd heard before.

Specifically, from Sucker Number Two.[2]

“Yes. Thank you for your words.”

I was about to wrap it up, thinking he was done talking, but Chae Jeongwoo suddenly laughed.

“You don't agree with me, do you? Or rather, you're just letting it go in one ear and out the other?”

Being nice didn't mean being easily fooled.

There's a bite to his words.

I was pretty sure I'd kept my expression under control, but Chae Jeongwoo—a member of Black Call, a group known for staying at the top without any gossip, aside from Joo Woosung—seemed to have an uncanny knack for seeing through people.

“...Well, ultimately, it's your choice, but as I said, you helped our kids a lot, and I'm saying this out of goodwill. Listening to it will be good for your team.”

“......”

“If possible, try to keep Seong Jiwon off the internet, so he doesn't stumble across something weird and end up being hurt by himself.”

Chae Jeongwoo lowered his gaze and murmured quietly.

“Sometimes, wounds last a long time.”

He finished his words, lowered his eyebrows, and smiled.

“Looking at you, Seo Hoyun, you might not care much.”

Anyway, after saying we worked hard today and to be careful on the way back, Chae Jeongwoo turned and walked toward the radio booth.

After watching his back for a bit, I also headed back to the parking lot.

The amount of swearing I endured while working as a PD was enough to achieve immortality.

So how could I live paying attention to every little thing?

But that damn former agency of his, D.Go, seemed to keep holding Seong Jiwon's ankle, leaving me feeling uneasy.

It seemed problematic, and the rumor that Seong Jiwon was originally going to be the center of Today was quite widespread, so it wasn't strange for such talk to circulate.

The timing is the issue.

There was one thing Joo Woosung said in the past that I strongly agreed with.

It was that it was extremely rare for a celebrity's secrets to leak without reason.[3]

To survive in this industry, you needed talent, or at least some evil.

As a result, cases where people were inherently bad or their character being ruined posthumously were more common than expected.

“...Hmm.”

I should consider this intentional.

As the youngest of Lea Purple had mentioned, it seemed like Yoon Heeun was up to something, and it might lead to repercussions for the entire group.

As for Seong Jiwon, well...

He was The Dawn's No.1 in stubbornness, he should be fine without me taking care of him.

I organized my tangled thoughts as I headed down toward the basement.

As I got closer to our van, I saw Seong Jiwon standing just outside, both hands covering his face as Kim Seonghyeon paced restlessly around him.

“Hey, why aren't you guys getting in...”

But I couldn't finish my sentence when I saw Seong Jiwon looking up.

“Oh, uh. Hoyun.”

Seong Jiwon was crying.

“Seong Jiwon.”

I approached and bent down to examine Seong Jiwon.

His nose was red, and his eyes were bloodshot, with tears falling like rain.

“Hey, you...”

Before I could ask why he was crying, Seong Jiwon turned his face slightly and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

“Ah, sorry. Didn't mean to startle you. It's nothing.”

“What's nothing?”

“Hey, hey. Seo Hoyun.”

I barely registered Kim Seonghyeon's voice calling my name, even as his hand closed around my arm.

Did he see those comments earlier?

Did he see something on the internet?

Or did Yoon Heeun contact him?

All sorts of thoughts tangled in my head.

“Seo Hoyun, come out for a moment.”

As my expression grew increasingly harsh, Kim Seonghyeon tried to restrain me.

But my eyes remained fixed on Seong Jiwon, who continued to cry as if it were raining.

“Don't cry and tell me what's going on.”

I grabbed his shoulders and urged him to answer, and after a moment of hesitation, he replied,

“Well... I bumped into the van.”

“...What?”

His face turned red with embarrassment, and he pointed to a spot on the van.

There was indeed a whitish mark.

“No, I was looking around to see when you'd come... and I hit my face on the door...”

“......”

“......”

An awkward silence enveloped us.

“Hey, did you even hear what I was saying?”

“......”

“Or is it that your ears only hear Seong Jiwon's words?”

Kim Seonghyeon grumbled.

Jeong Dajun, who was already sitting in the back seat of the van, lowered the heavily tinted window and rested his chin on it.

“Hyung, it's cool and all, but... what should I say?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“It's overprotective!”

“Dajun, you'll shock Hoyun-hyung. You should keep those thoughts to yourself~.”

Then, leaning against Jeong Dajun's back, Kang Ichae clapped exaggeratedly.

Watching him chatter on, bragging about being the original source of “Seo Hoyun Syndrome” and claiming that people imitated him for a reason, made my fists clench with anger.

“Hey, just get in.”

“Huh? Oh.”

“Stop dawdling and hurry up.”

“Dajun, interpret for me.”

“That means please pretend you don't know because it's embarrassing.”

Thinking it would only be a distraction to stay here, I pushed Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon into the van first, while the two youngest continued to fool around endlessly.

“Tell me. Who did it?”

“Kya~! Hoyun-hyung~!”

In the end, Jeong Dajun imitated me, and Kang Ichae laughed heartily before getting a playful smack on their heads.

Then, I saw our manager and road manager running from a distance.

They must have been busy greeting people since we visited the broadcasting station.

Both got into the vehicle, and we soon left the parking lot.

As I rested my chin and looked out the window, listing the series of recent events in my mind when the words of Lea Purple's maknae popped into my head.

He should focus on doing well themselves... even though he has plenty of things to be ashamed of, too.[4]

I immediately turned on my phone to text Kim Jaeyeon, but I felt a gaze and turned my eyes sideways.

Seong Jiwon, feeling guilty for being teased because of him, was cautiously watching me.

Seeing him still wet with tears, I picked up a tissue from the corner of the seat and threw it at him.

“Wipe it off.”

“Uh, okay!”

Damn, fine.

They kept throwing around the word “overprotective,” but I'd show them what real overprotection looked like.




1 About $21



2 I think he's referring to Woosung from Episode 43.



3 Episode 173



4 Episode 198.



Chapter 202

[Ah, FNL was so damn funnyㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After “Wanna Sing With Me?” there was a noticeable increase in variety show and ad offers, and with FNL joining in, the activity period was getting extended.

[Title: 5-Minute Boyfriend was really something...

Kim Seonghyeon was such a decent boyfriend, but it was both cool and infuriating how he would run off to help someone at the drop of a hat<

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Comedian Ji Yujeong was also really hilarious

– Ji Yujeong: “What the... why are you suddenly helping?”

– Ji Yujeong: “What's up... why are you helping someone every 0.5 seconds?”

– Ji Yujeong: “And what's this... why are you making such a proud face?”

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

And then

Kim Seonghyeon goes around helping people like he's in a superhero movie

Ah... seriously, such a ridiculous comedy...

└ As expected, our Seonghyeon

└└ No, who's Seonghyeon? Was there anyone? There was only light??

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: How do the FNL producers manage to hit all the infuriating points so well?

Jeong Dajun's 5-Minute Boyfriend was also really infuriating

Even if there's a script, I've never seen an idol who can naturally pull off a school kid's tone like this

– Jeong Dajun: “What's up? Oh, carry~”

– Ji Yujeong: (trembling)

– Jeong Dajun: “Onion? Oh, nyan~”

– Ji Yujeong: “Let's break up.”

– Jeong Dajun: “Yes, princess is angry~”

– Ji Yujeong: (fuck, break up right now)

Guys... Yeah, you're idols but...

Yeah, you crazy people... ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As expected of FNL, which stirs up issues with every broadcast, the skits highlighted each member's charm and uniqueness, earning praise from fans.

However...

[What does it mean that ㅅㅈㅇ trained as a trainee for 7 years there ㅋㅋ He must have seen it all, pretending to have a clean image is so fascinating]

[Let's do a military run together ㅠ]

The rumors about Seong Jiwon didn't die down as easily as expected.

“Hmm.”

No matter how you looked at it, it didn't seem natural.

It felt like someone was continuously throwing fuel into the fire.

Well, I did ask Kim Jaeyeon to look into it.

For now, I had no choice but to focus on my own work.

After finishing a magazine interview, I took a look around the villa, which was the last schedule of the day.

The white two-story building with a Southeast Asian vibe had large pots with palm trees planted here and there, and next to them, the turquoise pool water sparkled under the clear summer sky.

“Ichae, we're starting the interview~.”

Using that scene as a backdrop, we were filming Kang Ichae's candid interview for YouTube.

The planning team, knowing that videos showing idols' honest thoughts were gaining modest popularity among fans, added this content lightly as a wrap-up of activities.

Since the staff who had often worked with The Dawn were filming the self-produced content, a warm atmosphere naturally surrounded Kang Ichae's witty answers.

It's Kang Ichae, after all.

I glanced at Seong Jiwon, who was watching the scene with a satisfied expression.

His complexion was no different from usual.

He wasn't the type to search the internet meticulously, and even if he did, considering him these days, he would likely brush it off without a care.

However, the conversation I had with Chae Jeongwoo kept lingering in a corner of my heart.

“...Why are you looking at me like that?”

Seong Jiwon noticed my gaze and showed a puzzled expression.

“You've been staring a lot lately.”

Since I was already labeled as overprotective, I decided to act confidently.

“Why? Does it bother you?”

“...No, it's not like that.”

Caught up in my pace, Seong Jiwon gave an awkward smile and scratched his neck, about to say something when laughter erupted from the filming site.

“Oh dear, aren't you laughing too much~?”

The staff chuckled, perhaps at another joke from Kang Ichae.

“Then, for the last question. There's a lot of talk about your composition style becoming more popular lately. What do you think about that?”

As if expecting the question, Kang Ichae rested his chin on his hand and spoke calmly.

“Well...”

Then he grinned playfully.

“I'm just thinking about how I can be more loved.”

Kang Ichae, you're quite the charmer.

With that interview, filming ended.

The planning team quickly packed up the equipment, excitedly shouting about going home, and the members and I also headed towards the van, but the manager blocked our way.

“No, no!”

He shook his head vigorously with his arms spread wide.

“Today, you guys are staying here to rest!”

Wondering what he meant, I squinted at the road manager, who nodded in agreement.

At that moment, Lee Jihyeon, who was passing by, added,

“There are no more schedules, and tomorrow starts late, so this place was specially reserved for you to rest well!”

“We can rest at the dorm.”

“Oh, come on~. Hoyun, you should relax in a different place and unwind!”

What was she saying?

I just stared at her without responding, and Lee Jihyeon shamelessly spread her hands wide.

“Of course, with the addition of taking 100 natural-looking photos.”

“......”

“Summer! The youth of my life! Just 100 photos that would make you feel guilty for peeking at a page of memories.”

It was obvious they wanted to post them on SNS.

Well, there's no such thing as unconditional generosity in this world.

There had been some talk online about The Dawn's schedule being too tight lately.

It seemed like Daepaseong Entertainment, which had been disliked by the Noeuls, was trying to appease fans by providing us with a luxurious resort under the guise of a vacation and then posting some pretty pictures.

“Alright, then.”

I chuckled at Lee Jihyeon, who held her head high with a prim face.

Since it wasn't a difficult request, I agreed, and the road manager handed over the cameras.

Then, I listened to Lee Jihyeon's detailed instructions on angles and what to do without interrupting her.

“You don't miss opportunities, do you? You'll get promoted quickly at this rate, Lee Jihyeon.”

“Isn't that why I work day and night? I'll swallow it all up soon.”

Lee Jihyeon gave a confident smile, bid farewell, and quickly disappeared with the staff.

The manager and road manager repeated several times that they would pick us up tomorrow and to contact them if anything happened before driving off in the van.

“I'm going to rest for a bit.”

“Okay~, we'll go grocery shopping!”

Since it was still summer, even though it was quite late in the evening, the sky was still dimly lit.

I flopped onto a bed in an empty room.

Ichae would take care of the photos, and we could eat whatever Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon brought back from shopping, so all I had to do was rest...

“...It feels awkward.”

It had been a continuous cycle of work and work.

I usually passed out as soon as I arrived at the dorm, so just lying down like this was a rare occasion.

Should I do something?

I was contemplating whether to come up with some simple content to do in the meantime when the door suddenly swung open.

“Seo Hoyun, what are you doing?”

It was Kim Seonghyeon.

“Breathing.”

“You're breathing diligently.”

Thinking it was a good opportunity, I threw the ideas I had come up with at Kim Seonghyeon.

“How about filming a cooking content?”

“What kind of nonsense... Just rest.”

“Or maybe we could do a surprise camera?”

“I think you should just clean your ears.”

Even our dumplings sometimes had spicy peppers in them.

I was savoring the rare insult when Kim Seonghyeon covered me with a blanket and rolled me up.

Then he plopped down on a chair and looked down at me and said,

“You've been running too much. You need to have days off sometimes.”

“We had a break after Shining Star.”

“Seo Hoyun, were you okay back then?”

Kim Seonghyeon clicked his tongue as if he couldn't believe it.

“Sometimes it seems like you don't know how to rest.”

Since I didn't really plan on getting up, I stayed put, and Kim Seonghyeon randomly picked books from the bookshelf next to the bed, flipping through them and closing them repeatedly.

“...About Kang Ichae. Did you see the interview earlier?”

In the quiet silence, only the sound of pages turning could be heard, followed by Kim Seonghyeon's cautious voice after a long pause.

“I saw it.”

“Doesn't it seem like he's changed a lot?”

I glanced up, and Kim Seonghyeon was pulling out another book.

He didn't seem to be reading.

This seemed to be the main topic.

“He's always been about having fun and being happy.”

That's true.

Kang Ichae didn't have a strong desire to be loved by someone and didn't care about others' opinions.

“But lately, his composition style has changed, and he seems to be paying attention to various things. He seems curious about how his songs are perceived by others.”

I had noticed that too.

Kim Seonghyeon closed the book with a snap and looked directly at me.

“He's always been so relaxed or mature that we often just let it go.”

“So?”

“Just... let's pay a little more attention to Ichae.”

Why was he making it sound so difficult when it wasn't a hard thing to do?

All my attention had long been focused solely on Seo Hojin and The Dawn.

However, I hid my true feelings and asked playfully,

“Is it a sense of responsibility as a leader?”

“What? No.”

Kim Seonghyeon smiled brightly.

“Just as an older brother, I'm concerned.”

He put the book back in its place, and outside, there was a commotion.

“Looks like the guys are back. Let's eat.”

I threw off the blanket, got up, and ruffled my hair, meeting Kim Seonghyeon's clear eyes and gaze waiting for me.

Feeling like I might get purified if I stayed with him any longer, I quickly dashed out of the room.


“The meat is delicious!!”

Like boys in their prime, the heavy bags in their hands were filled with nothing but meat.

After grilling it on the barbecue grill set up in one corner of the villa and having a hearty dinner, the sun had set, and the black night sky surrounded us.

“Hyung, you know~.”

“—no.”

“You really know how to leave someone speechless.”

The maknae kept chattering throughout the meal and continued to talk even after, unable to stay still for a moment, like a large dog with energy to spare even after five walks a day.

He eventually found something in the corner of the living room cabinet and came running.

“Shocking truth!!”

“Why does he keep saying that lately?”

“He wants to be a trendsetter.”

Wasn't he just using mature words without knowing their meaning until recently?

“Guess what I found!!”

Jeong Dajun dramatically revealed what he had been hiding behind his back.

“Wow...”

“Wow...”

“Ah...”

“Wow.”

“Look at the soulless reactions! Barbecue! Villa! Sparklers! It's a perfect match~!”

The small fireworks sparking yellow flames at the end of a long stick were usually used to set the mood at the end of gatherings.

I picked my ear and looked at him indifferently.

“Aren't those illegal?”

“They'd be illegal on the beach... but on private property, it should be fine with the owner's permission, right?”

“There was a notice next to the TV, and it said it's okay!”

Clearly wanting to do it, Jeong Dajun whined, shaking the bag of sparklers.

With the maknae's persistent pleading, Seong Jiwon was the first to surrender.

“Let's go, Hoyun. Let's take some pretty pictures.”

“...What's so great about a bunch of gunpowder.”

I got up reluctantly, and with Seong Jiwon's urging, Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae, and I all lifted our heavy butts and went out to the pool area.

“Hey, hey, how do you do this?”

Though the heat had subsided a bit, the sticky and heavy humidity unique to summer still clung to the skin.

“Do you have a lighter?”

“Don't look at me.”

Did they leave the lighter with me?

I grumbled as everyone's attention turned to me, and Kang Ichae laughed, saying,

“Come here. If a spark flies, you might burn your hand, so let's use the torch.”

Holding a barbecue torch, Kang Ichae lit the sparklers and handed them out to the members one by one.

Then they all squatted in a circle.

Sizzle, crackle.

The tips burned, blooming into a brilliant golden flame. Jeong Dajun let out a whoop and bounced, prompting Kang Ichae to scold him to hold it properly as it was dangerous.

“Eh, hyung, have you done this before?”

“Hmm... my mom did.”

Kang Ichae spoke, his eyes fixed on the yellow flower-like flame blooming in the darkness.

“I did it a few times with my mom. I whined that I wanted to do it.”

“...!”

I was momentarily surprised because he had never voluntarily mentioned his family before.

The other members also widened their eyes, staring at Kang Ichae.

“She liked it, saying it was pretty.”

What was this?

Why was he suddenly bringing it up out of character?

As I squinted my eyes, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon cautiously approached Kang Ichae, who was inching closer with crab-like steps, and asked carefully,

“Ah, should we take a picture and show her?”

“But if she's abroad, wouldn't it be her sleeping time now? Where is she?”

Family matters... they didn't know, huh.

“Hey. You guys—”

I was about to change the subject and wrap it up before they dug deeper when Jeong Dajun suddenly jumped up.

“Gasp, shocking truth!!”

“Why does he keep doing that?”

“I didn't put the ice cream we bought earlier in the freezer!”

“What?!”

Then he jumped, saying we had to eat the ice cream right now, that it was the perfect timing, and handed all the sparklers to me before dragging Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon away.

I ended up holding two sparklers in each hand.

“Jeong Dajun, seriously.”

At the sudden voice, I turned my head to see Kang Ichae laughing, looking in the direction where Jeong Dajun had disappeared.

“The first thing Jeong Dajun did after coming back from the mart was put the ice cream in the freezer.”

“Hmm?”

“He said letting it melt even for a moment is disrespectful to the ice cream.”

Ah...

I understood why Jeong Dajun had made a fuss over perfectly fine ice cream.

“Hyung, did you know?”

Kang Ichae met my gaze and smiled with his eyes.

“Maybe he's the most mature among us.”
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“Yeah.”

At the very least, it was clear that Jeong Dajun would become a better adult than me, so I couldn't say anything more and just shook the poor sparkler in my hand.

“But isn't this illegal in other countries?”

“Sparkler? There are states where it's illegal, and some where it's not. But who actually follows that in the US?”

So they must have been in the US.

“My mom and I had this rule where we'd watch a movie together every Friday, you know? But the fireworks in the opening logo looked so fun that I kept begging her for it.”

“So, was it fun?”

Kang Ichae lifted the corners of his lips slightly and shrugged.

“Maybe not as much as I thought? No... actually, it was a total mess. I screamed my head off because I was scared and threw the fireworks on the ground. But then my mom, even while cleaning up, just laughed her head off at me crying. She's got a mean streak.”

“You take after your mom, huh?”

“Let me correct you: My mom was super sweet, just like me.”

After tossing out a silly joke and laughing to himself, Kang Ichae's gaze wandered upward, as if sifting through old memories, and he quietly muttered,

“Ah~. I miss her.”

Watching him, I finally asked the question that had been bugging me for a while.

“Why'd you suddenly open up? You fucking hate talking about your family.”

“...Can you not ruin my warm and fuzzy mood right now?”

He was the type to stay silent even when everyone else was chatting like it was nothing.

Grumbling about me ruining his nostalgia, Kang Ichae clamped his mouth shut and rubbed the back of his neck.

“...Hyung, do you remember lying to me a long time ago?”

“When?”

I'd never made a promise I couldn't keep, but I lied as easily as breathing, so I had to think about which time he meant.

Kang Ichae stared at me and said,

“When we went to Japan, you said it was your first time, but it wasn't.”

“......”

For a moment, Kang Ichae's words didn't register, and I had to dig through my memories.

Tracing back step by step, I remembered the conversation when we first went to Japan for our overseas debut.

One of the members had asked if it was my first time in Japan, and I'd lied and said yes.[1]

“...That?”

“Yeah, that.”

I rolled my eyes for a second, then was secretly shocked.

“Dude... you still remember that?”

“I have a uselessly good memory.”

Anyway, Kang Ichae continued,

“It was obvious you were lying. You were definitely not someone who'd never been there. Like when you told Dajun there was nothing in Shinjuku, and you knew all the streets and everything.”

That went for me, too.

My memory was annoyingly good, so who would have thought a single family trip to Japan as a kid would stick with me so vividly?

Kang Ichae flicked a few more small sparks, then finally set the now-dead sparkler on the ground.

“Why'd you even bother lying about something as trivial as having been to Japan? It didn't seem like you were trying to hide anything. I kept thinking about it, and now I get it.”

The faint light of the sparkler in my hand, fading and growing dimmer, shimmered around us.

In the flickering glow, Kang Ichae looked strangely unfamiliar.

“When something's really precious, you don't want to tell anyone about it.”

“......”

Eventually, all the sparklers went out, and the only light left was what was coming from the guesthouse.

It was pitch-black night.

“Sometimes that makes me feel a little stifled, so I'm trying to fix it. Trying to be honest.”

I tapped the now-just-a-black-stick sparkler in my hand on the ground and set it down like Kang Ichae.

“I didn't expect that.”

I couldn't fully relate to the whole “precious” thing—it was a bit embarrassing—but I thought I understood what he meant.

Everyone had topics they didn't want to talk about.

In my case, most of them were things involving Seo Hojin.

“So, you're saying you'll open up to the members, too?”

“After watching someone, I started thinking maybe being honest isn't so bad.”

I had no idea what brought on this sudden change of heart, but the Kang Ichae who always dodged or joked his way out of things seemed pretty determined now.

“Kang Ichae, haven't you changed a bit?”

Suddenly, my conversation with Kim Seonghyeon from earlier popped into my head.

“You have changed.”

At my musing, Kang Ichae's eyes went wide, then he burst out laughing.

“Puhaha, no. Not really. I've always been like this.”

“......”

“Hyung, you have this tendency to get fixated on one thing and ignore everything else.”

Counting off on his fingers, Kang Ichae started talking about the members.

“Look, Dajun's actually more mature than you think. Jiwon-hyung is kind of... no, actually, he's pretty cold. Seonghyeon-hyung has clear boundaries, so he can be strict sometimes.”

“So?”

“I've got that 'kind of' part, too. Get it?”

I couldn't answer right away and paused to find the words.

In the meantime, Kang Ichae lit another sparkler.

“...So, Ichae.”

“Yeah?”

“If you haven't changed, why are you so self-conscious?”

I was good at nitpicking and talking back, but I didn't know how to beat around the bush or be gentle, so I just threw it straight.

“Why aren't you pushing ahead in your own style? Not caring what others think is one of your strengths. Did you decide to compromise?”

“...Me?”

Kang Ichae looked surprised for a moment, then added, as if he couldn't believe it,

“What are you talking about? Why would I compromise?”

“Didn't you? You even changed your composing style that you liked so much.”

I'd thought Kang Ichae had decided to set aside his own desires and cater to the public.

Even just saying that much, Kang Ichae seemed to get it and started laughing like crazy.

“Ah, come on, hyung.”

“......”

“Since when were you so sensitive?”

So what would you think when a stubborn guy like you gave up something he had always stuck to?

Instead of answering, I propped my chin on my hand and let out a deep sigh, while the guy next to me kept snickering, looking like he was in a great mood.

“You know one thing but not the other. I'm not giving up.”

With that, Kang Ichae stood up.

“People get confused sometimes because of my genius, I guess.”

The sparkler in his hand sparkled, scattering light in the air.

A faint whiff of gunpowder tickled my nose, the sticky summer air, the soft sound of insects brushing my ears, the gentle orange lights and the black sky.

And in the midst of it all, Kang Ichae looking down at me.

“I'm actually really persistent.”

He flashed a bright smile at me.

He looked like an innocent child, but also like an adult who had been through all sorts of storms and came out stronger.

Just as I was thinking that Kang Ichae felt especially unfamiliar tonight, he seemed to come closer—

“Whoa!”

Splash!

I was shoved straight into the pool.

Cool water crashed against my skin.

I kicked off the bottom of the pool, shot up to the surface, and spat out the water that had gotten in my nose and mouth, then looked up.

“Hey!! Kang Ichae!”

Even as I yelled in anger, Kang Ichae just laughed like he was having the time of his life.

I swept my wet hair out of my face and grumbled.

“You dare push your hyung? Are you fucking crazy?”

“Now you know?”

He shot back with that cocky attitude, then tossed his dead sparkler over his shoulder and jumped into the pool himself.

“What are you doing, you punk?”

“Just blowing off some steam?”

“Wanna die?”

“No, I wanna take a picture with you, hyung.”

I had no idea what kind of stress relief that was supposed to be, but I was pissed too, so as Kang Ichae moved to grab the Polaroid camera, I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and dunked him under.

Even as he swallowed water, the guy's face was full of composure.

“What are you guys doing?”

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon poked his head through the sliding door, holding a black plastic bag.

It looked like the maknae had dragged him to the convenience store nearby.

Right after, Jeong Dajun showed up with an ice cream in his mouth, and seeing me and Kang Ichae soaked in the pool, he must've gotten playful, because he shoved Kim Seonghyeon into the pool.

Seong Jiwon, who arrived a bit late, was no exception.

In the end, we all looked like drowned rats, and didn't even get to take a single photo, let alone a hundred.

Lee Jihyeon's going to have something to say about this.

Thinking I'd have to at least snap a few in the morning, I climbed out of the water alone.

“Hoyun-hyung!! Leaving first?! Are you scared?!”

“Yeah, I'm scared. Fuck.”

Ignoring the maknae's taunt skill, I went into the guesthouse.

“Can't keep up with these kids' energy.”

Grumbling that if I played with them any longer I'd end up dead, I grabbed a towel and shook out my hair.

Outside, I could still hear the splashing and shrieking.

Just as I was about to take off my T-shirt for a shower to shake off the stickiness, my phone vibrated.

“Hello?”

– “Why aren't you answering your phone?”

“Yeah, well...”

I didn't think there was any reason to answer, or that we were close enough for that, so I trailed off and waited for the next words.

Kim Jaeyeon sounded a bit puzzled.

– “Uh... what, did something good happen? You sound like you're in a good mood.”

“Just get to the point.”

I drew a sharp line, telling him to shut up and say what he needed to, and Kim Jaeyeon coughed awkwardly, as if to hide his embarrassment, then said,

– “Hmm, ahem... I found it. Yoon Heeun's weakness.

Listening to the explanation, I let out a snort.

Yoon Heeun, what a dumbass, I thought to myself, but who could've known.

I'd soon be making a fool of myself, too.

.

.

.

“I fucking, I really care about you.”

Even stuttering, I managed to get my point across, but all I got in return was,

[...Did you lose a bet or something?]

After a long silence, only a dumbfounded voice.

Ding!

[The other party does not acknowledge it.]

[Does not count toward the total number of attempts.]

Fuck!

Unable to hold it in, I threw my phone onto the bed.

That's right.

I'd been so confident, not knowing I'd be suffering like this in the near future.

Should I just give up?

I thought things like acting cute were nothing now, but there was an even bigger hurdle waiting for me.

A thousand thoughts swirled through my head, and I wondered if I really had to go this far, but I had to endure.

Barely calming myself, I picked up my phone again and looked up at the system window.

[Quest received: Express affection to a designated close person.

Express affection to a close person around you and gain their trust to build a stronger relationship.

Number of affectionate expressions: 0/5

If successful: Obtain the Pandora's Box item

If failed: Rumors about Seong Jiwon will be released to the media

※A close person is one of the people around you.]

Fuck, to find the close person, I had to hit on everyone I knew.

If there was any silver lining, it was that if the person wasn't the “close” one, the system window would immediately pop up with [The other party is not the player's designated “close person”], so I didn't have to waste time on too many failed attempts.

But still...

“This one's just not it...”

I let my body go limp and flopped onto the bed.

To explain how I ended up like this, I would have to go back a few days.




1 Episode 139.
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Just before I contacted Kim Jaeyeon to ask him to look into Yoon Heeun, I scoured everywhere I could on my phone, searching as much as I could within my limits.

[Seong Jiwon quit, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ this is fucking disgusting, pretending not to know anything, ugh, fuck ㅠ]

[Seong Jiwon should've run off to the army with Today~~ If you realized after six years of training that it wasn't working out, you should've just lived as a regular person instead of shoving yourself in and causing trouble for the others, what the fuck is that]

[Seong's fans (ㅋㅋ) trying to sell his personality, it's just sad, really sad, and in the middle of all this, Daepaseong is just covering their eyes and ears...ㅋㅋ]

These people thought that if they envied, hated, and trampled someone, they would elevate themselves.

Give them a tiniest excuse, and they would pounce like a pack of beasts, tearing into you.

And the most annoying part was that their target was Seong Jiwon, who was nothing but diligent and kind.

Honestly, with someone like Seong Jiwon, it makes sense to sell his personality.

Anyone who had talked to Seong Jiwon or spent just a few days with him would know.

Even if you didn't want to, your jaded heart, bit by bit, would get a little cleaner.

Especially now that I was living as his roommate, I was realizing it even more.

Next, I searched for Prove, but nothing related to Yoon Heeun came up.

Maybe it was the power of a big agency, or maybe they were just scrubbing things clean as hell.

Clicking my tongue, I tried combining different keywords, but when I couldn't find anything satisfying, I paused to think and tried setting a time range.

[I heard he's been trying to fill his need for validation with gaslighting since his trainee days... a dog won't change its spots...

└ (This tweet is unavailable)

└└ Yeah ㅋㅋㅋ I just feel bad for the kids debuting with him ㅋㅋ]

Finally, I found a few tweets from years ago that seemed promising, and I let out a small laugh.

Yeah. Once you get dirty, there's no getting back to clean.

After confirming there was nothing else worth seeing, I deleted Yoon Heeun and typed in the agency's name.

As I scrolled through articles, communities, and SNS, one keyword stood out.

[Is it true ㅍㅇㅂ has a blacklist??ㅋㅋㅋ I believed it after that leak last time, but their management is fucking shit ㅋㅋㅋ[1]

└ Fuck ㅠ this agency is legendary for leeching ㅠ]

Come to think of it, I'd heard some agencies kept lists to monitor over-the-line fans or sasaengs.

I changed the keyword again and reset the time range.

Then, I found a post from long ago.

[Let's not consume this person's photos... Let's protect our precious Prove kids' privacy...

└ Shouldn't we stop dragging around hommas who didn't even make the blacklist and beating them up? Let's not consume, ffs]

[Fuck but their photos are fucking good though]

After reading a few more posts with that nasty vibe seeping through the words, I got a rough sense of what was going on at the time.

Apparently, Prove's agency's blacklist had been leaked by accident, and it caused a huge stir among fans.

But something was off.

All the hommas who had posted airport previews the day before the blacklist allegedly leaked were included on the list.[2]

Except for one.

Ah~. This is fucking hilarious.

I summarized my findings and sent them to Kim Jaeyeon, asking him to look into it.

He was a paparazzi, after all, so I figured he'd know at least one person at Prove's agency, or at worst, could sweet-talk a part-timer into spilling.

If he could get the blacklist, it'd be easy to compare and find out.

But even after understanding what I meant, Kim Jaeyeon added a useless question.

– But why are you doing this?

“......”

– Can you even call them rivals now? Prove's losing anyway. Or is it because you think they're the ones spreading rumors about Seong Jiwon?

Of course, I ignored him.

And just now, Kim Jaeyeon called and told me three things:

1. Yoon Heeun had dated several sasaengs.

2. He was probably still meeting with a sasaeng.

3. But he couldn't say for sure who it was.

He said the person I'd mentioned was suspicious, but he needed more time.

Since the blacklist was a sensitive issue, Kim Jaeyeon grumbled that it was hard to get his hands on it.

I gave him a genuine compliment.

“How could you still make a living doing this then?”

– ...Well, I manage to scrape by somehow.

I could hear him grinding his teeth here and there, but Kim Jaeyeon still gave me a pretty detailed report of what he had found so far.

I hung up and took a shower while I organized my thoughts.

Still, I was starting to get a clearer picture of Yoon Heeun.

With nothing else to do for now, I flopped onto the bed and tried to sleep.

When I opened my eyes again, sunlight was streaming in.

The other members were already up and making a racket outside.

I tore open a red ginseng stick, tossed it in my mouth, and moved lazily.

“Looks like the air conditioner's broken!!”

“Is this a sauna or what?”

Everyone was huddled outside the guesthouse, and I realized it was because the air conditioner wasn't working well, so they'd gone out hoping for a breeze.

As I pulled my cap down, I made eye contact with Kang Ichae.

He was poking Jeong Dajun's cheek and teasing him as Dajun whined about the heat.

Ichae then grinned at me.

I sat on a bench and waited for the van.

Then, Seong Jiwon, who'd been near Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae, walked slowly over to me and said,

“You really don't get bothered by the heat.”

He plopped down next to me and slumped over.

We hadn't been outside long, but his skin was already turning red.

“Ah... I need to call my grandma.”

“Then do it.”

“Yeah. I should... Ah...?”

“What?”

“...Where's my phone?”

Watching Seong Jiwon rummage through his pockets without even lifting his head, I could only sighed.

I asked where he'd slept and went into the guesthouse.

I opened the door to the place he'd mentioned and spotted his phone by the bed.

At that moment, I suddenly remembered the tip from Lea Purple's maknae and Kang Ichae that Yoon Heeun kept contacting Seong Jiwon.

Should I just let it go for the sake of a fellow group member's privacy?

That thought didn't even last three seconds.

I was surprised I held that long.

I unlocked the phone with practiced ease.

Seong Jiwon's and Kim Seonghyeon's phones were used by the maknaes for game events, so I could unlock their patterns with my eyes closed.

Raising an eyebrow, I tapped the chat app without hesitation.

At the very top was Yoon Heeun's chat, and below that, a chat previewed with “Grandma, I miss you so much too!!haha.”

“Hmm.”

I opened Yoon Heeun's chat, scrolled to the top, and checked through it.

It was a sight to behold.

After the parts about a “5 p.m. curfew” and “roommate's too strict, can't do it”—

– Yoon Heeun: Come to this address ㅋㅋ

– Seong Jiwon: I'm sorry

– Yoon Heeun: Let's drink together ㅋ

– Seong Jiwon: I'm sorry

– Yoon Heeun: When are you free?

– Seong Jiwon: I'm sorry

If he'd gone, there were traps that could've landed him in a scandal with photos that would ruin his idol career.

But Seong Jiwon's replies were the same every time, like Ctrl+C, Ctrl+V.

Yoon Heeun seemed to be getting angrier, his tone turning threatening.

– Yoon Heeun: You're really making it obvious you're annoyed with your sunbae, huh?

But Seong Jiwon ignored him.

Seong Jiwon...

Watching Seong Jiwon's ironclad wall over the past few weeks, I couldn't help but be impressed.

When he didn't even reply anymore, Yoon Heeun got a bit more blatant.

– Yoon Heeun: Do you know what I might do?ㅋㅋ

– Yoon Heeun: Rumors spread fast, not just in the industry but among fans too

– Yoon Heeun: You wouldn't want your members or family who trusted you to see this kind of thing

– Yoon Heeun: Wouldn't you feel bad for the people who supported you?

After a long silence, Seong Jiwon finally replied hours later.

– Seong Jiwon: I hope these message logs get spread around too

...Savage.

That was the last message from Yoon Heeun.

And in reality, rumors about Seong Jiwon were starting to trickle out.

Just look at the comments about his former agency on the radio.

I was about to turn off the phone and stop my thoughts there when a more urgent voice reached my ears.

“Seo Hoyun!!”

Seong Jiwon, his face still red from the sun, was standing at the door, catching his breath.

“What?”

“Uh...”

Seong Jiwon's gaze landed on the phone.

“...Wait, did you see??”

I tried to play dumb, but since I'd been caught, I couldn't just let it go.

“What, Yoon Heeun?”

I'd gone through every bit, from start to finish.

“You saw it...?”

Seong Jiwon hesitated at the door, not daring to come closer.

“You... you knew everything?”

The rumors online, the shit Yoon Heeun was pulling behind the scenes.

Even without the object, Seong Jiwon seemed to know what I meant.

“You mean the rumors, right?”

He gave a sheepish smile.

“How could I not? No matter what set I go to, everyone's whispering and staring at me.”

I crossed my arms, forcing myself to stay calm despite the anger boiling inside.

“And you're just okay with that?”

“I'd be lying if I said it didn't bother me, but it's not like this is the first time.”

Mumbling, Seong Jiwon paused for a moment.

“...But it helps a bit when you get mad for me.”

A twinge shot up the back of my neck.

This stupidly kind bastard.

“Why are you so soft?”

“...Huh?”

“If it were me, I'd be fucking pissed, you know?”

I wanted to grab him by the collar and shake him out of frustration, but considering who he was, I held back.

“...Hoyun, you...”

Just as Seong Jiwon frowned slightly and called my name, a loud voice rang out.

“Hey guys! Did you sleep well?!”

Just from the voice, it was obviously the manager.

I jerked my chin at Seong Jiwon and asked,

“What?”

“...Ah, nothing. Let's go.”

Seong Jiwon looked me up and down, then as soon as our eyes met, he headed outside.

I quietly followed.

If we kept talking, I felt like I'd end up saying something I shouldn't.

“Why does Jiwon-hyung look like that? Is he dead?!”

“If you shake him any more, he really might die.”

The maknae was shaking the sprawled-out Seong Jiwon in the van.

Watching that, I clicked my tongue inwardly.

Seong Jiwon, I'm not letting this go.

I always pay back double.

Sorry, but unlike Seong Jiwon, I hold a fucking grudge.


The next day, Kim Jaeyeon managed to get the blacklist faster than I expected.

And there wasn't just one list.

Seong Jiwon happened to be out for a personal schedule, Kang Ichae was in the studio, and Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were making a racket watching TV together outside.

I gathered up all the Prove or Yoon Heeun homma lists, blacklists, and various rumors floating around online and compared them.

Sure enough, there was someone who kept being left out.

– Kim Jaeyeon: This seems to be the person connected to Yoon Heeun

Below the photos of the list, Jaeyeon's texts kept coming.

He also pointed out the account I'd been suspicious of.

– Kim Jaeyeon: I found not just this account but also a public private account, but there were rumors about not just Seong Jiwon but other idols too, and there wasn't any clear evidence.

– Kim Jaeyeon: The fastest way would be to find something like a lovestagram, but I don't know if there is one. I'll have to look.

– Kim Jaeyeon: It'll probably take a few months, but if you want, I could try hacking.

– Me: ㄴ

– Kim Jaeyeon: Seriously, you never change...

I didn't want to risk getting slapped with handcuffs by breaking into someone's account over a few months.

Besides, even if I did, it felt wrong to just expose a regular person's account like it was nothing.

If I'm going to do it, it better make a pretty picture.

First, I opened the Item Shop window.

I checked carefully from top to bottom, but there was nothing useful.

Clicking my tongue, I called up the system window.

“Hey.”

[Kyuu~~? ₍⑅ᐢ...ᐢ₎]

“Say it straight before I really get mad.”

[Yes...]

Seeing the thing immediately revert to normal, I spoke again.

“Got any quests?”

The cutesy act was nothing now, and I didn't even feel embarrassed anymore.

[Hmm, there's actually one that fits perfectly...]

“Give it. Give it first, then talk.”

[You won't regret it?]

Me?

Regret?

[You sure?]

I smirked and gestured, and the system window blinked a few times before tossing me a quest.

And as I read it, my expression slowly hardened.

“...Seriously?”

Next to the system window, the quest window glowed softly.

[Quest received: Express affection to a designated close person.

Express affection to a close person around you and gain their trust to build a stronger relationship.

Number of affectionate expressions: 0/5

If successful: Obtain the Pandora's Box item

If failed: Rumors about Seong Jiwon will be released to the media

※A close person is one of the people around you.]

No matter how you looked at it, wasn't this just trying to screw me over?




1 Prove's name in Korean is 프오브. You strip out the vowels, and you getㅍㅇㅂ.



2 Hommas are like the fans that run fansites dedicated to idols.
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The first to become targets were, of course, The Dawn members.

Since the quest was given by the system window, it was expected that the people involved would be somewhat related to the main scenario or to becoming a first-tier idol.

So, as a way to test the waters with a light expression of affection, I tried saying, “Our XX is~,” and this was the result.

“Are you out of your mind?”

“Ah, yeah. Why?”

“Why, why, why are you acting like this, seriously?!”

“Yup, it's for Ichae from Hoyun-hyung~.”

And with that, The Dawn was a bust.

The “designated” close person seemed to be an outsider, so I tried next with Lim Hyeonsu, who was the first to grab the back of her neck because of me and also got played for a fool.

– Me: Composer-nim

– Me: Do you know how much I care about you?

The read receipt popped up right away, but the reply didn't come until hours later.

– Lim Hyeonsu: fuck, do you need another song or what?

Ding!

[The other party does not correspond to the player's designated “close person.”]

Guess not.

I ignored Lim Hyeonsu's message and started looking for a new target.

And the next candidate was Fool #2, Joo Woosung.

– Me: sunbae

But there was no reply at all.

In the meantime, I sent a “What are you up to?” to Min Jiheon, who I wasn't exactly close with but had some ties to.

But all I got back was some pathetic bait like, “Uuung ㅠㅠ I miss you too.”

And then...

– Me: ㅇ

– Bastard Dongsaeng: ㅇ?

I even tried sending one to my dongsaeng.

[The other party does not correspond to the player's designated “close person.”]

Thank god, fuck.

– Me: 凸

– Bastard Dongsaeng: Here we go again.

Even though I was armed with shamelessness, just imagining expressing affection to my own flesh and blood made my skin crawl.

Well, if I had to, I'd do it, but still.

So, who the hell was it then?

After racking my brain, the worst-case scenario popped into my head.

No way...

It couldn't be Kim Heeyeong, right?

I really didn't want to get involved with her if I could help it.

No matter what, the system window couldn't be that lacking in basic decency, right?

“Fuck, what the hell am I supposed to do if it is?”

I kept coming up with and erasing different scenarios and pacing around the room with my phone in hand when my phone vibrated.

– Joo Woosung: ;;; What the hell, you crazy bastard

– Joo Woosung: That's creepy as hell

Ding!

[You have contacted your designated “close person.”]

“Oh, what the hell.”

Joo Woosung?

I grinned.

If it's Joo Woosung, isn't this quest a five-second clear?

I'd thought the quest was obviously designed to screw me over, but who knew it'd be this easy.

I called him, and the call connected after barely a few seconds of ringing.

– “...What is it, what's up?”

His tone was full of suspicion and wariness.

“You're a sunbae I really respect.”

– “I'm hanging up.”

“Wait.”

I tried to come up with something nice to say, but honestly, I had no idea what Joo Woosung had been up to lately.

I just never cared.

“...Woosung, what have you been up to these days?”

– “...Is this for a broadcast?”

“No, so don't worry.”

– “If it's not that, why are you calling me? Do you need something?”

“Why? Aren't we close?”

– “We're not, you son of a bitch.”

Was that enough build-up?

Honestly, I was already annoyed and just wanted to get this over with.

“Hyung, I really ca—”

I'd picked a safe way to start, but the word “care” just wouldn't come out of my mouth.

To be honest, he could be a bit childish, but he was actually better at looking after himself than I was so, objectively, I had no reason or room to care about him or anything.

– “Huh? What?”

It's not like tossing out empty words was hard for me, but something about this felt off.

“I really, fuck, ca-care about you.”

In the end, I stuttered, totally unlike myself.

After that, there was a long silence, so I checked my phone to see if the call had been disconnected, but the call timer was still running.

Just as I was about to ask what he was doing, Joo Woosung asked in a gentle voice,

– “...Did you lose a bet or something?

Ding!

[The other party does not acknowledge it.]

[Does not count as an expression of affection.]

[Number of affectionate expressions: 0/5]

What the hell? Why?

I glared suspiciously at the system window.

Joo Woosung was the type to get all smug and act superior if you gave him even a little praise, so why wasn't it working?

– “Geez, Seo Hoyun, you really never change.”

“......”

– “I'm busy. Hanging up.”

I wandered around the dorm for a while, clutching my phone after he hung up.

All the other members were at the practice room, and I'd told them I'd follow soon, so I was the only one left here.

The guys I'd poked kept calling and messaging me, but Joo Woosung was silent.

Suppressing my irritation, I got dressed and pulled my cap down low.

“Fine, so this is how it's gonna be.”

There was no way Joo Woosung was actually busy.

These days, Black Call's public schedules had stopped except for a few members doing solo activities.

It was their break period.

Just in case, I checked Joo Woosung's schedule online, and even asked Kim Seonghyeon, his die-hard fan, to confirm.

Then I hopped in a taxi straight to Joo Woosung's place.

I greeted the security ajeossi as usual, took the elevator, and, after punching in the code I'd learned from previous visits, barged in confidently.

“Your hoobae is here~!”

As I shouted loudly and walked across the marble floor to the living room, I saw Joo Woosung, who was lying on the sofa, snapping his head up in surprise.

“Wak! fuck!”

“What do you mean you're busy, sunbae? You're just watching a movie.”

Of course.

This bastard was totally free.

Joo Woosung's cat recognized me and rubbed its face against my leg and purred.

“Hey, Nyangnyang! Hi!”

“You scared the crap out of me! Why are you here? How did you get in?”

I gave Joo Woosung, who was looking at me with half-lidded eyes, a friendly smile.

“I just wanted to come by and thank the sunbae who's always helping me in every way.”

“Wow, you should at least make your lies believable.”

“Anyway, first things first.”

Joo Woosung was always oblivious when it mattered, and only sharp when it didn't.

He shuddered, clearly annoyed by my words.

“I haven't seen you around at all lately, so I thought I'd drop by.”

Since it had come to this, I decided to just get it over with and finish the quest quickly.

I flopped down on the single-seater sofa and said,

“I'm also curious why you've been so hard to see—”

“There he goes again, starting up.”

I'd already failed with “care about you” earlier.

Respect?

What else was there?

Maybe if I'd said this kind of thing more often, I'd know.

I carefully chose my next line.

“Um, so, if it weren't for you—”

As I started, Joo Woosung made a face like he was utterly disgusted.

But I pressed on.

“what would I have done without you, Joo Woosung?”[1]

“......”

“......”

“......”

A long silence hung between us.

Then, as he picked his ear with his pinky, Joo Woosung tilted his head slightly.

“...Are you sick or something?”

But after checking my complexion—very healthy and full of life, if a bit rude and annoyed—he spun his finger next to his head.

“Or did you just... lose your mind? Or is this for a broadcast? Is this a hidden camera?”

“Are you mocking me?”

“Hmm, guess you really have lost your mind.”

The corner of my mouth twitched.

“Ha, don't you know how much I respec—”

“What are you saying?”

“...Don't you know how much I respec—”

“Nope.”

My attempt to try again was crushed.

Spectacularly.

“Are you not going to listen to the end? Is what I'm saying a joke to you?”

“What's wrong with you, seriously. Did you eat something bad?”

“Ah, whatever! Can't you just shut up and listen for a second?! I just don't want you to be in a New Year's Day dating scandal article with me!!”

“You crazy bastard, just curse me out, why don't you!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wah, this is fucking hilarious ha.ha Popping popcorn ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

I'm gonna lose it!

I thought I could finish this faster than Black Call's Tokyo Dome ticketing cut time, but no.

“Ha, seriously.”

The image he had of me was working as an impenetrable shield.

“Is it really that hard to believe me? Would I have come all the way here just to tell a pointless lie like this?”

“You just barged in and started spouting nonsense, that's why. Put yourself in my shoes, you bastard. If I did this to you, would you believe it?”

“Fuck, I would!”

“...What?”

Joo Woosung blinked, looking a bit flustered.

Honestly, I couldn't say for sure if I'd believe it 100% purely.

But this fool had helped me out every time during Shining Star, and even looked after The Dawn members sometimes, so I'd be willing to believe whatever bullshit he said at least once.

Whether it was true or not.

“Of course I'd believe you, Joo Woosung, after all you've done for me!”

[Affection expression counted.]

[Affectionate expressions: 1/5]

At the same time, a dinging sound and the system window popped up, and I couldn't believe my eyes.

The words I'd spat out in frustration had actually counted as an expression of affection.

But there was no time to be surprised.

This was my chance.

“Got it?”

I looked Joo Woosung in the eye and said seriously,

“I respect you and I'm grateful to you, Joo Woosung.”

“......”

Ding!

[The other party does not trust the player's words.]

[“Of course this bastard would, sigh” is what they're thinking.]

[Affection expression failed, count reset.]

[Affectionate expressions: 0/5]

My anger shot up to the top of my head, but I just yanked off my cap and slammed it to the floor, watching Nyangnyang circle at my feet.

“Screw this, I'm done!”

This felt even more hopeless and difficult than the time I got the aegyo quest.

Joo Woosung looked at me like I was insane and muttered to himself,

“...Did this bastard really lose his mind.”

At this rate, I was in danger of not even getting two affection expressions, let alone finishing the quest.


“You again?”

It was already the third day.

Except for schedules, practice, and sleep, I stuck to Joo Woosung's place as much as possible.

Maybe he had just bathed the cat, because Joo Woosung came out of the bathroom holding Nyangnyang wrapped in a towel.

“Hoyun, I'm sick of you.”

“Wanna die?”

Joo Woosung snorted and put Nyangnyang in the pet dryer.

He really adapted fast.

At first, no matter what I said, he'd act like he had indigestion or tell me to stop.

But now, before I even opened my mouth, he'd say, “Not buying it,” “Nope,” “Not happening,” and dodge me like some suspicious guy at the subway station.

Damn it.

I didn't care about Joo Woosung, but I really couldn't spare any more time after today.

I was racking my brain for what to do when Joo Woosung, holding his phone, asked nonchalantly,

“Hey, you crazy bastard. Want to eat? I'm about to order.”

“What are you ordering?”

“How about jjajangmyeon?”

“Not really feeling it.”

I replied indifferently, then quickly changed my tune.

“I really hate it, but I respect you so much, sunbae, that I'll go along with jjajangmyeon.”

“Wow, even your bullshit is creative.”

[The other party does not acknowledge it.]

[Does not count toward affection expressions.]

Tsk.

As I clicked my tongue, I remembered Seong Jiwon's face, crying after bumping into a car, and steeled myself again.

“Seo Hoyun, sometimes you're funnier than a drama.”

“Yeah, I know.”

That's my life right now.

Way more spectacular than any drama.

I was lying on the sofa instead of Joo Woosung, watching him brush the cat, when I got a message from Seong Jiwon.

– Seong Jiwon: Hoyun, where are you?

– Seong Jiwon: Are you busy?

– Me: Why

– Seong Jiwon: Ah, never mind... If you're busy, it's okay

– Me: Yeah, later

He sounded like he wanted to talk, but the quest was more urgent right now.

I decided to put Seong Jiwon off for now and looked away from my phone, just in time to see Nyangnyang scratch Joo Woosung and run away, apparently annoyed by his touch.

As I was thinking “serves you right,” Joo Woosung, wincing and rubbing his arm where a long scratch had formed, asked,

“Is this your house? And how the hell do you know my door code?”

“You're only curious about that now?”

“So how did you get in?”

“I glanced at it from behind before, and it was obviously your birthday. Who wouldn't know that?”

September 21st.

You could find that just by searching Joo Woosung on any portal site.

I memorized his profile ages ago.

Why not just hang a sign on your door saying everyone's welcome?

And at that moment...

Ding!

[Affectionate expressions: 1/5]

I flinched at the system window that popped up.

...Why did that count?

Joo Woosung was even looking at me with a strange expression.

“What, what is it? You even knew my birthday?”

“...You'd have to be an idiot not to.”

Ding!

[Affectionate expressions: 2/5]

“...Fuck, that's actually kind of touching.”

What was with this guy?

Of course, now I remember.

If you wanted to milk someone, you had to do your research first.

I knew everything from his debut date, stage name, every album concept, song title, lyrics, you name it.

It wasn't out of any special interest.

It just stuck in my head after seeing it a few times.

But Joo Woosung, apparently forgetting all about variety shows, was muttering to himself, like he was touched.

“Man, seriously... Still, I guess you only have me, your sunbae.”

When did I ever say that?

But hearing his bullshit, I realized something.

He's the type who likes things to happen naturally!

He preferred natural encounters.

In other words, he was weak to people who approached him in a non-artificial way.

That's why, even with all the praise I'd showered on him, Joo Woosung just scratched his head and glanced at me.

“I'm the only one who would put up with someone like you barging in and acting crazy, huh?”

“...Well, yeah.”

He's got pretty clear boundaries, but he's always been weirdly lenient with me.

Ding!

[Affectionate expressions: 3/5]

Didn't I just simply give answer?

Once the dam broke, even the most trivial things started counting.

“No one's ever treated me the way you have, Joo Woosung.”

“Wow, you bastard. You should go back to acting. You'd be perfect as a chaebol heir.”

[Affectionate expressions: 4/5]

“You're a pro at this, seriously. I thought you were filming a drama already. Same with that variety show you did with Kang Yeonhu.”

“That was just a variety show.”

I answered honestly.

“Would I say this kind of thing to just anyone in private? It's a hassle.”

“...!”

I was only doing this because it was a quest.

Not knowing my real thoughts, Joo Woosung covered his mouth with both hands and backed away.

“Wah, seriously. You, you...!”

[Affectionate expressions: 5/5]

[Quest complete!]

...This guy's tastes are weird.

Maybe it's because he didn't have many friends.

Not that I was any different.

I couldn't really relate to his affection points, but as long as the result was good, that's all that mattered.

“Well, I did raise Seo Hoyun, after all.”

Yeah, right.

Acting like he didn't care, but deep down he was grateful to me?

Saying that this was the reward of mentoring a hoobae, laughing and running his hand through his hair.

I left him to get hissed at by Nyangnyang for being noisy.




1 Hoyun also started using honorifics here, which he stopped doing long time ago with Woosung.



Chapter 206

It really is a great world for ripping off naïve idiots.

After realizing as a child that everyone had a hidden side, Kim Jaeyeon found it fun to seek out those parts of people.

He received some finger-pointing and cursing every so often, but he was quite satisfied with his job as a paparazzi, digging into people's secrets and making good money at it.

However, lately, there was someone who often made him question his own professional expertise.

And it was troubling.

“Tsk.”

It was because, despite being an idol, this person seemed just as sharp in this line of work as he was.

“No, what the hell is with this bastard??”

He was young, and no matter how much Jaeyeon dug, he seemed completely removed from this kind of shady, gloomy life.

His looks were striking enough to rival top actors, and his mental fortitude was top-tier even by the standards of the entertainment industry, which was like a jungle.

One day, while flipping through TV channels, he happened to see (no doubt up to his usual tricks) Seo Hoyun being nice to his members on a variety show, and was so startled he threw the remote.

He didn't seem to have a bad relationship with the members, but...

Was that just for the cameras, or not?

– “Is there any point in dragging this out?”

The memory surfaced, and Jaeyeon frowned, just as Seo Hoyun's voice came through the phone.

On the computer screen in front of him was a screenshot of an Instagram account belonging to a homma suspected of being Yoon Heeun's girlfriend.

It was an account that had been nearly impossible to find, but Seo Hoyun had managed to dig it up.

“No, but how did you even find this? I mean, you said it existed, but...!”

– “Well, it just sort of happened.”

Kim Jaeyeon's pride was crushed.

Seo Hoyun didn't answer any further, making it clear he was annoyed.

He then said he was busy and tossed over some extra materials before hunging up.

First, Jaeyeon quickly skimmed through the posts among the captured photos, noticing that some of them were in black and white.

He didn't know what it was, but, no doubt, it was a gold mine.

Creepy.

Jaeyeon gathered the relevant information and dates, organized them separately, and moved on to the screenshots of the messages.

Here, too, there were several blacked-out messages, but one stood out.

It didn't even have a profile picture or a username.

The ID was @h__X18313n.

The only content was a single line: the name of a certain restaurant famous for its strict security and popularity among celebrities, along with just the day of the week and time.

This is Yoon Heeun's Instagram burner, isn't it?

Just in case, he searched each account on his phone, but all he saw was the lock icon, meaning both were private.

Unable to dig up anything more, Jaeyeon smacked his lips in disappointment, then thoroughly combed through everything Seo Hoyun had given him.

He then compared and analyzed it with his previous research.

Just as he was wrapping up, Seo Hoyun called him again.

“I think we can leak it as is.”

– “What are you talking about? If you do that, it'll just cause a brief scandal, then he'll pretend to reflect and start plotting his comeback again. Don't you know how this works?”

A sigh and a tongue click came through.

– “Let's make the picture a little prettier.”

As he reviewed the scenarios stacked up in his mind, wondering which method would be best, Seo Hoyun's voice came again.

– “Isn't it always best to give back exactly what you get?”

The explanation that followed was very similar to Jaeyeon's favorite and most-used scenario—number 17, the “fight fire with fire” method.

The process was a little different, but in the end, it was about giving Yoon Heeun a taste of what he'd done to Seong Jiwon.

Damn, seriously.

Once they'd finished discussing and settled on a method, it was easy.

He'd known for a while that hommas and sasaengs shared information in open chat rooms, but they were so secretive and secure that he'd never managed to get in.

Luckily, one of the messages Seo Hoyun had provided included the chat room's address and password, so he decided to use it.

Following the link, he was redirected to another mobile messenger.

Everyone seemed wary of the sudden appearance of a stranger, but since you had to go through several steps, get an invite, and have the password to get here, their suspicion faded faster than he expected.

Jaeyeon put his all into it.

He'd learned the hard way that if you acted carelessly, you'd get nothing.

He pretended to be selling information and watched the mood, carefully spreading half-truths mixed with lies.

Bad relationships with women, sponsors, two-timing, and so on.

At first, there was no reaction, but soon a few people started to get suspicious.

Jaeyeon deliberately latched onto those people's words and spread more material.

Like a photo of Yoon Heeun entering a hotel parking lot on a day he wasn't meeting his current homma girlfriend.

The rumors started to spread faster and faster.

Will it work?

As he anxiously watched the situation unfold over the next few days, the result he'd been waiting for finally appeared.

[Exposing the Real Yoon Heeun]

A post with this title appeared anonymously on a public board of a major portal site, famous even among idol fans.

[He said he was going to see his parents after coming back from Jeju Island, but there are even photos of him going straight to a hotel.

He wasn't going to see his parents—he was going to meet his sponsor.]

[I'm the idiot who listened for half a year to “You're the only one, you're different from the other girls,” and kept giving him money.

He'd make up stuff and curse out idols or hoobaes he didn't like.

I only believed him because I loved him, but looking back now, I was just a dumb pushover.]

The information unfavorable to him was left out, but Seo Hoyun didn't say much.

He seemed to know it would all come out eventually anyway.

After that, things snowballed.

Every day, someone claiming to be Yoon Heeun's girlfriend came forward with new exposés.

Photos with Yoon Heeun, couple rings, date spots—these were revealed endlessly, and even those who were skeptical at first started to believe.

At the same time, the exposers' identities were also dug up one by one.

[Wow, it's a current-girlfriend parade.]

[This isn't just two-timing, how many is that ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fucking crazy bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ the full posts are hilarious, everyone's so pissed]

[Did you see the full exposés from Yoon Heeun's accusers??

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They all act like pitiful victims, but now there are exposés about them too ㅋㅋㅋ Looks like they really trashed male idols]

[This is the biggest K-Pop fuck-up of the year, agreed]

All he'd done was light the fuse, but it exploded everywhere.

...Seo Hoyun really is something else.

Of course, it had taken a lot of work to get the fuse ready, but if they'd just leaked it as is, it wouldn't have had nearly this effect.

[I'm giving away Yoon Heeun's photocard.

No, I'm throwing it out, fuck, this is beyond saving, even foreigners wouldn't buy it.]

[Ah, fuck ㅠㅠㅠ Heeun flop ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ The male idol hate is insane, seriously.

Hey, your group's male idol even does media play to keep the juniors in line, fucking hilarious ㅠ]

Jaeyeon watched as Yoon Heeun was burned to ashes on various SNS and communities.

He then searched for The Dawn.

[How about a guy called Seo... as a rabbit?]

It was peaceful as could be.

“How about a male sasaeng called Seo...?”

Apparently, he'd been really hot on a variety show recently, and there were endless clips about him on YouTube.

Especially, every time Seo Hoyun acted fake, Jaeyeon got chills.

“No, but seriously, why is he doing this?”

If Prove was the setting sun, The Dawn was the rising sun.

There was no way a guy who wouldn't bleed a drop if you stabbed him was really doing this to look after his own member.

– “Seong Jiwon, is it good?”

Seeing Seo Hoyun on the computer screen, smiling sweetly and asking kindly, gave him the creeps.

“Would he do that if he was crazy?”

No way in hell.


All because of Seong Jiwon, I did something totally pointless.

That night, I clicked my tongue as I watched YouTube fill up with videos about Yoon Heeun, all with provocative titles.

If there's a crack, it'll break eventually.

Why do something you could get caught for?

I just didn't get it.

– “But why not do it yourself? Wouldn't it be faster to do it directly?”

“Ah, I'm innocent, you know.”

– “...What?”

Kim Jaeyeon was dumbfounded, but I meant it sincerely.

How could an idol do something like that?

After checking all the reactions, I put my phone down without a second thought.

It's over.

Already, fan club statements and expulsion campaigns were starting up.

Expulsion was just a matter of time.

Even if not, it'd be hard for him to make a comeback.

I wondered if Yoon Heeun knew.

That he'd been taken down by the same tricks he used on others.

I stared at the ceiling for a moment and put my hand on my chest.

“Hoyun, let's take this as a lesson and live kindly from now on.”

[What? Are you crazy?]

The system window, which was usually quiet, had been nagging me the whole time I was handling this, telling me not to use items like that.

Of course, I didn't care at all.

“Good job, Hoyun, with your delicate heart...”

[Ugh.]

The system window, which had been grumbling nonstop, slowly faded away as if sighing, then popped back up.

[But seriously, be more careful from now on. Things are really tough these days.]

Tough?

What's tough?

As I twitched my eyebrow, the system window added an explanation.

[Normally, we're the ones who give out quests, not the ones who piece together what you need and serve it up. And there should be appropriate rewards and costs. Honestly, this quest was basically a freebie, with the reward you wanted and an easy mission.]

“What do you mean, freebie? Didn't you see me suffering because of Joo Woosung?”

[That's exactly why I gave it to you—I wanted to see that.]

What a little shit.

[The loan, Shining Star Season 2, and now this. The system is so unstable that I can't predict what'll happen next. That's not good for the player, either.]

“Hmm.”

I stroked my chin, then, hearing the noisy sounds leaking through the door, flopped onto my bed.

“Don't give me any weird quests.”

Now that everything was tidied up, I figured I could brush off this warning, since I planned to diligently complete my quests from now on.

The only thing I regretted was not getting to see Yoon Heeun's fucked-up face in person.

I should've at least sneered at him once, like I did with Today.

Then I could go about my life in peace.

What a shame~, really.

“Hyung! Ten minutes until Jiwon-hyung's birthday!!”

Just as I was thinking that, the door burst open.

It was Jeong Dajun.

“Did you think about fish?”

“Fish?”

“That was so bad, I'm just going to pretend I didn't hear it.”

Jeong Dajun chattered excitedly about how he was going to give Seong Jiwon toe socks with hair on them for his birthday, and that he'd bought two pairs so they could take a photo together and post it on Instagram for the fans.

“There's one for you too, hyung! It looks a little different, but...!”

I got up and slung my arm over his shoulder, then pinched his especially chubby cheek.

“Oww!”

“Do you have a motor in your mouth? You never stop talking.”

“...Brrrrr.”

He pressed his lips together and made a motor sound, playing along, and I burst out laughing at the maknae's antics.

I leaned my weight on the arm draped over his shoulders, and when Dajun whined that I was heavy, I pressed his lips into a duckbill with my finger and wandered out of the room.

Just then, Kang Ichae, sitting on the sofa chewing gum loudly while looking at his phone, looked up and smiled brightly at me.

“You're here?”

I sat next to him and glanced at his phone, seeing an article about Yoon Heeun.

Thanks to Seong Jiwon's birthday, the useless posts were being pushed back, and the search terms were getting cleaned up.

He seemed to know I was behind it, but with the other members around, it didn't seem like the right time to talk about it.

So, I changed the subject.

“Where's Seong Jiwon?”

Come to think of it, I did get a message from him while I was with Joo Woosung.

He must have had something to say, but we'd been so busy with schedules that it just slipped by.

“I'm here.”

Turning around, I saw he was coming out of that room with Kim Seonghyeon.

Do you have any idea what I did for you?

I had no intention of ever saying it out loud, but inside, I was patting myself on the back in every way.

Jiwon stopped at the spot farthest from me.

Huh?

And for some reason, he wouldn't look at me in the eyes.

“Ke, it does feel a bit empty without a cake.”

He even turned his head sharply to the other side.

“Oh! There's MongX and ChocoO in the kitchen cabinet, should I bring those at least?”

“Hyung, I've got candles.”

While I was thinking something was off, Jeong Dajun scurried to the kitchen.

We hadn't prepared anything special, since we were planning to have a birthday party with the fans on V-Live around 7 p.m.

When Dajun stacked up the choco breads, Kang Ichae stuck a candle that said “Congratulation” on top and lit it.

“28!”

“Why are you starting the countdown from such a random number?”

Dajun started the countdown as if he'd been waiting for it.

“24!”

“Isn't the timing off? It's already 12:02.”

“20!”

Even as the members chimed in, Dajun was undeterred.

“5! 4! 3! 2! 1!!”

Pop!

The firework went off, and confetti flew everywhere.

“Happy birthday!”

August 31st.

I'd thought he was like a blossoming spring, but he was born at the tail end of summer.

“Hyung, make a wish!”

“I'm going to make one again later, though?”

“Come on, hyung~! Morning, noon, and night. You can make three wishes a day.”

Pressed by the maknaes, Jiwon looked around at the members, then quietly closed his eyes and put his hands together.

Kang Ichae grabbed my arm.

“Come on, hyung! One more time, with extra love. Give him a heartfelt congratulations!”

“Haa...”

Hiding my slightly complicated feelings, I spoke again.

“Yeah, Seong Jiwon. Stay healthy, be blessed, and don't forget to work hard and make lots of money while you're young and still have the energy.”

“Jiwon, bow to your elders.”

Kim Seonghyeon teased from the side that it sounded like something you'd hear at New Year's.

I smacked him on the back and continued.

“Happy birthday.”

Jiwon, who'd been avoiding my gaze, finally looked straight at me.

“...Thanks.”

I ruffled the maknae's hair as he stuffed a choco bread into his mouth, then went into my room.

Shit, what's this?

I felt really uneasy, like something had gone wrong somewhere.

As I retraced my actions in reverse, Jiwon opened the door and peeked his head in.

“Hoyun, are you asleep?”

“......”

Even though it was still noisy outside with Dajun and Ichae's voices, he spoke in a small, almost whispering voice.

“Do you have some time today?”

“No.”

“...Really? Not at all?”

“...No. I do.”

He'd avoided me before, but now he was coming closer.

I didn't want to be alone with Jiwon, who was acting so strangely, so I tried to refuse.

But seeing him hesitating right in front of me made it hard to turn him down.

“Thank goodness! Do you want to go buy a cake with me?”

“The staff will probably bring one, though?”

“Haha, I just want to buy one myself. We don't have any schedules today, anyway.”

His gentle tone and anxious, light brown eyes.

The moment I sensed something strange, warning bells went off in my head.

What is this?

After living together for over a year, I knew he wasn't the type to get sentimental about his own birthday.

And normally, if I showed even a hint of annoyance, he would have withdrawn his suggestion immediately.

But why?

“...Where do you want to buy it?”

Why was he insisting with me?

Jiwon smiled faintly.

He almost looked nervous.

“The first floor of XX Hotel.”

That was the hotel Yoon Heeun used to frequent.

This was bad.

Very bad.

In my 33 years of life, I'd learned that bad premonitions never missed.
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“I have a really fucking bad feeling.”

I'd woken up early out of habit and made myself coffee, but I couldn't swallow a single sip and just sat at the table bouncing my leg. Kang Ichae glanced over and spoke up.

“What are you doing?”

“Something feels off.”

My bad-vibes radar is never wrong.

The moment he heard my answer, Kang Ichae's eyes darted between me and the room I shared with Seong Jiwon. Where Seong Jiwon was still inside.

With instincts like that, this bastard should be laying out a mat in the middle of Gangnam reading fortunes, not being an idol.

“You're only figuring that out now?”

The punk shook his head, dropped that loaded remark, breezed right past me, and disappeared into his room.

My leg shook even harder.

Doesn't someone other than the birthday person usually go buy the cake?

I wanted to grant pretty much any request Seong Jiwon made, but this one was seriously suspicious.

“Hoyun-ah, let's go.”

But when Seong Jiwon finally came out ready to leave, I followed without a word.

I half expected him to avoid eye contact again, but today he was all smiles and chatted warmly.

“They say the cakes here at the hotel are really good.”

“Yeah?”

“Mm-hm, supposedly amazing.”

His cheeks were even flushed, and he kept repeating himself. He seemed way more hyped than usual.

Seeing him like that, the petty resentment that had been bubbling up—wondering if I'd stuck my neck out for nothing, especially after yesterday—quietly retreated.

We moved without even a manager, fully armed with hats and masks.

Maybe because it was a weekday morning but the hotel was fairly empty.

“How about this one?”

“If you're buying, go with the biggest one. Jeong Dajun's an elephant these days.”

My mouth was answering on autopilot, but my mind was somewhere else entirely.

This was the hotel Yoon Heeun had been frequenting, and I was on high alert. If this place got linked to the rumors quietly circulating about Seong Jiwon, it would only lend them undeserved credibility.

Would it be better to get out as fast as possible?

Or should I loiter around the lobby so any sighting would get spun into a heartwarming account of members buying a birthday cake together?

“...Since we're here, want to grab a meal before we go?”

I was still deliberating when Seong Jiwon suddenly suggested eating and dragged me to the restaurant in the hotel's lobby lounge.

Thankfully, this place wasn't crowded either.

Watching me settle into a corner seat with practiced ease, half resigned to my fate, Seong Jiwon asked,

“Have you been here before?”

“A few times.”

I'd practically lived here, actually.

Not for any good reason. Just because of an investigative program I'd been working on. A colleague on the team had been digging into research and managed to piss off someone important before the project even properly started. It nearly got us all royally screwed.

I couldn't even remember how many days I'd spent pulling all-nighters holed up in this place.

I was resting my chin on my hand, gazing out the window, when I heard Seong Jiwon's voice, slightly trembling.

“So you have been here before.”

But the Seong Jiwon in front of me wore a calm expression.

I sipped the water the staff had brought over, thinking I should at least feed him something good since it was his birthday and then get us back to the dorms quickly. Then Seong Jiwon spoke again.

“About Yoon Heeun.”

“Pfft!”

The water going down my throat reversed course. I slapped my hand over my mouth, but water sprayed through the gaps between my fingers and dribbled down.

I knew I had a bad feeling!

So this was what he'd dragged me out here to talk about.

I pulled out napkins and wiped up, trying to wrangle the thoughts whipping through my head into some kind of order.

“Mm, we butted heads over everything, so I didn't have warm feelings toward him. But seeing him go down like that... I can't say it feels good either.”

“Well, he dug his own grave.”

Was having a lot of relationships really the problem? Look at Joo Woosung.

No—it was a problem.

But the guy's biggest issue was that he looked down on everyone around him.

“You saw those texts too, so you know... Yoon Heeun had been contacting me a lot. Said a lot of things that got under my skin.”

“Mm.”

“But I understand why he thought the way he did. My former agency was really... truly awful.”

I know.

Was there anyone here who didn't know D.Go was garbage?

“I know you went through a lot of trouble for my sake. Thank you.”

“......”

He didn't seem inclined to ask directly, the way he had at Christmas. But he clearly wanted to express his gratitude, so he was conveying it in a roundabout way.

I just shrugged at the consideration.

“They're not contacting you anymore, right?”

“Mm-mm. Not anymore. Seems like they're busy.”

I smiled back at Seong Jiwon as he lifted the corners of his mouth ever so slightly.

Ah, well.

It had been worth it—pouring in time, energy, and mental bandwidth to deal with all that tedious shit over and over.

If someone important to me didn't have to look at that garbage anymore, that alone was more than enough to offset every bit of trouble.

So he was nervous about saying this?

That's nothing.

We finished eating in a reasonably warm atmosphere and were having tea for dessert. I was thinking all I had to do now was head back and celebrate Seong Jiwon's birthday, when—

“You said you'd been here before.”

“And?”

“I've been here too, a long time ago... Because of my former agency.”

Hearing that, I peeled my back off the sofa and downed the rest of my tea in one go.

“Want to leave?”

Better to get up before unpleasant memories could surface.

But Seong Jiwon waved his hand.

“No, that's not it. Umm, where do I even start.”

Rolling his eyes as if sorting through his thoughts, Seong Jiwon spoke slowly.

“...First of all, nothing happened that you'd need to worry about. I only ever saw the lobby lounge. A company staff member told me we were going for a profile shoot, then just handed me a keycard and dropped me off at this hotel.”

I tried not to let a single expression show on my face.

“When was this?”

“Three years ago. It was my birthday that day.”

Did this kid just bring me here deliberately? Same day, same place?

...Why?

I had no idea what was going on, so I studied Seong Jiwon. Strangely, he looked as taut with nerves as the day of our first showcase.

“...I was just sitting in the lobby like an idiot when someone came up, acted like they knew me, and asked for the keycard. Definitely someone I'd never seen before.”

As if recalling that moment, the line of Seong Jiwon's lips curved faintly.

“So... I don't know why I did it, but I just handed over the keycard on impulse. Even now, looking back, I can't believe it.”

In that instant, I remembered what Seong Jiwon had said at Christmas.

—”There's someone I'm looking for.”

—”They helped me when I was going through a hard time.”

—”Right before I left my old agency.”

This sounds like my story...

“Remember what I told you before? That I was looking for someone who helped me when things were hard.”

“...Are you sure they helped you?”

“Ahaha, now that I think about it again, maybe not. But one thing's for sure.”

A clear, bright laugh spilled from Seong Jiwon's lips.

“They scared me.”

Me? Scared Seong Jiwon?

“What did they say again... That people like me were the most incomprehensible in the world, that if I kept living like a parasite what good would it do me later—”

“Ah, stop! You can stop there—”

“That could I really hold my head high and walk around.”

Hearing that speech pattern, I could be going 100 km/h and still know with certainty that was me, but I scrubbed my face with both hands and prayed it wasn't.

Ding!

But as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, the system window appeared, betraying my wishes.

[Some memories have been unlocked.]

It's me!

Fuck. I was losing it.

When I'd been desperately waiting for the scenario quest, there hadn't been a trace of it, but the moment I didn't want it, it showed up with impeccable timing.

—”...How old are you?”

I remembered it now. A slightly younger Seong Jiwon, sitting blank-faced in the lobby lounge I'd passed through earlier.

Back then, I'd needed the keycard Seong Jiwon was holding to clean up a mess my colleague had made.

Knowing full well what those keycards were given out for, I'd looked at him with contempt at first. But once I realized his agency had tricked him into coming, I think what I'd felt more than anything was really pity.

—”Don't do this kind of thing. You'll only regret it.”

—”...What am I supposed to do now?”

The Seong Jiwon I'd met back then was nothing like the one now.

Dry. Guarded. Aggressive.

Like someone who had no concept of what warmth was.

Probably because he had no room to spare for himself, let alone anyone else.

“Don't worry, that wasn't all they said.”

Seong Jiwon tapped the teacup he hadn't taken a single sip from.

“Like I said before—rough, but a good person to me. I was wavering so much back then, and it's basically because of them that I stayed in this industry.”

“......”

“And because of that, I'm here with you now.”

A gentle smile bloomed across Seong Jiwon's face, and at the same moment, the system window chimed.

Ding!

[You have earned “Seong Jiwon”'s complete trust.]

[Infamy points decreased.]

[You have heard all of “Seong Jiwon”'s past. Private status has been lifted.]

It's progressing like this all of a sudden?

The guy who said he only wanted to show good things and say pretty words to the people he cared about—what kind of change of heart did he go through to bring up something this deep?

It didn't seem like this was because I'd helped with the Yoon Heeun situation. He'd used that to open up, but the direction things were flowing felt wrong.

Let's get out of here.

Something more was coming. My bad-vibes radar was sending warnings.

“Right, well. Good thing you had someone like that.”

The moment I tried to wrap up the conversation and stand—

“I waited.”

Seong Jiwon's voice drove straight into my ears.

“I waited the whole time. No matter how much I searched, they weren't there. They were clearly an industry person, but no matter which broadcast station I searched, no matter which agency I looked through—nothing. They'd left such a strong impression, an unforgettable face, but I couldn't remember a single detail. As if someone had erased them on purpose.”

“......”

“But I clearly remember the way they talked and their presence. That's everything I have of that person, so I went over it countless times.”

With every word Seong Jiwon added, my unease grew.

“But you know what? About a week ago, one memory suddenly came back.”

The moment he said that, I simultaneously recalled the system window warning me things were unstable and to lay low, and Seong Jiwon hovering around me more than usual.

“They had a scar.”

Seong Jiwon's gaze slowly traced up my arm from below.

“...In exactly the same spot as yours. The same shape.”

Red emergency lights flared in my head, and I raced through the criteria for unlocking scenarios—criteria I'd glossed over just moments ago.

Resolving the incident alone couldn't be enough.

If it were that simple, I would've finished Seong Jiwon's scenario back at Christmas. And besides, he hadn't opened up to me like this back then.

Then it came down to the depth of trust.

Ding!

[Seong Jiwon, The Dawn's Main Vocal]

[Note: In the past, he received advice from Player “Seo Hoyun” and continued his trainee life without giving up on his dream. Having received a pivotal push from the Pl■yer in the past, ■■ Seong Jiwon tru■ts his benef■ctor Seo ■oyun.]

[Main scenar■o 57% compl■te.]

[Proceeding to next main chapter——]

Ding-a-ling!

Ding-a-ling!

Ding-a-ling!

Ding-a-li—

Din—



—.......

The alarms that had been ringing loud enough to burst my eardrums cut off abruptly, and the system window went black.

So, did the current Seong Jiwon trust me more than the Seong Jiwon from the previous world?

“Was it you?”

No.

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[E R ———]

[E ————]

[—————]

He simply equated then and now as one and the same.

The same trust.

If that was the case—

[Ch■ract■r “■iwon”—]

[Char■cter “Seong Ji■on” ■■■ the Pl■■■r—]

[Character “Seong ■iwon” su■pe■ts the Pla■■r—]

The dead system window flickered off, and a single new window rose in its place.

Ding!

[Character “Seong Jiwon” suspects the Player.]

“Hoyun-ah, was that you?”

Scenarios can be broken.
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Twenty-one-year-old Seong Jiwon’s days were utterly ordinary.

Classes, classes, classes, and practice.

Acting, dancing, singing.

“It's not like any of that's gonna get you anywhere. Why try so hard?”

“......”

He just loved singing that much.

Something as simple as hearing “Jiwon-ah, you're really good at singing” was enough to leave him soaked in happiness for the rest of the day.

His trainee period was anything but short.

He'd known what he wanted from a young age, and he knew his face was decent enough, so he'd gotten into the company relatively early.

“Jiwon-ah, I'm not just saying this because you're my baby—you really are beautiful. As you go through life, plenty of good things are going to come your way. So only say pretty things and only listen to pretty stories, okay?”

Those were the words his grandmother always had on her lips.

There were times he'd cried as he answered her, and times he'd beamed and pulled her into a hug.

But reality was always, without fail, unforgiving.

Halmoni. I'm sorry.

“You've been here that long and still can't debut. Don't you get it? You're not gonna make it.”

He'd clawed his way to the center position only to have it ripped away recently, and when he'd clawed back to first place in today's monthly evaluation, that was what came back at him.

“Aren't you sick of it? I sure am. Watching you cling on like a cockroach, desperately refusing to unstick.”

The guy in front of him was clearly below average in both looks and skill, yet he kept getting shoved into the debut lineup every single time.

Maybe that was why every time he saw the bastard, it felt like his long years of training were being trampled on.

Would it even be worth debuting if it meant being in the same group as someone like him?

At this point, he wasn't sure anymore.

One thing was clear, at least. That guy was decidedly not a good person to him.

“Yeah. Can't say it is.”

At some point, Seong Jiwon's days, once filled with nothing but practice, began ending with arguments against trainees who didn't know the first thing about respecting others.

“You're the one floundering around every day. How is that fun?”

“......!”

One line was all it took for the guy's face to go red and purple. That part was almost entertaining.

“Hey, Seong Jiwon!”

“Hyungjo-ya.”

He didn't think raw insults and venom suited him, and he wasn't particularly fond of them either, but he knew exactly how to put someone like the guy in front of him in his place.

“How about you spend the time you waste selling your body on actual practice instead?”

He looked down at the stupid face gaping wordlessly, then turned on his heel and walked out of the building.

Mm.

The truth was, he could feel himself growing more and more on edge these days.

And for good reason. D.Go had recently kicked off a new boy group project.

Last time it was “Your image doesn't match the group's” and before that, “You're too young”.

The “rejected” stamps slapped on him numbered more than he had fingers for.

He knew better than anyone that this was his last chance.

“Jiwon-ah, you're home?”

“Oh, Halmoni!”

The moment the front door opened and he heard his grandmother's voice, he scurried to her room and began kneading her shoulders with warm, affectionate hands.

“How was today?”

“Great, of course. Like always.”

Seong Jiwon put on a picture-perfect smile.

Even in a well-off household, the shadow of absent parents doesn't fade easily, so his grandmother was always careful with him.

“You've been looking busy lately, my puppy.”

“Yeah, I got into the debut lineup.”

“Oh, really? Are they treating you well?”

“There's a Director I trust and follow, at least...”

His gaze caught on the layers of wrinkles etched deep into his grandmother's face.

The thought that worrying over him had put them there stung somewhere inside, but it was still bearable.

“I just have to give it my all.”

His grandmother's wrinkles deepened further, and the corners of her eyes curved gently.

“That's right, that's right. Where in the world is there a child as lovely as our Jiwon-ie? But you mustn't overdo it, okay?”

“Of course not.”

Seong Jiwon tucked away his grandmother's words one by one, holding each close to his heart. The situation was far from ideal, but he didn't want to burden her with any more worry than she already carried.

His grandmother stroked his cheek lovingly as he answered without protest.

“But tomorrow's your birthday, so come home early, all right? I'll have lots of our Jiwon-ie's favorite foods ready.”

.

.

.

“Excuse me?”

One day, Director Jo pulled Seong Jiwon aside.

“I'm saying let's redo the profile shoot.”

Something felt off, seeing Director Jo smile so awkwardly.

“We already shot those a month ago.”

“I think it'd be better to reshoot. I hear the new boy group the company's planning is going to be a performance-focused group, and your profile photos have too soft an image. Oh—do you have anything else on your schedule today?”

Seong Jiwon couldn't answer right away.

Today was his birthday.

He remembered his grandmother telling him to come home early, but after a moment, he slowly shook his head.

Redoing the profile shoot once or twice wasn't going to be a problem.

“...No. I don't have anything.”

“Good. Then I'll drive you there.”

As if he'd been waiting for exactly those words, Director Jo immediately slung an arm around Seong Jiwon's shoulders and urged him toward the parking garage.

“Huh? Why would you...”

“No reason. Gotta have days like this once in a while.”

Director Jo seemed a little different from usual, which caught him off guard, but Seong Jiwon soon fell into step where the man led.

The reason he'd stayed at this place despite debut falling apart time after time was because of Director Jo. In this rotting, crumbling company, he was the one person Jiwon could trust and rely on.

“Then I'll leave it to you.”

And so, that day too, he believed.

Even if it was something special, it was the kind of thing you could write off as a small kindness.

“In the end, Seong Ji— is also ——, huh——...”

“Acting all cl—— and pur——, ——, —gure.”

As he passed through the hallway and waited for the elevator to the underground parking lot, he could feel other trainees whispering behind him.

It was the kind of thing he dealt with all the time, familiar enough. Yet for some reason, this time, it felt ominous.

Seong Jiwon hesitated for a moment, then quietly opened the recording app on his phone.

He felt a flash of guilt, as though he were doubting Director Jo, but he told himself there was never any harm in being careful.

Sitting in the passenger seat of the expensive foreign car, Seong Jiwon watched the buildings slide past.

All he could think about was how to finish the profile shoot quickly and get home.

“...I hear you've been practicing really hard.”

“I need to do more, ahaha.”

Director Jo broke a brief silence.

Seong Jiwon hung the smile he always wore at the corner of his lips.

Hard work and dedication don't betray you.

No matter how much the people around him wavered, he firmly believed that the time and blood and sweat he'd poured in would come back as something good.

No. The truth was, clinging to that scrap of belief was the only thing Seong Jiwon could do back then.

“...Hey, Jiwon-ah.”

The car that was supposed to take him to the profile shoot stopped in front of an unfamiliar hotel.

“Take this.”

“...Excuse me?”

Seong Jiwon had no idea what was happening. He looked around, bewildered, and Director Jo held out a small envelope.

The feeling of dread made him not want to take it. When he hesitated, Director Jo took his hand and pressed the envelope into it. In that instant, he understood exactly what this was.

“I really do care about you, and I didn't want to push you into something like this. But the company hasn't been in a good place lately.”

“......”

“At this rate, you won't debut next time either. The entire project might fall through. Let's be real. There's no shortage of kids who want to be celebrities. Are you really going to throw away this chance too?”

The envelope in Seong Jiwon's hand slowly crumpled. What Director Jo was saying, stripped bare, was simple: Do it, or I'll replace you with someone else.

After a pause, a small sigh reached his ears, followed by a voice softened to something almost soothing.

“...Just go inside. Contact me when it's over. It'd be better if nothing happens. For both of us.”

He wanted to pick it apart, point by point. But his mouth wouldn't open.

“Don't forget the cap.”

As if possessed by something, he stepped out of the car in a daze and walked into the hotel lobby.

He passed beneath a chandelier scattering light in every color and sank into one of the sofas arranged in the first-floor lounge.

Befitting a luxury hotel, the feel of the leather clinging to his body was excruciatingly vivid, and the scenery filtering in under the brim of his cap was cruelly sharp.

Rustle.

That was when he remembered the envelope he'd been clutching this whole time.

Seong Jiwon tore open the envelope and pulled out what was inside.

In his trembling hand was a card with a three-digit number engraved on it.

A room key, most likely.

“Ha, ha...”

He was sitting in a place that smelled pleasant and felt warm, and yet he felt like he'd been thrown into a gutter.

“Haha.”

Profile shoot, my ass.

Time, effort, his own convictions, and the person he'd relied on.

Everything crumbled into nothing.

“Wow. So this is how it was always going to end up.”

He stopped the self-mocking laugh that had spilled out before he could help it, pulled out his phone, and hit stop on the recording.

The more he retraced what had just happened, the more his insides felt like they were shriveling to dust.

What do I do?

Seong Jiwon wasn't stupid.

Wanting to make his dream come true was one thing. But crossing that line was something else entirely, and he had no intention of doing it.

Transfer to another agency?

If he did, there was no way he'd land at a major one. D.Go would do everything in their power to drag his name through the mud.

He erased that thought immediately.

Go public?

It'd feel satisfying, sure. But that would be all.

He'd either get sued, or—even if he didn't—he'd never set foot in the entertainment industry again.

Then what, blackmail?

If he waved the recording around, they'd at least stop making him do this shit.

But it was obvious they'd find some excuse to kick him out of the debut lineup afterward, and even if he somehow debuted, getting any kind of push would be out of the question.

He didn't have the ability—or, if he was being honest, the will—to keep fighting alone among those vipers of adults.

“...Ha.”

No matter what scenario he imagined, all that came back was suffocation.

The world looked black and white.

Seong Jiwon decided to throw everything away and put an end to it.

Let's just quit.

He'd waited too long with nothing to show for it.

It was time to stop agonizing over an uncertain tomorrow.

Just as Seong Jiwon, having made peace with everything, reached for the key card—

“Cheolsu-yaaa!!”

A shout calling for someone rang through the lobby.

It wasn't his name. He rose slowly from the sofa and pressed the brim of his cap down once—

“Hey, Cheolsu-ya. Where do you think you're going?”

“......?”

“Your hyung's here.”

An unfamiliar force pressed down hard on his shoulder.

A loose, swaggering tone of voice. A pleasant mid-low register that was close enough to feel.

“Not happy to see me? I've been waiting forever for you.”

He turned his head slightly to look at the stranger.

The man had a cap pulled low over his face, just like him.

Jiwon furrowed his brow, and the man lifted his face just enough.

He was handsome enough that even Seong Jiwon, who had spent years at a major agency, momentarily mistook him for a celebrity. But his complexion was pale, the skin around his eyes was dark, and his expression was cold.

“...Who are you?”

“Me?”

The corner of his mouth shot up in an amused grin.

“The guy who's here to wreck the place.”
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The man who said that plopped down on the sofa across from him with a snicker.

“Oh man, but you really made me wait forever. I've been rotting here for a whole week, and you took so long to show up I thought I was gonna die.”

“...What?”

“The hotel staff kept glaring at me. I barely managed to stop them from kicking me out.”

A dumbfounded sigh escaped Seong Jiwon's lips. No wonder the receptionist had been stealing glances ever since this man sat down in front of him.

One strange thing, though—their gaze didn't seem suspicious so much as... sympathetic.

“Oh, and for the record, our concept is long-lost half-brothers. Perfect for dodging annoying questions and milking sympathy.”

“......”

The lunatic who'd barged in said it like it was the most natural thing in the world. Jiwon couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

The hat made it hard to tell, but the man looked older than Jiwon.

Still, a bit young to be someone involved with this side of things.

Whether he was a con artist or someone from D.Go, Jiwon didn't know. And he didn't care to find out.

Everything was just tiresome. Frankly, whichever one he was, what did it have to do with him?

“My name's not Cheolsu.”

“No? Then are you Yeonghee?”[1]

The man crossed his legs and stared at him from under the brim of his hat. Then, with a practiced motion, he slipped a hand into his inner pocket, rummaged around a few times, and clicked his tongue before stopping.

“Tsk. I don't wanna drag this out either. Hand over the card key you've got.”

“......”

“Wait, does that sound like a threat? Hmm, I kinda need it though. Mind helping your hyung out here?”

Why the card key? How does he even know about it?

Jiwon tightened his grip on the card key in his hand.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“Oho, dropping formalities?”

“...What are you going to do with it, sir?”

When Jiwon switched back to formal speech, the man lifted the corner of his mouth slightly, propped his chin on his hand, and slouched deeper into the sofa.

“Hmm, you wanna know?”

He was smiling, but his eyes were cold and his tone was mocking.

Like he found Jiwon pathetic.

“You've got all your limbs working fine, so why go down such a dirty road? The kind of people I'll never understand are kids like you. Why go out of your way?”

His voice was light, but the content was anything but. He seemed to know exactly what Jiwon was here to do.

Every word he spoke drove into Jiwon like a spear.

What a piece of work.

“Hand over the card key and go home. Wash your feet and go to sleep.”

Jiwon wished the man in front of him would just disappear.

He needed to get upstairs before it was too late and take evidence photos.

And what on earth made this guy think he'd just hand it over willingly?

But the man held out his hand without a shred of shame.

“Why would I trust someone who showed up out of nowhere to pick a fight?”

“...Wow.”

The man let out a short laugh and ran a long finger along the tip of his eyebrow.

“Damn, you've got a mouth on you, huh?”

“Must take after my half-brother I just met today.”

Even though Jiwon had been dripping with sarcasm, the man only laughed harder.

If anything, he looked intrigued.

“You're real prickly. Can't let a single thing slide, can you?”

“Get to the point.”

“Basically, the person you were supposed to meet today—I've got some business with them. Some asshole caused a mess, and I've been busting my ass cleaning it up.”

Listening to the man's colorful vocabulary, Jiwon kept his eyes fixed on his hands, idly tapping the card key he was holding.

The man leaned forward, trying to catch his gaze. Even so, with the hat brim blocking his view, all Jiwon could see was around the man's chest.

“I know why you're here. Trying to debut, right?”

“......”

“Do you seriously think you'll get to debut just by going in there? No. Let's say you do debut. Then what? This will hang over you for the rest of your life. You okay with that? And can you really hold your head up in front of your fans?”

The mocking tone from moments ago had shifted to something almost coaxing.

Jiwon didn't feel much like arguing back.

I already know all that.

His reason for going upstairs wasn't about debuting.

It was just that he didn't have many options to choose from, and among them, he'd picked the one that could scratch D.Go even a little. Gathering as much evidence as possible and exposing them. That was all.

Just then, the default ringtone blared from the man's pocket. He pulled out the phone, checked the caller ID, and hung up without hesitation.

“Ah, damn it.”

But every time he tried to pick up the conversation again, calls kept pouring in one after another. Eventually, the man spat out a string of curses and turned off his phone entirely.

“Alright, so the card key—”

Jiwon, who'd been quietly watching all of this, took off his hat out of sheer frustration.

As he swept back his messy hair, his eyes met squarely with the man's, who'd been shoving his phone back into his pocket.

“......”

“...Oh.”

The man stopped mid-sentence and drew in a slight breath.

As the silence stretched on and Jiwon tilted his head in confusion,

“What are you so desperate about that you're doing this?”

“...Excuse me?”

The man spoke again.

“...Hey, how old are you? You look young.”

“Out of nowhere?”

“Just answer.”

“...Twenty-one.”

“Twenty-one? Ah, well, if he were to debut...”

The man's eyes swept Jiwon up and down.

“Same age as that guy...”

What?

Jiwon studied the man through narrowed eyes.

He stroked his chin with one hand, seemingly lost in thought for a moment, then asked in a noticeably softer tone,

“Let hyung ask you something. Were you forced to come here?”

“Why?”

“Answer me.”

“...Even if I said yes, would you believe me? Nothing's going to change anyway.”

The man burst out laughing.

“Who says nothing will change?”

“What?”

Then he looked Jiwon straight in the eye.

“Give me the card key, and hyung will flip this whole thing upside down.”

“What do you—”

“Seeing how tight you're gripping that thing, you're probably planning to do something on your own, but it won't work. Don't waste your energy. Leave it to me.”

“......”

“I'm good at raising hell. My team says I practically have a PhD in being a thug.”

It was an absurd claim, but the man was dead serious. And brimming with confidence.

Maybe that's why it actually felt like he could pull it off.

“So give that to hyung and forget about it. I'll handle everything from here.”

“......”

“Got it?”

With his eyes cast downward, all Jiwon could see were his own restless feet.

This was someone he'd never met before in his life. He didn't know the man's name, his job, or even his age.

There wasn't a single reason to trust him, and yet Jiwon wanted to, like being lured in by the devil's whisper.

“You don't have to worry about a thing.”

As if sensing that hesitation, the man's hand lightly tapped Jiwon's—the one clutching the card—a few times, then slowly slid it free.

“Good boy.”

He murmured it in a low voice, gave Jiwon a light pat on the back, then stood up and vanished just like that.

Even after the man left, Jiwon sat there in a daze for a long while.

...Why did I let him take it?

He couldn't even make sense of it himself.

Everything had flowed so naturally.

As if it had all been planned from the start.

Letting out a sigh and rubbing his face with dry hands, Jiwon suddenly realized something. If that man used the card key in any way, the fallout would land squarely on him. After all, the person who'd received the card key was Seong Jiwon himself.

He couldn't just go back like this.

Get it together.

He didn't want to ruin everything over something stupid before he'd even gotten the chance to expose D.Go.

He needed to find that man and get the card key back. Or at the very least, find out what he'd done with it.

About thirty minutes passed as he paced around the lounge.

Just as he was debating whether to go upstairs, it finally hit him that there might be another exit.

He approached the receptionist, the one who'd been eyeing him and the man earlier, and spouted the same half-brother story, asking if there were any other doors.

Sure enough, there was a back exit leading through the parking garage to the emergency stairwell.

The moment he stepped outside, raindrops began falling one by one from the pitch-black sky.

Thinking he might have already missed his chance, his steps quickened, but the thick smell of cigarette smoke hit his nose first.

“Stop making me do this crap, for fuck's sake.”

It was the voice from earlier.

“I don't even know what I do for a living anymore. Did I get hired to wipe other people's asses—what do you mean, 'what do we do?' The bastard's got nothing but money, going on about 'how much do you want?' Thinks he's hot shit. Everyone's the same once they're dead.”

From a tucked-away smoking area outside the hotel, the man's colorful vocabulary was on full display once again.

He must have been holding back earlier, because Jiwon was learning for the first time just how many different swear words existed in the world.

“Anyway, I've wrapped things up here, so don't worry about it. Just get me that meeting you promised. And give the guys some time off.”

The man casually pulled the phone away from his ear and dug a finger into it a few times. Even from a distance, Jiwon could tell the person on the other end was screaming.

“Yep, hanging up now~.”

He cut off the other person's endless stream of words clean and hung up.

Then he shoved the phone into his back pocket and took a deep drag on the cigarette dangling from his lips.

“If he's got a problem with it, he can do it himself. Pain in the ass...”

As the man exhaled a cloud of white smoke and flicked off the ash, his eyes locked directly onto Jiwon, who'd been standing awkwardly by the back door.

“Cheolsu?”

“......”

He'd come here with plenty to say and plenty to verify, and yet—

“...I'd rather be Yeonghee.”

that was the first thing out of his mouth.

The man cackled at the response, then asked casually,

“Came to see how I raised hell?”

“...How did you do it?”

“Beyond your wildest imagination.”

So he wasn't going to tell him.

“Don't worry. I handled it so nothing comes back on you.”

With the cigarette clamped between his teeth, the man's words came out slightly slurred.

“Guess I'm getting old. I keep sticking my nose where it doesn't belong, even when I know I shouldn't. Don't do stuff like this. You'll only regret it.”

Right in front of Jiwon, the man pulled out the card key and crushed it in his bare fist. Then he tossed it into the ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts, and for good measure, pressed the lit cigarette in his mouth against it until it sizzled.

“Once filth sticks to you, it follows you to the grave.”

It was a warning: Don't even think about going back in there.

Rummaging through his jacket, the man added,

“...And there are people like me who jump to the wrong conclusions.”

He seemed to be referring to the way he'd mocked Jiwon earlier.

Seeing him look sheepish actually put Jiwon in a good mood.

“Is that an apology?”

“Do you really have to say it out loud? You don't look the type, but damn, you're pushy.”

That made Jiwon laugh a little.

The man pulled out another cigarette and held it in his mouth without lighting it. When he caught Jiwon's laugh, he cracked open one lazy eye.

“...What do I do now?”

“Figure it out yourself, kid. It's not like I'm gonna live your life for you.”

The man spat out the unlit cigarette he'd been chewing on.

“Your agency's D.Go, right? So... idol trainee?”

“Yes.”

“How many years have you been training?”

“Seven.”

“Seven... Seven?! Not seven months?”

Shock colored the man's eyes as he stared at Jiwon.

“Dude, with that face, why—?”

“......”

“Is the agency blind? Are you a terrible singer? Or can't you dance?”

He'd been pushed aside now, but he used to be the center. And he'd ranked first in this month's evaluation too.

Apparently, having the face and the skills and putting in the effort still wasn't enough.

Swallowing the words that had risen to the tip of his tongue, Jiwon only shrugged.

The truth was, he knew perfectly well that his luck was abysmal.

“What's your name?”

“...Jiwon. Seong Jiwon.”

Seong Jiwon. The man rolled the name around in his mouth a few more times, his expression complicated.

“Long-term trainee with decent visuals. Stick around in this industry a bit longer.”

“...What's it to you?”

“Playing hard to get? I can see it in your eyes. You're still dripping with attachment.”

The man untied the shirt knotted around his waist with a faint smile.

Come to think of it, he'd been wearing that shirt earlier.

“I'm saying this because I think a good opportunity's coming your way soon.”

The man tossed out those cryptic words as he pulled the shirt back on.

Jiwon was about to ask if he was someone in the broadcast industry, but he froze.

When the man moved, a faint, snaking scar peeked out from under his left black short sleeve—an unusual shape, like a serpent cutting across his skin.

The man couldn't have missed where Jiwon's gaze was directed, but he said nothing and simply opened his umbrella.

“Got an umbrella?”

“Yeah.”

Even if he'd said no, his grandmother's compact umbrella was tucked safely inside his bag, as always.

“Sharp as you look. I just bought mine.”

The man gave a lazy wave and walked off under his umbrella. Thinking there was no way that was the end of it, Jiwon called out to his retreating back,

“What was that about earlier? About seeing each other again?”

“Jesus, kid. Already obsessed with hyung?”

“......”

Just as he was starting to regret asking, the man turned around with a snicker.

“Don't worry, you'll know right away when you see it.”

One corner of his mouth curled up.

“Let's meet again.”

He left the hotel without looking back.

Jiwon stayed rooted to the spot until the man's footsteps were drowned out by the thickening rain.

...He looks like a different person when he smiles.

In the end, he'd learned nothing and asked nothing.

Even if every word the man said turned out to be a lie and the consequences hit him by tomorrow, the feeling right now wasn't half bad.

He started mulling over what to do next, just like the man told him, when he heard hushed voices nearby.

“Hey, did you see what happened with that nightmare guest on the 41st floor?”

Sounded like hotel staff who'd stepped out for a smoke on their break.

“Insane, right? Some random intruder barged in, and the guest starts shrieking about trespassers, hurling everything in sight. Stuff that was nailed down and stuff that wasn't...”

“And the other guy had nerves of steel. Ashtrays and whatever else flying at him and he didn't even flinch. Just stood there grinning. Then he said something and that asshole couldn't even squeak.”

Jiwon knew instantly who they were talking about.

“But isn't it weird? That's the VIP floor. You can't even get off the elevator without a designated card key. Where'd the intruder come from?”

“Who cares. Watching that nightmare guest run off was the most satisfying thing I've seen all month. Honestly, I wish that guy would show up every time we get a problem guest...”

“......”

“......”

“......”

The staff, who'd belatedly noticed Jiwon standing in the smoking area, clamped their mouths shut and scurried back inside the hotel.

A hell-raising master, huh.

Half-brother, intruder, hell-raising master.

Jiwon pictured the man's smug face and let out a quiet laugh.

Then he pulled his umbrella out of his bag, opened it, and headed for his agency.

At this late hour, the company lobby was quiet.

Seven years of trainee life taught you a thing or two—like how to get through the entrance without swiping your card, or how to turn off the security cameras. Tricks for sneaking out for a smoke or late-night snacks had been passed down among the long-term trainees.

Once inside, he shut off the cameras and headed straight for the CEO's office. A putting mat and golf clubs that the CEO had been obsessed with lately always occupied the corner.

He picked out the heaviest club and carried it down to the practice room.

The mirrors he'd faced every single day for seven years without missing one stared back at him.

“Hm.”

His own reflection looked unfamiliar.

Did I always look like this?

He raised one hand, touched his cheek, and slowly stepped back.

Then—

CRASH!!

He swung the golf club into the mirror.

The crunch of glass underfoot accompanied him as he moved to the next one.

CRASH, CRASH!!

Shards flew in every direction with each deafening blow.

Smashing every mirror didn't take long at all.

He threw the golf club to the floor and looked around.

Unlike before, the practice room felt small and dark.

And just like that, he realized none of this had ever mattered.

Let's go home.

Jiwon suddenly missed his grandmother terribly.

As he was slipping through the lobby, someone shouted from behind.

“You crazy son of a bitch!”

He turned around to see the trainee who always picked fights with him.

The guy must have been at the company. He'd probably come running after hearing the noise.

“You—are you seriously insane? Seong Jiwon, you broke the practice room mirrors, didn't you?! I'm telling everyone!”

“Hmm...”

He'd pay for the damages if they asked, sure.

Jiwon tilted his head with deliberate innocence.

“Hyeongjo, what are you talking about?”

And flashed a bright smile.

“Got any proof?”

Leaving the other guy gaping in shock, he walked out of the company.

His sluggish steps grew faster the closer he got to home.

The moment he opened the front door, he ran straight to his grandmother.

“...Grandma.”

“My little puppy's home?”

“Hehe, yeah.”

The warm embrace and his grandmother's soft, familiar scent brought the tiniest prick of tears to his eyes.

Even as her grandson buried his face in her shoulder and sniffled, his grandmother only held him tighter. She didn't ask a single question.

With that, the reckless urge to throw everything away finally settled.

Seong Jiwon knew himself well.

He would never be able to easily give up on the dream of becoming an idol that he'd held for so long.

“Grandma's little puppy is home.”

Even in this very moment, he desperately wanted to be on stage, singing.

The next day, just as the man had said, nothing happened to Jiwon.

That same day, he left D.Go for good.




1 Cheolsu (철수) and Yeonghee (영희) are the generic placeholder names in Korea, like “John Doe” and “Jane Doe” in English. “Cheolsu” is for male while “Yeonghee” is for female.
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Am I totally screwed right now?

Seong Jiwon stared at me with unwavering eyes.

Overlaid on that face was the younger, softer version of Seong Jiwon from three years ago.

Back then, I'd been in the middle of planning a new show, so I figured someone with his looks and backstory would be easy enough to hype up and make famous. I'd told him not to give up on his idol dreams.

But the program kept getting scrapped and delayed, and by the time the concept was finally locked in and the air date was set, Seong Jiwon was nowhere to be found.

Whether that was because he'd debuted as no-name idol under Daepaseong, or because my memory was just shot, I couldn't say.

No, that's not the point right now.

Either way, I'd been forcibly summoned into the setup Seong Jiwon had arranged.

I could see why he'd been acting so out of character and dragged me all the way here. He had wanted to test me in the same place as back then. Watch my reaction and confirm his suspicions.

“...Hoyun-ah.”

The person Seong Jiwon was looking for was definitely me.

Me, the PD.

But realistically, my face back then wouldn't have looked like my 21-year-old face. On top of that, I thought I had been pretty subtle about hinting I was someone on the broadcast side. So, why was Seong Jiwon so rock-solid certain?

“......”

Even if I was the right person, the contradictions were endless. Was he really willing to believe it despite all that?

My survival instincts kicked in, and my brain started spinning at full speed to figure out how to weasel my way out of this.

The system window that had flashed ERROR disappeared after informing me that Seong Jiwon was suspicious of me, and it hadn't reappeared since.

Aside from today, the ERROR had only popped up twice before.

Once when Min Jiheon used his ability to try separating me from the system, and the second when I leaked the penalty on my own during Shining Star Season 2.

I can't let it happen again.

What the system had said recently clung to a corner of my mind like a stubborn crumb.

That the system was unstable. That things were becoming increasingly unpredictable going forward.

A warning that it wouldn't end well for the player either.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“...Y-yeah!”

Having quickly sorted through the situation, I deliberately furrowed my brows as if troubled and rubbed the tip of one eyebrow with my index finger.

“Was that guy as good-looking as me?”

Time to break out the specialty move.

Deny everything and double down.

“That's so weird. I mean, I know I'm decent-looking, but my face isn't exactly common.”

“...But, Hoyun-ah.”

Seong Jiwon lowered his gaze slightly and spoke.

“Your face really isn't common, that's the thing... it's just too—too strange. You two look so alike. The way you talk, your vibe, even the placement of the scar, the shape. I keep wondering if I'm going crazy.”

Well yeah, because it IS me.

“Wow, that's wild.”

“...Wild...”

“So, this guy looks just like me?”

No matter what excuse he tried to string together, the timeline fell apart no matter how you bent it.

I had a convenient alibi, only made possible because I'd leapt across ten years.

“...Someone who looks like you?”

Seong Jiwon tilted his head slightly to one side and murmured.

His tone was a mix of lingering doubt and a touch of deflation.

Still, even Jiwon seemed to know his theory was closer to a reach than anything.

Just when I thought he might finally drop it, he suddenly played a different card.

“A-Also, there's something else. During Christmas, you asked me those three questions, Hoyun. I kept thinking, how did you know all that so perfectly...”

– “Was he someone who works at a broadcast station?”

– “Did he smoke?”

– “He was a total asshole, right?”

Questions I'd thrown out expecting the main scenario to trigger.

“But what if... what if you were actually him—”

I cut off his words mid-sentence, stammered out like he was grasping at straws.

“Hey, that hurts.”

“...Huh?”

Two specialty moves weren't cutting it, so I decided to add one more.

The classic “So that's all I am to you?” play.

“I get that this person helped you out, but what about me, then?”

I drooped my eyes and jutted out my lower lip.

“I think I treated you really well during the whole The Dawn thing.”

Since I hadn't used this skill in a while, I kept sneaking glances at Jiwon to check if it was landing.

“I totally understand that person is your savior, and I'm not gonna tell you to stop looking for them. But hear me out too. I'm not nobody to you, right?”

“......”

“Right?”

“...Right.”

Jiwon, who had been quietly listening, slowly nodded.

I couldn't read what he was thinking from his expression.

Figuring the situation was more or less handled, I grabbed the cake I'd just bought and stood up. Jiwon awkwardly trailed behind.

I paid for the food with a card and walked out through the lobby. Not a word from him the entire time.

I feel kinda bad.

Lying had never been a big deal to me, but something about this left a bitter taste.

I hadn't even been all that nice to him, so why was he so desperate to find me?

Honestly, part of me wanted to just tell him. Yeah, I'm the person you've been looking for.

But I couldn't predict what lay ahead, and with the system this unstable, the last thing I wanted was to add another variable: Seong Jiwon figuring out who I really was.

“Let's head back. The guys are waiting.”

“...Oh, oh, yeah.”

Jiwon answered a beat late, like his mind had been elsewhere, then smiled softly, as if carefully folding away the emotions threatening to spill over.

“The guys are gonna love this cake. Let's hurry back and dig in.”

“Sure.”

We crossed the lobby chatting like nothing had happened.

“What are you doing when we get back?”

“Maybe I'll watch your birthday live.”

We hailed a taxi through the app and headed for the dorm.

The sky had been overcast with thick clouds, and little by little, raindrops began to fall.

“It's raining.”

“Oh, yeah.”

I was debating whether to ask the driver to drop us right in front of the dorm instead of the main road when Jiwon rustled around beside me, pulled a small folding umbrella from his bag, and held it out.

He seemed a little low on energy, so I said it jokingly.

“Oh damn, you even brought an umbrella?”

“Yeah.”

“Sharp as you look...”

The moment the words left my mouth, I bit the inside of my cheek.

“...Sharp as you look...”

– “Sharp as you look...”

That was what I'd said to Seong Jiwon on that day. A day just like this one, with the rain drizzling down.

I turned my face away and fixed my gaze on the car window, where fat raindrops dotted the glass.

A sharp, gut-level certainty that I was screwed sent cold sweat trickling down my spine.

Jiwon was quiet too, whatever he was thinking.

Silence had never felt this heavy.

The second we arrived at the dorm, I bolted out of the taxi and strode through the rain.

Run. If he catches me, just play dumb. Deny everything.

Behind me, I heard the splash-splash of footsteps hitting puddles.

“Hoyun-ah!”

Jiwon grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. Slightly out of breath, he tilted the open umbrella toward me.

“Hoyun-ah, listen.”

My heart was hammering. My mind was a wreck.

Every nerve was on edge, bracing for whatever sentence was about to come out of Jiwon's mouth and how I'd have to respond.

But—

“You might not know this, but the truth is...”

“H-huh?”

“I'm actually really jealous, and greedy, and my personality's honestly pretty bad.”

What came out was something totally unexpected.

“But weirdly, from the very first moment I met you, I just genuinely wanted to be good to you.”

The first time... That would be the day I barged into Daepaseong and raised hell trying to get a song from Cheongbeom. Jiwon had been the only one to welcome me.

“Maybe it's like you said—because you and that person look so much alike.”

The rain came down harder, soaking Jiwon's shoulders.

“Don't be hurt. You mean more to me now. It's just... I really wanted to say thank you to him.”

Jiwon's lowered lashes slowly lifted, and his clear eyes turned toward me.

“I don't know why, but when he said 'let's meet again' back then, it meant something huge to me. I held onto those words and kept going—”

Jiwon's voice flowed without a single hitch, as if he'd rehearsed this a hundred times.

I pressed my lips tight and fought to keep my expression from cracking.

“and that's why I'm standing right here.”

“......”

He was drenched himself, but Jiwon noticed the rain hitting my shoulder and carefully brushed it off before meeting my eyes.

“Thanks to you, hyung.”

And then he smiled, just slightly.

A look that was part nervous, part relieved.

“I wanted to promise I'd pay this debt back no matter what but—ahaha...”

Pay me back? For what?

I looked at him and swallowed a sigh.

“...Hey.”

I pushed the umbrella toward Jiwon and spoke.

“I have zero clue what you're talking about, but let's get one thing straight.”

There was one line that really bugged me.

“You'd still be standing here even without that person.”

“...Huh?”

“Look in the mirror. With a face like yours, if you're not an idol, who is?”

Setting aside my personal taste entirely, looked at objectively from every angle—it was the honest truth.

Charisma, talent, looks.

Any one of those, paired with effort, was enough to make a living. And Jiwon had charisma, talent, AND looks on top of putting in twice the work of everyone else.

The reason Daepaseong's practice room lights were on every single day was Seong Jiwon and no one else.

“You were just born that way, you bastard.”

Jiwon stared at me wide-eyed, blank-faced, then burst out laughing.

“Ah....”

“......”

“Ah, Seo Hoyun, seriously.”

The laughter that went on and on eventually turned into sniffles.

“You're right. I was born to be an idol.”

“Obviously.”

He'd probably keep suspecting me. No—looking back on our conversation, he was already convinced.

But as long as I stayed here, the truth would only ever be one thing.

The “Seo Hoyun” from that day was not the “Seo Hoyun” standing here now.

Can't be helped.

That's just how life works.

Sometimes you know the truth and have to bury it anyway.

Just like how I pretended not to hear Jiwon's quiet crying, lost in the sound of the rain.

“...Hoyun-ah.”

“Yeah.”

“I left the cake in the taxi.”

“No wonder you bolted out so fast.”

When I played along, Jiwon rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and cracked a small grin.

“It's fine. I'll buy you something even better on your next birthday.”

“...Yeah.”

Even though I hadn't recognized him because of the scenario, we'd found each other again, just like this.

One way or another, I'd kept the words I'd said.

I called his name, his eyes rimmed red and nose flushed.

“Jiwon-ah.”

Seong Jiwon, who was kind even to a selfish bastard like me, right to the very end.

“Happy birthday.”

You don't have to keep your promise.
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[Happy birthday, Jiwon-ah!]

Seong Jiwon's eyelids seemed unusually swollen and the corners of his eyes were a bit red, but he looked happier than usual. The Noeuls just thought it was a problem with the lighting.

Though some ridiculous rumors occasionally circulated, the fans weren't too concerned. They knew Seong Jiwon wasn't the type to be swayed by such things.

[Aigoo, our Jiwon ㅠㅠ Happy birthday]

[Thank you for singing for us, Jiwon-ah!]

“Ahaha, I'm really thankful too.”

Everyone thought Seong Jiwon's birthday would end happily.

[What is this picture for real]

But late that night, after the live stream ended, a single photo was posted to an online community. The Dawn's fandom couldn't hide their bewilderment.

[Seriously, what the hell is this????????]

The heavily zoomed-in photo showed Seong Jiwon with his head hung low in front of their dorm. Seo Hoyun stood there, quietly looking at him.

The problem was the atmosphere.

Seong Jiwon looked like he was crying.

[I want to bash them for taking pictures like this without permission when it's not even an official schedule...

......

......

but the picture was just too shocking]

[Ah, fuck, why would you take a picture]

[Taking the picture is seriously messed up, but I'm really curious about what's going on]

[What's going on, why is Seo Hoyun comforting him]

[Ah ㅠㅠ Maybe Jiwon saw something on the internet... I feel like I'm going to go crazy and pull my own hair out right now]

No one could figure out what had happened. A huge commotion erupted on online communities and various social media platforms. A flood of questions poured into The Dawn's official Instagram, Twitter, and PopPop.

However, the fans couldn't get any answers.

Seo Hoyun, who showed up on PopPop almost every day, was a master at pretending he knew nothing. He did a solo live stream with his usual expression and ignored all comments related to the photo.

[Right... Let's stop asking ㅠ]

[Stop overdoing it by asking directly... It seems like SHY doesn't want to talk about a member's business either]

[Ha... Half of me wants to be a fan who respects the artist's life... and the other half is so damn curious I want to headbang to a jajinmori rhythm[1] at Daepaseong

└ The Dawn-mori rhythm

Deongideong kungdeodeo The Dawn kungideong kung The-the-the-the Dawn

└└ This is so fucking annoying

You don't have to show off that you're a Kang Ichae fan]

It seemed Seo Hoyun himself didn't want to mention it, so everyone tried to restrain themselves from getting too invested.

“Hoyun-ah!”

Seong Jiwon opened the door and came in, wearing a smile as bright as a flower in full bloom.

“Seong Jiwon is here.”

[For a second, I thought I'd turned my screen brightness all the way up]

[Wow, look how calm Seo Hoyun is

└ His immunity to Seong Jiwon is insane.]

[Seong Jiwon's flower scent is overwhelming...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck, Jiwon-ah, you are my freesia, my lavender, my lilac...]

After Seong Jiwon took a seat, he and Seo Hoyun exchanged a few words. Just as the live stream got into full swing again, Seong Jiwon saw a comment related to the photo and was taken aback.

[Jiwon-ah, did you cry by any chance?ㅜㅜ]

“Huh? Me?”

Seo Hoyun subtly turned his face away and took a long sip of the lemonade on the table through a straw.

Seong Jiwon tilted his head and scanned the comments, genuinely seeming not to know about the controversy. After grasping the general situation, he made a small sound of realization.

“......”

Then, he mischievously raised the corners of his mouth.

“That was Hoyun making me cry.”

“Pfft!”

Seo Hoyun spat out his drink.

While the sour lemonade made him choke and gag, Seong Jiwon just giggled.

It was a joke born from a slight grudge against Seo Hoyun, but when rumors of discord started to circulate later, the two had to sit in front of the camera and do another live stream.

“Hurry up and apologize.”

“I'm sorry, it was a joke.”

Only after they posted a clarification video did the talk about the photo die down. They explained that Seong Jiwon had cried from happiness after hearing a touching birthday message and receiving a promise from Seo Hoyun for a great birthday present next year.

After that, Seong Jiwon seemed to find teasing Seo Hoyun fun and was occasionally seen playing pranks on him.

By this point, the hearts of the Noeuls, which had been like an active volcano ready to erupt, had all turned into warm, fluffy steamed buns.

[Is there really a colleague in this world who cries just from a birthday greeting... We'll never know what they talked about, but why does this feel so heartwarming...]

[And I fucking love how SHY didn't say anything because it was JWS's business...is this what you call a real man...]

[But the kids really do lean on each other a lot...ㅜ It seems especially so this year. Then again, if my agency was Daepaseong, I'd have no one to lean on but each other either

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The fans even made and shared GIFs of a startled Seo Hoyun coughing, delighting in their heartwarming relationship.

[Title: The Dawn is seriously ridiculousㅡㅡ

Ha... I really didn't want to say this but.

└ Why, what is it, just say it

└└ I just want SHY-ie to be happy

└└ Keuk ㅠ Making a girl cry this early in the morning

└└ What are you guys doing...]

Even though their schedule was visibly packed, The Dawn continued to pour out self-produced content without stopping.

[Title: I think attracting new fans is what's important for The Dawn right now

Because once they're in, the members grab them so tiiiightly that escape is impossible anyway.

That bastard Seo Hoyun still has perfect attendance on PopPop and takes care of the fans.

There was that one week he didn't show up... but it still makes my blood boil to think about it, so I'll pass...

└ Huh? When was that?

└└ Around the Shining Star 2 finale ㅠ

└└ Ah... that time. Daepaseong can die]

[But they really are consistent with their self-produced content...

Behind-the-scenes, music video reactions, challenges.

It seems like they do everything that's trendy these days...

Honestly, I think Daepaseong is doing a good job.

└ What are you talking aboutㅡㅡ

└└ Because I'm a fan of Lea Purple...

└└ Ah... I'm sorry.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅠ Don't understand me ㅠ]

Even fans of other groups acknowledged their content-producing ability.

Also, with both Shining Star Season 1 and 2 being serviced overseas through OTT platforms, The Dawn's influx of international fans had skyrocketed.

[A rabbit? w No way. This guy is definitely a cat]

Although they were still bickering with the Japanese fans about Seo Hoyun's representative animal.

[This is the land of rabbits. If you don't like it, you can leave.

└ I'm already an international fan, so I'm not in Korea.

└└ Whoops]

[Daepaseong must be living the good life these days. Did you see their 2nd quarter revenue? The 3rd quarter revenue is going to be insane too.

└ ㄷㄷ Wow, Min Jiheon was the Boy Breadwinner, and now it looks like The Dawn is sharing the top spot with him.

└└ Well, Min Jiheon's disaster movie did fucking well too. How did it get that many viewers in this day and age ㅋㅋㅋ]

Since their Japanese debut was successful, all eyes were on when and to what extent Daepaseong would send The Dawn abroad.

Many Noeul were anxious, as some agencies would get excited by an excessive influx of international fans and send their groups on endless international tours like a revolving door.

However, fortunately, there had been no announcement of an overseas tour yet.

Instead,

《Berlin K-Pop Concert, The Dawn Confirmed to Join Lineup》

The Dawn was included in the lineup for a K-Pop concert in Europe that had been confirmed a while ago.

[?????????]

[Europe out of nowhere]

[Don't they usually go to America first? Why Europe?]

It was already a done deal with news articles out, but the fans who held a lot of ill will toward Daepaseong were not pleased with this development.

Still, on the official accounts, they wrote only pretty words like these.

[THE DAWN, our sweethearts who always think of Noeuls <3 So cool. Be careful in Europe, we'll be waiting!]

[So, so proud of our The Dawn kids!]

But behind the scenes, they were saying things like this.

[Those fucking bastards... an overseas concert...

Whose idea was this.

Right, fuck, the kids have to make money...]

[If it's K-Pop, can't they do it in Korea? K stands for Korea. Since when did Europe become K-Europe?]

[I think those bastards at Daepaseong are doing this to test the waters and see how popular they are overseas.

└ I can understand testing the waters, but why Europe?ㅠ]

[They're even filming a documentary]

[Ugh ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Noeul reacted with disgust to the word 'overseas' as if they were allergic to it, but they tried to calm themselves, thinking at least it wasn't a 'tour'.

[Ah, fuck]

However, those efforts became futile when the lineup and performance order for the Berlin K-Pop Concert were revealed.

The order was The Dawn, High Five, then Lea Purple.

[wh you son of a bitch~~~!!]

Although it was only a slight difference at best, the performance order was a direct measure of popularity, making it a very sensitive issue.

In the end, The Dawn's fandom had to burn with fury for a while.


From the moment we headed to Incheon Airport, I had made up my mind.

I should avoid running into High Five as much as possible.

However, as if to betray my wish, Kang Yeonhu approached me at the airport entrance with a beaming smile.

“Ah! Seo Hoyun!”

“Senior Yeonhu.”

I could understand it when the cameras were rolling, but the guy annoyingly stuck to my side even after we passed through immigration at the gate.

What's with this bastard?

I immediately turned to look at Kang Yeonhu.

“What is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are you acting like this when you should know better? I can let the last broadcast slide, but don't you know there's nothing to gain from us being seen together right now?”

If there was a firm difference in our idol recognition level, like with Joo Woosung, our fandoms wouldn't have such fierce checks and balances even if we acted close.

However, Kang Yeonhu was from the same survival show and was often compared to me like a rival. There was more to lose than to gain.

“Ahaha, just because.”

Hearing my words, Kang Yeonhu smiled, his gentle eyes crinkling.

“I wanted to see you flustered, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

It seems what happened last time bothered him more than I thought.

“Hmph.”

But, so what? What does he want me to do about it?

With an artificial smile, I snatched the neck pillow from Kang Yeonhu's hand. I kindly placed it around his neck and whispered quietly.

“You should leave quietly before I decide to one-up you.”

“......”

Seeing Kang Yeonhu stiffen in an instant, I winked.

“...I'll go.”

“Yep, take care~.”

Now used to my antics, Kim Seonghyeon put his passport into his bag and asked.

“Of all the people in the world... why do people from WH Entertainment always do this to you?”

“Are you jealous?”

“Stop saying such horrible things!”

I left the appalled Kim Seonghyeon behind, walked at a leisurely pace, and organized my thoughts.

Kang Yeonhu is dealt with.

The Dawn's strategy for this European venture could be divided into three phases.

The first of those phases had already begun the moment we entered the airport.

Of course, Jeong Dajun, who knew nothing, was busy chattering excitedly.

“Hyung, hyung! When we get to Europe~! Don't you think there'll be foreign fans WHOOSH~! filling up the space from here to there, cheering for us?”

“......”

“Am I maybe going to become the Asia Prince?”

“Bouncy.”

I pressed my thumb and index finger against Jeong Dajun's lips, sealing them shut.

“Shut it for a bit.”

“I'm alweady shudding id. (I'm already shutting it.)”

“......”

Then I looked at the documentary film crew walking a short distance away.

“First, let's get a good look at the local reaction...”

“Yes, yes, I think it's better to start filming from the airport. We can also get some fans encountering a Korean idol for the first time.”

“Let's also film interviews with the participating idols. We can mix in some stuff about how amazing the Hallyu wave is. I hear that national pride content is the trend these days, right?”

“HAHAHA!”

As expected.

I clicked my tongue and removed my fingers from Jeong Dajun's lips.

Phase one.

Absolutely avoid a lethal dose of national pride hype.




1 Jajinmori is a brisk and energetic rhythmic pattern in traditional Korean music. Typically played in a 12-beat measure, it is famous for its lively pulse and is often used in Pansori and Sanjo to build tension during dramatic, urgent, or humorous scenes. The Dawn-mori is a pun on Jajinmori.
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Expanding overseas was a critical issue for both idols and their fandoms.

The Hallyu, which began in the 1990s, created a storm across Asia in the 2000s with the export of dramas.

And now, its vast influence reached even the Western world, spreading the power of Korean culture far and wide.

'Do you know... Kimchi?'[1]

'Do you know... Black Call?'

Some people reacted by saying the nationalistic pride was excessive, but this was not important to The Dawn.

This is a time to be unconditionally humble.

The Dawn was an idol group that had gained some traction in Korea and was just starting to get a buzz overseas.

A group like Black Call, standing tall at the top, or one that had steadily built its recognition near that level, would have excitedly enjoyed the reactions from abroad. However, The Dawn was not that group.

The Dawn fueling nationalistic pride? That's still a ridiculous notion.

Besides, getting entangled with the theme of 'nationalism' was dangerous. It would make them an easy target for fans of other groups.

It would be one thing if an article came out about a group on Black Call's level fueling nationalistic pride. If the subject was The Dawn, however, everyone except their fans would react lukewarmly, asking who they were or telling them not to fabricate things.

Rumors about us having an overinflated ego would probably start circulating too.

As it was, the fandom's fatigue was already at its maximum due to the rivalry with High Five and worries about an overseas tour.

It was inevitable that various trolls would follow in proportion to our popularity, but there was no reason to create an issue that could be nitpicked.

On top of that.

Noeuls... their intuition is insane.

They pinpointed the overseas tour right away.

Daepaseong was planning a full-scale overseas tour using this concert as a stepping stone.

The agency probably thought it was a good time for a natural transition, but there was no way the Korean fans, especially the Noeuls who had been with us from a mere handful and overcome all sorts of hardships, would not know.

That was why it was necessary to give them a sense of pride that we were doing well overseas, but also to exercise restraint.

Okay.

I finished my thoughts and shot up from my seat after the plane took off.

The documentary seemed to be focusing on the Hallyu craze in Europe. I had to handle this carefully.

I scanned the members and picked out the one most likely to cause trouble.

“Kim Seonghyeon, switch seats with me.”

“Huh? Sure.”

Kim Seonghyeon obediently switched seats despite my abrupt demand. As soon as I sat in the chair Kim Seonghyeon had just vacated, I thrust my face toward the adjacent seat.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Whoa! You scared me! Hyung, why are you here?”

Jeong Dajun, who had already reclined his seat all the way back, took out his earphones and his eyes widened.

“I missed you, so I switched.”

“Why do you talk like that?”

I decided to do a practice run with the most worrisome guy first.

I snatched the travel guidebook titled 'Falling for Europe' from his hands and spoke in a low voice.

“The documentary team comes up to you and asks, 'The local response is incredibly passionate. What are your thoughts?'”

“What are you talking about?”

“Hurry. If you were to express your current feelings in one phrase?”

Jeong Dajun tilted his head slightly in thought, then slowly opened his mouth.

“Do you know... The Dawn?”

“The moment you say that, be prepared not to speak to me for a month.”

“...!!”

“Okay, second one.”

I ignored the shocked Jeong Dajun and quickly scanned our surroundings.

Fortunately, no one was paying attention.

“A YouTube video titled 'The Reason Foreigners Fainted the Moment a Korean Idol Grabbed the Mic?' was uploaded. Why do you think that happened?”

“...Maybe he's the god of K-Pop?”

“Wrong. It's just a clickbait thumbnail title.”

“What? A clickbait thumbnail?”

Jeong Dajun was shocked once again.

Still, he had grown up a bit and gotten more perceptive, so he seemed to have an idea of what I was trying to say.

I threw one last question at our now-smarter youngest member.

“Last one. A foreigner suddenly appears, introduces themselves as a Noeul, and says they flew all the way to Germany just to see us. What do you say?”

“Totally, incredibly touching!!... Is that not okay to say?”

“Are you kidding me?”

No, it seems he hasn't grown up enough yet.

I clicked my tongue and pinched Jeong Dajun's chubby cheek.

“Of course that's okay. Always answer a Noeul with your utmost, sincere gratitude.”

“...!!”

Jeong Dajun looked at me with a face full of betrayal, realizing he had fallen into a trap. I ignored him and pulled a blanket over myself.

It was much better than when he was shouting 'Do you know~' earlier.

We still had a long way to go before arriving in Berlin, so there was plenty of time to give Jeong Dajun a few pointers.

“Hyung, I'll do a good job!”

“Whatever.”

However, there was one thing I did not tell Jeong Dajun.

People who are determined to spin a story will find a way to do it, even if all you do is breathe.

No matter how careful The Dawn was, just by being part of the cast, videos like 'Foreign Fan Bursts into Tears at Korean Idol's Touching Comment' or 'The Truth Behind Idols on a Lethal Dose of Nationalistic Pride' were bound to flood YouTube.


“Jeong Dajun! The local response is incredibly passionate. What are your thoughts?”

“Dajun, how do you feel after seeing the concert poster just now?”

“What's it like singing in Korean in a foreign country?”

The documentary team, with their strong work ethic, persistently followed The Dawn.

I respected their work, but we had to survive first, didn't we?

“Ah! I'll work really hard.”

“Yep, it made me think I need to work even harder on my performance!”

“I'll burn myself out working hard!”

It seemed like a variety of responses, but in reality, Jeong Dajun just kept repeating that he would work hard like a parrot, deftly avoiding all the traps.

Bouncy did pretty well, all things considered.

Kang Ichae was managing his expression, but it was obvious he had little interest in the documentary. He kept his mouth shut and just went around teasing the other members.

As for Seong Jiwon, it went without saying that his long years as a trainee were not for nothing. Kim Seonghyeon, with the meticulousness of a leader who always took care of the members, quickly figured out what I was trying to avoid and handled himself well.

“Hmph, interviewing The Dawn is harder than I thought.”

“It doesn't look like we'll get the shot we want.”

As soon as they judged they would not be able to get the scene they wanted from us, the documentary team left without a second thought to find another group.

Perfect.

As long as it was not The Dawn, who cared?

I cheered on their plan and went up on stage.

The venue was larger than I had expected and packed with an audience. Seeing it, my back straightened with a tension I had not felt in a while.

【If you hate it, I won't do it. When I try to stop, you block my way】

The Dawn performed four songs over about twenty minutes: 'Falling Down', 'Kismet', 'Ocean Train', and 'Stardust'.

Throughout the performance, the foreigners in the audience sang along to all of our songs in Korean.

【So this won't be our last】

Damn. I can see why the documentary team was looking for some nationalistic pride content.

Even after the performance ended, the heated atmosphere did not cool down easily.

“Oh, Senior High Five's stage is starting.”

“......”

Kang Yeonhu's brightly smiling face filled the monitoring screen from the center position.

What is this?

The more I watched the performance, the more amazed I felt.

Did he practice with his teeth clenched?

Usually, long-term trainees often fall into a rut.

But every time I saw Kang Yeonhu, his skills had improved by leaps and bounds.

Of course, he did have a tendency to get gloomy.

Is that a WH trait?

Seong Jiwon never took his eyes off the screen whenever he had a chance to watch music shows or other idol groups' performances, and he was the same today.

“It's amazing.”

“I know, right?”

As if determined not to miss a single moment, he stared intently until High Five came off stage and Lea Purple finished her performance.

Then, he said with an excited face, “Hoyun-ah, you wanna go back to the dorm and practice more??”

“Why are you talking nonsense?”

“...You're so sharp with me lately?”

Seong Jiwon's eyes drooped as he muttered, looking hurt. However, I had already realized he was not the type to get hurt by something like this, so I did not react.

Sure enough, as soon as he realized it was not working, he left my side with a bright smile to find his next target to drag into practice hell.

Scary guy...

The first phase, 'Operation: Absolutely Avoid a Lethal Dose of Nationalistic Pride,' was all about the finish.

After the concert ended, an after-party was held at a restaurant that had been rented out entirely.

I scanned the area for my target with the eyes of a hawk.

“Ah, uh... Seo Hoyun.”

No matter what, I had to show my face in the documentary, right?

“......”

Then I spotted PD Choi in an alley near the restaurant.

When I approached him with a friendly smile, the man, who was the main PD of the documentary team, seemed a bit hesitant.

It seemed to be because, by the standards of those broadcast station folks, The Dawn was the only group they could not get any usable footage from.

“You've worked so hard. It must be tough coming all the way overseas.”

“Eh, it's not that tough. I'm just a little disappointed we couldn't get a solid interview with The Dawn.”

“Oh, dear, but you were filming so wonderfully. I guess it's because you have experience on location.”

“......”

Seeing PD Choi's puzzled expression, I raised the corner of my mouth slightly.

“I saw the documentary about the pilgrimage to Germany you filmed the year before last.”

“What? You saw that??”

The cigarette in PD Choi's hand dropped to the ground.

“That one was a total flop for me?!”

“What are you talking about? You won a directing award for a later work based on the filming techniques you tried there, didn't you? Wouldn't all of that have been possible because you filmed the German pilgrimage documentary? I respect you, PD-nim. I really enjoyed watching it.”

“Whaaat?!”

Otakus tend to ramble on about what they like, even when unprompted.

PD Choi was the same type as Lee Jihyeon.

After I chimed in a few times, he got excited and rambled on for over thirty minutes about documentary filming techniques and their intentions.

“Agh, you're interested in filming too! And we communicate so well! I love it! You even worked your body to the bone during the dry rehearsal. You're a true model for all idols~!”

“Aw, you even filmed that?”

“Filmed it? That scene is a masterpiece. I'll edit it spectacularly for you.”

Now in a much better mood, PD Choi gave me a thumbs-up and hummed a tune as he returned to the restaurant.

Good.

It was a pretty decent wrap-up.

I was grinning in satisfaction as I left the alley to return to the restaurant, when,

“Sly fox...”

“Whoa, you scared me.”

Kang Yeonhu was squatting at the street corner right next to me, shaking his head.

“Aigoo, Senior. I was desperately looking for you, and here you were?”

“The cameras aren't rolling, hoobae-nim.”

Kang Yeonhu, who had already witnessed my true nature many times, immediately shot down my business-like comment.

“I'm truly amazed. Did you memorize a script or something? How can you be such a smooth talker? I'm surprised by your shamelessness every time.”

“I'm amazed too. How does someone who knows that fall for it every time?”

“......”

I ignored the muttering guy and was about to walk past him when I saw a line of beer cans next to Kang Yeonhu.

In the end, I could not help but add a comment about his pathetic appearance.

“Why are you out here drinking alone and looking so pathetic?”

“I know the cameras aren't rolling, but can't you be a little nicer with your words?”

Kang Yeonhu, who added that he was just enjoying the exotic atmosphere since he was overseas, suddenly asked a question.

“How did you do it? The quality of your stage was different.”

That was what I wanted to ask him.

“Well, the kids work hard, so...”

“No. I mean, Seo Hoyun, you were amazing.”

“...Hm?”

Me? Klutzy me?

As I stared at him with one eyebrow raised, Kang Yeonhu clicked his tongue.

“Your skills have improved since Shining Star, but more than that, I feel a power that draws people in... It's clear why Joo Woosung-sunbaenim would praise you.”

“Joo Woosung did what?”

“...You don't add 'Senior' to his name, huh?”

What kind of bullshit was this?

He was the bastard who always cursed at me first, asking why I was an idol if I was going to dance like that.

I had heard Joo Woosung say 'Hoyun-ah, do you want to be a singer?' so many times my ears were ringing.

What? Was that bastard praising me behind my back?

With a slight sense of pride, I waited for what he would say next.

“Yes. He praised you.”

Kang Yeonhu looked up at me and said.

“He said you're a guy who gets by on his face and his nerve.”

“......”

Then he nonchalantly took a gulp of his beer.

Is that a compliment, you bastard?




1 A line spoken by trainer Bae Yoon-jung to trainee Kim Sohye in episode 4 of PD 101.
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Kang Yeonhu, who seemed a bit drunk, suddenly held out the bottle he was drinking from. When I waved my hand to refuse, he pouted.

“Anyway, well. Seo Hoyun, you're good at singing, and your dancing isn't bad...”

“......”

“...Is it bad?”

“So this was all a setup to mess with me.”

Kang Yeonhu's shoulders shook as he laughed.

“I'm just kidding. I really think you're amazing. I feel like you'll go even higher from here.”

“Of course. If not me, then who else would?”

“And your confidence is no joke.”

It isn't confidence, just a statement about what must be done, the future that must be.

Moving up from the tier 2 to Tier 1 was not as easy as growing from an unknown to the tier 2's level. No matter how big the agency or how much of a push you get, it is all for nothing if you cannot make an impression on the public.

That was why agencies pumped out junior groups like a factory and endlessly tried new things whenever an idol's image felt stale, even while taking so much criticism. You never knew what would be a hit in a month, a year, or even ten years.

It's not luck.

I decided to call it star power. The kind of thing a guy like Joo Woosung, who said I got by on my face and guts, possessed.

Kang Yeonhu seemed lost in thought for a moment before he opened his mouth.

“It seems like The Dawn's international fanbase has grown a lot in the past year, so I think it wouldn't be a bad idea to try entering the US market if you get the chance. We just pushed for it and failed, though.”

“Yeees, thank you for sharing your firsthand experience.”

Kang Yeonhu shot me a sulky glare.

Whatever.

WH Entertainment was really unnecessarily affectionate, seeing how they treated us so well despite being called rivals.

“Well, I'm sure you'll handle things like this on your own, Seo Hoyun. I saw how you cleverly dodged questions in the documentary interview.”

“I also saw that comment one of your team members, Kang Yeonhu, made after a performance, all excited, saying he felt like he was the center of the world.”

“What?! Who said that?!”

Kang Yeonhu, who genuinely seemed not to know, spat out the beer he was drinking.

“Why, why didn't you stop them?!”

“Do you know High Five?”

“Wow, this guy really has no industry ethics!”

When I looked up Kang Yeonhu, many fan comments said he was calm and cool, but I had no idea where the calmness and coolness could possibly be in this version of him.

“You, you're really annoying. You know that?”

“Of course, but I guess you didn't know that's my favorite thing to hear?”

“......”

I chuckled as I watched the guy sigh, vowing never to give me advice again. He then gathered his empty beer cans and staggered away.

Still, he's smart.

Based on the experience he gained surviving in this industry, he must have a rough picture of what activities we will pursue next. That bastard Kang Yeonhu will probably get even more popular. He is not someone to be underestimated.

But sorry, we're going to make it big before you guys.

I smirked and pulled my phone from my pocket.

Alright, time to enter the second phase.

Coming all this way just to perform for 20 minutes and go back was not cost-effective considering the time, effort, and money spent.

[Me: Lee Jihyeon]

[Lee Jihyeon: Yep, you mean the teaser, right??]

I stared at the message that arrived with razor-sharp timing.

Lee Jihyeon, does she have a Bluetooth function installed or something?

[Me: Tha]

[Lee Jihyeon: Yep, I'll post it when the national pride talk dies down a bit!!]

What is this, really?

[Me: Yes, but]

[Lee Jihyeon: You mean you also want to capture that European vlog vibe, right?? If you send it, I'll check it right away!]

“What's with this guy?”

Lee Jihyeon, who was always one step ahead, amazed me.

[Me: Um... Lee Jihyeon, by any chance]

[Lee Jihyeon: I don't have any plans to set up a fortune-telling mat in Gangnam yet!]

[Me: Wow~ haha]

I was very satisfied. She was not the number one employee for incentives every month for nothing.

I chuckled and sent another message.

[Me: Then I'll send over the data for the fan song we filmed today]

Phase two.

Always think of the fans, anytime, anywhere.


[I wonder if our boys are eating kimchi...]

The Dawn's Korean fans spent their days devouring the flood of videos and countless memes that poured out from the globally live-streamed K-Pop concert.

[Why is Seo Hoyun so good on stage lately...]

[The more I watch, the more I realize I'm crazy about this man... haa]

Seo Hoyun believed that if you draw a sword, you should at least slice a radish. He remained faithful to his main job as an idol and spared no effort to fill his shortcomings. As a result, his performances improved day by day, to a directly visible point.

[Wow, it's the Our Song combination here ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[But the kids from the Our Song variety show combo...

They're really... not close, are they

Look at them greeting each other from afar~ and then quickly moving away~

└ It's like a Bluetooth greeting for this generation obsessed with success...

└└ Aren't greetings supposed to be done via Bluetooth anyway?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah fuck, you're right]

Noeul, who had been buzzing with excitement over the stage and behind-the-scenes videos, smiled brightly upon seeing the eyewitness accounts posted the next day.

[So many people are staring at Seonghyeon ㄹㅇ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

His popularity in Europe must be insane for real

Then again, his physique and face are exactly the type that works well overseas

└ Seonghyeon-ah... can't you not go to Europe?

There are other women there, after all]

[Why has Jeong Dajun been filming so diligently with his phone

└ This friend is the type who wants to try everything trendy... he probably wants to do a vlog

└└ God-baby...ㅠ but Kang Ichae is a better cameraman

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, eyewitness account of Seo Hoyun at a Korean restaurant in Germany

He looks like the type to go to the Louvre and recite art history while having an elegant meal of steak and wine, but he's eating soft tofu stew

He even ate two bowls of rice]

[The funniest part is when they asked Seo Hoyun on PopPop and he got caught after trying to hide it

??: Why did you hide it?

SHY: Because I was afraid Noeuls would be disappointed

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah Seo Hoyun's coyness is real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Naturally, a video with a 'a bowl of national pride, shaken, not stirred' vibe also appeared on YouTube.

['What happened at the German airport as soon as the Korean idols arrived?!' < Are these national pride YouTubers always this consistent?]

[This should be changed to the Seo Hoyun style

'The identity of the national pride Korean idol who sought out soft tofu stew even in Germany?!'

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

However, the eyewitness accounts suddenly stopped at some point. Their scheduled return to Korea was still far off, but when the sightings in Germany ceased, Noeuls grew a little anxious.

[Hoo... I know this is a greedy thing to say

but it's a bit sad when there's no news for a day or two besides PopPop or selfies...]

Noeuls, who had been showered with an abundance of high-quality content until now, knew they were being overly demanding but could not help but reveal their inner feelings of emptiness.

[ㅠㅠ There's no original content either, I guess we just have to rewatch everything they've released so far and wait]

[Haa... why is it so sad when they go abroad and the news just cuts off like this]

[Huh? But did they come back to Korea? What's going on, other idols still have sightings being posted]

However, these reactions vanished in an instant because of a single photo posted on The Dawn's official SNS.

On a street with an exotic landscape under a setting, purplish sunset, Seo Hoyun looked back and smiled brightly. The composition looked like someone had taken the photo for him, and it was not high-resolution, whether intentionally or not.

[??? What is this photo?]

Below the photo, the letter 'O' was written along with a date. After that day, other members' photos were posted sequentially, with one letter added each time.

[Orbit??? What is it]

[A teaser for original content? The boys aren't scheduled for a comeback yet]

Not long after, a notification from The Dawn's official YouTube channel popped up.

[?????]

[What is it????]

While the planning team had an ambitious plan to milk Europe for all its worth by creating original content that would look atmospheric no matter how it was filmed, Seo Hoyun's appeal to release another fan song this year, since it had been over a year since the last one, played a large part.

【Orbit】

[YOU CRAZY BASTARDS~~~~!!!]

They were already always thirsty for The Dawn, but news had become even scarcer than when they were in Korea. Noeul's alphabet-based deductions were reaching their limit. Everyone was so excited they felt they could even bow down to the much-hated Daepaseong.

SHK, SHRRRRK.

On a black screen, [THE DAWN] appeared, and the sound of wheels rolling on asphalt could be heard.

The screen brightened to show Kim Seonghyeon skateboarding through an unfamiliar residential area, as if continuing from their previous fan song, 'Will You Go To Prom With Me?'. Pastel-colored roofs flashed by, and a cheerful guitar melody rang out. Behind it, the sound of drums supported the track like a steady heartbeat, thump, thump, as a dreamy yet bright synthesizer spread out.

【“Hey, is this recording?”】

The members filmed the video themselves while traveling between Germany and Italy, giving it a slightly clumsy feel. As Kang Ichae's muttering ended, the main melody began to flow.

【I dreamed of the earth folding

and holding your hand on the other side】

It was a fan song for Noeul, recorded before they left for Berlin.

【When I told you, you laughed, it's so annoying】

Next, Seong Jiwon appeared on a cafe terrace in Rome, taking a large bite of a sandwich. Beside him, Seo Hoyun, who was eating tiramisu with him, coughed because of the powder.

【One day you told me,

Do you wanna be together?】

The screen transitioned between shots of them pointing their phones or small digital cameras at each other. It felt like peeking into a moment of The Dawn members just having fun among themselves.

【I wondered if you were just joking with me

Because there's no way you'd say something like that】

The video showed Jeong Dajun attempting to throw a coin into a fountain where wishes are said to come true. Jeong Dajun, who tried cautiously with one eye closed, succeeded on his first try and then scurried over to the camera to blow a hand kiss.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been watching him with a pleased expression and his arms crossed, turned his head and gave a thumbs-up as the camera closed in on him.

【Nah You are going far away,

When I answered, the silence was too long

I couldn't control my expression, Umm Hmm

But It's okay】

Following that, Kang Ichae's face filled the screen in a self-cam shot. As he waved his hand, Seong Jiwon suddenly jumped in and grinned.

【Because I'm going to catch you anyway】

The evening glow set behind the fresh foreign scenery. The synthesizer sound gradually built up, like a youth that is anxious, frustrated, and about to explode at the slightest touch.

【Yeah yeah, I tried to give up too

But What can I do?】

Through the blue, red, and yet dusky twilight (Noeul), the members of The Dawn run, laughing. A pitch-black river slowly overlaps with the scene.

【When you call, I spring out like a coil】

On a bridge, Seong Jiwon gazes at the moon reflected on a black river of unknown depth.

【I imagined the earth folding and holding you】

Seo Hoyun is on a white sandy beach where waves crash.

【I guess my world goes around you

Like the moon orbits the Earth】

Jeong Dajun is by the window of a white house where bright sunlight pours in.

【Actually, I've never thought badly of it】

Kim Seonghyeon is inside a cathedral where fragments of colorful light pour down.

【I will waste my youth on you

Always feeling like I'm being pulled along

Actually, I've never really thought I hated it either】

Then, the screen abruptly went black! It turned on again to show someone's back. From behind the camera, Kang Ichae's voice called, “Hyung!”

【I guess my world goes around you】

Seo Hoyun turned his head and smiled slightly.

【Like the moon orbits the Earth】

The screen faded to black again, and the words [THE DAWN – Orbit] appeared.

[I...]

Noeuls, who had been staring blankly for a while, touched their foreheads.

[I was in Italy that day...]

It was incredibly satisfying.

[The era of the metaverse has arrived...]

[I'm feeling so overwhelmed right now

Don't mess with an otaku

How about an idol who periodically releases a fan song once a year]

[Wow, the members filmed it themselves and the editing was just rushed by Daepaseong... This... is seriously the best...]

[Plus, the members are almost all wearing clothes given by fans ㅜ Sob ㅠㅠ]

The fans quickly replayed the fan song. The sight of The Dawn strolling through various parts of Europe, laughing and joking around, was more than enough to set Noeul's hearts on fire.

[I'm so flustered...]

[Mom, I want to marry Seo Hoyun]

[My heterosexuality is now “fully” charged

└ Oppa, please don't smile anyway, other women are watching too

└└ You have to be quiet haha Hoyun is sleeping next to me right now... ㅠㅠ He can't wake up;;

└└ Crazy checkmate move fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While Noeuls clutched their fluttering hearts and fawned over them, a live notification suddenly went off. Since they went to Berlin, they usually turned on the live stream when they found a delicious restaurant or wanted to communicate with fans from their hotel, so they thought this would be the same.

However, the image that appeared was of The Dawn under a clear sky against an unfamiliar backdrop. They held microphones or guitars, or sat in front of a piano.

[????]

[What are you guys doing????]

Kang Ichae was even tuning his guitar himself.

[Are you guys busking?!?!?!]

“Hello, Noeul.”

Seo Hoyun, who offered a light greeting, seemed to choose his words for a moment.

“Right now, we...”

[Yes yes ㅠㅜㅜㅜ what are you doing, this is awesome, you guys are so cool]

“We don't have any money.”

[Huh?]

The chat froze for a moment, as if it were lagging. However, Seo Hoyun simply maintained a calm expression without any further explanation.

“So, from now on, we will begin busking for our dinner.”

Phase three.

Creating legendary original content.

---

April Fool's Side Story

∴Please be advised that this is an April Fool's side story and its content is not related to the main plot.

“Seo Hoyun PD, what's he like?”

When people who knew Seo Hoyun were asked about him, their reactions were divided into two types.

“...Well, he's probably... not... that bad of a person.”

“...Really?”

“...Maybe?”

There were those who gave this sort of relatively favorable assessment.

“Fuck! Why are you asking me about that bastard?! That son of a bitch──!!!”

And there were those who cursed him out while trembling with rage.

Of course, even though they were divided, both groups were similar. They did not particularly like Seo Hoyun, and their words eventually led to swearing. In the case of the former, however, they would go on and on about how much they hated Seo Hoyun, but if you seriously agreed with them, they would switch tactics. They would say, 'He's not that bad. Our PD might be a total wreck, but his skills are outstanding!' This left the person who was cursing him out with them utterly bewildered.

Seo Hoyun was that kind of person. Meticulous, sensitive, and a perfectionist. So, he was the kind of person with a terrible personality but outstanding skills, making him difficult to criticize.

When he first joined the broadcasting station, many people underestimated him. They saw him as just a pretty-faced young kid and treated him carelessly. However, after receiving payback several times over, they learned their lesson and revised their assessment to 'a venomous, crazy bastard.'

And so, the people around Seo Hoyun, who had a lot of pent-up feelings, waited eagerly for April 1st. They wanted to catch him in something, anything, just to see the cold bastard's face crumple.

The April Fool's Day from two years ago.

“I really like you, PD Seo~.”

Still, they were afraid of retaliation for saying the wrong thing, so this kind of statement was the best they could manage. These people, who usually kept their distance and glanced at him from afar as if he were a plague, would flock to him on April Fool's Day and say similar things. From Seo Hoyun's perspective, it was annoying but not difficult to handle.

The problem, however─

“Yes, well, I don't like you.”

─was that he was in a very bad mood that day. He replied without even turning around, his head practically buried in his computer screen, making his displeasure obvious.

“Did I... fuck, did I do something wrong to PD Seo??”

“No, it's probably not that bad...”

He had meant it as a joke in his own way, but a few days later, he let out a hollow laugh when he heard a rumor that someone had gotten on PD Seo's bad side.

And then, last April Fool's Day.

“Wahaha, PD! PD, your personality is a total wreck, but when it comes to work, I completely respect and like you!!”

It was also the day of a team dinner, held because they finally had some free time. A colleague, mistaking their drunken state for courage, fearlessly approached Seo Hoyun, who was having an after-dinner smoke a short distance from the restaurant.

“Is that an insult or a compliment?”

“Ayy, PD~! It's a compliment~! I'm telling you, I really like you! Haha!”

At that moment, Seo Hoyun was in a good mood. That damn director, who had lost his touch, had rejected his fresh and sleek proposals countless times, but a new program had finally been approved.

So, Seo Hoyun chuckled and ground out his finished cigarette on the sole of his shoe.

“What to do, I feel the same way.”

“...Yessir??”

He lifted his head to meet their eyes and grinned.

“Well then, I'm leaving first. See you tomorrow.”

He was just playing along with the other person. The number of similar lines Seo Hoyun delivered that day could not be counted on one hand.

However, the person left behind had to flounder in a state of shocking shock and chaotic chaos.

In the end, the next day, representatives from each department gathered without Seo Hoyun. They abolished the 'Teach him a lesson with a confession on April Fool's Day' tradition for the sake of peace within the company.

“The problem is that bastard is just too damn handsome for his own good.”

“I know, right? He's a total fucking psycho, but the problem is he looks perfectly fine if he just stands still.”

Just like the coffee they lived on instead of IV drips, their gossip about Seo Hoyun continued naturally. After much discussion, they reflected on the opinion that the 'I like you' prank was too cliché. They decided that from now on, only one maknae from the team would be chosen as a representative to play the prank.

And so, on April 1st of this year.

“Damn it! Those bastard seniors!”

The variety and culture departments even had a bet going with money on the line. The maknae, PD Lee, who was powerless and incredibly unlucky, had to drag her unwilling feet under the pressure of her mischievous seniors.

She steeled her resolve and painstakingly made her way down to the editing room where Seo Hoyun usually holed up as if he lived there, only to be told that he had gone to a music show filming for some reason.

When she trudged to the location, Seo Hoyun was already talking to someone else. She stretched her neck to see who was in front of him and saw Joo Woosung standing there. Joo Woosung, the famous center of Black Call and the hottest idol.

Wow, Joo Woosung is so handsome.

“Woosung, the details will probably be relayed through your company next time. The specifics for the shoot will be sent then, and if you accept the casting offer, we'll start coordinating the schedule.”

Joo Woosung's brow furrowed slightly before quickly smoothing out.

“Ha, haha... It's an honor, but, I don't really know unless it goes through the company.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

I heard it's hard to cast Joo Woosung these days because his status has gotten even higher??

It seemed he had personally come all this way to snag Joo Woosung for a casting offer.

“Hrmm...”

As Seo Hoyun just stroked his chin and stared intently, Joo Woosung looked around for someone to help him. However, everyone pretended not to notice and hurried past. They did not want to get involved with Seo Hoyun either.

In the end, Joo Woosung seemed to hesitate for a moment before slowly asking.

“Is this a program that you're doing, PD Seo?”

“I'm not the main PD, but... yes, I'm on it.”

“Aha...”

Joo Woosung seemed to be trying to hide his expression, but it was written all over his face.

I fucking hate this.

Looks like Joo Woosung finds the PD uncomfortable.

It was not just among the broadcasting station staff. Seo Hoyun was naturally a controversial figure among the celebrities he had to work with as well. Although there were occasionally those who chased after him, desperate for his clean work ethic, or, in extremely rare cases, those who stuck to him out of personal affection, it was difficult for most to treat Seo Hoyun casually, given his numerous anecdotes.

“Yep, well, anyway, I'll talk to my company.”

Just as Joo Woosung was forcefully suppressing the negative answer that seemed about to burst from his lips, Seo Hoyun's gaze swept over him from head to toe.

The maknae PD saw his face and clapped a hand over her mouth, stifling a scream.

Gasp!!

It was the exact expression he made right before tearing into someone because something had gotten on his nerves.

Seo Hoyun's eyes crinkled as he smiled refreshingly.

“Joo Woosung, if you're not appearing because you're uncomfortable seeing me, I'll do my best to stay out of your way.”

“What?! No, that's not it. What are you talking about?”

“Ahaha, no, it's just~ your expression seemed a bit off, Joo Woosung. I don't want to buuurden you or anything.”

Joo Woosung is in big trouble! Seo the psycho's specialty has come out, the speech pattern where he tears you down while piling on the pressure!

There was no way Joo Woosung, who was at the top of the entertainment industry, would not notice. He grew restless and flustered.

“No, ah, PD, when did I ever say that...”

“No, no. We have to accommodate the cast member as much as possible. Even though I have to give directions on set, and lead the crew, and take care of the other cast members! And we might have to see each other once a minute!”

“No, no!”

“It's okay. I'll just walk while looking at the ground, li~ke this. I'll tiptoe around in the shadows or places without lighting so I won't be noticeable.”

Then, he let the ends of his eyebrows droop.

“And if you still don't want to appear after all that... I'll explain it well to the director. That you didn't want to appear because of me...”

“......”

Joo Woosung's face turned as white as a plaster statue. He finally clenched his teeth and slowly opened his mouth.

“N, o. I really, really want to appear...”

“Wow~! Really?!”

“Yeees, I'll be sure to tell my company that I don't want to film without PD Seo! I'll make suuuuure!!”

“Ahaha, you don't have to go that far~ but since you're insi~sting, Woosung. Thank you so much.”

“......”

The maknae PD was horrified.

This is so pressuring!

It was a method she had never seen or heard of to secure a casting like that.

Seo Hoyun continued to make things absolutely not comfortable until the very end, saying things like, 'It's okay even if you change your mind. It's just a matter of me begging the director on my hands and knees! You really don't have to worry~! Be comfortable, be comfortable~.' Only after Joo Woosung had walked away, muttering curses under his breath like a prayer, did he start to chuckle.

The maknae PD despaired, wondering how she could possibly deal with his max-level scoundrel skills, and clutched her head. Then she recalled the faces of her seniors who had shaken her, telling her to do well, saying they had bet the price of a single stock on her.

After hesitating, she finally managed to approach him and speak.

“Um... PD Seo.”

“Oh? PD Lee, what brings you all the way here?”

Did his mood get a little better?

There was a rumor that he relieved stress by grinding people down. The maknae PD was trying to find the right moment to speak as she watched him, now smiling cheerfully with some of his energy restored, when suddenly, he exclaimed.

“Why is Kim Heeyeong over there?!”

“...Yessir?”

“PD Lee, sorry. Later.”

Seo Hoyun shot up and disappeared in a flash. No, it was a movement more befitting the word 'fled'.

...Who did he see?

First attempt, failed.

Let's try again in a bit.

A few hours later, she spotted him in the hallway and was about to approach when a colleague grabbed her by the scruff of the neck.

“Hey, hey! Don't do it now, you can't!!”

“Ack, why?”

“You'll die if you go now. Absolutely not.”

Come to think of it, he was talking with a short woman. Even from a distance, the atmosphere seemed unusual. She later heard that the woman was his ex-girlfriend, who worked as a PD at another broadcasting station.

He had a girlfriend?!

The maknae PD was more surprised by the fact that Seo Hoyun, with his terrible personality, had dated someone than by the fact that she had almost died.

And so, the second attempt failed.

Work piled up hectically, and five hours later, overtime began. At this rate, April Fool's Day was going to end without her even making an attempt.

Ugh, what do I do.

The seniors who had bet on the maknae succeeding sent piercing glares over the partition. She had no confidence, but the thought of her ruined social life if she failed without doing anything was scarier, so she decided to just try something.

Koreans believe in three tries!

With that, she went out into the hallway and headed for the break room. A few minutes earlier, Seo Hoyun had said he was going for a quick smoke. His smoke break seemed to be over, as he was sitting on a chair next to the vending machine, muttering with his hand on his forehead.

“Ah... I'm so fucking pissed...”

Koreans also need to know when to give up!

The moment the maknae PD, who had witnessed the storm brewing over Seo Hoyun's head, tried to flee, he spoke.

“PD Lee, what is it.”

“Yessir?!”

She froze in the middle of secretly backing away at the sound of Seo Hoyun's voice. His brow deeply furrowed, he chewed on the end of his pen and asked without even looking at the maknae PD.

“You've been circling around me all day. Isn't it because you have something to say?”

“Ah, ahaha... It's nothing!”

“It's not nothing. Come and sit.”

She internally swallowed her 'I'm screwed' expression with a roll of her eyes and dragged her feet to perch on the edge of the chair next to his.

Right. Since it's come to this, let's just get it over with.

“I... I, I, I, wa, want to quit!!”

There! She had done her part. Seo Hoyun would know what day it was, so he would either ignore it or, even if he fell for it, he would surely come back with a sarcastic remark like, 'What's so hard when you're getting a steady paycheck for doing nothing?' or 'I'm trying to quit too, should we throw our resignation letters together?' Then all she had to do was spit out 'I'm sorry' about ten times at lightning speed and run for it.

“...Why?”

“...Huh?”

But the answer she received was not what she expected.

“You don't have to tell me if it's personal, but is something difficult at work? Is it because Senior Kim was being an ass the other day?”

“Huh??”

No, of course, if she were to quit, that would be about 95% of the reason. (The other 5% would be because of Seo the psycho's bullshit.) However, she had no idea Seo Hoyun had been paying attention to that, so the maknae PD could only stammer, unable to give a proper answer.

Seeing her like that, the crease between Seo Hoyun's brows deepened.

“If that's the reason, don't quit. That senior is just talking nonsense, having forgotten his own tadpole days.”

“...Yeees?”

“If you really can't stand it, I'll try to handle it so he can't say anything to you anymore, PD Lee.”

“Yeeessir??”

She had been able to say nothing but 'Huh?' for a while now, but Seo Hoyun continued with a serious expression.

“PD Lee, it would be a waste for you to quit like this.”

The maknae PD's mouth fell open. Soon, a wave of emotion washed over her.

Ah, no!

It was the thought that this sensitive, psycho, son-of-a-bitch but exceptionally talented Seo Hoyun was acknowledging her.

“I, w-well, of course I sometimes think it sucks, but I don't really want to quit. It's a job I've dreamed of for a long time, and I like it, and it's rewarding! I want to work harder too...”

“......”

The maknae PD was too excited to notice, but Seo Hoyun's eyes narrowed into slits.

“I'll work hard too and I think I want to become a PD like PD Seo!!”

Watching her shoot him looks full of trust, Seo Hoyun figured out the entire situation.

“Our PD Lee.”

“Yessir!! PD Seo!!”

Seo Hoyun smiled sweetly and called the maknae PD in a gentle tone.

“You must have a lot of free time.”

“...Yessir?”

For a moment, she saw an illusion of light radiating from his exhausted face. However, the maknae knew.

“─You even have the energy to play pranks on April Fool's Day?”

This was the expression he made when he was royally pissed off.


“Ugh, PD Seo, I'm sorry... Haa, I'm not free... Please stop giving me work...”

“Hey, what's wrong with PD Lee?”

“I don't know, is she having a nightmare?”

PD Lee, who had been dispatched to the music show because they were short-staffed, was taking a catnap in a corner of the set during a short break. However, as PD Lee whimpered and groaned, her senior, the main PD of the music show, nudged her awake.

“PD Lee, wake up. Who's PD Seo?”

“...Yes, yessir? What nonsense are you talking about, who's that?”

“Oh, calling your senior's words nonsense? This kid's gotten bold, huh?”

PD Lee expertly ignored her senior's words, wiped the drool from her mouth with the back of her hand, and sat up. It had been a while since she'd escaped the maknae position, but her seniors still treated her like one.

This damn broadcasting station...

She was sure she had a terrible nightmare, but all she had to show for it was a cold sweat, with no memory of the content.

PD Lee suppressed a curse and was getting up when she noticed a drink placed on the floor where her hand was. She opened the lid, took a sip, and nudged her senior.

“Whoa, thanks for the drink, senior. So touched.”

“What? I didn't leave that. Didn't you buy it, PD Lee?”

“...Huh?”

Then who? She was puzzled, but she had already taken a few sips, and it did not seem like it was poisoned, so she drank it all.

Behind her, The Dawn passed by in a group. Seo Hoyun, who had glanced at the now-awake and busy PD Lee, turned his gaze away without any lingering attachment.

Just then, Jeong Dajun clung to Seo Hoyun and asked.

“Hoyun-hyung, what was that earlier? What was with the drink?”

“It's nothing...”

Seo Hoyun pushed Jeong Dajun away as if annoyed and replied.

“I just saw someone I know.”


Chapter 214

“Hah, I'm exhausted.”

The university student had messed up her course registration and had to take night classes to earn enough credits. For several days, she had not gotten home until late. After washing up, she flopped onto her bed. She rolled around, seriously considering skipping her morning class.

Just then, a series of chat notifications rang out.

[Traitorous Friend: Hey hey hey hey]

[Traitorous Friend: They went to Europe together, and damn, why is my boy so good on stage?]

[Traitorous Friend: Hah... I think I'm in love with this guy.]

[Traitorous Friend: Yeonhu is kinda cute ㅋ]

Ugh, seriously.

The message came from a friend she had bonded with over High Five. The friend had been smitten by The Dawn's youngest member and switched to being a Noeul. They had also been lucky enough to win tickets for the second competition of Shining Star Season 2 and had watched it together.

The university student checked her friend's messages, sent a vague reply, and closed the chat.

She must be on top of the world these days.

She still held a grudge. It felt like The Dawn had snatched the top spot from High Five, who had been a near-lock for first place on Shining Star Season 2. It was all thanks to a conveniently timed scandal and Seo Hoyun's popularity.

Well, I was satisfied that High Five ranked higher than The Dawn at the recent Berlin concert, at least.

Kang Yeonhu was an idol skilled at conducting himself, never showing the slightest vulnerability.

The variety show 'Do You Want to Sing with Me??' had been a cause for concern but ended without incident. Afterward, there seemed to be no particular contact between him and Seo Hoyun.

She had been relieved to learn their relationship was strictly business, a way to avoid the production team's tyranny, but as a High Five fan, she didn't want to hear any more about The Dawn.

Sigh, Yeonhu will handle it well on his own.

Since she couldn't sleep, she turned on her phone. She thought she might as well watch Min Jiheon's drama, which was available on an OTT platform.

Her troubled mind seemed to have other plans. Even after opening Letflix, her fingers moved on their own, and soon she was on an online community.

She grinned while hopping between social media sites, looking at funny memes and cute dog videos. Then, the title of a post caught her eye.

[Title: Idol busking in Italy to earn meal money, showing it live on PopPop]

“What is this crazy clickbait?”

She thought they would do anything for views.

Even so, she clicked on the post.

She found out that The Dawn was live busking at that very moment.

What the?

Busking itself was a cliché in the content world. It was often used to create buzz, like a surprise first performance near a busy station for a new album, or a dance performance on a foreign street.

She wondered if The Dawn was also jumping on the busking bandwagon for self-made content while abroad. The screen then filled with their main vocalist, Seong Jiwon, lightly warming up his hands on an electronic piano.

The university student's eyes narrowed.

[Well... I guess there are angels in Europe too]

[Yeah... he must be used to it. This is the Korean-Angel]

[These crazy bastards are showing us their busking. They look like indie musicians right now, I'm so excited.]

Even though she always told herself to keep a healthy distance from K-Pop, she habitually started analyzing again.

Is this the kind of content they can do because they're from a small agency? It's too experimental. If it were High Five, they would have appeared on a variety show, even on cable, to gauge the public's reaction first. Can they do this because they have the shield of their Daepaseong? Their agency is notorious for neglecting them to the point of free-ranging, so even if they get more hate, it's all the same.

She was a person who could never keep her distance from K-Pop.

[Traitorous Friend: Aaaaaahhh hey you're watching the live, right?]

[Me: yeah]

Just then, Seo Hoyun picked up a bass guitar.

As expected, the live comments exploded.

[What, Seo Hoyun knows how to play the bass too????]

[What, and he's even good at it???]

[Oppa... you're too much (grinning)]

Unlike the highly excited Noeuls, the High Five fan was displeased.

If this goes wrong, their image could be completely ruined.

She judged it as experimental because it was rare for idols to busk abroad, revealing their musicality with just their songs.

Looking ready to perform, the members of The Dawn exchanged glances.

Seo Hoyun brought his face close to the standing microphone.

[Chill out, Do not go too far]

She thought he would at least introduce them as a Boy Band from Korea, but lyrics immediately flowed out.

“......”

An old Britpop song filled the street, accompanied by Kang Ichae's guitar. Soon after, the sound of Seong Jiwon's piano seeped in.

[You and I are waiting fear hid underneath the bed]

This was a song the university student knew well. A world-renowned rock band had released it in the 1990s. It became a hot topic because the member who composed it was high on drugs when he wrote it. It was also famous for being difficult to sing well despite not having flashy techniques or high notes.

...He's good?

Combined with Seo Hoyun's low-to-mid-range voice, the song sounded quite plausible.

No, it was quite excellent.

[As we cannot leave all the things behind]

Passersby on the street gradually stopped in their tracks.

The wind ruffled Seo Hoyun's hair.

He continued to sing while plucking the bass strings.

[What is this, a movie?]

[Why are you filming an art house movie...]

In that moment, the university student suddenly realized.

The beautiful scenery, the time of day as the sun was setting, a pleasant vocal tone, and music that fit the atmosphere.

She realized all these elements were coming together to look like a scene from an indie music film.

The Dawn wasn't trying to show off their skills for a reaction. They were trying to create a narrative.

[Lay down, do not go too far

You and I are waiting hope over the sunlight]

Then, as if on cue, Seong Jiwon joined in.

His refreshing vocal tone had an explosive volume.

People's wallets began to open.

[LMAO someone just made an account to count the money The Dawn is making from busking LOLOLOL]

Seeing that post, the university student let out a disbelieving laugh.

“Are they crazy?”

Is this a management tycoon game? Damn it!

However, even though it might draw some criticism, it was a concept that worked well with people.

The rapidly increasing number of followers and live viewers proved it.

[LMAO who the hell thinks of this kind of plan]

[As a human being, I feel like they should at least feed them before making them work, but this is damn fun.]

[They're collecting more than I thought ㅋ]

To preemptively block any controversy, a notice about the busking was pinned to the top of their profile.

「It's a secret from The Dawn, but all tips will be donated. Dinner will be a company card flex!」

[I wanted to curse them for being a shitty small company but this is kinda cute, damn it...]

The donation destination was listed in detail. This led to a series of fans donating in The Dawn's name during the live stream and posting proof on social media.

[I'm drinking straight soju again because of this guy. It's so hard to un-stan.

└ The way you freely switch between calling him 'this guy' and 'oppa'...]

After a few songs, The Dawn, now in high spirits, even played an unreleased song by Kang Ichae that was supposed to be on an album but got scrapped.

[Do they really have to go all the way abroad to do that... They don't even do it in Korea.]

[It's probably their desire to be recognized overseas. Or maybe their shitty small company is really broke ㅋ]

Negative comments popped up here and there, like 'They've earned enough, why are they doing this kind of content?' and 'Why are they releasing an unreleased song overseas, and on a PopPop live at that?'

However, the backlash against these comments was even stronger.

[Yeah~ it's all for charity anyway]

[While you keyboard losers are gloomily clacking away at home, our boys are so talented they're taking care of their fans and donating to charity, right? ㅋ]

[Are you refuting this just to create more buzz for them? Thanks a fuuucking lot, man.]

[Wow... our boys have grown up so much, to be hearing things like this... If they were a truly and utterly failed idol group, they'd just get pity instead of hate.

└ They'd be lucky to even get pity...]

“But they really are good.”

The university student had watched 'Shining Star Season 2' and 'Do You Want to Sing with Me??' because of High Five, so she had unavoidably seen a few of The Dawn's performances.

Even though those shows hadn't been that long ago, The Dawn's skills, especially Seo Hoyun's, had improved so drastically it was clearly noticeable.

What in the world did they do?

In the end, the university student couldn't turn off the live stream. She watched as the streets of Italy grew dark, through several encore songs, and until the moment The Dawn concluded their busking with a fan song.

People whistled, cheered, and applauded.

The members of The Dawn waved lightly to the crowd and then ran towards the camera.

“They say we collected quite a bit of money! We're going to go have dinner.”

“See you again!”

And so, the roughly two-hour-long busking session ended.

Even though it was already past 2 a.m. in Korea, online communities and social media buzzed with activity.

[Enjoy your meal, boys... T_T]

[Ah, but the sound quality was a bit bad, what a shame T.T sob sob]

The next morning, a new notice was posted on The Dawn's official YouTube channel.

[#The Dawn's live has ended. Separate filming was conducted in addition to the live video.

Look forward to the busking in clearer quality with a YouTube premiere!]

[Oi oi~~~ We believed in you, Daepaseong~~~~!!]

[Bowing profusely]

The university student, who had ended up skipping her morning class, woke up at a leisurely hour and belatedly saw the notice.

She later found out that even after the busking ended, The Dawn's youngest member, Jeong Dajun, had continued to share updates via PopPop while they had dinner at a restaurant.

There was Seo Hoyun, who seemed to be in a good mood, laughing more than usual at trivial things. There was Jeong Dajun, chattering away excitedly and actively. Kim Seonghyeon nodded and listened well to the stories. Seong Jiwon diligently took care of all the members, and there was even Kang Ichae, playing classical music on a grand piano in a corner of the restaurant.

They're insane, really...

[A clip of Kang Ichae playing the piano drunk after two glasses of wine was uploaded TTTT It's Liszt's Mazeppa, holy shit T You're my Cheon Seojin[1]]

[How about an idol who's at a professional level in classical music... How about a guy who plays without sheet music while drunk...

└ A guy whose alcohol tolerance is two glasses of wine is appealing.

└└ LMAO two glasses of wine is seriously pathetic LOLOLOLOLOLOL]

There were still no updates on High Five's Instagram, Twitter, PopPop, or YouTube.

To think I'd be jealous of The Dawn...

Sighing deeply, the university student decided to cast aside her fruitless jealousy. She resolved not to look up The Dawn anymore.

However, a few hours later.

[Traitor 이지만친구: Hey did you see The Dawn's social media update?? They're so cute T.T what do I do?? TTT]

[Traitor 이지만친구: Now they're making Ichae wear clothes they bought off the street during fashion week T]

[Traitor 이지만친구: There's nothing that doesn't look good on Kang Ichae so all the Noeuls are pissed off, what do I do LOL TTT Our boys are so pure and lovely T.T]

She was getting her caffeine fix after her late afternoon class when her friend's messages flooded in again.

Whatever it is, it's the result of some intense brainstorming, my friend.

Another layer of resentment settled in the university student's heart today.

Because for today, she couldn't help but admit that High Five had taken a loss.

.

.

.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun wondered what on earth was happening.

“Hi, have we met?”

Huh? By the time he came to his senses, he was already inside a private party for a famous brand.

What in the world is this...

He had been caught up in one of Kang Ichae's schemes.

Seo Hoyun simply offered a placid smile to the people who endlessly spoke to him in English or Italian as he swiftly walked past them.

This is so damn annoying.

He needed to get out of here first. As he moved quickly, someone suddenly grabbed his arm forcefully from behind.

“Hey, hey!”

“......”

It was surprising enough to hear the welcome sound of Korean in a foreign country, and in an unfamiliar place at that.

“Wow, I never thought I'd see the day I'd be so damn happy to see Seo Hoyun.”

The voice was too familiar.

When he quickly turned his head, Joo Woosung was there, his face pale and terrified.

“Help me.”




1 A character from the drama Penthouse, which aired on SBS for three seasons from October 26, 2020, to September 10, 2021.



Chapter 215

A few hours ago.

“Wow~, great work, everyone!”

“Yep, you too!”

After we finished all our schedules in Europe, we all got a few days of free time.

I decided to get a little something for my disobedient little brother before we returned, so I threw on the first outerwear I could find.

As I finished getting ready, I found Jeong Dajun whining to the other members. He insisted they should go look around together since it was Milan Fashion Week. In the end, all of us went out to browse the streets.

“Ah~, okay, okay.”

While we looked around a vintage shop, Kang Ichae exchanged a few words in English with the owner. He then suddenly slung an arm around Jeong Dajun's shoulders and took out his phone.

“The hamster has arrived.”

The black t-shirt Kang Ichae wore, which had a design of a burnt-toast hamster flying between planets, fluttered noticeably.

Jeong Dajun asked, “...What did you say?”

“Since it's Fashion Week here, let's hold our own fashion show. Are you ready, maknae?”

“Yep, two glasses of wine!”

As if he had been waiting, Jeong Dajun immediately started taking pictures of Kang Ichae striking a pose and sent them to PopPop.

Instantly, replies flooded Jeong Dajun's PopPop, and reactions poured in on social media.

[What are you cute little rascals doing]

[LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Kang Ichae for real LMAO]

[This is crazy LOL so cute LMAO do these guys really just live however they want LMAO]

Jeong Dajun chuckled and thought of a message to send to the Noeuls.

“How about for every awesome compliment you send me, I let Ichae-hyung pick out some clothes?”

“Sounds good, sounds good.”

I had no idea why Jeong Dajun received compliments while Kang Ichae wore the clothes, but the youngest members were just excited and laughed gleefully.

[Jeong Dajun is the most super handsome guy in the world!!!]

From the flood of complimentary messages, Jeong Dajun skillfully picked out only the ones that called him handsome.

[Looks like he only wants to hear that he's handsome...]

[Baby... smile]

[The idol asking to be called the most handsome and the fans asking him to wear the rainbow fur coat on the third hanger from the right...]

Like idol, like fan. The Noeuls were definitely not picking normal clothes.

However.

“Why!! This looks good on him too!”

Despite getting permission to go to nearby shops and changing several times, Kang Ichae looked good in everything. He looked good dressed head-to-toe in a single bright color, and he looked good adorned in the seven colors of the rainbow.

Even when we put him in a t-shirt with a bizarre illustration and a hot pink, fake-fur short jacket that looked like arm warmers, he just looked as majestic as a model pulling off an avant-garde look.

[Is The Dawn the king of communication?

They'll wear whatever you ask them to wear]

[Is this what they call the 'metaverse'...

└ You've been liking that word lately

└└ Yep, I learned it yesterday...]

I thought they would stop after a while, but now he strolled through the streets of Milan wearing a dalmatian-spotted leather jacket over a tight, black spandex shirt, shooting smoldering glances everywhere.

“Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon.”

Since it had come to this, I was going to call just Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon to move to a different spot.

“Model-nim! Please look over here just once!!”

Ding!

[He's been corrupted...]

My thoughts exactly.

Seong Jiwon seemed to be enjoying himself too, playing along and diligently taking pictures of Kang Ichae.

A resulting mountain of shopping bags, from all the clothes Kang Ichae had worn so far, was held carefully in both of Kim Seonghyeon's hands.

“Hey, why are you carrying all that?”

“Kang Ichae is a model in the middle of a fashion show today.”

“So the trials of a leader do exist.”

“Hey, wait a second. Seo Hoyun, are you only just realizing that now?”

I ignored Kim Seonghyeon's muttering and watched Kang Ichae blow kisses to passersby and greet them with a “Ciao!”

Seeing this, a few reporters latched onto him and started snapping photos. Then, someone I didn't recognize, who had been watching with his hand over his mouth, approached Kang Ichae. He spoke to him in a friendly manner and even took a picture with him.

He's running wild like a madman.

Was this the power of S-rank Charm?

Even when surrounded by influencers coming up to take pictures with him, Kang Ichae looked completely at ease.

The maknaes' fashion show seemed to be nearing its end, so I thought about gathering the members to get something to eat. Just then, my eyes met Kang Ichae's.

What is it?

He whispered something to the people around him and walked straight toward me.

“Hyung, want to try a fun social experiment?”

“No. It's already been interesting enough. I'm good.”

A sense of foreboding made me hastily decline his offer, but Kang Ichae, with no intention of listening, casually slung an arm over my shoulder and held up his phone as if to take a selfie.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world, the reporters who had been photographing Kang Ichae started taking pictures of me too. The attention of the influencers who had been friendly with him also shifted to me.

My expression soured as I was swept along.

“Seo Hoyun, I'm so, so, so happy to see you, I could die.”

That was how I found myself pushed alone into a private party for a famous luxury brand, coming face to face with Joo Woosung.

Hah...

I shook off the arm that held me and asked, “What is Joo Woosung doing here?”

“I'm the ambassador here. What are you doing here?”

“......”

It was true that my presence here made less sense. No wonder Joo Woosung, whose face was already shiny enough, looked extra polished today.

Joo Woosung finally seemed to notice my attire and stared at me quizzically.

“Wait a minute. How did you get in here dressed all in black from head to toe?”

“I got in with my face and my guts, why?”

“...Ah, haha. Did you hear that?”

It was obvious he was trying to get away with just a smile because he was at a disadvantage.

“Hey, anyway. That's not what's important. Look over there.”

When my eyes narrowed, Joo Woosung quickly changed the subject and gestured with his chin over his shoulder.

I only had to glance over to see that the gazes of the surrounding designers, models, and industry professionals were fixed squarely on Joo Woosung.

Everyone seemed to be drinking, chatting, and enjoying the atmosphere, but the reality was quite brutal. I could feel their determination to somehow snatch Joo Woosung up today.

“...Ugh.”

“Right?! Right!”

“Where's your Manager-nim?”

“Do you think I'd be worried if my manager was here? They said he couldn't accompany me.”

I clicked my tongue softly.

His situation was unfortunate, but...

I dug a finger into my ear.

“You don't have the experience for this?”

I hoped he'd manage to survive on his own.

“You should be able to handle something like this on your own. Good luck.”

“Hey, hey! Wait! I'm scared!”

“Stop being a baby. I'm leaving.”

“The people here are too aggressive! They say my clothes are pretty and then they subtly tou-touch me!”

“......”

...What is with this guy, really?

What does he honestly want me to do?

Where did he sell off all the dating skills he's built up until now?

“Woosung, long time no see!”

Just then, a model came up and started talking to Joo Woosung.

The guy was definitely smiling, but it was painfully obvious he was trying to appeal to me, as if to say, See this? See!

“Good luck.”

“......”

Of course, I saw it as a good opportunity and tried to leave. No, I tried to leave.

But I failed. Joo Woosung quickly spouted some English, using me as an excuse and apologizing, before trailing right after me.

“Do you think something good will happen if you stick with me?”

“Of course. You look like a total asshole, so people find you intimidating.”

“That's true.”

He did have a point.

“Then should we just leave together?”

“I can't. My contract says I can't leave right now.”

This won't work, that won't work.

As I pondered how to shake off this troublesome guy, Joo Woosung hastily added, “Hey, I'm not asking for much. Just talk with me for one hour, then you can go. I've helped you out a lot!”

“......”

“I'll buy you dinner!!”

He was being so pathetic that I was about to ditch him, but then I scanned our surroundings again.

I may have stumbled in here by chance, but this was a place I could never have entered at my usual level. In other words, it was a very good opportunity.

I spotted a few people who, like Joo Woosung, were drawing a lot of attention.

“Do you know that woman over there?”

“......”

“The one in the dark navy two-piece suit.”

“...Uh... What was her name. Ah! Designer Lee Seongjin-nim.”

“And the one next to her?”

“That's probably Editor-in-Chief Riel-nim.”

I had heard of both of them.

After quickly forming a plan in my head, I said to Joo Woosung, “Alright. I'll play along for exactly one hour, so you'd better do your part, Joo Woosung.”

Joo Woosung's eyes narrowed when I suddenly agreed to stay, but I quickly put on a friendly smile.

I patted Joo Woosung's back and slowly started walking.

“Now, hurry up and say something interesting, and smile a little.”

“...That model to your upper right is staring at me so intensely, it's scary.”

“Ahaha, that's not scary. Isn't that your specialty, Joo Woosung?”

I could feel Joo Woosung glaring at me.

I poked him in the side, signaling him to fix his expression.

“It was never my specialty, and I've quit all that now. I've decided to dedicate my entire life to being an idol.”

To the guy muttering about living happily with Nyangnyang, I whispered quietly, “Half the people walking by are your exes.”

“Seo Hoyun, do you really want to die?”

Unable to raise his voice, Joo Woosung gritted his teeth instead.

By this point, although we were both smiling, the words exchanged between us were quite vicious.

“Hoyun-ah, as your senior, I'm genuinely worried. How are you going to live your life with that temper of yours?”

“My, my. Can't you see I'm living just fine? So fine that Joo Woosung is asking me for help.”

“Hah...”

The guy, having gotten a taste of his own medicine, immediately started round two.

“This is why you don't have any friends!”

“Just me?”

“...No. Me neither.”

While he obediently admitted it and shut his mouth, I took a sip of the cocktail I'd received from a server and surveyed the party. I was still a bit far from my intended target.

At that moment, Joo Woosung muttered, “Fashion terrorist. A guy who only knows the color black. Designers would do nothing but sigh if they saw the clothes you wear.”

“Your insults are cute.”

“...A muse? You won't even get a single business card.”

And he called that an insult.

As I let out a disbelieving chuckle, Joo Woosung glanced at me and opened his mouth again.

“So... Shadow, Yoon Heewon or whatever. Was that your doing too?”

The timing was completely random.

For a moment, I wondered if he had deliberately started this conversation just to ask me this, but then I recalled Joo Woosung's attitude toward me so far and dismissed that hypothesis.

We were overseas and the party was noisy, but he had lowered his voice as much as possible.

It's quite something for him to ask so honestly now of all times.

For Joo Woosung, who knew full well that I would stop at nothing to get to the top, it wasn't something he couldn't have figured out.

Without confirming or denying it, I simply shrugged.

“Coming to my house so suddenly that one time, and now this. I really can't figure you out.”

“......”

“Honestly, things are going well for you so far. Why on earth are you struggling so desperately?”

I downed the rest of my cocktail in one go.

Then I exchanged my empty glass for a new one from a server who was walking around with a tray full of them. My target had come closer.

“Woosung-hyung, you're re~ally interested in me, aren't you.”

Joo Woosung's brow furrowed slightly.

I brushed off his shoulder and smiled playfully.

“Come to think of it, didn't you say earlier that I wouldn't even get a single business card?”

I brought my face close to Joo Woosung's ear and whispered, “Watch carefully?”

“......”

I brushed past his shoulder and deliberately bumped into a person who was approaching.

“......”

I had pulled back the hand holding my drink in that instant, so only my right sleeve got a little wet. The timing was exquisite, making it look as if the other person had crashed into me.

The person was startled and apologized to me.

“I'm so sorry!”

“...Ah, Okay, Okay. Woosung-hyung, do you have a handkerchief?”

“...Oh, are you Korean?”

The other person's eyes widened at the Korean I had thrown out as bait.

And I noticed their gaze naturally shift to behind me.

“...Oh, Woosung... you're, that idol...”

It seemed she didn't know my name.

After a moment of hesitation, the person looked apologetic.

“What should we do about your wet clothes? I'm so sorry, I should have been looking where I was going.”

“Ahaha, it's alright. I'm just glad I didn't spill it on you, Designer Seongjin-nim.”

“...You know me?”

“Of course.”

Joo Woosung had told me about 20 minutes ago.

I replied smoothly and extended my left hand for a handshake.

“I'm Seo Hoyun. Seo Hoyun of The Dawn.”

"Ah!"

Her reaction was quite enthusiastic for a simple greeting, perhaps because she was embarrassed that I had recognized her right away while she didn't know my name.

It was easy to continue the conversation with someone like this.

Because they felt they had been rude, they were very receptive to even the most trivial topics.

“Was Hoyun also on the original invitation list?”

“A chance came up by coincidence. I was very lucky. Thanks to that, I even got the chance to meet you, Designer Seongjin-nim.”

“Oh my~, you're quite the smooth talker.”

The conversation flowed smoothly, and soon my second target, Editor-in-Chief Riel-nim, joined in.

Ten minutes later.

“Hoyun, your visuals are really great. You have a great vibe and you're easy to talk to. How about it, maybe a meeting sometime? Ah! It would be great if Woosung joined too.”

“The honor would be all mine.”

I had easily obtained the two business cards I wanted.

Joo Woosung, who had been suddenly roped in, forced his trembling lips into a smile.

After wrapping up the conversation amicably, I led Joo Woosung to a corner of the party hall.

I smiled refreshingly at Joo Woosung, who was staring at me with a fed-up expression, and showed him the business cards held between my index and middle fingers.

"Tsk tsk."

“......”

It was a 'tsk tsk' that meant, Who was it that said I couldn't even get a single business card~?

“...I take back what I said earlier. It's a good thing you're so dedicated to your idol activities. Otherwise, you would have become a con artist.”

“I'll take that as a compliment. Now, our business here is done, so let's get going.”

A crisis is the best moment to create an opportunity, and opportunities, when steadily accumulated, become a solid stepping stone to success.

“Excuse me, Seo Hoyun, it hasn't been an hour yet, you know?”

Joo Woosung pouted, asking how I got business cards in just ten minutes and if this was a 'just one ten minute'[1] situation, but he quickly followed me out.


[Guys, it looks like The Dawn has a schedule with Riel]

[OMG what is this? Riel out of nowhere]

After finishing all their European schedules and even taking a break, The Dawn had safely returned to Korea a few days ago.

Noeuls had been diligently on guard for any news about an overseas tour, but instead, a completely unrelated, unexpected, and originally non-existent schedule suddenly popped up.

There were even rumors that Lee Seongjin, a head designer for a famous overseas brand, had sent a gift to Seo Hoyun.

[This is good but... why...?]

[But... why...?]

[Was there... ever... any hint of something like this??]

They hadn't even started to seriously attempt a global expansion, so the fans were briefly bewildered by these contextless events. However, since it was a good thing for The Dawn, the Noeuls were happy.

A paparazzi video of Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung walking down the street and talking was also uploaded to YouTube, edited to look heartwarming.

The comments were flooded with English.

[I love the way they smile and talk! So sweet :)]

[They both look unbelievably like models!]

[Hahaha Hoyun and Woosung's friendship continues in Milan]

Even though it looked like we were smiling at each other, we were actually in the middle of a childish argument over the dinner menu.

[Isn't that the day Kang Ichae had his fashion show? Seo Hoyun's clothes are the same??

└ Our Hoyun's clothes are all black and he wears almost the same thing every day...

└└ Ah! Makes sense

└└ LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO]

[JWS is hilarious, showing off that he has no friends even when he's abroad

└ Why??

└└ (Photo) He went all the way to Milan just to hang out with Seo Hoyun

└└ LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO these guys are really besties LMAO]

But the one who became an even bigger topic than those two was, by far, Kang Ichae.

[How an idol pretends to be a normal person and has fun at Fashion Week.jpg]

As if his star power was shining through, he could pull off any old rag and make it look like a new F/W collection piece.

[There are so many photos of Kang Ichae's street fashion taken at Fashion Week, it's hilarious

└ It's literally street fashion LOL

All these clothes were bought on the street

LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO]

[And what's with Seong Jiwon taking pictures so diligently next to him LMAO]

[Kim Seonghyeon is so funny, for real. The type who doesn't understand his girlfriend's department store shopping at all but will wait patiently without a word.

└ Ugh, I want to snatch up Kim Seonghyeon before he knows anything and marry him

└└ LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO that's impossible because of Seo Hoyun who hates romance...]

On top of that, the video of him playing the piano while drunk resurfaced and went viral again, keeping Kang Ichae's name buzzing on various online communities and social media for a whole week.

[Wow, Ichae really seems like a genius...]

[I love it so much ㅠㅠㅠ Our boy is good at composing, handsome, and even dresses well... ㅠㅠㅠ What do I do?]

[And he even released a fan song while he was abroad... Hah... These kids who take care of Noeuls by default... I love it...]

[This fan song is also so, so good and well-produced ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ Kang Ichae is a true genius]

Just as Noeul's pride soared to the sky, it was suddenly slammed back down to the ground.

[Title: Isn't this song by Kang Ichae plagiarized?]

It was all because of one sudden suspicion that had flared up.




1 Lyrics from the song "10 Minutes" released by singer Lee Hyori on August 13, 2003.



Chapter 216

[Title: Isn't this song by Kang Ichae plagiarism?

The melody is just the same as a B-side from the rookie idol Rikun.

Kang Ichae's fan song video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ThEDa1wN_oRB1T

Rookie idol Rikun's B-side video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R1kUN=Ne?W

ㅋㅋ The rookie idol's B-side was released on July 29th, Kang Ichae's fan song on September 19th.

Judge for yourselves.]


The controversy involved a rookie group with little recognition, and the song was an unpromoted B-side from their album. Because of this, the issue only became a hot topic sometime after the fan song's release.

A similar chord progression. A similar development. A similar melody.

Anyone who heard both songs would think of plagiarism. It was that similar.

[Wow ㅋㅋ it's so damn identical. Kang Ichae can't even deny this. What are the fans who praised him as a genius gonna do now ㅜ]

[Fuck ㅋㅋ he released it as a fan song and the fangirls loved it, but it's plagiarism. Ugh, gross (vomiting emoji)]

[Kang Ichae was pushing that 'my pace genius' image and now he's crashing and burning ㅜㅜ]

Comments on the post exploded in an instant.

The ripple effect was powerful.

[What?? Kang Ichae plagiarized?]

[Is this just hating? I thought he was a genius.]

The controversy targeted The Dawn, a group on a steep rise, and Kang Ichae had a hand in most of their songs.

Kang Ichae's 'genius' image also played a part.

[Ah ㅋㅋ I won't see you off. Good riddance.]

[Still, shouldn't we stay neutral for now?

└ It's a dead ringer, what do you mean stay neutral ㅋㅋ Are you a fan of The Dawn?

└ Ah, it wouldn't be fun if the 'stay neutral' crowd didn't show up ㅋㅋ]

The plagiarism controversy flared up like dry tinder, endlessly spreading across YouTube and social media.

[Famous Idol's Plagiarism Controversy! What is the truth?]

YouTube channels that fed on celebrity scandals added speculative remarks, and new social media accounts popped up just to stir the pot.

They had reduced Kang Ichae to their tasty prey.

[At this point, the piano playing is suspicious too ㅋㅋ]

[No, it's obvious it was for marketing ㅜㅜ It seemed a bit over the top, and I'm not even sure if he really played it.]

[He hasn't played it even once since then either ㅇㅇ ㅋ Kang Ichae is also super secretive about his past. Pushing the mysterious concept is weird too. What idol has a mysterious concept these days ㅋㅋ]

[Huh, if he's mysterious, was the studying abroad story a lie too?

└ No, it's more likely his past is dirty hehe

└└ Ah ㅋ, that's more convincing ㅜ So disappointing.]

That controversy reached my ears a beat too late. I hadn't even had time to fix my sleep schedule after returning from Europe and jumping straight into activities.

"What?"

On top of my existing schedule, I had basic practice and a new interview to coordinate. I could only manage catnaps in my spare time. I had only come at dawn today to close my eyes for a moment.

I woke up, found a moment in the morning to drop off a gift I bought in Europe for Seo Hojin, and then heard this crap.

"Kang Ichae has been called into the company."

I was still standing at the entrance, shoes on, when I heard Kim Seonghyeon's words.

"Why the hell wasn't I called?"

"I already met with the CEO, but he said he wanted to talk to the Management Team alone... Hey, hey!"

I cut Kim Seonghyeon off, shot up, and stormed out of the dorm. I waved for the pursuing Kim Seonghyeon to go back inside and hurried to the company.

I pressed my throbbing temples and listened to Kang Ichae's song and the other song from the community post, alternating between them.

...It's a dead ringer.

They were definitely very similar.

Something, however, subtly bothered me.

But it's familiar.

It wasn't because it was a fan song I had practiced, recorded, and sung. I had felt an odd sense of déjà vu from the very beginning.

I arrived at the company, passed through the lobby, and reached the floor with the meeting rooms.

I flung the door open. The first thing I saw was Kang Ichae, who uncrossed his arms and stared at me with wide, startled eyes from an awkward posture.

"Hyung?"

"...Uh, huh? Hoyun."

"Hello."

The Manager must have been called away by the CEO again. Only two management staff and Kang Ichae were in the meeting room.

I greeted the Management Team staff and plopped down next to Kang Ichae. I could feel Kang Ichae's gaze on me, but I ignored it and assessed the situation.

The management staff member to my right spoke cautiously but firmly. "Um, Hoyun, I think it would be best if it's just us and Kang Ichae talking right now."

They considered it a sensitive issue. If it was indeed plagiarism, they probably judged it could cause problems among the members and wanted to speak with Kang Ichae alone.

But whether they branded me an unwelcome guest or tried to kick me out, I had no intention of leaving.

"Is that so?"

"...It's not a matter of 'is that so'. Ichae also said earlier that he wanted to talk alone..."

I just shrugged and held my ground. Kang Ichae leaned forward with a refreshing smile.

"No, it's fine."

"...Pardon? But you just said—"

"It's okay to talk with Hoyun-hyung here. Actually, I was just thinking it would be good to have a member with me."

The Management Team staff member frowned, looking a little dumbfounded. Kang Ichae just tilted his head.

He then glanced at me and added, "Where were we? You asked me to be honest, right?"

"...Yes. The fan song is very similar to the song it's being compared to."

Kang Ichae made a 'Hmm' sound and tapped the table a few times with his finger.

"Do you watch all of The Dawn's live streams?"

"...Pardon?"

"Or it would have been nice if you had coordinated with the A&R team before calling me in."

The Management Team staff blinked, not understanding what Kang Ichae was saying.

I, however, finally realized the source of my 'déjà vu'.

That's right.

I wondered where I had heard it.

It's Kang Ichae's unreleased song.

Kang Ichae searched for something on his phone and played a live stream video.

[Shouldn't we let our Noeul hear it once?]

On the screen, Kang Ichae wore a mischievous and extremely pleased expression.

He soon started playing the guitar and humming an unreleased song he had made. The melody was incredibly familiar.

"...It's the same."

It was the same melody as our fan song.

A staff member asked in bewilderment, "W-When is this from?"

"I don't know the exact date, but the upload date on this YouTube video is from four months ago. I think it was when I was deeply immersed in work after Shining Star ended."

"Then... was it in May? That's before both of the songs in question, isn't it?!"

The Management Team hurriedly checked the date on their work tablet. It was definitely a live stream that took place before 'Orbit'.

"When I'm not satisfied with a song I've worked on, I usually keep it. Later I take out the good parts and reuse them to compose a new song. I didn't know it would become a problem like this."

"So you're saying Kang Ichae didn't plagiarize, but was actually plagiarized from?"

Kang Ichae just smiled brightly without a word.

The Management Team staff, who had been completely tense, finally let out sighs of relief.

"Ugh, thank goodness..."

"Ahaha, did you really think I plagiarized?"

In other words, the song Kang Ichae played for fans during a May live stream had been floating around on YouTube.

The songs were too similar, no matter how I thought about it. It was so similar you could believe someone had possessed Kang Ichae's body, left, and then made the song.

Still, it was a sensitive matter, so I couldn't make a hasty judgment.

In any case, the one certain fact right now was that Kang Ichae had done nothing wrong.

As if Kang Ichae would plagiarize.

I didn't trust his conscience. I trusted his high pride.

I listened intently to the conversation with my mouth shut, but I could feel Kang Ichae repeatedly looking my way for some reason.

When I raised an eyebrow and met his gaze, he turned his head as if it was nothing.

"Kang Ichae, in that case," a Management Team staff member said, briefly jotting down the situation on a tablet. "We need to release a statement as soon as possible. It's too unfair for us to let this slide."

Just as I felt relieved that a difficult problem would be resolved quickly, Kang Ichae spoke.

"Ah, but since this is an unreleased song."

He rolled his eyes once and muttered as if to himself, "What should I do..."

In that moment, everyone understood his words.

He was saying it wasn't copyrighted.

"...Ah..."

A strong sense of regret filled the sigh.

It was probably due to a strong premonition of overtime and the calculation that the situation would become more complicated than expected.

Even if it was an unreleased song, he had revealed it on a live stream, and a video still existed on YouTube, so his name would be cleared, but without copyright registration, it had no legal power.

Seeing the speechless and dazed staff members, I sighed and started to wrap things up.

"Anyway, releasing a statement quickly is the answer. Dragging this out will only do more damage to our image."

"Yes, that's right..."

"At this point, the fans might already know about the song he revealed on the live stream. Still, it would be good to make an official announcement, even if it's just for show."

While talking with the Management Team staff, I shifted only my eyes to check on Kang Ichae, in case he was uncomfortable.

Kang Ichae, however, was composed.

What's with him?

Come to think of it, from the moment I arrived, everyone around him was in a panic, but the person at the center of it all seemed the most unfazed.

"You've worked hard. We'll be counting on you."

"Yes! We'll contact you again."

After the emergency meeting ended, I stepped outside. Kang Ichae followed me out, swaggering, and started grinning beside me.

"Our dear Hoyun~."

I was already feeling annoyed.

Kang Ichae swept his bangs back and tilted his head slightly. "I thought you went to see your brother, but did you perhaps rush over for Ichae's sake~?"

"I took a taxi, hyung. It was a very comfortable ride."

I half-ignored his continuous teasing and organized my thoughts.

Where do I even start looking into this?

First and foremost, public opinion was the most important thing.

No matter how innocent Kang Ichae was, an atmosphere that had already swayed in one direction was difficult to turn back.

Did we miss the window for initial suppression?

"What are you thinking about~?"

"Hmm..."

Seeing him joke around like this, Kang Ichae's mental state seems fine.

"It's nothing—"

I stopped as I raised my head. My eyes met Kang Ichae's. A strange look had flashed across his eyes.

Before I could figure out what it meant, Kang Ichae relaxed his expression and smiled. "I'm fine, hyung. Don't worry too much."

"You're fine?"

"Why? If I'm not, are you going to solve it for me?"

......

"Do you have a plan?"

A few methods came to mind, but was there any need to tell Kang Ichae?

To him, of all people?

The deliberation was short.

"No? What could I possibly do."

The corners of Kang Ichae's lips, which had been drawing a gentle arc, twitched.

I maintained a shameless expression of ignorance. Kang Ichae eventually nodded.

"That's true. Let's just go to our schedule."

The guy spoke as if this whole controversy would die down in an instant, but I knew better.

The downfall of a genius.

People would not easily let go of such an interesting and provocative subject.

"Kang Ichae, um—"

That prediction was proven true not long after we arrived at the scheduled interview location.

"There's a lot of talk surrounding the fan song 'Orbit'. Could we perhaps hear Kang Ichae's opinion on this?"

See, they're sinking their teeth in already.

"...Pardon? T-That's!"

The question was for Kang Ichae, but it was Jeong Dajun who shot up from his seat, his face filled with indignation.

“Ahaha.”

Just as the youngest was about to protest, Kang Ichae laughed and sat him back down.

"Well, it would be a lie to say I wasn't flustered at all, but on the other hand, I'm a little curious."

"...Pardon?"

"About what will happen from now on."

Everyone's eyes widened, from the interviewer to the members.

What the hell is wrong with that bastard??

"Excuse me, just a moment!"

Before Kang Ichae could open his mouth again, the Managers rushed over in a panic.

What is it?

Thinking of the usual Kang Ichae, he would have skillfully deflected the question or blamed the company.

He was a guy who seemed to live as he pleased, but he clearly distinguished between what he should and shouldn't say. He knew when to get involved and when to back off.

Was he really not in his right mind, even though he looked fine on the outside?

"This wasn't a pre-approved question!"

"We told you we might add questions at our discretion!"

Voices were raised. The filming set became a mess.

In the midst of it all, only Kang Ichae was perfectly calm and relaxed.

I had done some searching before the interview. The situation was very unfavorable for us.

Even when fans presented the live stream video as evidence, the public opinion that had already formed didn't budge.

I guess Kang Ichae's popularity really was something else, seeing how many people wanted to tear him down.

Then there's only one way.

I just had to inject another issue to draw the public's attention.

"Thank you for your hard work."

"Yes, you worked hard too!"

A dramatic settlement was finally reached between the interviewer and the Managers. We safely finished the interview by sticking to the agreed-upon questions.

Kang Ichae clung to the anxious youngest member and whined, "Dajun-ah, hyung~ is having a really hard time."

"R-really?! What can I do for you?"

Even if he pretended to be unfazed, it seemed to be getting to him a little.

He was professional about his job and quick-witted, but he was still just a 22-year-old kid. It would be stranger to be perfectly fine when he was being condemned for something he didn't do, and might have even had his own song stolen.

Kang Ichae wiped his dry eyes and made a sobbing sound. "Tell me Ichae-hyung is the best."

"Hyung, you're totally cool and the best!!"

"Tell me I'm the most handsome in the world and that you cherish me."

"...That's a bit much."

"Hey."

...Is he okay?

In any case, with The Dawn's image hitting rock bottom, I had no intention of ending this matter ambiguously.

Borrowing my runaway conscience, I pondered for a moment. As soon as I got to the van, I took out my phone.

I found a number and sent a message.

[Me: Do you have some time?]

She, who would normally have been disgusted, replied as if she had been waiting.

[Lim Hyeonsu: Why are you only contacting me now, ffs]

This was the person who knew this game better than anyone.

[Lim Hyeonsu: Get your ass over here right now]


Chapter 217

“Well, well.”

Lim Hyeonsu's face, which I had not seen in a while, looked somewhat haggard.

“What brings such a lowly person to this precious place?”

“Hey, it's a precious person gracing this lowly place.”

I wondered if the effects of California had worn off. Lim Hyeonsu's face was exhausted from fatigue, and she practically radiated an irritable aura. It seemed the recent plagiarism controversy with Kang Ichae had both angered her and hit a sore spot.

“That psycho, seriously. Get in.”

As soon as I entered the studio, I habitually opened the window. The smell that hit my nose was different from usual.

“What's that smell?”

“Sharp as a ghost. I switched to an e-cigarette. For the sake of my precious lungs.”

“If you were truly concerned, wouldn't you just quit?”

“Are you going to keep hitting where it hurts?”

Lim Hyeonsu grumbled. She propped her feet on the table and bit her nails. CRUNCH, CRUNCH. Empty liquor bottles were scattered next to her feet.

“Seo Hoyun, let's cut the crap and get straight to the point.”

Lim Hyeonsu took her hand from her mouth and roughly swept her hair back.

“So, how's Kang Ichae?”

“He doesn't seem to be in his right mind.”

“...Huh? Ichae is?”

Although she was the one who asked, her eyes widened. She seemed to have not expected such an answer at all.

“T-That's a little unexpected.”

“You're the one who asked, so what's with that reaction?”

“No... Hey, you know it too. That guy's mental fortitude is like a steel alloy.”

He was usually as unshakable as a high-end mattress.

I sat down at the computer on one side of the studio.

Something's strange, though.

The way he showed no agitation at all bothered me, and that strange hint of an odd mood.

I went to the copyright association's website and searched for Kang Ichae's name. The only thing registered was the fan song released in September. As I tapped my fingers on the computer desk, retracing my steps to figure out what I had missed, Lim Hyeonsu chewed on her lip.

“Have you heard that shameless bastard's song?”

“I have. It's exactly the same as our fan song.”

I answered nonchalantly and went on social media to check the situation.

[Fuck, we're the ones who got plagiarized, but we're getting screwed over like this. I can't even laugh.]

[Where did all those psychos who jumped at the chance to bash him go? They clammed up, slapped the plagiarism label on the kid, and ran. My faith in humanity is shattered.]

[I'm staying neutral. I don't know.

└ What do you mean neutral? There's evidence.

└└ There's no proof he plagiarized. It could just be a similar song.]

[We need to purify the related searches. Looking at the search bar now, haa... I'm so frustrated.]

[But is it really plagiarism? It's similar, but isn't there no definitive proof? It's not even a released song??

└ It's too identical for that.]

As expected, word about the unreleased song must have already spread among the Noeuls, and they were asserting Kang Ichae's innocence. However, the song was not registered for copyright and the negative image of Kang Ichae's genius had grown so large. It was obvious that the fans' cries would just be buried no matter how loud they shouted.

Was I overreacting? ...It makes sense for Kang Ichae's mental state to be shaken.

So many people were pointing fingers at him for something he did not do. How wronged he must feel.

Skimming through the internet reactions again made it clearer. There were two problems right now. We had missed the right time to refute the claims, and public opinion had solidified in favor of criticizing Kang Ichae.

In times like these, there is one solution.

We just have to reframe it.

So that this incident is reinterpreted.

“It's one hundred percent Kang Ichae who's the victim. The composer who started this, that bastard is a habitual offender. He's plagiarized my songs too, cutting a bar or two.”

“Really? Did you sue?”

“Hah, don't you know? Plagiarism lawsuits are difficult. Even if you take it to court, it just drags on and on.”

I may look like this, but as a former PD of a long-term trainee survival program, there was no way I did not know about copyright or plagiarism. Whether it was a lawsuit or something else, I already knew all about it.

I had only asked on purpose because I needed Lim Hyeonsu to be reminded of it.

“......”

I looked up information about the other composer, stacking the data in my head while letting Lim Hyeonsu's words go in one ear and out the other.

“Me too!! I tried to calm down and understand it maturely. Right, a person might plagiarize once in their life...”

“......”

“...The fuck is that bullshit? If a person commits a crime, they should pay the damn price! I'm regretting it like hell myself!”

I watched Lim Hyeonsu grind her teeth. She said she shivered just hearing the first syllable of 'plagiarism' because it reminded her of her own dark past. I thought about what line to use.

She's walking right into it.

It was time to gently reel her in.

“Composer-nim, but... when something like this happens, do you usually talk directly with the other composer?”

“It depends on the case.”

“Really? Our company is trying to mediate, but communication isn't going well.”

As I lowered the ends of my eyebrows and muttered, Lim Hyeonsu frowned.

“This bastard is scheming again. Just ask me to do it outright.”

“Ahaha?”

“Just wait. This composer-nim will show you what a mature solution looks like.”

Lim Hyeonsu clicked her tongue and took out her phone.

“Don't worry. I won't bring up Kang Ichae.”

“......”

I ostentatiously gave her a thumbs-up with both hands.

It's nice that Lim Hyeonsu is quick-witted, though.

“Ahem, ahem. Hello, this is Blue Tiger.”

Not long after making the call, she boomed a greeting and switched the phone to speaker.

[...Ah, yes. Hello, Senior.]

“I called because I wanted to talk a bit about your song.”

[Pardon?]

The other person questioned back in a very uncomfortable voice.

Straight to the point.

With my arms crossed, I watched the 'mature solution' that Blue Tiger was talking about.

“Your song for Survive Menthol. I looked at it and it's like my song─.”

[─I have nothing to say to you, Senior.]

“Pardon?”

However, what came back was brazen audacity.

The person on the other end laughed as if in disbelief.

[Wow, amazing. I never thought Senior Lim Hyeonsu would say something like this to me.]

“...What?”

[You must have forgotten your own mistakes after making a lot of money, huh? Or are you trying to stir up another issue?]

Lim Hyeonsu's face hardened in an instant.

As expected, it still gets to her.

A brand, once seared, follows you for life. When the other party brought up plagiarism like this, Lim Hyeonsu could not refute it, no matter how furious she was. She might want to believe she paid the price for her mistake by listing the other person as a co-composer and handing over all the profits, but that was not the whole story. If the plagiarism issue were to surface one more time, Lim Hyeonsu would have another huge headache.

[Besides, that song is so old, why now...]

“Hey, what the hell are you spouting?”

[By any chance, Senior, are you doing this because of Kang Ichae's case? I heard you two are close. Is that why you called me?]

Hit right on the mark, Lim Hyeonsu could not say anything and just gaped.

[I heard it wasn't registered for copyright. If you think about it, aren't you the one who plagiarized me?]

“......”

The other person snorted. It was a clear sneer.

[I'm hanging up.]

The call disconnected just like that, and Lim Hyeonsu grabbed the back of her neck.

“W-Wh-what the hell is this bastard saying?”

“That's what I'm wondering.”

“Hey! Tell this bastard to come out right now. Tell him to fight me in this building.”

DING!

[...Is this a mature response?]

My thoughts exactly.

Fuming, Lim Hyeonsu chugged half of a two-liter water bottle on the spot. I wracked my brain, thinking of how to draw her in. I searched through the other composer's songs again and then checked his Instagram.

“He posted something on his story.”

“What's it say?”

It was a fresh story, just posted.

“Should I read it to you? 'The development and melody might sound similar, but the chord progression is completely different. To think I have to receive a pressuring phone call from a senior. Laughing emoji.'”

“AAAAH!”

“'And to think it's that senior, there's no greater irony.' ...Wow.”

How nice of him to set the stage for us.

As if she could not believe it even after I had read it to her, she grabbed the monitor and read it again, word for word. Then her face turned red and blue with rage.

I found a pack of regular cigarettes next to the monitor and held it out.

“Composer-nim, I think you'll need this.”

“I need it.”

So much for e-cigarettes.

Lim Hyeonsu snatched the cigarettes as if stealing them, stuck one in her mouth, and fumbled through her pockets. I picked up a lighter and kindly lit it for her, then started playing the other composer's songs one by one. Beside me, Lim Hyeonsu grumbled for a long time, muttering things like, 'This is why, damn it, I shouldn't have plagiarized,' and, 'No, but that bastard...!'

Something that's obviously copied, but just subtle enough not to get caught. Something that looks suitable for stirring up controversy.

Then, one song caught my eye.

And so, something to bait Lim Hyeonsu.

There was one album made by borrowing classical melodies whose copyrights had long expired. Chopin, Brahms, Debussy, and so on.

“...Composer-nim.”

“What!!”

And again, I asked, knowing the answer. The outline of the bait was starting to take shape. Bait to catch the 'composer'.

“This person made a song by sampling a classical piece. Can you make songs like this too?”

“...If the copyright has expired and you have the neighboring rights, it's possible, right?”

“Then if I make a song using the same classical piece, like this composer-nim, is that plagiarism?”

Lim Hyeonsu looked extremely displeased. She flicked the cigarette ash into an ashtray and said.

“...It depends on how you do it, but if the songs are different, it's very ambiguous to call it plagiarism. The victim would feel bad, though.”

“I see.”

Of course.

“...Hey.”

In that moment, Lim Hyeonsu seemed to realize the intention behind all my questions.

“You, are you trying to make a song with the same classical piece as him and start a fight? On purpose? In a way that won't get you caught for plagiarism?”

“There's no need to stoop to the opponent's low level, but... I think we need to play a little dirty this time to turn the tables.”

DING!

[Wait, what are you doing?]

I ignored the System Window that popped up.

Lim Hyeonsu wore a look of utter exasperation.

“Don't. No way. You might be able to stir up controversy, but are you crazy? You're going to make Kang Ichae do something that even resembles plagiarism?”

“Then who on our team would compose it? I'll have to tell Kang Ichae.”

“What kind of bullshit is that? You think he'd listen to that?”

“He'd listen if I told him to.”

“What?”

At my words, Lim Hyeonsu shot to her feet.

“Seo Hoyun, did you get shot in the head?”

It had been a long time since I had seen Lim Hyeonsu this angry. I inwardly admired the soft spot she had for Kang Ichae.

“Don't you know that's a bad move? Not him. Why would he do something like that? It's not even me!”

Lim Hyeonsu, reminded of her dark past once again, snatched the cigarette pack from the desk and pulled out a new one.

Watching her chew on the unlit cigarette in her mouth, I asked nonchalantly.

“Composer-nim, if not that, then what will you do?”

The fish was wavering in front of the bait.

“If not this, is there any other way to stir up controversy?”

“...There is! It would be better for me to sue over his plagiarized song, even if I get flak for my audacity...!”

She took the bait.

Lim Hyeonsu stopped mid-sentence, her mouth hanging open. The cigarette fell to the floor with a soft thud.

“...Wait.”

She had figured it out.

“You... you told me first on purpose.”

Of course.

“What did I do?”

“Hey, stop bluffing.”

From the beginning, I had no intention of even mentioning the 'p' in plagiarism to Kang Ichae. However, to Lim Hyeonsu, I had to appear as the kind of guy who would do it.

“You, you're really telling me to start a plagiarism controversy with the other composer? Then I'll... that issue will come up again, won't it?”

That's Lim Hyeonsu for you. A quick thinker.

Right, at this timing, in this situation, what other reason would I have for coming to Lim Hyeonsu? Would I ask Lim Hyeonsu to appeal to the public on my behalf, to tell them Kang Ichae is not that kind of person? If I did that, we would both just get tied up in the plagiarism image and be dragged around by public opinion.

“If I don't do it? If I don't, what, are you going to ask Kang Ichae?”

I did not bother answering that. Instead, I asked a different question in a gentle tone.

“Composer-nim, are you that nice of a person?”

At that, Lim Hyeonsu pressed her lips together and was silent for a long time. The desire not to have her shameful and embarrassing past dredged up seemed to clash with the feeling that she could not let her student be smeared with filth.

And soon, a heartfelt curse, one I had not heard in a long time, flowed from her lips.

“...Wow, Seo Hoyun, you son of a bitch.”

So I smiled a little.

“Just now realizing?”


Chapter 218

[OMG guys

Crazy, Blue Tiger just called out Two Pose]

Despite her initial reluctance, Lim Hyeonsu acted quickly.

[Let's go watch the drama unfold, this is gonna be epic]

I propped my chin on my hand and scrolled through the social media feed.

[LMAO, people have been saying they're similar for a long time]

[Wow, they really are similar... That bastard Two Pose is a habitual offender]

Two Pose had plagiarized two of Lim Hyeonsu's songs. Five bars were so identical the plagiarism was undeniable, but the public's reaction was lukewarm since the songs were three years old. She had even called him out on Instagram. Plagiarism controversies were common, but it was rare for someone to call out another person so directly.

[Isn't this the first time Blue Tiger has brought up plagiarism??]

Moreover, Lim Hyeonsu had never mentioned plagiarism before. She had her own skeletons in the closet.

[LMAO is Blue Tiger crazy??? LMAO where's your conscience? LOLOLOL]

[Title: A summary of the Blue Tiger plagiarism controversy

For those who don't know why Blue Tiger is getting so much hate right now, I'll break it down for you ㅇㅇ

The incident started with Two Pose plagiarizing a song by Blue Tiger-noona 3 years ago and 1 year ago.

Yesterday, Blue Tiger posted a story saying Two Pose plagiarized her song.

The two of them have been going at it like crazy on Instagram since yesterday.

So much fun to watch.

But the problem is, Blue Tiger also had a plagiarism controversy ㅋ

She randomly added the name of some unknown indie composer as a co-writer, and rumors of plagiarism went fucking wild ㅋ. Blue Tiger just kept her mouth shut.

But now she's talking about suing for plagiarism, what a legendary hypocrite.

└ They're really birds of a feather, fucking hilarious ㅋㅋ

└└ Fr, a battle of the equally pathetic.

└ Doesn't Blue Tiger also have that chart manipulation issue?

└└ She does ㅋ. She'll probably sue for spreading rumors about chart manipulation later, so be careful~]

The other composer was fairly well-known, so he received a lot of flak, but so did Lim Hyeonsu.

Still, Lim Hyeonsu apologized and returned the profits.

She was not without fault, but she was still reflecting on her actions, regretting them now, and would continue to do so in the future.

[Title: List of songs Two Pose is suspected of plagiarizing

Mr. Two-Plagiarize, you're pathetic.

└ Mr. Plagiarize-Two, you're pathetic...

└ Is this bastard crazy??? The accusations are fucking pouring in.]

However, the criticism pouring down on Lim Hyeonsu quickly subsided. He was not nicknamed 'Two-Plagiarize' for nothing. After Lim Hyeonsu's call-out, other composers came forward one by one, claiming he had also plagiarized their work.

[Mr. Two-Plagiarize, you really made a meal out of it. How many plagiarism cases have come out so far?]

[Hey, at this point, isn't it like Blue Tiger took one for the team by stepping up first? ㅋ]

[Ahh... Blue Tiger... what a person you are...!

And here everyone was badmouthing you...!]

[Don't compare Blue Tiger and Two-Plagiarize. My noona at least donates every year and has lived a good life, ffs.

└ ㅋ plagiarizers are all the same...

└└ It's a fact that Two-Plagiarize is way worse though ㅋ]

The issue was definitely getting hot. Even those who claimed to be neutral began to lean toward the opinion that Two Pose was the perpetrator.

This was the perfect time.

The optimal moment to muddy the waters.

However, before I could make a move, the Noeuls rose up first.

[Summary of the Two Pose incident, who plagiarized Kang Ichae's unreleased song]

The aggrieved Noeuls repeated the same claims they had always made, but this time, the once-buried posts had a strange power.

Of course.

When an issue blew up, people who wanted to chime in always needed a victim.

It makes it easier to tear someone down.

It gives legitimacy to their criticism.

And so, Kang Ichae, once delicious fodder for the public, now became the victim.

[The reason why Two Pose is a fucking scumbag

He plagiarized Kang Ichae's unreleased song and then framed Kang Ichae for plagiarism just because he released it first ㅋ]

[The most wronged person at this moment:

Kang Ichae, who just released an amazing, god-tier song only to be accused of plagiarism]

[I didn't know about Kang Ichae, but he's a real saint. If it were me, I'd have been so pissed I would've just sued ㅋ]

The transformation from a piece of trash who plagiarized while pretending to be a genius to an innocent caught in an unfair situation was instantaneous. YouTube channels that had torn Kang Ichae apart just last week now positioned him as the victim, uploading videos titled 'Two-Plagiarize Gets Schooled by Blue Tiger'.

[What's with the rookie idols who get songs from these bastards? ㅋㅠ Does their company have a brain or not?]

[Their performance was fucking lame too ㅋㅠ It doesn't reflect any of the current trends]

[They probably wanted to get some clout by associating with Kang Ichae. It's not often a small-company idol gets this kind of promotion.

└ Those motherfuckers, really... they're not even from a smaller company than Daepaseong, but they have no business ethics.]

Thanks to this, public opinion completely flipped.

Scumbags.

Well, I was no less of a scumbag myself.

[ㅜㅜㅜ Our Ichae, what do we do? You've been through so much...]

[Hoo... there's so much I want to say... but I just hope Ichae gets some good rest ㅜㅜ]

[♡♡♡♡♡Ichae-yah, we love you♡♡♡♡♡]

The controversy was flipped and reframed. Kang Ichae's name was cleared. His image was somewhat restored.

People are really something.

What I had asked of Lim Hyeonsu was simple.

“Seo Hoyun, you son of a bitch.”

I had asked her to pick a fight with the other composer over plagiarism and drag it out to create a buzz. Or I would tell Kang Ichae to make a similar song and do it myself.

After they called each other master and disciple for nearly two years, it seemed Lim Hyeonsu really did care for Kang Ichae.

Besides the plagiarism issue, there was one thing about her she could never fix.

“...You're a reeeally, truly unchanging son of a bitch.”

Her soft-hearted nature.

That day, Lim Hyeonsu had kept her lips tightly sealed until I finished explaining my plan.

“Composer-nim, I'll leave it to you?”

I left the studio, leaving Lim Hyeonsu sitting quietly with her head down. Whether she would accept was entirely up to her.

Then, two days later, I saw the news online. Lim Hyeonsu had called out the other composer on Instagram.

Everything's taken care of.

Thank you, Lim Hyeonsu. Thanks to her, things were more or less sorted out.

...Hmm.

I searched for Lim Hyeonsu as well. The hate had not vanished, but it had decreased significantly. I could even see some supportive posts.

[But why did Blue Tiger unni suddenly bring up an old song and accuse him of plagiarism, not a recent one?

If it's for that reason, I think I'm going to cry.]

[I'm just going to love my unni.

She made mistakes, but she's also done so many good deeds over the years.]

The Noeuls were careful not to connect this incident with Kang Ichae, but it seemed some people were guessing.

I scrolled through the posts, closed the social media app, and headed to the company to wrap things up. Now that I had stirred up an issue, it was time to suppress it.

“Working hard, I see~.”

“Ah, Hoyun! It's been a while, hasn't it?”

So many things had happened to The Dawn that I had run into the Daepaseong legal team multiple times. We were now on familiar terms.

“You look busy?”

“Ahh, we're proceeding with a mass lawsuit...”

The legal team was preparing to respond to the current situation.

I gave the haggard legal team employee a bright smile and held up the bags and drink tray filling my hands. “Have some of this while you work!”

They were drinks and simple snacks I had bought on my way to the company.

“Wow, as expected of Hoyun~!”

I smiled gently beside him and made small talk for a bit before casually dropping the main topic.

“Ah, right! Does the monitoring team happen to have a lot of comments related to Composer Lim Hyeonsu-nim?”

“Ah? Yes, yes, of course we do.” The legal team employee answered my question but tilted his head slightly.

“Are you perhaps managing those separately?”

“...Uh, while collecting data related to Ichae, we did gather malicious comments about the composer. Why? Should we pass them on to you?”

“Yes, haha.”

He looked at me with a puzzled expression, but then nodded as if he understood.

“Ahh, did the Management Team give separate instructions? As a way of managing connections?”

No, this is just me being nosy.

I was a scumbag who had used her, but setting that aside, I wanted to use this opportunity to completely clean out the bastards who had crossed the line.

Fortunately, few people in this industry were unaware that Kang Ichae and Lim Hyeonsu were close. He seemed to mistakenly think I was just helping her out to manage connections.

I deliberately just stood there smiling. The legal team employee said he would check if he could send the data through the Manager, then stretched widely.

“Ah! Come to think of it, Kang Ichae was here earlier. Ichae even bought us lunch.”

“...Kang Ichae?”

“Yes, yes!”

Why would he come to the legal team again now? I thought he had already sorted everything out after visiting them several times.

“It took some time, but thanks to Ichae's immediate response, it looks like things will be sorted out to some extent, which is a huge relief. Phew. The official notice will be up soon, too.”

“...Excuse me?”

“Ah! Of course, before we post the notice, Ichae said he'd talk to the members first, so we'll wait!”

I furrowed my brow, feeling like I was missing something.

“Oh, oh! Seo Hoyun, your nose is bleeding.”

Something hot trickled down from my nose.

“Gasp!!”

I quickly tilted my head up, but drops of blood still splattered onto my cupped hand.

“...Oh, it really is.”

I looked at my sleeve and saw it was white, realizing it was the gift Noeul had given me. I hurriedly rolled up the sleeve and tilted my head way back. The legal team employee frantically pulled out some tissues and offered them to me.

“Whoa, is your schedule super packed these days??”

“Huh? No... no?”

It was a relief this happened inside the company.

The legal team employee made a fuss, asking if my work hours were being properly managed, but I just said I was fine and wiped my nose with a tissue.

“Just now...”

“Ah, a call! I have to take this. I'll see you later!”

Just as I was about to ask what he was talking about, the legal team employee's phone rang. He answered the call, gave me a nod, and hurriedly rummaged through the pile of documents on his desk.

I threw the bloody tissue in the trash and awkwardly stepped out into the hallway.

What was that?

A nosebleed was not a big deal. I used to get them often from working late nights as a PD. What bothered me more were the legal team employee's words.

I'll have to talk to Kang Ichae soon.

The nosebleed would stop soon enough. I figured my health would be fine as long as I did not run into madman right now.

However, speak of the devil.

“...Huh?”

“......”

On my way to the elevator, I came face to face with Kang Ichae. He stood in front of his studio with his arms crossed, staring intently at me.

I immediately turned to walk in the opposite direction, but a hand grabbed my shoulder. It was, of course, Kang Ichae's.

“Where do you think you're going?”

“...I'm not going anywhere?”

“Ahaha?”

I tried to shake off his hand and step back, but my nose started bleeding again. I blurted out an excuse almost reflexively.

“Hyung's kidneys are healthy, I have no chronic illnesses, and I take my supplements every single day.”

“Who said anything?”

You're the one who made me recite that every time, you bastard.

“I wanted to talk to you anyway, so this is perfect. Come here. There should be tissues.”

He was a bastard who was sensitive about health, but a simple nosebleed was apparently not enough to make him fuss.

He led the way into the studio and tossed me the tissue box from the table. I carefully observed Kang Ichae's every move.

Does this bastard know something?

I had resolved the issue, but looking back, it left a bad taste in my mouth. I could not hide it forever from this quick-witted guy, and I could not even imagine how his eyes would flip if I told him, 'I solved the problem by selling out the master you admire so much.'

Before bringing up the official notice I had heard about, I started with some small talk.

“Kang Ichae, why have you been so hard to find lately?”

“Ah, me?” I asked while plugging my nose with a tissue.

Kang Ichae plopped down in his usual work chair and spoke nonchalantly. “I was busy talking with a lawyer.”

“......”

A lawyer? Come to think of it, he said he met with the company's legal team. A lawyer, what on earth for?

“Hyung, are you in contact with Blue Tiger-nim right now? I want to go see the composer-nim too.”

Why Lim Hyeonsu now.

My nerves were on edge. Despite the tissue stuffed in my nostril, the nosebleed continued, soaking it completely.

“...Whoa, that's a lot of blood. Want to go get some rest?”

“What did you just say?”

“That's a lot of blood?”

“Not that, you bastard. Before that. Why did you meet with a lawyer? Did you get sued for plagiarism or something?”

“What are you talking about? If anyone's suing, it would be me.” Kang Ichae let out a small, incredulous laugh. “It took longer than I thought to confirm if it had legal validity. I've been out of it.”

“...The company is already handling that. What reason would you have to look for a lawyer separately?”

“...Didn't you just come from the legal team?”

I had felt like I was missing something when talking to the legal team, and now my conversation with Kang Ichae felt like we were talking past each other.

Kang Ichae tilted his head as he looked at my scowling face.

“......”

He scanned me up and down.

“I thought you were pretending not to know... but you really didn't know.”

“...What?”

“There's no way I would just stand by and do nothing.”

In that instant, the hair on my arms stood on end.

Kang Ichae toyed with the corner of his mouth and looked directly at me. His gaze was similar to the one he had when we met in front of the bathroom after he had coughed up blood during our Japanese promotions.

“The unreleased song.”

─However.

“I had it copyrighted.”

What the hell is this bastard saying right now?


Chapter 219

Kang Ichae considered himself a pretty good person.

He also lived a rather decent life.

Of course, he had overcome hardships and adversity, accumulating hatred and anger toward the world to get here, but now he lived a relatively sincere life.

“Hyung! What are you thinking about?”

“Thinking about how delicious the ice cream our youngest put in the freezer was.”

“You... you ate mine?!”

This, again, was what he thought of 'himself'.

Good looks, not-bad abilities, a brilliant mind.

He had not lacked much since birth.

But this is a bit boring.

Complete fulfillment led to ennui.

He was skilled at hiding things, however, so he maintained a wise attitude while living a boring and dry life.

A very conspicuous person appeared in his seemingly smooth-sailing life.

“Noeul, are you having a happy day today?”

“......”

“Ahaha, I'm doing well too.”

It was Seo Hoyun. For Noeul's sake, he would shamelessly act cute, speaking in the third person or calling them 'darling' or 'baby' with a face ten centimeters thick with audacity.

The same person who had been sprawled on the sofa just moments ago, not even answering when the members called, now smiled brightly and communicated with fans the moment the camera turned on.

Fed up with his duplicity, Kang Ichae narrowed his eyes and stared.

Seo Hoyun then peeked his face away from the camera and mouthed words.

“What are you looking at, you punk.”

At first, the fake little actor seemed like a bulldozer who recklessly pushed forward for his goals without looking around.

It was amusing, and necessary for The Dawn, so Kang Ichae let it be, but Seo Hoyun really seemed like cold metal.

On very rare occasions, however, he showed moments of humanity.

Like when Jeong Dajun got hurt during 'Victory is Mine'.

“I'll take responsibility for everything, so just come.”

Once Kang Ichae realized that, the person named 'Seo Hoyun' slowly came into focus.

He was more sincere about The Dawn than anyone else.

He was the first to step up for the members' affairs.

Yet, he was busy hiding all of his own problems.

Kang Ichae knew but left him alone.

He was not unaware that Seo Hoyun was scheming, but he ignored it, judging it would not harm him.

It's strange, though.

The way Seo Hoyun treated him was also peculiar. It seemed like Kang Ichae was being left to his own devices, but when he came to his senses, he would realize Seo Hoyun saw right through him and was taking care of him.

Kang Ichae felt interested in this person he had never encountered before. At the same time, he thought the unfamiliar feeling was not half bad.

That is, until the moment it truly started to bother him.

“You persistent bastard... I'm your hyung, can't you just let it slide?”

It was the time Seo Hoyun spewed blood over the sink in the dorm bathroom during their expansion into Japan.

Kang Ichae was dumbfounded.

How could a person vomit blood without being sick?

It was completely incomprehensible by Kang Ichae's common sense, but Seo Hoyun's clean medical records mocked him.

He pushed the question to the back of his mind, however.

He would not get an answer if he asked right away.

Hyung is human too, he must have things he wants to hide.

Or so he had thought.

【The black waves crash over

My heart pounds wildly

Am I suffocating?】

His thoughts began to change during Shining Star Season 2, however. Especially during the final stage. Seo Hoyun looked extremely precarious.

【All the way to the end

Even if I don't know what lies ahead】

Seeing Seo Hoyun try to shoulder everything alone in that state was increasingly frustrating. Kang Ichae got royally pissed off at the people who rode the controversy Seo Hoyun created. They pretended to be sympathetic and comforting while enjoying others' misfortune for fun.

At the same time, he revised his perception of Seo Hoyun. He had seen him as someone who only caused trouble he could handle.

Our sub-vocal.

Seo Hoyun was a real fucking madman.

Not just a madman, but one who needed a curse word as an adjective to express his level of insanity.

Even while destroying himself, he never asked for help or relied on anyone around him.

At this point, Kang Ichae realized.

If he keeps going like this, he's going to cause a major incident.

After that, Kang Ichae calmed his anger. He began to observe Seo Hoyun more intently, experimenting to see what would get through to him.

Rushing would only ruin things.

When Seo Hoyun wore a displeased expression, Kang Ichae would subtly go and poke at him. He got answers, which brought a little relief.

Through various experiences, however, Kang Ichae came to know naturally that Seo Hoyun never told the person involved even a sliver of the truth.

The beginning was better.

Back then, Seo Hoyun would at least openly warn Kim Seonghyeon that he would use evil editing or yell at Jeong Dajun to speak properly.

What kind of change of heart did he have?

How many times had he just smiled slyly in front of the members, only for everything to be resolved at some point?

He won't listen even if I tell him.

Then the plagiarism incident broke out.

“Ichae, did you really plagiarize?”

Anger surged first, then a hollow laugh escaped him. The thought that this was the perfect time to trap Seo Hoyun soon crossed his mind, however.

Is this an opportunity?

Kang Ichae lifted his bowed head and smiled brightly at the management team staff member.

“You're talking about the unreleased song, right?”

Perhaps.

It is an opportunity.

He could fix Seo Hoyun's habit.


“What did you say?”

Seo Hoyun's already pale face turned even whiter, as if he had heard a bad joke.

“What kind of bullshit is this? Are you mistaken? That wasn't there when I searched your name.”

“Where did you search?”

“The copyright association.”

“That's why it wasn't there.”

Kang Ichae said while observing Seo Hoyun.

“I registered it in the US.”

Only then did Seo Hoyun's face become a sight to see.

“Most people don't know. It's a habit of mine. I register the copyrights for all my personal, unreleased practice songs in the US. You can register copyrights for home recordings too, you know.”

“Don't be ridiculous. It didn't show up when I searched for Kang Ichae either.”

“I use a pseudonym.”

“...!!”

Kang Ichae slowly laid out his words.

“I only registered the copyright in the US, so I had no idea how to transfer it for a released song. It took some time to find out through a lawyer. Thankfully, they said it's possible.”

What the hell is this bastard saying right now.

The thought was written all over Seo Hoyun's face.

“They said it has legal effect, but realistically, suing would take a long time and be a headache. Still, it should be enough to quell the controversy.”

“You, why didn't you say anything?”

“And if I had?”

“...What?”

Kang Ichae fiddled with the wrapper of a candy from the pile on the table.

“If I'd announced it right away, the immediate controversy could have been suppressed, but it would've just dragged on. If I made a fuss in an uncertain state and it got overturned later, it would only be more painful for the Noeuls.”

Kang Ichae was just as sensitive to the flow of public opinion as Seo Hoyun. In that situation, the more he struggled, the worse his image would become, and he would eventually fade from public interest. The other composer would just repeat the same antics after some time. His response was not late. He was waiting for the right time to handle it more thoroughly.

“Now that it's certain, I'm going to post an announcement.”

Only one of Kang Ichae's actions so far was inappropriate.

He deliberately did not tell Seo Hoyun this fact.

“Let me ask you instead. Hyung, why didn't you tell me?”

“...Because there was no need for you to know.”

“But it's my business?”

Seo Hoyun could not answer for a moment.

“Be honest. If I'd told you back then, instead of telling me your plan, wouldn't you have just thought, 'I guess I didn't hide it carefully enough,' and hidden it even more tightly?”

“......”

Living with Seo Hoyun, Kang Ichae had come to feel something strongly.

This person could never be persuaded through normal conversation.

He was the type who had to experience things himself to understand.

So, just as Seo Hoyun used him to bait Lim Hyeonsu, Kang Ichae also put himself on the line to bait Seo Hoyun.

“...Why did you do it?”

“You did it too, hyung.”

Kang Ichae answered simply.

“It's not like I'm saying I'll pay you back in kind. I just wanted to let you know, hyung.”

“......”

“That if we'd been open with each other and talked from the beginning, we could've resolved this faster.”

They might have suppressed it faster while still drawing people's attention. Kang Ichae could think of several ways off the top of his head. Some methods did not even need to involve Blue Tiger. If he could think of that, then Seo Hoyun, an expert in this area, would be even better.

Seo Hoyun squeezed his eyes shut then opened them. He furrowed his brow deeply and ran a hand roughly through his hair.

“Honestly, I made a mistake.”

Kang Ichae lowered his gaze slightly. He pressed his lips together firmly before slowly parting them.

“I didn't know you'd go this far for me, hyung.”

If he had known Lim Hyeonsu would get involved, Kang Ichae would not have hidden it from Seo Hoyun. He had noticed Seo Hoyun would contact her, but he did not know he would use such a drastic measure.

In the first place, Kang Ichae could not comprehend it at all.

Why had Lim Hyeonsu, born with such natural talent, committed such a mistake? In the end, she was the one bearing the full consequences.

The composer-nim is not someone I need to worry about.

Blue Tiger', who didn't stop at despair and moved straight forward, was strong.

The members were the same. Even if they hesitated for a moment, they walked forward without rest.

But he was not sure about Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun was a runaway train with a broken brake lever.

He would ram into anyone who showed their thorns to The Dawn, regardless of his own body breaking in the process.

That was why Kang Ichae wanted to convey it even more.

A time would come when Seo Hoyun too would need the help of others.

“Thanks for clearing my name. The copyright issue will be wrapped up soon, so I'll talk to the lawyer about it.”

Kang Ichae said in a low voice as he got up from his seat.

“But you know you made a mistake too, right, hyung?”

He referred to the matter with Lim Hyeonsu.

Seo Hoyun was silent.

Kang Ichae looked at him for a moment, then left the studio with a slight smile.

Left alone, Seo Hoyun threw the nose-plugging tissue into the trash. He slumped onto the chair Kang Ichae had just been sitting in.

“...Wow.”

Throughout Kang Ichae's story, Seo Hoyun had been endlessly reviewing where things had gone wrong.

He picked up one of the candies Kang Ichae had fiddled with earlier. Inside, he saw a small piece of paper folded into a ddakji shape.

[Hyung, thanks anyway, and I'm sorry

♡I'll give you the settlement money when I get it, so don't be mad♡

-From the pretty, handsome, and lovely Ichae]

“...Fuck, the student has surpassed the master.”

It seemed Kang Ichae did it knowing Seo Hoyun ate candy instead of smoking.

At this point, all he could do was laugh.

Seo Hoyun unwrapped a candy and tossed it into his mouth.

“My head is reeling from the backstab. Amazing, really.”

He could not say anything more, because he knew this betrayal was based on affection.

Lost in thought, Seo Hoyun turned on his phone and found a contact.

[Lim Hyeonsu]

He hesitated for a moment, then sent a text.

[Me: Composer-nim]

[Me: Are you very angry?]

Surprisingly, the reply came back quickly.

[Lim Hyeonsu: 凸凸凸凸凸凸]

Full of 'fuck yous'.

[Lim Hyeonsu: You bastard, if I had my way, I would've ignored you for about half a year]

[Lim Hyeonsu: But what can I do, I was in the wrong first]

While he wondered what to say, another text arrived.

[Lim Hyeonsu: Cool girl trait)]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Admits her mistakes well]

“What is this?”

She must have seen something weird again.

Seeing that Lim Hyeonsu did not seem to be in too bad of a state, Seo Hoyun shoved his phone into his pocket. He was about to head back to the dorm when it vibrated.

[Lim Hyeonsu: Loser guy trait)]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Is Seo Hoyun]

Seo Hoyun looked at it and laughed for a long time.

He could not help it.

This time, it was his complete and utter defeat.
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The lingering sweltering heat finally subsided. October arrived with a lonely breeze.

The Dawn practiced endlessly. They were busy preparing for year-end stages and overseas activities while also discussing their next comeback.

The plagiarism incident was resolved, but the atmosphere remained cautious.

Worried the Noeuls might be concerned, Kang Ichae posted on the official fan cafe while refraining from activities.

Kang Ichae's post started by saying he missed Noeul and included this phrase.

[Because it's a fan song that is very precious to me, I hope it remains only as a good memory for Noeul as well.]

He didn't directly mention the plagiarism.

[The Dawn kids... How can you not love them]

[Kang Ichae is seriously the best...]

Seo Hoyun watched the fan reactions and thought deeply.

I've troubled the Noeuls too much.

Even with a personality that didn't care what others thought, his job was still an idol. He couldn't ignore the fans' perspective.

Moreover, all the incidents had exploded in the little over two years since Seo Hoyun joined The Dawn.

He also made things worse by continuing to use controversy to attract attention, a tactic from his PD days.

Seo Hoyun reflected a little.

I should lay low for a while.

Come to think of it, the System Window hadn't appeared much lately. It answered when he called it, but it no longer popped up at all hours to nitpick or throw bizarre dialogue choices at him.

Seo Hoyun decided to use this opportunity to lay low and live quietly.

However, life, as always, went in the opposite direction of his intentions.

“What? A variety show with Senior Min Jiheon?”

A few days later, the CEO summoned him to the company. He told Seo Hoyun to appear on a variety show with Min Jiheon.

“Just me?”

“That's right.”

The Dawn was the next big thing after Min Jiheon at Daepaseong and the goose laying golden eggs. Still, the CEO would have been more comfortable dealing with them if not for Seo Hoyun. Seo Hoyun was a snake-like guy, more inscrutable than the industry's seasoned veterans.

The CEO clicked his tongue in displeasure.

“Min Jiheon is a variety show novice. The Management Team said he'd just get edited out completely if he went alone, so they requested someone to cover for him.”

“And that's me?”

“You filmed a drama together, and you've done a variety show together too.”

Seo Hoyun felt there was something more to it.

Seo Hoyun said he would think about it for now and left the CEO's office.

He immediately sent a text.

[Me: What's this?]

However, Min Jiheon didn't reply.

What's with this bastard?

It was a major network variety show, and it wasn't a bad offer for The Dawn.

However, his physical condition had been strange lately, which made it hard to decide on the appearance right away.

His schedule was lighter than during active promotions, and he got plenty of rest, yet, he still got nosebleeds or fell ill at the drop of a hat.

He worried the fans might see him like this. He was as careful as possible, avoiding live broadcasts and only appearing occasionally in pre-recorded, edited videos.


【Dajun's Chaotic Vlog Editor 】

Seo Hoyun had most recently shown his face in a vlog self-filmed by Jeong Dajun.

[They didn't really need to put Dajun's name in the title... The word 'chaotic' alone would have been enough to know it's Jeong Dajun's vlog]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeong Dajun's specialty) Words like chaotic, puzzling, and teehee suit him so well]

“─Europe was so, so pretty! It might be because it was my first time there, but just like in our country, the sky at Noeul was really, really cool! I wanted to show our Noeuls, so I filmed a lot! I think I have a talent for this, so I'm thinking of releasing a domestic series someday! And...”

Jeong Dajun's mouth didn't rest for a moment.

The video fast-forwarded at 3x speed. Then, a black screen appeared with an apology.

【We wanted to include all of Jeong Dajun's beautiful words, but that would have turned this into a 10-hour art film, so we had to edit it. We ask for your understanding.】

[Dajun-ah, the subtitles can't keep up with your speaking speed]

[It feels exactly like watching a five-year-old cousin who came over for the holidays...]

[A new Top of Korean Hip-hop has appeared... But he doesn't make the disciplined Kang Ichae nervous

└ Kang Ichae : ㅇㅅㅇpicks noseㅋ]

[The content is cute if you watch it

Jeong Dajun really... lives up to his name

Is it because he gives all his affection (Jeong)?

You sunny, soft boy ㅜ]

Jeong Dajun reappeared and winked at the camera.

“Please look forward to it a ton!”

A subtitle appeared on the black screen that followed.

【So what was the result of Dajun's work?】

Dizzying camerawork.

Subtitles that were a beat late.

Suddenly appearing animation effects.

Exaggerated BGM.

【They say he tried his best...】

The result was disastrous.

[Is this from Rit the river's point of view?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, the fan song must have been edited incredibly well then ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun, who wants to come back and edit the Europe vlog...

You're cute, but please just stick to dancing

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun finished practice. They stopped by the planning team office, where they spotted Jeong Dajun engrossed in editing and approached him.

The three of them huddled around one computer, staring intently at the monitor.

[These guys are so cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's so natural seeing them together ㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[Hurry up and register as a family, you guys

And add me too, as Kim Seonghyeon's wife]

Seo Hoyun chewed loudly on a candy, watching without much thought.

“...What are you doing?”

His expression noticeably hardened after seeing Jeong Dajun's skills.

“A challenge is always a beautiful thing.”

Seo Hoyun faced an editing level he couldn't bear to watch. He simply closed his eyes.

“...How beautiful.”

[Look at this bastard Seo Hoyun averting his eyes]

[He has the expression of someone who wants to yell that results are what matter

But he's keeping his mouth shut because he's in front of Noeul, what a fake]

If the camera hadn't been rolling, Seo Hoyun would have already chewed out the youngest member.

He saw nothing more to watch. Annoyed, he tapped Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder and turned to leave.

“Seo Hoyun, would you like to try?” Lee Jihyeon provoked.

“I have to eat and then practice again with Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Aw, come on, 30 minutes is fine!”

“Hyung, hyung, can't you do something like this? This is a YouTuber I've been watching diligently lately!”

Seo Hoyun watched the emotional, Instagram-style vlog video. He immediately understood what Jeong Dajun wanted, but just furrowed his brow and scratched the bridge of his nose.

At that, Jeong Dajun grinned mischievously beside him and acted playfully.

“Hyung, are you scared you'll do worse than me in front of the Noeuls?!”

“......”

“Could this be what they call being chicken?!”

He only learned the bad stuff from Kang Ichae.

Seo Hoyun internally reserved a flick to Jeong Dajun's head and sighed. He nudged Jeong Dajun and gestured with his chin to get out of the way.

“...Fine, just 10 minutes.”

He saved Jeong Dajun's vlog, re-opened it, scanned through it, and pressed a few shortcut keys.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun threw taunts from beside him, like 'It'll probably be about the same,' and 'What's he gonna make?'

Seo Hoyun didn't even pretend to listen.

Lee Jihyeon, a planning team staff member, could tell from his hand movements alone that this was no ordinary skill.

What, what is this?

Seo Hoyun pressed Export after a minimum of clicks and keystrokes. He stood up without even checking the result.

“Kim Seonghyeon, let's go.”

Jeong Dajun and Lee Jihyeon were left behind. They clicked on the 10-minute result after it finished rendering.

“...What is this??”

Their eyes widened.

The screen turned black again.

【This is the result of the vlog opening edited by Seo Hoyun in 10 minutes.】

The morning Noeul shone. The river's surface glittered red.

【In Berlin】

Thick bacon sizzled as it cooked. A golden-brown toast topped with a soft-boiled egg filled the screen.

The scene soon changed. It showed Seong Jiwon in the corner of a German bookstore, holding and examining an original English book.

[What the...]

The Noeuls were utterly bewildered.

[No, seriously, what is this?]

[A second ago it was from Rit the river's point of view. Why did it suddenly become Notting Hill [1]?]

[Was I at the bookstore with Jiwon that day?]

Even after the video ended, the Noeuls continued to murmur among themselves.

[Seo Hoyun's 'hunnyeo' aesthetic is insane...]

[What is this idol... He seems like he'd have around 270k subscribers... I wanted to keep him to myself, but why is he acting like some newly rising YouTuber...]

[Even though he was the man who looked for soondae-gukbap in Europe...

└ Wasn't it soondubu-jjigae?

└└ Kang Ichae's testimony

└└ Seriously, he's so damn fake...]

[I wish Hoyun would film a soondae-gukbap vlog haha]

It was Jeong Dajun's chaotic vlog editing journey. However, the top comment on the YouTube video was, 'Seo Hoyun could film a soondae-gukbap mukbang and it would totally be possible for him to reinvent it as a European-aesthetic vlog.'

Lee Jihyeon's eyes gleamed after confirming this. She called for Seo Hoyun again.

Seo Hoyun's complexion was a little paler than usual for some reason. He listened to Lee Jihyeon and squinted.

“...Excuse me? Soondae-gukbap?”

“Yes. A soondae-gukbap vlog.”

“...Do the Noeuls really want something like that?”

Do fans sincerely want to see their favorite idol eat soondae-gukbap in the atmosphere of a beautifully packaged vlog?

“...Well, I understand.”

However, Seo Hoyun accepted the offer.

It was his belief to do anything the Noeuls asked for, at least once.

【And so, Seo Hoyun really filmed it that evening and even edited it himself.】

This video was a little longer than the opening Seo Hoyun had edited before.

Calm BGM played. Steady camerawork showed a menu board with items like 'Soondae-guk', 'Soondae Jeongol', 'Add Vegetables', and 'Sari' written on it.

Neatly arranged side dishes and perfectly placed utensils appeared. Then Kim Seonghyeon, wearing a red apron, waited reverently for his soondae-gukbap.

【Soondae-Gukbap VLOG】

It even had an English title to match the aesthetic.

[You crazy bastards ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The fans burst out laughing. They said that Troublemaker Seo had done it again.

【Add 'Yachae-sari'】

【One more 'Soondae'】

Then, subtitles appeared that Seo Hoyun had put his heart and soul into.

【Today, I came to eat with Seonghyeon.】

【He was admiring how cool my dancing is.】

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yeah.”

[Is he crazy for just using subtitles instead of explaining verbally? Why does he know vlogs so well?]

At the bottom of the screen, Seo Hoyun's hands could be glimpsed. He added rice to his soondae-gukbap and diligently sprinkled pepper on top.

“He's improving, but... why is it so slow? What on earth should I do to help?”

【The leader is praising his student's progress.】

[Um, but the audio and subtitles don't match]

“Seonghyeon-ah, thanks, but you don't have to do anything more.”

“What?”

“You're lovable just by breathing.”

“Let's just eat!! Let's just eat!!”

Kim Seonghyeon threw down his spoon.

【Seonghyeon is very shy.】

Subtitles like 'beautiful progress' and 'Hoyun will work even harder' were overlaid on comments that were clearly not compliments.

[Seo Hoyun has really gotten a taste for teasing Kim Seonghyeon...

But I like it too ha

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck, me too]

[You could really just show your face, but it's hard for me when you're funny too]

Seo Hoyun switched to a self-cam when about a minute of the video was left.

It seemed to be his bare face. His clean, white, almost translucent skin enhanced the wistful and innocent atmosphere.

【Noeuls, thank you for watching.】

【You all worked so hard today, and I hope you have happy days always filled with laughter.】

His eyes crinkled into a bright smile. He waved his hand awkwardly, as if unused to a self-cam.

The video ended with the words 'The End'.

[How about Seo Hoyun, who knows supply and demand so well?

A terrifying idol who makes you laugh the whole time and then shows his face at the end

└ A move worthy of a popular member

Though his words are a bit like a New Year's emoticon my aunt would send

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, geez ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[PopPop is such a filial son, on top of that... ㅜ

'Noeuls, be happy,' 'Have strength today too,' 'I'll always be cheering for you!' < Seo Hoyun's three-part daily mantra is so cute I'm going crazy...

└ Seo Hoyun is guilty ㅠㅠㅠ!!!]

The Noeuls were always confused.

Whether Seo Hoyun was a good person or not.

People who have stanned, no, loved someone, inevitably get to know them well. All their attention and focus is always directed at the object of their affection.

What kind of person he is.

That's why the Noeuls also thought, 'We love Seo Hoyun, but he must have quite a personality.' His reputation even spread by word of mouth overseas.

[Is he the K-Style bad boy? He's so sweet to the Noeuls! (laughing emoticon)]

[I don't know what the other members think (rofl) (rofl)]

[Is it true that Hoyun is called an angel in Japan? Could that angel be Lucifer? HAHA]

The domestic fans who saw this were impressed.

[Foreign Noeuls 'moe-ify' him more than we do

They're calling Seo Hoyun Lucifer

└ A rabbit or Lucifer, it's all the same...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠ Ah, that hit home]

Fans whispered amongst themselves that it was fine as long as there was no controversy and he was good to them. Then, a rumor spread that Seo Hoyun would appear on a variety show with Min Jiheon.

[Is Seo Hoyun doing a variety show with Min Jiheon??]

Even though it was just a rumor, everyone was in an uproar.

[What?? Just Seo Hoyun?]

[Why...? Does Min Jiheon have no friends like Joo Woosung?

No, I heard Min Jiheon has some connections at least]

[Please Take the Camera...? Then shouldn't Yu Jia be on it too?]

In particular, the handful of fans who couldn't let go of 'Please Take the Camera' even after a year and continued their stanning were the most fired up.

[How about a drama that keeps giving us content even after a year]

[I wish Seo Hoyun would please come on and just once, get into character and act as PD Lee Jeonghun ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[The actor himself really seems to like Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

For Noeul, the fact that a popular actor was close with the idol they stanned wasn't a bad thing at all.

Just then,

[OMG, The Dawn confirmed to appear on Jelly Revolution!!]

News broke that The Dawn would appear on the YouTube channel of an interviewer who specialized in idols and actors.

[Ah, someone canceled on Jelly Revolution so The Dawn is suddenly appearing instead ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, you know it's gonna be good ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's great to see Hoyun after so long ㅜㅜ]

However, the Noeuls didn't know.

【EP.184 Can it be madness? The Dawn too? (Pre-release)】

That the short pre-release clip on YouTube would be such a chaotic party.




1 A melodrama/romance film released on July 3, 1999.
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When I clicked the pre-release video, a banner unfurled and confetti scattered as The Dawn entered the studio.

【I ♡ The Dawn 】

He had not shown his face much in live videos lately, only appearing sporadically in their self-produced content. His already fair skin also looked even paler, which led to rumors among fans that he might be sick.

However, the moment the camera caught Seo Hoyun, everyone was too busy marveling at him.

“Hello, I'm Hoyun of The Dawn.”

Seo Hoyun displayed a sensitive and sharp aura from his poor condition over the past few days, but he would crinkle his eyes and smile softly whenever he met the camera's gaze.

[He looks so pure;;]

Noeuls eagerly gathered all the content they had missed during the off-season.

[Seonghyeon looks a bit on edge today.

He must have suffered at Hoyun's hands.

└ Yeah, yeah... That's got to be it.

└└ LMAO hahahahahahahahaha]

The pre-release video's conversation revolved around the 'Seo Hoyun Disease' and The Dawn's popularity.

The Noeuls, who had watched him with fond smiles, were horrified by the next scene.

[Title: Ah, the Jelly Revolution pre-release is fucking hilarious

The MC reads a comment.

'But it's a good thing Seo Hoyun debuted late.

If he had debuted earlier, there would have been a million Kakao Story Kim Yeoju fanfics about him.'

Seo Hoyun: (??? Clueless) Huh? What's that?

How can you say that to an MZ generation idol LOL hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

'Kim Yeoju' was the quintessential protagonist of internet novels from the early 2000s. Almost every male celebrity at the time had been cast in the role by fans.

【However, the production team did not yet know.】

【That there was a reason The Dawn was known as the rising weirdos...】

【The chaotic party, check it out in the video coming out tonight!】

The Noeuls' anticipation was already at full capacity from the pre-release alone.

[Hahaha... I guess I'll watch this while I eat dinner tonight.]

[But doesn't it seem like The Dawn has calmed down a bit lately?? They used to be truly uncontrollable.

Hoyun is a quiet little black bunny these days.

└ Go watch FNL.

└└ Sorry... I just tried to moe-ify him out of habit.]


That evening, everyone was already waiting before the video even uploaded.

When The Dawn appeared on screen, they were just five tall, handsome men, as long as they kept their mouths shut.

However, as the MC started reading over-the-top internet comments, an undeniable madness began to radiate from them.

“Wow, but really, Mr. Seo Hoyun, with your looks, you're a perfect fit for an internet novel male lead! Could you maybe show us a little something?”

“Ah, if you insist, shall I give it a try?”

Seo Hoyun never backed down from an opportunity.

He had a rough idea of what it was but had never seen it in detail. After a brief explanation, he stood up from his seat.

“Haaah...”

Seo Hoyun pulled his chair forward and perched on its edge. A motorcycle CG then appeared over the chair.

The sight of Seo Hoyun perched on a shoddy-looking motorcycle, gazing into the distance with melancholic eyes, was strangely picturesque.

It was meant to be funny.

【This person... why is he so cool?】

He was cool.

Even the captions were flustered.

[Is he crazy? What's with that motorcycle CG?]

[Hahahahahahahahaha but it's so amazing how he looks ridiculously good with that crappy CG.]

The lines that followed were all ad-libbed.

Jeong Dajun clasped his hands and asked with sparkling eyes.

“Hyung! Hoyun-hyung! Did you buy that bike after winning a 17-vs-1 brain battle?!”

“Don't even think about it.”

Seo Hoyun lowered his gaze slightly and carefully stroked the chair.

“My beloved ride.”

[Mr. Seo Hoyun, do you want to die? LMAO hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

[Hoyun-ah,

I like idols who work hard,

but this isn't what I meant by living diligently.]

However, that was not the end.

“Baby, get on.”

Seo Hoyun's gaze fixed on Kim Seonghyeon as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

【Seo Hoyun's eternal Kim Yeoju = Kim Seonghyeon】

A mischievous smile played on his lips.

Kim Seonghyeon trudged forward with a resigned expression.

“Wait, ahaha! Mr. Seonghyeon, why are you coming out here?”

“Huh?...Well.”

When the laughing MC asked, Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head with a puzzled look.

“Because the 'baby' he's talking about is me...”

“......”

“...Huh? That sounds really weird, doesn't it?”

[LMAO hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha Hey ㅠㅠㅠㅠ haha]

[He just said 'baby', why is Kim Seonghyeon voluntarily going up there, you psycho ㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[I'm seriously dying of laughter right now. The moment he said 'baby', his head whipped around to Seonghyeon hahahaha]

Not just the members and the MC, but even the staff had to attempt a 'try not to laugh' challenge.

The more Kim Seonghyeon tried to explain himself, the more chaotic it became. “No, I don't think of myself as a baby either!” he said, and “That's not it, it's because Seo Hoyun keeps calling me baby—”

[Seonghyeon-ah,

why do you have the eyes of a cow being led to the slaughterhouse?]

[Hahahahahahahahaha ㅠ Fuck, looking at those eyes makes me feel guilty ㅠ hahahahahahaha]

[And the members just calmly watching this mess is so funny. It's just natural for them, I guess.]

Finally, his face red as a tomato, he ducked his head and awkwardly pretended to sit behind Seo Hoyun. Seo Hoyun's lips curled into a smirk.

“Hold on tight to my waist. You'll fall off.”

“......”

[Fuck hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

Once again, the MC and the production team burst out laughing. The other members cackled as they watched the spectacle.

[Seo Hoyun would be really good at doing the 'Why can't you say this person is my person, that he's my man' line from (Lovers in Paris) to Kim Seonghyeon.

└ He's already done it.

└└ ???????What??

└└ Kang Ichae's PopPop testimony.

Said Kim Seonghyeon hated it.

└└ LMAO hahahahahahahahahahaha Our Boiled Dumpling is so brave for not crying hahahaha

└└ I'd bet my photocard that Seo Hoyun made him cry into his pillow at least once.]

While reactions exploded on social media in real time, an insert shot of Seo Hoyun saying, “My beloved ride,” appeared before the show moved to the next topic.

“We've received a tip about Mr. Seo Hoyun. They say you play a lot of pranks on the members? There's a lot of talk saying you're 'guilty'!”

Kim Seonghyeon muttered in a serious tone, “Why on earth... I don't understand how that kind of behavior becomes a selling point.”

“Why? Isn't it cool when Hoyun does that?”

“What??”

“Why??”

When Seong Jiwon immediately retorted to defend Seo Hoyun, the other members all made faces of disgust.

A caption appeared below them.

【Encountering true 'madness'】

[Hahahaha ah, the real deal has appeared, fuck hahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

Only Seo Hoyun was relaxed.

“Wait, Seong Jiwon, you seriously think that?”

“Jiwon-hyung, are you really being blackmailed?”

【And so The Dawn suddenly started bickering...】

【The Dawn's specialty) If left alone, they bicker once every minute】

Watching this, the MC jumped in with perfect timing.

“Alright! Then let's pass a proper verdict, shall we?”

“...A verdict?”

[?? Hahaha]

[What verdict?]

Suddenly, the screen changed. DRUM-RUM-RUM-RUM, DRUM-RUM-RUM-RUM! Tense BGM from the Japanese game Ace Attorney began to play as a title appeared in a typography style from a 1980s movie poster.

【The Dawn Trial!】

At the same time, a shoddy, hastily prepared courtroom set flashed by.

The MC, dressed in a suit and holding a microphone, appeared on screen with a stiff, reporter-like expression.

“This is Reporter Ma, coming to you live from the front of The Dawn Trial!”

【Is Seo Hoyun truly a guilty man?】

[??? Hahahaha wait what is this]

[Is this for real?]

It reeked of B-movie sensibility.

Seo Hoyun stood in the defendant's box. The CG motorcycle still followed him from behind.

[They're getting really serious about this.]

【First Trial!

Defendant Seo Hoyun♡

Defense Attorney Seong Jiwon♡

Prosecutor Kang Ichae♡

Witness Kim Seonghyeon♡

Judge Jeong Dajun♡】

[Adding hearts isn't going to erase this vibe...]

[It just adds more madness...]

Their respective trial roles were displayed. Then, Kang Ichae appeared with a sly smile.

A caption appeared under Kang Ichae as he headed to the prosecutor's desk, holding a bundle of papers and blowing a kiss.

【The most handsome person in The Dawn appears.】

Then, another line was added.

【※This caption was secretly requested by Mr. Kang Ichae alone.】

[Kang Ichae is so petty.

└ LMAO hahahahahahahahahahaha I'm sobbing ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

“Woah~!”

Jeong Dajun, the supposedly impartial judge, cheered.

Kang Ichae walked leisurely to his spot, wearing a prosecutor's robe the staff had hastily prepared, which looked about 2% off.

“There's no need for a long preamble.”

He slammed the papers on the desk and shouted loudly.

“Your Honor. I hereby indict Seo Hoyun as guilty.”

“Prosecutor, please first explain the charges.”

“I indict the defendant, Mr. Seo Hoyun, on the grounds that he induces irritation in people.”

Kang Ichae took a blank piece of paper, walked forward, and handed it to Jeong Dajun.

“Your Honor, I submit the evidence here. The fact that he calls people 'baby' all the time, the fact that he frequently steals and eats the members' ice cream, and the fact that he doesn't react at all to what the members say unless it's fun to tease them about.”

“......”

“Objection!”

Seong Jiwon shot up from his seat.

“Your Honor. The constitution guarantees every person freedom over their own body. I believe this includes the right to speak or not speak, as long as it doesn't break the law. It's unjust to use a mere lack of reaction as evidence! I request that the third piece of evidence be dismissed.”

“...I see. I'm not quite sure what you mean, but I'll dismiss the third piece of evidence for now.”

Jeong Dajun stroked his chin, staring at the blank paper with a serious expression.

[Guys, their over-immersion is no joke hahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

Because they had a habit of doing everything with all their might, The Dawn did not know moderation.

“Your Honor.”

Kang Ichae bit his lower lip once before speaking.

“Above all, staring with a cold expression at unfunny jokes is an atrocious act that lowers the members' morale.”

“I object.”

Seo Hoyun's defense attorney, Seong Jiwon, shot his hand up.

“First, making a 'cold expression', while it may be a wrongful act that hurts the members' feelings in the Republic of Korea where freedom is guaranteed, cannot be seen as a transgression worthy of a guilty verdict. Furthermore, this behavior manifests differently depending on the member. The defendant is somewhat receptive when I make unfunny jokes.”

“Your Honor, do you see? That is a form of biased behavior and an outrage!” Kang Ichae pleaded with an aggrieved expression.

Jeong Dajun hesitated for a moment, but when Kang Ichae's eyebrow twitched, he finally mumbled, “W-Well, Hoyun-hyung does laugh a little when I talk...”

“......”

At that, not only Kang Ichae but also Kim Seonghyeon whipped their heads to look at Seo Hoyun with betrayed expressions.

As if he had been waiting, Seo Hoyun deliberately twisted one corner of his mouth up.

“Too bad you're not a natural comedian?”

“Ah! That's! That's...!”

“Hah, Jeong Dajun is pretty funny...”

As Kim Seonghyeon, the biggest victim and witness, showed a slight sign of acknowledgement, Seo Hoyun seized the opening.

“Seonghyeon-ah, have I ever done you wrong?”

“That's a line someone with no relationship problems would never say,” Jeong Dajun, the resident expert on drama studies, pinpointed exactly.

Seo Hoyun, of course, ignored him.

“I take care of you, I practice dancing with you regularly, I even eat with you.”

“Let's get this straight. That's me taking care of you. You're the one who says we should practice the basics, and I eat with you because you throw a fit if I don't.”

“See that? The leader takes care of me.”

As Kim Seonghyeon scowled at him, Seo Hoyun leaned back in his chair and added leisurely, “You might grumble, but you enjoy it deep down, so you keep hanging out with me, right? Both during promotions and otherwise.”

“...! W-What...”

“You're all like that, aren't you?”

Seo Hoyun crossed his arms and gave a sly smile.

“Are you that desperate for attention?”

[I take back what I said about Kang Ichae being petty.

Seo Hoyun is legendarily petty.]

[Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

At the ungrateful klutz's remark, Kim Seonghyeon grabbed the back of his neck in a surge of anger.

He had taught Seo Hoyun over and over, yet the man remained clumsier than a hammer. Kim Seonghyeon had summoned the patience of a past life, believing it was his duty as a leader to handle him, and had done his absolute best to take care of him.

“Your Honor, look at that wicked tongue! We can't allow any more victims to be created!”

“I don't think we need to hear any more!”

All the members except Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon shot up from their seats in indignation.

The only people having fun were the MC and the production staff, who laughed like crazy, thinking they had hit the jackpot.

“With that last statement, Mr. Seo Hoyun has all but confessed to the charges! I hereby sentence him guilty on the charge of inducing irritation in people!”

Jeong Dajun slammed the gavel down three times. BANG! BANG! BANG! He delivered the sentence.

Afterward, a trial on the topic 'Is Seong Jiwon really that strong-willed?' followed.

The witness, prosecutor, and defense attorney all testified that Seong Jiwon was more strong-willed than they thought, but since Seo Hoyun was the judge, the trial concluded that 'He is indeed sharp, but he's a soft rice cake.'

“Ahaha, as expected of our fair and wise Judge Seo. Thank you.”

“You may be seated.”

Then, Jeong Dajun asked with a serious expression, “By any chance... can a judge be indicted?”

[Dajun-ah... give it up.

Seo Hoyun's favoritism is insane.]

[This is why looks are important...]

Everyone raised a fuss, bickering that the verdict was ridiculous, but Seong Jiwon, now officially Seo Hoyun's 'soft rice cake', simply smiled, relaxed.

[Let's find out how to be favored by Seo Hoyun.

Be reborn as Seong Jiwon.

Let's stop finding out.

└ Is the difficulty level Hell...]

[Seong Jiwon just knows everything now and is enjoying it...]

After that, agendas like 'Is Jeong Dajun really a trendsetter?' and 'Did Kang Ichae sell his tongue to the devil?' were also carried out.

And, from beginning to end, Kim Seonghyeon was the victim.

【The considerate The Dawn-ings, always looking out for each other today too ^^】

It was a comment that even a Noeul with the thickest rose-colored glasses would scoff at.

【※This caption was written at the request of Mr. Seong Jiwon.】

Only then did The Dawn's fans realize the source of this madness.

[The legendary madness was...

Seong Jiwon...]

In the end, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been thoroughly teased while stuck between the petty ones, was genuinely sulking by the end of the shoot. He ground his teeth, inwardly wishing for Seo Hoyun to go on another variety show and suffer terribly.


Chapter 222

On the day of the pre-meeting for the variety show shoot with Min Jiheon, I came face-to-face with a familiar person in the conference room.

“Oh! Hoyun, it's so, so good to see you like this.”

It was PD Choi, the producer for 'Over-immersion Captain', the show I filmed with Yu Jia and Joo Woosung. I heard he had transferred to another program, but I never imagined he would be in charge of a fixed variety show like this.

He beamed at me.

“You're a hard man to get a hold of these days, huh? Your popularity was already on the rise when we first met, but now it looks like it's about to break through the stratosphere.”

“Oh, that's all thanks to you, PD. I properly got my start in variety shows because of 'Over-immersion Captain'.”

“You're still as friendly as ever, really!”

He laughed heartily, his simple face crinkling as he joked that he knew I would get even bigger. He was just the same as ever.

The writers beside him, however, just rolled their eyes and kept their mouths shut.

“Min Jiheon's flight was delayed, so he said he's going to be a little late, but that's fine. We can just start without him. Alright, let's begin the explanation for this new variety show, 'Please Take Care of Me'.”

Min Jiheon had been on a continuous rise to success since his debut. To manage his image, his company rarely had him appear on variety shows, aside from interviews or photoshoots.

'Please Take Care of Me' featured about three teams per episode. Each team consisted of two stars, and one of them would become a temporary Manager to take care of the other.

So it's a hybrid variety show.

It was a hodgepodge of all the popular elements these days.

“You have to follow the trends, but you also need a special element, right? Seo Hoyun, you'll be assigned as Min Jiheon's Manager.”

A glint appeared in PD Choi's eyes as he spoke.

“Honestly, we wanted to feature Min Jiheon alone this time. It's his first time on a show like this, and it wouldn't be fun if a junior from the same agency just came on to support him, right?”

“Yeees.”

“He's Min Jiheon, an actor whose films draw ten million viewers, a phenomenon, a Hallyu star. Any title fits him.”

I wondered if he was trying to pressure me, but PD Choi suddenly gave me a thumbs-up.

“So the bottom line is, for reeeal, make it fun!!”

“......”

“I had so much fun watching the Seo Hoyun Disease on The Dawn's solo variety show. Seo Hoyun is, how should I put it? You're fun to watch just for your face, but your shamelessness and sense of timing make your humor even more refined. Absolutely the best!!”

Fun to watch just for my face... was that an insult?

For a moment, I remembered the first music video shoot, when a choice from the System Window made me call myself handsome, and Director Jeong praised me for my sense of humor.

“PD. I won't betray your expectations.”

“Yeah! So straightforward!”

I smiled on the outside while my mind raced.

The CEO is packaging me with Min Jiheon for a variety show?

I looked at Min Jiheon's name on the proposal the writers handed me and tapped my fingers on the table.

What is he thinking?

The CEO had said the Management Team requested it because they worried he would be completely edited out, but that was complete bullshit.

People would go crazy watching thirty minutes of silent footage of just Min Jiheon's face.

“Then I'll see you on the day of the shoot!”

“Yes, I'm looking forward to working with you~!”

In the end, the meeting finished without me catching even a glimpse of Min Jiheon.


While waiting for my Manager, who had gone to meet a broadcast station official, I sipped a Pine Bud Drink from a vending machine. Then I saw the writer and assistant director from the meeting.

I thought about greeting them again, but they seemed too busy talking to each other to have noticed me.

“──It's a package deal, what else.”

My ears perked up at the interesting word.

“Their agency's CEO said that Min Jiheon threatened not to appear on the show unless Seo Hoyun was with him. Does that make any sense?”

Hmm?

“Why not? It could be true. They're close.”

“I have a feeling. They're not that close.”

Her intuition was scary good.

I deliberately turned away and kept slurping my Pine Bud Drink, but their conversation grew louder and clearer.

“I hear Seo Hoyun is getting offers for fixed variety shows lately, which isn't bad, but isn't being packaged with Min Jiheon a different story?”

“I guess he's in a different league from Min Jiheon, right?”

“Well, yeah.”

Wow, they're talking behind my back.

“How long will Seo Hoyun's popularity even last? He's not the first or second kid to have a brief moment in the spotlight.”

Well, she wasn't exactly wrong.

I stood in a crooked posture and listened to the very end before downing my drink in one go.

“We don't know for now, but how many controversies has he had when he hasn't even been debuted that long? He's gotten through them somehow until now, but if one of them blows up, he'll have a huge fall from grace. Everyone probably thinks that. They only smile at him to his face while they can still use him.”

“Wow, now that I think about it, Min Jiheon has it rough too. Having to appear on a variety show with a junior like that.”

Having heard that much, I decided it was enough. I crumpled the empty can and tossed it into the trash. The sound of the can hitting the bin made the writers and staff turn their eyes toward me.

Seeing them flinch, I smiled brightly at them.

“Ah, haha... Hoyun, you haven't left yet?”

“Yeah, well.”

There was no reason to be on bad terms with the staff, so I just planned to gently coax some more information out of them.

Just then, a familiar voice reached my ears from behind.

“Ehh, come on, Writer-nim.”

“Jiheon?”

Then, a weight settled on my shoulder. Min Jiheon appeared with a fresh smile, his arm slung around me.

It had been a while, but his face was as slick as ever.

“Yeees, I'm a little late, aren't I?”

The guy added an apology, but he didn't look the least bit sorry.

“But it looked like you were having an interesting conversation?”

“Excuse me?”

Min Jiheon patted my shoulder and spoke in a light tone.

“Ah, right. I heard an investor pushed their nephew into this variety show... Is this situation a little different from that?”

“J-J-Jiheon!!”

The assistant director grabbed Min Jiheon's arm in horror.

What is this bastard doing?

I narrowed my eyes and watched to see what Min Jiheon would do.

“Eh~? Is this a secret?! No, the actor who's the nephew ran up to me asking for an autograph and told me everything, so I thought it was okay?”

“W-What are you talking about!”

“Ahh, I see I was being clueless. Everything the nephew said on set was a secret, I guess~!”

Ah.

His skill at dissing someone while pretending to be clueless was truly first-rate.

As expected of an actor, he used his booming voice to ensure the secret was no longer a secret.

The assistant director and writers fidgeted, their faces pale as they glanced nervously at me.

“Min Jiheon! Shhh! Shush!”

“I'm sorry, the story about the nephew is a secret! Don't worry. I absolutely, definitely won't say that the nephew got the role because of his connections~.”

As Min Jiheon spoke in a loud voice, even adding a wink, the assistant director gathered the writers and quickly left. His expression showed he was desperately holding back a torrent of curses.

“Looking forward to the show~.”

The guy waved and shouted at their retreating backs until the very end, then turned to me and smiled softly.

His light-colored, sunflower-like eyes sparkled.

“Hello, Hoyun-ah.”

But this bastard is using this chance to drop the formalities.

“Senior.”

Born in the Land of Eastern Courtesy, I refrained from cursing at the impertinent Min Jiheon, who was much younger than me. Instead, I started walking and politely asked a question.

“What brings you all the way here?”

“I was late, but I thought I'd join the meeting~, and to see the face of the junior who's part of the package deal.”

What on earth is he thinking, covering for me like that?

Min Jiheon trotted along behind me. As we moved, Min Jiheon was friendly to everyone who greeted or spoke to him.

Looking at him, it doesn't seem like he'd be short on friends.

No, even if they weren't friends, how many people would refuse a request from Min Jiheon?

I deliberately took a roundabout route through the hallways to a vending machine in a secluded corner of the broadcast station. The last time I was here, this spot didn't have a CCTV camera.

I inserted another bill into the machine and pressed the button for a Pine Bud Drink.

“Hyung, you drink that stuff?”

I casually ignored Min Jiheon's words and gulped the drink down.

If I could do what I wanted, I would chain-smoke, keep a stock of Pine Bud Drink, and sleep sprawled out while getting my back heated at a jjimjilbang.

However, not just the smoking, but the rest of it seemed too much like something an old man would do, and I felt like the Noeuls would hate it.

That won't do.

I probably wouldn't be able to do any of it until I quit being an idol.

As I smacked my lips in disappointment, Min Jiheon also pushed money into the vending machine and asked a question.

“What did you hear?”

“About as much as you heard, Senior.”

“People are so mean. If you can't say it to their face, you shouldn't say it behind their back.”

I've heard that somewhere before.

I watched with half-lidded eyes as Min Jiheon pressed the button for an orange juice labeled '100% Fresh Fruit', but no drink came out.

“Ugh, what's wrong with this thing?”

“Did you say you wouldn't appear on the show without me?”

“The person who told you probably didn't say it so sweetly.”

“It's the same thing.”

Just as I watched Min Jiheon frown and inspect the bill slot, my nose felt hot. Another nosebleed was starting.

“So, why?”

Cursing internally, I took out the handkerchief I now carried everywhere and pressed it to my nose.

Min Jiheon tore his gaze from the vending machine and scanned me up and down.

HMMMM...

The guy rolled his eyes slightly, then turned away as if he didn't want to answer and started pressing the vending machine buttons again.

“Haha. Hyung, you're good at variety shows. I just thought it would be good to do it together.”

“......”

“It would be good if we looked close. Should we come up with nicknames for each other?”

I removed the handkerchief from my nose as I watched him ask what I thought about a couple nickname like 'HoHu-HoHu' or one reminiscent of 'Please Take the Camera'.

Thankfully, the nosebleed seemed to have stopped and wasn't dripping anymore.

“Why won't this thing come out.”

The vending machines at broadcast stations are always trouble.

I remembered Kim Heeyeong kicking one in frustration a long time ago, and the thought made me feel a little cheerful.

“Jiheon-ah.”

Then, I formed a smooth arc with my lips.

“Ung!!”

At my call, Min Jiheon turned his face toward me, tilted his head slightly, and smiled back.

“I don't really care what you're scheming─.”

I lifted my foot.

KWANG!!

And kicked the body of the vending machine right next to Min Jiheon.

“......”

RATTLE, RATTLE...

The vending machine dropped a shower of several drinks.

I reached into the dispenser below, picked up a drink, and pressed it into his hand.

“Let's not do useless things.”

It was a kindness in its own way, but he was the type of guy who would only quiet down with such an exaggerated gesture.

“Enjoy your orange juice.”

“......”

“......”

“...Ung.”

I patted the back of the still-blinking, surprised Min Jiheon's hand a few times, then turned and walked away without hesitation.

I heard Min Jiheon muttering from behind, 'This is apple juice...' but I ignored it.

I don't know why he's hovering around me.

It was fine.

Because I felt like I was starting to understand how to handle Min Jiheon.


Chapter 223

Manager Kim Deukpal had a solid career at Daepaseong. Ever since meeting Min Jiheon, he lived one spectacular day after another. Min Jiheon's innocent smile and captivating looks made anyone fall for him at first sight.

Joining Daepaseong and building a career as Min Jiheon's Manager was a great opportunity.

Hallyu Star!

Ten-Million-Ticket Actor!

Acting Genius!

No modifier felt out of place when attached to Min Jiheon.

He once worried Min Jiheon might get scammed somewhere. While Min Jiheon had a cold impression when not smiling, he was actually quite dazed.

However, after several years with him, he learned that was a huge misunderstanding.

“Ahaha.”

Everyone was fooled by his constant goofy grin, but he was stubborn and headstrong.

He always approached acting seriously and was kind to the staff, but he was indifferent to everything else, walled-off, selfish, and would often go incommunicado.

“Hyung, walnut pastries~.”

“Jiheon-ah, please! Can't you tell me before you go somewhere, or at least take me with you?”

“Should I~?”

Returning a question with a wide grin instead of a clear answer meant he had no intention of listening.

And truly, he never stayed put. He disappeared dozens of times on the way to filming locations, forcing them to search for him.

Seeing Min Jiheon waiting by the van with his hands full of snacks, after exhausting everyone, made his blood pressure skyrocket. Grabbing the back of his own neck as Min Jiheon asked, 'Hyung, want some too?' with an angelic smile was part of his daily routine.

In fact, the previous head of the Daepaseong Management Team in charge of him went from low to high blood pressure before he was finally relieved of his duties with Min Jiheon.

That was why being in charge of Min Jiheon was notorious within the team for its hardcore workload.

And he was the one who inherited that baton.

But Hoyun is going to be in charge of our Jiheon?

On top of that, Min Jiheon had apparently taken the initiative. He told the CEO he wanted to do a variety show, and with Seo Hoyun of all people.

The news was so earth-shattering that he briefly wondered if the sun had risen in the west.

In any case, Seo Hoyun's difficult path was clear. He headed to the filming location, pondering how to wrap up the program without ruining Min Jiheon's image.

Still, I should be the one driving, right?

He figured the show's staff would understand if he handled the driving. Broadcasting was all about appearances, as long as he did not interfere with anything else.

After parking, he twirled the car keys and walked to Min Jiheon's house.

“Jiheon-ah, today...”

“Oh, hyung, hello.”

But for some reason, Min Jiheon looked extremely tense as he opened the front door.

Huh?

“Sh-sh-shall we go.”

An observation camera followed beside him.

They seemed to have already filmed everything. They captured Min Jiheon's spacious house with its clear Han River view and his dog with its enviably lush, pure white fur.

Why is he so tense?

He had a smile on his lips, but the manager had been with him long enough to know it was forced. His fingertips also trembled slightly.

As he wondered if they should proceed with the schedule, he headed down to the parking lot. A black van stopped precisely in front of Min Jiheon.

“...??”

WHIRRR.

The window slowly lowered. Seo Hoyun, wearing a black hoodie, appeared in the driver's seat. He looked plain, as if he had no makeup, but he overflowed with a celebrity's aura.

Seo Hoyun gestured toward Min Jiheon with his chin.

“Get in.”

“...??”

What's this? Did The Dawn's Manager give him a heads-up?

He was surprised that Seo Hoyun had shown up driving the van when he had not even handed over the keys, but he watched with satisfaction, thinking they had captured a good scene right from the start.

He thought Min Jiheon would grin slyly and hop into the van. Instead, Min Jiheon glanced his way, looked at the van, then the camera, then back at the van. He let out a deep sigh and slowly boarded the van.

“Good morning.”

Seo Hoyun offered a greeting, glancing at Min Jiheon in the rearview mirror.

Min Jiheon blinked a few times before mumbling softly.

“Ah, h-hello, Hoyun.”

“......”

At that, Seo Hoyun ducked his head slightly and burst out laughing with a “phht.”

“Didn't you say you'd call me Hoyun like you usually do?”

“......”

He did not know why the usually sly Min Jiheon looked so intimidated. In any case, the Manager crouched in the very back seat to stay out of the camera's view, just in case of any accidents.

The body size is different, so driving a van is different from driving a regular car.

However, Seo Hoyun shattered his expectations. He changed gears as smoothly as flowing water and reversed with a light turn of his head.

“...??”

Then, he navigated out of the maze-like parking lot in one go, even though it was packed with cars in the early morning.

“Senior, can I play a song?”

“...Ung!”

As soon as Min Jiheon's permission was granted, he connected his phone via Bluetooth and played some music.

The ride was smooth and comfortable, without any shaking.

On top of that, he knew the roads perfectly even before the navigation system gave directions.

Usually, Min Jiheon would slyly say he wanted to eat this or that, or that they should stop for a bite, but today, perhaps because Seo Hoyun was his Manager, he fastened his seatbelt, kept his mouth shut, and just stared out the window.

So our Jiheon can be calm sometimes!

The Manager was overcome with emotion at the sight of the world's most well-behaved Min Jiheon. Then, a song began to play.

【I guess my world goes around you

Like the moon orbits the Earth】

“...Hoyun-ah, isn't this your group's song?”

“Yes, it's a fan song. Why? Should I play something else?”

“No?! No, I just asked because it sounds like a truly beautiful melody from an angel. Ahaha.”

What's with that guy?

For a moment, the Manager doubted his ears.

It was strange to see Min Jiheon spouting sincere, non-sarcastic flattery and nodding eagerly.

【Actually, I've never once thought badly of you】

“Always, f-feeling like I'm being dragged along~.”

“Wow, Senior, you even know the lyrics to our song.”

“Actually, there were times I thought I really hated it~.”

“You memorized the lyrics wrong.”

Min Jiheon awkwardly mumbled the lyrics to The Dawn's song, as if he had studied beforehand. The Manager, who bobbed his head to the beat with half-closed eyes, thought to himself.

I don't know what's going on, but at any rate, it looks like the program filming will end without any major incidents.

Even if the Manager's job might be tough.

It was just the beginning of the day. What's more, today's schedule was a photoshoot. This was one of the tasks Min Jiheon found least interesting.

“Min Jiheon is on fire today, isn't he?”

However, ten minutes into the shoot.

Min Jiheon had been sitting in a chair, holding an armful of flowers and dazedly procrastinating. He flinched at the sound of Seo Hoyun's sigh, which came with a slight frown. Then, he diligently started striking poses and acting with his expressions.

“Oh!! Perfect! Goooorgeous~. My goodness! Beautiful!”

The photographer repeatedly shouted his approval. Behind him, Seo Hoyun stood by with a water bottle.

Min Jiheon poured his passion into his poses, almost as if he were rolling on the floor.

“Hold the flowers behind your back and turn your chin this way! Ah~, great! Wow, so proactive! What's with Min Jiheon today?! If you were always like this, I'd have nothing else to wish for.”

This was the first time he had ever been so diligent during a photoshoot since meeting Min Jiheon.

He would immerse himself in acting as if he had sold his soul, but he was a troublemaker with no interest in anything else.

What is really going on?

The Manager carefully observed Min Jiheon. He monitored the photos they had just taken and listened attentively to the photographer's words.

Just then, the magazine staff announced a short break before the next outfit change. At the same time, the magazine company delivered lunch boxes.

“Wow, food, food, food~!”

Min Jiheon reacted first, looking excited.

However, Seo Hoyun blocked his path with a bright smile.

“Senior, where are you going?”

“Huh? They said the food is here?”

“How about we take a selfie before that?”

“...Huh?”

Min Jiheon's eyes widened like saucers, but Seo Hoyun continued firmly.

“I've noticed you don't take many pictures or upload to social media, Senior. That makes the fans sad.”

No! Min Jiheon doesn't like taking pictures, and if you bother him when he's about to eat, he becomes a madman!

He could not shout it out loud because the 'Please Take Care of Me' cameras were rolling. The Manager's insides burned black as he anticipated the coming storm.

“Wait, Hoyun-ah. What about my food?”

“Who eats during a photoshoot? That's for the staff.”

“But I won't have any energy if I don't eat...”

“You'll get bloated. Eat after the shoot is over. Now, hurry.”

However, despite his shocked expression, Min Jiheon squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, and obediently opened the camera app.

After that.

“Why do you keep closing your eyes?”

“I'm hungry, I have no energy...”

“Open them wide.”

A passionate selfie lecture from an idol followed.

Min Jiheon only ever used his phone for calls. He awkwardly followed Seo Hoyun's instructions and struck a pose. After finally getting one photo approved out of several hundred, Min Jiheon went limp.

Seo Hoyun groaned after checking the result.

“This guy really pushes through with just his face and vibe.”

He could not agree more.

Seo Hoyun asked him to upload the photo, then walked over to PD Choi for a brief conversation.

Soon, they exchanged laughter, and Seo Hoyun approached him again.

“Manager-nim, I think it would be good to film a behind-the-scenes for Senior Min Jiheon's YouTube. Could you please prepare two cameras? You and I can split the filming.”

“Pardon? Will that be okay? It'll include content from the variety show filming, won't it?”

“I've already spoken with PD Choi-nim. He said it's perfect for a teaser before the broadcast. In fact, he loved the idea.”

The Manager turned his gaze toward PD Choi. PD Choi, who was filming in their direction, gave him a thumbs-up.

In the end, they agreed. While he was on the phone with the planning team, Min Jiheon's photoshoot resumed.

The area around the dark green wall was decorated with a profusion of colorful autumn flowers. Min Jiheon sat in the middle, looking like a masterpiece painting.

“Oh, Min Jiheon~, that sensitive vibe is totally awesome!”

“Hahaha...”

The glint in his eyes suggested his nerves were on edge from hunger. His only thought seemed to be finishing the job quickly so he could eat.

Just like when he acted, Min Jiheon gradually became immersed in the shoot.

The photographer showered him with praise. He said the final cut was a photo he could count on one hand among all his works.

Standing behind him, the corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth lifted faintly in satisfaction.

“Good job. Have some gimbap.”

“...Just one roll?”

“Five rolls later.”

“......”

...What the?

The Manager watched Seo Hoyun hand Min Jiheon a roll of gimbap as a reward before driving the van again. He was engulfed in a sense of defeat.

Min Jiheon diligently nibbled away at the single roll of gimbap. He looked a little pitiful, but he was happy nonetheless.

Driving, content creation, photoshoot advice... he's better than me, and it even seems like Jiheon follows him well.

The idol was more competent than him.

He trudged dejectedly behind the camera to stay out of the frame and arrived at the door.

As soon as Min Jiheon pressed the passcode and opened the front door, pitter-pattering footsteps sounded.

It was the sound of Min Jiheon's dog, Softie.

He had often followed Min Jiheon to his volunteer work at animal shelters and had known the dog since it was a newborn with its eyes still closed.

That's right! Softie! You're my source of healing!

The Manager naturally and familiarly opened his arms.

“Whoa.”

The white furball spun around, hesitated, then quickly ran and jumped into Seo Hoyun's arms.

“...??”

Isn't this their first meeting?

The dog wagged its tail furiously and licked Seo Hoyun's face all over, as if he had smeared some kind of treat on himself.

Softie, you too!

How many kilograms of food had he fed it, and how many walks had he taken it on.

“Cute. What's its name?”

“Softie.”

Min Jiheon, who answered, also wore a betrayed expression. He had not received so much as a glance either.

“Hoyun-ah, do you... go around spraying catnip or something?”

Everyone casually ignored Min Jiheon's mumble, 'Maybe Pine Bud Drink actually has catnip in it.'

Afterward, they filmed a short interview with the Han River view from Min Jiheon's house as the backdrop.

Min Jiheon regained some of his composure. He cleared his throat with a “kmm, kmm” and answered a question about their usual relationship.

“Ahaha! Hoyun voluntarily suggested we do this together. I'm grateful that he likes me so much.”

Min Jiheon's cheeks turned red as he smiled brightly.

“I'm probably his closest hyung, wouldn't you say?”

Next, it was Seo Hoyun's turn.

Hearing the same question, Seo Hoyun tilted his head.

“Senior Min Jiheon?”

It was a form of pressure, asking him to play up their warm senior-junior relationship.

“The senior's dog is incredibly cute.”

“......”

There was no mention of Min Jiheon anywhere.

Seo Hoyun gave a sly shrug. He affectionately asked Softie, who sat on his lap, “Want to come to our dorm with me?”

Softie's tail wagged with particular vigor.


“Wow, this little guy is really affectionate.”

The dog constantly licked my hands, feet, nose, and lips. I lifted Min Jiheon's dog with both hands and stared at it.

A black nose, long white fur, and big, perky ears.

This is kind of healing.

Besides, it was very peaceful.

My polite warning seemed to have worked. Min Jiheon was quieter than I expected. Min Jiheon's Manager occasionally shot me a pathetic glance, but I ignored it.

“Softie, how old are you?”

I poked its moist, shiny nose with my index finger. Min Jiheon plopped down beside me and said.

“HouHou-yah, Softie is four years old.”

“Softie, it must be tough living with this Jiheon-ahjussi who calls me HouHou, right?”

“HouHou has to film with Jiheon for two weeks, practically living together anyway.”

“It's tough for me too.”

A little while ago, PD Choi had announced a short break and led the staff out. Min Jiheon's Manager had also gone with them, saying he was just going for a smoke.

It did not change the fact that I had to be careful. Cameras were installed everywhere.

For a moment, my nose tickled. When I wiped it with my hand, it came away with blood.

“Ah, ssp.”

Lately, I had been getting a nosebleed almost once a day.

I sighed and looked for a tissue. Min Jiheon picked up Softie and handed me a tissue from a box.

“Here.”

He did not show the slightest sign of being flustered.

Seeing his calm demeanor, I stared at Min Jiheon and plugged my nose with the tissue.

At the same time, our eyes met.

The instant I saw his pupils contract, my body felt lighter, and breathing became easier.

“You...”

I frowned slightly and was about to grab Min Jiheon. Just then, I heard the door open and the sound of Min Jiheon's Manager and the filming staff coming in.

Min Jiheon stood up, still holding Softie. He looked down at me with a smile.

“Please take good care of me from now on?”
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[Title: OMGOMGOMGOMG Min Jiheon posted on Instagram

I thought Min Jiheon's Instagram was just for scripts or group photos with staff...

But he posted three "face pics" today!!!

Jiheonnie_is_a_flower.jpg

This_is_crazy_Jiheonnie.jpg

Super_handsome_idol_Jiheonnie.jpg

Min Jiheon looks like some kind of idol in them ㅜㅜㅜ

One of them is a selfie and it's seriously beautiful... for real...

This is a huge improvement...

└ I'm just a passerby... and don't get me wrong... but aren't the ones someone else took of Min Jiheon way, way, way better...??

└└ Bad_at_selfies_Jiheon.jpg

This is a selfie Min Jiheon took 3 years ago.

└└ Okay, it's a huge improvement, my bad.

└└ LMAO hahaha that's hilarious.

└ Min Jiheon... he's a prime example of a handsome bastard with no sense of desperation.

Other people at least strike a pose and press the button carefully. This guy just spams the shutter.

└└ I saw in a behind-the-scenes clip that he hates taking pictures so much that even his Manager gave up on him ㅋㅋ.

└ Jiheon-ah, if you're gonna be like this, just give me your face! I'll put it to good use!!]

[Title: Whoa, apparently Seo Hoyun took these

Look at him replying right away when his close staff members commented things like 'What's this? What's the occasion?'

'Hoyun took them for me haha' << Isn't he crazy?

They said they were doing a variety show together. I guess they took them then.

└ I didn't like that he was being bundled with Seo Hoyun's solo variety show, but now I suddenly want to worship him.

└└ Didn't he take and post pictures of JWS before too?? Is taking pictures for people he's close to a hobby for Seo Hoyun?

└└ Those pictures of JWS were legendary ㅋ.

└ Ah... Seo Hoyun is... a "god"... (chuckles)

└ They said it's an observation variety show for almost two weeks ㅋ. They must have wanted to get their money's worth out of Min Jiheon, since the show is a 2-parter ㅋ.

└└ But if I were the production team, I'd have done the same... Seeing Min Jiheon on a variety show is rarer than finding wild ginseng ㅋ.]

Shortly after Min Jiheon's photos went up on Instagram, a 30-second teaser edited by Seo Hoyun was also posted.

Afterward, Daepaseong's official YouTube channel announced that a behind-the-scenes video for the variety show would also be released soon.

[I'm going crazy.

I didn't see Mr. Seo Hoyun that way, but he's a scary person,

posting Min Jiheon's behind-the-scenes footage.]

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Seo Hoyun, I'm so, so grateful... for real...

Please don't make me this excited before the show even airs.]

[I had so much to say to Daepaseong, but I forgot it all... There was a reason The Dawn's fans can't let go of Seo Hoyun... for real... He treats the fans so well...]

Min Jiheon's fans, who usually had to settle for screenshots or memes from his dramas, movies, or TV interviews, were so happy they were tearing their hair out.

The reaction was not just from Min Jiheon's fans.

The Noeuls also eagerly awaited Min Jiheon's video, recalling the 'Soondae Guk-bap' vlog that Seo Hoyun had edited.

If Seo Hoyun could make eating soondae so emotional, what would he do with a vivid, behind-the-scenes look at a top-tier actor who rarely appeared in public?

It was sure to be a masterpiece.

[Whoa, it's up!!]

The next evening, a short, 10-minute video appeared on Daepaseong's official YouTube channel.

【※This video was filmed in consultation with 'Please Take Care of Me' and was edited by Mr. Seo Hoyun.】

[?? Seo Hoyun edited it?]

[Oh... ㅋ, what a weird way to do marketing.]

Besides the Noeuls, no one understood why Seo Hoyun had edited the video. They clicked on it with low expectations, wanting only to see Min Jiheon.

[...????]

However, the final product made their jaws drop.

[Are you crazy?]

From the opening, Seo Hoyun's skills were clearly professional.

Short insert scenes flashed by before the title 'Please Take Care of Me' appeared. The video then began in a studio, set to calm background music.

[I do editing part-time, and I think Seo Hoyun is better than me. He's just pro-level;;]

[No, for real;; It's also ridiculously clean.]

【Am I coming out pretty~?】

Min Jiheon's fans were pleased, thinking he looked particularly proactive and comfortable on screen. They were unaware that he was actually being cautious because of Seo Hoyun's deadly warning.

【Seungtae-yah, say hello.】

【We're filming with PD Jeonghun~.】

The video also showed Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun bickering in their respective roles, as if conscious of the still-frequently-mentioned 'Please Take the Camera'.

And then,

[GRAAAAAAAH]

[My heart is on fire, fuck~~~!!]

[You madmen~~~~!!!! Give us PTTC Season 2~~!!!]

Fans of the drama 'Please Take the Camera' were more excited than anyone.

[What's going on here ㅋ;; Why is this place on fire;;]

People who happened to see the Twitter feed were shocked. Of course, the 'Please Take the Camera' fanatics didn't care at all.

[I'm at the point where it'd be okay if you just killed me. I just cracked open a bottle of soju.]

[No, I have to watch the variety show. You never know... the script for PTTC Season 2 might get leaked...

└ You've gone mad with delusions...]

And so, anticipation for the program grew day by day.

As YouTube views far exceeded expectations and public interest grew daily,

[Please Take Care of Me ☞First Look☜ Lovely Min Jiheon vs The Guilty Man Who Comes At You Hard #Min Jiheon #Seo Hoyun]

a pre-release clip was revealed.

The news that this was Min Jiheon's first reality show appearance fueled the explosive reaction.

[Title: The pre-release for the variety show with the actor and PD Lee is out

It's so cute and funny ㅋㅋ ah ㅋ.

Whoever promoted this by saying he's similar to his character Lee Jeonghun needs to come out right now.

Seo Hoyun is just like PD Lee Jeonghun.

The first half was just a Min Jiheon photobook, so I was watching with a warm smile.

But Min Jiheon gets up and does nothing...

He gets up, quietly reads his script... reads a book... and doesn't move...

It was the same even at 3x speed... so I was thinking, ah, Min Jiheon's variety show is a flop... but then Min Jiheon gets a call and tenses up.

Min Jiheon: Ahh haha!! I... I'll go... haha;;

A little later, Seo Hoyun appears and then LMAO hahahahahahahahaha.

Fuck, it just turned into a comedy hahahahahahaha.

Seo Hoyun: Get in. ㅋ

Min Jiheon: ...!!! (covers mouth)

On top of that, Seo Hoyun relentlessly promotes The Dawn.

Suddenly, The Dawn's fan song starts playing in the car.

Seo Hoyun: I've never once thought badly of you~~

Min Jiheon: It's the melody of an angel... ◠‿◠

And then a zoom-in on Min Jiheon's tightly clenched fist...

LMAO what are these guys doing, fuck ㅋ.

└ Ah, they must be really close, right?? ㅋㅋ so cute ㅋㅋ.

└ First of all, Min Jiheon knows way too much about The Dawn. How the heck does he know this is a fan song?

└└ I think I heard a rumor that one of his family members is a Noeul.]

[Title: Their personalities are really weird, but their mental fortitude seems to be on another level too

It looks like the production team tried to get some touching comments this time.

A... touching broadcast... about a senior and junior understanding each other...

Since they got Min Jiheon on a variety show for the first time, they probably wanted to get a lot of content out of him.

Suddenly, a touching piano melody plays, and the interview starts.

Q. What do you usually think about when you practice?

Hoyun: (calmly) What's there to think about... I just do it.

Q. Any advice you'd like to get from your senior, Min Jiheon?!

Hoyun: (pondering) I'm curious how his digestive system is structured.

LMAO hahahahahahahahaha Does Min Jiheon eat a lot?? ㅋㅋ I was expecting something about acting or life advice from a senior ㅠ ㅋㅋ.

Plus, the caption that pops up when Min Jiheon is eating a ton is hilarious ㅋ.

'It's certainly something to be curious about... ☆'

LMAO hahahahahahahahahahahahaha The production team gave up too.

Next is Min Jiheon.

Q. Any worries as an actor?

Jiheon: Not really!! (･ω<)☆

Q. The reason you decided to switch to acting?

Jiheon: It suited me better than I thought!! (･ω<)☆

The flustered production team asked, 'Do you have any... more worries?' but look at them both ending it with 'No/Nope!!'.

The caption at the end is the killing point.

'Their mental states were very healthy... ☆'

Healthy...

'Please Take Care of Me... They don't need to be taken care of, but we ask for your interest in the production team.'

Ah... healthy... these guys...

└ What's with their mental fortitude...? It's vibranium-level.

└ Min Jiheon ends every time with this pose

∠( ᐛ 」∠)＿

└└ Ah, I'm seriously getting pissed off LMAO hahahahahahahahahahahahaha.

└ What we hoped for from them:

Genuine... warmth, consideration, and respect between a senior and junior.

What actually came from Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon:

A hardcore money-grubber and Seo Hoyun's #1 fan, a true Noeul...

└└ ㅋ ah ㅠ Min Jiheon is so cute I could die, for real ㅋ.

└ This combination is cuter than I thought ㅋㅋ.]

Meanwhile, at that very moment.

Seo Hoyun leaned on the sink.

...It's gotten worse?

His condition was gradually getting more serious.


The two-week filming for 'Please Take Care of Me' passed its midpoint and headed into the latter half.

My condition worsened daily. I didn't want to face anyone, but I had to practice, practice, and practice.

I'm dying here, fuck.

I forced my feet to move, trudging into the lobby. Jeong Dajun spotted me and shot up from his seat.

"What are you doing here?"

"Hyung! I was waiting for you... Wait, Hoyun-hyung, why do you look like a zombie?"

I slung an arm over his shoulder to hide my sickness and tease the youngest. I pinched his cheek hard, then let go.

"Gah! That hurts!"

"Oh dear, that must hurt a lot."

"Don't pretend to be nice!"

Just as I expected, Jeong Dajun freaked out and scrubbed his cheek. He sulked and glared at me for a moment, but seconds later he was grinning and hovering around me again.

"But hyung, hyung, you know what~?"

"Yeah, I don't."

"Huge news! I'm going to make a brief appearance on the variety show you're on right now!"

The corner of my mouth twitched.

It might have been Min Jiheon's request at first. It seemed Daepaseong was getting greedy, thinking the bundle deal would be profitable.

"The Min Jiheon variety show?"

"You should add 'Senior,' hyung!"

I started walking, thinking about how to make Jeong Dajun's appearance seem natural. I didn't mention that they risked getting cursed out for milking Min Jiheon for all he was worth.

"Anyway, the management team said it was okay for me to come! A-And..."

The kid, who had been chattering nonstop, suddenly fell silent and glanced at me.

"And?"

"...Ahem. A-And."

I stopped walking and stared at him. He pressed close and put his mouth to my ear.

"Hyung, you don't really like Senior Min Jiheon...!"

......

Then he whispered in a tiny voice, as if afraid someone might hear.

"I thought that in a situation like this, if there was at least one teammate, it could divert some attention, so I totally appealed to the company! And I thought maybe I could help you a little... Hey, why are you suddenly patting my head?"

"It's nothing."

"This feels a little weird..."

He grumbled but didn't push my hand away.

It was commendable to see the youngest, who had seemed so immature, act this way out of consideration for his hyung. It wasn't particularly helpful, but it was the thought that counted.

However, the touching moment didn't last long.

"Gasp! But what if Senior Min Jiheon reads a script in front of me?! I'll consider that day the glory of my family—"

......

"—I won't. I'll just glare at him. Yep."

Isn't he just trying to fulfill his own selfish desires?

I ground my fists into both his temples. Jeong Dajun whined, "Owowow," feigning pain.

Just then, a familiar face popped out of a meeting room.

"Senior! Hello!"

"Ah, hello."

One thing had changed since I returned from overseas. I now occasionally ran into junior trainees at the company.

Why on earth are they at Daepaseong...

According to the Manager, they had been brought in quite a while ago, though the timing varied for each trainee.

Still, I hadn't paid much attention, since it didn't seem like a junior group would debut anytime soon.

But...

"Pretty boy has arrived~."

Kang Ichae emerged from the meeting room, dark circles under his eyes from his recent producing work.

"Why is the company such a zombie party today?!"

"I said, I'm the pretty boy?"

I pushed aside Jeong Dajun, who was spouting nonsense about his hyungs preparing for Halloween, and examined the unusual atmosphere.

What is this?

Why is Kang Ichae coming out of a planning meeting room with trainees?

I watched with a suspicious gaze. Kang Ichae crossed his arms and scanned me up and down.

"But is this one sick?"


Chapter 225

I deliberately acted exaggerated in response to that unsettling gaze.

“My condition's the best. I feel like I could practice for ten hours without a break.”

“Okay, I'll be sure to pass that on to Jiwon-hyung.”

“I'm kidding.”

I immediately declared my surrender at his retort.

Kang Ichae confirmed I still had the spirit to joke, his eyes curving into a playful smile.

“Aigoo, Hoyun-hyung, really. You always make people worry. You're incorrigible~.”

“Ahaha~.”

Madman-ah.

I cursed him inwardly, but the health-obsessed rapper's mood seemed to have lightened. Just as I was about to pull the youngest aside for a private talk, Jeong Dajun quickly clung to Kang Ichae.

“Pretty Zombie hyung-hyung, have you started filming already?” he asked.

“Yup, we've already filmed for episodes 1 and 2.”

Filming?

I had no clue what they were talking about, so I kept my mouth shut and tried to grasp the situation. As we moved to the practice room, Kang Ichae spoke.

“I heard the atmosphere with the trainees there is... not great. How is it these days?”

“It's more or less the same. Maybe because there are so many survival shows lately, the contestants' skills are all pretty average~.”

“What about the juniors from our agency?”

“...They're probably... working hard?”

“You have no interest!”

Ah, now that I think about it, didn't Kang Ichae mention he was participating in a survival show as a mentor?

“Still, our trainees' personalities seem decent,” Kang Ichae muttered, his face serious in contemplation. “To the point where I wonder if I should tell them that escaping this place as quickly as possible is the best path for their lives.”

I watched him and tilted my head with a strange sense of unease. Then, the memory slowly returned to me.

'Rising Rookies', a new idol survival show led by tvK. Its only unique feature was being less popular than Shining Star.

Kang Ichae had thrown a fit, questioning what a second-year idol was doing as a mentor. He was eventually persuaded, however. Since he was a hot idol, a composer, a lyricist, and a survival show alumnus, he would be a great help to the trainees.

They seemed to have divided the mentors into two teams. One team had active idols who excelled in creative work, and the other had experienced mid-career idols who stood out in their respective fields. In the end, they called him a mentor, but he seemed more like an assistant.

[Huh, Kang Ichae?? ㅋㅠㅠ damn, what a stretch ㅠㅠ]

[So what? Most of the guys with more experience than him suck ㅋ. Kang Ichae will do way better. His feature on Kang Yeonhu's variety show was sick...]

[Even if they made a separate group for low-experience mentors, isn't he the one with the least experience?? This is gonna be tough for Kang Ichae]

I had even checked the internet reactions. People questioned if Kang Ichae was out of place, since the other mentors were surprisingly strong.

But why did I forget about this?

I scratched the back of my head and looked at Kang Ichae.

I predicted his reputation would turn around on its own once the show aired anyway. Even if he said he wasn't interested, he wasn't the type to half-ass his work.

“Stop worrying about the juniors and worry about yourself.”

“Of course. I'm busy enough preparing for the year-end stages and our comeback.”

I was slightly moved, wondering if he had finally taken an interest in The Dawn's success, but then Kang Ichae stretched wide and whined.

“Ugh~. There's so much to do. I want to borrow even Dajun's feet.”

“My feet? Will you be okay if you borrow my feet, hyung? Should I lend them to you?”

We were trying to enhance The Dawn's unique color while increasing our public appeal for the next album. We planned a comeback for the middle of next year at the earliest.

In that sense, it would be good for us to build up our individual recognition on variety shows.

So far, I was the one appearing on variety shows frequently. It was about time for the other members to raise their individual profiles too.

Kang Ichae was set as a mentor on a survival show. It would be perfect if Jeong Dajun could hit it big on 'Please Take Care of Me'.

“Be careful of the cameras.”

“Ooh, are you worrying about me?”

Why does this kid talk like this?

My nagging was practically glued to my lips, but Kang Ichae just laughed cheerfully and winked.

“Don't forget to come cheer for me during my mentor stage~.”

I laughed softly and entered the practice room with the members. Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon were already inside, dripping with sweat as they practiced.

Seong Jiwon's eyes met mine, and he shot up from his spot.

“Ah! Hoyun, why are you here?”

“......”

“I told you to rest. You were really sick yesterday.”

“I'm fine. Let's practice.”

I tossed my sports bag into a corner and started stretching.

Honestly, my condition had been swinging wildly lately. At night, I felt like I was dying, but when I opened my eyes in the morning, I was well enough to get by.

“Hyung, you remind me of that meme. The one that goes, 'I lost my appetite a bit, collapsed a bit, threw up a bit, but I'm okay. It's manageable'!”

“Be quiet.”

Jeong Dajun teased, sticking his face out.

Seong Jiwon stared at him, then sighed deeply and got into formation. As my roommate, he knew my current state better than anyone. He seemed a little displeased with my stubbornness.

“Seven, eight!”

“Ddan! Koong, ttararara...”

About thirty minutes into practice, even standing felt difficult. The choreography was brutal, and my head throbbed endlessly.

I pressed my temples. In that moment, my vision spun.

“Whoa!”

I collided with Jeong Dajun as he moved through the formation.

Jeong Dajun screamed sharply as our feet tangled and we fell over.

“......”

“Oh my god, hyung, I'm sorry!”

Jeong Dajun had fallen on top of me, slamming his nose into my chest. He shot upright, clutching the bridge of his nose.

I silently patted Jeong Dajun's shoulder, gesturing for him to get up, and just breathed heavily.

“...Since I've already fallen, fuck it, let's take a break. It's comfortable here.”

“Please just rest normally. No one will say anything.”

I ignored him, lay spread-eagled, and stared at the ceiling. The members gathered around and started fanning me.

“The choreography is a bit difficult, isn't it?”

“It feels like the formation changes every five seconds.”

“Can't you please make it a little easier?”

They say idol choreography keeps getting harder, but can't we just do a dance that everyone can easily follow?

Kim Seonghyeon said he would consider it, which basically meant it was rejected.

The members joined in for a short break. Kang Ichae, who had been half-heartedly fanning me, suddenly spoke up.

“By the way, I learned something shocking while mentoring. Hoyun-hyung isn't actually a klutz.”

“......”

“Hey, Seong Jiwon. Did you just question me?”

I glared at him, and Seong Jiwon shamelessly smiled bashfully.

Looking closely at this guy, it seems like whenever he has nothing to say these days, he just tries to get by with a smile.

“I thought for sure you were a klutz, hyung, but now that I see it, if you were on this show, you would've been in the highest-ranked dance class.”

“Wanna die?”

“If he were with Jiwon-hyung, he would've already run away crying.”

“Ahaha, I'm sure it's not that bad...”

Seong Jiwon laughed out loud, asking what kind of joke that was. The other members' expressions instantly turned serious.

“Hyung, it really is that bad.”

“Seong Jiwon, it's that bad.”

“You want more practice?”

“─Jiwon-hyungnim is the most handsome person in the world and has the voice of an angel!”

“Wow~.”

Seong Jiwon responded with a benevolent expression as he watched Jeong Dajun immediately prostrate himself.

From what I gathered, Kang Ichae was quite flustered after seeing trainees who couldn't even keep up with a quarter of The Dawn's usual practice.

Honestly, it wasn't just The Dawn. The people helping us were Joo Woosung and Chae Jeongwoo. Our designated rival in the survival show was also High Five. Of course, after only looking up, seeing babies who had just started to walk would inevitably make them seem lacking.

Moreover, Kang Ichae's stats were so high from the beginning that it was hard to see him as a rookie.

“So how are the kids?”

“...Of course.”

Kang Ichae's eyebrows shot up and then settled.

“I'm embracing them with love.”

Then he smiled like a sunflower.

“Lies! I heard you already made a few trainees cry, hyung!”

“What do you mean, made them cry? They said something got in their eyes. It was really dusty there.”

“He made them cry, he definitely made them cry...”

I'd bet my bank account that he already made them cry.

Well, it made sense. They were kids with little social experience. How could they handle a fox like Kang Ichae? Even I get scared when that bastard gets serious.

That aside, I want to see Kang Ichae's stats.

I lay there and tapped the floor with my index finger. The System Window tactfully popped up.

For the first time in a long while.

[Kang Ichae

The Standard for a Genius!]

[Singing: S-

Dance: A+

Variety: A0

Acting: B-

Charm: S-

???:???]

“......”

This bastard had been completely unresponsive for the past few days, though it used to answer when called. It had finally appeared.

I read through the stats, surprised. I was surprised again by how much Kang Ichae's abilities had grown on their own.

“I'm stepping out for a bit.”

“Okaay~.”

I gave a vague notice to the members, whose conversation had already shifted to dinner and dishwashing duty, and left the practice room.

That kid, Kang Ichae. It seemed all the time he spent holed up in the studio steadily accumulated and converted into stats.

“Hey, show me mine too.”

My stats appeared as soon as the words left my mouth.

[Seo Hoyun

Official Nuisance]

[Singing: A+

Dance: B+

Variety: A+

Acting: A-

Charm: A0

???:???]

...My stats have gone up more than I expected?

I looked at the System Window, evenly distributed and dotted with A's, and felt more bewildered than proud.

Variety and Acting had each gone up a rank.

I thought they'd be lower.

I don't have any S-ranks or an EX-Class like Joo Woosung yet, but isn't this good enough to be considered a top student?

“Why in the world did my Acting go up?”

Was it my stage expressions? I haven't done anything remotely related to acting since Please Take the Camera. If it was going to rise, shouldn't it have happened back then?

The System Window provided the answer.

Ding!

[It went up little by little from all the shenanigans you usually pull!!]

“......”

The irrefutably valid reasoning instantly convinced me.

I had been ceaselessly and diligently making plans to raise The Dawn to the top. I might have unintentionally caused a few people to stumble.

I crossed my arms and patted my own shoulders.

“I've lived a diligent life.”

[Wow, how can you be so shameless?]

I tossed aside the meaningless thoughts. As I pondered which area to focus on next, the windows in front of me suddenly flickered with static.

[S■◎ Hoyun??

Offi■ ■∂▽]

[Sin▽: A+

■: B◎◎+

Variety: A▽

Act▽◎ing: A-

◎arm: ■0

???ty:?∂?%]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

The letters broke and distorted. Then the word ERROR appeared with an alarm that rang loud enough to make my ears ache.

I watched, dumbfounded, as the System Window flickered out with a soft pop.

“...What was that?”

At the same time, I recalled the stat window I just saw and frowned.

...ty?

The last hidden stat had been briefly revealed.

My rapidly spinning thoughts halted when the System Window reappeared.

[Seo Hoyun!!

☞Ultimate Nuisance Baby Rabbit

☞I say Ho~~↗u↘

☞You say Hou↗Hou↗Hou↗!!]

[Nuisance: EX+

Shamelessness: S+

Wickedness: A-

Deception: S-]

“......”

My eyelashes trembled with rage as I looked at this obviously improvised mess.

[Eek, your first ever memorable EX-Class stat~☆]

“Sometimes I wish you were real. Just so I could hit you once.”

I swatted away the annoying System Window. It nagged me to stop looking at my own stats, comparing it to mirror addiction or Narcissism. I swept my bangs back.

[The system has been a bit unstable lately, but it'll be fine soon. Finish your variety show well, and get plenty of rest! >_<]

It spewed out what it wanted to say and then vanished. Not that it mattered. It probably would have run away even if I tried to drag it out.

I mulled over the situation. The sudden error message. The question mark stat. The unstable system.

“...Hmm.”

Why did it specifically tell me to finish the variety show well?

I pondered its meaning, cracking my neck from side to side with a smirk.

Honestly, appearing on a variety show with Min Jiheon was exhausting, but it wasn't difficult.

That was because...

“That punk worries about the most useless things.”

Variety shows were what I did best, after all.


The Noeuls were full of anticipation, but they were also a little worried.

It was because Seo Hoyun's condition had seemed poor recently.

[Seo Hoyun has looked really sick lately ㅜㅜ Is he okay]

[Our baby looks like his condition isn't good these days...]

Of course, as his popularity grew, sarcastic comments were bound to follow.

[Seo Hoyun always looks displeased, so I didn't even know he was sick ㅋ. If you don't want to do it, just say so. Do you really have to force yourself to act close with Min Jiheon? ㅋ]

[Fangirls see his shitty expression from not wanting to be there and go "Is our baby sick? ㅜㅜ..." < what a joke]

The Noeuls expertly blocked the users, saved PDFs, and reported them.

[You, who's forcing yourself to write hate comments, seem a little sick? too ㅜㅜ...]

[Who... do you think you are?]

[How do those guys all talk the same way? Zero originality.

Oi oi... while you guys are doing this, Hoyun-chan is living his best goddamn life~!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Guys, get a life...]

Meanwhile, everyone dutifully gathered in front of their TVs.

Their anxiety was short-lived.

As soon as the first broadcast of 'Please Take Care of Me' aired, all concerns about Seo Hoyun's poor condition evaporated.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ;;;????]

[Hey Seo Hoyun is aㅣ psycho ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

On the screen, Seo Hoyun wore a nonchalant face as he put on an absolutely spectacular performance.


Chapter 226

【The Premiere of 'Please Take Care of Me'!】

'Please Take Care of Me' began with a beautiful view of the Han River.

[Wow, Seo Hoyun is amazing ㄷㄷ He seriously knows what he's doing, is so clean and has great sense... Is this for real?]

The show opened with Seo Hoyun diligently performing his duties as a Manager. The witty banter and 'tiki-taka' between Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon stood out, providing some lighthearted fun.

However, it felt no different from other variety shows with existing plots, making it a bit dull.

[Hmm, this isn't very PD Choi Jiseong-like]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I thought he'd show us something more bizarre and nonsensical... Did he hold back because Min Jiheon is on the show?ㅋㅋ]

About thirty minutes in, the broadcast's atmosphere suddenly shifted with a new caption on the screen.

【What is the most important thing in the relationship between a Manager and a celebrity?】

【It is, of course, knowing each other well!】

[Oh, is it a quiz?]

[Didn't Seo Hoyun do well on the quiz with Joo Woosung?? ㅋㅋㅋ He'll probably get this right away too

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Uh, that didn't exactly prove they were best friends, but he did know a lot of Joo Woosung's personal information ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The show's development took a completely unexpected turn.

【A secret mission has been delivered to the cast.】

[????]

[Huh, suddenly? Right here??]

This was the work of 'PD Choi', famous for creating exciting programs as twisted as his personality, which contrasted with his innocent-looking face.

Even for a reality show, he was not the type to simply film ordinary, natural moments and call it a day.

【※To be honest, we just wanted to surprise them.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey, you production team bastards]

[Just say that from the beginning ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hey hey, PD Choi, we believed in you~~~ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

PD Choi Jiseong specialized in B-grade, nonsensical variety shows.

From the start, his plan had been to capture what would happen as they carried out the mission.

“Oh... heart rate.”

Cast member Min Jiheon, having just received the mission, looked extremely unenthusiastic.

The veteran production team, however, had prepared for this.

They knew Min Jiheon would sell his soul for food, so they played their trump card.

“Min Jiheon.”

“Yeees.”

“If you succeed in surprising Seo Hoyun... we'll give you 10 sets of S++ grade Korean beef.”

“...!!”

At that, Min Jiheon, who had been melting like a boneless slug, immediately straightened his posture.

[Where did the melting Jiheon from a moment ago go]

[Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ why are you so simple ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He then questioned the conditions with a very sharp gaze.

“What does the heart rate have to be?”

“Seo Hoyun's heart rate needs to be at least 40 beats higher than yours, Min Jiheon. You also have to hide that you received a mission until the very end. Do you think you can do it?”

As Min Jiheon listened to PD Choi's words, an image of Seo Hoyun from 'Over-immersion Captain' flashed through his mind.

【This guy is strong...!】

He remembered Seo Hoyun's unfazed expression when Yu Jia appeared from behind a fluttering curtain to fit the webnovel concept, or when Joo Woosung pinned a middle-aged man against a wall.

【Is it really possible...?】

The caption flashed as the screen closed in on Min Jiheon's determined face.

“Well now.”

He swept back his soft bangs and gently curved one corner of his lips.

His smile was alluring and hinted at a mischievous persistent scheme.

“I'm an actor, you know.”

A small, sparkling, golden image of top-grade Korean beef appeared next to him.

【We complimented him on being cool for now♡】

[You're not cool, Min Jiheon

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, why is Min Jiheon such a dumdum?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Min Jiheon rarely cared about anything besides acting, but with food on the line, he couldn't just half-ass it.

He watched Seo Hoyun, waited for the right moment, and slowly started his engine.

First attempt. Annoyance.

“Jiheon-ie is shy, shy.”

“How old is that joke?”

“......”

It did not work at all.

The attempt ended in less than ten seconds.

He racked his brain.

Then began the second attempt. A scare.

“There should be a spray bottle in the bathroom, right?”

“Really?”

【However, waiting for Seo Hoyun in the bathroom is a ghost doll prepared by the production team...!】

“Kyaaak!”

“...Oh~.”

【Production Team:?

Min Jiheon:?

Seo Hoyun:?】

“......”

“......”

【Ooh...?】

“...How scary.”

Min Jiheon poured his acting skills into a responsive scream, but Seo Hoyun only pretended to be surprised a beat too late, then took the spray bottle and closed the bathroom door again.

An interview clip of Min Jiheon followed.

“Still, I was grateful that he at least pretended to be surprised.”

[? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wait, your standards for gratitude are too low ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The second attempt also ended anticlimactically.

Then, Min Jiheon had a sudden realization. Seo Hoyun usually clutched the back of his neck whenever he saw him.

Thus, the third attempt. Living normally.

“Where are you going? We have an interview soon.”

“There's a famous dumpling place nearby called XX Mandu! I'll buy you some too!”

“......”

No matter what Min Jiheon did, Seo Hoyun firmly shouted, "Nope!" and remained composed. Min Jiheon had every snack he bought confiscated, told not to eat greasy and salty things before a schedule.

With his own Manager, Min Jiheon could easily slip away like an eel for his foodie adventures, but he could not escape Seo Hoyun's hawk eyes.

Min Jiheon was sure Seo Hoyun used to get annoyed by his mere breathing, so seeing Seo Hoyun humming and driving leisurely left him bewildered.

What is this?

Of course, even amidst his confusion, Min Jiheon tried to sneak in kimbap, a banana, and even ramen, only to have them all confiscated.

Extremely on edge, Min Jiheon finally threw himself onto the floor.

“Instead of starving me, just step on me!”

“......”

“If you don't let me eat this, I'm not moving a single step from here! I won't let you go either! If you want to go, you'll have to step over me!”

“Wow, you have a unique hobby.”

“Wait, wait, wait, don't actually step on me!”

No method worked on Seo Hoyun.

Naturally, the third attempt was also a failure.

【No matter what Min Jiheon does, the heart rate won't go up...】

【The Unbreakable Shield vs. The Constantly Breaking Spear】

By the time these captions appeared, everyone knew.

Min Jiheon would never succeed in this mission.

[The spear is basically a cotton swab

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's too weak]

[I feel like Seo Hoyun would actually just step on him and walk away ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Min Jiheon persisted with his attempts, but Seo Hoyun remained unfazed.

Then,

【◁◁◁】

【The reason why Seo Hoyun is so calm takes us back to the beginning of the shoot.】

An interview with Seo Hoyun followed the caption.

“You want me to raise Min Jiheon's heart rate?”

【In fact, Seo Hoyun had received the exact same mission as Min Jiheon!】

Seo Hoyun's prize was also top-grade Korean beef.

“Ah, Korean beef?”

Seo Hoyun blinked slowly for a moment, then grinned.

“Our maknae has the appetite of an elephant these days, so our Engel's coefficient has been no joke. This is great.”

A short montage flashed by, showing Min Jiheon struggling and using various methods to raise Seo Hoyun's heart rate.

At the same time, the screen showed Seo Hoyun's perpetually expressionless face. The atmosphere was so peaceful that 'My Heart Will Go On' from Titanic could have been playing.

All the while, his heart rate remained below 80.

【His heart rate would be higher than this even if we measured it while he was sleeping.】

[These two friends who fit ㅍ_ㅍ and ㅇ_< -☆!! so well...]

[They must be really close, this is hilarious, I'm just crying]

Seo Hoyun had also been assigned the mission.

He did not just defend.

When Min Jiheon placed the ghost doll in the bathroom to scare him, Seo Hoyun grabbed the nape of the pretending-to-be-terrified Min Jiheon. He pulled him close and whispered, his lips right next to Min Jiheon's ear.

“Come to the back.”

“......”

In that instant, Min Jiheon's heart rate shot up to 110.

A short interview with Min Jiheon followed.

“Honestly, it was cool.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jiheon-ahhh ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wait, you're a bit easy, damn it ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Later, Min Jiheon returned home after completing his schedule on an empty stomach. He lay around listlessly as Seo Hoyun started bustling in the kitchen.

A delicious smell soon filled the air. Seo Hoyun dragged Min Jiheon to the dining table and sat him down.

“I'm fine, really...”

“......”

“...Okay.”

A delicious-looking kimchi stew, a bright yellow rolled omelet, crispy roasted seaweed, neatly cut kimchi, and steaming hot white rice sat on the table.

Min Jiheon picked up the neatly placed spoon, took a sip of the kimchi stew, and his eyes widened.

“...This is delicious?”

In a flash, his heart rate rose to 120.

【Min Jiheon's Special Trait: Has no firm principles】

[Hey...you...

You're too easy...]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jiheon-ah, have some principles ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Min Jiheon was not a picky eater and ate everything well, but he had high standards and a discerning palate.

Seo Hoyun's kimchi stew, a perfect blend of appropriate sweetness and deep, savory flavor, perfectly matched his taste.

“Oh~. You're good at cooking too? Do you cook often?”

[Is Seo Hoyun a good cook?]

[Well, he did say himself there's not much he can't do ㄷㄷ...

└ Dancing...?

└ No... the members]


Chapter 227

[Ah crap ㅋㅋ Please Take Care of Me is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Definitely watching episode 2 next week ㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun seems a bit low-energy compared to usual, but the way he just throws out comments is so cute ㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun?? Who is this guy?? He's so cute, I died laughing when his heart rate hit 150 ㅋ]

'Please Take Care of Me' managed to draw a pretty decent public response.

Elated by this, PD Choi finished the reaction filming for the second episode's broadcast in the studio and announced they would also shoot an additional special clip.

“Hahaha! I'm sure we'll have the highest ratings this time too!”

“Wow, congratulations.”

“Casting Min Jiheon, then adding Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun was a stroke of genius, really!”

During the reaction shoot, Min Jiheon barely moved when he was alone. All he did was read a book or stare blankly out the window.

Of course, plenty of people would love Min Jiheon for just sitting there and breathing, but PD Choi was clearly not satisfied with that.

He ended up milking it for all it was worth, though.

“I still don't know why Min Jiheon agreed to be cast. Hahaha, anyway, I hope I've paved a solid path for him in variety shows. You too, Seo Hoyun!”

“Oh, PD. Just give me a call anytime.”

“Such a smooth talker~!”

PD Choi was all smiles, clearly in a good mood.

Over PD Choi's shoulder, I saw Min Jiheon's Manager get distracted by another staff member. In that moment, Min Jiheon subtly started to rise from his seat.

He's getting ready to bolt.

But as soon as the Manager turned back, Min Jiheon nonchalantly sat down and pretended to look elsewhere.

I let out a small chuckle, then coughed.

My body felt like fucking shit, but I also deliberately chose not to hold back the cough.

“Cough, cough!”

“Dajun was really cute. If I'd known he was such a fun guy, I would have called him for the reaction filming too...”

“Cough, hack...”

“...Ho, Hoyun, are you dying??”

“Oh, PD! Stop holding onto Hoyun. Hoyun, you weren't in good condition throughout the entire shoot.”

I coughed a few more times with my head down, then slowly opened my mouth.

“...It's nothing. I always get a cold during the change of seasons, but the cough is a little worse this year.”

“Wow, Hoyun really has a great attitude~. Your face is as pale as a sheet, but you don't show it at all once the cameras are on.”

A staff member who had talked shit about me being a package deal during the production team's gossip now showered me with praise. Their attitude changed in an instant after I was friendly during filming and the ratings turned out well.

“Well, I'll be on my way then. I have another schedule.”

“Yes, you worked hard~!”

I quickened my pace and left the room.

On the outside, I acted fine, but I felt awful. It was as if someone was constantly splitting my head open with an axe.

I ran to the most secluded restroom, grabbed the toilet, and threw up. Nothing was left to come out, so only thin, watery stomach acid trickled out.

“...Ha. Nothing's even coming out.”

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I turned on the faucet.

SHUUUUU.

I tried to suppress another sudden surge of coughing and caught my breath.

At least I'm not coughing up blood like last time.

My stomach kept clenching and my heart pounded.

Splashing cold water on my face calmed me down a little.

“Fucking hell...”

I glared at my pale reflection in the mirror before sweeping my hair back.

This is still bearable.

My next schedule was a guest appearance on 'Rising Rookies', where Kang Ichae was a mentor.

I decided to wait for my Manager, who had gone to the dorm to pick up the other members. Perched on the edge of the sink, I looked up Kang Ichae's show on my phone.

It's not Kim Heeyeong in charge.

It was a survival program for trainees creating an idol group, so I thought Kim Heeyeong would be the PD in charge, but someone else's name came up.

I clicked on a roughly 10-minute edited video of the first competition. A scene appeared where the mentors gave comments after the trainees' performance.

[I get everyone else, but Kang Ichae is the most ridiculous one ㅋ Why... is he here?]

[Even if the mentor lineup is a mix of young and old blood, isn't Kang Ichae too young? ㅋ Who's going to take a 22-year-old mentor seriously? They should've at least gotten someone from Black Call.]

[Looks like tvK can't forget the Shining Star hype ㅋ But Rising Rookies' popularity is already screwed anyway... They can't follow in Shining Star's footsteps even if they wanted to ㅋ]

Looking at the comments, it seemed there was some controversy.

[This season's trainee pool seems really bad... and their personalities are a bit...]

[They rushed to gather them, so it's just a bunch of nobodies.]

[I don't wanna be one of those 'desperation' stans, but they have no desperation ㅋ ffs]

[You're supposed to squeeze every last drop out of a boy group survival show, but you can't even do that with these guys.

└ Sry but there's nothing to stan here T_T]

The reaction was more negative than I expected. I figured it wouldn't be easy to turn the atmosphere around, even with Kang Ichae's skills.

Will he be okay?

He was a guy who had been grinding himself down just as much as I had, preparing for the recent comeback and year-end stages. His ingrained composure kept him from showing it, but he was obviously overworking himself.

And yet, he was also making a broadcast appearance and preparing for a mentor stage in the middle of all that.

I've been thoughtless.

I should have paid more attention to Kang Ichae.

Since I was going to get my makeup redone anyway, I splashed my face with cold water one more time and ruffled my hair.

Just then, my phone vibrated. I dried my hands on a nearby hand towel and checked the screen. It was a text from my Manager.

[Manager: Hoyun-ah, I think I'll be there in 15 minutes. Just wait a little longer!]

I sent a reply saying I understood, left the broadcast station building, and headed down to the staff-only parking lot.

That's when I spotted the yellow sports car I had seen at Min Jiheon's house during the 'Please Take Care of Me' filming. I was sure I'd seen him arrive in a van with his Manager this morning, so I had no idea how he got this here.

My head throbbed. I leaned against a parking garage pillar and stood still for a moment until a figure appeared.

“...Whoa! You scared me.”

It was Min Jiheon, sipping an iced tea and twirling his car keys. His shoulders flinched when our eyes met.

“Why are you standing here all alone like a creep?”

He had been fidgety earlier. It seemed he planned to sneak off alone without his Manager.

“Yellow doesn't really suit you.”

“I know, but they said it's fine because my face makes up for it.”

“Who dared to say that?”

“...The person who sold it to me.”

I clicked my tongue with a small 'tsk', and Min Jiheon pouted slightly. He added that it was his younger sibling's favorite color, but that was none of my business.

“......”

Even during that short conversation, I could feel a cold sweat covering my forehead.

“You know something, don't you?”

I cut the chatter and got straight to the point.

“I feel like I'm about to fucking die these days.”

While filming the program, Min Jiheon had jumped in at the perfect moments to cover for me.

After two weeks of that, I had a hunch.

This bastard, he definitely knows something.

“You noticed my condition and suggested we do the variety show together, didn't you?”

“Ahaha... No. I just wanted to let the world know how cute I am.”

Cutie, my ass.

Ignoring him, I pushed myself off the pillar.

“Come to think of it, it seems like you knew this would happen to me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You told me, 'If anything happens, contact me.'”

That was what Min Jiheon had said when we ran into each other at the company, after the Shining Star Season 2 performance unit had ended and before the final competition.

I had always found it strange that most of my memories from that time were hazy, no matter how stressed I was. This time, I had completely forgotten Kang Ichae was even appearing on a show as a mentor.

Was this a coincidence?

No way.

I had been through too much to naively dismiss it as a coincidence. No matter how many times I replayed it, it was strange.

“You, that ideation of mine you see. Did something go wrong with it?”

Until now, physical penalties were only given when Min Jiheon forcibly removed the System Window from me, when I took out a loan, or when I failed a Quest.

But recently?

I haven't done anything.

Nevertheless, symptoms identical to the physical penalties appeared, as if the world itself was rejecting me. I wasn't spewing blood from my throat, but everything else was the same.

It's not natural.

So, based on the System Window's open statement about my unstable state, I deduced that the occasional ERROR messages were causing my body to overload. Everything fell into place.

“Hyung...”

“......”

After choosing his words for a moment, Min Jiheon shrugged and added lightly.

“...You really overestimate me. I'm nothing, so why do you act like I'm the answer key?”

“Why don't you just answer the question?”

“I just see things. If I were you, I'd go home and get a good night's sleep on a heated floor. For at least a week.”

He casually placed his half-finished iced tea on the car's hood and approached me.

Just like last time, my labored breathing began to stabilize.

Min Jiheon looked me up and down before speaking again.

“Don't go to your schedule.”

“Does that make any sense? I thought you were being a little tamer lately, but you're still spouting nonsense.”

If I was the only one who didn't show up to an event all the other members were attending, what kind of rumors would start circulating? Besides, I was confident I could act fine as long as the cameras were on me.

VMMMM.

I instinctively checked my phone. A call was coming in from my Manager.

“Well then, I'll be on my way—, ugh!”

“Jiheon-ah.”

I grabbed the back of the neck of the guy who was about to grab his iced tea and get into the driver's seat of his sports car.

At my deceptively gentle tone, Min Jiheon, who had some experience with Seo Hoyun, made a horrified face.

“I'll be back from my schedule around 3 AM. Let's meet then.”

“No, I'm going to sleep.”

“Did that sound like a request?”

Min Jiheon's face scrunched up. He had a 'damn, I'm screwed' look on his face.

“Ugh... but I'm a morning person?”

“I see.”

“What do you mean, 'I see'?”

Muttering, he shook off my hand and got into the car. I took this as a form of agreement and smiled slightly.

Watching Min Jiheon start the engine, I tapped the roof of the car.

“See you later.”

“...You're really too much.”

Min Jiheon took a sip of his iced tea and let out a deep sigh. He then waved his hand as if to shoo me away and drove out of the parking lot.

I had a strong feeling I would find something out soon.

Whatever it is, I'll gather at least a little more information.

It seemed I had put out the most urgent fire for now. Now it was time to deal with our health-obsessed, talented-as-hell rapper.

I was squatting down with slow movements, waiting for my Manager, when suddenly.

SKREEEEEEEEK───!

From behind me, I heard the harsh sound of tires scraping against the ground.

Startled, I turned my head, but saw nothing.

I was the only one here.

Goosebumps rose on my arms.

“...Whoa, fuck...”

It was a chillingly familiar sound.
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“Hoyun-ah! They said these are our seats!”

"Uh-huh."

I kept touching my ear and nodded half-heartedly.

My nerves felt like they were on a knife's edge.

That sound from before was just my imagination, right? Fuck.

I wanted to believe so.

“When did they say it starts?”

“Probably after these guys finish their rehearsal and get ready.”

On stage, kids with baby fat still on their cheeks rehearsed in heavy makeup that didn't suit their age.

“Ah, Senior. Hello!”

“Hello!”

“Work hard. I'm looking forward to your stage.”

“Fighting!!”

The Daepaseong trainees I'd run into a few times at the company must have been nervous with the broadcast just around the corner, but they still bowed a full 90 degrees as they passed.

Our company's trainees were one thing, but watching the others left me speechless.

It's going to be a pain to make them popular.

As a former main PD of a survival show, I could see it all too clearly.

Their skills were severely lacking, yet they were half-assing the rehearsal. Their eyes had lost focus, their expressions were vacant.

Just as I had misjudged The Dawn at first, getting popular was up to the individual, but when that individual had rock-bottom motivation, there was no solution.

Compared to these trainees, the mentors were far too good for them.

So this is why the internet reactions were like that.

Thump, thump. My head throbbed with every boom of the music. I pressed my temples with my fingers, then finally got up from my seat.

Seong Jiwon looked up at me, his eyes wide.

“Hoyun-ah, what's wrong?”

“I'll be back when the show starts. It's just a little loud...”

“Uh... okay.”

Behind the nodding Seong Jiwon, the worried gazes of Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun followed me. However, instead of prying, they all turned away.

I slowly walked down the familiar broadcast station hallway from my time on Shining Star and opened the door leading to the emergency staircase.

The quietest place within my current range of movement.

Just then, a voice echoing through the stairwell reached my ears.

“A mentor stage?”

“Was there any talk of that beforehand?”

“Damn it, my screen time is already measured in minutes...”

“Fuck, will our popularity even rise after this show is over?”

Right. It's quiet, so people think no one comes here, which also makes it a famous spot for gossiping.

However, if you blabber on in a place like this, the broadcast folks hear you by day, and the broadcast folks hear you by night.

I grabbed the railing and carefully peered up and down, spotting a shadow moving below.

Although it was just a series of complaints that were more like grumbling, trainees should have at least been taught by their companies to watch their mouths, but everyone's lips were lighter than a feather.

I was debating going down to advise them on the precautions of running their mouths in a place like this when a familiar name popped out of their conversation.

“But isn't Kang Ichae really scary.”

“...Yeah, fucking scary.”

“He's terrifying. He's the only mentor who doesn't go batshit crazy on us, but I'm still completely intimidated.”

“His face?”

“I saw him on variety shows and thought he was a funny, cheerful person, but no. I don't know if that was a concept or what, but he's fucking intense. I tried to crack a joke once and the way he looked at me, I seriously almost pissed myself...”

Wow, they've got a pretty accurate read on Kang Ichae.

My head was spinning. I didn't need to listen to a bunch of kids whining out of anxiety any longer, so I started back toward the members, but before I could open the door, it swung open and someone popped out.

“......”

It was Kang Ichae.

Simultaneously, things got busy downstairs. I heard the frantic footsteps of the trainees running away after recognizing Kang Ichae's voice.

Kang Ichae merely glanced down the stairs before looking back at me.

He wore tight black slacks and a matching round-neck crop top. A black choker was wrapped around his neck. It was a bit simple for a stage outfit.

“Came to see the funny and cheerful rapper?”

You've got sharp ears, you punk.

Chewing his gum like a delinquent, Kang Ichae propped his right foot on the stair and retied the laces of his walker boots.

“Hyung, Ichae has good instincts.”

“...Huh?”

I bit the inside of my cheek and asked nonchalantly.

Sweat trickled down my back, but my complexion was covered by makeup.

“But I'm very anxious.”

I thought I could brush it off, but Kang Ichae tapped the toe of his boot on the floor, looked at me, and smiled lazily.

“Go home.”

“......”

Min Jiheon, too. Why are so many people telling me to go home?

“Don't try to tough it out just to get one minute of screen time. If you're worried about controversy, then... what was it. I'll ask the production team to photoshop you in, like how they paste a passport photo next to the group picture when someone's missing from a school trip.”

“Have you even been on a school trip?”

“Ouch, you hit a sore spot. Or I could just say Min Jiheon's variety show filming ran long.”

In today's information age, there was no way I could tell a lie that a little digging wouldn't expose.

I tried to laugh it off, but Kang Ichae's gaze was more serious than I thought.

His eyes were glaring. He looked ready to tear me apart, even as a fellow group member, if I didn't leave.

I quickly opened my mouth.

“I'll talk to my Manager-nim.”

“Oh, that's great.”

Only then did he flash a bright smile.

“It's a bit of a shame since I prepared hard, but you can keep watching my stages in the future, right?”

With that, he said he had to return to the waiting room and left first, adding a final “I'm trusting you.”

Watching his retreating back, I leaned against the wall.

Go where, you bastard.

My personal healer already gave me emergency treatment. Does he really think I'd come all this way just to leave?

I planned to at least watch the live reaction.

After catching my breath a few times, I left the emergency stairwell and headed back to the performance hall.

“Seo Hoyun!”

“Yeah.”

“...Are you okay?”

I nodded and sat down.

A special seating area was set up on the right side near the stage.

Before long, the trainees' competition began.

【I want to have you, have you, have you

I wanna catch you】

“......”

And their performance was at the level of a school talent show.

【Your body is so beautiful

Ooh Beautiful Girl】

“Wow...”

“...Hmm.”

The members, who had cheered enthusiastically at first, gradually fell silent.

At this point, shouldn't the audience be getting paid to watch this?

Now I understand why they organized a mentor performance.

It was a way to shock the trainees, capture the viewers' attention, and re-establish the program's prestige all at once.

【Your face is so pretty

Ooh Beautiful Girl】

Kim Seonghyeon muttered, his gaze uncharacteristically cold.

“They deserved to be chewed out...”

“......”

Next to him, Jeong Dajun was scratching his arm furiously.

Kim Heeyeong, you made a good call getting out of this.

I don't know if she knew, but still.

I clapped endlessly to hide my trembling fingertips. It was still bearable.

[And now, shall we see the special stage prepared by the mentors for the trainees?]

After all the trainee performances ended, the MC's introduction for the mentors' performance followed.

“Wow!! Ichae-hyung is coming on!”

The Dawn members cheered in anticipation.

Kang Ichae, I'm sorry.

When have I ever listened to what anyone said?

On the stage, decorated like an abandoned construction site, deep blue and red lights moved chaotically.

Along with a faintly echoing whistle, the title 'DICE' was stamped on the screen.

“...Oh!”

In the very center, someone wearing a cap pulled down low was perched on the rubble of broken concrete. Under his rider jacket, his abs peeked out from beneath a short-sleeved shirt, flaunting their existence.

In front of the stage, six backup dancers were lined up on either side, vigorously waving flags emblazoned with the THE DAWN logo.

Opening the mentor performance was none other than Kang Ichae.

“Kang Ichae...! Hey, you man...!!”

“Hey, your tone... and where'd you drop the 'hyung'?”

Kim Seonghyeon quickly covered Jeong Dajun's mouth but couldn't take his eyes off the stage.

The backup dancers' pure white uniforms made Kang Ichae, dressed all in black, stand out even more.

【SKREEEEEE!】

Bathed in the pin-spotlight, he took off his cap, tossed it aside, and lifted a corner of his mouth.



【Did you throw the dice?】

I had heard he was in charge of the lyrics, composition, and even the producing for this performance.

A drum beat laid itself under the intense electric guitar sound.

【Wandering like a madman, I finally found it

Second Chance won't come to anyone

Can't deny it, my heart is pounding】

The melody, crammed with Kang Ichae's personal taste, stuck tenaciously to the ear.

“Wow...”

I had only listened for a few seconds, but it was so shocking I momentarily forgot my pain.

【Told you, we can never leave this scheme

This is a board set up for you】

What's more, even though it was a joint mentor stage, Kang Ichae's own parts were riddled with lyrics and motifs from The Dawn's past songs.

【Perhaps I was too kind

But by now, you should get the hint

Soaring up, then plummeting in an instant】

The lyrics could be interpreted in two ways. Was he cherishing his opponent, or was he going to chew up and spit out anyone who dared to challenge him?

This is so satisfying, really.

It felt even more satisfying because I had just watched the trainees' performance.

Kang Ichae, who had been rapping fiercely with a slightly vulgar flair, naturally stepped back when it was another mentor's turn.

【I look and look, but I still don't get it

Do you want me to hug you now?

You need to regain your composure, take a breath

Do you want me to repeat?】

After that, it was the other mentors' time.

And yet, no one on stage shone as brightly as Kang Ichae.

【Perhaps I was too kind】

You can tell just by seeing how he's dominating them right now.

【A feeling of déjà vu

This is not a coincidence, but a trap】

When his part came around again, Kang Ichae propped one of his heavy walker boots on a speaker.

【I Want to Dye You with My Colors】

Then, he shrugged off one side of his leather jacket, turned his waist, and did a wave.

【Can I bite you a little?】

The excited audience erupted in cheers.

“KYAAAAAAAAAK!!”

They waved their hands, they screamed. Some people, despite it being a mentor performance, frantically pressed their voting devices, saying they were 'picking Kang Ichae'.

He's insane.

Kang Ichae ran wild like a madman off its leash.

The trainees in their designated seats gaped, their expressions shocked.

An overwhelming skill and an aura that captivated people's hearts in an instant.

Maybe I didn't need to watch after all.

He's a guy who does well on his own. Did I really have to stubbornly stay?

I forced a smile onto my convulsing lips and tried to suppress a rising cough. I clenched my fist to stay conscious, my fingernails digging deep into my palm.

【This is Not a Joke, It's a Warning】

In that fleeting moment, my eyes met Kang Ichae's.

“KYAAAAK!!”

For a second, his eyebrow twitched.

And I knew.

That guy,

“...Whoo.”

Was royally pissed off.

He steadfastly continued the performance but shot me a look that said, 'Are you fucking crazy?

That health-obsessed madman had accurately seen through my worsened condition in that short instant.

【I Want to Dye You with My Colors】

Of course, he quickly composed his expression, brought the headset mic closer to his lips, and smiled, but his eyes remained cold.

【I Don't Have Time to Cherish You】

The fiercely soaring melody dropped abruptly as the lyrics ended, and the song concluded.

The members seemed completely flushed, swept up in the afterglow of the performance.

“Wow, hyung's facial expressions are no joke~!?!”

“He was totally bloodthirsty for a moment~!!”

“......”

They spared no praise, saying Kang Ichae's expression perfectly matched the power of the stage.

This is dangerous.

Somehow, I felt it would be difficult to get away smoothly this time. I decided to get out of here quickly before I ran into Kang Ichae.

I judged it would be better to deal with it back at the dorm.

“I'm just going to see Manager-nim for a second.”

“Ah, okay!”

Now that I had filmed all the broadcast reactions, I told Seong Jiwon, got up, and slowly made my way to the hallway.

“...Huh?”

Just then, the thick smell of metal filled my painfully sensitive nose.

I reflexively covered my nose, but blood dripped through my fingers.

“What...”

It was an amount I had never seen before.

Ziiiiing...!

Then, a chilling ringing filled my ears. I swiped at my ear with my elbow and it came away smeared with blood.

Cursing, I hastily pulled out a handkerchief, clamped it over my face, and ducked into the emergency stairwell.

Diling!

Diling!

Diling!

Diling!

Diling!

Diling!

Diling!

Diling!

Dili...

Di...—



......

Countless warning windows popped up, then vanished all at once.

“Ugh...!”

I suppressed the wave of nausea that hit me at the same time.

SKREEEEEEE!

The sound of skidding tires pierced my eardrums.

A terribly familiar sensation washed over me as that day, which had endlessly repeated in my nightmares, unfolded before my eyes again.

My car accident, which I wanted to forget.

Diling!

[E R R O R]

CRASH!!

“...!!”

Gush. Blood poured into my chest.
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[WARNING!]

[PlaE RRO ye R?? has ∂conne??∂]

[WARNING!]

[ERPl■O∂ is exi■■??ing!■]

[WARNING!]

"...Fuck, fuck!"

The ERROR-filled System Window spewed a torrent of blood and blared another warning.

Horrifying afterimages flashed every time I blinked. A hand closing a car door overlapped with my own gripping the emergency stair handle. I felt a seatbelt fasten across my body as I fumbled down the steps, clinging to the wall.

"I'm going crazy, cough, hack..."

I forced my flickering eyes open, covered my mouth, and willed my trembling legs to straighten.

I have to hide from everyone, hole up somewhere alone.

It'll get better if I rest a little.

Tiring!

[Playe∂ is exi■■??ing.]

Cough. Blood poured from my mouth.

"Fuck...!"

I considered calling my Manager but stopped. He'd drag me straight to the hospital. A taxi was also out of the question. My blood-caked outfit made me look too suspicious.

[Player has ∂conne??∂cted??∂]

But even if that wasn't the issue, where could I go like this? The dorm? Home? Could I even escape the broadcast station without being seen by fans and sasaengs?

The thoughts spun in circles.

[Main Scenari■ 57% comp■ete.]

[Character 'Seong■won' dou■ts ■■i■─]

My health was deteriorating rapidly. Hiding and enduring wouldn't work.

I had a strong premonition that if this continued, tomorrow's news would report idol Mr. S found dead in an emergency stairwell.

"It's okay, calm down, fu..."

My vision swayed as I stepped down one stair at a time, searching for a solution. I grabbed the railing and collapsed. A violent coughing fit wracked my body. My body felt like it was shattering and reassembling. The horrible sensation made me nauseous.

I clenched my teeth, about to take another step, when─

─KWANG!

"...!!"

The emergency door flew open.

I'm fucked!

The world spun so much I couldn't see straight, but I instinctively stumbled backward, knowing I couldn't be seen. As I turned to go back up the stairs, a hand grabbed the scruff of my neck.

"Found you."

Min Jiheon stood there, breathing heavily.

"You look like a living corpse. Why?"

Min Jiheon flinched at my appearance, then quickly supported me and hurried down the stairs.

"Hack, ugh... What are you doing here?"

"I was just at the broadcast station."

"What does that even..."

"How could a nice guy like me go home when someone's on the verge of death?"

Min Jiheon added, "And you said you could see it." His voice echoed as if underwater.

A blessing in disguise, I guess...

Thanks to him, I could at least leave the broadcast station. With that relief, my nerves, which felt like they were being scraped by a blade, suddenly snapped.

"Ah, this is─...! Get a grip─...!"

I saw Min Jiheon's shocked face, heard his muttered words, and smelled the sharp scent of iron.

After that, only sporadic scenes passed by like photographs.

Blink.

When I came to, I was in Min Jiheon's car. I suppressed a cough and asked.

"Where are we..."

"My place. Just hang in there."

His usual dazed tone was gone, replaced by irritation.

I stared blankly at the spinning ceiling. The engine roared as Min Jiheon sped up. My anxiety rose with the speed.

I clutched my throbbing head. Again, blink.

"PD, what are you really thinking?"

"What?"

When my vision returned, Min Jiheon gripped my shoulders, muttering something. My nose must have been bleeding again; the front of my shirt was soaked. No, the metallic taste in my mouth suggested I had vomited blood.

"Why isn't it working?"

"Cough, hack...!"

"This is driving me crazy!"

Min Jiheon fiddled with his bracelet, a nosebleed of his own trickling down. He stared at me with the despair of someone watching a person die.

Just then, a voice echoed from somewhere.

"PD, can you even call yourself human after that?"

It was a woman's voice.

My vision flickered again. I was standing in the entryway of Min Jiheon's home. Min Jiheon swayed with my staggering body. He lost his balance, and we both fell onto the living room floor. Through my blurry vision, the bloodstain on the white carpet was unusually clear.

Min Jiheon quickly rolled me onto my back.

“【Oh Fragment that ■s the Empty Flesh.】”

Tires screeched on pavement. A bright blue sky.

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

A body lurched to one side. A radio crackled. A steering wheel turned frantically...

"...Hey, hey."

My body floated up, then sank down. It was a strange, new feeling.

I raised a trembling hand and grabbed Min Jiheon's collar.

"...What was that just now?"

"What?"

"Min, Jiheon, just one more time, show me again."

A flustered Min Jiheon grabbed my shoulders and held me down.

"What... This isn't the time for that! Just lie still!"

He then forced the words through his teeth, as if in pain.

“【Your ■■ is here ■.】”

[WARNING!]

──A frantically... turning steering wheel.

My eyes flew open.

“【Your ■■ is Right.】”

[WARN─...]

Right. The steering wheel. The strange unfamiliarity started there.

The car accident from when I was twenty. I could never forget it, no matter how hard I tried, but this wasn't the steering wheel I saw that day, the one seared into my memory.

During the accident with my parents, I was in the back seat, behind the driver. From that position, it would have been difficult to see the steering wheel, especially in such a frantic situation.

But in the replayed scene, it was right before my eyes, and above all, the accident being shown to me now was horrifically vivid.

“【This is Your Place.】”

I couldn't hear my parents' screams.

[─────.]

All sound stopped.

Strength drained from my body. Truths I had foolishly missed rushed in like a tide. Disconnected events began to connect.

[I can erase your memories.]

The system said it could erase memories.

But why did I forget?

And the forgotten events. I had definitely lost more things. From this place, or from that other world...

"...Ugh!"

The moment I realized it, my soul felt like it was being ripped from my body.

"...Whoa, whoa? What's wrong with him?"

Min Jiheon's bewildered voice reached me first. Then a cold hand slapped my cheek and shook my body.

"Another seizure?!"

Min Jiheon mumbled incomprehensibly to himself.

"Should I do it? If that doesn't work either..."

"Kugh... Ugh!"

"...Ugh, I really didn't want to do this..."

A moment later, something fastened around my wrist.

I bit my lower lip against a renewed surge of pain. Min Jiheon muttered, "Better than cleaning up a corpse in my house," and took my hand.

"─Listen carefully."

[E R R O R]

[System conflict detected.]

[E R R O R]

[S?nchro: 3?1%??]

"I'm going to kill you once and send you to your subconscious."

"...What?!"

Min Jiheon, is this bastard crazy?

"Whoa, wait! Don't worry. See this? I put my bracelet on you."

Min Jiheon lifted my arm to show me. The thing fastened to my wrist was Min Jiheon's bracelet, a string of black beads.

"This will help you come back to life...Probably. It's just separating your soul from your body for a moment."

"Are you fucking crazy?!"

"Think of it as a reboot. It's the only way you can survive right now, hyung."

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[S?nchro: 2?4%??]

"There's no time, so I'll be quick. Unknown things are tangled up inside you right now. That's what's causing this chaos."

"...!"

"You have to find out what they are."

Min Jiheon caught his breath. Blood trickled ominously from the corners of his eyes like tears. His long, blood-stained eyelashes trembled, casting faint shadows.

"Hyung, Hoyun-hyung. Snap out of it. Can you hear my ───? When ─ appears──── don't, don't trust ──, and most importantly, don't get attached. It's only to ──── get out─."

"What... What?"

"What comes out─ don't be fool─."

Min Jiheon's words leaked through the gaps of my fading consciousness.

"Ex, plain it properly...!"

Min Jiheon's pale face swam into my regained focus.

"Let's see each other again, safely."

The guy smiled faintly. Then he raised our clasped hands and slammed them hard onto my chest.

"Wait...!"

You should've at least explained it properly, you son of a bitch! I'll definitely punch him next time.

PAK.

“【Step Away from the Vessel.】”

The fuse blew.

.

.

.

TRRRING...

TRRRING...

A phone rang loudly.

My eyelids were sealed shut. I couldn't move a single fingertip of my heavy body.

The stuffy air, musty dust, and artificial coffee air freshener told me my expectation of facing the car accident first was wrong.

TRRRING...

TRRRING...

I tried to twist my body with all my might, but it wasn't easy.

Just then, footsteps approached, and the loud ringing stopped abruptly.

"Yes, this is the QBS Entertainment Department...Ah, yes! What can I do for you... They've all gone down now. Yes?"

...QBS?

"PD Seo... Uh-huh."

What?

"...!"

PD Seo?

A superhuman strength surged through me, and I shot upright.

A familiar-looking assistant director stared at me, slightly frightened. He clutched the receiver with both hands and spoke cautiously.

"...Yes, PD Seo isn't here right now."

The assistant director bowed his head repeatedly while saying "Yes," then sighed and put down the receiver.

"Ugh, PD Lee is already making a fuss about where Seo is, right from the start of the new year... I feel bad for lying. Please cover for me later, okay?"

"...Where am I?"

"...Are you being sarcastic?"

The assistant director furrowed his brow and tilted his head.

I slowly looked down at my body, fumbling over it with my hands.

The bloodstains were gone.

"...Wha, what's today's date?"

"...Huh? It's January 14th."

"No, what year is it?"

"Have you gone mad?!"

I ignored him as he stepped back in disgust and frantically searched for my phone. The phone in my hand finally lit up, showing a letter from a young Seo Hojin as the wallpaper.

"I know the year just changed, but still..."

"Wait, wait..."

The date was displayed clearly above it.

January 14, 20XX.

"What's wrong? Did you get a real earful from the Director when you went up last time?"

This was roughly one year and nine months ago, when I was possessed into that god-awful other world...

"PD Seo?"

It was the very next day.
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“PD, are you feeling unwell by any chance?”

“No... I'm fine.”

I answered hastily, my hand fiddling with my phone.

I pushed aside the unsettling feeling and changed my phone's wallpaper back to the default.

The assistant director gave me a worried look. I ignored him and turned on my computer to check the situation again.

The file I had been working on was still there, perfectly preserved. The date was still January 14, 20XX.

“...This is really weird. Is something wrong?”

“Just a second.”

I opened a portal site and searched for my name.

A familiar profile popped up next to the three characters of 'Seo Hoyun'. It showed a photo of me holding a microphone at a press conference with the words "PD at QBS."

“...Wow.”

My heart pounded like crazy as I typed in the name 'The Dawn'.

Only book titles and song names I had never seen before appeared.

I entered the members' names into the search bar one by one, but only namesakes came up.

The idol group 'The Dawn' that I knew was nowhere to be found.

This is driving me crazy.

I ran a hand roughly through my hair, messing it up, and stood from my seat.

“Uh, where are you going? Don't tell me you're going to the director's office?”

“No. Don't worry about it and get back to your work.”

“...Yessir.”

I grabbed only my phone and left the office.

Everything was exactly as I remembered.

A few familiar faces greeted me as I quickly navigated through the exhausted broadcast station employees.

...Am I back?

However, the memory of coughing up blood and writhing in pain at Min Jiheon's house just a moment ago was too vivid for me to believe that.

I looked at my reflection in the phone's dark screen. It was not the face of a 24-year-old idol.

Dark circles from consecutive all-nighters reached my chin. My skin was rough and lifeless, my lips chapped and bleeding.

This sharp, worn face was definitely me from my days as a PD.

“PD Seo, hello!”

“...Ah, yes, hello.”

I gave a slight nod, but my eyes remained glued to my phone.

I found Seo Hojin's contact information but hesitated. After a moment, I cautiously pressed the call button.

The ringing went on for a long time, but the call did not connect.

I bit at the dead skin on my lips, lost in thought.

This was probably the world of my subconscious and memories that Min Jiheon had talked about.

He said I could get out of this world if I found what was tangled up inside me and figured it out.

I paced foolishly in the same spot with an anxious expression. Writer Lee Jiseok, with whom I had worked on a program before, then came into the station. He held a coffee in one hand and chatted boisterously with some staff, likely just back from a meal. He spotted me and called out with a bright smile.

“PD Seo, let's go for a smoke break.”

“Oh~, PD. Let's go?”

“......”

Others around chimed in, egging me on.

“I quit smoking...”

As I spoke, I patted my chest and felt the hard, rectangular shape of a pack. I opened my jacket, reached into the inner pocket, and pulled it out. A lighter was there too.

Was this my subconscious showing me what I wanted, or just a memory revealing what I had back then?

Writer Lee squinted at me as I tried to figure out the situation with my lips pressed shut.

“Yeah, right. I'm sure you quit.”

“......”

I clicked my tongue inwardly but said nothing, simply following the others toward the smoking area.

The chilly, dry scent of winter air hit me as we stepped outside.

I glanced up at the bright sky, which contrasted with the chilly air.

How do I get out of here?

Min Jiheon's words were vague, but he seemed to be telling me not to get attached, to finish my business quickly, and get out.

As if anything at the broadcast station could captivate me.

I had always, always hoped to leave work early and get away from this place.

I did not know how much time had passed in reality, but I had only told Seong Jiwon I was going to see the Manager. Since I had then collapsed and was now unconscious at Min Jiheon's house, it seemed best to handle this quickly and get out before the situation became unmanageable.

“...Whoa!”

I twirled a cigarette between my fingers instead of smoking it, trying to organize my thoughts. Suddenly, the surrounding chatter faded as everyone's gazes gathered on me.

“...PD, have a good talk.”

“We'll get going first!”

I raised an eyebrow as they quickly disappeared. Then I saw the person who appeared behind them and understood why.

She had a sharp bob cut that ended at her chin and a small, slender frame. Despite this, she had an aura that warned you not to trifle with her.

“Smokestack.”

It was Kim Heeyeong.

“......”

Please, let this just be a memory.

If this is a manifestation of my subconscious, isn't this just too pathetic?

I suppressed the corner of my mouth from twitching.

“I knew I'd find you here.”

Kim Heeyeong's familiar tone felt awkward, the first time I had heard it since we broke up.

“...What are you doing here?”

“I used to work here too, so why can't I come? I came because I have something to tell you, and why didn't you answer your phone?”

If the date I saw was correct, it had been a long time since Kim Heeyeong and I broke up.

But Kim Heeyeong suddenly came looking for me? All the way to another broadcast station?

Kim Heeyeong sighed, then naturally pulled a cigarette from her back pocket and stuck it between her lips. She had a troubled expression.

“...PD.”

“Ugh, what's with that tone? What is it?”

Sensing a strange atmosphere, I asked, 'no way'.

“What are we right now?”

All sorts of things were happening, so I was just asking on the off chance.

The words had barely left my mouth when Kim Heeyeong kicked me in the shin. It definitely was not reality, but it hurt like hell.

“You bastard! Don't be sarcastic! Are you unhappy that I showed up after we broke up?”

“No, I'm not being sarcastic...”

“Do you have any idea how nasty you are?!”

Ah, so we did break up.

It's the same.

I gently rubbed the spot where she had hit me.

Kim Heeyeong must have been genuinely furious. She seethed for a while, her face flushed red.

“Hah, you son of a bitch. I came here worried about you as someone I know, and this is what I get. You have a real talent for ignoring people's feelings and making them suffer. You just cut everything off so sharply.”

“...Anyone who heard that would think I was the one who broke up with you.”

“What's the difference? When you get down to it, you're the one who dumped me, not the other way around!”

Her words were a gross misrepresentation.

She was the one who said we should break up, and I was the one who almost got slapped.

However, there was no reason to stir up trouble, so I kept my mouth shut.

She sighed and waved her hand dismissively, as if she did not want to think about it anymore.

“Whatever, I didn't come here to talk about this. You have a program that just ended recently, right?”

“Yeah.”

I did.

The survival program for trainees to debut as idols.

The show where I tried to get Seong Jiwon on but failed.

When I nodded, Kim Heeyeong continued.

“Our station is planning to make a very similar program. ...I took a look, and it's pretty much a copy of your show.”

"Ah."

I had heard rumors about that back then.

Copying a hit program was a common occurrence in this industry.

I shrugged at the trivial news.

“I already heard.”

“You knew? Did you see the proposal?”

“A little?”

“And you're not pissed off?!”

It was a bit annoying, but whatever.

“It won't be as popular as mine anyway.”

When I answered indifferently, Kim Heeyeong grew even more furious, though it was not her business. She snapped the cigarette she had just taken out.

“Hey, you... don't you care what people say?”

“About what?”

“People are going on about your, ah, malicious editing, and you don't feel it's unfair?”

I thought back for a moment.

It was true that I had done some malicious editing.

It was a means to boost the show's ratings.

I did not think there was anything to feel unfair about.

“...Not really? Ack!”

This time, Kim Heeyeong smacked me on the back.

“You! Really! You don't clarify anything, and that's why everyone gets so frustrated! They all think you're the bad guy!”

“So what? You think I did it with some grand intention? It was just for the ratings.”

“Don't give me that crap! And you don't do it to just anyone! Thanks to your editing, how many of those bastards who would've been completely buried ended up doing well...!”

Kim Heeyeong suddenly stopped talking and pushed back the bangs slightly covering her eyes.

“...Forget it. Hey. Right. It's not my place to say.”

She really has too much unnecessary affection.

“Noona.”

I said the honorific out loud. I would have only thought it if I were 'Seo Hoyun' of The Dawn.

Kim Heeyeong showed no particular reaction, just lifting her gaze to look at me.

“Don't worry. I'm eating and living well.”

I broke eye contact and shifted my gaze. Then I saw someone staring intently at me from far beyond Kim Heeyeong.

“What is it? What's wrong?“ she asked, seeing me frozen with wide eyes.

Her words did not register at all.

I brushed past Kim Heeyeong and took a step forward. The figure flinched and quickly disappeared behind the building.

“......”

“Hey, hey. Where are you going?!”

“Wait!”

Kim Heeyeong grabbed my shoulder, but I shook off her hand and sprinted toward where the figure had vanished.

SCREEECH-!

Then, something bizarre happened.

The flat brown pavement began to crack and ripple.

“...What the?!”

“......”

I steadied myself after nearly falling. Looking up, I saw the small figure, who had been watching me from a distance again, slip through an emergency exit.

“Hey!!”

RUUUMBLE...

CRACK! CRUMBLE!

I shouted after the kid and ran toward the emergency door.

At that moment, the building next to me folded in half with a loud roar.

No, not just the building. The entire ground folded up like a square and covered the sky.

“Crazy...”

I stopped in my tracks and watched blankly at the abnormal event. The people around me acted nonchalantly, chatting and drinking their beverages as if nothing was wrong.

Only then did I clearly realize it.

This could not be reality.

Back, my ass!

I hesitated, but a glimpse of my reflection in the building's window snapped me out of it. I opened the emergency door again and ran down the hallway.

Familiar faces called my name with wide eyes, but I had no energy to spare for them.

“Hey! You're dead if I catch you!”

I vowed to catch that kid, who kept running away while maintaining a certain distance as if to taunt me.

The kid flinched in surprise when I shouted. He turned the corner at the far right end of the hallway, and I changed my direction to intercept him.

I knew the broadcast station's layout like the back of my hand.

BAM! I threw open a door to the emergency staircase, strode down, and opened the third door.

CLATTER...!

Boxes full of documents spilled out. Some floated in the air or bounced around as if defying gravity, making it difficult to pass.

It was as if the world itself was trying to stop me from getting closer to him.

Papers grazed me sharply and boxes bumped into my body.

I ignored the pain and sped up, chasing the kid who was now climbing the stairs.

I had only seen his silhouette and the back of his head, but I was certain.

“Seo Hojin!”

Startled by my call, he missed a step and stumbled. I seized the opportunity, closed the distance, and caught him just as he was about to fall.

He was unbelievably light.

“Are you okay?!”

“...Th,”

I grabbed his shoulders, turned him around, and cupped his face with both hands, lifting it.

I had already guessed, but seeing him face-to-face made my heart drop with a thud.

Plump cheeks covered in soft peach fuzz, a round head, a small body for his age...

“I-I'm okay...”

“......”

It was the 10-year-old Seo Hojin.

In that instant, Min Jiheon's words came to mind.

“Don't be captivated by whatever appears.”

Fuck...

A sigh escaped me.

His thin eyelashes trembled as they slowly rose. His moist, tear-filled eyes turned to me.

“...I'm okay, Hyung.”

How could I not be captivated by this?
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The body in my arms was very small.

The 10-year-old Seo Hojin had a small build and looked so young he was often mistaken for being two or three years younger. His warmth seeped into me where we touched.

“Seo Hojin...”

“...Ngh.”

His large eyes, which seemed to take up half his face, looked up at me. He was exactly as I remembered the 10-year-old Seo Hojin.

However, Seo Hojin should have been 23 years old at this point, with a build similar to mine. This meant it was highly likely a trick by the system.

As I stared, frozen, the child fidgeted with his fingers, his face complicated.

I looked down. The young Seo Hojin let out a deep, resigned sigh.

“Idiot.”

He spoke.

“Put me down for now.”

I carefully set him down on his feet, then knelt and grabbed his shoulders. The kid wearing the guise of a young Seo Hojin lightly pushed my hands away.

Even though he was suspicious, I couldn't speak easily and took a moment to choose my words. He spoke first.

“I'm the guide here.”

“What?”

“This is your subconscious. I've taken the form most strongly imprinted in the depths of your sunken memories.”

“...You're the Seo Hojin from my memories?”

I stared at him with narrowed eyes.

“...Think whatever you want.”

He added nonchalantly, as if to say, 'Would you even believe me if I told you?', and started walking.

“Seo Hojin... no.”

I quickly followed him.

“Why are you in your 10-year-old form, of all things?”

“Because this was the period when your guilt and sense of responsibility were at their deepest.”

“...Don't you think you're a bit too articulate for a 10-year-old? The real Seo Hojin wasn't like this.”

The one claiming to be Seo Hojin didn't answer. He just quickened his pace.

I followed closely and asked, “Then why did you run away?”

“...I didn't plan on guiding you face-to-face like this. I just wanted to help.”

“Why? You said you're the guide.”

“Because you might be shocked if you saw me directly.”

He wasn't wrong.

The moment I saw his face, negative thoughts flooded my mind. I wondered if something bad had happened to my little brother. That hadn't changed.

My mind was a mess. The kid glanced at my expression and primly turned his head away.

“I know what you're worried about, but nothing's happened to the real Seo Hojin, so you can relax your face.”

It seemed this kid really was the Seo Hojin manifested from my subconscious. If not, there was no way the foolish Seo Hojin could see through me so clearly.

“Just trust me and follow. I'll help you get out of here alive.”

“......”

I stared at him for a moment before I gave his cheek a firm SQUEEZE. The unique soft, warm texture of a child's skin met my fingers.

“W-What...”

Then I STRETCHED it out.

“Aaack! That hurts!!”

He scowled and smacked the back of my hand with his weak strength. SMACK. I let go, a little disappointed I couldn't touch it more.

“...It's warm.”

“What are you talking about?!”

The corners of his eyes shot up, exactly how Seo Hojin looked when he used to squawk as a child.

The kid glared at me before abruptly turning and heading up the stairs.

“I don't even know why you came here in the first place.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'm talking about how you just let Min Jiheon do what he wanted with your body. What if he was tricking you?”

He called this the subconscious, and it seemed he shared all my memories too.

When we reached the top of the stairs, I could see people working inside the abnormally connected buildings through their windows.

“I didn't trust Min Jiheon.”

Seo Hojin, who walked a step ahead, looked back.

I simply had no other choice. I thought I was at death's door. I had to grab onto any lifeline, even a rotten one.

Of course, that's not the only reason.

I thought Min Jiheon was the most suitable person to help me find clues about my body's condition and my missing memories. When I heard him say, 'Unknown things are tightly tangled up, and that's what's causing this mess,' I judged that it made sense. That's why I didn't particularly fight back.

I didn't want to lay out all these complicated details to the kid in front of me. A part of me was still suspicious, and besides, he wore the face of 'Seo Hojin', even if it was just his appearance.

“...Hmm, maybe this form wasn't a good idea. There are a lot of restrictions.”

The kid shook his head as if he knew everything and sighed deeply. Then he waved his hand. The buildings began to shift back to their original positions like a wave. A steady vibration echoed.

After creating such an unbelievable sight, the kid pouted, turned towards me, and met my gaze directly.

“Anyway, you can't stay here for long, hyung. Can't you hear that sound?”

“Sound?”

“A sound like a heart, a thumping sound.”

With his words, the kid snapped his fingers. The walls began to CRACKLE and split. The ceiling parted in two and opened up. A dry, cold wind brushed against my cheek.

“Hold on tight.”

“Come here!”

The floor we stood on bulged and shot upwards. Worried he might fall, I snatched his small, fern-like hand.

The little guy's eyes widened, and then he smiled slightly.

“The sound you've been hearing is your actual heartbeat...”

Before I knew it, we had risen high into the sky.

He raised his free hand and pointed. There, a bright red heart beat steadily.

“...and that's your heart.”

I thought I was starting to see all sorts of crazy things now. The vivid, blood-red mass, almost the size of two trucks, pulsed faintly.

“It's still beating, but the longer you stay here, the slower your heartbeat will get. You need to get out quickly.”

The kid rubbed his fingers together again, making a SNAP. The raised floor began to slowly descend. After safely landing us on a rooftop, the building returned to its original shape.

I followed him as he opened the rooftop door and went down.

“...The heartbeat is too faint.”

“You're not unaware of it, hyung. You have your suspicions, don't you?”

Was he saying it was because I didn't listen to the system?

I remembered the messages that had popped up randomly just before I entered the world of the subconscious. The text was broken and hard to read, but it seemed to be related to a Quest failure or a loan.

“Well, yeah. The Shining Star incident probably played a part too. A huge error occurred when the penalty and the Quest success conflicted, and more than anything...”

“......”

“You were suspected.”

[Character 'Seong Jiwon' suspects the Player.]

Hearing him list the reasons one by one made it all painfully clear.

I really did cause a lot of trouble.

Everything I did had deviated from the System Window's intentions.

“It takes a lot of power to maintain the world you're in now, but because you created so many errors, the power had to be diverted to handle them. That burden fell squarely on you. That's why you're in pain.”

“......”

Just for a few times? The system seemed incompetent. My mind raced, calculating how I should act against the system in the future, or if I could handle everything by aligning with it.

“...Min Jiheon told me to find how to untangle the mess inside me.”

“That damn unlucky bastard...”

“Did you just swear?”

“...No?”

The young-looking Seo Hojin shamelessly turned his head away. I was so dumbfounded I considered flicking him on the forehead, but instead, I just squeezed the hand I held.

He moved toward a street that grew more crowded with people.

“PD Seo, where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“......”

“Ah, PD! Hello!”

Just then, some familiar faces started talking to me.

Even though they should have been curious about the child next to me, everyone acted as if they couldn't see him.

“Why isn't anyone talking to you?”

“Because I'm invisible. The Seo Hojin of the subconscious world is invisible to the people at the broadcasting station.”

“......”

“Because you, hyung, didn't want the people at the company to know about me.”

The corner of my mouth twitched slightly.

“Ah! There it is.”

A large, unfamiliar electronic billboard was installed in the broadcasting station's lobby.

The screen, which had been filled with static, FZZT, soon displayed a video.

The first scene showed children dancing. Soon, the screen changed, and a shot of me appeared. I stood behind the camera with my arms crossed and a deep frown on my face. It was an expression I often made when I wasn't satisfied.

The scene changed again. A man handed a shopping bag to me while I was smoking in the smoking area.

[Yes, hahaha, this is a holiday gift... Please take good care of our trainee.]

[Hmm.]

With a cigarette in my mouth, I took the shopping bag, turned it upside down, and shook it out onto the floor.

Bills fell out with a THUD. A few loose ones FLUTTERED and scattered in every direction.

[What do you think you're doing?!]

[Well, you said it was a holiday gift. I was curious, so I opened it.]

I straightened the shopping bag and placed it back in the man's hand.

[Now, be a good boy and pick it all up.]

[You, you think you'll get away with this?]

[Oh, of course. I always have.]

This had actually happened. When you're a PD, it's not uncommon for people to ask you to put someone on air or increase their screen time. I always responded firmly, and even though rumors spread that schmoozing didn't work on me at all, people never seemed to get tired of trying at least once.

The little guy watching the video next to me narrowed his eyes and muttered, “It's not surprising, but your personality is really something...”

“......”

Even if he was a being from my subconscious, it was a bit embarrassing to show him this side of me.

Just then, the System Window, which until now had only been visible to me, appeared on the screen.

DING!

[A portion of your memory is unlocked.]

[I'm Song Jion, it's a pleasure to meet you!]

Then, a face that looked to be in her late teens appeared.

A low-ranked trainee, Song Jion. I remembered her agency was a small, incompetent company full of greed that put immense pressure on its trainees.

[PD, I really... what should I do.]

She couldn't bring herself to sob, but tears streamed down her face.

Even though I hadn't done anything extra for Song Jion, a rumor spread that her agency had bribed me to manipulate the results.

[Why do you stay with an agency like that?]

Her skills aside, her situation was pitiful. It seemed it would have been better to use malicious editing to portray her as a trainee targeted by the PD to evoke sympathy.

[...I know. I don't know what to do either.]

Her downcast gaze was steeped in melancholy.

[For now, pull yourself together and rethink things.]

At the time, while I spouted what sounded like advice, my mind was busy calculating. I was figuring out what would be the best outcome for both her and me.

However, it wasn't like she was the only trainee in that situation.

“Well, I've seen enough.”

I turned to the side and asked, “Why are you showing me this? It seems like a waste of time.”

The kid uncrossed his arms, just as I had, and spoke.

“Because this is the turning point.”

“Turning point?”

“Watch.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the scene on the billboard changed. The kid looked up, met my eyes directly, and said, “This is probably where things started to go wrong.”

“......”

An ominous feeling crept up my spine.

On the screen, I saw myself fumbling with a cigarette pack in front of the smoking room.

[PD!]

In that instant, a sharp voice called out.

The me from that time, who had been on edge for various reasons, roughly ran a hand through my hair and greeted the owner of the voice with a sneer.

The camera slowly panned to show the other person.

[Oh?]

It was the one who had hurled a curse at me the day before I came to this world.

[What brings you here?]

It was the trainee who placed 4th in the survival program.
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[PD, are you even human?]

I watched the venomously shouting girl on the screen with an indifferent expression.

[If you had a conscience, PD, you never would have edited it like that!]

Jeong Cheongyeon was a trainee who placed 4th in a competition program for kids who couldn't debut as idols despite their long training periods.

It was what she had hoped for, and her agency had agreed to it beforehand. I had meticulously edited and created that result for her.

She had already achieved her desired goal. I couldn't understand why she was whining so much about a problem that would have resolved itself if left alone and been buried with time.

My eyebrow twitched as tears streamed down her cheeks like rain.

[You got 4th place.]

Where did the kid who said she'd do anything to debut, even sell her soul, go?

I remembered getting slightly pissed off, thinking of Song Jion. She had been forced to attract aggro by grudgingly complying with her agency's ridiculous demands, only to be at a loss when verbal arrowheads flew at her like crazy.

Jeong Cheongyeon appeared on TV so much that rumors circulated about her being PD Seo Hoyun's niece, and she ultimately succeeded. With Song Jion, however, the more I tried to help by increasing her screen time, the harsher the criticism became, and her rank would fall.

It was the first time my calculations had been so off.

[What's the point? The important things are already gone―...]

Song Jion's image overlapped with Jeong Cheongyeon's. Song Jion eventually broke down and wasn't even chosen as a survivor to perform on the final stage.

The complaints overflowing from Jeong Cheongyeon's mouth were things Song Jion would have envied.

[I'll live a long life. They say you live longer when you're cursed at.]

Maybe that was why I spoke so bluntly, without a filter.

I took out a cigarette and put it in my mouth. I flicked the lighter, click, click, and lit it.

[─If that's all you have to say, I'm leaving. I'm busy.]

I was a bit sensitive back then, too.

I watched her clench her teeth and tremble with her head down, then glanced at my phone and turned to leave. A familiar curse I had often heard was then poured upon me.

[I'll pray for your utter ruin, PD. A day will surely come when you regret this. A day will come when our positions are reversed and you, PD Seo, will understand me. It'll be no use begging and crying then.]

[Aigoo, how scary.]

I chuckled darkly.

Leaving the cursing girl behind, I quickened my pace. Time was tight if I wanted to get back to the Production Department and edit again.

My steps, however, suddenly halted.

I scratched my head for a moment in thought, then took out my phone again.

[Me: Song Jion]

[Me: Can we talk later?]

I don't think I can handle everyone's problems.

However, I already knew Song Jion's situation. She hoped to be an idol, and I happened to be a variety show PD. It felt unsettling to just leave her like that.

After sending the text, I went to the editing room and immersed myself in work. Soon, an assistant director came looking for me. He told me the department head was urgently calling.

I let out a huge yawn and slowly got on the elevator. As I pressed the button for the top floor, the thoughts on my face were clear.

What is he going to chew me out for this time?

The me on the screen opened the door to the department head's office, and a roar erupted. It was the department head, of course.

[Hey, PD Seo!]

[You! Something's blown up, where have you been wandering around until now!]

[...What is it?]

[The message boards are in an uproar because of a trainee from your show!]

My expression slowly soured. It was related to Song Jion, just as I had worried.

[Song Jion's private Instagram got completely leaked ㄷㄷ]

The reactions from that time scrolled up the electronic display. They were things I was seeing for the first time, too.

[Heol ㅜ It's mostly about wanting to die;; Is her mental state okay? She seems depressed]

[Attentionwhoreattentionwhoreattentionwhoreattentionwhoreattentionwhore]

[Isn't that a classic trait of mentally ill celebrities ㅋㅋ Being endlessly bright in front of the camera and then endlessly depressed ㅋㅋ]

[It's the path she chose, so seeing her act twice as miserable as others is just pathetic;;]

[Fuck, she cornered the other trainees and acted all nice, and now she's pulling this shit behind their backs. Stop with the aggro.]

[I feel so bad for Song Jion, it's a pity ㅜㅜ...]

I quickly skipped past the useless, trashy comments and read only Song Jion's posts. I fumbled as I swiped my hand across the screen. The pressure from her agency and the verbal abuse she'd heard were written abstractly, so it seemed difficult for people to guess who she was talking about.

The content on her Instagram was much worse than what she had occasionally let slip to me.

[Heol, another one just got posted;;]

Below it, a post from Song Jion uploaded 30 minutes ago was added. The phrase was, 'It's the end now'.

In that instant, a single post filled the entire screen.

[Aren't they talking about PD Seo?]

Ding!

A System Window suddenly popped up over it.

[Infamy Points are being accumulated.]

“...Cough.”

So this is how the Infamy Points piled up?

The screen flickered once and was instantly covered with reactions that criticized and slandered me.

[That's right, Song Jion got a ton of sympathy, right? It's because her agency got on Crazy Seo's bad side, so Crazy Seo threw a huge fit ㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅠ Poor Song Jion, what is all this ㅜㅜ]

[I thought PD Seo at least treated the kids on his show well, but I guess not...??]

[A person who does malicious editing won't change, tlqkf, what's with these empty-headed bastards covering for him?]

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

Ding!

.

.

.

Ding!

Ding!

Diiing!

The timing was just impeccable. It was as if Jeong Cheongyeon's curse had truly materialized.

Just then, the electronic display began to slowly vaporize from the top, turning into a mass of black clouds. A part of it started to take on a human form. It paced back and forth, looking quite anxious as it bit its nails. Then, it quickly made a call to someone.

[Song Jion, pick up.]

...It was me. The me from 'back then'.

He strode out of the lobby, still clutching the unresponsive phone.

The little guy who looked like Seo Hojin, who had been watching silently, took my hand and started to follow him. The remaining black masses materialized one by one into malicious text and chased after us.

[empty-headed○Δbas○Δtardmalicious editing because○Δbrainwashed]

“What is this?”

“Ignore it. Follow the one in front of us.”

The kid glanced back, frowning at the floating letters in the air.

The 'me from back then' headed to the broadcast station's parking lot. My beloved car, which I had bought as soon as I was hired as a PD to make it easier to go places with Seo Hojin, was there.

[Shit, just pick up, please.]

He got into the car in annoyance and closed the door, redialing the disconnected call.

The car, however, didn't start.

Clunk.

Instead, the driver's side door swung wide open as if calling to me. The 'me' who had just gotten in was nowhere to be seen inside.

“...This is driving me crazy.”

I had a feeling. If I got in there, I would face the memory I needed to find.

RUMBLE!

At that moment, a distant building collapsed like a row of dominoes.

“Ugh...!”

The ground I stood on cracked from the impact. Swollen red veins were visible in the gaps. It was as if my subconscious was declaring it could no longer hold on.

Startled by the sight of the edges rapidly crumbling, I lowered my head at a strong pull on my sleeve.

“Snap out of it! This is the last one. If you get in that car, you'll find out what happened. It's the only way out of your subconscious.”

The kid dragged me toward the car. Then he looked up at me.

“It's time to part ways.”

I can guess what will happen if I get in that car.

My fingertips trembled. The scenes I had first seen when Min Jiheon's ability separated me from the system. The car accident I had mistaken all this time for the one that killed my parents when I was 20...

“It's okay!”

A small hand covered mine.

“It's okay, hyung. It'll be okay. You're safe, and I'll make sure of it!!”

I raised my gaze from the ground and saw eyes filled with me.

“You're staying here alone?”

“...Of course.”

“Come here. Hold hyung's hand.”

It was a stupid thing to say, but I felt like I couldn't hold it back.

The kid flinched.

“W-What?”

“At least until you're somewhere safe.”

I knelt on one knee, lowering myself to face him.

I know we can't leave together.

If so, I at least wanted to ensure his safety. Whatever this kid was, I couldn't leave a being that looked like a 10-year-old Seo Hojin alone in a crumbling world.

“A-Are you an idiot?”

“Watch your mouth.”

No, fuck, with a System Window popping up, people's stats being judged, and weird items running rampant, is it really so strange for me to worry about him?

The kid opened and closed his mouth, speechless. I forced the corners of my mouth into a slight smile to reassure him.

“Hojin-ah, with hyung―.”

The moment I felt the muscles in my face tense up.

SCREEECH!

A part of a still-standing building folded and came crashing down toward us.

I thought it was dangerous and was about to pull the kid into my arms, but he stretched out both his arms first. The building then stopped with a bizarre, grinding noise.

GIGIGIK.

“You have to go. Hurry!” the kid shouted, shoving me with his body toward the car.

Before I could resist, the letters that had been chasing us pushed me along with him. The door was forced shut.

The kid spoke urgently. “―Hyung, if you truly care for your brother, don't forget that you have to get out of here. The memories that want to synchronize with you will cause a scene to hold you back, but don't you ever look back.”

“Seo Hojin! Hey!”

I pounded on the window, but it wouldn't open. It didn't budge.

[Hello, customer. Commencing navigation.]

“Endure it, and if you get out safely...”

My fist turned red and the skin broke. My eyes met his through the window.

“Um, then... maybe have a meal with the brother over there.”

“Hey, hey. Seo Hojin!!”

The seatbelt fastened by itself. The car started moving even though I hadn't pressed the accelerator. As the car's interior light flickered on and off, blurring my vision, the kid's face gradually receded.

A cheerful navigation voice sounded.

[Drive safely today!]

I hurriedly looked through the back window, but I couldn't see him clearly. His figure was gradually obscured by the letters chasing closely behind. The car picked up speed in an instant.

[realΔly■sane■yoonrealΔly■sane▽■pressconfer■ence■unsp■eakable■fu■○ΔckerΔgo■tohellso pressconfer■ence■unsp■eakable■fu■○ΔckerΔgo■hell■was]

“......”

The letters, crumbling and breaking yet stubbornly chasing me, began to pass through the window and stick to my body.

[sonofabi■tch■Δso■Δ■nofa■bitch■bitch■so■nofa■bi]

Along with that, the radio turned on, and a high-pitched mechanical sound flowed out.

[A portion of your memories will be unlocked.]

Just then, the car entered a tunnel, and colorful lights enveloped it. At the same time, images flashed by as if projected by a beam projector.

[Yes, no, I said I'm going to talk to them directly. I know. I know that agency is vicious. Still, the person comes first. I have to see with my own eyes if she's really okay.]

The me in that scene pulled the phone slightly away from his ear and frowned.

[I'll handle it.]

With that one sentence, he ended the call, lowered his head, and slammed his fist on the steering wheel.

THUMP!

[Someone might be dying, and they're pulling this shit about the broadcast station and the agency. Do they think anything they spew is a valid point?]

He started the engine again with an expression that showed he was barely holding back the urge to flip everything over. The car, which had been parked on the side of the road, soon departed.

[Fucking bastards...]

As I exited the end of the tunnel, my voice echoed from all directions. Now, letters that had melted to the point of being unrecognizable rained down, covering the car.

[If you think about it, isn't it PD Seo's fault?If you think about it, isn't it PD Seo's fault?If you think about it, isn't it PD Seo's fault?]

[After the mental breakdown, he causes a real accident ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I knew he'd do something like this]

[Diediediediediediediediediedie]

Instead, I could tell what they were saying through the radio. The car was steadily racing toward the end.

[Infamy Points have been earned!]

[Infamy Points have been earned!]

[Infamy Points have been earned!]

KSHHHHK...

[──PD Seo... It's Jion. I'm leaving a message because you're not answering your phone.]

─Click.

[...I'm so sorry. Please don't worry about the rumors online. It's about the agency.]

[Like you advised me last time, I'm going to leave the agency, so I'll immediately clarify to the public that it wasn't you, PD. ...In the worst-case scenario, I'll try again as an individual trainee─ye─...]

The crackling radio cut off there. For a moment, it became as quiet as if all the sounds in the world had stopped.

“...Ugh.”

A wave of nausea washed over me. My head spun from the information swirling in from all sides. I lay on my side and curled up. My whole body trembled.

“Seo Hoyun.”

A familiar voice came from the back seat as I barely managed to pull myself together. It was Kim Seonghyeon's voice.

I almost turned around reflexively.

“Where are you going? Why do you look so pale?” he asked, as if he were very worried about me.

A hollow laugh escaped at the trickery. Kim Seonghyeon's Boiled Dumpling-like face automatically came to mind.

“Hyung, hyung. Where are we going right now?” Jeong Dajun's voice came next.

“Hyung? What's wrong?”

“Hoyun-ah?”

Kang Ichae, Seong Jiwon... The voices of those I knew passed by, all overlapping and mixing together.

This much is bearable. I can ignore it.

The moment I thought that.

BEEEEEP...

“...Hyung.”

The voice of a young Seo Hojin pierced my ears.

“Actually, I'm a little scared.”

“......”

“Can't we stay here together? Don't abandon me here alone.”

My closed eyes shot open. My hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly they turned white.

“Hyung, you can't abandon me.”

But you know. Seo Hojin, the 24-year-old him now, has grown into a fine adult who knows how to hit his ill-mannered brother with flowers. I fed, clothed, and raised him that way.

Even the tiny Seo Hojin in my subconscious was a proper human being who knew how to comfort me when I was trembling, rather than looking after himself.

Snap out of it.

“The memories that want to synchronize with you will cause a scene to hold you back.”

Just as the kid said, those are just my memories trying to hold me back. To be buried together in this crumbling place.

My little brother, my little brother is─────.

“...Hey.”

I said without looking back.

“Fuck off.”

After raising my middle finger next to my head, I stomped on the accelerator of the car that had been moving on its own.

VROOOM!

The car shot forward with an engine roar so fierce it shook the vehicle. The letters that had been enveloping me and the car pierced through the windshield, violently grazing my cheeks and eyes.

[mentalbreak■■▽∂down■realaccid■ent■knewit■would]

[■▽∂then■die■▽∂die■ac■■∂]

[▽∂■■ie▽∂d■■ie▽∂d■■ie▽∂■]

Scratches formed and beads of blood appeared, but I didn't slow down.

[The Player has safely exited the tunnel■ex■───...]

My vision, which had been blocked by black letters, cleared, and a vast, deep blue sky unfolded.

[As a reward, your memories will be unlocked.]

Just then, a sound was the first to warn me of danger.

SCREEEEEEECH!

CRAAAAAASH!

By the time the truck entered my vision, a powerful impact had already struck my body. My head hit the ceiling. Shattered glass cut sharply into my body, and the airbag pressed against my chest.

The car had already overturned several times. My mind was hazy. My body trembled violently as if facing the cold. Scalding hot liquid flowed from every orifice.

It was probably blood.

“Ah, cough, keuk...”

I finally faced the fact I had been desperately ignoring. This was the accident Min Jiheon had shown me.

[Cough, fuck, my luck is really...]

And I will surely die in this accident.

A voice like scraping metal leaked from my mouth. I could feel my heart, which had been pounding fiercely just a moment ago, slowing down.

[Memories will be unlocked.]

The thread of thought I couldn't let go of until the end dug into my brain.

[Memories will be unlocked.]

['Seo Hojin is...']

“Cough... keuk.”

['What will happen to him now―...']

My vision grew increasingly blurry.

Drip.

A drop of blood flowed from my forehead, past my eyes, and dripped from the tip of my chin onto the back of my hand. My eyes lost focus and wandered ahead.

─...

My heart stops moving.

...Beeee─...!

[Infamy Points have been accumulated.]

...Ding!

[You have met the conditions to start the game.]

Ding!

[Player 'Seo Hoyun' can be revived.]

[Would you like to start?]

Thump.

[Loading...]

My chest heaves.

Thump. Thump.

Faintly, my heart begins to beat.

[Loading...]

Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

[―Loading complete.]

[Do you really want to revive the Player?]

The sound of my heartbeat rings madly, piercing my eardrums. The buildings that had been collapsing mercilessly turn into bubbles and fly away. A brilliant energy envelops me.

[Reviving the Player.]

As those warm things touch my body, my skin tingles. Slowly, the pain subsides.

At the same time, I perceive time turning back.

To before the collision with the truck.

To before seeing the electronic display.

To before meeting the little kid.

Going back, back...

The scent of coffee, musty dust, and artificial air freshener spreading through the stuffy air pricked my nose.

And,

Ding!

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun-nim!]

[You have been selected as a Player for Idol Maker.]

I could see myself with a dazed face, water dripping from my chin. The day I was possessed into a parallel world. A 23-year-old Seo Hoyun, staring at the System Window in disbelief.

My consciousness, which had been drifting aimlessly, is sucked into the darkness.

A familiar notification sound chimed, and a System Window appeared.

[Seo Hoyun-nim, you have uncovered the Player's hidden truth. You, who were in the original world, met your death and have gained a new life in this world.]

A new life.

[Upon successfully completing the game, you can log out of Idol Maker and lead a new life in your original world.]

[In the original world, everything except for 'Seo Hoyun' will remain unchanged.]

A new life.

[※Quest /Frequent loans due to scenario clear failures will result in physical penalties leading to death. Please be careful.]

A new world.

It says that after I died, I was dropped here, and everything in the original world remains the same.

That means─.

[Clear the game through idol activities to gain a new life!]

─Doesn't that mean Seo Hojin, my little brother, has been left all alone there?

“Heok─!”

My constricted lungs expanded as air deeply penetrated them. As I let out a series of harsh coughs, noises reached my ears.

“Doctor! The patient has regained consciousness!”

“Let's check his vitals first!”

“Cough, heok, heok...”

Through my hazy vision, people's faces flickered in and out of view.

“Sir, are you conscious? This is a hospital, do you recognize it?”

Behind the person who kept talking to me, I could hear the tearful voices of the members.

I forced my heavy eyelids open and looked at the ceiling. A blue System Window floated there.

[Congratula―tions―, Seo Ho― nim!]

[You have success――fully retur――ned to reality!]

The letters were unreadable through the pain that felt like my brain was about to fall out.

...Shit, this hurts like hell.

Just then, Jeong Dajun's voice, thick with tears, came through clearly.

“Hyung, snap out of it, hyung!”

“Guardian, you can't shout. Please step outside!”

I tried to say something in response to the continuous shouting, but my eyelids were too heavy.

Then, it went black again. I sank into complete darkness.
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When I opened my eyes, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling.

“......”

There was a time I wanted to say those words. Experiencing it again just sucked.

I blinked my heavy eyelids a few times and sat up. The fluorescent lights were off, but light seeped through the window, so the room wasn't dark. I smelled antiseptic and saw the IV drip hanging from my arm. Only then did I realize I was in a hospital room.

To check if anything major had happened while I was out, I first looked for my phone.

“...Ugh.”

It sat neatly on the small nightstand next to the bed, beside a new water bottle.

Just then, bzzzt, my phone vibrated.

I turned it on and found it flooded with missed calls and messages asking if I was okay. The one at the very top was a message from Min Jiheon.

[Creepy Bastard: Are you alive?]

Come to think of it, Min Jiheon's first aid seemed to have worked quite well. The headache that had pounded endlessly in my head was gone, and my body felt relatively fine. It seemed like everything was returning to normal.

Still slightly dazed, I skimmed through the messages. It didn't seem much different from the last time I collapsed. I turned off the phone, closed my stinging eyes, and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyelids. Then, it vibrated again.

[Creepy Bastard: Looks like you're alive. Congrats on making it back safely haha]

...Made it back safely?

[Creepy Bastard: You were out for so long, I was totally freaking out...]

[Creepy Bastard: You didn't see anything weird, did you?]

Something weird?

Ding!

[Clear the game through idol activities to get a new life!]

“......”

Seeing that made my head spin.

“─Fuck.”

Seo Hojin!

In an instant, my heart started pounding like crazy. My vision swam, and my brain felt like it had stopped working, leaving me unable to think. I frantically pulled up the System Window, which I figured would have the most information.

“...Hey, hey!”

Would my brother, left all alone, be okay?

“What happened to my brother?”

A creeping dread began to eat its way up from my toes. I rubbed my dry face with both hands and asked again.

“Fuck, is he really there all by himself?”

I wondered if he was crying alone.

I hoped it would say something, anything, but the System Window displayed no message other than 'Clear the game through idol activities to get a new life!'.

Seo Hojin.

I bit my lip hard and stood up. I felt like I couldn't rest until I saw this world's Seo Hojin with my own eyes.

“......”

As I walked toward the door, something tugged sharply at the hand holding my phone. I turned my head and saw the IV line connected to the bed pulled taut.

Just as I was about to pull out the bothersome IV, the hospital room door slid open with a drrrk.

“Oh!! You're up...”

Seong Jiwon, who had been startled, soon smiled, his eyes crinkling into crescents. His expression hardened the moment he saw my hand frozen on the IV needle.

“W-What are you doing?!”

“Move, just for a second.”

“No, Hoyun-ah! Just calm down for a moment!”

Maybe because I had just woken up, I couldn't get a good grip. I tried to clench my fist as tightly as possible to pull it out, but Seong Jiwon stopped me, horrified.

Bzzzt. Bzzzt...

Just then, a call came in.

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

“......”

I checked the caller ID and hurriedly answered.

[Hyung? Hyung?! Are you awake?]

A voice full of worry, similar to mine yet slightly warmer. It was really Seo Hojin.

[My class just ended! I stopped by this morning too...]

...He sounded like he was on the verge of tears, but it was definitely Seo Hojin.

[I'm on my way to the hospital now. Why do you keep collapsing like this? Is it too much work? Being an idol isn't for just anyone, really...]

Yeah, it was a fuck ton of work.

I entered my subconscious, met a being that looked like you as a child, witnessed the world collapse, and got into another car accident. Even though I was told I died, all I can do is worry about you being left alone.

And yet, it's funny. Hearing my brother's voice for myself...

[Hyung?]

I felt relieved. That tear-choked voice of a grown-ass man, which should have been disgusting, fuck... it calmed my frantic heart. My reason returned, and I remembered what the little guy had said about grabbing a meal with this world's Seo Hojin.

“Should hyung treat you to a meal?” The words slipped out in a voice even raspier than usual.

[Huh?]

“Let's go eat something fucking delicious. When are you free.”

[What's with the sudden... No, why?]

“Just because. I want to eat with you.”

[...W-Why are you being so creepy?]

A flustered Seo Hojin stammered. He grumbled that a patient like me was talking about delicious food and that I should just eat hospital food and get better, but he still rattled off his schedule.

[My midterms are ending soon... The day after tomorrow... no. Tomorrow is fine too.]

“Alright.”

[Ah?! But can you even eat regular food yet?!]

“Be quiet, you're making my head hurt.”

Hearing the bastard's fussing voice, I chided him, but my anxiety subsided a little.

[What's wrong? Did something really happen?]

“Why is a grown-ass man being so clingy with his hyung?”

[W-Whaat~?!]

I hung up while Seo Hojin was still sputtering. My heart, which had been pounding violently, returned to its normal rhythm.

Seo Hoyun, get a grip.

Even if the me on the other side was dead, what I had to do from now on remained unchanged. The System Window stated it clearly. If I cleared the game through idol activities, I could get a new life and return to where I came from.

I had no idea what this was or why it had saved me, but for me, who had been given a new chance, that wasn't a very important question.

I have to finish this quickly and go back.

If I'm anxious about leaving the other Seo Hojin alone, then all I have to do is finish this quickly and return. In the end, if I'm worried about my brother, it's telling me to become an idol as if my life depends on it.

Then I'll do it.

No matter how shitty it is.

With a clear answer and a distinct goal, my fighting spirit soared rather than my anxiety.

“Hey, Seong Ji...won...”

Only when I had the composure to look around did I remember Seong Jiwon. As I turned my head to apologize, my thoughts froze.

Tears dripped from Seong Jiwon's brown eyes.

“...W-What are you doing?”

“...Can't you tell by looking?”

No, I mean, I can tell...

“Why are you crying?”

I quickly pulled out a tissue and offered it to him, but Seong Jiwon just shook his head and pushed me back onto the bed.

Why is he overreacting so much? Isn't it possible to collapse for a day or so? My body seems fine, though.

“Hyung, we're here! Is Hoyun-hyung up!”

The members, dressed in tracksuits as if they'd come from practice, opened the door and rushed in.

Jeong Dajun's eyes met mine first as I perched awkwardly on the edge of the bed. Tears streamed down his face.

“Hyung! I thought you were going to die!!”

“What are you talking about? Don't overreact. Why would I die?”

Though I actually did.

I figured it wouldn't do his mental state any good to mention it, so I kept my mouth shut.

Seong Jiwon covered his eyes with his hand and sniffled. Kim Seonghyeon hung his head low, his shoulders shaking. The sight of a bunch of grown men gathered together, shedding tears, was quite a spectacle.

I opened the water bottle on the nightstand, chugged it, and then spoke.

“Why is everyone making such a fuss? I just took a little nap.”

“...What?”

The members stared at me with dumbfounded expressions.

What is it?

“Wait.”

Seeing their reaction, I furrowed my brow in confusion. The members' gazes met. Then, Kim Seonghyeon raised his right hand.

“Seo Hoyun, do you know how long you were unconscious?”

“...How long has it been?”

“Almost two days.”

Come to think of it, I had been so busy checking my messages that I hadn't even properly checked the date and time. As soon as Kim Seonghyeon's words left his mouth, I checked my phone again. It was just under two days since Kang Ichae's mentor performance.

“...Wow, I slept a lot.”

As I mumbled an awkward excuse, the hospital room once again became a sea of tears.

“...Stop it. Really. Anyone would think I almost died.”

Of course, to repeat myself, I did die.

Seong Jiwon bit his lower lip slightly before letting go and speaking.

“Hoyun-ah, you really did almost die. ...They said your heart stopped for a moment.”

“...Cough, cough!”

I choked, and a cough burst out. I quickly covered my mouth with my hand.

My heart stopped?

Shit, they found out about that too?

“T-This story, it hasn't gotten out, has it...”

“The company desperately blocked that. Everyone knows you were taken to the hospital because you were sick, though.”

It was a story more terrifying than any ghost story. If a news headline like 'Idol Mr. S of Group X collapses and suffers cardiac arrest while watching fellow member's performance...' had come out, even I, the god of noise marketing, wouldn't have been confident in handling the aftermath.

“Wow, I really dodged a bullet.”

“...You!!”

“It's fine, I don't have any chronic illnesses. It's stress.”

Can stress make your heart stop?

I wasn't sure, but in times like these, I had no choice but to insist.

“...Hyung...”

At my lighthearted words, meant to shake off the gloomy atmosphere, Jeong Dajun trembled.

“...Are you really an idiot, hyung?! Do you know how worried we were after you were brought to the hospital? When we got the call that Hoyun-hyung had collapsed, we all went pale...”

“Wait, hold on.”

Kim Seonghyeon calmed him down and stopped him.

“Maknae, stop it. Seo Hoyun just woke up.”

“......”

“Hey. Do you... need anything?”

“I'm thirsty.”

I had just been glancing around cautiously, and I quickly grabbed the life raft Kim Seonghyeon had thrown me.

“And I'm hungry.”

I had nothing more to say for the moment, and honestly, there was nothing I could say. As if he knew that, Kim Seonghyeon simply nodded obediently and got up from his seat.

“Wait here. I'll go ask if you can eat.”

“Thanks, my baby.”

“Ugh, you crazy bastard...”

Kim Seonghyeon, who rarely cursed, smiled helplessly, patted my shoulder, and left the room.

“Jeong Dajun, stop crying and come here.”

“...Hmph.”

He took Jeong Dajun with him.

He's too nice for his own good.

Jeong Dajun, who had been glaring at me sulkily, stomped his feet and followed Kim Seonghyeon.

“Hmph!!!”

“......”

He seemed seriously pissed off. Then he snorted again at the door. The situation finally ended when the leader, who had returned, grabbed the maknae by the scruff of his neck and dragged him out. The maknae had kept peeking into the room.

Seong Jiwon, who had also been shedding tears nonstop, quietly left without a word.

What's with this atmosphere? It's like I'm some kind of arch-criminal.

Still, having talked to Seo Hojin and seen the members' faces, I was in a strangely good mood and flopped back onto the bed.

“You're not leaving?”

There was just one guy, stubbornly staying in the room with a blank expression, who still made me feel a little self-conscious.

“......”

Kang Ichae just stared at me blankly without a word.

“Are you very angry?”

To my quiet question, Kang Ichae stroked his jaw for a long moment before abruptly throwing a question at me.

“You're not asking?”

“...What?”

“You're not asking who brought you here.”

For a moment, my body went stiff. I stared at him, unable to even blink, but Kang Ichae's gaze was actually traveling down the long IV line.

“Someone so concerned with their public image isn't curious whether they were found by a fan or a staff member.”

“......”

I was speechless.

This bastard's intuition is uncanny.

Kang Ichae was smart and quick-witted, but above all, he was sensitive and had extraordinary intuition.

His instincts are on an animalistic level.

I knew that despite his own temper, he had tried his best to get along with a teammate who wouldn't listen to a damn thing, so I felt a little sorry.

“Kang Ichae, so, this is─.”

“I've told you so many times it's getting old. Don't make me worry.”

He had said that as long as I lived a healthy and happy life, he would respect whatever I did behind the scenes. So we should try to talk more.

Screeeech!

Kang Ichae got up from his chair and approached me. I squirmed and tried to back away on the bed, but he planted a hand on the headboard and looked down at me.

...Damn it.

“Hey, by any chance.”

Seeing his cool face, completely devoid of any hint of a smile, a cold sweat broke out on my skin.

“Are you doing this on purpose? To provoke me?”

I'm fucked.

This bastard's got that crazy look in his eyes.
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What am I going to do about this?

The situation was strangely similar to what happened in Japan. After assessing the circumstances, I cautiously opened my mouth.

"...Ichae-yah."

Kang Ichae gestured with his chin, as if to say, 'Go on, let's hear your brilliant excuse.'

"How could that be? Do you really think I'd ignore you and...?"

......

I trailed off and clamped my mouth shut.

Kang Ichae's eyes glinted even more fiercely.

"Why stop? Aren't you going to continue?"

He took his hand off the headboard and grabbed the IV pole. It looked like he might just swing it and bash my head in.

Kang Ichae tilted his head to one side and continued.

"I told you to rest at home, but you stubbornly went to watch the performance. Then you collapsed. How do you think it feels to hear from a stranger that you're on your way to the hospital?"

One of Kang Ichae's traits was that his expression vanished the angrier he got. Facing him like that was agonizing for me.

"And to top it off, the person who called was Min Jiheon. Isn't that random?"

Listening quietly, I wanted to correct one thing. Even though I'd made it obvious I disliked Min Jiheon, he wasn't a stranger to me or Kang Ichae.

He was a senior from our agency, after all.

"...I guess so."

However, my max-level social awareness told me that pushing it even a little further would be irreversible, so I kept my mouth shut.

Does he think I did something else?

Well, it wasn't an entirely wrong assumption.

However, if it hadn't been for Min Jiheon, I might have actually died.

I hesitated under the pressure of Kang Ichae's stare, which demanded the truth. It didn't seem like continuing to lie would work, but I couldn't just tell him everything as it happened.

I was already unconscious when Min Jiheon struck my chest. When I came to, I was in the hospital.

Does that even make sense?

I'd be lucky not to get dragged to a mental hospital.

It seemed true that Min Jiheon had brought me here after I collapsed, but I didn't know the full story, so I couldn't speak carelessly.

I don't know if this will work, but...

To accelerate my idol activities, the help of Kang Ichae, who composed most of The Dawn's songs, was essential.

"Kang Ichae, let me explain."

I decided to placate him and tell him only the partial truths I could share.

"I appreciate your concern, but I didn't expect it at all. I was fine until I was watching the performance."

Kang Ichae's eyebrow twitched.

"But it suddenly got worse... It just so happened that Min Jiheon was at the same broadcast station for a schedule, and I ran into him. We talked for a bit, and he just helped me out."

......

"...That's all there is to it."

What more could I say?

"That's all?"

"Yeah."

I didn't have any more excuses to offer, nor did I want to.

"I'll make sure this doesn't affect our future activities. I'll take good care of my health. We have to climb higher, right?"

So, I added that last part, filled with my sincere passion for being in idol Tier 1.

Shouldn't this be enough?

There were so many things I needed to do after quickly mending my relationship with Kang Ichae. I had to check on the fans' mood, confirm the company's cleanup, and figure out the fastest route to clear the damn 'Idol Maker'.

However, Kang Ichae's silence was unsettlingly long.

Finally, his lips slowly parted.

"Activities..."

Then, one corner of his mouth twisted into a smirk.

"I have a question, hyung."

"...?"

"You're smart, so you should be able to answer it."

A vein bulged on the back of his hand as he gripped the IV pole. Seeing his threatening posture, I once again scooted back on my butt.

"What would happen if you were the only one to sit out the next album's promotions?"

"...What did you say?"

"What if you halt all activities entirely?"

Is he crazy?

The sentence was clearly a question, but it wasn't one that sought an answer.

This bastard, has he really lost his mind?

He looked ready to knock me out just to force me to take a break from activities.

"W-Wait."

Just as I shot up to try and calm him down, the hospital room door slid open.

DRRRK.

"...I'm here."

Startled, I froze and turned my head. Seong Jiwon stood there, the tip of his nose bright red.

I'm screwed!

I'd heard they had fought over whether to let me perform on the final stage of Shining Star. According to Kim Seonghyeon, the situation back then had been quite serious...

At a time when we needed to work even harder, discord among the members was the last thing we needed.

"Oh, uh... Jiwon, you're here."

I awkwardly sat back on the bed and tried to smile, but Seong Jiwon seemed to grasp the entire situation in three seconds after looking back and forth between me and Kang Ichae.

"Kang Ichae."

He strode over, grabbed Kang Ichae's arm, and pulled him back.

"Ichae-yah, come outside for a moment. Hoyun is sick right now."

"I'm not kidding."

Kang Ichae allowed Seong Jiwon to pull him, but his gaze remained fixed on me. It was as if once he fixated on something, he couldn't see anyone else around him.

"You know it's easy to get your activities suspended, right?"

"...!"

Seong Jiwon stopped moving. His eyes, looking at Kang Ichae, turned cold.

Kang Ichae wasn't wrong. Several methods immediately came to my mind. There would be some noise, but it was possible.

However.

Then what about me?

My plan had no room for a hiatus. I was already anxious during the album preparation period. If I took a long break, the public would forget me in an instant.

"...That's enough, Ichae-yah. Come out and talk to me."

Only then did Kang Ichae turn his face from me to look directly at Seong Jiwon.

"I don't want to."

At that, Seong Jiwon covered his mouth with one hand. He turned his head as if in thought for a moment, then let out a dry laugh.

Pfft.

"...So you won't listen?"

It was an expression I had never seen on Seong Jiwon before. Although the corners of his mouth curved into a smile, his displeasure was palpable.

This is getting really dangerous.

The atmosphere went beyond chilly and was rapidly freezing over.

"Hey, you two..."

Just as I was racking my brain on how to handle these madmen as the situation spiraled in an unexpected direction, Jeong Dajun appeared.

"SNIFF!!!"

He was still sticking to his sulking concept. Sniffling, he wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and suddenly shouted.

"They said Hoyun-hyung can eat!! Hyung, your attitude just now was honestly super annoying, but you have to take care of your health, so let's hurry up and eat something delicious!"

"Hey, Jeong Dajun. Lower your voice."

"What sounds good?! Jjajangmyeon? Pasta? Doenjang-jjigae?! I'm personally for doen-jji!!"

"Haa..."

Kim Seonghyeon, who followed with a pale face, looked even more haggard upon seeing our state.

"W-What are you guys doing?"

Kim Seonghyeon rushed over and approached the relatively more reasonable Seong Jiwon.

"Wait. Just step back for now."

"Seonghyun-ah, just a moment. I need to talk to Ichae."

"Hey, hey. What do you mean, 'just a moment'? Seong Jiwon, you're already angry!"

His tone was endlessly gentle, but Seong Jiwon's eyes showed he was halfway to losing it too.

Finally grasping the situation, a startled Jeong Dajun looked back and forth between the members.

"Again, again?!"

Then he clung to Kang Ichae's arm, whining. His familiar movements showed he'd done this many times before.

"Uwaaah, hyung, hyung! This is a hospital room!"

"Jeong Dajun, just a moment."

Even with his anger gauge at MAX, Kang Ichae reacted gently to the youngest member.

"Stop fighting. Seeing you guys fight once was more than enough!!"

"We're not fighting. We're just saying we should go out and talk. It's fine."

"It's not fine!!"

Having seen bloodshed before, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were desperate to stop the two. The youngest stood in front of Kang Ichae, blocking him with a hug, and asked me.

"Hey, why is this suddenly happening?"

"Um, well..."

"I-Is Ichae-hyung saying something about Hoyun-hyung's activities again?"

I was calculating how much I should mention to the youngest, but Jeong Dajun beat me to it.

Does he have trauma or something?

It seemed the incident during the final competition of Shining Star had severely affected everyone.

Seong Jiwon, seemingly uncomfortable with this conversation happening in front of me, frowned slightly.

"─Ichae-yah, right. You didn't really mean what you said, did you?"

"But I did?"

That punk Kang Ichae smiled while facing Seong Jiwon.

"I kind of regret it. Why did I listen to you during Shining Star and leave Hoyun-hyung alone?"

However, his voice dripped with ice, and his gaze was murderous.

"This is the result of being persuaded like that."

...He has a point.

Kang Ichae, you're amazing.

Even I was convinced in an instant.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun didn't say it out loud, but their expressions showed they somewhat agreed with Kang Ichae's opinion.

At this rate, it felt like we were about to enter overtime for the fight between Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae from Shining Star Season 2.

What should I do?

"Seong Jiwon, for now, just..."

"U-uwaaah..."

The leader and the youngest, who quickly came to their senses, must have remembered that time as a true nightmare. They swiftly began to hold back Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae again. They looked like two shrimps caught between whales. Their backs were about to break.

Then, Jeong Dajun's eyes met mine, and he mouthed some words.

'Hyung! Do something, anything!'

I'm the patient here.

'...!!'

Jeong Dajun's eyes trembled violently, as if he'd been betrayed.

Hold on, I'm also racking my damn brain right now.

Should I create a sacrifice?

"Why are you looking at me like that!?"

Shouldn't a true leader step up at times like this...?

However, the quick-witted Kim Seonghyeon seemed to have sensed something from my gaze alone and tried to hide his unhideable body behind Kang Ichae.

Unfortunately, I was found out, which would lessen the effect. As I searched for another method, the door was flung open again.

"Gasp, hoo, hyung! I'm here...!"

With a face that clearly showed he'd been crying, Seo Hojin entered the room, catching his ragged breath.

"Does it hurt a lot? Are you okay?"

My foolish younger brother had arrived.

After watching the members fight, seeing Seo Hojin was a breath of fresh air. Though his once-chubby cheeks were nowhere to be seen now.

"I'm sorry. I took a taxi to get here as fast as I could, but the traffic was so bad..."

After closing the door, Seo Hojin turned to look at us. He sensed the strange atmosphere and let out a slightly dazed sound.

"...Eh?"

"...Ah."

Even Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon, who had been growling as if they were about to trade blows, faltered at Seo Hojin's appearance.

Soon, Seong Jiwon was the first to break. His eyes curved as he offered a soft, smiling greeting.

"Hojin-ah, hello."

"Oh, hello..."

Thinking this was a good opportunity, I tried to grab Seo Hojin and escape outside.

"Seo Hojin, come with me..."

"T-This is it!"

Just then, Jeong Dajun detached himself from Kang Ichae and quickly approached Seo Hojin.

"Hojin-hyung, I'm sorry!!"

"W-Whoa?"

Then, he stood behind Seo Hojin and─.

"Gak!"

"Keuk!"

─shoved him right at me.

My unsuspecting brother fell on top of me. I felt a strong impact and weight on my abdomen. Maybe I'd raised him too well, because he was taller and heavier than me, so the shock was immense. A cough escaped me automatically.

"Cough. Seo Hojin, you could have braced yourself! Are you trying to kill me...?"

"N-no! I was just surprised! Wow, I didn't think Dajun was that strong, why is he so powerful?!"

That kid is an elephant pretending to be a puppy...

He's been eating a lot lately. It seems his appearance hasn't changed much, but he's only gained strength.

"I learned judo, hyung!!"

"...Good for you..."

"Why are you praising him for that?"

I praised him dismissively as Seo Hojin clumsily got up from on top of me.

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun looked around at everyone and spread his arms wide.

"See! Both of you, stop fighting!"

......

"This is... this is not so bad, right?!"

What were we supposed to be looking at? Me, dying under Seo Hojin's weight?

In this completely random context, everyone stared at the youngest member with bewildered expressions.

"Listen! Hoyun-hyung is a patient! He needs to rest first! Filling him with good things and letting him see only good things is the best!"

He sure has a way with words.

"So..."

And he's stuck.

"So, what?"

"It's okay. Go on, Dajun-ah."

They were probably trying to ask gently since he was the youngest, but perhaps because both Seong Jiwon's and Kang Ichae's gazes were so intense, Jeong Dajun's shoulders slumped.

Seeing this, Kim Seonghyeon watched the situation with a tense face.

"T-That."

......

"Uh... hyung..."

This kid. He really didn't have a plan, did he.

Seeing him stammer and roll his eyes, it was clear he'd spoken first and was only now thinking.

I sighed and was about to open my mouth to clean up the mess.

"Hey, we should─."

"Hoyun-hyung!!"

My voice overlapped with Jeong Dajun's. The youngest looked at the cold Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon and clenched his fists.

"─H-how about we lock him up?!!"

......

...What did he just say?

An icy silence enveloped the hospital room.


Chapter 235

Joo Woosung maintained his usual routine. He practiced with Black Call, played with Nyangnyang, occasionally ate with Chae Jeongwoo, and frequented the Anti-SHY Club.

He still had sensitive moments, but seeing the fans who loved him consistently, even after he had lost his mind, made him feel like there was no happier life.

Chae Jeongwoo told him the news about Seo Hoyun, which surprised him greatly.

“...What?! Seo Hoyun?”

“Yeah, it's all over the internet.”

Joo Woosung hurriedly used a contact to find the hospital and went to visit.

Seo Hoyun slept as peacefully as if he were dead. Joo Woosung could tell he had been pushing himself way too hard.

That crazy bastard, really.

It wasn't like Seo Hoyun would get better any faster just because he was there. Joo Woosung left the hospital room without hesitation.

He decided to return once Seo Hoyun woke up.

A short while later, he heard Seo Hoyun had regained consciousness. He went back to the hospital, wondering if his face was okay and if he should bring some herbal medicine.

“......”

He came face to face with a very glossy-looking Seo Hoyun, who wasn't even wearing a hospital gown.

An air conditioner kept the room at a pleasant temperature, and an air purifier provided fresh air. A basket full of colorful fruits covered the entire top of the dresser.

“Oh... Ah! Uh, Joo Woosung.”

“Huh? His brother?”

Joo Woosung also saw Seo Hoyun's younger brother sitting on a stool next to the bed, peeling an apple.

“Oh, Joo Woosung. It's been a while.”

The person greeting him with a smile had a healthy complexion and a surprisingly friendly tone. Was this really Seo Hoyun?

No way.

“I think I've come to the wrong room. I'm sorry.”

Joo Woosung slid the door shut.

He checked the room number. It definitely matched. He squinted and pulled out his phone to double-check, wondering if he had seen something wrong. The door rumbled open again.

“Gasp!”

Seo Hoyun stood there in a black tracksuit, his expression blank. He had pushed the door open with his foot and was slurping a banana smoothie through a straw.

“Why are you treating me like a ghost?”

“What's with you?”

“What about me.”

“Did you hit your head or something? Why... why are you happy to see me?”

Seo Hoyun clicked his tongue softly and gestured with his chin toward the room.

“Stop with the nonsense and come in.”

Joo Woosung remained on guard as he followed Seo Hoyun, who shuffled ahead in his slippers. Inside, Seo Hoyun's brother was still piling fruit high on a plate.

“This is my younger brother. You know him, right?”

The introduction was terribly friendly.

Joo Woosung had only seen him briefly while drunk, so he just smiled awkwardly. Unlike Seo Hoyun, his brother seemed affable and bowed his head deeply.

“Hello! I don't think I got to greet you properly last time. I'm Seo Hojin, Seo Hoyun's younger brother. My brother is always in your care.”

“Ah, not at all. I'm sorry for being so drunk...”

“What are you two doing?”

Seo Hoyun scoffed in disbelief and flopped onto the bed.

He looks less like a patient and more like someone on vacation.

Below the large, wall-mounted TV, fan letters were stacked in layers. It looked like all of them had been opened.

“Seo Hoyun, you... you're living better than I am?”

“It's suffocating.”

“......”

“Because I can't leave.”

Joo Woosung tilted his head as he crunched on a rabbit-shaped apple that Seo Hojin had handed him on a fork.

“Hyung, uh, he hasn't been able to leave for three days because of the members and Manager-nim.”

“...Why?”

“They just... told him to get some rest...”

As Seo Hojin mumbled his answer, Seo Hoyun sighed deeply.

“Hah, the doctor said I'm not just fine, I could run a marathon. What the hell is this?”

“You do look really healthy, hyung.”

“So, you're just going to sit here quietly?” Joo Woosung asked, narrowing his eyes with suspicion.

Seo Hoyun shrugged nonchalantly.

“What can a weak and fragile person like me do?”

“You're full of shit, seriously.”

This guy seems to be enjoying this.

Joo Woosung was suspicious, but he had also heard The Dawn was on hiatus preparing for a comeback. He figured it might be better for Seo Hoyun to get a good rest, so he kept his mouth shut and didn't press further.

This was the second time in less than two years that he had seen or heard about Seo Hoyun collapsing. Muttering that Seo Hoyun's body couldn't keep up with his temper, Joo Woosung took a tangerine from the fruit basket.

“But aren't tangerines out of season?”

“You talk a lot for someone eating for free. Why don't you go stir-fry it with some kimchi.”

Even as a kimchi fried rice fanatic, Joo Woosung wasn't crazy enough to stir-fry a tangerine.

He glared at Seo Hoyun for his dismissive answer and felt Seo Hoyun's brother glance at him. He turned and cocked an eyebrow, and the brother sidled up to him.

“Uh, Woosung...”

“......”

“Uhm, does hyung... is he a little... mean to you?”

The hospital room was quiet, so Seo Hoyun must have heard their whispers.

Seo Hoyun just made a 'Well, well' sound and continued to lie there, chewing his apple.

“Um, well...”

There's nothing to gain from upsetting that bastard.

He just laughed awkwardly. Seeing this, Seo Hojin sighed.

“If it's ever really hard, please tell me...”

“Seo Hojin, is there anything you can do about it?”

“?I can at least listen to him!”

Joo Woosung was slightly moved by the younger brother, who had a similar vibe to Seo Hoyun but was much gentler.

Seo Hoyun looked at them both with pity.

“Seo Hojin, are you a college student? How old are you?”

“Yes! I'm twenty-four.”

“Huh? The same age?”

“Wait... isn't it your exam period?”

Seo Hoyun, who had been lying there like wilted scallion kimchi, shot up. Seo Hojin flinched visibly.

“...Uh.”

“What? Why are you here? Don't you have class? You were with me all day yesterday too, weren't you?”

“...Only two exams have passed.”

“Don't fuck with me, you bastard.”

Seo Hoyun gritted his teeth.

Seo Hojin hurriedly made an excuse. “I was going to take the seasonal semester anyway.”

“Is that supposed to make sense? Are you going to get going or not?”

“......”

“Answer me.”

The younger brother had been pouting and glaring sullenly at Seo Hoyun, but he immediately whimpered and lowered his head when their eyes met.

“...I'll do it, okay! I'll do it!”

“There's a reason I'm the incarnation of begging for grades and the class representative!” Seo Hojin grumbled as he got up from his seat.

Joo Woosung watched, puzzled.

Aren't they the same age?

They're the same age, but he calls him hyung? And why is he so completely under his thumb?

“Hyung, if you feel sick, tell Dajun right away!!”

Seo Hojin quickly packed his things and fled the room.

“Tsk...”

The short click of his tongue showed he was a little pissed off. However, the Seo Hoyun that Joo Woosung saw didn't look angry at all.

He rested his chin on his hand, gazing at the empty doorway with affectionate eyes.

So it's him.

Joo Woosung knew instinctively. Seo Hojin was the reason Seo Hoyun clung so desperately to being an idol. Of course, he didn't understand the connection between someone like Seo Hojin and idol activities.

Still, after only ever seeing him screw people over behind their backs, seeing this expression is a bit refreshing.

Joo Woosung took another out-of-season tangerine and started peeling it. Seo Hoyun stood up and lightly kicked the chair Joo Woosung was sitting on.

“......”

Joo Woosung swayed and almost fell, but he caught his balance.

Seo Hoyun smiled brightly and held out his hand.

“What the hell? Are you crazy? You want me to grab it? Are you giving the disease and the cure?”

“No, what nonsense are you talking about.”

Seo Hoyun pulled his hand away as Joo Woosung tried to grab it.

“They took my phone, too.”

He was asking for Joo Woosung's phone.

Joo Woosung swept back his light brown, ash-toned hair and breathed out in disbelief.

“Don't tell me, you bastard, the reason you were happy to see me was...”

“It's so great to see my Senior's face, too.”

There was no sincerity in his voice.

“You son of a bitch...”

He muttered the curse, but he figured this was the real Seo Hoyun. Joo Woosung felt a little relieved that being sick hadn't changed Seo Hoyun's bastard-like nature.


As expected, they aren't touching Joo Woosung.

The day I woke up, several discussions led to everyone agreeing on my confinement. That evening, the members pressured me into handing over my phone, which ended up with the Manager.

After that, Seo Hojin didn't even bring his phone to the hospital.

I was wondering what to do when Joo Woosung showed up.

The members flocked here every day after practice. They only babbled about trivial things, like rating new convenience store ramen, wanting to go to Tongyeong for winter oyster and rice soup, or reviewing shows about famous restaurants.

It seemed like they were trying to block me from hearing any bad news.

Who do they think I am?

I am Seo Hoyun.

I've heard enough curses in my past life to become immortal. In fact, thinking of it as a check on my popularity sometimes even puts me in a good mood.

I opened a portal site app, went to social media, and searched for my name with a few other keywords.

[Daepaseong you fucker just die I knew it when you were working the kid so hard]

[Hoyun's complexion has looked bad for weeks you fuckers... Daepaseong isn't protecting their artist they're just sticking a straw in and sucking him dry...]

[#DaepaseongJustDie

#DaepaseongProtectYourArtists]

It's chaos over here.

Fortunately, I saw no mention of me vomiting blood or my heart stopping.

After Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae stopped arguing, the leader, Kim Seonghyeon, reported my condition to the Manager. The Manager and the road Manager rushed in as if they had been waiting right outside.

“Hic, huhuhu. Hoyun-ah!”

“......”

The Manager groped my body to a disgusting degree to check on me, then cried with relief, tears and snot streaming down his face. He immediately contacted Daepaseong and posted a notice.

Including the previous post, the company seemed to have responded quickly. Still, the furious fans looked ready to protest in front of the building at any moment.

“Your mental state won't hold up if you keep looking at that stuff.”

“Who do you think you're talking to?”

“...Right, you're the great Seo Hoyun-nim.”

Joo Woosung shook his head and rummaged through the fruit basket again. It looked like he planned to finish it all by himself.

I turned my gaze back to the phone.

This time, I searched for the members' names.

[Ichae's stage was apparently insane...

Please release the pre-release clip quickly ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

Don't make a girl go crazy]

[Yes, my pick for Rising Rookies is...!

“Kang Ichae”

└ You're my number one...

my little Thug Chae... so precious...]

[Seriously though, when Kang Ichae isn't with the members, his default blank expression is so scary hahahahahahahahaha

└ It's a relief the mentees didn't piss themselves...

└└ Fuck hahahahahahahahaha]

There wasn't much else, but the Noeuls were buzzing slightly about Kang Ichae. Rumors about the mentor performance on Rising Rookies were already spreading, even though no clip had been released.

Still, everyone seemed to be refraining from mentioning it too much, perhaps because I had collapsed that day.

[Hoyun-ah I love you ㅜㅜ Don't worry and get lots of rest]

Cute.

I looked at the fan reactions a little longer, then closed the app and returned the phone to Joo Woosung.

I owe Min Jiheon one.

I thought I should talk with him when I get the chance. Looking at the overall atmosphere, it seemed best to refrain from broadcast activities for now.

Maybe in a week, it would be okay to upload a selfie to social media or send a message on PopPop. I racked my brain, trying to figure out how to return to activities without worrying the fans.

Can I win the Grand Prize next year? No, I have to win it.

I would do everything I could to at least make it to the tail end of Tier 1, but more than that, I needed luck, the right timing, and a powerful song that could shake the public's hearts.

However...

“Hey, you should take care of your body.”

“......”

“Normal people don't collapse like you do. I'm scared you're actually going to die one of these days.”

Even if all of that came together, it would only be possible if I could surpass this pushover, who was nom-noming on a tangerine while worrying about me.

“I'm going to practice hard. Will you help me out?”

“Huh? Oh, sure.”

“...Why are you so agreeable?”

“I have enough time to help a nobody.”

I ignored Joo Woosung's crap. This year's Grand Prize was pretty much confirmed for Black Call. They would be active next year, too.

Shit, the wall is so damn high.

With November just around the corner, I might receive a few decent awards, but the Grand Prize was impossible. I looked at Joo Woosung's sleek face. He had swept up every award despite his short promotion period. I clicked my tongue automatically.

“Joo Woosung.”

“......”

Joo Woosung replied, wiping his yellowed fingertips with a wet wipe.

“Aren't you going to the military next year?”

“...Huh?”

“Say you are.”

“...Don't you think I'm still a bit too young for that?”

Hah...

Filled with hope, I asked again.

“Then are there any signs of discord rumors?”

“Why are you really doing this to me?!”

He reacted even more sensitively than he did to the military talk, probably because he still wasn't close with his members besides Chae Jeongwoo. He huffed and puffed beside me, muttering, "And how close are you with your members!" and "Ah, damn, you guys did look pretty close."

“Hey, I can just ask, can't I?”

“You poke a sore spot and then say you were 'just asking.' Why on earth would you ask something like that...”

Joo Woosung, who had been making a fuss, suddenly stopped talking and laughed dryly.

“Hey, fuck, I get it.”

“...Get what.”

“You, are you trying to check me because you're worried I'll win the award?”

I rolled my eyes slightly and put on a harmless smile, as if there was nothing of the sort.

“No way.”

Of course, his guess was very accurate.

Naturally, Joo Woosung, who had already seen through my personality, went ballistic.

“Wow! Look at this ungrateful bastard! I came here because I was worried, and this Seo Hoyun punk is going on about the Grand Prize!!”

“Hey, that's not it. I was just curious if Woosung-hyung was getting along with his members.”

“There's no way you'd be curious about something like that! Hey, I'm Joo Woosung. Even if discord rumors break out with my members, winning the Grand Prize is nothing to me, you hear?”

“...!!”

This bastard?

I forced the twitching corners of my mouth into a smile and held back.

Joo Woosung made it obvious he was sulking.

“Oh yeah~, I'll get a Grand Prize grand slam for the next five years. You guys will neeeever get one.”

“Are you crazy?!”

“Did you just drop the formalities with me?!”

I was in the middle of a loud argument with Joo Woosung when Kang Ichae walked in.

“Oh, Woosung-hyung~.”

“I'm leaving! I'm out!”

“Who told you not to leave?! Go! Hurry up and go!”

Then, saying he was going home, Joo Woosung brushed past the incoming Kang Ichae and stormed out.

“Just you wait until practice! You klutz!!”

He's still going to help with practice?

I massaged my stiff neck as Kang Ichae casually approached. He plopped down on the chair Joo Woosung had just vacated.

Ever since he suggested suspending my activities, he usually just ignored me while sitting with the other members. It was strange for him to come alone.

“Kang Ichae.”

“Yes, hyung.”

“...What's with you now.”

A formal-speech atmosphere all of a sudden?

I was about to get goosebumps.

“I'm creating psychological distance with formal speech, hyung. Dajun gave me the advice.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Ahaha.”

Kang Ichae laughed and covered his mouth with his hand as if embarrassed.

“Still a little bit.”

“......”

Ah.

I decided to just leave this still-crazy bastard alone for a while.


Chapter 236

While Seo Hoyun was hospitalized, Rising Rookies, where Kang Ichae appeared as a mentor, generated a lot of buzz.

[Not worth the subscription fee]

It was in a bad way, of course.

The trainees' pre-release stage was absolutely terrible.

[Title: Is this Rising Rookies for real?]

LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

Ha... damn, I have to laugh first.

Actually, it's not funny.

The level of the trainees on this program is really...

No matter how many million survival shows like this there are, shouldn't they put more effort into making it? Or at least pick good trainees...

I have a reasonable suspicion that they just cast the first hundred people they found on the street.

trainees_intro_stage.mp3

Why are they suddenly making hearts that don't even match the song?

this_seasons_trainees_level.jpg

And why are they getting all excited and going wild in this part?

Someone said the guys singing in the next karaoke room would be better, and for real...

mentors_rotting_expressions.jpg

Mentors' expressions = my expression

└ I was wondering why Kang Ichae was on this show

Man... It makes sense now...

└└ LMAO fuck, I agree... Imagine how disillusioned he must feel seeing these guys after looking at The Dawn members all the time...

└ Still, Kang Ichae was watching them diligently...

└└ The trainees were so bad I would've fucking understood if the mentors were on their phones, but Kang Ichae... gotta re-evaluate him for real.]

[Title: But Kang Ichae's mentoring is scary as hell]

Kang Ichae watched their practice, twirled his pen, and asked, "You call this practice?" I seriously almost pissed myself...

└ I totally... get... why Jeong Dajun once said he looked like the type of person you'd want to lower your eyes and walk past...

└ I'm re-evaluating the trainees for not pissing themselves.

└└ LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO ah fuck T_T LMAOOOOOOOOOOOO]

Mocking reactions poured in, but like most survival shows, there was at least one pearl in the mud.

A few viewers started talking about the small number of trainees who survived.

[The kids from Daepaseong are surprisingly not bad ㅋ I had zero expectations, but their personalities are decent and they work hard

I just feel bad for them because they have the role of a suffering group project leader...]

[At this point, the casting director for Daepaseg deserves a huge incentive... No matter how much The Dawn dragged them by the collar to raise Daepaseong's recognition...

└ How on earth did Daepaseong discover The Dawn members?

└└ Seriously one of the 8 wonders of the world... ㅋ]

People's interest in Rising Rookies had started to wane. They judged there was less to see than expected.

['Rising Rookies Pre-release' Mentor Performance Stage Pre-release]

Then, a video of the performance featuring Kang Ichae was uploaded.

It was a ploy to regain attention, even if it meant using a video like this.

[Fuck...]

And that prediction hit the mark perfectly.

【Perhaps I was too kind】

[Is Kang Ichae fucking insane?????]

Anyone with a little interest in the idol scene knew Kang Ichae was strong on stage. This time, however, he went beyond just being good and reached an almost inhuman level.

【I Want to Dye You with My Colors

Can I bite you little?】

[Ah!! This relieves 10 years of indigestion!!!]

[Kang Ichae is so sexy it's baffling...

└ Wipe your drool

└└ sry my salivary glands are broken;]

That YouTube video had an unusual number of timestamped comments, mostly for moments when Kang Ichae was on screen.

Moments like him placing his combat boot on a stage speaker or doing a wave with one side of his leather jacket pulled down were popular, but the scene that received the most 'likes' was this one.

【This is Not a Joke, It's a Warning 】

It was the exact moment Kang Ichae looked at Seo Hoyun.

His eyebrow twitched, and his playful face turned rough and fierce.

[2:53 Oh god I'm sorry

Likes 5,124]

His blazing intensity was palpable, even through the screen.

[Ah fuck the comment says they're sorry LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO what did you do wrong TTTT ㅋ

But even I, just watching on YouTube, immediately lowered my eyes.

└ LMAO ah it's so funny I think I'm gonna throw up LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO]

[Kang Ichae's facial acting is so fucking good, I was so intimidated T_T ㅋ]

It wasn't acting. The expression was filled with Kang Ichae's genuine feelings.

【I Want to Dye You with My Colors

I Don't Have Time to Cherish You 】

[Seeing how this mentoring stage connects to The Dawn's lyrics, I'm beating my chest, ah I'm seriously going crazy]

[Kang Ichae's rap absolutely devoured the stage, he was like some Hollywood star... insane star power]

[Hey trainees~~~ Even YOLO Kang Ichae lives that diligently, so fuck, please get a grip]

This stage, along with the rap performance from the Shining Star Season 2 unit face-off, became a legendary video among Kang Ichae's fans.

[This program's greatest output is the Kang Ichae stage video...]

The Dawn's fans tried to restrain themselves, conscious of Seo Hoyun's hospitalization, but they crumbled before the provocative video.

They were also on the verge of exploding with displeasure at Daepaseong's handling of the situation.

[Yeah, Hoyun is sick... Let's be patient...

my ass.

I'm gonna kill Daepaseong]

[I want to go lie down in front of the Daepaseong lobby like a total nuisance, is that the right thing to do? But what's with the bastards taking this chance to curse out Seo Hoyun? Seriously, the crazies will latch onto anything ㅋ]

[Read the room, fuck... I feel like starting a real-life fight right now]

[I ha~te~ it so much...

I know Seo Hoyun is fucking good at ignoring haters (seriously the best out of all the idols I've stanned) and has a personality specialized for PopPop messages, but... I only want to show my baby good things T_T]

[Even in the midst of this, Hoyun doesn't show he's in pain... TT I just pray for his happiness]

Just as their anger peaked and they barely endured by carving the character for 'patience' in their hearts, a PopPop from Seo Hoyun appeared.

[[Hoyun ] A message has arrived!]

This was some time after Seo Hoyun had been discharged from the hospital.

The fans rushed to check and saw a message with an attached photo of him in a white sweatshirt.

The corners of his mouth were faintly raised, a slight difference from his usual selfies.

[I'm back]

[I missed you]

He looked a little sorry for making the fans worry.


It feels good to do this after so long.

Seo Hoyun smiled pleasantly as affectionate messages from the Noeuls flooded in.

He hadn't gotten his phone back even after his discharge, but he finally received it yesterday. It bothered him that he couldn't reassure his fans sooner, so he was relieved to deliver the news now.

“What's this? You look like you're in a good mood.”

“Yeah, well.”

Joo Woosung shook his head as Seo Hoyun gave a vague reply, engrossed in his phone. This was the same Joo Woosung who had left in a huff but still returned, carving out time from his schedule when asked to help with practice.

“Good grief...”

Seo Hoyun had collapsed to the floor, not moving an inch after practice ended, but he suddenly shot up and started taking selfies.

Joo Woosung watched the whole thing while chugging water. Curious, he sidled up next to Seo Hoyun and craned his neck to see.

A moment later, horror filled him.

“You crazy bastard, you talk to your fans like this??”

“......”

“Why? Did you just say why? Are you some kind of dual personality?”

Joo Woosung scowled deeply and showed Seo Hoyun his own phone screen.

“This is how you talk to me!”

[madman: kk]

[madman: ok]

[madman: n]

“Excuse me. You saved me as madman?”

“And you saved me as 'pushover'. Look at the content, not that.”

[madman: Joo Woosung where r u]

[Me: I think I should be grateful you're not calling me JWS at this point]

[madman: jws where r u]

[Me: you little shit]

“Wow, so friendly.”

“Ha, there's really no other junior like you.”

“And I'm also the only junior who goes to eat kimchi fried rice with you.”

“...Well... that's true.”

Joo Woosung seemed reluctantly convinced. He grabbed his bag, raised his middle finger, and left.

Despite his act, it was obvious he would return to help whenever his schedule was free.

Seo Hoyun snickered while watching him, then flopped back onto the practice room floor.

“This is pretty good.”

His body wasn't in bad condition.

He had rested well and eaten well.

He had even made Seo Hojin take his midterm exams.

He had also chugged red ginseng and binge-watched popular shows.

He believed all that remained was to build up his skills before activities began, so he practiced with help from Joo Woosung.

But are my stats even rising?

The System Window was completely silent.

Because of that, he couldn't check his stats.

Well, if I keep practicing, something will come of it, one way or another.

He thought he should practice his dancing one more time instead of dwelling on sluggish worries. As he started to get up, the practice room door clanked open.

Kang Ichae walked in, slurping an ice cream.

“Why are you here?”

“......”

His sharp gaze still hadn't softened.

Seo Hoyun awkwardly tried to think of a reply. Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, who had followed Kang Ichae, quickly covered for him.

“Seo Hoyun just came to get something!!”

“Y-yeah, that's right!!”

“Aha~.”

It was a tear-jerking show of support.

“Right, you said you were going to rest well at home, didn't you?”

The retort 'When did I say that?' rose to the tip of his tongue, but he forced it down and sighed heavily.

Seo Hoyun was still unable to practice with the members.

“Alright, hyung is going to go get some rest.”

Sooner or later, an opportunity to mess with that red-headed beast would present itself.

A third person watched the two of them, clutching his head.

It was none other than The Dawn's youngest member, Jeong Dajun, whose birthday was on October 22nd.

.

.

.

“Happy birthday, Dajun-ah!”

“Jeong Dajun, congratulations.”

“Haha! Thanks, hyungs!”

At that moment, Jeong Dajun was busy formulating a plan in his small head.

“......”

“Aww, Hoyun-hyung. Say it a little longer~.”

“Kang Ichae, can't you stop with that damn formal speech?”

Seo Hoyun was the same as always. Kang Ichae had also returned to normal, aside from his formal speech, but the atmosphere between them was subtly different.

That's the problem right there.

Jeong Dajun diligently observed the atmosphere.

Just then, Kang Ichae slung an arm around Jeong Dajun's shoulder and grinned.

“Our maknae, what do you need? Should hyung buy it for you~?”

“A house!”

“...You caught that from Hoyun-hyung.”

Kang Ichae muttered in a rather serious tone, 'How much do houses cost these days...'

“No, just hang out with me today.”

“......”

Jeong Dajun had just finished organizing his thoughts and quickly changed the subject.

Kang Ichae was particularly soft on him. Jeong Dajun knew that well.

The beginning of this whole situation was the great inspiration he received from 'There Are No Bad Dogs in the World' and 'Silver Counseling Center', which he had been watching diligently.

Let's do my best for Hoyun-hyung and our team!

Jeong Dajun, having lived for ten months after turning twenty, had become that much more perceptive and was overflowing with spirit.

“Celebrate my birthday properly, got it?!”

There's no such thing as a bad Kang Ichae in this world!!

That was Jeong Dajun's grand birthday plan.


Chapter 237

He had a strong feeling that things would go well.

“Dajun-ah, you can do it! Aja aja, fighting!”

Jeong Dajun threw open the window of the dorm's veranda, breathed in the stuffy Seoul air, and shouted words of encouragement.

“What's with him?”

“Looks like he's fixated on something again...”

Despite his hyungs' nagging, he remained undaunted.

Although he grew up as an only child showered with love, his parents both worked and were busy, so the house was always empty when he returned from school. Because of that, he loved meeting up with friends to play outside, and it was a daily routine for him not to return home until it was pitch black.

As he got a little older, his friends started attending cram schools and talk of university began early. He quickly realized that studying was not his path.

Instead, watching movies, dramas, and variety shows to keep up with the latest trends was as natural and enjoyable as breathing for him, a foundation solidly laid by his mother's prenatal education.

And so, he became a trainee at Daepaseong, and then a member of The Dawn.

Dancing, singing, fans.

Centered around these three things, Jeong Dajun's interests changed from time to time. Last time it was cooking, and these days, it was dogs. He even managed to find time during a period so busy he could barely sleep to go volunteer at an abandoned dog shelter.

Jeong Dajun's cycle of interest in any given thing was extremely short. However, his love for dogs only grew deeper.

Dogs... are angels!

After volunteering a few more times, Jeong Dajun even uploaded photos he took with the dogs there to his social media.

[Jeong Dajun... you're a big dog yourself, what are you doing volunteering with abandoned dogs]

[A guy who likes dogs is the worst and I love it so much (what am I even saying while crying!)]

Strangely enough, however, Seo Hoyun, who had only tagged along to humor the maknae, was more popular with the dogs than he was, despite all his efforts to win them over. All Seo Hoyun did was stand still.

However, Jeong Dajun's spirit was not broken.

Instead, his motivation burned even brighter. Despite being someone who hated the sight of text and claimed it made him sleepy, he bought and read related books and watched every TV show and YouTube video he could find.

Wait, this...

Then one day, while engrossed in dog videos on YouTube as usual, he was suddenly reminded of Kang Ichae, who was called 'Mad Dog' for his wild antics on stage.

And along with that, the image of him getting angry. He already looked intimidating, but when he shut his mouth and glared, it was genuinely scary.

Of course, afterward, he would apologize and treat him to good food or give him gifts.

Ichae-hyung is at it again...

When Seo Hoyun collapsed and Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae clashed again, Jeong Dajun grew worried. He knew Kang Ichae was holding back in his own way, but he was afraid that lingering resentment might build up between the members.

In reality, it was a needless worry, as Kang Ichae's anger had been slowly subsiding while Seo Hoyun spent a few days resting peacefully in his hospital room.

I have to help somehow.

In any case, Jeong Dajun was serious.

And so, Jeong Dajun gathered Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae at the dining table and earnestly requested a few things.

Don't fight with each other.

If you feel like you're about to fight, use formal language to create some psychological distance.

And no matter what, don't show it in front of Seo Hoyun.

He laid out these rules they had to follow, which he must have seen somewhere.

“Oh...”

Even though they fought, the members of The Dawn had a good relationship. Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon were no exception. Neither of them had any intention of backing down from their arguments, but they still understood why the other insisted on their point.

So, they were already fine with each other.

However, instead of saying that, they obediently followed the maknae's suggestion.

“Seong Jiwon-nim, would you care to have a meal with this pretty rapper?” Kang Ichae asked with a grin.

Seong Jiwon nonchalantly retorted, “Ahaha, yeees, Mr. Pretty Rapper. Shall we?”

“Seo Hoyuni~. Where are you goiiing~?”

After that, Kang Ichae seemed to get hooked on the formal speech, and he started using it with Seo Hoyun as well.

“Ichae, please don't pester me.”

The two of them were acting as they always did, but Jeong Dajun alone believed a subtle, tense atmosphere existed between the members.

Hoyun-hyung might get stressed out!

What Seo Hoyun, who had already collapsed once, needed was absolute rest.

He thought this was exactly the time for him to step up.

There should be no bad Kang Ichaes in the world!

And so, on the morning of his birthday, he went out onto the veranda alone, shouted to psych himself up, and initiated his 'Seine River' plan.


“Hyung, where are you going?”

“To practice.”

“Why? Aren't you resting todaaay?”

“I've been resting this whole time. Why would I rest more?”

Just as he was getting ready to go out with Kang Ichae to buy a cake and hang out, he saw Seo Hoyun putting on his shoes, dressed in a black tracksuit.

This is a signal.

Seeing Kang Ichae approach and pester Seo Hoyun, Jeong Dajun quickly found a notepad and scribbled something down.

This is a huge problem. A guardian who doesn't recognize the severity of the problem can make the situation worse.

Perhaps the problem wasn't that Mad Dog Kang Ichae needed to be corrected, but that his guardian, Seo Hoyun, needed to be.

“Alright, you two go on ahead. I'm going to practice with Joo Woosung. Maknae, call me when the birthday party starts.”

“Yessir!!”

“Eh~, what do you mean practice! Just rest at home, okay?”

“Ah, come on.”

For someone with Seo Hoyun's personality, he had been quite patient for a long time.

Watching Seo Hoyun scowl with clear annoyance, Jeong Dajun's pen moved even faster.

It's fine.', 'That's enough.', 'Go away.

Jotting down the phrases Seo Hoyun lived by, Jeong Dajun organized his thoughts.

Emphasized and repeated sounds make Kang Ichae anxious...!

So what should I do?

Chewing on the clicker of his pen, Jeong Dajun decided he first needed to separate the two.

Then he shot up and wedged himself between them, performing a body block.

Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae flinched.

“I'm going to buy a super delicious cake, so Hoyun-hyung, you have to come back to the dorm in two hours!!”

“......”

Even though he had told them to just call him when the party started, Seo Hoyun's eyes narrowed at the very specific demand.

Catching that look, Jeong Dajun felt a slight sense of dread. Seo Hoyun was just as formidable as Kang Ichae. No, he might have been the truly crazy one. There was no predicting what would happen if you got on his bad side.

“...Sure, whatever.”

As Jeong Dajun stopped flicking the pen with his teeth and lowered it, Seo Hoyun gave a slight nod.

Once the situation seemed more or less settled, Kang Ichae's eyes twinkled for a moment as he looked at Jeong Dajun and said, “Maknae, should we go buy a really, really, reeeally delicious cake then?”

“Gasp!”

“The cake will be delicious, right?”

Really, really, reeeally? Isn't that repetition?

Repeated sounds make Jeong Dajun anxious...

He was about to ask Kang Ichae how he was feeling right now but stopped.

It's better not to get close and just wait until he calms down...

Jeong Dajun rehashed the knowledge he had learned from YouTube videos.

Excessive attention can lead to a fight!

Seo Hoyun left the dorm first, and Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae also headed out to pick up the cake.

While Jeong Dajun spent the entire trip fidgeting and pouring his heart and soul into executing the 'Seine River' plan until his small head was overloaded, Kang Ichae nonchalantly leaned on his shoulder and whined.

“Maknae~, Ichae's life is so haaard these daaays~.”

“Every time you act like this, it's hard for me too, you know...”

After replying, he thought, 'oops,' again. Because responding to someone else's complaint by throwing back your own was an unhealthy behavior!

Recalling something he saw on 'Eun-jjok's Counseling Center', Jeong Dajun took a deep breath and asked gently, “Ichae-hyung, what exactly is so hard?”

“...Pfft,”

A sound like air escaping was heard.

Whipping his head around, he saw the corners of Kang Ichae's mouth twitching. He soon dabbed at the corners of his eyes with his knuckles.

“Keuheuk... The truth is...”

“Yes!! Tell me!”

Even while picking up his own birthday cake, a honey macaron cake, Jeong Dajun perked up his ears and focused on Kang Ichae's story.

But what he got in return was, “...My imaginary hamster has left my side. I guess it's time to let him go.”

“Dajun-ah, if I eat this honey cake, I think I'll feel sorry for the me from five minutes ago who wanted a melon cake.”

“Oh!! Hey! There's a claw machine over there, hyung will win a doll for his maknae!”

They were all contextless remarks.

His attention quickly diverted elsewhere, Kang Ichae dragged Jeong Dajun along. Even in the midst of it all, Jeong Dajun answered with all his heart.

“That's truly unfortunate, but your imaginary hamster will remain in your heart forever.”

“You shouldn't think about the hyung from five minutes ago and just enjoy the present... Wait! Where are you going!”

“Hyung, I told you I don't need a, a doll?! Hold on! You're stretching my clothes!”

Caught while trying to escape, Jeong Dajun was swept up in it and had to play the claw machine for over 30 minutes.

At first, Jeong Dajun just watched Kang Ichae play with a bored expression, but as one game turned into two, his determination to win a doll began to burn fiercely.

CLUNK!

“Woah!! I really got it! I got it!”

“I told you I'd win one for you, didn't I~?”

“Awesome!! Hyung, you're a total genius!!”

In the end, when he finally won a rabbit doll with his last 1,000 won in cash, he was so overwhelmed with excitement and joy that he completely forgot what he had been doing.

His 'Seine River' and 'Thug Chae Counseling Center' plans had long since flown out the window.

Kang Ichae carried the cake, and Jeong Dajun returned to the dorm with a dog doll and a rabbit doll tucked under his arms.

When they arrived, Seo Hoyun, who had finished practice and was waiting for them, greeted the two.

“Did you have fun?”

“Hyuung~! Hehe, this is a present for you!”

“Wow... I thought it was my birthday.”

Looking somewhat disheveled as if he had been sweating, Seo Hoyun let out a chuckle as he accepted the rabbit doll from Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae.

“Thanks.”

Even though it was actually his own birthday, seeing that smile made Jeong Dajun's chest swell with pride.

It was only after he returned to his room with a happy heart and placed the dog doll on his bed that Jeong Dajun realized.

Wait, didn't I just play around without thinking too much?

Looking back on the recent events, Jeong Dajun realized he had failed to care for Kang Ichae as a dependable, mature maknae. Instead, Jeong Dajun had been played perfectly in the palm of Kang Ichae's hand.

Once he realized that, a chill ran down his spine.

...No, it can't be!

He had definitely executed his plan perfectly and meticulously, but had Kang Ichae somehow noticed?

With a bad feeling, he shot up and threw open his door.

“─Hyung, why are you always like this?”

“...!!”

He saw Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae in the living room, their voices gradually rising.

“What is?”

“If you're going to be like this, then just quit everything.”

Kang Ichae ran a hand through his hair in irritation. The atmosphere was turning unusually tense.

“Hyung, why are you to me─, forget it. Drop the formal speech. Why don't you ever think about me?”

“I've listened to you more than enough.”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head, the corner of his mouth lifting into a smirk.

“What more do you want?”

It was the expression Seo Hoyun often made when he was angry.

The moment Kang Ichae's eyebrows were about to shoot up at the sight, Jeong Dajun threw himself between them.

“Stooop!!”

Jeong Dajun waved his arms wildly and shouted.

“Wait, stop!! This is not a healthy relationship. Unconditional affection is the foundation for members!”

“......”

“Conversations like, 'I did this much for you, so why are you only doing this much for me,' are a shortcut to a ruined relationship! It's okay to want affection, but you can't make too many demands on the other person!”

With his face flushed red, Jeong Dajun listed off the knowledge he had accumulated from various video media.

“S-So!”

And what else should I do?

“This is fun.”

However, despite Jeong Dajun's efforts, all he got was a cold reaction from Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun looked at Kang Ichae with a sneer, and Kang Ichae, too, stared back at Seo Hoyun with a frosty expression, his arms crossed.

“Then why don't you tell us, our smart maknae.”

Just as Jeong Dajun was tearing at his hair, not knowing what to do, the arrow suddenly changed direction.

When the two members who were the scariest when expressionless stared at him at the same time, Jeong Dajun wanted to shout 'I'm sorry' about twenty times.

He barely managed to keep his mouth shut, swallowing hard, when Seo Hoyun grabbed him by both shoulders and pushed him down onto the sofa.

“Jeong Dajun, you─.”

“Y-yes, yes.”

Then, meeting his gaze, he asked in a low voice, “─Do you like the black rabbit or the blue rabbit?”

“...Huh?”

...Black rabbit? Blue?

“Decide quickly. Hyung doesn't have much patience.”

“Huuuh??”

It was a very familiar situation.

Jeong Dajun quickly searched his memory. The scene from the hidden camera they planned for Seo Hoyun's birthday during their Japanese promotions, where he was looking for a whipped cream cake from Kim Seonghyeon.

Just as he recalled that, Kang Ichae plopped down to Jeong Dajun's left and wrapped an arm around his neck.

“Is this blue rabbit your rabbit~?”

“No, sir, mine is an ordinary rabbit.”

“Then is Seo Rabbit your rabbit~?”

“Yeees, I suppose that's more or less correct~.”

While Jeong Dajun stammered, the two of them, perfectly in sync, burst out laughing.

Seo Hoyun, sitting to Jeong Dajun's right, turned on the TV with the remote.

A birthday song started playing, and a PowerPoint presentation appeared, complete with flashy animations that looked like something Jeong Dajun would make.

☆ Jeong Elephant ☆

Happy B-day

“Waaaah!”

As the tension broke, his tear ducts burst open.

“WAHAHA!”

“Pffft.”

Even as the maknae sobbed, his rotten hyungs just burst out laughing even louder.

“You hyungs are so mean and annoying!”

“Didn't you know? That's our group's identity.”

“I really, really, reeeally hate you!!”

They must have set this whole thing up from the beginning just to tease him.

Hearing Jeong Dajun whining with a puffy face, Kim Seonghyeon, who came out late, sighed deeply and warned the mean hyungs.

“Hey, you guys, stop it. You're making the kid cry.”

“Alright, alright.”

“We only did it because Dajun is so cuuute.”

How could they be so shameless without even batting an eye!

As Jeong Dajun huffed and glared at Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun, Seong Jiwon came out of his room holding the honey macaron cake with lit candles.

The birthday song flowed from the members' lips.

After blowing out the candles and taking a bite of the cake Seong Jiwon had cut for him, Jeong Dajun thought. Thanks to them, he supposed, he would never forget his 20th birthday for the rest of his life.

“Sniffle...”

“Dajun-ah, drink some water.”

“Okay...”

“Hey, hey, you have to eat the macaron on top, too.”

“I'll eat it when I want to. Don't touch it.”

Seeing the very sulky Jeong Dajun, Kang Ichae snickered.

“Alright, I won't touch it.”

In truth, Kang Ichae, whose anger hadn't fully subsided until now, was able to completely let it go thanks to Jeong Dajun today.

In the end, Jeong Dajun's 'Seine River' plan was not a failure, but...

“Our maknae, happy b-day~.”

It was something Jeong Dajun would never know.
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Daepaseong had been experiencing extreme highs and lows lately.

“Yes!! This is a huge hit, a huge hit!!”

“Wow~~!!”

The employees all rejoiced when third-quarter sales hit an all-time high. Min Jiheon's movie from last year became a massive success upon release, drawing in huge crowds, while The Dawn's album promotions also showed steady growth.

Min Jiheon's variety show appearance also had a positive effect, flooding the company with offers from various commercials and entertainment programs. The recognition of Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun, who appeared with him, grew significantly as well.

“The bonus is amazing!”

“I know, right! This makes it fun to come to work!”

“That's not it.”

“I'm sorry.”

Their happiness holding their special bonuses was brief.

Hate still poured in for Daepaseong. It was so bad they were just grateful no one stormed the building to protest.

Moreover, as late autumn set in and the chilly temperatures made people add another layer of clothing, a strange rumor began circulating within the company.

That Seo Hoyun was acting strange after being discharged from the hospital.

The evidence was plentiful.

“I'm going to practice...”

“A-Are you okay?”

“Yes...”

Recently, Seo Hoyun exuded a sensitive aura, absorbed in practice day and night. He looked more intense than Seong Jiwon, the renowned Practice Machine. Daepaseong's staff whispered among themselves, wondering if Seo Hoyun had reached enlightenment or something after collapsing. They muttered that he might renounce the secular world next.

Seo Hoyun, oblivious, wandered the company with a haggard face and dark circles under his eyes.

“Isn't he going to actually die at this rate?!”

“W-Well, it's good that he's working hard...”

“He's going to get burnout if he keeps that up.”

“No, he doesn't get it...”

The Management Team's Manager and road managers worried together, but Seo Hoyun paid them no mind.

He also seemed reluctant to ride in cars.

Every Daepaseong employee knew about Seo Hoyun's past, so his sudden change drew everyone's attention. The world, after all, is full of people who find entertainment in others' changes.

Furthermore, he obsessively collected the activity records and plans for all idols. He meticulously categorized and reviewed what succeeded and what failed.

Naturally, his meetings with Lee Jihyeon from the planning team increased.

“...Lee Jihyeon, I feel so bad for her.”

“How did she get stuck with Seo Hoyun...”

And so, one more person began walking around with dark circles that reached their chin.

It was an eerie atmosphere, fitting for the end of October.

This felt like the calm before the storm.

Meanwhile, Noeuls grew excited as Halloween teasers from other idols appeared everywhere.

[Please, I hope they don't take it too seriously

Especially Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun, those rascals

I wouldn't be surprised if they suddenly decided to be PokéXon's Pikachu and Pichu and showed up with their entire bodies covered in yellow paint]

[Don't you put that evil on us

(My teeth are chattering from anxiety right now

I'm not hoping they cover their faces in white paint so we can't see their original faces...]

[Guys, please abandon your desire to be funny]

“What should we do about this? There seem to be a lot of expectations. Should we hold a Halloween event?”

“Hmm... Isn't that a bit too much this time?”

“We don't have much time to prepare from now... and Seo Hoyun was even hospitalized. What if we try something and get even more hate?”

“How about we just let it pass quietly this year?”

“What?!!”

Daepaseong, still run by the seat of its pants, hadn't prepared anything for Halloween while busy dealing with the aftermath of Seo Hoyun's collapse. The opinion to let it pass quietly, using Seo Hoyun's hospitalization as an excuse, had thus emerged.

Just then, Lee Jihyeon, who had been half-dead at her desk, shot up.

“Halloween is a famous holiday for otakus, just like April Fool's Day! And you're just going to skip it?! Isn't that a bit much?!!”

“...Ah, I-I'm sorry!”

“Jihyeon... I'm sorry.”

“Reflect on your actions! How could you think of skipping a big event like this?! This is an insult!!”

The planning team employees working with Lee Jihyeon were new. They all listened to Lee Jihyeon's opinions and worked hard. However, they still lacked a true fan's disposition compared to Lee Jihyeon.

In the end, preparations for The Dawn's Halloween began in a hurry.

Lee Jihyeon argued for a surprise reveal to give fans the thrill of anticipation. Seo Hoyun, however, pushed for a voting system for Noeuls, claiming the reaction would be better if they saw the looks they wanted.

“It's all good, but why a vote?”

“Do you know what makes the people of South Korea go crazy?”

“What is it?”

“Voting.”

It was the anxiety that if you don't vote, your pick is screwed. There was a reason people grew frenzied watching survival programs.

When Lee Jihyeon still hesitated, Seo Hoyun added one more thing. He told her to think of it like the games she enjoyed.

He's right... definitely!

Would a diverse random gacha be better, or a guaranteed gacha for the one illustration she wanted? After carefully weighing the options, Lee Jihyeon had to raise the white flag a moment later.

“Well, it's better than getting a bad pull.”

“...Pardon?”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head, not understanding Lee Jihyeon.

[The thoroughly democratic idol, The Dawn!

Vote for your pick!]

Through this process, the Halloween poll was posted on SNS.

Just as they expected, The Dawn's fans frantically rushed in.

[These crazy Daepaseong bastards... doing even this by vote

I've already used all my SNS accounts to vote for Jeong Dajun as Cardcaptor]

[Seong Jiwon as PrinXcess Diary, damn it, who voted for something like this for a male idol

But I voted for it anyway]

[If it's not too rude, please give one vote for Kim Seonghyeon as an American Quarterback]

[Kang Ichae, please be the Taoist sorcerer Jeon X-chi, please please please please please]

The event was for the fans' enjoyment, but it became overheated due to Noeuls' burning determination to see The Dawn in their chosen costumes.

Time flew by during the voting, and the Halloween special filming day was soon upon them.

The planning team cautiously checked the results.

.

.

.

“...I'm a school uniform?”

“Yep!!!”

The other guys get dazzling outfits, so why do I get a school uniform? Well, it would be easy for makeup and styling, I guess.

“But Seo Hoyun, this is the XX High School uniform, right? We managed to get it, but... how come there are no heartwarming stories or even a single sighting of you? The agency never blocked them.”

Ah.

I laughed sheepishly.

It was because my entire past before age twenty had been erased when I came here.

“I was a quiet student.”

That was a lie. I didn't do anything that broke the law, but with my personality, there was no way I had lived quietly.

Seeing my expression, Lee Jihyeon just shrugged. She said it was fine as long as there was no controversy and went to check on the other members.

Soon, I received the school uniform from the costume manager and put it on. With my bangs down, even I had to admit it suited me. The uniform from my alma mater felt strange, wearing it for the first time in over a decade.

I adjusted my clothes several times, then stepped into the hallway to head to the practice room for the choreography video filming.

As I passed the wall lined with Daepaseong celebrity posters, I heard a familiar voice from behind.

“Whoa, what's this?”

I turned my head and saw Min Jiheon.

“A school uniform? You look so young!”

This was our first meeting since I collapsed.

Maybe because his face was his only asset, he sparkled despite looking haggard and gaunt.

He fussed over me, looking me up and down.

“Are you acting? Is your role a high school student? Ah! Did you go back to being a high school student this time?”

“Do you go to a school for spouting nonsense?”

“Ahaha, it was right next to the school you go to for giving people a hard time. Didn't you know?”

His personality seemed the same as ever.

But his terrible condition made me a little concerned. After all, Min Jiheon had also coughed up blood the last time I saw him.

“But can I take just one picture of you, hyung? To send to my little sister~.”

“......”

“......”

I ignored Min Jiheon as he whined, asking to at least keep it for his personal collection, when his manager called him from afar.

Min Jiheon gave a signal with his hand to show he heard, then looked at me.

“You didn't text or call after that. I was dying of curiosity, waiting for your answer.”

Did he ask what I had seen there?

I saw my little brother.

But I had no intention of telling him.

“I was dead. The accident you showed me was the one where I died.”

I cut out the side stories and told him only the most important fact.

“But you already knew that, didn't you.”

“......”

Min Jiheon's eyes widened as he listened.

“...Uhm, what are you talking about.”

“It's obvious.”

Lying in the hospital without a phone gave me more than enough time to think. It was a problem I might have figured out if I'd just faced the situation more deeply from the start. Like how he treated me as an unpleasant opponent when we first met, or how he said he was confused about my true identity. His unsettled attitude had always bothered me, but if I was someone who had died before, it all clicked into place.

“I wasn't sure, I...”

Min Jiheon turned his head, avoiding my gaze.

“To be honest, it was a little strange from the moment I cast off your lingering thoughts. It's not like I can dig up someone's trauma... I was wondering what was going on.”

The guy sighed deeply. He seemed embarrassed, then glanced at me cautiously and asked.

“But did you see anything else besides that?”

I just stared at him blankly, then smiled sweetly instead of answering.

Min Jiheon's expression hardened instantly.

“Jiheon-ah.”

As I called his name affectionately, Min Jiheon shuddered and took two or three steps back.

“I'm sorry. I don't know what I did, but I'm really sorry.”

“I was really grateful this time.”

In any case, I was grateful because I survived thanks to Min Jiheon.

“But you know what?”

“I don't know, I'm not sure.”

I slung my arm over the disgusted Min Jiheon's shoulder and curled my lips even more.

“I'm the type who never lets go of a pushover.”

The guy made an absurd sound, shook off my arm, and said.

“...Sorry, but you're a bit much for me, hyung.”

“Endure it.”

“......”

Just as the guy clamped his mouth shut and was about to leave, clattering footsteps echoed from the hallway.

I knew who it was without turning my head.

See.

“Hoyun-hyung! Senior!!”

As expected, it was our group's youngest.

“Wow... that one's a bit much too...”

Min Jiheon's face paled when he glanced back and saw Jeong Dajun. He even backed away slowly to hide behind me.

“Senior!!”

“Y-Yes!!”

“I-I'm sorry about last time! I didn't know you disliked it, Senior... Huh? Where are you going now?! Should I see you off??”

“No, no, it's fine! My manager-hyung is over there!”

“Th-Then I've been practicing my cooking a lot since the variety show. Maybe I could cook for you sometime...”

“No!! It's fine!! I only eat delivery!!”

Min Jiheon was horrified and adamantly refused all of Jeong Dajun's suggestions. It seemed Jeong Dajun had given him a really hard time during their short variety show filming.

Our youngest is amazing.

To block Aggro Min in advance.

Min Jiheon kept his distance from Jeong Dajun, using me as a shield. He looked between me and Jeong Dajun, then shook his head.

“...This group is definitely going to be a huge success. There's not a single person who would lose in a battle of wills.”

“Thank you for the compliment.”

“That wasn't a compliment, Seo Hoyun.”

After that, Min Jiheon laughed disbelievingly, patted my shoulder, and walked past me.

“No news is good news.”

I agreed with that.

I raised one corner of my lip and flicked an eyebrow. Min Jiheon hummed a tune and disappeared in the opposite direction.

“Hyung, hyung!”

Jeong Dajun habitually clung to my arm.

I expertly twisted my body to avoid him and looked at him.

“Hyung, what were you talking about with Senior?!”

“That's something you don't need to know.”

Jeong Dajun's lips jutted out when I drew a firm line.

“But you showed up at a pretty opportune time, didn't you?”

As I started walking toward the practice room again, Jeong Dajun grinned and winked. His gesture was quite similar to a certain red-haired rapper from their group.

“Well, the timing was just right! Senior Min Jiheon is the senior I respect most in the world─.”

“......”

“─not! Just kidding, just kidding!! The person I respect most is Hoyun-hyung! Don't look at me like that, really.”

This kid. There's no reward in cherishing him.

“But Ichae-hyung said this last time! He said we should all be nice to Senior Min Jiheon because he was so grateful for taking you to the hospital, hyung!!”

Our innocent youngest seemed to have taken Kang Ichae's words at face value.

I knew it.

I thought he was letting it go too generously.

It was a kind of warning. To Kang Ichae, Min Jiheon must feel like a thorn in his side. He hadn't heard anything properly, yet an unrelated person was involved. He might pretend to have cooled down, but he'll probably watch me with fire in his eyes from now on.

A bastard you can't let your guard down around...

What kind of life had he lived for a kid who was only 22 to be this perceptive?

As someone who believed people should live according to their age, I found it a little displeasing.

I clicked my tongue softly and patted Jeong Dajun's head as he chattered excitedly with sparkling eyes.

“Bouncy, you just keep growing up the way you are now.”

“...I'm all grown up, though?”

“Right, right.”

He frowned and pushed his face toward me, asking what I meant. I pressed my fingers firmly against Jeong Dajun's forehead and thought.

It's time to start my activities.

Because I, no, The Dawn, still had a long way to go.


[I'm so nervous right now, my whole world is shaking

I'm more nervous than for my master's thesis results, I'm going crazy

Obviously

My master's thesis won't be responsible for Kim Seonghyeon's quarterback look

└ You should prioritize your master's thesis]

[How do I see the poll results??ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ Where did my Cardcaptor Jeong Dajun go? ㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[ㅋㅋ Whatever... I'm fine with anything~

(A brief moment of leisure while sipping a cup of coffee)

(chewchewchewchew on the paper cup)]

October 31st.

Noeuls paced anxiously.

There hadn't been a teaser yet. Since Daepaseong was a small-to-medium agency, the general mood was that no content would be uploaded on Halloween itself. Still, everyone clung to a thread of hope, lurking on The Dawn's SNS accounts and YouTube.

Just then, a YouTube subscription notification rang.

[OMG it's up]

[Running so fast my eyebrows are falling off]

[Ah, Kang Ichae as the Taoist sorcerer Jeon X-chi is a given, right?ㅋㅋㅋ There's no way it's not, right?]

[Let's go let's go let's go let's go]

Everyone instantly rushed to YouTube and clicked the video.

[????]

A famous anime song began to play, so recognizable that the first note alone brought to mind the scene of a character lightly touching her toes on a flower petal. At the same time, several cards and a magnificent magic wand flashed across the screen in crude CG.

[????????]

Doubting what they saw, Noeuls rubbed their eyes and faced the screen again with calm hearts.

However, nothing changed.

[??????????????]

“I really, really~!”

To make matters worse, there he was. He wore a black sailor top, white shorts, and a white beret, holding a pink magic wand with small wings attached...

“Like Noeul~!”

Cardcaptor Kang I-'Cherry' had appeared.


Chapter 239

Noeuls were not confused from the very beginning.

When they clicked the newly uploaded video, the members of The Dawn appeared one by one in their Halloween costumes, each with their own fitting BGM.

[AHHHHHHHH MY WISH CAME TRUE AHHHHHHHH]

[Daepaseong... I knew I could count on you...

└ You're practically crying...

└└ A woman only cries at times like these...]

First was Kim Seonghyeon, an American quarterback holding a rugby ball in one hand. Next came Seong Jiwon, with an angel's halo and wings. Then Seo Hoyun appeared, dressed in a normal high school uniform with his bangs down. Finally, the youngest member emerged in a Cardcaptor X costume, holding a pink magic wand.

[Thankyouthankyouthankyoutotheworld]

[Are you crazy? tlqkf Cardcaptor Jeong Dajun is so damn cute]

[Seonghyeonie as a quarterback, what do I do ㅠㅠ This is insane]

[Seong Jiwon didn't have to appeal to his angel image this hard, but I'm so grateful...]

[I'm so excited right now, Seo Hoyun with his bangs down for real]

[Seo Hoyun is crazy, he really looks like a high schooler ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, it's definitely different from his stage uniform outfits ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun wore a crisply ironed white shirt, a beige knit vest, and dark gray pants. With his bangs falling below his eyebrows and his simple styling, he looked so natural that one could believe he was a real high school student.

[Ah... a school uniform... I have no regrets...]

Among the fans, Seo Hoyun's school days were a mystery. Seong Jiwon had been famous since his trainee days at D.Go Entertainment, stories about Kim Seonghyeon had spread widely during Shining Star, and eyewitness accounts of Jeong Dajun occasionally surfaced. It was practically an official theory that Kang Ichae had studied abroad, so everyone just accepted it, but no stories whatsoever circulated about Seo Hoyun.

Even as time passed, Noeuls could only sigh in frustration, unable to find even a speck of information. Now, the man himself had appeared wearing the uniform of his former high school.

[If Seo Hoyun went to a convenience store like that, he'd get carded. Actually, I just want to be the one to card him]

[Why is SHY overflowing with such innocent beauty today... Why is he acting like that one older guy who hangs out with his friends next to the third-floor snack bar... I'm suddenly feeling wronged. Why are you doing this to me]

[SHY... Ah, is it okay to say this... Every time he's sick, his pure and sensitive beauty seriously peaks...]

While most people were fired up over Seo Hoyun's costume, some were laughing.

[Hoyun is totally the Joo Woosung type ㅋㅋ Proof they're besties]

└ Why?? Is it a costume pair??

└└ No (Photo)]

For the past ten years, WH Entertainment had held a large-scale Halloween party every year, open only to its affiliated celebrities. Related articles and photos were currently being uploaded in real-time to various communities and social media. The one taking up the most space was, by far, Black Call's Joo Woosung.

He claimed to be a vampire, wearing a white shirt and slacks, slicking his hair back with pomade, carelessly throwing on a cape, and popping in fake fangs.

[They both put in the least effort but are the hottest]

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Even High Five's Kang Yeonhu showed his sincerity by applying yellow face paint, but Joo Woosung, born so outstanding that he knew nothing of desperation, captured everyone's attention with a costume that took only five minutes to put on.

[Ah, this Halloween is so fun, damn]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Joo Woosung, who got ready in 5 minutes, gets the win ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Yeah, it's a national rule that cat-like faces have to be a vampire at least once]

Until then, one member still had not appeared on screen.

[Where did Kang Ichae go ㅜ]

[Kang Ichae Jeon Woochi Kang Ichae Jeon Woochi Kang Ichae Jeon Woochi]

Just as everyone was wondering, Kang Ichae appeared to a Korean melody that made shoulders bounce on their own, the hem of his taoist robe fluttering.

[Kyaak!!!!!!!!]

“What is a Taoist master?”

He winked, tracing the brim of his gat with his thumb and index finger.

“It is the duty of a master to please his fans.”

He waved his hand with the wind, and his hanbok fluttered wildly, obscuring the screen.

[...?]

A familiar melody that strongly evoked childhood nostalgia rang out. When Kang Ichae reappeared, he wore a sailor top, white shorts, and a cute beret.

“Catch you~.”

[...What is this?]

[??????????????????????????]

[Crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[??ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Are you nuts ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“I really, really~! Like Noeul~!”

[Cardcaptor Kang I'chae'ri]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You punk!!ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

It was a bewilderingly natural transition. It even suited him ridiculously well.

[Well, since he's Kang I'chae', 'Chae'ri is possible... Yup yup]

[Why does it suit him so well, this redhead. That's the most absurd part]

[Hey, why'd you guys switch outfits? Kang Ichae, what are you doing? What what what what are you doing]

Kang Ichae moved energetically with his eyes wide open and without a hint of shame. He was truly a born idol.

Kang Ichae took a lavishly decorated card from his pants pocket and threw it into the air. Then, he swung a small, winged magic wand and hit the card as if playing baseball.

[No way ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is that right?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is that how you're supposed to swing the magic wand?ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ichae, you're not playing baseball right now, are you? But cleanup hitter Kang Ichae or shortstop Kang Ichae sounds damn good]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, what a cute little punk ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Somehow, he said on PopPop that he's been getting private tutoring on anime attributes from Jeong Dajun lately]

└ Did he really get tutored? Ichae is just swinging it like a baseball bat

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's a true disciple of the baseball-loving Blue Tiger ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At that, a brilliant light burst forth, enveloping the members of The Dawn.

【So, the original Halloween vote results were as follows.

Seonghyeon: Quarterback

Jiwon: Angel

Hoyun: School Uniform

Ichae: Jeon Woochi

Dajun: Cardcaptor X】

【However, due to the Taoist master (Kang Ichae)'s prank─.】

The Halloween costume icons in the subtitles slowly crept over to the other members' names.

【Seonghyeon: School Uniform

Jiwon: Quarterback

Hoyun: Angel

Ichae: Cardcaptor X

Dajun: Jeon Woochi】

【Everyone's roles have been switched!】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Daepaseong really pulled one off this time, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Crude CG played in the background as the members of The Dawn flashed by, immersed in their new roles and making corresponding expressions.

Seong Jiwon was the American quarterback with excessively padded shoulders. Jeong Dajun, the Taoist master Jeon Woochi, spun in circles while constantly chanting 'Ehem' and 'Eolssu'. Seo Hoyun, the angel, looked annoyed by his dangling wings, which he slung over one shoulder as he stood nonchalantly with his weight on one leg. Kim Seonghyeon, neatly dressed in a school uniform, wore horn-rimmed glasses as if to hide his wild face and flipped through a textbook page by page. Kang Ichae was still swinging his magic wand and winking cutely.

Just then, the magic wand Kang Ichae was swinging hit the screen. It crackled and shattered before turning completely black.

When the members of The Dawn appeared again, they were all wearing cat ears that supposedly measured their brainwaves. They sat at a semi-circular table in the Daepaseong practice room, a space often seen in their dance practice videos.

And so, the brainwave game began.

“The cat ears you're wearing are machines that measure your brainwaves,” a staff member explained. “Each member will tell one scary story, and the person whose ears move the most will receive a penalty. It doesn't matter if it's a story you've heard, one you've made up, or a true story.”

“What's the penalty?” Kim Seonghyeon asked.

“Watching a horror movie alone.”

“...!!!”

[This is targeted, isn't it]

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The dance line being the biggest cowards and the vocal line being so damn unflappable is hilarious, fuck ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Ichae pretending to be scared and screaming is the most annoying part]

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun resisted fiercely, but the staff quickly dragged them to their seats.

In the end, a tearful Jeong Dajun decided it was better to get it over with and went first. He told a scary story and then shivered in fear himself.

“Hyung, why are you so quiet?! Don't you have anything?” Jeong Dajun asked Seong Jiwon, who had been listening quietly with his ears perked up while rubbing his shivering arms.

“Huh? Me?”

“Hmm... I don't really have anything special.” Seong Jiwon thought deeply, then made a sound of realization. “Ah! Come to think of it.”

“What is it?”

“Was it when I was in middle school? It was my hobby to practice alone every day...”

[No matter what Seong Jiwon says right now, it sounds sweet...]

[Angels these days even know how to speak Korean, how fascinating]

Seong Jiwon's calm voice continued. “But I got a little tired, so I lay down in the practice room. I must have dozed off. My body felt heavy, and I thought, ah... is this what sleep paralysis feels like.”

“A-And then?”

“But then I heard a sound. Ssk, ssk... For some reason, my cheek felt weirdly ticklish too.”

[Wait, I take back what I said about it being sweet]

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Please say it's about a bug!! I'd rather it be that!!”

“Stop it!!”

“I thought it was strange, so I slowly moved just my eyes and─.” Even though Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were freaking out, Seong Jiwon did not stop. “─Long strands of hair hanging down...”

“AHHHHCK!!”

“GYAAAAH!!”

“Someone was hanging upside down from the ceiling, their long hair dangling down, staring intently at me...”

“Stop!! Stop!!!”

Ahaha, Seong Jiwon laughed out loud.

“So? What happened next?” While Jeong Dajun had tears welling up and Kim Seonghyeon covered his ears and shook his head, Kang Ichae seemed curious about the rest of the story and threw out a question.

“Eung, I just stayed like that until dawn.”

“...!!”

[Screaming]

[Ah fuck, even Kang Ichae who asked the question, his ears are moving]

[This is the scariest part, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“I shouldn't have asked, I shouldn't have asked... It's a lie, right? You made it up because you had sleep paralysis, right?”

“Eung... well, I guess so...”

“Hyung, why are you saying it without any conviction?!”

[So that's what Seong Jiwon is. He's an angel, but... the kind of angel you have to run like hell from if you meet him]

[“Be not afraid...” I'm so fucking afraid, damn it]

“What, hyung, why are you so unfazed? What would you do if you saw a ghost?!” Jeong Dajun asked Seo Hoyun amidst the chaos. He was the only one listening as if it were someone else's problem.

“Sprinkle salt and go to sleep.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck, you crazy bastard ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So reassuring ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[But Seo Hoyun is so unflappable ㅋㅋㅋㅋ His ears haven't moved wildly even once so far... How on earth do you fluster this guy...]

[These days, Seo Hoyun takes no damage from aegyo, no damage from his embarrassing past. What on earth does it take to get a reaction out of you]

“Don't lie, you'd be too lazy to sprinkle salt.”

At Kim Seonghyeon's irrefutably valid point, Seo Hoyun shrugged, and the other members burst into laughter.

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon shot up. “I, I'll make a nomination!” He placed two temporary chairs facing each other in front of the semi-circular table and shouted.

“Heol!! It's a one-on-one match!!”

“A one-on-one match, you say?!”

“Woah. The K-High School Boy against the Angel who's said to have no blood or tears?” Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae buzzed with excitement.

Seong Jiwon casually added, “Hey, there's no such rule.”

[Guys, why are you all buzzing as if there is?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seong Jiwon playing along at the end is so fucking funny, ah ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Seo Hoyun, come out.” Kim Seonghyeon called Seo Hoyun over, beckoning provocatively with his finger.

“......”

At that, Seo Hoyun's cat ears, which had been still until now, twitched slightly.

Seo Hoyun smirked as if this would be fun. He sauntered over and plopped down on the chair. The angel halo perched above his cat ears swayed with his movements.

“How is the winner of a one-on-one match decided?”

“Um, for this too, we'll go with the basic rule where the person whose ears move more loses.”

Once Seo Hoyun finished confirming the rules, Kim Seonghyeon also took his seat.

And so, the master of verbal takedowns, Seo Hoyun, began his performance.

“Seo Hoyun, that time you...”

“Wait.” Seo Hoyun cut Kim Seonghyeon off and poked his own cheek with a finger. “You've got something on your face. So clumsy.”

[There's nothing on his face, fuck]

In reality, there was nothing on his face.

[Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun is so damn shameless ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

A flustered Kim Seonghyeon wiped his cheek with the back of his hand, wondering if something was really there.

Seo Hoyun opened his mouth in a soft tone. “Seonghyeon-ah, but you know.”

“W-What?”

“Did hyung do something to upset you?”

“...!!”

Before Kim Seonghyeon could even try anything, Seo Hoyun swept him up, and after that, it was irreversible. Things like, 'I'm sorry for upsetting you,' and 'Even so, I'm always thinking of you.'

As Seo Hoyun fired off a volley of words that would not contain a single gram of soul no matter how hard one squeezed them, Kim Seonghyeon immediately surrendered.

Kim Seonghyeon seethed, his face buried in his large hands. Noeuls got angry on his behalf.

[Wow, I'm so pissed. Ah, I'm pissed. AH!!!! I'M SO PISSED!!!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ In the end, Kim Seonghyeon's ears started shaking like crazy... Seonghyeon-ah... what was it you wanted to say...

└ And they say we'll never know... chuckle...]

After just a few minutes face-to-face with Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon stood up from his chair. He looked as haggard as someone who had pulled several all-nighters.

Seo Hoyun, still holding his ground, crossed his arms and raised the corners of his lips. “Kang Ichae, come out.”

“Oh my?!”

[Hey, this is turning into a roast party instead of a scary story session]

[As the piglets always do...]

[Where did Halloween go? This is just JayuXUn Crying Fist[1]

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah fuck ㅜ None of The Dawn members would know that show, it's too old, their ages don't match

└└ Seo Hoyun knew it though

└└ ???? How?? Did he absorb an old man like Kirby?

└└ I dunno, but Jeong Dajun knows it too

└└ Fuck, why does Jeong Dajun know it? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“I wonder what business our hyung has with Ichae~?”

“......”

“Do I have something on my face too?” Kang Ichae came forward and sat across from Seo Hoyun, asking in a humming tone.

Seo Hoyun looked at the perfectly relaxed Kang Ichae and said nonchalantly, “Yesterday, while you were working on a song, you postponed your laptop's automatic update, didn't you.”

“......” Caught off guard by the completely unexpected topic, Kang Ichae hesitated before nodding. “...Yeah. I did, right?”

“It was set to update automatically at night when connected to the charger.”

“Ahaha. You know everything. Yeah, I guess so. I wonder if it's updated by now?”

“But you know, sometimes data gets deleted during an update, right?”

“...Huh?” Kang Ichae's relaxed expression cracked slightly.

Seo Hoyun leaned forward, moving away from the back of his chair. “It's usually the stuff on the desktop that gets deleted.”

“...Eek??”

An ominous premonition crept up Kang Ichae's spine. For Kang Ichae, who usually saved files on his desktop with names like 'realfinalfnfn222222no_this_is_the_final_actually_that_was_a_lie_this_is_the_final', this was a story more terrifying than any ghost story.

“Did you check your files?”

“...!!!”

In an instant, Kang Ichae's face turned pale.

[Hey. Ack. Ah, Kang Ichae's ears are set to vibrate]

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Wow, what a powerful counterpunch ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Then he shot up and fled the filming set.

【As comrades who have all lost save files to an automatic update, the production team has decided to warmly understand his sudden action.】

[Look at the subtitles, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【20 minutes later...】

“Hah, heok, heok...” Kang Ichae reappeared, his hair a mess, panting for breath.

“You're back?” Seo Hoyun gave Kang Ichae a warm welcome.

[Wow, his personality is so bad]

[If Seo Hoyun acts warm, you should definitely avoid him, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Hah, haah, the files, they were mostly there. A few of the files I worked hard on were deleted, but...”

“Really? That's a relief.”

“Wow, hyung, why did you know about that and just let it happen?! Do you know how shocked I was?!”

“Do you know why your files are still there?” A question flickered in Kang Ichae's eyes as he stared resentfully.

“Because I restored them, that's why.”

“...!!”

As soon as Seo Hoyun's words fell, an exclamation of admiration burst from Jeong Dajun behind them. “Oh! That's right! Yesterday, Hoyun-hyung was doing something on Ichae-hyung's laptop?!”

“You said something got deleted yesterday.”

With Kim Seonghyeon's testimony added to the mix, Kang Ichae covered his mouth in shock.

“And you know what else?” A sly smile played on Seo Hoyun's lips. “I backed it up, just in case.”

“...!!”

“I have the recovery file.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, deleting a few files just to mess with him is not the thought process of a normal person ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Mr. Seo Hoyun!!”

Seo Hoyun smoothly dodged Kang Ichae's attempt to hug him by turning his body. He brushed back the bangs poking his eyes and said, “I'm craving some ssanghwacha with a raw egg yolk floating in it...”

“I shall offer it to you!!”

“It would be nice if our Ichae made it for me himself.”

“...How do you make ssanghwacha?”

“Are you asking me now?”

“No, sir!!”

[Is Kang Ichae a slave?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is crazy, you stars ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As if on cue, 'Parachute' was inserted as the BGM. Every time the lyrics 'You're a slave,' 'No~ Yes~' played, the camera zoomed in on Kang Ichae's face.

And so, having acquired a red-haired slave on Halloween, Seo Hoyun returned to the semi-circular table and sat down.

Seong Jiwon, who was in the next seat, looked at Seo Hoyun and asked, “Hoyun-ah, but if you knew that would happen because of the update, couldn't you have just told Ichae to back it up beforehand?”

“......” As if he had heard an amusing question, Seo Hoyun's lips slowly curved into a smile.

“Why would I do that?”

“......”

[Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

There was no way Seo Hoyun, who had been holding a firm grudge against Kang Ichae, would miss such a golden opportunity.




1 A segment from the KBS variety show Happy Sunday, which ended in 2005.
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The Dawn's self-produced Halloween content, created for the event, generated a massive positive response from Noeul.

[Title: The Dawn's Halloween content is seriously hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

The fact that the only magic spell Seo Hoyun knows is Abracadabra is insane ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Kim Seonghyeon was like, "I haven't seen it, Abracadabra...? Is that a good thing?" ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Seo Hoyun: (Knows the meaning)

Kang Ichae: (Lets it slide because it's funny)

Seong Jiwon: (Lets it slide because he looks like he's having fun)

Jeong Dajun: (Pupils shaking)

And it wasn't just funny, they even re-wore the outfits from the poll and did the choreography...

I was so crazy about Kim Seonghyeon's American quarterback look, I would've been so disappointed if there wasn't a dance practice video.

They delivered both comedy and touching moments...

└ Kang Ichae was especially moved.

└└ For real, for real. Daepaseong must have an otaku on staff ㅋㅋ Otherwise, there's no way this would have happened.]

The Dawn determined that their most recent title track, 'Fall', would best fit the Halloween atmosphere, and they presented a dance practice video to match.

[They took individual and group LifX Four Cuts photos, they're so, so pretty...

I'll go bankrupt trying to get these.

└ Getting one would be like winning the lottery, damn... the premium price will probably be insane.

└└ My precious lottery-ticket babies...]

[If you give us this much, what are you going to do next year...ㅠㅠ

Please wear magic school outfits next year.

└ The Dawn kids will probably do it for real.

When they decide to give, they give a lot.]

[Title: A really cute story about The Dawn kids

Dajun told us this on a live stream.

After the Halloween content shoot (read: sniping party), they went back to the dorm and told ghost stories. Kim Seonghyeon, who has his own room, got scared of sleeping alone and went to Hoyun and Jiwon's room ㅠ

Kang Ichae, who was there to find the game console Seong Jiwon had confiscated, joined in, and then the Youngest, who got curious because the hyungs were making a fuss, also tagged along ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

In the end, it was too crowded so they all slept in the living room...

Someone asked Seonghyeon if he was really that scared by PopPop, and he replied, "It's for promoting friendship among the members..." I could die from the cuteness ㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋ]

[So damn cute...

This excessive 'moe-ification' of twenty-three-year-old men...

I need to stop...

But do I really have to? <This is my current state

└ If we could stop, do you think we'd still be doing this?

└└ #TheDawnIsABaby...]

Kang Ichae often took Polaroid pictures and posted them on his SNS account. He must have enjoyed this Halloween, as he uploaded a large number of behind-the-scenes shots of each member from the self-produced content.

Among them, a photo of Seo Hoyun in a school uniform, uncharacteristically staring blankly into the distance, looked like a scene from a youth film.

[Seo Hoyun is just too much.

He looks like he has a whole backstory just by breathing...]

[Why does this photo have such a 2000s vibe? ㅠㅋㅋ

His face is so my type it's painful ㅠ Damn... if only he had debuted when he was in high school... I could have used so many gifs.]

[But it's a real mystery...

A guy who looks like this... why are there no school stories about him... If it were me, I would've been happy just to see him walk past, breathing.]

[Isn't the agency blocking it?? They say if they push a mysterious concept, they can block all stories from acquaintances.]

[ㅋㅋ As long as there's no controversy, it's fine.]

Noeuls were still curious about Seo Hoyun's school days, but the topic quickly shifted to the Halloween dance practice video.

Specifically, it shifted to Seo Hoyun's dancing skills.

Seo Hoyun was already famous for being a perfectionist. People believed that even his demure public persona stemmed from that personality trait.

[Whoa, look at his dance lines this time.]

Whatever his practice method was, he appeared with improved skills every comeback. The initial 'Klutzy Seo Hoyun' was now a faint memory. In this Halloween dance video, his improvement was visible to the naked eye.

[Seo Hoyun is the real deal...

I've seen those 'idols who are improving' videos that flood YouTube, but honestly, I was always unimpressed because there was never much of a change, but damn ㅋㅋㅋ this is a monumental improvement.]

[I'm so curious what on earth he did to get this good ㅋㅋㅋ

└ There's a rumor that Joo Woosung is helping him with his dancing.

└└ Where the hell did you hear that sasaeng rumor...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ Believe it or not.]

Results naturally required a process.

However, Seo Hoyun had always believed since becoming an adult that he had to show only a calm exterior and never reveal his fierce inner workings to avoid being looked down upon.

Thanks to this, he had become a master at feigning composure, and his fans simply saw him as a naturally gifted prodigy.

For Seo Hoyun, it was a fortunate state of affairs.

.

.

.

Hmm.

After checking the last quarter's Daepaseong financial report and statistical data, I lightly searched for fan reactions to our self-produced Halloween content.

The reactions were not bad, and the general atmosphere was warm.

This is fine.

To maintain this state, I decided to slightly alter the direction of the plan I had mentally mapped out.

A celebrity getting caught up in gossip was one thing, but I felt that the Noeuls had been suffering too much ever since our debut.

I couldn't guarantee that something similar wouldn't happen again, but I could at least provide some after-service.

“Seo Hoyunii... Please take a look at this.”

A dying voice sounded from beside me just as I finished organizing my thoughts.

It was Lee Jihyeon, flopping around like a half-zombie as her fingers clacked away at her laptop keyboard.

“Yes, what is it?”

Her tone sounded vaguely like a curse, but I pretended not to notice and simply turned my head to look at her screen.

On it were the words '20XX The Dawn's Market Analysis Report'.

The summary was basically that we were an idol group with many scandals, but we were good to our fans and our performances were fun to watch.

“I apologize for the many controversies,” I said.

“Forget that, look at the brand recognition.”

Lee Jihyeon scrolled down as she continued speaking.

“After Shining Star Season 2, we're slightly below High Five. A tier 2 from a small-to-medium agency that's building its foundation. That's The Dawn right now.”

That was our current position.

Black Call's standing was so overwhelmingly dominant that an ambiguous 'Tier 1.5' standard had emerged, and The Dawn wasn't even on the periphery of that periphery.

“So what should we do?” I asked.

“...This feels like a university professor asking a question. Asking without giving a clear answer.”

Lee Jihyeon muttered 'What do you think?' to herself and let out a deep sigh.

“If I knew that, we'd already be on the Billboard charts.”

I chuckled quietly at her words.

It was a common saying among people working in the entertainment industry.

Whenever someone made it big, the question 'Why is he or she so popular?' inevitably followed.

There are clear reasons for failure and approximate reasons for moderate success, but there is no overwhelmingly obvious reason for a massive hit.

That's why even people who had ground away in this industry for decades didn't know what would be a hit and kept churning out idols with new concepts.

However.

You can get a general sense of direction.

It wasn't as if there were no commonalities at all, no matter what.

As I just stared at her, Lee Jihyeon, who had been glancing at me, blurted out.

“We can ask Kang Ichae to somehow land us a hit song.”

“Lee Jihyeon, please spare me the obvious answers a CEO would give.”

“...You really have a talent for provocation. Ugh, fine, should I be honest then?”

“Yes, please do.”

Lee Jihyeon bit her lip once, then picked up a whiteboard marker and uncapped it. She then listed a series of characters on the whiteboard that looked like a demon-summoning incantation.

I had to struggle for a good while to confirm that the characters weren't a curse directed at me for piling more work on her.

“I'm not just saying this because they're our company's idols, but The Dawn is excellent at communicating with fans and has a ton of self-produced content. If you exclude exceptional cases like Chae Jeongwoo or Joo Woosung, their skills alone would probably put them around the Tier 1.5, and the worldview in their albums? Do you think it could possibly be lacking when I, Lee Jihyeon, who has lived most of her life as an otaku, planned it? It might be a matter of taste, but still.”

“Yeees...”

“So what are we lacking?”

Lee Jihyeon's eyes sparkled as she raised her index finger with a flourish.

“Public appeal.”

According to Lee Jihyeon, aside from the handful of original fans, the people who joined early on were all seasoned veterans who had been through the K-Pop wringer. They were drawn in by The Dawn's niche sensibility, which had been perfectly targeted.

Our popularity had risen sharply after Shining Star Season 1, and the Apocalypse Trilogy further solidified our fanbase.

Now, having survived the intense flavor of Shining Star Season 2, The Dawn's fandom was practically indestructible.

Lee Jihyeon muttered that we had to treat Noeul really well.

“Anyway, people who like K-Pop are constantly testing the waters, so there's no way they don't know you, Seo Hoyun, or The Dawn, but what if you ask a random person on the street? How many would know The Dawn? How many members would they know by name besides you, Seo Hoyun?”

“It'd be a relief if they even knew me,” I admitted.

“My point exactly. Plus, our international fandom is relatively weak. The OTT platform that serviced Shining Star was blocked in some countries, excluding Japan and Europe. These days, new groups pop up every time you blink. Unless people want the satisfaction of 'raising' a group, they won't go out of their way to look up a group they don't know.”

Her point was that we needed to expand our fanbase both domestically and internationally and increase our public appeal.

Her assessment was roughly similar to my own.

If you know your enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.

While preparing for the next album, I had been assessing the group's status and searching for the conditions needed to rise to Tier 1.

I was willing to do anything if it meant we could make it big.

I scanned the nearly illegible letters on the whiteboard once more and opened my mouth.

“You know that show 'A Complete Singer' that's coming back?”

Lee Jihyeon, who was capping the marker and turning around, widened her eyes.

“Of course I know it. Isn't that the show that scores how well a singer sings, like a precise evaluation? I heard they're rebooting it... Wasn't the last season a bit mediocre?”

“Well, something like that.”

Season 1, which aired when singing competition shows were all the rage, was a huge hit that received critical acclaim. The next season's popularity waned a bit due to the panelists' artificial reactions and a narrative that tried too hard to force emotional moments.

Amidst that, they started pouring out ads and articles last year about a new comeback, but the public remained indifferent. The show was reportedly canceled several times before the 'reboot' was finally set to air at the end of this year.

Whenever I caught a glimpse of it, I had clicked my tongue in pity, witnessing them throw dirt on what was a well-made program. However, its recognition remained consistently high in Asia. After the rights were exported to the US two years ago, its local popularity was also considerable.

The program's nationwide viewership statistics in the US weren't bad either.

In fact, it even had decent ratings in some US states where the K-Pop boom was surging.

Having researched that far, I had called Lim Hyeonsu just in case. As expected from a hot composer, I heard that she was scheduled to appear as a guest.

“The format is pretty interesting, huh?”

“Right? I thought they were trying all sorts of things.”

The reputation of the rebooted 'A Complete Singer' would likely be heavily divided depending on its cast and editing.

However.

“But I'm planning to appear on it.”

A program that was moderately familiar, new, and funny.

And a program that would accept someone of my status if I expressed a desire to appear.

For now, 'A Complete Singer' seemed like a better opportunity for me than a top-tier variety show, if I played my cards right.

“Just you, Seo Hoyun? Not Seong Jiwon?”

“Yes, just me.”

“Uh... are you confident?”

It goes without saying.

After a moment's hesitation, Lee Jihyeon spoke firmly but with a cautious tone.

“If you go in recklessly, you'll just tarnish the image you've built up so well. I used to watch it sometimes, and since it's a machine that does the scoring, it's really precise. A lot of amazing singers appear on it, and you could easily get compared and only hear bad things... Wow, this guy isn't listening.”

“I'm listening.”

In truth, I had already processed all this information, so I was letting it all go in one ear and out the other.

“I've already asked the Management Team to see if it's possible for me to appear. Lee Jihyeon, you should gather all related information before they get back to us.”

“Ah, yes... Um, well, I understand, but...”

Lee Jihyeon scratched her head and asked.

“What are you thinking?”

“About what?”

“I heard from the Management Team that all the members are in discussions for individual broadcast appearances...”

Excluding Kang Ichae, who was already a mentor on 'Rising Rookies', Kim Seonghyeon was scheduled for a parenting variety show, and Jeong Dajun for a cooking program.

And Seong Jiwon...

He's important.

I'll save him for a bit.

“This list, not all of them, but aren't some of these shows a bit iffy? It would look better if you delayed the solo activities and appeared together as a group later.”

“No, we're going with this.”

I'm in too much of a hurry to worry about appearances.

“Lee Jihyeon, think back to what you said earlier.”

“......”

“What is The Dawn lacking?”

“Public appeal... international recognition...”

Having said that, Lee Jihyeon seemed to have a sudden realization. She turned on her laptop, which had gone into sleep mode, and hurriedly went to a portal site.

A moment later, Lee Jihyeon looked at me with a fed-up expression.

“...These are all programs that are a big deal overseas.”

I smiled brightly.

Being stuck in a hospital room wasn't all bad.

Thanks to it, I had more than enough time to think about all sorts of things.

“The list isn't bad, right?”

I plan to finish everything within the next year.
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Lee Jihyeon shuddered and took a few steps away from me.

“Seo Hoyun, are you on your second playthrough of life or something?”

“Pardon?” I asked, hiding my surprise at Lee Jihyeon's spot-on comment.

She shrugged. “You plan and execute things so flawlessly, just like a webnovel protagonist.”

“...Hm?”

“I read a lot of webnovels, and I can't help but be reminded of them when I see you, Seo Hoyun. Regressors or transmigrators... ah, I mean, people on their second life or those who know the future. They don't take care of themselves and just recklessly push forward with their plans...”

“......”

“...Never mind, I'm sorry.”

Lee Jihyeon muttered and scratched her head awkwardly. What am I saying to the realist.

I would have normally played along, but ninety percent of what Lee Jihyeon said at times like this was extremely hard to understand.

“Ahem, hem. What I mean is, that's why you're so amazing, Seo Hoyun, and, I'm sure you're already aware of the Noeuls' reactions, but I'll pass them along anyway. There have been sporadic mentions of your health before, so the fans are very worried.”

Ah.

She glanced at my reaction and added a few more words. “We're worried too. The company prioritizes numbers above all else, but you know that a person has to be healthy to do anything, right?”

“Jihyeon, you must not have as much work these days. You even have time to worry about company employees.”

“...Shall we call it my human touch?”

It was manageable, and it wasn't difficult. No, I didn't have time to find it difficult. It was a shame that a day only had twenty-four hours.

I let out a small laugh and stood up from my seat. “If you want to make the final picture look pretty, you won't have time for that anymore.”

I left a horrified-looking Lee Jihyeon and walked out of the planning office.

This side is taken care of.

A call about casting for 'A Complete Singer' would probably come within a few days. Appearing on the first broadcast would draw a fair amount of attention. As long as I maintained a moderately cheerful attitude, the result would turn out well.

Jeong Dajun's cooking...

I fell silent for a moment.

It'll be fine. It's not like eating it will kill me.

I organized my thoughts on The Dawn's activities for next year and headed to the practice room. I planned to practice some dance basics by myself and then return to the dorm.

Kang Ichae was in his studio working on a song. Seong Jiwon said he was getting vocal training. Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun had gone to visit their family homes for the first time in a while and were scheduled to return in the evening.

I connected my phone to the speaker, turned on a song, and started moving my body. Without the loud, boisterous members, my mind filled with idle thoughts.

For instance, the warmth of Seo Hojin, whom I met in my subconscious...

“......”

So pathetic.

I stopped dancing and turned off the music. I flopped down on the practice room floor and waved a hand through the air. It was something I often did when no one was around, ever since the System Window had disappeared.

Just then,

DING!

A familiar notification sound rang out.

I shot up into a sitting position.

[Seo Hoyun

Singing: A+

Dancing: B+

Entertainment: A+

Acting: A-

Charm: A0

???:???]

Fuck, not a single one went up.

That was the first thing that caught my eye, even before the fact that the System Window had reappeared. I wanted to file a complaint with my dance teacher, JWS, but at this point, I had to admit it. I really had no talent for dancing. The other guys' stats steadily went up, even if just by a little. For me, it not only took a long time to reach that stat, but it had also been a long time since it stopped, as if this was my talent's limit.

I swept up my long bangs that covered my eyes. “How long are you going to stay silent?”

The window listing the stats showed no reaction, merely emitting a faint blue light.

This bastard had too many secrets. Until now, I had thought it didn't matter if I knew everything. I let it slide because the System Window also seemed to have its limits.

However, tampering with my memories was crossing the line.

The only things that made me 'me' here were Seo Hojin and my memories. The moment it touches them, my very foundation is shaken. Above all, this was the bastard that had deleted my final moments from my previous world. How could I know what else it might have done without my knowledge?

At this point, even Min Jiheon seemed more trustworthy.

Still, I can probably still make use of the Item Shop.

I had formed and shattered hypotheses hundreds of times about how to return quickly while avoiding penalties, point loans, and overloads as much as possible. Talent and effort alone were not enough. It was something that required an immense amount of luck to follow at just the right time.

It's not like there's no way at all, but.

In any case, the fact remained that this life was the chance I had been given. It brought me back from the dead, and on top of that, it said it would send me back to where I came from if I did well. Of course I'm thankful.

I'll somehow take the Seo Hojin from here with me...─.

“......”

I stopped the thought that always got stuck at the same point and shot up from my spot. I figured it was better to practice than to agonize over an unanswerable problem.

I picked up my phone but opened the chat app before turning on a song. I scrolled past the hundreds of unimportant messages that had piled up and went into The Dawn's group chat.

[Me: Anyone want to practice the medley]

A reply came back immediately.

[Seong Jiwon: Me!!!]

[Me: k]

[Jeong Dajun: Did you happen to miss the part above where we said we should get kimchi budae-jjigae??]

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, didn't you eat dinner?]

[Me: Ate]

[Kim Seonghyeon: Hey, should I buy sandwiches?]

[Kang Ichae: I'm not a fan of sandwiches]

What could I do if Kang Ichae wasn't a fan?

[Me: I like them]

After all, I still had one of the backup files in my possession.

About five minutes after I sent my message, Kang Ichae posted a picture of sandwiches in the group chat.

[Kang Ichae: (Photo)]

[Kang Ichae: The slave is on his way!!!]

[Kim Seonghyeon: Wow... I've never seen him act like that...]

[Jeong Dajun: Thug Chae, I feel sorry for you...]

I didn't really have an appetite. My plan was to throw a fit, say I wouldn't eat it if he brought it, then toss it to Kang Ichae and tell him to eat it himself.

I was about to close my phone, satisfied, when a message came from Seo Hojin.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Hyung]

[Bastard Dongsaeng: I haven't eaten yet, if you haven't either, wanna eat together??]

[Me: yeah]

I suddenly remembered Seo Hojin's midterms and added another message.

[Me: If you bring your report card after finals]

[Bastard Dongsaeng: heh I'll just eat alone]

I could perfectly picture the look on my little brother's face right now. I chuckled, sent him money through my banking app, and then nagged him to make sure he ate a proper meal.

Only after confirming his horrified reaction did I turn on the music.

The song that was always fixed as the first track on my phone's playlist began to play.

[Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance

Tell me once more that we are at the beginning]

My first debut song, Second Chance, which I had heard hundreds, thousands of times.

[I will come back everytime]

“Wow...”

[Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance...]

The lyrics felt freshly engraved in my ears. Feeling incredulous, I rubbed my forehead with my fingers and laughed a little.

A sudden rejuvenation, an unexpected career as an idol, and a new life full of variables.

“...Worthy of being my debut song, isn't it?”

[Give you, Give you, Give you Second Chance...]

Wasn't this my second chance?

I chuckled and started practicing again.

After several similar days passed, I received news that it was possible for me to appear on the program 'A Complete Singer'.


On the day of the 'A Complete Singer' shoot, I got into the van.

“Hyung, have a good shoot?!”

“Should I go too?”

“Get lost,” I said, shaking off the whining members who kept asking if I would really be okay going alone.

I still tended to get sensitive in the car, so I deliberately distracted myself by searching my name and the program's name together on social media.

[What is Seo Hoyun filming today?? An eyewitness account is up]

[Huh?? Seo Hoyun??]

A flood of reactions poured in.

[A bit unexpected... I mean, I'm sure he'll do well, but I thought if there was a singing program like this, Seong Jiwon would definitely be on it]

[But it's best not to question the programs Seo Hoyun appears on

When he said he was going to act, everyone was dead set against it, but it ended up being a huge success]

[Ah, PTTC was a huge hit

I was a bit skeptical when he did that variety show with Kang Yeonhu, but it ended up doing super well too ㅋㅋㅋ

Back then, there was a truckload of people who wanted to be like Seo Hoyun...

Let's stop reminiscing

Thinking about it makes me sad again

└ LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO me too LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO]

By the time I had checked the community forums and portal site news sections, I had arrived at the broadcast station.

As I entered the set, I put on a bright, business-like smile and greeted everyone I saw. A familiar face appeared.

“Oh? madman-ah!”

It was Lim Hyeonsu. In this industry where popularity is power, Lim Hyeonsu didn't bother to hide her rough way of speaking, even with so many people around.

“Wow, you're alive? I was going to visit you in the hospital, but I was overseas~. You got discharged way faster than I thought.”

“Because I'm perfectly fine. Why were you overseas?”

“Just, you know. Went to hang out with Yu Jia for a bit.”

I figured she'd gone to California again. For someone who had just been "hanging out," her face looked worn out. Seeing her vaguely change the subject, it seemed she didn't particularly want to talk to me about it.

“Well, anyway, you smart bastard. This program is practically made for you.”

Considering the format, I had to agree.

“Besides, they say if you get first place, you get to keep appearing. How long are you planning to stay?” Lim Hyeonsu asked, as if my winning first place was a given.

I raised the corner of my mouth. “Until Christmas.”

I may not have the vocal talent of Seong Jiwon or the star power of Kang Ichae, but I knew exactly what I was good at.

Lim Hyeonsu flipped me the middle finger as if finding my confident attitude annoying, then left for her own waiting room.

After my short conversation with Lim Hyeonsu, I went with my Road Manager to greet the production team and staff. After that, I did a round of the performers' waiting rooms. Most of them gave me strange looks.

Perhaps because other famous singers were among the cast, it seemed no one had high expectations for my singing. I was just there to guard the ratings, so to speak.

One guest even showed a blatant sneer. “Ah, you're Seo Hoyun from The Dawn, right? I've enjoyed your variety shows. I thought you were a panelist, but you're here as a contestant. I'll be looking forward to it.”

=You got the guts, you punk?

“Ahaha, thank you.”

=Yeah ㅋ

A light battle of wills is one of my greatest specialties. I gave an even wider smile and returned to my assigned waiting room. The shitty look on their face when I didn't react as they expected was a work of art.

“Oh!! Seo Hoyun!”

Later, after getting an explanation about the mission and doing a final check of my outfit, I was putting on my in-ear monitor behind the set when someone approached me.

“Okay, Seo Hoyun. I'll go over it one more time.”

It was PD Lee Yooji, who had worked under me during my time as a PD. I had already been surprised to see her name on the production crew list in the information I received beforehand. Back then, she was the youngest, so she would often be subjected to mischievous pranks by her seniors on April Fools' Day or other special occasions.

She's gotten a bit sharper.

The last time I saw her, she was dozing off in a corner of a music show set. Now it seemed she had grown enough to be an assistant director for a program.

“A mission will appear in the middle. Don't be surprised, just stay calm, complete the mission, and finish the song.”

Even after she finished speaking, PD Lee Yooji couldn't bring herself to leave. The corners of her eyes drooped slightly, as if she had something to worry about.

It's written all over her face.

I had considered telling her to fix the habit of letting her thoughts show on her face if she wanted to continue as a PD, but I stopped myself. I should have said it. Ah, and that she shouldn't be too nice.

She was probably acting like that out of fear that a moderately well-known idol, who wasn't famous for being a good singer, would become the show's sacrificial lamb.

“Seo Hoyun. We're a bit... a bit dirty. The last season didn't do well, and we have to succeed this time, so we're not going to hold anything back.”

“......”

“If you feel anxious at all, you can just stay quiet. Then I'll do my best to edit it so you don't look bad.”

From a distance, I could hear a staff member shouting for us to stand by.

I rolled my eyes and grinned at PD Lee, who spoke so clearly despite her fidgeting.

Still, the youngest has really grown up.

To think she'd even say something like this to me.

“Scared?” I asked. “If I didn't have guts, I'd be a corpse.”

So I thought I'd show her something fun.


Chapter 242

“Ah, Seo Hoyun is going to be amazing, isn't he?!”

“Why? Did something happen?”

Lee Yooji, no longer the team's youngest, had grown into a pretty decent PD. She tilted her head at the staff member's comment.

“Last year, I watched a variety show called Over-immersion Captain because Joo Woosung was on it.”

“You like Joo Woosung?”

“I used to. Anyway, you know PD Choi-nim, right? It was a show he did before 'Please Take Care of Me', and it's really fun! Anyway, Seo Hoyun was on it!”

“Ah, and?”

“The show seemed unscripted, and I was so surprised by how perfectly he reacted. I started watching any show he appeared on, but he was always so calm, and his variety sense was no joke!”

The Dawn had taken first place in both Shining Star Season 1 and 2 and navigated various variety shows, making them one of the entertainment industry's current blue chips. Many scripts had reportedly been sent to Seo Hoyun, who realistically portrayed PD Lee Jeonghun in 'Please Take the Camera' and even masterfully brought the 'Seo Hoyun Disease' to life on FNL. However, Seo Hoyun made no appearances outside of variety shows. Some people gossiped that Seo Hoyun was getting picky now that he was a little famous.

What's he thinking?

To Lee Yooji, once an avid idol fan, his actions seemed wise for prioritizing team activities. However, it was also a waste of opportunities. Come to think of it, subtle rumors had already circulated in the industry that he was no ordinary figure. Just look at the final episode of Shining Star Season 2.

“I also want to thank my family. I miss you always.”

He's got some serious nerve.

It was not something an ordinary person could do. Even after his family matters leaked and the public's sharp gaze fixed on him, he remained composed before the camera shutters. He ultimately clinched first place in Shining Star Season 2, and his performance at that time was praised as the best among all performances by idols who had ever appeared on Shining Star.

“Actually, Seo Hoyun is a good singer too. I think he's one of those idols who are underrated because of their looks.”

“Ahaha...”

She's completely fallen for him.

Just as a hedgehog finds its own young beautiful, someone in love is never objective.

PD Lee looked at the staff member as if he were a fan of The Dawn and tried to brush off the situation with a laugh. Then, he suddenly recalled the conversation he had with Seo Hoyun a little while ago.

“...But... isn't he a little scary?”

“...Pardon?”

“No, it's nothing...”

This was their first time working together on 'A Complete Singer', but whenever he stood before Seo Hoyun, he felt himself flinch. It was an instinct to lower his gaze and want to step back, as if he had been chewed out by him sometime in the past.

Ugh, what a ridiculous thought.

PD Lee shook his head. Seo Hoyun was just a one-time tool to secure viewers for the beginning of 'A Complete Singer'. Composing himself, PD Lee exchanged a few more words of small talk with the staff member.

“I'm really worried,” the main PD, PD Woo, muttered with an anxious face just then, having finished all his checks. “I just hope Seo Hoyun gets properly flustered. A different singer will take first place anyway, so we need to get at least one usable scene for his appearance fee.”

“Don't you think he'll be nervous? I think we'll get some interesting footage.”

As expected, it seemed they had no expectations for his singing.

“Him? Nervous? Flustered??”

However, Lim Hyeonsu, who was moving to the panelists' seats, seemed to have heard them and let out a small laugh.

“...Excuse me?”

“I've heard some strange things in my life, but this takes the cake. If that kid gets nervous or makes a mistake during this, I'll give up my royalties for a year.”

Lim Hyeonsu, renowned as Blue Tiger, was called a walking small-to-medium enterprise. A woman like that was betting a year's worth of royalties?

“And are you all tone-deaf?”

While everyone there was bewildered, Lim Hyeonsu grumbled with a hint of annoyance and went to sit in her designated seat.

“Alright, let's get started!”

Soon, all the panelists found their seats, and the broadcast began under the main PD's direction. The MC's greetings and comments followed, and a VCR for the first contestant appeared on the screen behind the stage. The caption 'THE DAWN' appeared in large letters, followed by the name 'Seo Hoyun'.

After his appearance was confirmed, Seo Hoyun had specifically requested that his group's name be included when he was introduced.

“I'm just asking for one thing,” PD Lee heard the main PD mutter beside him.

The screen parted, and Seo Hoyun walked onto the stage. Except for a few people who looked like fans, the audience did not seem very interested. Soon, the lights dimmed, and the music began to play.

The song choice is decent, at least.

It was 'Cloud and Wings' by the legendary 1990s singer, Lee Joohwan. A song dedicated to anxiously wavering youth, it was still loved by many and had been remade several times, making it quite familiar even to the younger generation.

I just hope he doesn't ruin it.

Seo Hoyun slowly closed and then opened his eyes, raising the microphone.

【Just as I always wished】

His pleasant, mid-to-low tone blended with the sweet melody and echoed through the hall.

【If I could fly away with you

I even thought of running away】

“...Huh?”

Although only a few bars of the song had passed, the main PD's eyes widened.

【Just like in my dream last night

If I could hold your hand

I even prayed I wouldn't wake up】

“What the, he's not bad?”

“I think Seo Hoyun is even better live?!”

“Uh...”

Moreover, he performed the sentimental ballad as naturally as if it were his own, even though it was a given song.

【I'll just move forward】

There were no flashy techniques, but his clean voice instead meshed with the lyrics, further enhancing the song's atmosphere.

“He's really good??”

On top of that, he hit every beat perfectly. It was still the beginning, but the machine's judgment registered an all-perfect, and the electronic display board sparkled with multicolored lights. It was an effect that appeared only when every pitch and beat was perfect.

【Umm Hmm, I'll just move forward】

Just then, the VCR screen suddenly glitched, and the word 'Mission' appeared. A robotic voice counted down, '3, 2, 1'.

[Mission 1 - Do the mental math!]

After 'A Complete Singer' Season 2 had flopped a bit, they had rebooted it, throwing in all sorts of elements to stimulate the viewers.

“Hey, what is this?!” the panelists fussed. However, Seo Hoyun was not flustered.

“Was this a comedy show?! How are you supposed to do calculations while singing with the right pitch and rhythm!”

“Wow!! That's so cheap!!”

On a small stand table at one side of the stage, a pad connected to the screen, a stylus, and a marker were prepared. Seo Hoyun simply continued to sing calmly, picked up the pen with his free hand, and immediately wrote the answer on the pad.

DING DONG!

A large red circle was drawn over the numbers on the screen.

【No regret

Even if it's far, blurry, or scary

If I just smile, it's over】

He correctly answered all the subsequent problems in a row. Of course, he continued singing without any wavering in his pitch or rhythm.

“Did someone give him the answers beforehand?”

“Are you kidding?”

A small stir went through the staff as well.

【No fear

Even if it's far, blurry, or scary

Once it passes, it's over】

Next, a mission designed to confuse the lyrics popped up.

[Mission 2 – Write a line from the song below!]

[White Cherry 'Dreams']

【When I pictured a future with you

Why did I feel so lonely】

When the words coming out of one's mouth and the words being written by hand are different, most people would either say what they were writing or write what they were saying. With a careful expression, Seo Hoyun slowly wrote the sentence.

[A night I can't escape

You can never be me

- White Cherry Senior Liz]

A line was added below the neatly written White Cherry lyrics. The main PD, who was an ardent fan of White Cherry, stared wide-eyed.

【But for now, let's bury it for a moment

If I just smile, it's over】

“Is he insane?”

Not just the main PD, but the production crew and even the panelists stared at Seo Hoyun with their mouths agape.

[Black Call 'Love Thrill']

The next song was by Black Call. Seo Hoyun instantly wrote down Joo Woosung's part.

[There are things you know when you're in love

You and me, Things that we cannot refuse]

Seo Hoyun smiled confidently. A comment that seemed to have been written on purpose was in the corner of the screen.

[kimchi fried rice idiot]

Laughter leaked from the audience and the panelists at the sight of him cutely showing off his friendship with Joo Woosung. Joo Woosung would have shuddered if he had seen it. Of course, it was the correct answer this time as well.

Please...!

PD Lee Yooji's hands were already damp with sweat. She wondered if Seo Hoyun, who had done so well without any major mistakes so far, could maintain this tension until the end.

Just then, a new mission appeared on the screen.

[Mission 3 - Please leave your signature!]

“A signature?”

Everyone was puzzled as there was no specific explanation of where or how to leave the signature, when a CLANG! was heard. At the same time, something fell from the ceiling and brushed right past Seo Hoyun's nose. Not only the seated panelists but also the audience members screamed.

“KYAAAAAK!!”

“Uwaaak!!”

It was a ghost prop with long, flowing hair, splattered with red paint.

“Isn't this a bit much?”

“We have to do whatever it takes for ratings. Is this the time to be picky?” PD Woo cut off PD Lee's sullen muttering sharply.

The main PD, checking the machine's judgment, doubted his own eyes. It was because he was still maintaining an excellent record. He hurriedly turned his gaze to the stage.

【Leaving your side】

Seo Hoyun was utterly peaceful.

【To the clouds far away

I want to run in a single step】

He picked up the ghost prop, looked it over to see where he should sign, and confirmed the paper attached to its back. Then he gently brushed the prop's hair aside and picked up the marker.

【Umm to the place where someone waits】

And then he scrawled his signature on it.

【Umm Hmm Hmm

I'm not afraid】

He added a cute drawing of a rabbit.

A rabbit...?

Even the panelists forgot to react and just stared at Seo Hoyun.

【To the clouds far away

I want to run in a single step】

Having finished all the missions, Seo Hoyun looked directly at the camera and focused on his song.

【I want to run in a single step】

A brilliant light poured from the screen. It was a light that only appeared when there were zero mistakes in pitch and rhythm, a light that only three people had ever seen in all previous seasons.

In the end, beating all the other contestants, Seo Hoyun took first place in the first broadcast of the reboot. Seo Hoyun, with a smile so wide it was almost pure, was showered with fluttering paper confetti, filling the camera screen.

Wow...

PD Lee realized it then. What the staff member had told him was the truth. Seo Hoyun was overflowing with star quality, and he himself knew it very well.

This is it.

He had a strong feeling that this time, it would be a huge hit. PD Lee quickly began to organize his thoughts on how long he would remain in first place and how to run the program in the meantime. At the same time, his slightly trembling eyes followed Seo Hoyun's figure.

Seo Hoyun casually pushed aside the ghost prop he had signed and bowed calmly to the panelists. Below the rabbit signature on the back of the swaying ghost prop, a single sentence was written.

[I dedicate this to our Noeul, for whom I am always thankful.]

He must be crazy...

What kind of idol signs something so scary it could appear in your nightmares and then dedicates it to their fans?

And so, the signal flare for Seo Hoyun's adorable year-end plan had been spectacularly fired.


Chapter 243

'A Complete Singer' aired on Sunday at 6:30 PM, right in the golden time slot.

Although Season 2 hadn't been a huge hit, the show's rights had been sold in the US and it still had high recognition in Asia, which played a big part.

[Oh, Kang Seongcheon is on.]

Among the guests on the first broadcast, Kang Seongcheon received the most attention.

People often commented on his bad personality, but his skills were good, so they naturally thought he would take first place.

When the production team asked if he was confident about winning, he laughed cheerfully.

"Yes, well. I'm always confident," he said.

However, he didn't expect the program's format to change so drastically. He chose a powerful, fast, high-note-filled song to show off his skills and get a response from the audience, but he let out a sharp voice crack the moment he faced the challenge.

【I can't help but love you-!】

The editors cross-faded his triumphant interview with the voice crack, and one person spectacularly disappeared.

The voice crack must have thoroughly scraped the singer's pride, but the viewers loved it.

[He was so fucking confident, what's he gonna do now ㅠ ㅋㅋ

└ Ah, but Kang Seongcheon has been acting like a diva lately, so this is kinda satisfying ㅋㅋ]

[Damn, fuck, did they have to edit it so brutally? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The other participants had to hold back laughter while watching funny animal videos on the screen, or sing while solving a cube or a puzzle.

As the broadcast passed its midpoint and entered the final stretch, the Noeuls grew anxious. Seo Hoyun hadn't appeared at all, and they worried he might have been completely edited out.

"Hello, I'm Hoyun from The Dawn."

Seo Hoyun appeared with a fresh smile and started flying as soon as the song began.

【No fear

Even if it's far, blurry, or scary

It's all over once it passes】

He completed the missions one by one without a single mistake in pitch or rhythm.

When a ghost doll dropped down at the end, all the panelists freaked out, but Seo Hoyun calmly picked it up.

【All the way to the clouds far away

I want to run there in a single step】

Then, he took a marker and signed his name big on the paper attached to the doll's back.

【I want to run there in a single step】

A brilliant light poured from the screen behind the stage and enveloped Seo Hoyun.

As the last verse ended, cheers erupted from the panel and the audience. The MC's score announcement followed, and Seo Hoyun won the first-place trophy.

Confetti rained down on Seo Hoyun as he smiled brightly.

[Our bunny must have been in a good mood ㅠ So cute with his big smile ㅠ

It's like an angelic smile you'd see on Jeong Dajun or Seong Jiwon...]

[Aigoo... baby... was good...ㅜ

Wait a minute, don't look so serious.

It's the fault of the 24-year-old man Seo Hoyun who makes me treat him like a baby.]

[Since he got 1st place, does that mean we can see our baby again next week?ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

The Noeuls also wailed as they screenshotted the close-up of Seo Hoyun's signature.

[Mom... I want that ghost doll.

└ Are you crazy???]

[If my family comes home and asks what this is...

I wanna say some shit like, "The person I love gave it to me..."

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Bunny brainwashing successfulhahav]

The Dawn's Japanese fans, who quickly heard the news, absolutely refused to give up on turning Seo Hoyun into a cat.

[Everyone, look.

Hoyun did not draw a rabbit.

If you look closely, the ears are pointy.

In other words, it's a cat.]

That comment sent all the Korean fans into a frenzy.

[The Japanese fans are intense...]

[Anyone can see that signature is a rabbit...

But for a second, I was convinced by their spirit.]

After the broadcast, a short interview with Lim Hyeonsu appeared like a post-credits scene.

"Well, it's the natural result, isn't it?"

Lim Hyeonsu leaned forward slightly and narrowed her eyes.

"Seo Hoyun was born with a natural sense of pitch and rhythm. Among all the people I've seen, he's one of the best."

[When Blue Tiger-noona says it like that...

I... might just get emotional...]

[Seriously, Blue Tiger has so much pride she'd rather die than give empty compliments ㅜ Seeing her say that makes me feel proud, like Seo Hoyun's skills are truly being acknowledged.]

The comment left a deep impression on those who didn't know Seo Hoyun well. It even gave those who did know him a reason to re-evaluate him.

Deciding they couldn't miss a good opportunity to promote him, the Noeuls quickly edited the broadcast and spread it on YouTube.

[OMG, I think Seo Hoyun's video is going around on social media with titles like ❬A Crazy New Variety Show and a Crazy Idol❭ ㅋㅋ]

Clips from 'A Complete Singer' circulated everywhere on various social media sites, online communities, and video platforms.

On YouTube, in particular, it hit millions of views.

[All the other singers are cracking their voices and laughing,

but look how fucking accurate Seo Hoyun's pitch and rhythm are.]

[Wow, he's really the only one who's so calm.]

With so many people flocking to the video, negative reactions naturally appeared as well.

[Has the overhyping started again?ㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun's skills are just average.]

[Is there anyone who doesn't know this stuff is scripted... It's so obviously staged that I'm embarrassed for them ㅠㅠ]

[Sigh, they won't get it no matter how objectively you put it ㅠ The fans are just busy sucking him off because they're excited.]

However, Seo Hoyun had built a good image from hosting several variety shows, so most people calmly brushed off the negativity.

[Huh?? I never once thought it was staged... Of course, while all the other cast members are freaking out and falling over... it's understandable to be suspicious since only Seo Hoyun is calm ㅋ]

[They complain if he gets first place and complain if he doesn't ㅋ]

[Title: Brought proof that it's not staged

They don't have the money to buy him the Daepaseong title, so there.

└ Fuck, this is it.

└ ㅋㅠ An unexpected certification ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The Noeuls are the funniest part of this.

They don't care about any slander, they're just jumping for joy right now.]

In reality, the Noeuls were so happy they couldn't stop smiling for a moment.

[Ah... here it comes again... the haters...]

[Soon, "Tier 1..." will be possible...]

└ Is your train of thought crazy? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just as Seo Hoyun found it amusing when someone tried to start a fight, the Noeuls smiled brightly at the haters' attempts to keep him down.

Of course, they did so while diligently collecting evidence in PDFs.

[Ah... I can see it.

My Olympic Stadium.

My Tokyo Dome.

My SoFi Stadium.

This is... my next Black Call.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm laughing so fucking hard right now ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅠㅋ]

Just as The Dawn's fans were soaked in happiness, another piece of good news arrived.

The news announced that Kim Seonghyeon's appearance on 'Chaotic Family Journal' was confirmed.

[Wow, Kim Seonghyeon on this childcare variety show is going to be legendary.]

It was a major network program that had dominated weekend evenings for several years. Rumor had it that the casting process was extremely strict because the guests had to spend time directly with the children.

Even though the Noeuls knew Kim Seonghyeon was the eldest son in a family with many siblings, they were still worried.

However, not long after the broadcast began, they realized their worries were unfounded.

"My goodness, Seonghyeon, why are you so good with kids?!"

"Pardon? Isn't this normal?"

"No?!"

From childcare to housework, there was nothing Kim Seonghyeon couldn't do.

His skill at perfectly washing clothes stained by children spilling food was flawless.

Kim Seonghyeon, who excels at his main job, even sang 'Baby Whale Doo Roo Roo Doo Roo' and did the dance for the kids who woke up from their naps crying for their mom.

[His dance lines are way too pretty.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah fuck ㅋㅋㅋ a legendary waste of talent ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Perhaps because they could feel his sincerity, the children really liked Kim Seonghyeon.

A voiceover filled with a sense of defeat played. It was the guests from the previous episodes.

"Why do they seem to like him more than me?"

"Even little kids judge by looks."

[Title: The reason Kim Seonghyeon got on Chaotic Family Journal despite the insane competition

Because he's the eldest of four siblings.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Usually, when a celebrity guest appeared on 'Chaotic Family Journal' instead of a fixed cast member, their segment was split into two parts and aired over two weeks.

However, because Kim Seonghyeon wasn't that famous, he only received about 30 minutes of screen time in the first half of the program.

Nevertheless, the viewer message board exploded.

Q. Does Kim Seonghyeon have any housekeeping tips to recommend?

The interviews with Kim Seonghyeon inserted throughout the show were dominated by questions about housework, as if the production team had anticipated the audience's reaction.

Kim Seonghyeon sat awkwardly with his back straight and diligently shared all the knowledge he had.

Q. What made you get so good at housework?

The production team then posed a playful question.

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated for a moment before answering.

He thought he wasn't that good at housework compared to everyone else in the world.

After choosing his words carefully, Kim Seonghyeon slowly opened his mouth.

"Because I'm the eldest of four siblings..."

No further reason was needed.

The age difference between Kim Seonghyeon and the youngest of the four siblings was a full 10 years.

The word 'breadwinner' flashed behind the dazed and muttering Kim Seonghyeon.

[I think I'm in love.]

Heart thumping

[While Noeuls were posting mafia-style photos of Kim Seonghyeon and interpreting his character as someone who's never washed a dish in his life, Kim Seonghyeon is on TV right now wearing pink rubber gloves and scrubbing away mold.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah, a legendary way to win people over ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As soon as the broadcast ended, a flood of videos titled 'Kim Seonghyeon's Legendary PR Video~Housework Edition~' were uploaded to YouTube.

The Noeuls naturally assumed it would be a hot topic only within the fandom before quickly dying down. However, the view count steadily increased.

In particular, Kim Seonghyeon's 30-minute performance received a huge response from housewives.

[Title: An idol appeared on Chaotic Family Journal haha^^~

This kid named Seonghyeon is so capable...

Turns out he has four siblings^^ He has every right to be annoyed when the kids are stomping around or not listening~

My heart fluttered when he said that's just how kids grow up~

└ I saw that too. He corrects the kids right away when they cross the line. That's not easy.

└└ He seems to have more experience as a homemaker than me^^]

[Title: I like people who are good at organizing.

That Seonghyeon from Chaotic Family Journal.

Unlike kids these days,

he's great at cleaning the sink with an onion net.

My own mother was impressed when she saw him add Kelp to make the sweet potatoes softer when steaming them.

└ Wow~~haha I should try that too.

Seonghyeon is so refreshingly handsome, and he has so many great tips.]

The Dawn's fans, who had not expected the broadcast to have such a huge impact, were astonished.

[Wait.

Kim Seonghyeon just became everyone's son-in-law.

The competition just increased.]

[My mom is watching and chanting like a mantra for me to please meet a man like that.

Excuse me, if I could meet one, I would have.]

[This is hilarious. While all the parents are marveling at Kim Seonghyeon's housekeeping skills, Noeuls are just making gifs of his muscles and screaming 'thank you'.

A legendary unfilial act, I'm sorry.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Various gifs of Kim Seonghyeon were being posted. He became a topic of conversation not just for Noeul but for many people, eventually landing his name on Twitter's real-time trends.

[My mom

suddenly called me over and asked seriously, 'Is Kim Seonghyeon... not that famous?'

Excuse me, I like High Five.

I panicked and yelled, 'I don't know, he's an idol I'm not allowed to like!'

Like he who must not be named.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck, you're being a loyal fan ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ You kept the faith... Yeonhu-yah, I love you.

Let's go High Five!]

[Kim Seonghyeon got this image of being the idol who's good at housework, so I showed them his stage videos...

This kid... excels at his main job...

But my mom likes it even more.

She says if he's good at housework and sexy, that's everything.

└ It really is everything...]

By appearing on 'Chaotic Family Journal', which was sometimes called a national program, Kim Seonghyeon's public recognition gradually increased.


'Wow, Kim Seonghyeon.'

Perhaps because he had pulled in better ratings than expected, Kim Seonghyeon was cast on 'Chaotic Family Journal' again.

And today, I came to the filming location with him as a guest helper.

The children Kim Seonghyeon was in charge of were three siblings. The eldest was 10, the second was 8, and the youngest was 20 months old.

Before filming began, the main writer approached and explained the program's progression.

"Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon is the main person taking care of the children, so please give us some good reactions. By the way, are you used to being around little kids?"

"I specialize in kids 10 and older."

"Pardon?"

I was being completely serious, but the main writer must have taken it as a joke. He burst out laughing, patted my shoulder, and hurried away.

Of course, I was confident.

I have the experience from dealing with Seo Hojin.

As I was thinking that, Kim Seonghyeon was making a strange expression next to me.

"What's with you?"

"No, it's just..."

Kim Seonghyeon scratched the back of his neck.

"I was just thinking about my siblings back home. I'm worried about what they're doing. They're all still babies."

"How can a baby look after babies?"

"I'm scared of how I'm slowly getting used to this nonsense..."

Kim Seonghyeon's expression instantly turned serious as he playfully pushed me.

I snickered and picked up my phone.

I had expected Joo Woosung to contact me after watching 'A Complete Singer', but he had been very quiet.

I sent Joo Woosung a YouTube link that included the scene where I was writing lyrics for Black Call, along with a message asking if he was moved.

A reply came back immediately.

[Joo Woosung: Huh? I already saw this.]

[Joo Woosung: But isn't this scripted?]

[Me: ㅋ nope]

[Joo Woosung: Wha?????]

I was satisfied seeing him make a fuss, telling me not to lie and asking if that was really possible.

I ignored Joo Woosung's follow-up messages and checked The Dawn's group chat.

I saw a message from Kang Ichae telling us to have a good shoot.

"Kang Ichae says to have a good shoot."

"He does?"

"It would have been nice if he came with us."

If Kang Ichae, who was the most well-known to the public after me, had come along, it would have been perfect for boosting our recognition.

When I casually asked, he flatly refused. He said he was already swamped with mentoring and had to prepare for the year-end stages.

It seemed he was still making the trainees cry.

"Nah, it'd be a little difficult for Kang Ichae to come on this show."

"Why?"

"He freezes up like a board when he sees kids."

Kim Seonghyeon said this while stretching his body here and there as if he were stiff.

"He says they cry just from him looking at them."

......

...Then again, even adults cried when he wasn't smiling and kept his mouth shut.


Chapter 244

Viewers' interest in a program is fleeting. Shows constantly add novelty through new topics, formats, and cast members to stay fresh.

Parenting variety shows were disadvantaged in this respect.

A fixed cast was better for the children, but maintaining ratings required a constant injection of freshness.

Ten-year-old Han Seeun, eight-year-old Han Jaeeun, and the youngest, 20-month-old Han Seol, had been on 'Chaotic Family Journal' for a year.

Han Seeun, in particular, already understood the nature of broadcasting.

“Why do you like Uncle Hoyun?”

During a short interview with her parents present, Han Seeun answered the production team's question with sharp clarity.

“His face.”

Han Seeun added demurely, “Mom said being handsome is the best.” She then counted on her fingers and continued.

“And the fact that he calls himself 'ahjussi'.”

The program's main writer nodded in agreement.

Most previous guests introduced themselves to the children as 'oppa' or 'hyung', 'unni' or 'noona', or 'uncle' or 'auntie' at most, but to most children, weren't all adults just an 'ahjussi' or an 'ajumma'?

The main writer had assumed Seo Hoyun was on the show simply because he was in the same group as the very recognizable Kim Seonghyeon. He was surprised by how well Seo Hoyun understood children's habits.

“Do you know who I am~?”

“...Umm.”

Besides their choice of title, guests often made another common mistake. They asked if the children knew who they were.

It was a useless question unless you were the children's president, Pororo.

One day, an idol guest performed his song and dance, and the second child, Han Jaeeun, burst into tears.

“Why, why are you crying?!”

“Waaah... it's, it's scary.”

'Chaotic Family Journal' prioritized the children's feelings, so self-promotion in front of them was banned from that day on. The production team promised to edit the show for plenty of publicity instead.

“Uncle, I can't do this.”

“Oh, this ahjussi will do it for you.”

This was why Seo Hoyun was a perfectly ideal cast member.

The PDs were satisfied with the scenes they captured. After the shoot, they quickly released a pre-release video.

[Title: Chaotic Family Journal The Dawn I'm watching for the first time, why is it so funny

I'm saying this after watching the Chaotic Family Journal variety pre-release yesterday

I always enjoy watching Chaotic Family Journal because it's cute, but lately, I've been a bit turned off because it feels like it's just for guest promotions.

The guests all try hard, but... the kids seem burdened by it ㅋ

It's always edited from an adult's perspective... and the guests seem like they're just there to see the cute kids and leave.

But I heard Kim Seonghyeon became famous as the king of housekeeping, so I gave it a watch and lmaooooo fuck hahahahahahaha

This deserves to be popular hahahahahaha

Is this what they call a K-son-in-law... No, excuse me, how can you be so gentle when you look so sharp, wear a black shirt, and give off an aura like you'd only drink Evian?

I like that you can see in his eyes that he likes kids ㅠ

He seemed to get close with the second and third kids quickly, but it was a bit disappointing that the eldest, Seeun, seemed awkward, probably because she's been shy with strangers lately.

Then Seo Hoyun appeared in the pre-release video.

I figured it was because he got popular on A Complete Singer,

and thought, okay~ it's for promotion, and watched it...

But what do you know...

Seeun really likes Seo Hoyun.

Hoyun: (Appears) Hello~

Seeun: Oh...

Oh... < Seeun-ah hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

I guess he was our 10-year-old Seeun's type...

She just stares at him intently from the side...

Seeun: (Staaaaare)

Hoyun: (?)

Seeun: (Staaaaaaaaare)

Hoyun: (...??)

Seeun: You're handsome.

Hoyun: Ah... thank you... haha.

Seeun: It's not a white lie.

Hoyun: You're very well-spoken.

hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha fuck it's so funny hahahahahahaha

Look at her using formal language ah hahahahahahaha

└ Her "Mom said being handsome is the best" comment... hahahahahahaha The moment the mother's early education shines through hahahaha Seeun is so bright and cute ㅠㅠ

└ Our Seeun... she wasn't interested when Joo Woosung came in the past...

└└ Joo Woosung taking an L is so funny ah

└└ The second child, Jaeeun, really liked Joo Woosung though... This firm difference in taste hahahahahaha]

[Title: Seo Hoyun confidently declared he's an expert at parenting 10-year-olds

Seems like he is an expert at parenting 10-year-olds.

Seo Hoyun has that vibe... like a cool uncle you meet on holidays... The uncle is annoyed, but when the kids cling to him squealing because they like him, he ends up playing with them a lot...

But Hoyun, my good man... you have not experienced infants and toddlers...

They are animals from the jungle...

He was talking fine with Seeun, but then Jaeeun, who was sitting quietly on the sofa, suddenly dashed out, causing the first panic.

Hoyun: Wait, why are you running off?!

When they handed him the youngest, Seol, he was awkward and didn't know what to do, pacing around, and then the baby cried, causing the second panic.

Hoyun: (Flustered) A song... should I sing a song?

Seonghyeon: Hahahahahahahahahahahahaha (bursts out laughing)

Kim Seonghyeon is dying of laughter next to him ah hahahahahahahahahahahahaha

You think a baby is going to stop crying just because you sing a song~~~

└ Why was he so confident in the first place

└ Seo Hoyun is the spitting image of my uncle when he was a bachelor... He said he wanted to cry whenever I cried ㅋ

└└ To be fair, a 10-year-old is no problem since you can communicate with them ㅋ but the second child, Jaeeun, is a real tomboy hahahaha]

The situation was flowing in a way that was not cliché, and the pre-release reactions were quite good. At the right moment, the production team sprinkled a few more clips on YouTube.

Then, a fan who was both a long-time viewer of 'Chaotic Family Journal' and a Noeul compiled them and posted them on a community site.

[Title: Summary of Killing Points in Seeun & Seo Hoyun's Conversations

I mean, what is this combination?

It's so funny I had to make this.

1. Seeun did an Seeun

(Chatting cozily.

He got a bit closer to Seeun and started speaking casually.)

Seeun: I had a boyfriend.

Hoyun: Oh, okay. You're quite precocious.

Seeun: But I got a new boyfriend recently.

Hoyun: ...You broke up with the old one before meeting the new one, right?

Seeun: ...

Hoyun: ...

Seeun: Hehe.

Hoyun: (Baffled) Are kids these days like this?

hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Seeun-ah, I was surprised too but... Seo Hoyun's "kids these days" comment is so shocking.

He was showing his ahjussi side too much.

2. Seeun was curious about an idol's love life

Seeun: Uncle, don't you have a girlfriend?

Hoyun: Nope. This ahjussi doesn't date.

Seeun: What? (Pitying)...Even with a face like that?

Hoyun: (Baffled 2222) My face?

Seonghyeon: (Dying of laughter) Hahahahahahahahahahahahaha.

Hey, Kim Seonghyeon is dying over there hahahahahahahahahahahahaha

3. Hoyun asking for some editing

Hoyun: It's okay. This ahjussi is an idol, so...

Seeun: What??

Hoyun: I have fans who like me.

Seeun: (Eyes pop) So you're dating your fans, Uncle??

Hoyun: (Baffled 3333333) If you edit this, it's still broadcastable, right?

hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha I'm going crazy, my jaw hurts from laughing so much hahaha

You really never know what kids will do hahahahahahahahahahahahaha

└ It's so rare to see Seo Hoyun this flustered.

└└ I know, right? The sight of him being completely drained by a little kid is hahahahahahaha hilarious.

└ It's been so long since Seeun talked so much with a stranger hahahahaha

└└ It's so cute that Seeun likes Seo Hoyun's face.]

Seo Hoyun happened to be reading the post and felt a slight sense of defeat.

Still, I had all that experience raising Seo Hojin...

Not a trace of that experience remained.

He only now realized, well over a decade later, that Seo Hojin had been so well-behaved and obedient in front of his hyung. His child-rearing difficulty had been at its lowest.


“Kids these days aren't easy.”

Of course, I knew Seo Hojin had tried to act precociously for his age.

After my part of the filming ended, the eldest, Han Seeun, spoke to me while eating ice cream.

“Uncle, I think you have a younger brother.”

“......”

This was a fact that no one knew besides the members, not the company or even the fans.

“A younger brother with a big age gap.”

I just smiled instead of answering.

She's smart, that Seeun.

I skimmed the comments on the pre-release video, which made me think of Seo Hojin for some reason, so I contacted him.

[Me: How were you so well-behaved when you were little]

[Seo Hojin: Huh?]

[Seo Hojin: I'm well-behaved now, too?? ㅋ]

This was the same bastard who hit his hyung with a bouquet of flowers.

I lightly ignored my brother's nonsense. I was about to prepare for the next 'A Complete Singer' competition when a chat preview popped up.

[Seong Jiwon: My appearance on the variety show is confirmed hehe]

[Seong Jiwon: I'll let you know when the departure date for Europe is set!!]

[Me: grats]

Smooth sailing.

Just as I thought I could relax, another message appeared.

[Kang Ichae: Then Hoyun-hyung gets a room to himself?]

“......”

I quietly closed the chat app.

I trusted someone else would cover for me.

There are three of them... at least one of them will stop him.

The members never left me alone ever since I collapsed. They treated me like someone with an incurable disease.

I guess I have to put up with it for a while.

I figured they would calm down after a little more time passed.

More importantly, I needed a plan to spend the rest of this year productively and use it as a stepping stone for the next.

Kang Ichae was the vanguard, steadily building his recognition as a mentor on Rising Rookies.

The guy seemed born with a natural gift for music, but he had never missed a day of work. He filled dozens of practice notebooks with his ideas and lyrics.

Rising Rookies highlighted these aspects of him, increasing the credibility of his words to the trainees.

Some trainees even began to look up to Kang Ichae.

“Mentor Kang Ichae told me my voice was better for low notes than high notes, and when I tried it, the response was really good!”

“Mentor Ichae is very strict... but if you listen to him, good things will come to you even in your sleep...”

“Isn't he just cool??”

Were they all brainwashed?

Kang Ichae himself acted like it was no big deal.

He is a talented guy.

Anyway, Kim Seonghyeon and I were next.

Kim Seonghyeon was appearing on 'Chaotic Family Journal', a national variety show that had long held a weekend slot on a major network. He would make his face known to various age groups. I, on 'A Complete Singer' during Sunday's primetime, would hold on for the long term, re-evaluate the public's perception of my skills, and promote The Dawn a little more.

Everything was proceeding smoothly so far.

All three shows were also on an overseas OTT platform, so I thought we would get some interest from abroad, but according to Lee Jihyeon's analysis, the domestic response was surprisingly better.

This was as far as we got with targeting both overseas and domestic audiences simultaneously.

Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun were the rearguard.

The maknae's program was confirmed. Seong Jiwon was a slight concern.

We wanted to showcase his skills, since he was the main vocal our team, The Dawn, proudly presented. We wrote down 'Restart', a show where he would stay abroad for a month and busk, as our hope.

It had not done well overseas, but it was incredibly popular in Korea.

After finishing my thoughts on the members' individual schedules, I shot up from my seat.

“Time to go practice for the competition.”

I opened the door and stepped into the living room. A strange smell and grey smoke wafted from the kitchen.

“Oh!! Hyung, I was just about to call you!”

I grabbed the fire extinguisher and ran to the kitchen. Jeong Dajun, wearing a yellow apron and holding a ladle, stared at me with wide eyes.

“Want to try some?!”

“......”

I left Jeong Dajun standing there nonchalantly with soot on his cheek and checked the induction stove.

It smelled like burnt meat, but strawberries were melting bizarrely like lava on the frying pan.

I turned off the stove, switched on the ventilation fan, and turned to Jeong Dajun.

“Are these strawberries? What are you trying to make?”

“It's sweet potato strawberry pasta.”

I put the bizarre menu aside.

“But why is there smoke?”

“I'm not sure about that either...?”

This looked like food that even the great Min Jiheon, who would drink lye if you told him it was edible, would run away from.

Jeong Dajun just smiled a harmless 'hehe'.

“Right.”

I smiled back brightly and turned around.

“Enjoy your meal.”

“D-Don't go! I made this for you to eat before you go practice?!”

I had no intention of eating it.

I was shaking him off and about to leave when Jeong Dajun's phone rang.

Jeong Dajun saw the caller was the Road Manager and put the call on speaker.

“Yes!!”

[Oh, Dajun. Are you at the dorm right now?]

“Yes! I'm with Hoyun-hyung too!”

[Ah, I see... Um. I called because I have something urgent to tell you.]

His voice sounded troubled.

For some reason, I got the same bad feeling I had when I saw the sweet potato strawberry pasta.

[Dajun, the cooking show has been canceled.]

“...What?”

The maknae, whose face had been flushed with anticipation, froze.

I gestured for him to hand me the phone.

“......”

[Ah, it's you, Hoyun. Um... they asked if we could postpone the schedule.]

“I'm asking why.”

[Well... it's just that...]

The Road Manager hesitated for a long time before cautiously answering.

[The... the other idol they were in talks to cast... their schedule is only free at that time...]

“......”

In short, the broadcast station had abused its power, and our small agency had been pushed around.

I'd forgotten since they've been doing a good job with work and casting lately.

Our Daepaseong was a nobody in the entertainment world.

Moments like this really showed our agency's lack of power.

[Hoo, well, we've lodged a complaint on our end... I'm sorry it turned out this way. The production team over there asked if he'd be interested in appearing around the middle of next year.]

“The middle of next year...”

I wondered if our CEO and those producers would only come to their senses if I spun them in a salad spinner.

The Road Manager apologized a few more times before hanging up.

It was not his fault, but if we waited quietly for the Management Team to act, we would miss our chance to row while the tide was in.

I popped a cherry tomato into my mouth and tried to organize my thoughts, but the maknae was too quiet.

“......”

I worried his spirit was broken, so I bent down to look at his face.

“Jeong Dajun─.”

“Ugh, this is pissing me off.”

Contrary to his angry tone, Jeong Dajun was calm.

The maknae grumbled and put down the ladle.

“So I don't need to prepare this anymore, right? I went through all the trouble of inventing sweet potato strawberry pasta, and now it's all for nothing.”

It was for nothing from the start.

He shrugged and flopped onto the sofa. Jeong Dajun, holding the bowl of cherry tomatoes, trotted over and sat next to me.

“Hyung, hyung. Still, it's better to appear on the show even if it's delayed, right??”

“......”

I cut him off flatly.

“By next year, you'll be too big for that show. So why bother?”

“...Huh?”

As a former PD, I understood wanting to cast someone with more buzz.

But being pissed off was a separate issue.

We had investigated, negotiated, and cleared the schedule for our maknae's first solo gig. Jeong Dajun had even prepared a dish for it, though its edibility was a mystery, and it was suddenly canceled.

Then they offered to use him later like they were doing us a huge favor?

How dare they treat one of ours like this.

“What's this? Why is he saying something that makes my heart flutter?”

Instead of grinding my teeth, I chewed on a tart cherry tomato. Jeong Dajun stared at me with sparkling eyes.

I took out my phone and looked for the contact information of the documentary PD from the Berlin K-Pop Concert.

Should I contact him, or not?

It was not like I lacked a Plan B.

If solo schedules did not work out, we could just move up a group variety show appearance.

The public prefers popular celebrities who are perfect in their self-management yet down-to-earth with others, with a slightly clumsy charm in some areas.

It sounded like an order for something 'simple yet flashy', but I guess that is why it is an ideal.

Or,

Show them something beyond 4D, maybe 16D, and leave a powerful impression on people.

And we had the naturally 16D, comedically gifted Jeong Dajun.

I called our team's maknae sweetly.

“Dajun-ah.”

“...!!”

Jeong Dajun sensed the unease in my expression. His face turned serious as he slowly scooted backward.

I grabbed the strings of his apron so he could not escape.

“W-Why? What's wrong?”

“Our maknae.”

I held onto the flustered Jeong Dajun and leisurely straightened his crumpled apron.

“Seriously, what is it?!”

I mimicked a kind older brother and asked gently.

“By any chance, do you get seasick?”

“...What?”

What.

This is pretty important.
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While Jeong Dajun gravely speculated about the link between Seo Hoyun's meaningful kindness and 'seasickness', Noeuls enjoyed every day thanks to Kang Ichae, Kim Seonghyeon, and Seo Hoyun's activeness on variety shows.

The reaction to Seo Hoyun, who surprised people with his skills every week on 'A Complete Singer', was particularly explosive.

[A Complete Singer this episode was a legend...]

The program had been criticized as contrived, with viewers divided over whether singers could complete songs while performing such missions. Those criticisms gradually faded after famous singers appeared and were eliminated one after another.

Naturally, the public's attention shifted to Seo Hoyun.

【The next song I'll be performing is Senior Lage's 'Act Natural'.】

After taking first place for two consecutive weeks, Seo Hoyun chose an unexpected song.

It was 'Act Natural'.

The masterpiece, released five years ago by the famous contemporary R&B singer Lage, swept all the music platform charts upon its release. The song flowed out of every single cafe in South Korea.

Popularity, however, did not mean it was an easy song.

It had an addictive beat, but the melody entered on the off-beat, making the song difficult enough. Lage's voice was also close to a cheat code. A singer had to add ad-libs that fit the diverse sound without being buried by the melody or devoured by the original artist. Naturally, most singers were reluctant to cover the song.

Considering Seo Hoyun had consistently performed straightforward, lyrical ballads with a steady beat since the first competition, his song choice was unexpected.

【Seo Hoyun is doing 'Act Natural'?】

【Wow, this is a bit much.】

The panelists, who were all influential composers, lyricists, producers, or singers, could not possibly be unaware of this fact. They wore smirks at Seo Hoyun's choice.

【I think this is too reckless.】

【His low-mid tone voice itself seems to suit 'Act Natural', but this program is 'A Complete Singer', after all. An R&B genre where flashy techniques are key to its flavor will be difficult. Don't you think Seo Hoyun doesn't understand the program?】

【Well... the results will speak for themselves.】

As if they had coordinated, they unanimously offered negative opinions.

The editing then felt deliberate, inserting Lim Hyeonsu's interview right after.

【Everyone is criticizing Seo Hoyun's song choice. What do you think, Composer Lim Hyeonsu-nim?】

【Hmm...】

She scrunched her nose slightly and calmly opened her mouth.

【Even after experiencing Seo Hoyun for two weeks, everyone is still the same.】

【Pardon?】

【Well, just as someone said, the results will speak for themselves.】

Lim Hyeonsu looked directly at the camera, leaned forward with a smirk, and whispered.

【Want to bet on who gets first place?】

A playful caption appeared below. 'When she says this, the production team has a 100% loss rate...'

Seo Hoyun's third competition stage began.

Hazy smoke filled the stage, and a dark green light seeped onto Seo Hoyun's pale cheeks. Unlike the first time, the audience's expectant gazes landed on him.

Seo Hoyun closed and opened his eyes once, then grabbed the standing microphone.

【Tell me honestly

Have you been waiting for me?】

Gasps erupted from all over as Seo Hoyun's voice perfectly hit the off-beat rhythm of the most difficult intro.

【Take off the watch on your wrist

There's no need to check the time

It's a space for just the two of us】

As Seo Hoyun raised his arm and caressed his slightly revealed wrist in time with the lyrics, fireworks exploded on the screen behind him.

【Place your hand on my shoulder

Closer to me

The moment our breaths meet

You smile playfully】

From the beginning, a wrong song choice did not exist for Seo Hoyun.

This was an idol who danced as if calculating the x, y, and z axes.

【Don't turn off the light

I want to see all of you】

This stage was a form of proof that Seo Hoyun was presenting.

No matter what song I sing, first place is mine.

Even as he wrote the answer to the given problem on the pad, Seo Hoyun's expression remained as unchanged as his pitch.

Eventually, the production team played their trump card. It was a compilation of Seo Hoyun's cute moments.

Forced to face his own cutesy acts from all directions, Seo Hoyun simply lifted the corners of his lips slightly, completely unfazed.

In contrast, Lim Hyeonsu, who was forced to watch, took a critical hit and covered her eyes in agony.

【Don't rashly say you love me

I hope you say it when you're truly desperate for me】

On this day, Seo Hoyun perfectly completed all the missions again. The panelists stared at him with fed-up faces.

【Interlace your fingers with mine

Closer to me

The moment our breaths meet

You smile playfully】

Seo Hoyun caressed the standing microphone with his hand and slowly lowered his eyelids.

He did not even need to look at the monitor that displayed the melody guide as a line.

【Act natural, my babe】

His pitch was perfect regardless.

A thick, rich emotion lingered in Seo Hoyun's voice until the very end.

Before the song's afterglow could fade, the score appeared on the screen. It was a record-breaking score, the highest in the history of 'A Complete Singer'.

[Is he crazy???ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, that was insane ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[So f-ing cool ㅋㅋㅋ]

[How did he do it?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's a real prodigy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Noeuls were incredibly proud and pleased that such a talented person was the lead vocalist of the group they stanned.

[So damn sleek...]

[The lyrics are so spicy ha...]

[It's so good I'm clenching my fists...

It's so good I want to get angry at someone...

How did such a Genius Idol come out of nowhere...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why are you getting angry ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[In Seo Hoyun's Chaotic Family Journal he swore he wouldn't date ㅠㅠㅠㅠ ha ㅠㅠ madman ah ㅠㅠ

But I guess he'll date as time goes on...

with me.

└ So persistent...]

This time, the trophy went to Seo Hoyun again.

He had near-perfect rhythm and pitch, a pleasant low-mid range voice, and even sensible gestures that seemed to match the lyrics.

The 'Act Natural Perfect Singer Challenge' started trending among people, and the song's title appeared in the upper ranks of karaoke charts.

[Does this bastard have gills? How do you sing this?]

[Ah, I went to a karaoke bar and sang it and got so embarrassed ㅋㅋㅋ fml ㅋㅋ]

While Kim Seonghyeon, Seo Hoyun, and Kang Ichae rode a wave of success in variety shows, their public recognition increased daily.

[Seo Hoyun is doing so many variety shows lately ㅠㅠ He must have three bodies...]

[But why are they doing so many variety shows without releasing any new songs ㅋㅋ]

[They're being selective on purpose... It's true their public recognition has increased now ㅋㅋ

Fans say Daepaseong has no money, but if they had no money, would they have gotten into these shows? They're only picking shows that are working out, so they probably won't even have to suffer physically.]

As 'Rising Rookies' and the 'A Complete Singer Reboot', which were expected to fail before airing, unexpectedly drew public attention, the criticism shifted its direction and took on a new form.

[They'll probably just snag a comfortable, boring variety show again, isn't that the typical route for idols]

The new criticism was that they only appeared on comfortable variety shows.

A few days later, an article was posted.

《Late November, the current affairs and culture program 'Life Experience Field Trip' returns! A special 5-part series is scheduled to air》

It announced that 'Life Experience Field Trip', a current affairs and culture program that had aired for 20 years since the 1990s, was returning as a special 5-part series.

'Life Experience Field Trip' was a program where celebrities experienced various jobs for a day and donated their daily wages to the needy.

After similar content recently became popular on web variety shows, the broadcast station revived it as a special project.

[Oh~ Life Experience Field Trip, it's been a whilehaha]

[This was on when I was in elementary school ㅋㅋㅋ]

Netizens buzzed about the comeback of a program that stimulated their childhood nostalgia.

Few Noeuls, however, were interested.

《The Dawn, confirmed to appear as a group on 'Life Experience Field Trip'... Continuing their busy variety show schedule》

But then, news broke that The Dawn would appear on 'Life Experience Field Trip'.

[?????????????]

Fans rubbed their eyes again and again to see if they had read the title correctly, then clicked on it with trembling hands.

A moment later, their jaws dropped.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What... what did you say? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[This is so ridiculous, is The Dawn insane?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

What we expected: Running Man

What The Dawn delivered: Life Experience Field Trip]

[Wow, I can't believe I'm seeing a currently active idol go on a life experience field trip ㅋㅋㅋ Which generation of idols used to do this...]

It was not the first time fans had tilted their heads at The Dawn's actions, but they had never been so conflicted about whether to like it or hate it.

[Why the sudden change when things were going so well...?

Sunday night isn't the worst time slot...ㅋㅋㅋ but it's still absurd]

[No, I just don't want them to suffer ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[But the production team for this is the director who made that K-Pop national pride documentary before]

[Oh...ㅋㅋㅋㅋ But PD Choi's documentary got pretty good reactions haㅇㅍㅇㅂ A few clueless members made some tone-deaf remarks and got flamed a few times though ㅠ

└ Our Yeonhu's stomach hurts...]

[Title: I looked up PD Choi's interview

He mentioned Hoyun a while ago ㅠㅠㅠ

Q: Anything memorable from filming the European concert documentary?

Choi Jihoon: I remember having a very deep conversation about documentaries with an idol when we were filming in Europe. The one famous for the XXX disease these days.

Q: Are you perhaps talking about Seo Hoyun? (laughs)

Choi Jihoon: That's right. (laughs) He was a very considerate and kind friend. I heard later that he was already famous for treating staff well. If I get the chance, I'd like to work with him again.

Our bunny is a kind bunny♡]

It was a basic fan duty to gather all information about a show their idol was appearing on.

Seeing the PD praise Seo Hoyun, Noeuls breathed a sigh of relief, but they were still half-worried.

[What is Life Experience Field Trip?? Never heard of it...]

[Hul, there are people who don't know this program ㄷㄷ

Auntie was stealing your photocard...

└ I want to tell you to stop exaggerating but you really are auntie-aged

└└ It hurts, please stop]

While time passed without any additional information, a rumor began to circulate underground.

[Heard from a broadcast station acquaintance ㅋㅋ Jeong Dajun was supposed to go on the cooking show Let's Cook but it was arbitrarily canceled because another, more popular idol^^ was appearing.]

It was an unsubstantiated rumor, but fans, sensitive to the broadcast station's abuse of power, gathered on private accounts.

[What?!?!?!!?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah...

Laughing doesn't make it better... This is just f-ing shitty...]

[Is this real? If it's real, it's you or me, you fucking bastard]

[But there's no proof, can we believe this??]

[Our Puppy said he was practicing cooking a lot during his last live ㅠㅠㅠ Don't tell me it was to go on Let's Cook?ㅠㅠㅠ]

Meanwhile, public interest in 'Life Experience Field Trip' steadily grew.

[This looks like it'll be fun

My family and I used to watch it all the time ㅋㅋ It's nice to see it again]

[Didn't they say Seonghyeon is coming out??^^ I wonder what kind of side he'll show this time... I'll definitely be watching~]

[Watching this program always made me want to live more diligently, I'll have to watch it this time too]

And so, the last week of November arrived.

It was finally the day of the first broadcast.

The nostalgic BGM played, and the 'Life Experience Field Trip' title appeared.

Then, SWOOSH... the sound of waves came through the audio.

[???]

Seagulls cawed as they flew across the sky, and white clouds floated in the clear sky.

Amidst the bustling sounds, the screen showed Seo Hoyun pulling up a net. Next to him, Jeong Dajun squatted and diligently sorted fish.

After working quietly for a while, Jeong Dajun held up something in both hands and shouted excitedly.

“Wow! There's an octopus here too!!”

“......”

[????????]

Noeuls stared blankly at the TV.

【Life Experience Field Trip - The Dawn's East Sea Episode】
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【A few days ago.】

【The production crew of 'Life Experience Field Trip' gathered at the broadcast station to discuss something.】

“A cast member dropped out...”

On screen, the production crew clutched their heads under a gloomy atmosphere.

“Where are we going to find someone to be on the show?”

“Everyone's schedule is packed these days, no matter who you are. Can we really find someone on such short notice? Especially someone who'll do tough work without complaining.”

'Life Experience Field Trip' had returned as a special project after similar content grew popular on web variety shows. It was originally scheduled to air early next year.

However, another program fell through right before its launch, so the show was hastily pushed forward to fill the gap. To make matters worse, a cast member had dropped out.

They received an unscheduled broadcast day and time slot, but since they were now responsible for Sunday night, they had to at least match the average viewership ratings for that time.

A suddenly greenlit project, a hastily assembled crew.

A melancholic and slow blues BGM played as the screen showed everyone's somber faces.

[Wow, why is this edited so well like a variety show? ㅋㅋ It's so polished]

[Sob ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Why does this feel so much like the struggles of an office worker ㅠ]

Just then, a phone vibrated. PD Choi checked it and flinched.

The crew's gazes gathered on PD Choi. He soon grinned and typed a reply.

“PD-nim, what is it? Did you find a solution??”

“Ah, um, well.”

PD Choi lifted his head and met the crew's sparkling eyes. He stroked his chin for a moment. Then, as if he realized something, his mouth curled into a smirk.

“...Can I try to cast someone myself?”

“......”

【Having received the crew's approval, PD Choi immediately makes a call.】

【And so, at a restaurant in Seoul.】

The screen shifted. In a private room at a restaurant, several hidden cameras were installed. PD Choi waited anxiously for someone.

“Ooh, Hoyun!”

“Hello.”

【Seo Hoyun of The Dawn has appeared!】

The sounds of cheers and applause were deliberately inserted, as if to capture the feel of an old variety show.

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[What the ㅋㅋㅋ Is he prey or something? ㅋㅋ "Has appeared!" ㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun opened the door, entered, and sat down with a sly smile. PD Choi's face lit up.

“It's been a while. Thank you so much for coming.”

“Hey, it's a call from the PD. Of course I had to come.”

[Hey, so this is what Seo Hoyun is like? Ugh, I thought they contacted him through Daepaseong, but he was contacted directly? ㅋㅋ]

[You're going to get dragged onto a fishing boat at this rate, damn it ㅠ Why the hell are you close with a documentary PD]

[This idol's social skills... It's insane]

【The appearance of the cast member PD Choi has his eyes on.】

“The Dawn's reception has been amazing lately.”

“Isn't that because you, PD Choi-nim, filmed the documentary so brilliantly? Ah, did you see it?”

The two ate and talked about the documentary for a long time.

[What's with Seo Hoyun? Why is he so knowledgeable?]

[Seriously, what is this idol... and the way he skillfully smiles while eating together, he acts like a working adult with twenty years of experience ㄷㄷ]

PD Choi grinned at the ever-kind and sly Seo Hoyun and clapped his hands.

“Ah, Hoyun, what've you been up to lately? Still very busy? You have music program filmings and...?”

【PD Choi slowly lays the bait. Will Seo Hoyun fall for it...?】

Seo Hoyun heard this and laughed out loud. "Haha."

“Why are you laying all this groundwork? I'm a bit busy, but if it's a request from you, PD Choi-nim, I'll have to make time even if I don't have any.”

“...!! Really?”

[Dude, the PD's eyes look like he's practically in love]

[The desire to cast him is so obvious]

Seo Hoyun paused for a moment at PD Choi's uncomfortably sparkling gaze, but an idol-like smile remained on his lips.

“Well, you're a producer. You'll take me somewhere nice, right?”

【Seo Hoyun innocently accepts the offer right away.】

A CG of the East Sea with squawking seagulls was superimposed behind the brightly smiling Seo Hoyun.

“Of course! I'll take you somewhere nice!”

【He plans to take him to a fishing boat.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wait, this is how he got cast?]

[Wasn't this genre supposed to be current affairs/documentary?? ㅋㅋㅋ Why does he sound like he's plotting to kidnap a kid? ㅋㅋ]

【And so, PD Choi succeeds in casting Seo Hoyun.】

Neither PD Choi, the production crew, nor the viewers could have known this was exactly what Seo Hoyun, sly as a hundred foxes, had been aiming for.

The camera gradually zoomed in on Seo Hoyun's bright, innocent-looking smile. The screen then transitioned, superimposing his face over the boat.

【Following Seo Hoyun, they succeeded in recruiting his members as well. The Dawn ended up on a fishing boat floating on the East Sea.】

[I mean, they're idols, I really didn't think they'd get on a boat...]

[Ah, look at our bunny's sad eyes, did he really get tricked just like that? ㅋㅋㅋ Was he sold off?? ㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun faced the salty wind and stared out at the sea. It was still dark, lit only by the fishing boat's lights.

【Current time: 4 AM. At an hour when others have yet to wake from their sleep, the fishermen slowly move forward and haul in their nets.】

Fish pulled from the net flopped about vigorously.

A crewman working with Jeong Dajun found an octopus and tossed it to him while he diligently sorted fish into a tank. Jeong Dajun excitedly lifted it high.

PD Choi, who was on the boat with them, asked Seo Hoyun a question.

“You've been fishing for three days straight. Isn't it tough?”

[For three days?!!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Crazy. Ah, so the sightings of the idol who's a ghost haunting the company all disappeared because he was in the East Sea? ㅠㅠㅠㅠ...]

“PD-nim.”

Seo Hoyun had just finished hauling in a net and had a brief moment to spare. He roughly brushed his annoying bangs away with his forearm, forced his lips into a curve, and looked at the camera.

SWOOSH─. Amidst the sound of the waves, Seo Hoyun's low voice rang out.

“When we get back, let's stop contacting each other.”

【Seo Hoyun is a beautiful young man who keeps his promises.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun is clenching his jaw right now ㅋㅋ]

[Look at PD Choi giving a thumbs up. You're thrilled you brought Seo Hoyun, aren't you? ㅋㅋ]

Originally, 'Life Experience Field Trip' was a program where one experienced a job for just one day. However, since it was planned as a special 5-part series, the filming period was extended to four days for high-quality content.

[Ah, this is seriously crazy. An idol kidnapped and put on a fishing boat... Does The Dawn have some god of comedy helping them?]

[It's been so long since I've seen guys this unpredictable, it's fun. It's hilarious and refreshing.]

At that moment, the captain, who had been steering the boat throughout the filming, tapped Seo Hoyun's shoulder and said flatteringly.

“Woah, where's this young man from? Absolutely the best! How can he work so diligently without a single complaint.”

“What would I know how to do? I'm just clumsily helping out from the side.”

“Hahaha! So smooth.”

[My man, who looks like he grew up without getting a single drop of water on his hands...

is suddenly on a fishing boat pulling nets.

And he's good at socializing on top of that.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah... this is seriously absurd, what is this ㅋㅋㅋ]

After that, scenes of Seo Hoyun pulling up and organizing the nets flashed by at triple speed, as if he truly worked nonstop without a word.

【The hardworking Seo Hoyun.】

[Not a single complaint. His personality is so good and he works so hard ㅠㅠ]

[He's totally the type to be adored by adults ㅋㅋ]

[Where are the bastards who said our Hoyun only does easy variety shows? Get out here right now, fuck]

Afterward, the camera focused on Jeong Dajun. He was sorting the caught fish and quickly moving them to the tank.

“Jeong Dajun, have you memorized a lot of the fish?”

“Of course. This is a mackerel, that's a Spanish mackerel, a horse mackerel, and this is a cutlassfish!”

Jeong Dajun answered vigorously and confidently.

A fisherman working alongside him smiled warmly, as if looking at a cute grandson, and said.

“You got them all wrong.”

“......”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah seriously ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“But isn't it okay as long as I put the ones that look similar together?”

“No, you can't. I'll sort them properly, so watch carefully. You have to earn your keep.”

“Yes, sir!! Jeong Dajun will earn his keep!!”

【No matter how much he's nagged, Jeong Dajun never gets discouraged.】

[Jeong Dajun is increasingly mashing my laugh button, damn it ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋ]

[Seriously, who does Jeong Dajun take after to become so shameless?

└ Who do you think he grew up watching...

└└ Ah, you're right...]

A filming staff member asked Jeong Dajun a question. He had given up on moving the fish to the tank and was now just sorting similar-looking fish together.

“Dajun, how did you end up on the boat?”

“Because I don't get seasick!”

“Pardon?”

“Hoyun-hyung asked me if I get seasick. I heard later that he seemed to have asked all the other hyungs too, but Jiwon-hyung said he gets really nauseous on boats. So it was me, Seonghyeon-hyung, and Hoyun-hyung, the three of us, who got on the boat!”

【It seems Seo Hoyun couldn't die alone.】

“What about Kang Ichae?”

“That hyung suddenly said he gets seasick.”

Jeong Dajun's busily moving hands suddenly stopped.

“We took a boat to Jeju Island together before.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Ichae, that quick-witted bastard ㅋㅋㅋ]

【It seems Kang Ichae cleverly slipped away.】

“Maknae!! The fish are flopping, get over here!!”

“Yes!! I'm coming!”

When a call for help came from the net-hauling area, Jeong Dajun turned his head and answered loudly. He then grinned at the camera.

“Let's talk again later, Director-nim!!”

Jeong Dajun rushed over to take a spot and grunted as he pulled up the net. He declared that when things get tough, you have to sing a The Dawn song, and began to belt out 'Kismet' and 'Stardust'.

“The black waves crash over me~. My heart beats wildly~.”

The sailors didn't know the song but enjoyed it with him. One commented from the side, "That kid's got a powerful voice."

“Staaar~~ duuust~ The night sea is embroidered with stars~.”

[Hey, I think Hoyun's about to get serious...]

At that moment, Seo Hoyun chimed in from the side.

“I've pushed through the darkness for this moment~.”

[Ah, fuck, he's playing along]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He thought that if he was going to bring the maknae onto the boat, he should at least play along with something like this.

【The Dawn, showing the beautiful value of labor.】

[Why... why am I getting emotional?

It feels like a beautiful scene of labor... Damn it...ㅠ]

[Guys... no... you idols, why do you live so diligently?

I'll live diligently too... damn it...]

[It's hard work, but the way they all smile and positively cheer each other on is so cute... I'm punching a wall right now, ahhhh, so cute]

“Today's catch is a jackpot. Should we start wrapping things up around now?”

“Yes, that's good. The fishing will probably get worse if we wait any longer.”

As Seo Hoyun expertly organized the nets, Kim Seonghyeon walked out from the wheelhouse with a fish in one hand.

Kim Seonghyeon wore loose work pants pulled up high, black boots, and fine pink rubber gloves on both hands. He tilted his head.

“What are you doing.”

[No way.

A Greek sculpture is here.

└ Holding a fish in one hand.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Damn, he's so sexy and handsome, my son-in-law.

└ Not even my husband, but my son-in-law?

└└ Oops]

“Wanna have breakfast before we go?”

“Let's have some sashimi, Seonghyeon.”

“Sounds good. Yes, I understand.”

[Sounds good? Yes, I understand???]

Just as the Noeuls' minds filled with question marks, Kim Seonghyeon crouched down as he replied. He masterfully caught a fish that a fisherman tossed to him.

“Are we eating yellowtail again today? Is that okay?”

“Huh?! If we're gonna eat, we should eat a big one! A small one won't be enough for anyone.”

“Thank you.”

As soon as the words were out, Kim Seonghyeon struck the fish's head hard with the back of his knife. He roughly scraped off the few scales by pushing the knife from tail to head. He skillfully gutted and rinsed it, then even dried the yellowtail before filleting it with a sashimi knife.

The camera captured the entire process in detail.

“Wow, Seonghyeon, why are you so good at this?”

“My uncle does a bit of fishing.”

Even Seo Hoyun looked a little fed up seeing Kim Seonghyeon speak so nonchalantly, as if it were nothing.

“Why is he good at that kind of thing too?”

[That's not something for you to say, oppa, while you're diligently pulling up nets]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, I'm going crazy]

[Ah Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun looking dumbfounded by Kim Seonghyeon is fucking hilarious, damn it ㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋ]

[Kim Seonghyeon is so perfect as son-in-law material it's funny. Good at housekeeping, good at fishing, and even good at preparing sashimi...]

Kim Seonghyeon whipped up a plate of sashimi in no time, and Jeong Dajun peeked over beside him.

People murmured after tasting the yellowtail sashimi, which was sliced to a perfect thickness for a good chew.

“Wow, how's the texture like this? The sashimi Seonghyeon prepared is amazing.”

“Is it good? Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yeah.”

Kim Seonghyeon offered a piece of yellowtail dipped in chojang to Seo Hoyun, who had stealthily approached. The Noeuls collapsed in droves at the sight of him eating it from Kim Seonghyeon's hand.

“Dip a little more chojang on it.”

“So many requests, so many requests.”

[This is literally me, taking bites next to my parents while they're making kimchi]

["How's the seasoning? Should I add more?"<

"Ah, I think it needs more salt."<

These idols are seriously absurd]

Next, Jeong Dajun opened his mouth wide like a baby bird to receive a piece. The sailors watched their friendly interaction with warm smiles and showered them with praise.

“The work must be hard for the kids, but they're not picky eaters at all.”

“Aigoo, they eat anything, they speak so politely, and they're always smiling brightly~. If my son was half as good as them, I'd have given him my entire fortune!”

“Hey, what fortune do you have to give away? You gonna brush the salt off your clothes for him?”

[Ah, they're taking such good care of them ㅠㅠㅠ Thank you ㅠㅠ The kids probably haven't even adjusted to the boat yet...

└ For someone who hasn't adjusted, he's way too good at preparing sashimi... like someone who's lived on a boat for a month...

└└ Shh...]

Just then, a person laughed heartily and said half-jokingly.

“I want to marry Seonghyeon off to my daughter.”

“Ehey~.”

[Cancel that.

We can't increase the competition any more than this]

A caption appeared as the Noeuls growled and kept their guard up.

【Having finished fishing with the rising sun, the three members of The Dawn head to the fish market.】

【There, too, the day was starting early.】

The scene changed. The lively morning of a fish market unfolded under the still-dark sky.

“Squiiid~ one basket for ten thousand won~.”

A clear yet sweet voice, very familiar to the Noeuls, echoed from one side of the market.

[Wait a minute]

A tall, handsome man with a gentle impression stood out of place among the bustling crowd, in a spot where boxes of fish and various seafood were spread out on the floor.

He hawked his wares, adding catchy phrases to a trot melody.

“Freeesh~ shrimp, one kilogram for fifteen thooousand won~.”

[Wait a minute, Jiwon-ah]

It was The Dawn's main vocalist, Seong Jiwon.


Chapter 247

“Mackerel~ one for five thousand won~.”

No, wait. Jiwon-ah, what are you doing?

Before the Noeuls could process their bewilderment, a nearby merchant grumbled.

“My wife's been saying that young man is stealing all our customers, and it looks like she was right.”

“Ahaha... I'm sorry.”

“Hey, hey. Who wouldn't go when you sing trot so damn well?”

【Seong Jiwon is famous for being good at attracting customers.】

A caption appeared, supplementing the situation.

【Four days ago, the village chief saw Seong Jiwon and worriedly asked if someone with such a pretty face could work in a rough place like this.】

【However, not even a few hours later, the seafood and fish allocated to Seong Jiwon sold out in a flash. He attracted customers by singing along to a trot melody with his sweet voice.】

“Snow crabs, fifty thousand won per kilogram~ Wild flounder, thirty thousand won per kilogram~.”

[I'm going crazy.]

[Ah, I'm losing my mind. Why is Seong Jiwon living so diligently? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, this isn't a current affairs documentary, right? It's just insane variety show editing, ah ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm crying and laughing over and over...]

The Noeuls watching clenched their teeth to keep from laughing. They were losing their minds seeing their kids, who once ran wild on stage, now making a huge splash at the fish market.

Just then, a middle-aged man looked at the fish laid out before Seong Jiwon and asked curtly.

“That seems expensive. Hey, can't you give me a little discount?”

“Ah...”

Seong Jiwon looked troubled. He lowered his long eyelashes, and the corners of his eyes drooped.

“What should I do... It's just that I'm not the one who can set the prices...”

“Aah...”

The man stammered and suddenly apologized.

“Ah, no, I'm sorry...”

【It's unclear what he's sorry about.】

Then, looking embarrassed, he quickly left.

He often threw the members into the fiery pits of practice, but face-to-face, not even Seo Hoyun could say a word to him. Seong Jiwon's looks worked hard again today.

Seong Jiwon gave a gentle smile and looked back at the camera.

“You must be tired from filming, right?”

【I think I know why he was sorry.】

[The captions are insane. PD Choi really came prepared. This place is a master of documentaries and variety shows, damn it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Following that, a short interview with the middle-aged man was added.

Q. Why did you apologize?

“It was my fault, wasn't it? To catch just one of those, you have the cost of the boat, the fuel, the daily wages for the crew, the box for the fish, and the pay for that young man's labor. For something that costs that much, what was I thinking, trying to haggle. Phew.”

[Why is he suddenly reflecting so deeply ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Afterward, even a customer known as the neighborhood's best bargainer came by, but the situation ended instantly when they saw his sun-like smile and benevolent eyes.

The footage then cut to an insert of Seong Jiwon's first day of work.

“Hey, hey, you shouldn't do it like that.”

“Pardon? I shouldn't?”

The merchant from the beginning of the segment, who had grumbled about Seong Jiwon stealing customers, suddenly appeared and offered meddling advice.

“Ah, then what should I do? If you teach me, I'll work hard!”

“Uh, huh?”

However, his opponent was Seong Jiwon.

He was The Dawn's angel, but before that, he was someone whose personality demanded perfection in everything. That was why he was known as the Practice Machine within The Dawn.

I just need to learn if I'm doing it wrong.

With that thought, he passionately questioned the merchant. The kind-hearted merchant eventually scratched his head, mumbled “uh, uh,” and spilled all his tips.

Seong Jiwon smiled, pure and clear.

“Thank you. It's cold out, would you like some warm green tea?”

“Oh. Should I?”

“Yes, please sit and rest for a while before you go.”

Melted by the warm cup of green tea in his hand, the merchant chatted with Seong Jiwon for a long while before leaving. The camera caught the merchant's small mumble as he passed.

“Gosh, I can't keep my head straight every time we make eye contact...”

[What is this, please.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah I'm going crazy, what on earth is this ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


While three members who didn't get seasick diligently pulled up nets on the fishing boat, and one had a field day at the fish market, one person had not yet appeared.

[Huh? What's Ichae doing then??]

[I bet Kang Ichae is haggling like a total slicker ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's probably amazing at haggling ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[He's probably an expert at skipping out ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【Kang Ichae is currently in the logistics warehouse.】

The screen changed with the caption.

An unexpected situation appeared, overturning the Noeuls' predictions.

“Hyung-nim, where should I put this?”

“Over there, that way!”

“Yessir~.”

[Huh.]

【Without a hint of difficulty, Kang Ichae moves fish boxes onto a cart.】

Kang Ichae wore work gloves and moved styrofoam boxes full of ice onto a trolley.

[Huh, Kang Ichae is a real surprise.]

[Wow, what is this, it's so unexpected. I thought he'd totally hate doing it.]

Kang Ichae muttered quietly to himself.

“...Maybe I should have said I don't get seasick.”

[Well, at least they got to eat raw fish.]

When PD Choi from another filming team joined them, Kang Ichae's boss smiled.

“Ichae-ya, the PD is here. Take a break.”

“Wow~, Boss, you're too much, really. PD-nim, I moved all of this myself.”

【It seems Kang Ichae has gotten very close with the boss.】

[Ah, for real, I was starting to get touched too ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[You're living too diligently, Kang Ichae, you punk ㅠㅠㅠ]

Contrary to his cold, urban, and glamorous appearance, Kang Ichae diligently carried boxes and joked warmly with his coworkers. During a short break after moving all the boxes, he even made instant coffee for everyone.

Kang Ichae handed paper cups to the filming crew staff as well.

“Thanks for your hard work~.”

“Ichae, isn't it hard?”

“Oh, of course it's hard. Look at everyone looking for me all over the place.”

He pretended to flip long hair back and flashed a coy smile.

“It's the hardship the prettiest person in the fish market must endure.”

“......”

【Kang Ichae asked to be called the 'pretty one' of the fish market.】

A caption appeared under the shaky camerawork, which seemed to be experiencing an 'eye-quake'.

[madman... You were acting all unfamiliar, but you're still the same...]

[Ah, your charm is exploding, pretty one ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“They said we should head to the auction house next!”

Kang Ichae burst into cheerful laughter. The camera's focus shifted behind him, revealing the bustling scene of an auction house.

In front of a platform where people gathered in a semicircle, an auctioneer in a red cap prepared for the auction.

【At 3 AM, when most people are deep in sleep, the fish market auction begins. Today's first auction item was high-end live fish.】

“Don't be nervous just because the camera's rolling, let's take it slooowly~. Alright, we'll start from the right!”

The bell signaling the start of the auction rang with a jingle.

Lively call-and-response chants, rapid-fire words, and precise hand signals filled the air.

Kang Ichae's face hardened as he watched.

【Wait, what is this? The Dawn's main rapper Kang Ichae's expression is fierce.】

“Ichae. Are today's market prices not good? Why are you glaring like that?”

[ㄷㄷ The film crew is talking to Kang Ichae right now.]

[They're brave... If I made eye contact with Kang Ichae then, I would've bolted.]

“No, it's not that...”

Kang Ichae covered his mouth with one hand, gathered his thoughts, and then slowly continued.

“Because I want to learn a thing or two.”

[Holy crap, this is huge. Isn't this the first time Kang Ichae has said he wants to learn something from someone other than Blue Tiger?]

[The auctioneer bringing tension to Ichae's slackened hip-hop...]

Kang Ichae nervously chewed his lip and watched seriously, as if engraving every detail with his eyes.

After the auction, they went outside, where all the other members were gathered.

The youngest felt wronged about getting on the boat without the rapper and rushed at Kang Ichae as soon as he saw him.

“You don't get seasick! You don't!!”

“Hey, hyung does get seasick~.”

【The Dawn, finally gathered in one place, had a brief moment of rest with warm conversation before the labor began again.】

Everyone returned to the fish market to help with sales.

[Ah, Jeong Dajun is crazy funny. Come on, come on, what's your budget? Let's ring it up, hey, take out your wallet~ I'll give you a bigger discount!! Then he makes eye contact with Seo Hoyun and immediately whimpers fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The way he says 'Hoyun-hyung told me not to overdo it, I'm sorry' is so perfectly timid, ah.]

The Noeuls loved catching glimpses of the chemistry that hinted at The Dawn's usual dynamic.

[But why are they so good at sales???]

It was a perfect combination. Kim Seonghyeon silently and quickly packaged fish. Seong Jiwon charmed passersby with his face and voice, making them open their wallets. Kang Ichae miraculously obtained information from somewhere. Jeong Dajun roamed the market and was beloved by the aunties. Even Seo Hoyun skillfully talked haggling customers into buying more instead.

[Hey, did you just see the total sales for the day written in the ledger?? My eyes are playing tricks on me, right??]

[Wow, why did they sell so much ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ??]

[This feels like I'm vicariously playing a management tycoon game, it's so fun.]

[The kids seem so grown up ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ They worked so hard and they're so polite and lovely ㅠㅠㅠ]

[Seriously ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I never understood people who got all desperate about idols, but now I get it... The kids... are desperate and live diligently and it's great... It's not just a variety show, it turned out to be a good current affairs program...]

[It'll probably be a hit with the general public ㅋㅋㅋ They made the program well.]

Though they were clearly working themselves to death, The Dawn smiled and moved with energy.

At this point, not only Noeul but even those who had questioned why they appeared on Life Experience Field Trip had to admit it.

Appearing on this program was a stroke of genius.

[Title: Watching Life Experience Field Trip right now and The Dawn came out really well on this broadcast.

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I guess it was a lucky break since PD Choi cast them, but anyway ㅋㅋ

Kim Seonghyeon got a homemaker king image from his childcare variety show and became more approachable, but since we saw the others with strong concepts so often, they seemed a bit scary, right?

Especially a certain Mr. Kang or Mr. Seo.

As for the guy who sells rocks, well ㅋㅋ we know what kind of rocks he's selling, but the public only knows what they see on the surface.

Being perfect can look cool, but you need a bit of a human touch to be liked by all age groups.

(It seems like people develop a liking and interest in celebrities when they find an unexpected element that resembles themselves ㅋㅋ)

In any case, the point is they need to create a sense of familiarity.

But on this program,

Suddenly The Dawn is on a fishing boat.

Suddenly they're carrying fish boxes like crazy.

Suddenly they're pulling up nets.

You start thinking, huh? They're somehow different from what I imagined.

I'll have to watch until the end, but it seems like a good appearance for shedding their old image.

└ I'm watching right now too and I had the exact same thought ㅋㅋㅋ The people popular with the public are a bit more down-to-earth.

└└ Yeah ㅋㅋㅋ The way they genuinely enjoy it while working hard is also kind of crazy ㅋㅋㅋ It seemed like they had styles that would be polarizing, but this time I'll admit it's good.

└ Just being handsome isn't enough ㅋㅋ]

Noeuls who saw the community post analyzing The Dawn's appearance shook their heads.

[What are they talking about? It's good because they're handsome as hell even while working with bare faces and dripping with sweat.

└ This is the one.]

As the day's work neared its end, Seo Hoyun tallied the daily sales on a calculator. He suddenly shot his head up.

“Wait, where's Jeong Dajun.”

[Seo Hoyun really sees Jeong Dajun as a puppy.]

[He's anxious that he'll come back munching on something again... No. He's extremely anxious that he'll come back carrying something while munching.]

Kim Seonghyeon, who was taking off his apron and folding it neatly, answered his question.

“...Ah, he went to the supermarket earlier and then hurriedly ran off somewhere.”

“Hey!!”

【A pale Seo Hoyun runs off to find the youngest member.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah Seo Hoyun has been through too much.]

[All the kids next to him are freaking out.]

Seo Hoyun circled the market a few times but couldn't find Jeong Dajun. He returned, roughly running a hand through his hair.

The remaining members, without Jeong Dajun, then received a white envelope from the village chief under the fish market sign.

“Thank you so much for allowing us to have such a beneficial time...”

Seo Hoyun decided a quick escape was best and tried to deliver his final message to the camera. Just then, a voice called out.

“Hyung!! Hyungs!! You waited a long time, right!!”

Jeong Dajun approached quickly from inside the market, smiling brightly. He wore oven mitts and carried a large pot.

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon muttering 'don't come, don't come, don't come' lmao ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I guess Kang Ichae is really getting seasick now, look at him covering his mouth ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Inspired by the traditional British health food, jellied eels!!”

Oblivious to his hyungs' instantly haggard faces, Jeong Dajun proudly thrust the pot forward.

“it's the Korean health food, yellowtail chocolate marshmallow lasagna!!”

“......”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

In the end, Life Experience Field Trip concluded with Jeong Dajun's monstrous food creation.
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After the 'The Dawn in the East Sea' episode of Life Experience Field Trip aired, talk about it buzzed across various online communities and social media platforms.

[This is so ridiculously funny ㅋㅋ]

The episode showed them catching fish and then selling them.

The Dawn, who looked grimy and disheveled just moments before, now stood neatly in the broadcast studio, captured on screen wearing knits and jeans.

Next, their leader, Kim Seonghyeon, collected the members' wages. He climbed onto a unicorn-shaped figure and placed the money into a heart-shaped donation box.

Then, to wrap up The Dawn's episode of Life Experience Field Trip, the group sang a song to promote the charity fundraiser.

【You, Who Are Always Beautiful】

Always Beautiful'.

It was a clean and clear folk song released in the 1970s by Kim Seonhan, a once nationally beloved singer. The song was so popular that people often mistook it for a children's song.

【Send me your pretty smile and your gaze

If I have just that, I'll always be by your side

Our efforts are Always Beautiful】

They sang it simply, without any new arrangement.

Notably, Seong Jiwon's refreshing yet powerful voice and Seo Hoyun's simple, mid-to-low tone blended harmoniously at the song's climax, further enhancing the song's charm.

【Show me your wrinkled hands and your bright smile

If we have just that, we'll always be strong

Your life is Always Beautiful】

The members looked at each other and smiled faintly.

【Always Beautiful】

[Am I... crying...?]

Just as The Dawn's deeply invested fans forgot to even fawn over them, Seo Hoyun pulled something from his pocket and waved it. It was a postcard-sized piece of paper that read, 'It was a really great experience ^^ Thank you for your consideration, PD.'

[Crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I thought it was a music show ending shot ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah ㅋ, their promotion is cute]

When Seo Hoyun flipped it over, the words 'PD-nim, is this what I should say?' were visible.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It looks like Seo Hoyun is just chasing a carrot on a stick]

[Ah ㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun is so witty and adorable, for real ㅋㅋㅋ He lightened the mood right up to the very end]

[Look at them all laughing and greeting the staff after it ended ㅋ It's cute how the PD tries to hug Seo Hoyun and he looks disgusted

└ The Dawn was the biggest contributor to Life Experience Field Trip. Great casting choice ㅋㅋ]

The Dawn ended the program having secured fun, emotion, and wit.

They had generated a decent amount of buzz with every broadcast appearance, but the reaction this time was on another level.

[They seriously captured both humor and emotion;;; It was so good...

I wish there were more shows that displayed this kind of wholesomeness instead of the sensationalist variety shows that are popular these days]

[The Dawn's songs are all so intense, so I loved that they sang an old, popular song instead of promoting one of their own...]

[If my old favorite group had gone on a show like this, I would have been bawling my eyes out for real ㅠㅠ]

[Title: Their sense for the charity performance was insane

These guys are seriously smart

When they were working at the fish market, they were filmed affably singing trot songs that the elderly like, becoming friendly and decent young men.

Then for the donation performance, they sang a popular song that anyone with Korean nationality would know, shooting their recognition way up.

The Dawn's sense was really overflowing.

Seeing them all sweaty and grimy on the fishing boat and at the market, and then watching them sing in the studio, all cleaned up and smiling at each other... it was somehow touching...

But does Daepaseong handle this kind of song selection or program casting??

└ I was reading this with a pleased smile until I got to the last line and my face went stern.

Daepaseong is just freeloading. They don't have the sense to pick something like this.

└ Yeah, they were cast because PD Choi contacted them, and The Dawn probably chose the song themselves ㅋ

└└ How in the world did Daepaseong scout kids like these... It's an eternal mystery...]

A significant factor in this response was the narrative that formed within a program expected to be quiet. The current affairs and culture show developed a story of 'a sudden cast member no-show,' 'the PD's abduction of a new target,' 'a victim sold off to a fishing boat,' and 'idols who still work hard regardless.'

Even those who had skipped the late-night broadcast at the end of the weekend watched the YouTube clips out of curiosity.

This interest then extended to the full video released by the broadcast company. In the end, all of Life Experience Field Trip's videos recorded far higher view counts than most popular variety shows.

[Title: Ah, this group is so likable

After watching this, I went and found all of The Dawn's previous solo variety shows.

Some people were saying they must have aimed for this, knowing they'd do well, but who would have thought the ratings or view counts for Life Experience Field Trip would be this good?

Honestly, all the members are on a roll in variety shows right now, so there's no need for them to appear on a culture program like this ㅋ

It seems like they just came on because they genuinely wanted to experience life, and they did well because they worked hard without being picky.

└ If other idols had come on, it wouldn't have become this much of a hot topic ㅋ It was fun and touching because The Dawn kept smiling until the end.

└└ I agree. They're destined for greatness... Honestly, filming for three days must have been so exhausting they probably wanted to curse, but the fact they could laugh it off shows their mentality is insane.

└ Jeong Dajun eating that lasagna also showed an insane mentality...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Dajun never leaves food behind ㅋㅋㅋ

└ PD Choi has a great eye for people and made a good choice.

└└ That's what I'm saying. It's so funny that Seo Hoyun is friends with PD Choi because of that patriotic European documentary... PD Choi is pretty famous in the documentary world, I wish he'd make something like this a regular program instead of just a special project.

└ In the first place, the view count right now is no joke ㅋ The cast member who bailed must be green with envy ㅋ]

The cooking program Jeong Dajun had been on could not escape its low ratings, despite being filmed with great effort and a host of famous people.

The fans of the idols who appeared seemed to like it, but it failed to capture the public's interest.

[Title: It's an emergency, the general public is starting to discover The Dawn

The Dawn are a bunch of one-of-a-kind weirdos who live life so damn diligently... ㅠㅠㅠㅠ and people are starting to find that out!

Maybe because the general public has a favorable impression of celebrities who work hard through hardships, the reaction to this Life Experience Field Trip is super good ㅠㅠ

Everyone knows what I'm talking about as soon as I mention it!!

Just a little while ago, people would ask if I meant the time of day when I said 'The Dawn', but fuck, they finally know The Dawn ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

They've memorized the other members' names besides Seo Hoyun!!!

└ Even the quiet members each have a touch of madness, so they left a huge impact.

Seong Jiwon, who looks so gentle but sang trot with fish prices as lyrics... Kim Seonghyeon, who filleted that huge yellowtail in an instant... Kang Ichae, who was laughing with the store owner like they'd known each other for 20 years, and Jeong Dajun, who couldn't give up on his bizarre food...

└└ How can you not like someone who looks like they've never known a speck of hardship, yet they're on a boat pulling nets, singing trot, and selling fish like that... Plus, they're so good to the elders ㅠㅠ

└ They kicked off the 5-part Life Experience Field Trip so well ㅋㅋ The next guests must be nervous ㅋㅋ]

In the end, the entire flow of events proceeded just as Seo Hoyun had foreseen.

[I really want to cheer for these guys]


[PD Choi Jihoon: Seo Hoyun, it's a huge hit, for real hahahahaha]

[PD Choi Jihoon: The reviews are really good]

[PD Choi Jihoon: I think we might even get a regular program while riding this momentum... Anyway, it's all thanks to you doing such a great job, Seo Hoyun. Thank you ^^]

I moved my fingers to reply to the text from PD Choi.

[Me: Thanks to you, PD-nim, I also had a good experience]

[Me: But please don't call me next time haha]

[PD Choi Jihoon: See you again when there's a special project ^^]

[Me: ㅋ Yes, I look forward to it]

It was a good thing I contacted PD Choi.

I had only intended to poke around a bit since Jeong Dajun's schedule got messed up, but I never imagined I would hook such a big fish.

The production team thought I had been naively caught, and they worked The Dawn to the bone.

Well, it was as rewarding as it was difficult.

The reaction is good.

To be honest, we had never had a broadcast with a bad reaction, but this one had definitely boosted our recognition.

Our skills in our main profession could be proven with the albums and programs to come.

The fandom seemed worried that we were working too hard, but it looked like even their lips were twitching into wide smiles as the explosive spotlight shone on us.

Just then, a staff member's voice echoed.

“We'll be starting the shoot soon―.”

Now that I have laid a solid foundation, it's time to execute what I have truly been aiming for.

“I think it would be better to move that sign a little more to the right.”

“Camera settings are all done!”

In truth, it was a time for The Dawn to aggressively release albums and promote. We had prepared quietly for about half a year for the two steps forward I was about to take.

I saw the staff moving busily on the music video set.

“Hoyun, just a moment!”

The wardrobe, hair, and makeup teams stopped me just as I was about to walk onto the set.

“Your skin is so pale and clear that any color would suit you, but since this is a Christmas single album music video, wouldn't white be better?”

“Hmm... That's true.”

The Dawn's Christmas special single album.

It was a seasonal song I had been planning ever since Black Call released their Christmas album.

“The atmosphere definitely fits. You have that white knit, right?”

“I think straight hair that covers his forehead a bit would be better. Let's remove the eye makeup entirely and just emphasize the lips more, shall we?”

Unhappy with the originally planned styling, they changed my entire outfit from head to toe.

When they finally released me, Lee Jihyeon trotted over, taking notes on a tablet.

“Seo Hoyun, do you have a moment to talk?”

“If our MVP wants to talk, I'd have to make time even if I didn't have any.”

“Oh, please...”

She was already busy preparing for the next year. On top of that, she had to create and execute the entire plan on a tight schedule.

It was always like this, but Lee Jihyeon was the one who had worked the hardest this time as well.

She shook her head, disgusted by my comment.

Then, she quickly began to re-explain the important parts of this album, emphasizing the gestures and meanings that needed to be captured on camera.

“I'm looking forward to the reaction to this album.”

“You think so?”

“To be honest, The Dawn has climbed higher than my calculations, to the point where it's scary. How does everything fall into place exactly as you think it will? How were you so lucky with the programs?”

“Was it luck?”

“...Yes. A wise answer to a foolish question.”

Lee Jihyeon let out a small sigh and spoke again.

“But don't forget this album is really experimental. You know seasonal songs carry a lot of risks.”

It's because it's a seasonal song that it's worth a try.

I just smiled quietly.

Lee Jihyeon read my expression keenly and frowned slightly.

“...Then again, this album might just capture the general public while also targeting the fans, just as you said, Seo Hoyun. Even if it is experimental.”

“Well, something like that.”

I don't think this song will necessarily be a massive hit.

Still, shouldn't I check a few things before the main game begins? Like how pitchers test the umpire's strike zone with the first batter in the top of the first inning.

I spoke in a leisurely tone.

“It's more fun when there's some risk involved.”

Besides, I have a powerful card named Kang Ichae.

I shifted my gaze to a corner of the set. Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae were deep in conversation about the music video.

I was inwardly calculating various things while watching him. He happened to turn his head, and our eyes met.

The guy shot me a sly wink.

He looked utterly confident.

“Sheesh.”

“......”

I waved my hand, flicking the wink away.

Lee Jihyeon tilted her head with a puzzled look.

It would have been nice if that guy, Kang Ichae, was a little less quick on the uptake.

A few days later, the poster image for the special single album was released.

The photo showed a boy looking up and smiling at a magnificent, brilliant Christmas tree that lit up the pitch-black night sky. A long, dark shadow stretched out behind the boy.

[The Dawn ❬Christmas Again?❭]

It was a Christmas album with a double title track.


Chapter 249

[Is there really an idol group dropping a Christmas album teaser just 2 weeks in advance?!]

[It's been too long ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ!! There was no news at all after the fall, and now a Christmas season song? I'm gonna throw all my money at them.]

Most of Noeul were delighted by the sudden news of a new song.

[I'm seriously grateful for a season song, but... when is the full album coming out?!]

[It's a single, so the first-week sales probably won't be huge... They should've gathered their energy and released a full album instead ㅠㅠ]

[They called it a single, but look at them giving us four new songs.]

[What even is the meaning of a 'single' in K-Pop...]

However, some fans who eagerly awaited a full album expressed their disappointment.

[Aack, the highlight medley is up!!!]

Of course, as soon as the teaser images, tracklist, and highlight medley were released, those fans rushed to check them out as if they had never been disappointed.

[Okay, what was I even saying~~! I was being greedy, for real!!]

[Whoa, guys, there's a video in the highlight medley this time!!]

[Ha~ Seriously!! They're showing off that they're Tier 1!!!

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, 'showing off they're Tier 1' is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Unlike their previous album, which only showed jacket photos with the melody, they had filmed a separate video for the highlight medley on the music video set this time.

The first title track,

'23:59'.

Darkness fell over a dense forest of tall trees, revealing a two-story house covered in snow. The house twinkled with a cozy light, adorned with Christmas decorations.

[Wow, look at the MV's color palette, it's so damn pretty;;;]

[What's with this set... Daepaseong must have made a lot of money... murmur murmur... I smell money...]

【The brilliant light I share with you

This warm heat as our cheeks touch】

Seong Jiwon's clear yet powerful voice rang out.

【May we always be together

Because I'm too shy to say I love you】

An Impala Classic pulled smoothly to a stop in front of the house.

THUD!

Kim Seonghyeon got out of the driver's seat. He wore an American police uniform with a bomber jacket and held a gift box neatly wrapped with a ribbon.

[What???]

Kim Seonghyeon leaned against the car, looking nervous.

[?????????It's a season song, so why the police uniform?]

[I'll take it.]

As if he had made a decision, he strode across the yard and decisively rang the doorbell. The door opened as if waiting for him, and a warm, orange light spilled from the gap.

【It's a minute early, but

Merry, Merry Christmas 】

The highlight medley for '23:59' ended there. It was a winter ballad with a strong carol vibe, a typical Christmas season song.

[How much further is Kang Ichae going to evolve?

Seriously, even without any bias, the song is just so, so good;;;; I'm tired of even calling him a genius.]

[Ichae-yah, I love you, really ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ This unwavering faith that the comeback song will be good... goes beyond that, this title track is the best one yet...]

Next came the highlight melody for the second title track, 'Christmas Again?'.

【Christmas Again

The sound of carols I hear】

In a back alley lit faintly by colorful lights, Kang Ichae, dressed in a leather jacket, flicked a lighter.

CHIK—, the lighter's flame flared, and the sound of squelching footsteps grew louder.

【Christmas Again

The white snow that touches the back of my hand】

Kang Ichae lifted his gaze. Seo Hoyun stood before him.

Seo Hoyun approached the vermilion flame, which had a hint of blue, and with a blank expression, blew out the lighter with a 'hoo'.

【Special Single - Christmas Again?

The Dawn】

[Gasp...]

Subtitles were stamped onto the blackened screen. 'Christmas Again?' was a dark-feeling pop electronic track.

[Shit... after so long... my heart... is working again...]

[Daepaseong are such perverts, you know?

Even if we just think it's super sleek, there's probably some meaningful symbolism, right?

...But I don't know, and I'm just busy rewatching Seo Hoyun's part.]

[The second title teaser is so good, but it's also so scary... I feel like we're about to get blindsided.]

[I was planning to enjoy it lightly since it's a season song, but they went so hard with it that it's scary...]


This was a kind of experiment.

Now that their recognition had clearly risen, it was a small experiment to capture the mainstream and climb even higher.

[The Dawn The Dawn '23:59' MV]

A few days later, the music video for '23:59' was revealed.

The black screen slowly brightened, revealing Kim Seonghyeon at the wheel of the Impala Classic. A carol, sung by a clear and beautiful boys' choir with an organ accompaniment, played from the car radio.

Words of cheer

Joy fills the air

Glory of christmas is finally here...

Kim Seonghyeon arrived in front of the two-story house from the highlight medley and lowered the radio's volume.

“Haa...”

He sighed softly and rested his head on the steering wheel.

He soon sat up straight and checked his wristwatch. The time showed 9 o'clock.

【Maybe next year I'll be able to say it

Merry, Merry Christmas 】

Kim Seonghyeon immediately took the gift box from the glove compartment and got out of the car. He moved with large strides, reached the door, and hastily rang the doorbell.

【The brilliant light I share with you

This warm heat as our cheeks touch】

Jeong Dajun, wearing a soft red knit sweater, greeted Kim Seonghyeon with a wide smile.

【May we always be together】

Next, Seong Jiwon ran through the heavy snow, clutching a paper bag to his chest.

【Because I'm too shy to say I love you】

He brushed the snow from his hair and entered the house. Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun welcomed him in the living room. A sofa, a table, and a large fir tree stood there, with Christmas ornaments laid out.

【It's a minute early, but

Merry, Merry Christmas 】

Jeong Dajun shook the wrapped gifts, then opened the largest box. Kang Ichae popped out from inside.

Seeing the startled Jeong Dajun, Kang Ichae leaned an arm on the box's edge and grinned slyly.

【For you, I'll run to you in any form

Just tell me what you want

As you wish my love

No effort is too much】

The scene changed. With every snap of Kang Ichae's fingers, the members' outfits changed from a police uniform and a doctor's gown to a firefighter's uniform and an office suit. After cycling through fan-favorite outfits, they returned to their comfortable knitwear.

【Maybe next year I'll be able to say it

Merry, Merry Christmas 】

The screen transitioned. Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon held mugs of steaming liquid and watched the snow flutter like blossoms in the dark night sky through a second-floor window.

【The white, scattering snowflake

The warm gaze looking at me】

Seo Hoyun turned his head and smiled cautiously at Seong Jiwon.

【May it always be by my side

Because I'm too shy to say I love you】

Back in the living room, Kim Seonghyeon saw Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon, then opened the gift box he had prepared for the members. Inside were five rings of the same design, engraved with a date. July 11th, The Dawn's debut date.

Seeing it, Kang Ichae's gaze wavered.

【It's a little early, but】

Kim Seonghyeon smiled shyly, scanned the members, then scooped up a handful of cake and smeared it on Seo Hoyun's face.

Seo Hoyun looked dumbfounded. He scrunched up one eye, licked the cream from the corner of his mouth, and then picked up the cake with both hands.

【Merry, Merry Christmas 】

The members scattered and ran, but they soon got tangled up, bickering playfully.

At that moment, Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun's eyes met.

【Merry, Merry Christmas 】

Seo Hoyun gave a light smile.

The camera pulled away from the members. It panned past the Christmas decorations, through the living room, and past the entryway where their five pairs of shoes were arranged in their own unique ways. Finally, the front door closed.

【The Dawn - 23:59】

It was a stylish and addictive melody with a repeating, consistent tune. It had a warm and beautiful color palette filled with year-end sentiment.

[Whoa...]

The view count for the well-made music video rose rapidly.

[What do I do...

I think I'm in love with them.]

The Noeuls were deeply moved.

[An idol who says he'll become any kind of Santa for you... The best.]

[I couldn't get my mind off Kim Seonghyeon's police uniform, then I screamed when the rings came out.

Did they get matching group rings???]

[It's not just a prop, it's their actual debut date... This is an emergency, I think the The Dawn kids got matching group rings...

The leader giving the members group rings for Christmas...

I'm just gonna faint.]

[Haaa...

Insane beauty...

I'm crying right now watching this.

└ You're kidding, right?

└└ (Photo) Proof with a tissue...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's so funny I'm crying ㅠㅠㅠ]

[ㅋㅋ Hey, but seeing Seo Hoyun's genuine reaction when he got hit with the cake, don't you think they did it without telling him?ㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah~~ The members releasing their pent-up feelings with real emotion at this moment~~~]

Perhaps because their name 'The Dawn' had been imprinted on many people through various entertainment shows, not only '23:59' but all the released tracks spread like wildfire, landing on various music charts.

[Wow, the song is a real banger;;]

[The other B-sides are by foreign composers, but the double titles are still by Kang Ichae ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Proof of his genius.]

[Kang Ichae was flying during his Rising rookie days, but here he's riding a jet plane ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is crazy, the song is so good!!!!]

Just as the song was getting a decent response from the public, the Noeuls, who were fervently streaming, noticed something strange.

[Hm?]

The lyrics for 'Christmas Again?', the other title track of the single album, were odd.

[Wa-wait...]

[Wait, I'm confused, wtf.]

[Why, why, what is it?????]

While the fans stirred and offered various speculations, the music video for 'Christmas Again?' was released the day after the album dropped.

[...Excuse me?]

The Noeuls who turned on the music video could not help but be shocked.

From the very start, the two-story house from '23:59' was engulfed in flames, burning fiercely.

[EXCUSE ME???????]

The screen went dark. Instead of the burning house, it showed a room where movie posters and The Dawn's polaroid photos were messily taped to the walls.

Kang Ichae's red hair peeked out from between the blankets.

【Beep! Beep! Beep!】

A loud alarm woke a disheveled Kang Ichae. He rubbed his eyes and picked up his phone.

“......”

He saw 'December 24' on the screen and laughed dryly.

CHZZT. A dark, sticky pop electronic melody mixed with static seeped from the radio beside his bed.

Sitting up, Kang Ichae washed his face with his dry hands.

【December 24, FXCK, it's back again】

With that muttered line, he shot up and roughly descended the stairs.

At the same time, an intense rap began.

【A Christmas I've forgotten how to count

I can't do this anymore】

Kang Ichae frantically unfolded a newspaper on the dining table and turned on the TV. Then, unable to contain his anger, he picked up a cup and threw it at the window.

【Laughing like I've lost my mind

You wouldn't get it, I understand

This damn melody

The forgotten memories of a day】

The loud noise woke Jeong Dajun.

He hurriedly opened his door and ran downstairs, but Kang Ichae had already destroyed most of the furniture.

【Can you tell me?

Is this hallucination or prank?】

The scene changed. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been leaning against a car and fiddling with his empty hands, ran into the house in surprise.

A series of connected photos showed Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae fighting. Then, Kang Ichae stormed out of the house.

He rummaged through the shed, found a gas can, and began pouring its contents all over the house.

【Christmas Again

The sound of carols I hear

Christmas Again

The white snow that touches the back of my hand】

As if his strength had failed, Kang Ichae dropped the gas can with a thud and flicked his lighter.

【December 24

Can you hold my hand?】

Kim Seonghyeon, arriving a step too late, approached to stop Kang Ichae. Jeong Dajun stepped back in fear.

A long, dark shadow formed behind him.

【I can't end it

Can you save me?】

The location changed. Seong Jiwon stood on a city street filled with a Christmas atmosphere, blowing on his reddened fingertips. Endless white snow fell from the sky.

【Christmas Again

The sound of carols I hear

Christmas Again

The white snow that touches the back of my hand】

Then he spotted Seo Hoyun standing on a riverbank under a bridge and waved.

Seo Hoyun smiled back as if returning the greeting, but his gaze was fixed on the clock tower in the square.

【Will we ever─.】

At that moment, the song stopped.

Then, the scene cut to Kang Ichae leaning against a wall in a dark alley, looking exhausted.

The carol from '23:59' played softly from an old record store across the street, still open late.

─Words of cheer

Joy fills the air

Glory of christmas is finally here...

Between the lyrics, the sound of squelching footsteps drew closer.

Clean, polished black shoes entered the camera's view. They were a stark contrast to the graying snow, which had been melted and trampled by many people.

“Yes, Merry Christmas, have a happy holiday, Feliz Navidad.”

Kang Ichae did not lift his face. He kept flicking the lighter's wheel, muttering and chuckling like a madman.

Then, he heard another voice.

“Ichae-yah.”

It was Seo Hoyun's familiar, low voice.

“You're supposed to say that next year.”

Kang Ichae's smile froze. The lighter's flame shot up.

Just as Seo Hoyun slowly lowered his head, a slight smile touching his lips,

【Christmas Again?】

WHOOSH, the flame went out.


Chapter 250

Soon after the music video for 'Christmas Again?', the album's second double title track, was uploaded, countless interpretations surfaced on online communities.

[Title: (Hot Topic) 23:59 + Christmas Again? Interpretation

I was just daydreaming and came up with a few theories, so I organized them ㅋ

1. Christmas Again is a time loop story.

First off, all these interpretations are based on the premise that Kang Ichae dies and returns to Christmas Eve over and over again.

People already whispered it was a time loop because of lyrics like “I've returned again” and “A Christmas I've forgotten how to count” ㅋ, but the music video confirmed it.

Even though Kang Ichae douses the house with oil to set it on fire, there's no scene of it actually burning later. However, seeing the house on fire at the beginning of the video... I'm guessing he burned it down once before the music video, killing the members and himself, and then returned to Christmas Eve.

2. The double title tracks are connected.

'23:59' and 'Christmas Again?' both take place on the same Christmas Eve.

In Christmas Again, The Dawn keeps repeating Christmas Eve, right?

Only Kang Ichae remembers the time loop.

Which song comes later in the timeline seems to be up for interpretation...

If 'Christmas Again' happens after '23:59', then the members of The Dawn will never escape Christmas Eve ㅋ.

But if it's the other way around, there's a chance they escaped.

3. So, did The Dawn escape Christmas?

There are several different interpretations for this.

There are a few symbols we can speculate on.

a. First, the lyric from 23:59, 'Maybe next year I'll be able to say it'.

<<When Ichae was giving his Christmas greetings, Seo Hoyun said, “You should say that next year,” right?

It seems to be connected to that line.

b. The lyrics of the boys' choir song that Seonghyeon sang at the beginning of 23:59 are also meaningful.

If you translate the English, it basically means that Christmas has finally come.

c. The suspicious attitudes of Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun.

Like when they were talking with Seong Jiwon on the veranda...

Considering Seong Jiwon was a regressor in the old Second Chance, it seems like he might know how to escape the loop.

But I think this is a bit of a stretch, so I'm confused ㅜㅜ

If you have more interpretations, please leave them in the comments!!]

After reading the most popular of these posts, people had an epiphany and slapped their foreheads.

[As expected, if you wait, smart people will post their analyses for you. Nom nom Thank you.]

[Ah ㅋ ll right... fuck, there's no way The Dawn would give us a normal Christmas song...]

[Yeah, the kids who did the Apocalypse, military, revolution, and whatever else haven't gone anywhere~~ㅋ ll I fucking love that they're staying true to their roots, it's hilarious ㅋ l

└ I should have known when the meaningful album poster image was released... The Dawn just smacking Noeuls upside the head out of nowhere]

[So did the kids escape?? I'm in so much pain right now my heart is being squeezed ㅠㅠㅠ]

Despite the completely opposite moods of the title tracks, Noeuls screamed with delight that they were connected and shared a universe.

[Title: Proof That They Escaped Christmas Eve

In Christmas Again, they aren't wearing any rings.

In 2359, Seonghyeon gave them The Dawn rings.

(Ichae's surprised reaction to receiving the ring)

(Seo Hoyun smiling slightly beside him)

Based on this reaction, I've come to a conclusion.

They had never received the rings during any of the previous loops.

The timeline is Christmas Again → 23:59.

Therefore, The Dawn has escaped this crazy Christmas.

Now everyone can rest easy, cover up with a blanket, and go to sleep.

└ Thank you. I've been so upset since yesterday I was drinking soju straight from the bottle, but thanks to you, I think I can sleep peacefully.

└ Those crazy Daepaseong bastards...

Setting otaku hearts on fire with stuff like this]

[Title: Sorry, but they didn't escape Christmas Again

The timeline is 23:59 → Christmas Again, that's rightㅇㅇ

In Christmas Again, there's a ring mark left on Kang Ichae's index finger.

They received The Dawn rings but still couldn't get out.

└ ...I'm seriously going crazy.

└ This is a completely open ending, ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ Wow, but Daepaseong is a real pervert ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ. They definitely made that mark on purpose. Kang Ichae usually wears a ton of rings, so if there were marks, they should be in several places, but everywhere else is clean and there's only a red mark on his index finger...

└└ They didn't just have him wear a prop ring, they left a ring mark on the kid. You madmen...]

The fans clutched their heads at the endlessly looping interpretations.

[My kind friend, who has the looks of a celebrity... knows I like The Dawn... and sent me a text.

Friend: I listened to The Dawn's new song!! ㅋ The song is so warm and cozy, I liked it.

Me: Ah ㅋ, you listened to it?? Right, right? haha

oO (Warm...? Cozy...?)

Good-looking people... have it so good...

They've never tasted this kind of heart-wrenching pain, have they?]

Through SNS and video platforms, domestic and international fans posted more reactions and interpretations than usual.

Moreover, the top comments on the music video were all in English, to the point where one could hardly find any Korean. Even when sorting by 'newest', comments in various languages updated every second.

[Hoyoonnnnnn Dajunnn I love you♡♡♡]

[I love everything about The Dawn. They are so cute. I love Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon.]

[Seong Jiwon is beautiful... I doubt he is even human w]

Looking at the numbers alone, the comments had already surpassed ten times the amount on the 'Falling Down' music video, which was released right after Shining Star.

[What the... looks like the influx of foreign fans this time is insane.]

[It's obvious they put a lot of effort into this one, but the results are this good??;;]

By the time a week had passed since the album's release, the sales figures were staggering.

[;;;;Whoa, the first-week sales tracking isn't even over yet, but look at the sales numbers.]

The sales figures tallied on the fifth day of the first-week tracking were enormous.

[FUCK!!!!! ACK!!! AACK!!! THIS IS CRAZY, AHH!!!!!]

[Anyone want to see my artist who hit it big with a season song

Anyone want to see the face genius Seo Hoyun

Anyone want to see the soft soft soft bunny who is terribly good to his fans]

While the Noeuls soaked in happiness, Lee Jihyeon of the Daepaseong Planning Team browsed various communities and monitored the reactions.

It was not the first or second time she had been involved in an album release since taking charge of The Dawn, but her heart was always fraught with anticipation and anxiety over the results.

“...This is crazy.”

However, this time was a little different.

She was bewildered by how quickly the album climbed the various music charts from the very beginning. Above all, she was shocked by the incredible sales numbers it had achieved in less than a week.

She refreshed the page countless times just in case, but the results did not change.

“Wow... is this a dream or reality?”

“I think it'll feel real when we get our bonuses.”

“With this, we'll definitely get them.”

“Of course!!”

Lee Jihyeon listened to the conversation between the planning team staff who also managed The Dawn and the planning team leader, then pinched her own cheek hard. Thankfully, it hurt, proving this was reality.

I knew idol albums have been selling well lately, but this kind of reaction for a season song album? And there aren't even that many album versions?

It was incredibly difficult to elicit this kind of reaction with a season song. The interest gathered from their variety show appearances and the resulting influx of new fans seemed to have played a huge part.

“The influx of overseas fans is huge. A Complete Singer already had high international recognition, but Chaotic Family Journal has been no joke lately.”

“And Life Experience Field Trip was a huge hit domestically. Honestly, 23:59 is so good that even just listening to it, it's a perfect winter season song~.”

“It was a really good decision to release it as a double title. Miss Lee Jihyeon, your idea was excellent.”

The sly team leader usually nagged her but would sneak in a compliment only when results were good. His words did not even register in Lee Jihyeon's ears.

Lee Jihyeon, who had been blankly organizing her thoughts, rubbed the back of her neck awkwardly.

“It was Seo Hoyun's idea,” she said.

“What?”

“The double title track. It was Seo Hoyun's idea.”

After crazily gathering information on every idol group, the first project he brought in, saying he wanted to try it, was this album.

Amidst the flood of season songs pouring down like a winter rain, 23:59 steadfastly held its ground. While Christmas Again? was weaker in the rankings, its hidden clues received high praise.

“Ah, this isn't the time for this...”

Having just witnessed the wails of overly invested fans on the communities, Lee Jihyeon thought she should contact Seo Hoyun. She wanted to ask him to upload a photo to prevent them from getting too carried away.

However, Seo Hoyun had already beaten her to it.

[Seo Hoyun posted a pic on SNS to stop us from getting too invested

The caption was 'Is it good?'<ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Kim Seonghyeon inhaling gomtang while wearing The Dawn ring

Jeong Dajun next to him, ordering his third bowl

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah he's so fucking cute ㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Ah, the way Seo Hoyun talks to the members is driving me crazy ㅋㅋ]

That was not all.

Seo Hoyun in a white hoodie and Kim Seonghyeon in a simple graphic t-shirt uploaded a TikTok challenge to the song 23:59.

【Hoping you'll always be by my side

Because I'm too shy to say I love you】

[His straight hair is driving me crazy... crazy... crazy...]

[Wow, Seo Hoyun's dance lines have gotten so fucking clean;;; Kim Seonghyeon is still on a non-human level, but even next to Kim Seonghyeon, he looks harmonious...

└ Hah, they have a surprising number of pair dances ㅠㅠ This kind of relaxed choreography suits Seo Hoyun so well...

└└ He's mastered how to look cool without trying too hard...]

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon's fucking good groove...

For you to be that handsome, that tall, have those big hands, and dance well too... it's just... absurd, so this noona is going to have gomtang for lunch today...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋ why gomtang all of a sudden ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Copying his lunch menu...]

Even in the TikTok video, which looked low-quality due to the heavy filters, Seo Hoyun sparkled so brightly that Lee Jihyeon was momentarily speechless.

“...Right, there's no need to mention it separately.”

What is with this timing?

In truth, if one were to list out the things The Dawn did to get to this single album, it would not seem that difficult.

Each member's variety show appearance did well. They increased the influx of domestic and international Noeul. They included tidbits for the fandom to dig into while making the songs easy for the general public to listen to. They planned the concept.

Easier said than done.

If everyone could do all that, every idol group would make it big.

Of course, Seo Hoyun had pulled it off.

Two days ago, she had a brief chat with Seo Hoyun in a meeting room to deliver the internal and external evaluations of the album.

“It's a total hit. Congratulations.”

“This isn't enough.”

“What?”

Seo Hoyun calmly stirred his warm americano with a straw after adding several pumps of gum syrup.

“Miss Lee Jihyeon, I'm planning to win the Grand Prize next year,” he said.

“Ahaha! Is that so? I want to be the company president next year, too.”

“......”

“Hahaha.”

“......”

“...You're serious, aren't you...?”

Taking a sip of the americano that looked like it would fill his veins with sugar, Seo Hoyun smiled serenely.

“Jihyeon.”

The rough, raw atmosphere she had subtly felt when she first met Seo Hoyun was now nowhere to be found.

The man before her knew exactly how others perceived him, a person who knew how to hide his inner thoughts with a refined smile and steer situations to his advantage.

“You'll be hearing from WH Entertainment soon. Make sure you accept their offer.”

Lee Jihyeon shook her head as if to dismiss the words that sounded like some kind of prophecy and habitually opened her company email.

❬Inquiry regarding The Dawn's year-end stage collaboration.❭

She was met with a message from the WH Entertainment planning team.

At the eerily perfect timing, she tapped her pen on the desk.

“Is he a shaman, not someone on his second life?”

“......”

“......”

Ignoring the team leader's question, Lee Jihyeon ruffled her hair wildly.

She did not know if Seo Hoyun could really win the Grand Prize he wanted next year, but regardless, Lee Jihyeon was genuinely curious. If a season song got this kind of reaction, what would happen when The Dawn released a full album?

“Now, we have to prepare for the year-end stage collaboration.”

Lee Jihyeon once again realized that helping Seo Hoyun was the shortcut to achieving her own ambitions.

After all, he was a person who could turn even things considered dreams into reality.


[Lee Jihyeon: Seo Hoyun, why don't you lay out a fortune-teller's mat?]

Looks like the email from WH Entertainment arrived.

Since we were waiting for a music show broadcast, I jokingly replied, asking if there was a spot to lay out a mat in Sangam-dong.

Just then, Jeong Dajun, who had been clinging to Kim Seonghyeon a moment ago, now dangled from me.

“Hyung, try this!! You know I packed a three-tiered lunch box for you guys, right? At this point, I'm basically a homemaking king, right?!”

“Put it away.”

“Aing~.”

Aing?' Hasn't he been too influenced by Kang Ichae?

“What did you just say?”

“A-E-I-O-U.”

The maknae, now equipped with a shamelessness he must have learned from someone, just smiled sweetly at my dumbfounded expression. He opened the lunch box just as Kang Ichae suddenly screamed.

“Ugh!!”

The guy, who had been lying face down on the sofa playing a rhythm game on his phone, sat up in annoyance.

“It turned off in the middle again. Ah, I'm getting so many calls.”

Although they tried to keep it quiet, Kang Ichae's number had subtly spread, and recently, a ceaseless flood of love calls had inundated him.

At first, he had been smug and acted all high and mighty, but now, with his phone ringing endlessly even after changing his number, Kang Ichae was in a very foul mood.

“Ah~, Seonghyeon-hyung. Can you scold the people who are bothering me?”

“You're the one bothering me.”

“Aing~.”

The kid whined while clinging to Kim Seonghyeon for a moment, then snatched Kim Seonghyeon's phone. Kim Seonghyeon had been sending a PopPop to the Noeuls. Kang Ichae came over to me.

From behind, I could hear the calm voice of our Boiled Dumpling leader asking for his phone back, but Kang Ichae cheerfully ignored him.

“Why? What are you doing?”

“Look.”

[Seonghyeon-ah, what's that ring you wore with Hoyun in the 2359 challenge???]

[That's the one from the music video, right???ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Is it a group ring???ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Most of the messages asked what the group ring was.

In reality, the ring was not something prepared during the planning stage, but something Kim Seonghyeon had prepared on his own and gifted to the members.

Lee Jihyeon had noticed it and suggested they use it as a prop.

Kang Ichae cackled and moved his fingers.

[Seonghyeon: Hoyun and I got couple ringsha]

“How's that?”

“Wow... I'm impressed by your trolling.”

“Hey! What are you guys doing?!”

Kim Seonghyeon flailed his hands, horrified, trying to get his phone back, but Kang Ichae turned his back, dodging and stubbornly kept typing.

[Seonghyeon: Actually, I have couple rings with each of my younger brothers~ I have ten fingers, so what's wearing them on four of them ha~~]

[Seonghyeon: But my pretty Ichae, who's the apple of my eye, got a little jealous ㅠ What a cute brat ㅋ]

The replies flooding in were almost all 'ㅋ's and question marks. Among them, one particularly firm message stood out.

[Ichae-yah, go wash your feet and sleep.]

Kang Ichae laughed like a madman.

Kim Seonghyeon seized the opportunity to retrieve his phone and belatedly made excuses to the Noeuls. Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun, who was munching on his own three-tiered lunch box, poked a round, bluish something with his chopsticks and offered it to Seong Jiwon.

“But Ichae-hyung is a really good troll. I should have known when he had us get matching t-shirts for the farming variety show...”

“Are you treasuring my gift, Dajun-ah?”

“Your 'Most Handsome Man' t-shirt? I'm the one who wears it.”

“Oh, really now?”

'Should I wear the Puppy t-shirt then?', 'Ichae-hyung is dog-like, after all!' the youngest members chimed in, giggling.

Seong Jiwon stealthily avoided the inexplicably blue beef and approached me, holding out his phone.

“Hoyun-ah, let's take a selfie together.”

“Sure.”

“Wait, what about me?”

Kang Ichae, who ended up with Jeong Dajun's beef in his mouth instead, scrunched up his face but did not spit it out, diligently chewing.

I posed, matching the angle of Seong Jiwon's outstretched arm.

“Mm... this one's good.”

As he took several pictures, Seong Jiwon's gaze suddenly fell on the ring on his ring finger, and he smiled softly.

“Looking at it makes me feel good,” Seong Jiwon murmured from beside me.

I let out a small laugh and nudged Seong Jiwon's shoulder with my own.

“Yeah, I like it too.”

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened as if surprised by my answer, but he soon smiled beautifully and threw out a joke.

“Next time, let's definitely get group tattoos.”

“......”

I felt like I had heard similar things from Seong Jiwon quite a few times. At this point, it was starting to become a bit of a concern.

If I get one and then go back, will it disappear?


Chapter 251

“This is the last Yuyu Bank of the year! And now, we're just moments away from announcing the number one winner!”

The end of the year overflowed with all sorts of music festivals and award ceremonies.

Once early December passed, most music programs wrapped up for the year.

Special occasions sometimes called for special MCs.

This year, they invited the top trending stars, Joo Woosung and Cherry Han.

Who on earth came up with this combination?

I found it simply dumbfounding to watch the ex-lovers professionally beam at the camera side-by-side.

“Ah~, Cherry. I'm so, so excited to see who will take first place, aren't you?”

“I know, my heart is pounding~! So, who will be the star of first place? Let's see the results!”

The scores for album sales, broadcast appearances, pre-voting, live voting, and online music charts appeared one by one.

“Yes, after tallying all the points on the Yuyu Bank chart, this week's number one is...?!”

I didn't even need to do the math. It was obvious who would be number one. The score difference was overwhelming.

“The Dawn-!! Congratulations!”

“Congratulations!”

POP!

Confetti cannons exploded as Cherry Han's and Joo Woosung's congratulations rang out.

“The Dawn, congratulations!”

“Thank you.”

Joo Woosung handed me the trophy and patted my shoulder. I responded with a slight, camera-conscious smile, and Joo Woosung immediately noticed, chuckling softly.

“Noeuls, thank you so, so much!”

“Noeul, Merry Christmas!”

The MCs left. The members who remained on stage for the encore were ecstatic.


【Christmas Again

The sound of carols I hear

Christmas Again

White snow touches the back of my hand】



Their live vocals remained solid and unwavering even as they jumped around energetically.

Winning first place on a music show was an expected result, but seeing the happy faces of the Noeuls who had worked so hard...


【Christmas Again?】



Honestly, I felt good too.

“Get home safely.”

After the song ended, I deliberately waved my ringed hand, and the cheers grew louder. I finished the encore by pointedly pressing my lips to the ring for a moment.

“Go straight home, and make sure you eat a proper meal.”

If I'd known they would be this happy just because we all got matching rings, I would have done it sooner.

“See you all again!”

“Merry Christmas~.”

After urging the fans one last time to get home safely, I headed back to the waiting room. Every artist I passed congratulated me.

“Senior, congratulations!”

“Congratulations, Dajun~.”

“Ah, yes, yes, thank you!!”

“Kang Ichae, can we talk for a moment?”

Watching the bustling scene felt strange.

Just a year ago, I had received more wary glances than favorable ones.

Now, no one tried to pick a fight with me at all.

Once The Dawn's recognition rose past a certain level, everyone held their tongues and avoided any rash actions.

It's a little... boring, maybe?

No backstabbing. No sarcastic remarks. No one scoffing at me.

Muttering to myself, I pushed my way through the crowd.

When the time was right, the Manager, or the Road Manager would rescue any members caught up by people.

I rounded the corner at the end of the hallway, heading for the waiting room, when...

“Oh, Senior!!”

“......”

My eyes met a guy hesitating nearby, stealing glances at me. I wondered where I'd seen him before, then realized he was a trainee from Rising Rookies, the show Kang Ichae mentored.

I had heard that the show ended not long ago and the debut members were decided.

“Congratulations on your debut.”

I greeted him warmly.

“Gasp! Y-You, you know who I am! Thank you. I'm Jeong Haeyoon!”

His voice sounded very familiar, now that I thought about it.

I remembered he was one of the kids on the broadcast station stairs who complained about how scary Kang Ichae was.

“We're debuting this time! Please look after us!”

It seemed they were appearing on the music show to perform a song from Rising Rookies and get their faces out there before their official activities began.

Given the nature of survival shows, they seemed to have built up a decent fanbase.

Not enough to be worried about, though.

“Um, actually... there's something I wanted to say to you, but you looked so busy...”

“Ahaha, to me?”

“......”

I deliberately stared at him with a friendly smile. Jeong Haeyoon hesitated, glanced around, and then bowed his head.

“I'm truly sorry.”

“Pardon?”

“Th-The broadcast station stairs... You might not have seen me, but I never should have spoken so carelessly about my seniors behind their backs. I wanted to apologize, so I took the liberty of stopping you even though I know you're busy. I'm so, so sorry!”

“......”

My heart, which had started racing at the thought of some long-awaited aggro, settled back down.

I scanned the junior, who was sweating profusely as he stammered out his excuses.

“......”

My 'sketchy' radar, built on thirty-four years of experience, didn't react at all.

“It's fine. Things like that can happen.”

“......”

I gave him a soulless, empty reply, but he seemed quite moved, covering his mouth with both hands.

“Senior, you're surprisingly kind... No, I mean. Senior Kang Ichae was really so fucking... no, I mean, he was incredibly scary, but he was still a good person.”

“Our Ichae treated you well?”

“Yes! I have immense respect for him as a mentor!!”

Now that the conversation was finally getting a little interesting, I perked up my ears.

“I'd been a trainee for a while, but I had this habit when singing that I just couldn't fix, but after hearing Mentor Kang Ichae's advice and practicing it over and over, it actually changed!”

“Well now, you won't get anything for praising our member like that...”

“I'm being sincere!”

Perhaps it was the aftermath of Kang Ichae being treated as a terrifying figure on Rising Rookies, but Jeong Haeyoon was as stiff and disciplined as a new recruit.

Though I still couldn't understand it.

Isn't someone like Kang Ichae on the gentle and kind side?

“Haha, thanks. You work hard too, Haeyoon.”

“...!!”

He didn't seem to have any useful information, nor did he seem like a useful card to play.

I was about to send the junior on his way when a familiar voice caught my ear from behind.

“Well, well, our klutz is just dripping with senior-like charisma now.”

The celebrity of celebrities appeared.

All eyes in the vicinity were drawn to Joo Woosung as he walked over.

Even Jeong Haeyoon, standing in front of me, stared blankly at Joo Woosung with a half-mesmerized expression.

It felt strange all over again to see him respected like this.

“Senior, hello!!”

"Yeah, hey."

He was usually shy around strangers, so it was a surprise when he actually answered a junior's greeting.

Did he eat something weird?

I watched him closely, wondering if this was the same guy I knew. Joo Woosung grinned, slung an arm over my shoulder, and spoke sweetly to the junior.

“Don't get too friendly with this guy. He's a bit of a bad boy.”

“......”

“It's better to get on the good side of a nice person like me.”

So that's why he jumped in. He couldn't miss a chance to talk trash right to my face.

As I watched the absurd scene, Jeong Haeyoon actually nodded slightly, as if convinced for a moment.

“Right?”

“Yes! I mean, no!”

He shot me a sidelong glance and quickly denied it, but his face already had 'If he's in the same group as Mentor Kang Ichae...!' written all over it. This kid was also a lost cause when it came to judging character.

“I enjoyed your stage today~. Fighting~.”

“Thank you!!”

...What the?

Overwhelmed with emotion from his idol's encouragement, Jeong Haeyoon bowed repeatedly as he returned to his group members.

A mumble of 'Joo Woosung is so fucking cool...' brushed past my ears.

“What was that? Do you know him?”

“Who is he?”

...Didn't you just say you enjoyed his stage?

Joo Woosung added that he was bad at remembering unremarkable kids' names. He then pointed at me and spouted some nonsense. 'You, on the other hand, were so shockingly clumsy that I could never forget you.'

I considered telling him about our true first meeting involving a photograph, but being the kind person I am, I held back.

“Congrats on first place, you bastard.”

“Thanks.”

I followed Joo Woosung as he walked. The crowd around us gradually thinned until we reached a secluded, quiet corner of the broadcast station.

“Ah~, anyway, seeing you is a breath of fresh air.”

“...What are you talking about...?”

“I wish everyone would just ignore me moderately like you do.”

Doesn't this guy have a really weird taste?

Joo Woosung pouted as I stood dumbfounded by the spoiled whining of a Tier 1 member.

“Hey, do you think it's not tiring when everyone either avoids me like the plague and whispers, or they act all fake-friendly hoping for some small crumb to fall their way? I even have to force myself to act like I get along with my members...”

“I thought you said you were on good terms with your members now.”

“...That's just something you say. Of course, we're on great terms.”

He had grandly enjoyed dating, a taboo for an idol, but fundamentally, he was a diligent performer who never bailed on broadcasts or caused major trouble.

Otherwise, no matter how much star power he had, the profit-savvy WH Entertainment wouldn't have kept him on while covering for him.

It's really strange, isn't it?

I knew he had changed from how he was at first, but...

“I'm telling you, I'm trying...”

He didn't look as passionate as a rookie. Instead, he looked like an assistant manager mustering up the spirit to get by.

Just as I was thinking this side of Joo Woosung felt unfamiliar, he finally took his hand off my shoulder. As he stepped away, he noticed the ring and froze.

“...Are you fucking dating?!”

Am I you?

Why is he being like this today?

“Holy shit, what are you going to do if your fans find out? Don't you know this is a huge deal?”

“It's a group ring.”

“...Ah?”

Joo Woosung's momentum deflated.

“...Ah~, it's a, a group ring for the members? You should've just said so.”

Even as he grumbled indifferently, Joo Woosung's eyes kept drifting to the ring.

“Wow... You guys get things like this now?”

He acted as if he'd never had a ring in his life, even though he wore a bunch of them on his hands right now.

“Why? Has Senior never gotten something like this?”

“I have! Uh... I have. It must be somewhere. Probably.”

He awkwardly avoided my gaze, scratched his slightly reddened neck, and immediately changed the subject.

“Anyway, I heard the collaboration offer finally came in, right? The one with High Five.”

I grinned.

“It came.”

WH Entertainment had proposed a collaboration between The Dawn and High Five.

The agency was famous for being haughty about these things, but it seemed the broadcast station had pushed for it strongly.

I had gotten a heads-up from a friendly broadcast station staff member, then confirmed it through Joo Woosung.

That's why I was able to tell Lee Jihyeon about it in advance.

We had greatly increased our public appeal through various variety shows, and High Five were still riding a wave of popularity led by Kang Yeonhu.

A competitive dynamic had formed through Shining Star Season 2. Since we had similar recognition, it was the perfect setup to generate buzz.

You have to seize opportunities right away.

“Chae Jeongwoo was asking how you knew. Are you secretly signed with WH Entertainment? No, you planted a spy, didn't you?”

“Yes. Joo Woosung.”

“...You really know how to leave a guy speechless.”

Joo Woosung groaned for a moment, then asked.

“But... can you guys really do a year-end stage with Kang Yeonhu? It's going to be a massive flame war.”

“Why? Are you worried?”

“Worried... Aish, why does it sound so cringey when you say it like that?”

Joo Woosung crossed his arms and rubbed his forearms vigorously.

“Don't worry. We've even done one with Lea Purple. This is nothing.”

And would I really make a move without any plan?

“Seo Hoyun. I can see the gears turning in your head.”

“You know, and you're still so calm?”

I'm already thinking about how to overtake you.

The guy, only sharp in moments like this, showed a brief look of disgust before his lips curled into a smile.

“Aey, hey. How about you do a collaboration with me instead?”

“Are you crazy?”

That would really start an uncontrollable fire that would burn us to ashes.

“Puhaha, you're cute. You little punk.”

Deeply satisfied by my deadpan expression, Joo Woosung waved goodbye and disappeared.

That bastard, is he still holding a grudge about the military service comment and deliberately provoking me?

If I were a PD right now instead of an idol...

I would have rolled him back and forth in a mudflat until he was dizzy.

I clicked my tongue inwardly and took out my phone.

A text arrived from a name I hadn't seen in a while.

[Kang Yeonhu: What are you thinking?]

This one is the real cute bastard.

It seemed all those years learning to read the room as a trainee weren't for nothing. His intuition was sharp.

[Me: Hehe?]

I started typing a reply to Kang Yeonhu's text, which dripped with sharp wariness.

If life is bland because there's no aggro.

[Me: Why do you sound so hurt ㅜㅜ?]

I can just create the aggro myself, can't I?


Chapter 252

“Yeonhu-hyung! We're practicing for the collab soon, right?”

“Yeah, that's right.”

Kang Yeonhu felt troubled lately.

Why on earth did he agree to the collaboration?

He had no idea what Seo Hoyun was thinking.

“Hold on a sec.”

Unable to focus on practice, Kang Yeonhu stopped. He trudged to a corner and slumped down, then turned on his phone and opened a portal site.

It overflowed with stories about The Dawn.

Every year-end awards season, all sorts of awards popped up, but some seemed quite decent. During the year-end award shows in early to mid-December, The Dawn swept all the awards the tier 2 might have received. These were the ones with keywords like 'Worldwide,' 'Overseas,' or 'Rookie.'

High Five had also won a few awards, but Kang Yeonhu couldn't deny the truth.

Honestly, you can't say the awards we received this time were completely without our agency's push.

Of course, they hadn't manipulated any scores. However, the capital, manpower, and accumulated experience of a major agency overwhelmed smaller companies.

He scrolled through photos of The Dawn holding trophies at the award shows, then checked the reactions on social media.

[Seonghyeon... does he cry every time he gets an award...]

[LOLOLOLOLOL It's so funny how he gets moved to tears every single time, but it also makes me choke up. He's so cute ㅠ He must have gone through so much... ㅠㅠ But look at Seo Hoyun's eyes, wide awake through it all]

[That bastard doesn't even tear up when he yawns... I think he has dry eye syndrome

└ Dry eye syndrome LMAO hahahahahahaha]

His stomach began to churn.

[Isn't it weird that High Five didn't get this award?? Isn't it rigged??

└ This is high-level hate... Everyone knows Daepaseong doesn't have that kind of money...

└└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL

└└ BS. They always say they have no money, but their albums sold like crazy.

└ Ah, High Five fans don't think this way, please don't misunderstand ㅠㅠ

└└ What do you mean they don't think this way? Everyone's pissed as hell that they didn't get an award.]

The atmosphere between the fandoms was still not good due to the aftermath of this year's survival show.

A collaboration in this situation.

They would be lucky if they weren't torn to shreds for having their heads in the clouds.

He rubbed his stomach to soothe the stabbing pain, then got up and looked at his teammates.

“I'm going to get some drinks. Anyone want one?”

“Ooh~! I'll have green tea!!”

“I'll have a coke!”

The High Five members might be a bit clueless, but they were all bright and innocent. Kang Yeonhu had worked hard behind the scenes since his trainee days to ensure only kids like them made it into the debut group. He knew from his many years as a trainee that a group that loses control goes off the rails.

Now that they had debuted, he wanted his younger members to walk only on a flower path, but it felt like they were driving on an unpaved road. Especially when faced with a variable like Seo Hoyun.

This is still making me anxious.

Since they were scheduled to discuss the year-end stage with The Dawn today, he went down to the first floor alone and pretended to get a drink from the vending machine. He intended to hear what Seo Hoyun was thinking in advance. That way, he would feel more at ease letting his innocent members face him.

However, someone had blocked The Dawn's path before he could.

“The album came out great. Congratulations. Your digital chart rankings are pretty high too.”

Here we go again.

It was the marketing team leader from WH Entertainment. Kang Yeonhu didn't have any major complaints about his own company, but he often felt the officials' hazing was excessive. They did it to their own trainees and celebrities, so they would never let it slide with someone from another agency. Especially not someone from Daepaseong, who looked like they could be crushed with a single squeeze, at a time like this when they were already on edge.

“A seasonal song. You timed it well, didn't you?”

The quick-witted members of The Dawn immediately noticed the subtle, snappy tone in his voice. Seo Hoyun, in particular, already had an amused smile playing on his lips.

Just as Kang Yeonhu was about to step in to prevent any unnecessary trouble, Jeong Dajun exclaimed with wide, surprised eyes.

“Hup! That's right! Everyone knows! We really timed it well, didn't we?”

He suddenly raised his index finger and lowered his voice as if he were about to say something important.

“Actually, we released it on Christmas on purpose.”

“...Excuse me?”

“Because it's a Christmas song!!”

“......”

Kang Yeonhu stopped in his tracks, dumbfounded. The WH Entertainment marketing team leader was also at a loss for words. Jeong Dajun said it as if he were imparting the obvious fact that one lemon contains the vitamin C of one lemon.

All the nearby members of The Dawn, except for Seo Hoyun, turned away and clenched their teeth.

Only then did Kang Yeonhu realize something new.

As the youngest of The Dawn, there's no way he could be normal.

“Because... it's a Christmas song...”

"Hehe."

“...I see. The song was very appropriate for the season...”

"Right? Right?"

Having shed a layer of something after the Shining Star Season 2 performance unit, Jeong Dajun could easily let anything slide. Of course, Kang Yeonhu couldn't have known the full story.

"Hmph, ahem ahem."

The WH Entertainment marketing team leader coughed awkwardly and sneered again.

“Well, I'll be cheering for you to keep up that momentum, okay?”

“Ah!! Yes! Thank you for your warm support!!”

“......”

But Jeong Dajun just beamed. The WH Entertainment marketing team leader felt an uncomfortable sense that he had been played by that response and finally left.

Jeong Dajun watched the man's retreating back. As the team leader muttered, "Was he messing with me?", Jeong Dajun's expression suddenly changed, and he mumbled.

“...Wait. Was that not support just now?”

“Khhhk...”

Even with both hands over his mouth, Kang Ichae couldn't stop the laughter from escaping. He trembled, muttering, "Support, khhk, thank you..."

Seong Jiwon patted Jeong Dajun's back.

“No, you did great, you did great.”

“Right, what else could it be but a compliment! I should just take it as it is~!”

“Yeah. You did well. So what do you want for dinner?”

The leader calmly changed the subject to dinner with a hint of resignation. Seo Hoyun quickly grew indifferent once the situation was easily defused.

The five of them together looked so natural.

Just then, Seo Hoyun turned his eyes directly toward Kang Yeonhu and greeted him warmly.

“Senior Yeonhu, hello.”

It was as if he knew he had been there from the start.

At times like this, he seems like a good person.

No, get a grip.

Hadn't Seo Hoyun pretended to be nice to Jeong Wonha of TEW as well? TEW seemed to still be active, but they had sunk even lower than before appearing on Shining Star.

“...Hello.”

“Ah! Senior!”

The other members spotted him, rushed over, and bowed politely.

For a moment, he recalled a comment from a close staff member who said The Dawn was affectionate, kind, and hardworking in everything they did. At the time, Kang Yeonhu had doubted whether the 'The Dawn' the staff member was talking about was the same group he knew. He would have understood if they were described as fierce and strong-willed, but affectionate and kind?

“Thank you for coming all the way to our company. This way, please.”

Kang Yeonhu let out a small sigh and led The Dawn to the practice room.

Afterward, they had a brief introduction with High Five and immediately began the meeting about the collaboration.

From this point on, Kang Yeonhu had to really keep his wits about him.

“This is the song our company wants to do.”

It was 'Heart on Fire!', a song with a wild concept released by a famous first-generation male idol group, also under WH Entertainment. It had choreography that maximized charm through restrained movements, an addictive melody, and a rough, sexy vibe. It was a song that most male idols covered at least once, and even Joo Woosung had done a version of it.

Naturally, it was a song that favored artists from WH Entertainment.

“If there are no particular issues, we've already planned out the formations, so it would be great if we could do it together. Of course, it will need some arranging for the collaboration stage.”

“Oh, that's great.”

Seo Hoyun was the first to agree.

What? Why is this so easy?

Everyone continued the discussion amicably, but only Kang Yeonhu remained on high alert.

Just then, as expected, Seo Hoyun spoke again.

“But we also have something we've planned in advance.”

“...What is it?”

“Would you like to hear it?”

No, I don't want to hear it.

That was his honest feeling. However, he couldn't refuse outright, and while he hesitated, Seo Hoyun snatched control of the conversation.

“Love and Heart.”

At the song title, Kang Yeonhu's eyes flew open.

“......”

Seo Hoyun smiled confidently.

“How about it? It's good, right? I think it would be great to do both songs together. The titles are similar, too.”

Love & Heart. It was a song in a genre that could never fail on a year-end stage.

He's truly ruthless.

While Kang Yeonhu kept his mouth tightly shut, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, the youngest member of High Five asked a question.

“I love that song! But aren't the vibes of Heart on Fire and Love and Heart too different from each other? I'm worried if we can connect the choreography naturally.”

“It's simple. You just change formations like this, shwick, babam, ppamppam.”

“Ooh! Hyung, are you a genius!?”

Kim Seonghyeon, who hadn't had any time to prepare, shot up and demonstrated the choreography transitions with incredible ease. The High Five members cheered.

“We can connect the songs during this bridge, and add a sound like this in the latter half~.”

“That could work?!”

“It's good, right?”

With Kang Ichae joining in, the innocent members of High Five, excluding Kang Yeonhu, were instantly mesmerized by The Dawn and just kept nodding.

“So, shall we go with these two songs?”

“Yes, yes!”

“......”

Even though he scrutinized it with fiery eyes, he couldn't easily find anything to object to.

The corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth curved into a gentle smile.

“A song like this is a guaranteed win.”

It was unsettling.

Very unsettling.

Kang Yeonhu became extremely anxious about the year-end stage.

.

.
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Both High Five and The Dawn had packed schedules. He didn't know how it was before, but for this performance, they were given only half a day of joint practice time.

“So this is possible...”

However, The Dawn managed to master everything in just two hours and left the WH Entertainment practice room.

The remaining High Five members chattered excitedly with innocent faces.

“Wow, those hyungs are amazing.”

“Hey, hey, we're around the same age, what's with the 'hyungs'? But Seonghyeon-hyung was really cool. Of course, Ju Woosung-sunbaenim is way cooler, but still... even from a guy's perspective, he's just so cool.”

“Dajun is really friendly.”

Kang Yeonhu pressed the palm of his hand against his throbbing forehead.

It was a relief that it ended quickly, but did their choreography learning speed even make sense? Wasn't it abnormal? No one else seemed to question it, making him wonder if he was the only one who found it strange.

To calm his complicated thoughts and cool his head, he went outside toward the vending machines. He saw Seo Hoyun standing at the end of the hallway, apparently not having left yet.

I should avoid him.

His posture, as if he were waiting for someone, sent an ominous feeling through him.

However, it was already too late.

“Senior Kang Yeonhu~.”

Kang Yeonhu froze at Seo Hoyun's bright smile. Several experiences had taught him that Seo Hoyun was more dangerous when he smiled like that.

“...Seo Hoyun.”

Kang Yeonhu suppressed a twitch and threw out a compliment.

“I enjoyed the variety show. I even watched it live.”

“My, you even made sure to watch it?”

He hadn't said much, but why did Hoyun already seem annoyed?

“...But why were you waiting?”

“Because it seemed like Senior Kang Yeonhu wanted to talk to me?”

“......”

At this point, something like this wasn't even surprising anymore.

What is this...

Kang Yeonhu decided to stop beating around the bush and get straight to the point.

“The collaboration, why did you accept it? I thought your side, Seo Hoyun, would turn it down.”

The truth was, WH Entertainment had reluctantly agreed to the year-end stage due to the broadcasting station's abuse of power. That was why High Five, who looked decent enough on the surface in terms of experience, had been chosen despite the complicated circumstances. If Daepaseong had refused, the agency might have suffered a loss, but The Dawn would have been protected.

“Honestly, I don't really know what you're thinking, Seo Hoyun.”

In other words, there was no real need for them to do the collaboration.

Kang Yeonhu just asked frankly.

“This collaboration... nothing bad is going to happen to High Five, right?”

Based on what happened today, there didn't seem to be anything strange. The last variety show appearance also turned out well in the end.

“Hmm...”

As Seo Hoyun remained silent, Kang Yeonhu's mind was in turmoil. He sighed and was about to get a drink from the vending machine when he heard Seo Hoyun's calm voice.

“My head is going to explode, Senior.”

“......”

“Senior, you think too much.”

You're the one making me overthink!

The words rose to the tip of his tongue, but he forced them down.

Seo Hoyun snatched Kang Yeonhu's unopened drink and twisted the cap off.

“I'm a bit curious myself. What exactly do you think of me, Senior, to say something like this?”

“......”

He felt repelled by how perfectly Seo Hoyun packaged his personality. Moreover, the fact that his true intentions were so hard to read made him feel uneasy.

“I think you're a bit... shady.”

“Pfft...”

At the blunt remark, Seo Hoyun, who had been taking a sip of the drink, choked. He thought Hoyun would be offended, but he burst out laughing and cackled for a long time.

“Ah, that's hilarious.”

“...Good for you. I'm starting to get pissed off.”

Seo Hoyun remained unfazed even as Kang Yeonhu stared at him with his arms crossed. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said.

“I like your honesty. I might have liked it if you were at Daepaseong, Kang Yeonhu.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Haha, you're cute.”

Even though he was younger, Seo Hoyun treated him like a child. As Kang Yeonhu's face grew pale with exasperation, Seo Hoyun, in contrast, seemed to glow even more, smiling with satisfaction.

“This shady junior will take his leave now.”

“Get out of our company. Quickly.”

“Yes, yes.”

Seo Hoyun waved his hand lightly, the corners of his mouth lifted.

“Let's do a good job together, Senior.”

After he left, Kang Yeonhu slumped onto a chair near the vending machines. He zoned out for a while before realizing that Seo Hoyun hadn't told him anything at all.

“That guy, seriously...”

It had been a long time since someone had swayed him so completely. His mind felt dazed, and anxiety engulfed him once again.

A short while later, he ambled back to the practice room. The youngest member of High Five looked at him with a worried expression.

“Hyung, what's wrong?”

“...We have to stay sharp.”

“Huh? Oh... okay.”

Otherwise, we'll be completely blindsided.

High Five still had a long way to go to the top. They couldn't afford to get bogged down here.

The days passed again in a blur of practice.

Finally, the day of the QBS Gayo Grand Festival year-end stage arrived.


Chapter 253

As always, cue sheets for the year-end stages leaked and spread across social media.

Public broadcasts no longer held award ceremonies, but fans remained as sensitive as ever about performance order and time slots.

[The Dawn is now a natural part of every lineup ㅠㅠㅠ I'm so proud and I love them so much]

[Wow, their performance order is way at the end this time ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Fuck ㅠㅠ My babies are right in front of Tier 1 ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Their recognition must have skyrocketed]

The cue sheet for the QBS Song Festival on December 31st showed The Dawn, who usually performed early, was now scheduled after High Five.

The Dawn had overcome the power of a major agency with recognition alone. The Noeuls on social media cheered wildly, their fingers flying across their keyboards.

[Damn, it's just a year-end performance order... ㅋ ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ But it's true that I'm really proud...]

[Wow... Is it because Christmas Again and 2359 did so well?? ㅠㅠ What is this?? It's the first time I've seen them get a push, so I'm so excited right now ㅠㅠ]

[They must have really blown up from the variety shows ㅋㅋ I'm going crazy, I'm so excited]

However, the leaked cue sheet also revealed a secret.

[Oh...

A collab...

With The Dawn...

And High Five...? (rubs eyes...)]

The tightly guarded collaboration stage between The Dawn and High Five had surfaced.

[Last year... Lea Purple...

This year... High Five...

I feel like a general charging into enemy territory...]

[No ㅋ why?? I like it ㅋ Both groups are super cute]

Amid a mix of anticipation, anxiety, and impatience, the last day of December finally arrived.

The KBS Song Festival began. As the collaboration stage drew nearer, The Dawn's fans grew worried.

[Tbh ㅇㅇ I like both groups. When Hoyun was on the variety show with Kang Yeonhu, he seemed to take good care of him, and they seem to be working hard as senior and junior artists.

But I'm just fucking getting ptsd worrying that the toxic fans from the Shining Star 2 era will come swarming...]

[That time was seriously a sea of fire... ㅋㅋ...]

[Everything's fine, so I just hope it goes smoothly~

(Image of someone nervously chewing on a paper cup)]

Part 1 ended. Around the middle of Part 2, the curtain finally rose on the collaboration.

【Heart on Fire - High-five at Dawn】

The subtitle combined the names of the two idol groups, a nod to their unique brands of cuteness.

[Huh, don't tell me this is]

In contrast to the cute name, a wild and sleek melody with a sophisticated beat, over twenty years old, echoed from the speakers.

【Heart on Fire】

Blue and white lights pulsed with the beat, brilliantly illuminating the stage.

Five chairs sat in the center, occupied by the members of High Five. Behind them, The Dawn stood in formation.

[I-I-I-INSANE]

Though the details differed, both groups wore black latex pants, boxy white V-neck sweaters, and dark jackets, embodying the song itself.

Seeing this, High Five's fans went into a frenzy.

[Ah~~~~ If it's WH, this is the textbook example~~~~~~!!!! Heart on Fire!!]

[I can't believe I'm seeing Kang Yeonhu dance to this before I die, I'm going crazy]

Naturally, the Noeuls were just as excited.

[A moment where I'm suddenly a little grateful for the collab with wh]

[Is this real? Is this real? Is this real? Am I seeing Seo Hoyun do a chair dance right now? Is this for real?]

[A sexy concept is a guaranteed win ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Not only was the song incredibly famous, but its lyrics were also provocative and ripe.

The star of the first verse was Kim Seonghyeon.

He roughly wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stepped forward.

【I'm falling deeper for you

I'll take you anywhere

You, who looks at me with innocent eyes】

His sharp gaze pierced through the screen, the corners of his lips slightly raised.

Kim Seonghyeon flew across the stage, wearing the expression he had learned from Seo Hoyun's special training.

[Wow... Kim Seonghyeon is seriously so good, damn ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seriously, just looking at him on stage, he looks like a complete madman... So sexy...

To think a guy like that is a housekeeping king who looks good in pink gloves.

I'm suddenly even more thrilled, fuck]

【I want to go somewhere with you】

A High Five member stood, spun, and moved behind his chair, leaving Kang Ichae alone in the center. He slid his right hand, which wore The Dawn's group ring, down his thigh and sat on the chair.

【Don't provoke me too much

It makes me want to give you my all

I ain't going anywhere】

[Ichae, are you crazy?

Ichae, are you crazy?

Hey, are you really allowed to do this?]

[I was so, so shocked that I just let out a dinosaur-like scream]

Screams like the cry of a pterodactyl erupted at his seductive charm.

【Can I eat you from

the bottom to the top?】

Next, Kang Yeonhu took the verse, singing as he lightly bit his lower lip. Another roar, almost a shriek, erupted.

The sound came from Hairi, High Five's fandom.

Other fans watching the KBS Song Festival couldn't hold back their laughter.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah the reactions are hilarious, the competition between these two groups is fierce. The strong-willed Noeul vs the steadfast Hairi]

[The Dawn usually does a lot of spicy, high-stimulus concepts, while High Five has a strong image of being fresh and youthful, so I didn't think they'd match well, but the stage is surprisingly harmonious ㅋ]

While High Five expressed a refined sexiness by controlling their intensity, The Dawn unleashed an explosive, rough, and wild beauty.

【Can I kiss you from

the bottom to the top?】

The wild beat suddenly subsided as the song entered its highlight.

When dividing the parts for 'Heart on Fire', both High Five and The Dawn had agreed on this section without any argument.

【Don't come to me so easily】

Seo Hoyun shoved Seong Jiwon's shoulder, broke from the group, and lowered his gaze to the low-angle camera looking up at him.

【I'll be your man

Then you can't ever leave me】

In contrast to his blazing eyes, Seo Hoyun's lips curved into a soft smile.

[Crazy Bastard...]

[Woaah ㅋㅋ look at how the sound in the venue suddenly got louder ㅋㅋ he really is a face genius ㅋㅋ

└ It's not just his face, his vibe is insane ㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah everyone is suddenly cursing ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The definitive center...

My man who's become an insane all-rounder...]

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. The intense melody returned. The High Five members bent over in unison as The Dawn's members leaped over them.

Flames shot up from the special effects devices at the front of the stage.

【Don't provoke me too much

It makes me want to give you my all

I ain't going anywhere】

Thanks to the perfect part distribution, the performance was incredibly harmonious. It was as if they had always been one team, despite their different styles.

Kang Yeonhu swept back his flowing bangs and sang the final line.

【You set my heart on fire】

[Wow...]

[Ooh, clapping my hands right now]

[My babies are insane ㅠㅠ sob sob]

They all panted heavily, striking their ending poses.

The lights went out. Seeing the darkened stage, the fans thought the collaboration was over.

【Heart on fire?】

But a sudden POP! sounded, like a balloon bursting, and an adorably cute VCR clip began playing on the screen behind them.

[?????????]

The fierce, rough beat vanished, replaced by a fast, addictive, and cute tune.

【No, Love and Heart!】

It was 'Love & Heart', a massive hit by White Cherry from four years ago.

With lyrics about wanting to show only one's pretty and cool side to win a crush's heart, the song had once swept the nation with its cute point choreography and charming melody.

[Wait a minute]

While the lights were out, they had apparently removed their jackets and cleared the chairs. Now conspicuous in their white sweaters, High Five and The Dawn split into their groups and waved their hands toward the center, as if sprinkling flower petals.

[No, wait a minute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kang Yeonhu and Seo Hoyun walked out through the gap. Kang Yeonhu's face was flushed despite his heavy makeup, while Seo Hoyun shamelessly threw in a wink.

【It's because I'm too pretty

When I walk, everyone turns to look back at me】

Seo Hoyun, now wearing a pair of mittens, smiled brightly and made a heart with his hands for the camera.

【It's my fault, I guess】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah you crazy bastards ㅜㅠㅠㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Then, he made a 'hoo' sound and gestured as if blowing a heart to Kang Yeonhu.

Kang Yeonhu pretended to pat his face with a hand mirror. The tips of his ears turned red like flower petals.

The camera briefly caught the expression of Kim Seonghyeon dancing nearby, and everyone watching burst into laughter.

[Ah Kim Seonghyeon ㅋㅋㅋㅋ!!]

His pity was so clearly palpable.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah fuck, when Kim Seonghyeon looks at Kang Yeonhu, it's with the pity of seeing a kindred spirit]

[Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Ah isn't this too funny ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I can't believe I'm crying while watching a collab]

[The leader's position is truly a heavy one

└ Ah don't make me cry, I'm on the floor crying right now]

While the leaders suffered, the youngest members of The Dawn and High Five were excited and ran even wilder.

【I get startled when I see something scary

I can't even finish a whole bowl of rice

I can handle about half a glass of beer】

The camera captured a two-shot of Jeong Dajun poking his own cheek and smiling charmingly, while Kang Ichae leaned on his shoulder and pouted.

【See, a guy like me isn't easy to find

Do you think this is a joke】

[Aack!! Aack!! Aaaaaack!!!]

[Damn it ㅠ I love the maknae line so much that tears are streaming down my face, what do I do?? ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Seriously... The competitive spirit of not wanting to lose to each other in cuteness

└ Kang Ichae is fucking ridiculous, his smiling eyes are insane]

The camera spun around, and High Five's maknae line popped out to show off their charms.

【Don't make me anxious

(I need you so bad)

Sometimes I even cry

(But I love you so much)】

[Hul]

【I'm losing my control】

[Hul;;;;;;;]

Seong Jiwon and Kang Yeonhu stepped up for the song's climax.

They sang in the song's original key, their high notes continuing cleanly without any sign of difficulty. Their voices blended in perfect harmony.

[Are they insane????]

[Wow, Seong Jiwon is obviously our group's high-note master, but Kang Yeonhu is also insane, the combination is so clean]

[Am I shameless for hoping for a duet between Kang Yeonhu and Seong Jiwon, Noeul?]

[My baby who doesn't get pushed aside even by a major agency... ㅠㅠㅠ sob sob sob]

【Hmm, it's because I'm too pretty】

The killing part repeated. Seo Hoyun tilted his head and turned toward Kang Yeonhu.

【I don't really know what love is】

It was an unscripted move.

A wave of anxiety washed over Kang Yeonhu, and his expression momentarily crumbled.

But it was too late to avoid it.

Seo Hoyun took off his gloves and grabbed Kang Yeonhu's shoulders.

【But I think you can teach me】

Seo Hoyun lovingly brushed back Kang Yeonhu's fallen bangs, then cupped his cheeks with both hands in a flower pose.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah Kang Yeonhu's 'what the hell just happened' expression ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah Seo Hoyun really loves teasing people ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Startled, Kang Yeonhu's voice wavered.

[Unexpected proof of live singing, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I'm laughing so hard I'm crying right now ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[And what's with the lyrics, why did they give them to Seo Hoyun? You know, you bastard, you know. Everyone here knows this pairing.

└ Fucking hilarious, shit ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ This stage is so funny ㅠㅠ]

The formation changed. Kim Seonghyeon came to the center and gave him a pitiful look.

Then, he instantly changed his expression, pointed a finger at the camera, and coyly tucked his hair behind his ear.

【A guy like me isn't easy to find

Do you think this is a joke】

The song ended. The large group of ten people bustled together to strike a final pose.

The members of The Dawn and High Five intertwined, leaning on each other's shoulders or making hearts for the fans.

【Love and Heart!】

The MCs' introduction moved the show to the next stage, but online communities and social media were still buzzing about the collaboration.

[Grown men... my goodness... so unmanly...

Un... man... ly?

Unconditionally loving my men.

I love you, boys.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[My pin is 0131.

Use it well.

Though there's only enough money for tteokbokki...]

[Today, I... made another deposit into my savings account.

The reason was that I wanted to marry Kim Seonghyeon.

10,000 won, Kim Seonghyeon marry me

10,000 won, you're sexy, divorce me

10,000 won, no wait, marry me after all

10,000 won, cry for me once, divorce me

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Doesn't the bank teller freak out at you?

└└ I do it non-face-to-face ㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah fuck that's hilarious]

Just moments before, many posts had expressed skepticism or worry about the joint performance. Now, only a warm atmosphere remained.

[Ha... I'm suddenly starting to root for their friendship, fuck ㅠ I didn't feel this way even when watching Seo Hoyun and Kang Yeonhu on the variety show, but this stage was totally my type ㅜ]

[I heard the collab was just the broadcaster's abuse of power anyway...??

I'm just so happy that the kids performed so harmoniously ㅠ They even split the parts so evenly ㅋ

└ Ah, really??????

└└ But don't they choose the songs themselves? ㅋ Anyway, they're fucking cute kids]

[What's the point of us fighting amongst ourselves...

when our babies are asking to be taught about love...^^

Let's all live happily~^^

└ They're so sly, the fans suddenly calmed down with just one stage

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ 300000% satisfied]

The performance by The Dawn and High Five was a resounding success.

This stage added another layer to their established image as artists who would do anything for their fans.

.
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ROOOOAR-

Amid thunderous cheers, The Dawn and High Five came down from the stage.

Seo Hoyun was still high on the excitement of the performance. He swept back his sweat-drenched hair and headed through the backstage area to the waiting room when Kang Yeonhu stopped him.

“Seo Hoyun!”

Seo Hoyun glanced around the noisy hallway and lowered his voice. “Senior Kang Yeonhu, what is it?”

“No, it's nothing. It just seems like the reactions were good.”

“Ah, that's right.”

Ah, that's right?

“Well, I don't know if they'll fight over who got better reactions or more comments, but in the end, that too is just proof of our popularity.”

“...So this is it?”

“Why? Were you expecting something more?”

Expecting? Expeeeect?

Kang Yeonhu was speechless as Seo Hoyun's lips playfully curved upward.

“Then why did you act like you were plotting something, like there was something more?”

He had spent many sleepless nights in anxiety, unable to figure out what Seo Hoyun was thinking.

Seo Hoyun had already told him he was overthinking, so he had to know the situation.

“Why did you send such anxiety-inducing texts?”

It would've been better if he'd just explained from the beginning. Why hide something that wasn't even a secret?

Seo Hoyun shrugged and spoke nonchalantly.

“Just to relieve some stress.”

“......”

“I... enjoy watching people who are restless and anxious.”

Kang Yeonhu couldn't say anything. The answer was completely unimaginable.

“You...”

Kang Yeonhu's body trembled slightly, his face contorting.

“You, you fucking crazy... bastard...”

“Mm, that feels good.”

It was the first time Kang Yeonhu had ever cursed at him.

Even then, Kang Yeonhu couldn't spit the words out properly, his voice trembling.

Seo Hoyun smiled refreshingly and gave Kang Yeonhu a polite bow.

“Have a happy end of the year.”

Satisfied after teasing the naive man to his heart's content, Seo Hoyun hummed a tune and left with a light spring in his step.

It was a good end to the year.
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January 1st.

A new year dawned.

Many things happened over the past year. In the end, The Dawn earned nominations for several awards and won in some decent categories.

[Seeing them nominated for so many awards now is proof of how popular they are, it's so surreal... It feels like after Seo Hoyun's A Complete Singer appearance, the rest of the members just blew up as if that was the starting gun.]

[Kang Ichae was a great mentor, but that felt more like word-of-mouth buzz here and there, and he didn't get much screen time ㅜ... but his mentor performance stage was legendary...]

Moreover, the stage Seo Hoyun prepared for the special, dazzling Christmas episode of 'A Complete Singer' became a performance that brought hope, comfort, and warm memories to all.

His elimination by a mere one-point difference also became a minor topic of discussion.

When a panelist asked if he was disappointed to miss first place by such a small margin, Seo Hoyun's eyes curved gently.

“I can't keep appearing, can I? Haha, just kidding. It's a real shame I won't be able to sing here again.”

His sly comment made everyone burst into laughter.

“I hope this Christmas isn't a day for being alone, but a happy day for everyone, together with your precious neighbors.”

With that short yet heart-stirring comment, Seo Hoyun descended from the stage.

[I love the way Seo Hoyun talks...]

[Honestly, isn't The Dawn the miracle of a small-time agency... How did they get this far? It's amazing. Their influx of new fans has shot up and their international fans love them too.

└ I think being good on stage is a huge part of it ㅋㅋㅋ And behind the scenes, they all get along and bicker playfully ㅋㅋㅋ They've got that gap moe.]

[People who've been stanning since their debut song Glow are apparently bowing to their ancestors every morning when they wake up now... since The Dawn has gotten so huge.]

[ㅋㅋㅋ But for real, they were so unpopular back then that it was hard to even find those early fans. How did they endure in that tiny fandom...

└ Their mental fortitude is like an alloy.

└└ Huh?

└└ Look at the early fans' social media accounts.

└└ OK]

Indeed, the fans who had stanned The Dawn since their four-member days maintained a calm smile no matter what happened, always in a “this too shall pass” mode.

[We are grateful for the fact that our babies... are breathing.]

Their intensity was enough to make even the Noeuls, who started their journey with Second Chance, recoil in shock.

[I felt suffocated by their affection and had to run away.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ They post messages of gratitude every 30 minutes, and what's even scarier is that every single message is different.]

While the Noeuls vowed to strengthen their own mental fortitude after observing the early The Dawn fans, a live notification popped up.

≪Group Tteokguk Live! Noeul is with us too!≫

[The Dawn kids are... family...]

[A Tteokguk Live? Ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Are you kidding me?]

The Dawn had grown so close they seemed more like family.

Fans pictured The Dawn chaotically making tteokguk together and clicked the link with warm smiles.

However,

“We will now begin the The Dawn Cup Tteokguk Making Contest.”

What awaited them was cold, hard competition.

“This is the pick me, pick me, pick me tteokguk.”

[??ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[He said it so calmly and prettily that for a second I thought I misheard him.]

It was a tteokguk making contest. The score ratio for performance and taste was 50-50.

Seong Jiwon was in charge of the performance score, which was based on comment activity and fan reactions.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was silently mixing dumpling filling on one side, suddenly asked.

“It's a cooking contest, so why is there a performance score?”

“It's for Jeong Dajun.”

If they were judged on taste alone, he would be in last place 100% of the time.

At that subtly kind consideration, Kim Seonghyeon sighed softly but nodded as he finished the filling. He then took out the pre-proofed dumpling dough and began rolling it with a rolling pin.

[Ah, so you guys don't know him that well yet either ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I bet Jeong Dajun suggested this and Seong Jiwon agreed.

└ Seong Jiwon is seriously such a weirdo... My god...]

However, Seo Hoyun, who had been sitting still with a perpetually bored expression, sidled over as Kim Seonghyeon began to shape the dumplings. He started poking the finished ones with his finger.

“Our Boiled Dumpling is making dumplings.”

“Hey, stop it.”

Kim Seonghyeon swatted Seo Hoyun's hand away to protect the beautifully shaped dumplings.

Seong Jiwon suddenly interjected.

“Seonghyeon-ah, he wants you to do some Popping while you crack the eggs.”

“...Huh? Wha, what? For real?”

Though his face clearly screamed, Is this right?, he dutifully popped his joints, raised his arm high, and cracked an egg into an empty bowl.

After he finished, a delayed wave of embarrassment hit him, and he buried his face.

This sight made the Noeuls go even wilder.

[Three hundred points for the performance of getting embarrassed after doing everything he's told.]

[Look at them giving points for his embarrassment instead of that cool Popping. Of course, I have no objections either.]

“...Thank you...”

With an awkward expression, Kim Seonghyeon rubbed the tip of his nose and was about to start cooking again.

Suddenly, Kang Ichae, who had been nowhere to be seen, appeared playing an acoustic guitar.

“Babies, your oppa is here~!”

“......”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is he nuts?]

[Wow, Kang Ichae gets more and more shameless by the day.]

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun's genuinely disgusted faces ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“─Hyung is here, dongsaeng is here, your pretty boy is here~.”

[Wow, Kang Ichae mentioning everyone for all the different fans. He deserves to be in Tier 1.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, I'm dying.]

STRUM STRUM STRUM.

Kang Ichae grabbed random chords and strummed the strings, humming.

“Of course, a pretty boy has to know how to play the guitar.”

[Hey, Mr. Kang Ichae. Don't waste your talent.]

[This is just turning into a talent show.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What a celebrity.]

[So are you saying a song will come out of this? If it's The Dawn, I'm willing to stream it.]

At this point, Seo Hoyun had completely given up. He plopped onto a chair, unwrapped a piece of candy, and only glanced around occasionally.

[Ah, Dajun cooking so diligently is so, so cute ㅠㅠㅠ]

[Dajun has gotten so tall lately ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ He grew up well... despite eating all that bizarre food.

└ That bizarre food must have had a hidden power to make you taller...]

Just as he popped a third lemon candy into his mouth, Jeong Dajun tilted his head and asked Seo Hoyun.

“Hyung, do you like lemons?!”

“......”

“If you say you like them, I was thinking of adding a little lemon juice to the broth!!”

[Dajun-ah, you don't have to grow any taller, so please stop with the bizarre food.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun rolled the candy in his mouth. Despite his obvious annoyance, he got up and cleared away the useless ingredients in front of Jeong Dajun.

“You, stop wasting food.”

“Huh? But I need all of this?! For tteokguk, you put cilantro as a garnish and...”

“Quiet. Just watch what I do.”

After silencing Jeong Dajun, Seo Hoyun stood beside him and helped prepare the ingredients.

[Seo Hoyun's big brother vibes performance +50 million points]

[Seo Hoyun's oppa vibes performance +3 million points]

The Dawn's usual dynamic was revealed naturally, and the Noeuls' comments exploded.

Kang Ichae, who had been thumping his guitar and singing a serenade for the fans, was dumbfounded.

“Wait, what?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Shit ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“What about me? What's my score?”

[Even cracking eggs while Popping or playing the guitar can't beat Seo Hoyun's nonchalant actions ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Look how utterly wronged Kang Ichae looks after strumming his guitar ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, this is hilarious.]

In the end, Seo Hoyun, who helped Jeong Dajun and finished his own tteokguk in fifteen minutes, claimed victory.

With no glory or benefits from the win, Seo Hoyun just laughed softly and delivered a closing comment to the recording phone.

“Noeul, have a Happy New Year.”

Once the live ended, social media and online communities lit up even more fiercely.

[Ah... today was great too...]

[Face genius... Seo Hoyun seems to be taking his management super seriously these days... Otherwise, there's no way light could be bursting out of the screen...]

[I know, right! And the way he's been pretending to be shy for two years despite his prickly attitude is so cute ㅜ]

Seo Hoyun was always polite, using formal language even with his youngest fans.

When a fan on PopPop asked why he always used formal speech, he replied that for some reason, he didn't want to use informal speech with Noeuls.

Knowing he usually responded to the members with just consonants, this trait was seen as part of Seo Hoyun's charm. At that moment,

[Hoyun: (Noeul emoticon) ㅠㅠ Hoyun-ah, since it's the new year, send us a message in a different tone!! Even informal speech...]

[Hoyun: You don't like my current tone?]

He suddenly copied a fan's message, posted it on PopPop, and asked for the Noeuls' opinion.

[What the hell, what kind of clueless idiot is this? The charm is in the effort and affection for his fans that you can glimpse through his slightly awkward and stiff way of speaking.]

[I know ㅠㅠㅠ Just from his tone, you'd think he's dry, but I love that he contacts us more often than my convenience store card texts me.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, that's hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[What are you talking about? That person knows what's good. I hate it when younger guys use informal speech, but I'm begging Seo Hoyun to do it.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'd love it if he called me 'ya'. Not that he ever would haha]

While the faction wanting to protect the affection of his formal speech bickered with the faction wanting the novelty of informal speech, another message from Seo Hoyun arrived.

[Hoyun: You want me to add an 'ng' sound at the end of everything?]

And about a minute later,

[Hoyun: Okayy]

All the Noeuls who had been arguing just moments before were sent into a frenzy.

[AH!!!!!! I literally screamed as soon as I got the PopPop message.]

[What is 'Okayy'... You're 23 years old... Stop acting like you're 23 months old, seriously.]

[Seo Hoyun immediately responding with "How's thiss?" "Yess?" "Nopee?" continuing to add the 'ng' sound is so ridiculous...

└ Ah, it's so, so absurd and cute...]

[When Kang Ichae or Jeong Dajun share screenshots of The Dawn's group chat ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun's tone is so different it feels alienating ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Normal Seo Hoyun's tone:

ㅇㅇ (yy/yes)

ㅋ (g/go)

ㄴ (n/no)

PopPop Seo Hoyun's tone:

Yes, that's right.

Shall we try it together?

I'll have to think about that.

They mean the same thing, but who knew they could be so different ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, this is so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ It's kind of touching ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seong Jiwon said that Seo Hoyun reads his PopPop messages several times before sending them ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Whoa ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ That's really amazing...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ This is why anyone who subscribes to Seo Hoyun's PopPop can't help but be charmed by him... You just have to understand.]

However, not long after, his messages returned to their original state.

[Hoyun: ㅋㅋ This is a bit awkward. I'll try to make an effort, though.]

[Hoyun: Noeul, I hope you'll be very happy this year, too. Don't get sick.]

Leaving behind a group photo of The Dawn, each holding a bowl of tteokguk, Seo Hoyun left.

[He gave us so many photos... Plus his selfie skills are getting better and better...]

[ㅠㅠ Ah, so cute ㅠ To be honest, when you're this handsome, any picture is fine... but it seems like he's studying hard to figure out what fans like, which is so, so cute.]

[At first, he really seemed like a handsome but ordinary guy, but watching him on stage these days, he seems like a natural-born celebrity ㅠㅠ]

[Honestly, it's a good thing Seo Hoyun became a celebrity. Just thinking about a non-celebrity version makes me drool... My god.

└ As if you don't drool over the celebrity version...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ㅠ Shit ㅠㅠㅠ]

While the fans happily spent their January 1st,

“...Oh, Seo Hojin.”

Seo Hoyun was putting the cold tteokguk back into a pot when his phone rang. He answered it.

“Have you eaten?”

It was a call from his younger brother, wishing him a happy new year.

After turning on the induction stove, Seo Hoyun's hands stilled as he talked with Seo Hojin.

The members noticed the tteokguk quickly heating and steaming, so they divided it into bowls and carried them to the table.

“Pass the salt.”

“Whoa! This is really good. Hoyun-hyung, how did you make it so delicious?”

No one is born good at anything. When Seo Hoyun first started cooking after his parents passed away, he had failed many times.

“We should have invited Hojin-hyung too.”

After a bit of nagging, he hung up.

Jeong Dajun muttered with a hint of disappointment.

“I asked, but he said he's too busy to come.”

In reality, he hadn't even brought it up.

Even if the company did its best to block reporters and sasaengs, the more famous The Dawn became, the more their private lives would be dug into. Seo Hoyun wanted to prevent anything about Seo Hojin from spreading, no matter what. That was why he even limited the days they could meet and didn't visit his home.

Jeong Dajun, who was munching on a mouthful of tteokguk, suddenly lifted his head.

“Ah! But Hoyun-hyung, don't you look like your brother?! Of course, Hojin-hyung is really, really nice!!”

“I feel like Hojin-hyung has a bit of a temper, though?”

“Hey, Ichae. What are you talking about? Why would Hojin do that?”

“I'll cast my vote for that side too.”

Seong Jiwon laughed as if he had heard an amusing joke.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was quietly finishing his third bowl of tteokguk, spoke up.

“It's just that Seo Hoyun's personality is so intense that by comparison, he seems normal.”

“......”

“...!!”

The members froze as if they had a grand realization.

“That seems plausible...”

“He's Hoyun's brother, there's no way he's normal.”

“What?”

Seo Hoyun's expression crumpled.

It wasn't because he was told he wasn't normal.

“I look like him?”

That was the biggest problem.

He had felt more at ease thinking they didn't look alike, but as Seo Hojin matured, their auras were becoming mirror images. You wouldn't know if they were apart, but if you looked closely, the resemblance was obvious.

After silently scrutinizing his face on his phone, Seo Hoyun muttered quietly.

“...Should I get plastic surgery?”

“Are you crazy?”

Seong Jiwon's face turned dead serious.

Kim Seonghyeon, passing by to clear the side dishes, shook his head.

Even he had to admit it was a ridiculous thought. Seo Hoyun clicked his tongue and shoved his phone deep into his pocket.

He looked at the tteokguk, its garnish still perfectly in place, but had no desire to pick up his spoon.

For some reason, he had lost his appetite.

“Whyyy~? Hoyun-hyung, do you miss Hojin-hyung?”

He was brushing off Kang Ichae's nonsense when Kang Ichae winked at him.

“Hojin-hyung is doing well. He's fine.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I play games with Hojin-hyung sometimes. I even make sure to give him albums and my photocards. He always says thank you.”

Would he be thankful?

Kang Ichae propped his chin on his hand and grinned broadly. He looked to be in a very good mood.

“Well, if you're that concerned, you can just buy him a nice gift when we go to the US this time. Right?”

As he said that, Kang Ichae tapped a captured image on his phone screen.

The title of an article was visible in the photo.

〔IRIX Announces Expansion Pack Set in Korea... K-Pop Collaboration Track to be Released Simultaneously〕

“Just like the one you gave me.”

He's so happy.

Seeing the overly excited Kang Ichae, Seo Hoyun smirked.

A music collaboration with a game company. To tell the story of this tear-jerking casting offer, one had to go back several months.


Chapter 255

Late October of last year.

What am I going to do about this?

At the time, Kang Ichae's expression seemed no different than usual, but his mood was at an all-time low. It was not long after I had collapsed.

His usual playful demeanor had vanished completely.

“Hyung, sometimes Ichae-hyung scares me...”

“He scares me sometimes, too.”

Even Jeong Dajun, the maknae who was usually quite lenient, was serious enough to say that to me.

I sipped my chocolate frappuccino through a straw, wondering how to resolve this situation. Beside me, Lee Jihyeon listlessly tapped at her keyboard and slowly asked, “Um, will we be able to go home?”

“I'll buy you a meal.”

“Haha... Hahahaaaak.”

I watched Lee Jihyeon slam her head on the desk with a thud and then promptly get back to work. My thoughts drifted back to Kang Ichae.

Lately, he had completely quit the games he loved and just cooped himself up in his studio.

Wondering if I could do anything to win his favor, I searched my laptop for the names of the games he used to enjoy.

Just then, an article caught my eye.

...Oh.

IRIX, the hottest FPS game in the world, was also famous in Korea. The article was about how Charis Games, the developer, planned to expand its Korean server. It also added a short line stating they were preparing to release a song with a K-Pop idol.

...This could be good.

As I scanned the article again, Lee Jihyeon's voice cut in.

“Ah, that might fall through.”

“What?”

“Apparently, Charis Games wanted to work with Black Call, but they got rejected and are now in talks with Asta, but the head producer on the game company's side is supposedly extremely picky. Rumor has it there's a high chance the whole project will fall apart due to friction.”

Asta.

They couldn't compare to Black Call, but they were a successful A-List Idol group, and yet the game company was being picky.

“What kind of impact does a collaboration like this have on popularity?”

“Hmm, it would definitely get people talking in Korea, but more importantly, it would bring in a huge international audience. There was a case where an idol group was featured on the OST of an anime made by a foreign production company, not as famous as Charis Games, and their YouTube subscriber count jumped fivefold in an instant.”

“......”

I racked my brain harder than ever, replenishing my low blood sugar with the chocolate frappuccino. Lee Jihyeon fidgeted and drew out her words.

“Umm...”

“......”

“─Actually, I happened to hear about it two months ago, so I sent an email to IRIX's customer service and even contacted the game director through a direct email address I barely managed to get!”

She works hard.

“But I don't know if they just don't check their emails, because I checked again this morning and they still haven't even read it!”

“......”

But they don't seem to be working over there.

What should I do...

Cheer up Kang Ichae and attract an international audience. Kill two birds with one stone.

I thought it was perfect, but it seemed doomed from the start.

While I calculated other options, Lee Jihyeon continued to speak.

“Anyway, it's a shame we didn't even get a chance, but... Seo Hoyun! I really worked hard, you know?! Should I show you the email to prove it?”

“No matter how much you appeal, you're not going home right now.”

“......”

The bit of life that had returned to Lee Jihyeon's eyes drained away again.

Then, as she habitually refreshed her company email, she stopped breathing.

“Aaaah!”

I had just opened the lid of my nearly empty frappuccino cup to drink the last of it when I turned my gaze to Lee Jihyeon. As if in disbelief, she repeatedly slammed the enter key before finally grabbing her laptop screen and pulling it close to her face.

“What is it.”

“Crazy! This is crazy! Charis Games just contacted me asking if we're free tomorrow for a meeting!!”

I took the laptop Lee Jihyeon handed over and read the email thoroughly. At that time, the only members of The Dawn without a schedule were Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae, and me.

“Lee Jihyeon. Do you have any materials prepared?”

“If you mean a presentation, then of course not.”

“So confident. Well, do you know how to speak English?”

“I can speak Japanese.”

So that's a no.

After tapping my pen on the table to organize my thoughts, I looked at Lee Jihyeon and grinned.

“Alright, forget the presentation materials. Just scrape together every bit of related information you can find. Within two hours. Got it?”

“Two hours!?”

Ignoring Lee Jihyeon's long, drawn-out scream, I left the meeting room and barged into Kang Ichae's studio.

“......”

The kid lay on the sofa with his hat pulled down low, his eyes closed.

“Your hyung is here.”

“No solicitors~.”

Just as I thought, he was pretending to be asleep.

Look at this punk, not even looking at me.

When I turned my head, I saw his laptop screen. A composition program was still open as if he had just been working. In the bottom right corner, a small Windows update notification was displayed.

“Kang Ichae, are you sulking?”

“...No?”

He should be fine in this state.

His intonation, tone, voice, gaze, and even the aura he gave off. I knew very well what Kang Ichae was like when he was truly seeing red.

Concluding that this wasn't too bad, I decided to get straight to the point.

“You play that game, IRIX or whatever, right?”

“......”

Kang Ichae lifted the brim of his hat slightly and looked at me. His face tried to gauge what kind of trick I was pulling this time.

“There was news that they're doing a K-Pop collaboration.”

“...So?”

“Well, I heard a rumor that the Asta Seniors are doing it.”

Kang Ichae's eyes narrowed.

“Do you want to do it?”

At this point, I decided to gently dangle the game, the bait he would find most appetizing.

“If you want it, I'll get it for you.”

No matter how much of a genius he was, he was still just a kid in his early twenties. Giving a sulking child what they want is the most direct solution.

“I sometimes find it amazing. I have no idea where your confidence comes from, hyung.”

“From our genius producer, of course. How long does it take you to compose a new song?”

I nonchalantly asked him back. He, who had been making a fed-up face, took off his hat, scratched his head vigorously, and shot up from the sofa.

“If I'm not sulking, not long.”

“By tomorrow?”

“A sample, yes.”

“Good.”

I deliberately clicked to postpone the Windows update and shifted my gaze to Kang Ichae.

“I'll send you all the data we've gathered in two hours, so look at it and make a song. Hyung's leaving now.”

“Where are you going?”

“Where do you think?”

I gave Kang Ichae's wantonly stretched-out legs a light kick and walked toward the door.

“Ah, if you steal that contract, hyung─.”

With my hand on the doorknob, I turned only my head to look at Kang Ichae.

And I grinned.

“You stop being angry.”

.

.

.

Rachel Kruger, a director for the IRIX department's promotional video team, was currently on a business trip to Korea.

It was for the new Korean server launch and the K-Pop collaboration project.

She had been engrossed in games since she was young and had built a successful career from it, but she knew almost nothing about Korea or K-Pop.

“Black Call? What about Black Call?”

“How many times do I have to tell you! They were rejected ages ago.”

Rachel at least knew of Black Call. Not because she wanted to, but because it had been forcibly drilled into her. A colleague of hers was a fan of Black Call's Joo Woosung. She was always shouting 'Joo-!' and watching his videos during every break, so it was impossible not to know.

At one point, she had even wondered what 'Zoo' was, thinking it sounded like a name for a zoo.

Watching his stage videos, he really was amazing.

Joo was different. Even setting aside his flashy looks and dancing skills, he was a presence with a charm that could break through the screen and draw people in.

However, even after that, Rachel never developed an interest in K-Pop.

However, Luca, the head producer famous for being eccentric even within the IRIX department, was a huge fan of Asian culture, and among that, an especially avid fan of K-dramas.

“I thought Black Call would be a great fit for Cyberpunk.”

Luca was also the one who had proposed the plan to expand the Korean server. One day, he saw a neon-lit street at night in a K-drama and seemed to have become completely fixated on it. The unfamiliar characters formed abstract patterns, and the diverse colors created a strange atmosphere.

She understood what he wanted at a glance, but the actual process of carrying out the work was a series of hardships.

Agh, this crazy bastard!

The head producer was an undeniable genius, but he was just as meticulous and detailed, and the ideal he envisioned in his head was far too firm.

The new server test went relatively smoothly, but the K-Pop collaboration project repeatedly fell through at the idol casting stage.

“I don't like it~.”

The meeting with Asta certainly hadn't been bad, but the moment the agency staff left, he pouted his lips, saying there was nothing that pierced his heart.

Muttering that it had to be Black Call, Luca slumped in his chair and mumbled, “I'm hungry, and all the meetings are over. Should we go eat that Budae-jjigae that even Hormel[1] acknowledged?”

“What do you mean, over? There's still one more.”

“......”

“Damn it! You told me to schedule one more meeting yesterday! Don't you remember sending that email?”

Who was the one who went through someone else's email without permission?

As if he had just remembered, Luca's eyes widened, and he said with a bright smile, “Ah! That's right. It's a pain, should we just go?”

The email address for the human resources team flashed through her mind. The urge to immediately file a workplace harassment complaint was overwhelming, but she settled for a sigh instead. In any case, there was still more she wanted to learn from Luca.

I can't quit yet. Not yet... not yet...

As she was calming herself down, two people appeared, guided by a hotel employee.

“Good afternoon.”

An aura emanated from the man, who had his bangs neatly swept back with pomade and wore a dark, bluish-gray suit.

“I am Seo Hoyun from Daepaseong.”

The man's accent wasn't native, but he spoke clean, fluent English without any unnecessary flourishes.

“I'm Lee Jihyeon.”

This one, on the other hand, seemed a bit clumsy.

The man strode forward, extending a large, pale hand for a handshake.

“Thank you for coming all the way to Korea. It's a pleasure to meet you, Rachel.”

“Ah, about that email...”

Suddenly recalling Luca's words about just leaving because it was a bother, Rachel wore a troubled expression.

“I'm sorry, but we're planning to proceed with a contract with another group, so I'm afraid we'll have to cancel today's meeting. I apologize for having you come all this way.”

“No, why?”

“What do you mean, why?”

But the objection came from Luca himself.

“He's handsome!”

Rachel felt a throb in her temples. Once again, the human resources team's email address swirled in her mind.

Who knows what had caught his interest this time, but his eyes sparkled as he looked at the two people standing before him.

“That, So... Ho? Is that what you said?”

“My stage name is HouHou.”

“......”

“......”

Suddenly, the woman standing next to the man coughed. A chilly air enveloped the hotel conference room.

“I guess the joke didn't land,” the man muttered awkwardly to himself.

Luca asked in a tone full of interest, “Well then, HouHou? Can we see what you've prepared?”

“Of course.”

“Excuse me, did you hear what I said?”

The moment Rachel frowned slightly, the man's gaze changed in an instant.

“Of course. I heard you loud and clear.”

Even though she had said the contract would be signed with someone else, the man showed no hesitation. Instead, he slowly pulled his lips into a smirk, as if showing off his confidence.

“You should get ready to change the name on the contract.”




1 HORMEL FOODS CORPORATION, a company founded on 11.30.1890, is the creator of Spam, the canned pressed ham well-known in Korea.



Chapter 256

This is probably a waste of time.

Rachel pushed up her glasses, warding off an encroaching headache. She thought this presentation would be a complete waste of time.

No matter how famous Luca was for his eccentricity, he was thoroughly cold when it came to work. He had likely agreed to listen out of half-curiosity, not genuine investment.

The short business trip had been packed with a tight schedule since morning, and her accumulated fatigue made her even more irritated.

The man met Rachel's gaze and offered a refreshing smile.

“...Ah!!”

Just then, Luca cried out in realization. He had been muttering that the man's face looked strangely familiar. He leaned close to Rachel's ear and whispered, “I've seen that man in a drama! He was in Please Take the Camera with Min. He played a producer with a completely rotten personality!”

“...So what?”

“He was a total demon in it!”

Look at him, all excited.

While Rachel endured the K-drama fanatic's excited chatter, the woman with the man finished connecting a laptop to the beam projector.

“We will now begin.”

The man's presentation started.

“The reason IRIX is planning to launch a new Korean server is—”

The PowerPoint on the screen was clean. It used appropriate fonts and sizes, with images placed for easy understanding. The main points were immediately clear.

He had even accurately grasped why IRIX wanted to launch a new Korean server.

While Korea was a gaming powerhouse, the bigger reason was the need for provocative content to target a new generation. IRIX had discussed collaborating with K-Pop, which had absolute support among the younger demographic, to simultaneously expand the game's world.

The man continued, his smooth, mid-low voice hitting every key point.

Just how did he research to find information this deep?

The slides included everything from the news articles released when IRIX first launched to promotional content scattered across online communities.

“Luca, in a recent interview, you said, 'The day and night in Korea are very different. Walking the streets at night feels like I've come to a new world.' Is that correct?”

“That's right. It's very cool. Every country has its own different charms, but Korea was very special to me.”

The man's eyes curved into a smile.

“I thought that interview was a hint of sorts.”

“Haha.”

Instead of saying more, he pressed a button on the beam projector's remote.

“This is The Dawn's Phantasmal Reincarnation.”

The conference room lights dimmed on cue. A dark, dirty, rain-slicked street at night appeared before them.

“With the Buddhist concept of the Six Realms of Reincarnation, it carries the message of relentlessly seeking out a competitor to tear them down, even if it means going through endless cycles.”

Shining Star Season 2's second competition, 'Phantasmal Reincarnation', began to play. It was a trendy song, mixing an Eastern style with a hip-hop melody.

A man sat astride a menacing, matte black motorcycle. He wore tight latex leather pants and a modified hanbok durumagi lavishly embroidered over a rash guard.

【Are you ready?】

It was Seo Hoyun, the man who had been leading the presentation.

“PD Lee Jeonghun, he's really a celebrity...”

Overwhelmed by the intensity, Rachel and Luca stared at the screen.

【Even if I wander the six-spoked wheel

I told you I'd find you

Do you believe me now?】

The balance of The Dawn's five members was better than expected. Each member's individuality stood out, and their parts were distributed well. On top of that, the stage's storytelling and immersion were outstanding. The performance, set against brilliant visuals, looked like a scene from a movie.

Ha, at this rate, are we really going to have to revise the contract?

She glanced to her side. Luca watched the screen with sparkling eyes, his hands covering his mouth.

The concept itself aligns with the direction we want...

From the perspective of planning 'Cyberpunk Korea', The Dawn's stage was certainly impressive.

However, it was not just about the image. The name recognition for effective promotion and the skill for a spectacular opening at the IRIX Cup were also crucial.

After IRIX gained explosive popularity, Charis Games began hosting its largest tournament every January, which had become a festival in its own right. This K-Pop collaboration was planned as this year's theme song for IRIX. The opening of the IRIX Cup final match always kicked off with that year's IRIX theme song. It was a 100% live performance, and since the IRIX Cup was held in a large stadium, skill was extremely important.

Asta was from Tier 1, so their skills were beyond criticism. The Dawn's performance, however, felt rough and raw, as if unpolished.

They're good, but.

The soaring beat suddenly subsided. The video cut off as a sogeum flute's melody echoed in the quiet. He had likely cut it to finish within the time specified in the email.

“Was this stage lip-synced?”

“It was live.”

Come to think of it, didn't they say Korean idols were used to live performances?

According to her research for this project, that was true. It was hard to believe they could sing so steadily with such powerful movements, but the man's serious attitude made it seem true.

“Hmm...”

It seemed impossible to find a better fit for the setting IRIX was pursuing. The strong Korean feel. The exotic atmosphere. A warrior who tears down competitors.

Besides, Luca is crazy about this kind of stuff.

Of course, she trusted Luca not to make a choice based on personal preference alone.

Just from the PPT and the stage video, she could tell that The Dawn was a good group. However, they were already on the verge of finalizing things with Asta, even if they had not signed the contract yet. On top of that, Asta's name recognition was much higher.

Rachel decided to lighten the mood with a casual question. “Hoyun, are you good at games?”

After a moment of silence, the man smiled softly.

“...Ahaha. Of course, I do enjoy them.”

Suddenly, the woman at the laptop glanced at the man.

Luca, quiet until now, opened his mouth. “By any chance, what kind of game—”

“However, on our team—”

The man interrupted, seemingly not hearing as he moved to the next slide.

“there's someone who loves games even more than I do.”

A familiar screen appeared, one Luca and Rachel had seen tens of thousands of times. It was an IRIX profile. A large, luxurious rank emblem sat on the screen, its outer border wrapped in a sparkling aurora.

“This is the IRIX rank of our group's main rapper, Kang Ichae.”

“......”

That rank was only for the top one percent.

That alone was impressive, but Seo Hoyun snapped his fingers as if he had more prepared. SNAP.

“He was inspired by IRIX to create a song. It's only a melody for now, but I'd like to present it here.”

The woman, who now held the remote, quietly pressed a button.

A melody flowed into the conference room. It was a dark, grand, and fiercely stormy beat, mixed with sound effects from IRIX.

This is actually good.

He said he liked IRIX, and the track felt like it could be an official song right now.

He must have put a lot of work into this.

Rachel listened with concentration, unaware this was the result of just half a day's work.

“The Phantasmal Reincarnation I showed you was also produced by the same member. He has prepared a few more sample demos.”

“...!!”

A feast of melodies followed, along with a continuous, logical explanation. The more Rachel and Luca listened, the more dazed they felt, as if bewitched.

Luca frowned and rubbed his brow.

Rachel's eyes glinted sharply as she pushed up her glasses.

“Our understanding of IRIX, our image that fits the game, and above all, our solid skills.”

The man smiled like a victor.

“Is there any reason to hesitate further?”


[Me: Success.]

I sent a text to Kang Ichae.

We had finished discussions with the IRIX head producer and the promotional video team director. We agreed to draw up the official contract in a week, as Daepaseong needed time for review.

I returned to the company with Lee Jihyeon. I was about to head to the dorms but decided to go to Kang Ichae's studio to gloat a little.

This punk, after I went through all this for him.

He had made me worry with his health issues, but it was infuriating that he did not even reply to his hyung's text.

As usual, I skipped the knock and threw open the studio door.

“Hey, Kang Ichae—”

POP! A party popper went off with a loud noise. The sound of a piano unexpectedly filled the air.

“Ooh— Ooh— Ooh...”

Tadaran, tadaran~.

Kang Ichae smiled at me while pressing the piano keys. He had red hair and wore a fluorescent lime-green hoodie, dripping with a delinquent vibe from every angle.

“The pretty boy from the top 1 percent of IRIX sings.”

Kang Ichae sang the words as I stared silently at the absurd situation.

“Seo Hoyun is a god.”

Helium balloons floated in the studio, and flower petals were scattered on the floor. Behind them, a large pamphlet was taped to the wall. 'Congrats! On landing the IRIX contract!'

“You are an angel... angel~ rabbit~.”

Kang Ichae hummed an impromptu song, a perfect example of wasted talent.

“Shit...”

I decided leaving was the only answer and turned around.

Kim Seonghyeon blocked the door, grinning slyly and gesturing with his chin. “Where are you going? You have to see it through to the end.”

I looked where Kim Seonghyeon pointed. On the beam screen we used for meetings, a letter from Kang Ichae scrolled up line by line.

Hyung, hello?

I'm currently writing a fan letter to you because I can't control this overwhelming feeling of being moved.

“Ah!! Shit! My eyes!”

“Oh~, even your curses are beautiful~.”

I mean, IRIX.

♡IRIX????♡

If I were to list all your annoying points, it would be endless, but your ability is so praiseworthy and cool that I can forget about all that for a moment♡

“Please, just say it with words. Don't be so creepy.”

“Why? Is it tough being on the receiving end?”

I pressed my fingers firmly against my furrowed brow.

Kim Seonghyeon filmed the whole thing on his phone, laughing with delight. The corners of Kang Ichae's lips twitched. It was clear they were just trying to mess with me, not being sincere.

“You are my~ wow wow wow~ our troublemaking lead vocal~.”

“......”

I landed a contract for his sake, and this was what I got. I had to silently watch their antics.

After the piano piece ended, they finally released me. Completely drained, I threw off my uncomfortable jacket and shirt. I pulled on a sweatshirt from the studio sofa, flopped down, and shot my middle finger at Kang Ichae.

“Aing~.”

He did not lose his nerve and smiled shyly. That punk would probably survive just fine on a deserted island.

“Hey, why didn't the youngest join in? He'd be thrilled about this kind of thing.”

“His birthday is soon. The timing is right, so we're pretending to be on bad terms to pull a hidden camera prank on him.”

“Why is our group like this?”

“Seo Hoyun, you really don't know?”

“......”

Am I supposed to know?

I clicked my tongue, reached out, and grabbed a piece of candy from the nearby table. I unwrapped it.

“Anyway, hyung, thank you so much! If there's anything you want, just tell me! I'll buy it for you!”

Kang Ichae fiddled with the piano a bit more, then said he had to go act angry in front of Jeong Dajun and left for the dorm.

Kim Seonghyeon approached me, still filming with his phone. “Anyway, you worked hard. If there's nothing you want, is there anything you wish for?”

“I want to smoke a cigarette.”

“...I guess I can't use this part of the video.”

“Then money.”

“Just forget it.”

Kim Seonghyeon grumbled, closed the camera app, and lowered his phone.

I slowly sat up and pulled over Kang Ichae's laptop. It was still on, carelessly tossed on the table.

Doesn't he know the studio door locks automatically when it closes? Isn't he being too defenseless?

The laptop still had not been updated. I naturally extended the time and habitually went to an online community to search for reactions.

[Title: SHY Sighting

I saw SHY coming out of the conference room at XX Hotel today. What's up??

He was all dressed up today.

└ Huh, was it for their own content filming??

└└ No idea;;

└ I thought he was going to collect a debt from someone.

└└ Debt collection, fuck ㅋㅋ]

A sighting post was already up. It seemed no one knew about the meeting with IRIX. We had snatched the deal being discussed with Asta.

Should I keep it a secret?

My mind raced. I searched for a few more keywords, but things were still quiet.

“Or you could think about it, since I could give it to you for your birthday.”

“It's fine. We're about to get busy, so let's just share small, heartfelt gestures.”

The contract with IRIX, composing and writing lyrics, concept discussions, music video filming, and preparing for live stages. We were even working on a full album.

The Dawn was about to get busy.

I gave Kim Seonghyeon a half-hearted reply. Just then, a post appeared on the community.

[Title: But does The Dawn have any live performance controversies?]

Controversy.

The word I liked made the corners of my mouth rise.

“I'm looking forward to this.”

It seemed a birthday present would roll in on its own, even if I did not prepare one.


Chapter 257

Late January.

After all the award ceremonies ended, The Dawn left behind new legendary stages for 'Fall' and 'Christmas Again'.

[This is seriously insane]

Their stages from half a year ago were already no joke, but the newly rearranged performances were jaw-dropping.

[This is crazy... Is there even room for them to improve further?]

[Kang Ichae's facial expressions are insane, and did you see the changes in the choreography details? ㄷㄷ So damn good]

[They can even match their formations with their eyes closed ㅋㅋㅋㅋ They must practice like crazy

└ ???? Really?

└└ Yeah, there's a live stream. Jeong Dajun joked that he could do it with his eyes closed, and then Practice Machine Seong Jiwon got fired up and suggested they try it blindfolded ㅋㅋㅋ

https://www.neotube.com/watch?v=tHe_dAW!n_s1Ngi_BAngG!

This is it ㅇㅇ

└└ Whoa thx thx]

I followed the YouTube link and saw The Dawn in blurry live stream quality, their eyes covered by black blindfolds and cloths.

“Can you see?”

“Hmm... I can't see. Please turn on the music.”

“Okay.”

A staff member played the song.

“Let's go!”

They then performed 'Second Chance' and 'Christmas Again' just like that. They executed the timing of their turns, formation changes, and even the choreography where they pulled each other's arms without a single error.

[Are those transparent blindfolds?]

[What the, how on earth are they seeing??;;]

The Noeuls awkwardly rubbed their noses as they saw the stream of positive comments marveling at their skills.

[Blindfolds...

black cloth...

I feel like this is just a test of my patience

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I thought the same thing ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While The Dawn's fans endlessly replayed the end of the video, where Seo Hoyun lifted his blindfold, approached the camera, and grinned, a post about The Dawn's flight seat information began circulating on community forums.

[Title: The Dawn going to the US?? Is there a tour announcement?

I saw on SNS that some people are selling The Dawn's flight seat info...

Anyone know what this is about?

(The Dawn THE DAWN

Seoul > LA (airplane emoji)

DM please)

└ ??

└ No, they're not going

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why would the boys go to the US now? There's no world tour announcement, and they're still uploading tons of original content.

└ ㅋㅋㅋ You believe that stuff...? They seem to be preparing for their full album right now.

└└ Oh, really? Sorry if I made anyone uncomfortable ㅠ I was just wondering...

└└ Yeah, there are still witness accounts of them around the company ㅋㅋㅋ Ichae is dying from composing these days... You should probably delete this post.]

Naturally, most people dismissed it as nonsense.

[Ugh, what bullshit ㅋㅋ]

[Sigh, are there still people who buy that stuff?

Just report them ㅋㅋ]

[The boys are practically living in the practice room these days...

They're in the practice room during live streams.

The background of photos they post on PopPop is the practice room.

They eat in the practice room.

If you ask where they are, it's the practice room.

It's like they're ghosts haunting the practice room.

└ I know, right? It's like my video call background ㅋㅋㅋ ffs I thought it was photoshopped.

I've seriously never seen idols who are stuck in a practice room as much as them.

└└ Seeing them practice like pre-debut trainees makes me feel proud ㅋㅋㅋ

└ In Kang Ichae's case, just change 'practice room' to 'studio'.

Kang Ichae seriously has no friends.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah ㅠㅠㅠ so cute, I love you Kang Ichae...

└└ It's hilarious how Noeuls are slowly starting to wish for Kang Ichae to make friends... It's like watching Joo Woosung, who had no friends except Chae Jeongwoo... Deja vu...]

Just as everyone dismissed it as a passing rumor, Daepaseong distributed a promotional article.

《IRIX Agrees to a K-Pop Collaboration with Daepaseong Entertainment's 'The Dawn'》

The article appeared.

《...

In one week, the collaboration song between IRIX and The Dawn will be released as a digital single and music video.

At the same time, they are scheduled to perform on the opening stage of the IRIX Cup finals in the United States.

...With this, The Dawn has become the first K-Pop star to collaborate with IRIX.

...》

[IRIX? IRIX?? You mean the IRIX I curse at every day while playing?????]

[No way, this is crazy. Hold on.]

The news was hard to believe, no matter how many times they read the article.

This was not just an article from Daepaseong's PR team. Official articles soon appeared on the IRIX homepage and overseas.

《IRIX confirms the collaboration with K-Pop star 'The Dawn'》

[WHAT DID YOU SAY?????]

[Wait, this is so sudden???????]

The Noeuls were dumbfounded, as if hit on the back of the head.

[I was watching their live streams and original content, thinking I'd go all out once the full album dropped, but now it's IRIX??????]

[Hey, I don't think this is a joke.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ No, is this for real???? Seriously?? There was no mention of this at all, how the hell did they land this? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just like that, The Dawn's fandom erupted in a festive blaze.

[AH!!!!!

Kang Ichae succeeded!!!!!!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The man who insisted he wasn't serious about IRIX, Kang Ichae...

He's a man who gets things done.]

[Hey, at this point, didn't Kang Ichae cry?

Not that he would ever cry, and I've never seen him cry,

but I'm just stating my wishful thinking right now.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Have a good trip, Ichae-ya ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Everyone knew how serious Kang Ichae was about IRIX, so they flocked to PopPop to send messages.

Just then, Kang Ichae appeared. He posted several selfies, one with a V-sign under his chin and another making a heart with his cheeks.

[IRIX thank you thank you thank you]

[I've never once been thankful for the mentally draining game IRIX, but today I'm bowing down to it.]

The Noeuls hastily devoured the photos.

[Ichae: Hehehehehehe Noeul~♥]

[Ichae: Did you see?? Hehehe the article is up.

I was so careful not to spoil anything, my mouth was itching to say something.]

[Ichae: Hoyun-hyung helped a lot.]

[Ichae: Ichae will be back in a flash.]

[Ichae: You have to cheer for me♥]

The fans smiled warmly as they read the messages Kang Ichae sent.

[You said you weren't serious about IRIX...

You said you were willing to bet your account on it...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He said he'd delete his account??

└└ Yeah, but he can't. He's acting like someone who's been threatening to quit the fandom for 5 years, it's so ridiculous.]

[Kang Ichae being this excited is so cute. He's always like this, but he's overflowing with aegyo.]

[Kang Ichae got so excited he was spoiling everything people asked, and it looks like Kim Seonghyeon freaked out and stopped him ㅋㅋㅋ He said sorry and that he's leaving now ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ After spoiling so much ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Things Kang Ichae mentioned

The members met with the producer directly.

There will be a behind-the-scenes of their US original content.

A music video is coming out.

The finals stage will be live.

They'll be back in Korea before Seo Hoyun's birthday.

└ This kid is such a fox, it feels like he pretended not to know and just said it anyway ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: Update on the male idol who loved IRIX so much he gave a presentation in front of the producer

He's doing a K-Pop collab with IRIX.

He's performing at the IRIX Cup.

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Kang Ichae...

He's a man who gets things done...]

While the Noeuls chattered boisterously, drunk on The Dawn, negative opinions began to surface.

[Agh ㅋㅋ You guys believe that?]

[ㅋㅋㅋ What do you mean the members went and gave a presentation themselves? That kind of stuff is all secured through prior contracts.]

[Are The Dawn's fans young? Have they never had an office job? They're really good at spinning their happy-go-lucky fantasies and falling for it ㅋㅋㅋ]

The fans paid it no mind, dismissing this as part of the process of heading towards Tier 1.

Just then, a YouTube video appeared and rode the algorithm, its views skyrocketing.

[The Dawn Lip-sync Tier 1]

The Dawn had been featured on a 'cyber wrecker' channel that nitpicked and tore down celebrities for absurd reasons.

[0:44 ㅋㅋㅋ Ah, this is definitely AR.]

[1:31 Why do they pretend to be good at singing live?? I'm genuinely asking...]

[2:35 Wow, just silence here~ ㅋㅋ Are they even singers?]

The video revived the live performance controversy that had been slowly surfacing since last year. It raised suspicions of lip-syncing, claiming their voices were barely audible in MR-removed clips.

They even pinned comments with similar opinions to the top.

[Wow, now that they're getting popular, the haters are showing up.]

[Did you not see the encore for the same stage? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They've had a reputation for being amazing at singing completely live since their debut, so what's this all of a sudden...]

[Bringing up a comeback stage from a music show famous for having the entire cast lip-sync or slathering on audio correction just looks like an attempt to muddy the waters.]

[Someone bring out the compilation of our Puppy's lyric mistakes.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ That's true proof of live singing.

└└ Our Dajun is so creative with his lyrics.]

The Noeuls' blood pressure skyrocketed.

The fact that Jeong Dajun, The Dawn's youngest, often forgot lyrics during live music shows and creatively improvised new ones was proof enough that they sang live.

However, it was hard to simply scoff and move on, as similar videos began pouring out one after another.

[Seeing fans who watch live AR MR-removed clips and praise The Dawn for 'eating the CD' is a bit... pitiful. What are they going to do when they have to sing completely live later...]

[They probably think adding in breathing sounds makes it completely live... ㅋㅋㅋㅠ Seriously, they're just closing their eyes and ears haha Why don't the people who proudly say they became fans of The Dawn after stanning for a long time know this?...]

[They're gonna get seriously destroyed if they go to the US ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Dawn's fans diligently reported the videos and took PDF screenshots of the more excessive comments.

There must be a lot of new fans lately.

They're picking a lot of fights.

[Yeah, there must be a ton.

The boys must have gotten really popular from the variety shows. I think they're also attacking like crazy because the Christmas album sold so well.]

[The blood of a fighting cock is boiling.

└ brb, going to start a keyboard war.

└└ ㅋㅋ]

Every troll post led to a dazzling keyboard battle for the fans, who were steadily accumulating internal rage.

[Title: Honestly, isn't it super obvious that the idol group in the recent controversy is faking their live vocals...?

I mean, their fans will just say they like it anyway...

but I don't know... There are so many other idols who are incredibly talented, so I don't get why people like them and call them talented at that level.

I think they just got framed as 'talented' because they came from a small company, and that's why their album sold well this time ㅋㅋ

└ Are you jealous?

└└ ?? ㅜㅜ I don't know what you're talking about

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ OP, run away, quick...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Noeul's ferocity is so intense it makes you feel sorry for the attention seeker.

└└ That was crazy. The person just now fought like they've been in keyboard wars for fifty years.

└└ fck this is so damn exciting]

After their fingers danced brilliantly across the keyboard, the Noeuls left without any lingering attachment.

They were not worried about their idols.

[ㅋㅋ Time will tell.]

They believed the truth would be revealed on the American stage, where raw acoustics, completely live vocals, and handheld mics were the norm.

[Go show them what you've got.]

This was because The Dawn had never once disappointed them.

.

.

.

“We're in America!!”

A cool breeze, unlike the January air in Korea, touched my cheeks.

Palm trees filled the streets, where low-rise buildings blended naturally with skyscrapers. This was LA.

We were scheduled to rest today to adjust to the time difference. Rehearsals and behind-the-scenes filming would begin tomorrow.

Jeong Dajun, excited by the new place, wore his beanie backward and clung to Kang Ichae, chattering away.

“Hyung, hyung! Take a picture of me over there!”

“Okay!”

I doubted the controversy would shake any of the members, but the Management Team had apparently decided not to mention the live vocal issue.

Everyone checked YouTube and fan reactions, so they could not be completely unaware of the situation. Except for our maknae, of course.

“Jiwon-ee hyung! Let's take a picture together here! W-What about that failed heart pose?”

“Should we?”

Jeong Dajun dragged Seong Jiwon into it, serious about taking photos for Instagram.

Kang Ichae diligently captured them on camera. Seong Jiwon bent his arms into a large heart, and Jeong Dajun made a small heart with his hands.

Look at them, so happy.

Well, the maknae doesn't need to see that kind of stuff.

Meanwhile, I approached our team's Boiled Dumpling, who had just finished talking with the Manager.

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

"Yeah."

He was in charge of the spectacular opening for the IRIX collaboration song. His looks and aura were a perfect fit, as if he had brought the game to life.

I grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's shoulders, turned him around, and asked.

“How are you feeling? You think you'll be okay with the live performance?”

“Huh? Okay with what?”

Kim Seonghyeon furrowed his brow slightly and said calmly.

“...Are you talking about the live vocal controversy?”

He seemed perfectly fine.

I raised an eyebrow. Kim Seonghyeon looked at me in disbelief, then burst out laughing.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“Are you checking on my mental state because of that?”

“......”

“I don't know about the past, but with you by my side, do you think I'd be bothered by anything else?”

I get what he means. So, he's saying he's fine because I'm here, right?

“Wow...”

I guess my early education paid off.

I looked at Kim Seonghyeon and threw a comment his way, knowing he would hate it.

“My heart is fluttering.”

“Hah....”

Kim Seonghyeon swallowed a curse, looked at the sky, and muttered, “What on earth did I do in my past life...”

I was in a good mood lately, so I slung an arm around Kim Seonghyeon's shoulders and smiled brightly.

Well, whatever. Kim Seonghyeon says he's fine.

The live vocal controversy?

I was not worried.

“Let's do well on stage.”

This was the birthday present I had been waiting for since October.


Chapter 258

The IRIX Cup finals were being held today at LA's Dodger Stadium.

They had steeled themselves and prepared for the event, which was being broadcast live on the IRIX homepage and YouTube.

[Just looking at IRIX gives me a stomachache, so I quit, but The Dawn is making me watch this...]

[I was secretly watching at work, and my coworkers suddenly got excited and asked if I liked IRIX.]

[How about a salary-thieving Noeul

Noeul_using_a_mirror_to_secretly_use_their_phone.jpg

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, it's hilarious that everyone's secretly watching ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠ]

The IRIX Cup finals opening was scheduled for 6 PM LA time. In Korea, students on vacation were sleeping in, and office workers were busy at their jobs, wondering what to eat for lunch.

The office-working Noeuls skillfully used phones and mirrors to watch the live broadcast in secret, while students watched with relaxed hearts.

[Witness accounts were posted today;;]

[Hair, makeup, and coordination are legendary

The Dawn's h-m-c is never a failure among Noeuls, even if tastes differ ㅋㅋㅋ I heard even the hair salon staff followed them this time.

└ Yeah ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm so grateful.

└└ Or maybe it's just that the boys' faces are killer...]

While everyone chattered in anticipation on SNS, Dodger Stadium finally went dark. IRIX Cup characters appeared via CG from all sides and unleashed their skills.

[Whoa, what is this insane scale? As expected of America's scale.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is awesome ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Crazy cool. I'm even more excited for The Dawn's performance now, fuck.]

The ground shattered and scattered as a dark night street descended upon Dodger Stadium.

[What's happening what's happening what's happening what's happening what's happening]

[Is it starting now? Is The Dawn coming out??]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at the foreigners' cheers ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Their reactions are great ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, I bet a ton of reaction videos will be uploaded this time ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Their international recognition had risen significantly thanks to the variety shows The Dawn had recently appeared on.

The Noeuls felt a sense of pride seeing the multilingual chat scrolling ceaselessly during the live broadcast.

Just as the Korean signs, which had been emitting a pure white light, began to flicker with static, a narration flowed out.

【Hello? Are you there?】

The signs, the only things illuminating the pitch-black night, flickered and were enveloped in neon light as the world transformed.

【Are we connected?】

POW!

Colorful smoke scattered in all directions, and a large screen wall opened to reveal six motorcycles.

[Whoa, they're so fucking good.]

[What the;;; They must have spent a ton of money...]

[Wait?? What the??? Is this an awards ceremony?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The camera angle shifted, following the motorcycles as they spread out in a spectacular moto show.

The motorcycles gathered in the middle of the stage, spun around, then faced each other and lined up in a row.

The floor between them opened, and a lift rose.

【Do you wanna be connected?】

A man in a helmet sat on a motorcycle. He wore tight leather pants, ankle-high lace-up boots, a blue techwear jacket over a black rash guard, and red gloves.

Simultaneously, the row of motorcycles slowly disappeared below the stage.

His solo ride began.

[Wow, it really looks like he's riding.]

[Awesome;;;]

Colorful neon signs flashed by as darkness swallowed the path behind him.

SKREEE!

The motorcycle screeched to a halt with a rough drift.

The man stood as if confronting the darkness and finally threw off his helmet.

The camera zoomed in.

[FUCK!!!!!!!!!!]

Kim Seonghyeon appeared.

The screen filled with Kim Seonghyeon. He placed his helmet on the motorcycle, swept back his disheveled hair, and stared with an indifferent gaze.



[AREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUSAREYOUSERIOUS]

[Yeah, with this physique and this concept, who else could be the main but Seonghyeon? Totally agree.]

[Did they plate LA with gold? Fuck, the boys' faces are at their peak.]

[Seonghyeon oppa, I'm about to get really angry.

Come back to Korea right now.]

Kim Seonghyeon dismounted the motorcycle. The word 'Connected' appeared on the screen behind him, and the song's intro began.

The moment Kim Seonghyeon strode toward the darkness and into the camera's angle, the screen crackled and transitioned with a BZZZT!

Along with it, the sound of clashing metal mixed into the melody. Kang Ichae appeared, wearing a red jacket and shoes heavy with chains.

Kang Ichae approached the audience, knelt on one knee, and raised his handheld microphone.

【Finally, the boring time is over

I like watching you go wild

Come up to the ring as I wish】

As if to prove it was live, even the clinking of his accessories could be heard through the microphone.

[The Dawn is singing live!!!!]

[All you bastards who said they can't sing live, gather here!!]

[The guys who said it was pre-recorded, get over here right now.

You can even hear the chains clinking ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Noeuls witnessed the vivid live performance and could not contain their excitement.

【Chase me like if you can

Shift gears and step on the pedal all the way

(Yeah This is my race!)

The first one to let go loses.】

Next was Jeong Dajun's turn.

Jeong Dajun, now with platinum blond hair closer to silver, swept it back and came forward. He looked directly at the camera, performing a mix of rap and song.

【Can you follow me?】

He then pretended to tap the camera, motioning as if lifting the angle upwards.

[What the, when did Our Puppy get so cool?]

[This is crazy, our Puppy has become a huge star. I'm going crazy. Ah... ah, why am I at work? Why am I not in America?]

The screen flipped. A VCR unfolded a mesmerizing Cyberpunk world full of fluorescent lights, viewed from high above.

【Are we connected?】

Seong Jiwon was in the midst of those buildings.

Perched on the rooftop railing, he slightly raised the corners of his mouth.

【Don't be afraid

There's no need to look back

I can be your guide】

The rough, racing atmosphere instantly became magnificent.

An elegant and clear voice filled Dodger Stadium. Seo Hoyun, dressed in a biker jacket with orange patches, came out and took Seong Jiwon's hand.

【Don't hesitate

Just move forward

I will never leave your side】

Seo Hoyun pulled Seong Jiwon to his feet and sang the next part.

As the melody soared higher, Seong Jiwon, harmonizing beside him, exploded with vocal power and pushed the note to its peak.

[That's crazy, wow...]

[Hey, Seong Jiwon, are you insane?? Is this live performance for real??]

[Look at Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun's relaxed expressions ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They're saying this is a piece of cake, huh? Fck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

They did not just 'eat the CD'. They completely overwhelmed it.

At the climax, the camera showed a close-up of Seo Hoyun's lips.

【Ready to be connected?】

When the screen returned, all CG had vanished. Colorful neon lights focused on the center of the stage.

Finally, all of The Dawn gathered. The dance break began, centered on Kim Seonghyeon.

[What is Kim Seonghyeon doing right now? The dance break is insane, for real. He and Jeong Dajun are totally in sync.]

[Shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋ The boys are really fired up.]

Kim Seonghyeon led with controlled power and precision as the members moved like a wave. Their intense choreography matched the accelerating beat with flawless, knife-like precision.

【You're praying to the wrong person, Umm Hmm

You should be begging me, Damn

That's my favorite part】

Kang Ichae came forward with a grin, his voice a tone higher than usual.

【Handle me like if you can】

He then ruffled his hair and swung his arm toward the camera.

Simultaneously, the view spun around. The dark night street descended once more. A police car rapidly approached with blaring sirens as all the lights went out. THUNK.

[Wow, that was so damn satisfying!!!!!]

Soon, the teams for the IRIX Cup finals were introduced and the game officially began, but the Noeuls' fervent excitement did not cool.

[ㅋㅋㅋ Look at how everyone shut up after they came all the way to America to prove their live skills ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, this is so refreshing.]

[There's never a dull day when you like The Dawn. Fck, when the haters attack, Noeuls go and beat them down, and The Dawn proves them wrong with skill. Ah, so much fun.]

[Hah... The boys are really the best... I'm so, so proud.]

Things are always boring when they are just good from the start.

You need a little MSG called 'controversy' to double the satisfying taste of the 'cider' that follows, right?

Not long after the IRIX Cup opening stage ended, YouTube was flooded with videos titled 'The Dawn Pissed Off by Lip-Syncing Controversy'.

.

.

.

“The Dawn! You were totally sexy and cool!”

“Thank you, thank you...”

“The reaction was amazing too! The live vocals!”

“Ah, thank you.”

Kim Seonghyeon finished the performance safely but was left with a strangely unsettling aftertaste.

It had been a perfect performance.

Backstage, foreign staff and IRIX officials showered them with praise. Kim Seonghyeon, terrible at English, could only say, “Thank you.”

He watched Seo Hoyun fluently expressing his gratitude from a distance.

Why did he suggest we switch to handheld mics?

That was the first thing Seo Hoyun had pushed for during rehearsals.

Considering the dance break, it would have been better without handheld mics.

Seo Hoyun, could it be... the live vocal controversy...

Did he fan the flames himself?

The thought seemed excessive, but Seo Hoyun's past records came to mind.

Kim Seonghyeon's eyes narrowed.

Just then, he made direct eye contact with Seo Hoyun, who turned his head while wiping sweat from his forehead.

Seo Hoyun's lips curved into a smile.

“Babe, good job?”

The bustling staff paused, then started whispering, “Baby?”, “That's so sweet!”

Before Kim Seonghyeon could say a word, Seo Hoyun just waved, leaned against the maknae walking ahead, and started joking around.

Madman...

...But well...

If it's Seo Hoyun, it's possible.

Already accustomed to Seo Hoyun's eccentric behavior, Kim Seonghyeon casually dismissed the suspicion and followed the other members.


Chapter 259

The office worker, a fan since The Dawn's four-member days, was steeped in happiness lately.

“Yumi, you seem to be in a great mood lately. Things slow for you?”

“Hahaha, does it look that way?”

Her daily life was not happy, but she was happy enough to brush off the assistant manager's shitty questions and jokes without anger, even while busy.

“I've been working overtime for three weeks straight without a weekend, so it's a relief to hear I look so free.”

“...Sorry.”

There was only one reason she was in such high spirits.

That reason was The Dawn.

The office worker had been a K-Pop fan for over ten years, since her school days, and had followed various idols. Then, a huge scandal broke out in the group she loved so much she believed they would be her last.

Four years had passed since she chugged soju from the bottle at a pub. She had thrown a drunken tantrum, swearing to her fellow K-Pop fan friends that she would never stan an idol again.

She believed she had completely left the fandom life, swamped by the demands of her real life.

One day, a friend asked.

[Wanna go to a fansign for some no-name idol from a shitty small company? You can get in just by buying a few albums.]

[LMAO ah fuck, why would I go to something like that

So what's the group's name

└ LMAO hold on]

Honestly, she started it half as a joke for a change of pace. She bought only a few albums with no expectations and was shocked to suddenly win a spot.

What's more, the office worker was infamous for her 'shitty hands,' never winning even after buying over one hundred albums.

As someone who had only ever stanned Tier 1 groups, she found the situation absurd and couldn't understand it.

Ah, that fansign is tomorrow.

The office worker felt completely at ease, planning to just throw on some clothes and a hat at the last minute.

She planned to at least look up The Dawn and watch their music videos and a few performances before going.

“...What is this?”

However, she was shocked after watching their YouTube videos.

“No, what is up with these guys?”

For a group with rock-bottom recognition, their skills were actually very good.

Compared to major agencies that poured in capital, they lacked in every aspect. Their outfits were plain, their hairstyles generic, their choreography lacked a key point, and their songs felt weak.

However, the members' visuals and skills clearly stood out even amidst all that.

In particular, Kim Seonghyeon was the office worker's type from head to toe.

[What the, they're pretty good on stage;; Are they really not popular?

└ Can't you tell from the fact that you won?

└└ LMAO ah fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ the truth bomb hurts so bad T_T ㅋㅋ]

She struggled to find and watch the few available videos. The more she watched, the less she could believe The Dawn was unpopular, so she frantically searched every portal site and online community.

With this level of talent, they should have some popularity...?

However, finding any mention of them was like trying to find water in a desert.

It made her realize anew just how important an agency was, seeing how they could let such promising kids get buried.

After spending the night like that, the day of the fansign arrived.

[ㅋ guys, I'm heading out. I'm nervous, it's been so long.]

In the end, she had to leave home without finding any more information.

Aside from the friend who recommended the fansign, her other 'fossil' K-Pop acquaintances only gave her confused looks when she asked about The Dawn or Daepaseong.

And so, she went to the fansign with a bit of anxiety and a tiny bit of excitement.

“Ah, yes, yes! I'm Kim Seonghyeon.”

“...!!”

The office worker received her second shock when she saw Kim Seonghyeon, who was stiff with nervousness and spoke awkwardly.

“Please take care of me...”

He was much better-looking in person.

She had seen many idols before, but Kim Seonghyeon was by no means inferior to them.

Thank you for coming to the fansign, I'm curious how you found out about The Dawn, thank you so much for liking us, please eat all your meals, let's definitely meet again in good health... After she read the long, heartfelt comments Kim Seonghyeon wrote in her album, she fell for him completely. She created a new Twitter account as soon as she got home.

I'm just going to like him for a little while...

I'm just liking him because I'm high on the post-fansign buzz...

The office worker ignored her friends who teased her, asking when she had cried her eyes out swearing to quit the fandom only to come back stanning a failed idol group. She began to diligently promote them.

However, there was just no reaction at all.

Unlike how she said she would only like them for a little while, she was gradually becoming deeply immersed in The Dawn.

I'll only like them until they become a Tier 3 group, for real!

About half a year passed since that fansign.

[The Dawn - Second Chance]

The concept photos for their new album were released along with the news that Seo Hoyun, the member of The Dawn who had left right before their debut, was rejoining.

The completely different atmosphere and quality delivered a third shock.

With that, they swept up the K-Pop veterans. Their new album showed respectable results that were incomparable to their debut album.

She got drunk and cried again at the same pub where she had vowed to quit the fandom.

“Seonghyeon-ah! I love you!! Ah!! Thank you so, so much, Hoyun-ah!!”

“Hey, hey, she's drunk.”

“Just dump her by a telephone pole and let's go.”

Afterward, Daepaseong changed drastically, as if they had awakened, though there were still clumsy aspects and unsatisfactory points.

In-house content poured out, and their activities continued steadily.

Even when new fans cursed out the agency, they just seemed like angels to the office worker who knew Daepaseong's past actions.

And now, another year and a half later,

[Failed to get into the fansign.]

The Dawn had made it.

[Hey... I bought so many albums this time but still failed to get into the Dawnie fansign

└ T_T... What do we do

└└ I'm so fucking moved...

└└ madman-ah...]

The cutoff for The Dawn's fansigns grew higher by the day.

The office worker also began to fail to get into fansigns frequently. The annoyance that crept up on her was replaced with a deep sense of pride.

In December, the 'Christmas Again?' album was released. The office worker, determined to go this time, had to empty her savings before she could finally win a spot.

“......”

She arrived at the fansign venue much earlier than scheduled and felt a little nervous. While she reviewed how to make the most of her allotted time, word spread among the Noeuls that The Dawn had arrived.

Soon, the members appeared.

Kim Seonghyeon was as handsome as ever, but now he had a celebrity's aura.

The fansign proceeded in an orderly fashion, and soon it was the office worker's turn.

After the previous Noeul left, Kim Seonghyeon turned his head. He spotted the office worker, and his eyes curved into half-moons as he smiled brightly.

“Really, it's been too long!”

You brat, that's my line.

I missed you so much, but with the fansign cutoff rising so high and my shitty-hands skills at play, there was no hope.

However, she didn't want to tell him all those details directly.

Just this morning when she woke up, she had a mountain of things she wanted to say. She had even been planning to tease him by saying she'd switched her bias to Seo Hoyun.

But seeing Kim Seonghyeon, who seemed just as happy to see her as she was, her mind went blank and she just felt happy.

“I just need to sign here, right?”

Did you eat? Was it hard getting here? What have you been up to?

She wanted to hear more from Kim Seonghyeon, but instead, he poured out questions about her. Of course, she liked that too, as it felt like an expression of his interest.

The short meeting ended. As the office worker was about to move on, Kim Seonghyeon urgently stopped her.

“I'm not very good with words... but I've always wanted to tell you this. Thank you so, so much for continuing to like me.”

After that, she couldn't quite remember how she finished the fansign and got home.

All that remained was Kim Seonghyeon's autograph in her album, with the message, 'You've been a huge source of strength for me. I really want you to know how much you mean to me, and I missed you!!' along with the other members' signatures.

[Hah... what do I do, I'm so happy right now...

When did he write such a long comment while talking about our Boiled Dumpling... I love that he still has that awkward vibe...]

At this point, the office worker felt like she could endure anything as a Noeul.

[When is Yumi quitting the fandom

You said you would when they became a Tier 3 group

They're already a Tier 2 group, you know]

[I'll do it until The Dawn becomes a Tier 1 group]

[LMAO fuck, the goalposts keep moving higher ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Once The Dawn becomes Tier 1, Yumi will probably say she'll do it until they win a Grammy

└ LMAO ah shit ㅋ so funny for real ㅋ]

Even when her friends affectionately joked with her, she didn't have time to respond. She was too busy making gifs of The Dawn.

The Dawn's activities had been a whirlwind since the end of last year, from various variety shows to their collaboration with IRIX.

In particular, tears welled in her eyes when Kim Seonghyeon appeared on a motorcycle during the 'Connected' stage at the IRIX Cup, took off his helmet, and revealed his face.

[Proof of tears

└ LMAO I'm dying for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Why is it so fun watching Yumi's chaotic K-Pop journal from the sidelines

It feels a bit like watching someone raise a Tamagotchi]

From that day on, the office worker felt like she had entered 'Noeul Phase 2'.

She rewatched 'Connected' fancams from various angles and pointlessly browsed different online communities.

The posts were filled with nothing but complimentary comments.

[Using handheld mics was a god-tier move (Likes 5,412)]

The behind-the-scenes recording of Connected on The Dawn's official YouTube channel, the post-production review with The Dawn uploaded by IRIX, and even the IRIX Cup rehearsal videos were posted one after another. The Dawn's YouTube channel subscribers and official SNS followers skyrocketed.

[I'm so proud to be a Noeul, people all over the world can't deny that they are geniuses (smiling emoji)]

[Seeing Seonghyeon smile at the end made me smile too, he's such a sexy man but off stage he's a gentle guy who always gets picked on by Hoyun (laughing-crying emoji)]

Most of them were international fans.

Eventually, Connected charted on the Billboard World Digital Chart. It also entered the domestic real-time charts, although at a low rank.

[Title: Who do you think is doing the best among the Tier 2 groups??

Personally, I think it's The Dawn

Before Shining Star last year, High Five was more dominant, but The Dawn released great in-house content and a good song this time, so they seem to be doing really well

In the past, it was a bit of a shame because they were only popular among hardcore fans, but recently they've been active on variety shows and their public recognition has gone up a lot

└ I'd say High Five ㅋ. Still can't compare to a major agency group.

└ Huh? I thought it was obviously The Dawn ㅋ. Even the IRIX Cup song was originally supposed to go to Asta, but The Dawn did it.

└└ Ah fuck, let's just ignore them. Don't start fights with rumors.

└ Asta has been on a bit of a decline lately. Feels like their image has been overused. The Dawn is on the rise, though.

Couldn't they reach Tier 1.5 next year?

└└ Tier 1.5 my ass ㅋ. Yeah, you're from a shitty small company.

└ What's the point of posting something like this? It's bad for The Dawn and bad for High Five ㅋ.

└ It's obviously to start a fight ㅋ. Ugh 凸凸]

The office worker was so happy that she could come across such troll posts and just brush them off.

They're getting more popular...

Just as she was about to close the internet window with a pleased heart,

[Title: Didn't Kim Seonghyeon get plastic surgery?]

“What the fuck?!”

The title of a post on an online community instantly shattered her composure.

She'd been watching him since the 'Glow' era. Only his hair, makeup, and styling had changed, he hadn't touched his face at all. What was this bullshit?

She clutched her heart that was pounding furiously with anger and clicked on the post.

[Title: Posts about Kim Seonghyeon having plastic surgery have been around for a while ㅋ

Kim Seonghyeon looks so different from his elementary school graduation photo T_T

Young_Kim_Seonghyeon.jpg

Lix_Cup_Kim_Seonghyeon.jpg

Admit it?]

In the photo, the young Kim Seonghyeon had chubby cheeks on his small, round face and wore thick glasses.

He certainly looked very different from the sleek picture of Kim Seonghyeon from the IRIX Cup posted for comparison, but he was cute.

“This is a joke, right?”

[Hmm? TTT They do look a bit different TTT]

[He at least got his eyes done ㅇㅇ]

“Wanna die?!”

The comments seemed to be getting drawn into a serious discussion.

The office worker quickly posted a childhood photo of Kim Seonghyeon, where his features were the same as they are now, on her Twitter account with many followers.

However, the controversy didn't die down even after a few days.

Just as the office worker's anger reached its peak, a live stream notification popped up.

[[Ichae <3] Let's hang out]

She quickly joined. Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae, and the youngest, Jeong Dajun, were there, with their dorm as the background.

【Hyung, what's this picture?】

On screen, Jeong Dajun was too busy laughing to speak as he shoved a photo at Kim Seonghyeon. It was Kim Seonghyeon's elementary school graduation photo, the one at the center of the current controversy. Kang Ichae was also laughing his head off.

Then, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly shot up and disappeared off-screen. He reappeared a moment later with something in his hands.

【Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun have been teasing me so much that I'll do the rest of this live stream wearing these.】

They were the glasses he wore in elementary school.

He said he still had them and put on the glasses. Kim Seonghyeon's face changed completely.

She had often seen the trope in comics where a character becomes beautiful just by taking off their glasses. She always thought it was ridiculous, but now she saw it could happen in real life.

Kang Ichae even held up Kim Seonghyeon's elementary school graduation photo next to the glasses-wearing Kim Seonghyeon for comparison.

Kim Seonghyeon explained that his eyesight was so bad it was uncomfortable to dance, so he got LASIK as soon as he became an adult.

Giggling, Jeong Dajun took the glasses off Kim Seonghyeon's face and tried them on himself.

Just then, the sound of the dorm door opening was heard. Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun appeared.

After a brief explanation of the situation, Seo Hoyun flatly refused the offer to try on the glasses.

Instead, he excitedly teased Kim Seonghyeon.

“Seonghyeon seems to rely on Hoyun a lot...”

Feeling proud at the sight of the friendly members of The Dawn, she created a gif as soon as the live stream ended. It crossfaded between Kim Seonghyeon's face with and without the glasses. She posted it on SNS with the caption, 'Is this the classic shoujo manga cliche where the character gets handsome just by taking off their glasses?'

Then she logged into her private account and saw people buzzing.

《Joo Woosung, appearing on Racing Me, makes an on-the-spot request to cast Seo Hoyun... Extreme chemistry expected》

[JWS... do you really not have any friends

I thought he was trying to get along with his own group somehow]

[If Woosung is happy, then I'm just OK]

After checking the article link, the office worker wrote a comment on Twitter without any particular reaction.

[I'm just thankful for the fact that Seonghyeon's elementary school graduation photo was uploaded...]

It was just like a Noeul, completely doing things at her own pace.


Chapter 260

One day in February, the biting cold wind still blew.

The Dawn's preparations for their full album proceeded smoothly.

“Ughhhh... Just kill me...”

“...This is so hard...”

The more they suffered and poured their efforts into the album, the better the public's reaction would be. So, despite their groans, The Dawn immersed themselves in practice every day.

All the variety shows they appeared on had shown good results, and their collaboration with IRIX had also concluded successfully. Riding this momentum, The Dawn decided to bet everything on this year's full album.

At this point, it seems we've gathered enough of a Spirit Bomb for the first-week sales.

From the title track to the B-sides, every song was brilliantly produced. Now, all they needed was endless practice and a little bit of luck.

Just when they thought everything was going smoothly,

《Surprise Announcement! Joo Woosung Comeback Showcase...》

《Is He Writing a New History for Male Soloists... Joo Woosung, 'I Still Have a Long Way to Go'》

《He Does It All By Himself, 'A New Leap Forward'》

Joo Woosung made his comeback, and as a solo artist, no less.

“Wow, this is insane...”

“He's so amazing, he seems like an AI now.”

“He's not on a human level.”

I vaguely heard he was preparing for a solo debut, but I didn't know it would be at this time.

After checking the showcase date, I took a short break from practice. The members and I watched the performance video together while eating cup ramen.

As the intro played, even before the first lyric, Seo Hoyun felt a knot of jealousy tighten in his stomach.

“It's a huge relief we avoided a comeback at the same time as Joo Woosung.”

“Hey! Aren't you gonna add 'Senior'?”

I ignored Kim Seonghyeon's words.

Any thought I had that we might stand a chance since he's a soloist completely vanished after seeing the first-day sales figures.

【The distance between you and me is but a single breath

Can I stare your eyes】

On the showcase stage, Joo Woosung had already transcended human limits.

The album's concept seemed to be famous paintings based on mythology. Among the backup dancers in flashy costumes, Joo Woosung shone brightly by himself. He wore a simple white turtleneck and tight white slacks that revealed the curves of his body.

【I want to be simple in front of you

Can I hold you tight】

It wasn't a particularly mainstream song, yet the track clearly proved his popularity and skill. It was as if he were proclaiming to the world that he was Joo Woosung of Black Call.

Seong Jiwon, watching with me, was in pure awe.

“Senior is really good at singing, too.”

“Right, right! Honestly, when Woosung-hyung is next to Hoyun-hyung, he just seems like a friendly neighborhood guy... but seeing this, he looks like a Hollywood star.”

Kim Seonghyeon, the most excited of them all, added to Jeong Dajun's words with sparkling eyes.

“He even participated in writing the lyrics!”

His charm was maximized, and his vocal skills, once overshadowed by Chae Jeongwoo during group activities, were now on full display. People went crazy for Joo Woosung.

“He's sooooo cool...”

The Dawn was no exception.

Jeong Dajun grew quieter as he became engrossed in Joo Woosung's performance, so captivated he even forgot to breathe.

After the four-minute video ended, Seo Hoyun's stomach twisted even more as he skimmed the reactions.

[Insane. I just watched with my jaw on the floor.]

[They say when Black Call rehearses, all the other idols waiting backstage come out to watch... and that half of them are there to see Joo Woosung ㅋㅋ. It's really true.]

[A genius who keeps getting better and better is so, so cool

And to think that guy is a softie offstage ㅠ]

Honestly, it was well-made.

Since it was a solo album, the sales were naturally weaker than Black Call's usual records. Even so, it was obvious The Dawn would lose if they went head-to-head.

“Ah, damn.”

Now that I think about it, this is pissing me off.

He might be the most popular male idol right now, but to think we couldn't even beat one person. Just like the article headline said, he was truly writing a new history for male idol soloists.

“Guys!”

Seo Hoyun hid his irritation and rubbed his dry face. A heavily stimulated Seong Jiwon turned and asked the members.

“Should we practice more?!”

“No, I'm going to the dorm.”

“Oh...”

Seo Hoyun had recently become a Practice Machine, always staying late. When he refused so sharply, Seong Jiwon's face fell slightly.

However, Seo Hoyun had his own reason for needing to go back.

“Good work~!”

“Good work, everyone~.”

“Aigoo, we should just lock the company doors. I'm worried you'll all ruin your health practicing so hard.”

In any case, we decided to call it a day and quickly cleaned up the practice room.

In the van on the way back, our recently assigned Road Manager pitied us. "Why does The Dawn always practice like a pre-debut group?" he asked.

After dragging his tired body to wash up, Seo Hoyun came out. Seong Jiwon was already sprawled on his bed, looking weary. He slowly set his alarm and asked, “What time do we have to get up tomorrow?”

“You can wake up a bit later tomorrow. Set it for around 10.”

“But, aren't you gonna lie down?”

“I'm going to sleep too.”

Seo Hoyun also set his alarm and lay down on his bed.

Soon, only the sound of Seong Jiwon's steady breathing filled the room.

Joo Woosung said he was going to be on Racing Me.

Racing Me. It was a variety program with immense popularity in Korea and across the Chinese-speaking world. The show was famous for its varied missions that never gave viewers a chance to get bored.

One mission, which appeared irregularly, required the guest to recruit a close friend. It hadn't been seen since last summer, so now was the perfect time for it to reappear.

Above all, with Joo Woosung appearing, no PD would let such a great opportunity slip by, and Joo Woosung has no one to call other than Chae Jeongwoo or me.

The moment my body sagged and fatigue enveloped me,

BZZZT─ BZZZT─

My phone vibrated.

I checked the time. It was 5 AM.

Seo Hoyun quietly slipped out of the room to avoid waking Seong Jiwon. He went to the kitchen and put water in the coffee pot.

The call should come soon.

With that calculation in mind, I sipped coffee to wake myself up and waited for the call.

─Right about now.

Just then, my phone lit up, displaying the caller's name. Seeing it, Seo Hoyun's lips curled into a smile.

I downed the americano that my body didn't agree with and put on my business voice.

“Yes, hyung.”

[...]

“......”

[...Ah. I'm sorry. I must've dialed the wrong number.]

Click.

The call ended.

This bastard?

I flared up for a moment but quickly calmed down. The moment the phone rang, my appearance was already confirmed.

I pulled on Kang Ichae's hoodie from the living room sofa and put on my shoes. Just then, my phone rang again.

“Didn't you say you dialed the wrong number?”

[...Seo Hoyun?]

“Get to the point.”

Joo Woosung's voice was slightly heavier than usual, as if he were nervous. It mixed with the sound of a murmuring crowd.

[I'm in the middle of filming a variety show, so I'll explain quickly since there's no time. The reason I called is─.]

“Okay.”

[─Huh? ...Okay?]

It was clearly an on-the-spot casting call. There was no reason to hear the rest.

“I'm on my way now.”

After all, when a good opportunity comes along, you have to seize it, right?


When I explained the situation, the Manager who took the call came to pick me up, even at the crack of dawn. He said time was no object for an appearance on a major broadcast variety show with Tier 1.

I arrived at the filming location looking disheveled, without even a trip to the salon. Joo Woosung, who was in his promotion period and radiating a halo, greeted me.

“You disgusting bastard...”

“Hahaha.”

For Racing Me's irregular 'recruit a friend' mission, new tasks were given the moment the guest and the on-the-spot recruit met.

Thanks to that, they dragged me to the sea before sunrise. I rolled around in the mudflats, played word chain with the staff, pulled out octopuses, and did group jump rope.

“Seo Hoyun, are you a variety show genius?”

Of course.

“Wow~!! Seo Hoyun, you're amazing, really! How did you pull out the octopus?”

“Wait! How are you so good at word chain?”

“No, Seo Hoyun. Why are you so physically fit too??”

I handled everything without Joo Woosung having to lift a finger. Joo Woosung rode the 'Seo Hoyun' bus, cheering enthusiastically from the sidelines, and the morning shoot ended.

“Okay, all the morning missions are finished! Thanks to Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung, we got our footage quickly! We'll continue filming after lunch.”

A grueling schedule was expected, but things progressed much faster than anticipated. The staff, now expecting to get off work early, passed me with beaming faces and friendly greetings.

Joo Woosung muttered with a weary face, “Really, wow... What a guy...”

“You're so good at ignoring my calls usually, but you never miss something like this.”

“When have I ever ignored your calls?”

“Right after you hung up, the PD said it was the first time in Racing Me's history that a casting was completed before they could even finish their sentence.”

“Ayy, hyung,” I said to Joo Woosung with a refreshing smile.

“It was a call from Woosung-hyung. I'd have to run out no matter where I was.”

“Hyung? Hyuuung?? Excuse me, Seo Hoyun. I'm sorry, but I only have a younger sister.”

I only have a younger brother too, you bastard.

I glanced over and saw the Manager busy talking with the PD. I lowered my voice slightly and asked something I was curious about.

“Why did you call me?”

I had been waiting for the call, but honestly, the chances were fifty-fifty. There was also Chae Jeongwoo.

“The PD mentioned that since I came out as a solo artist, it wouldn't feel fresh to team up with a Black Call member. Jeongwoo is busy these days, so our schedules don't match. I might get some flak from the fans, but anyway, you're a hit on variety shows.”

“Are you rapping?”

“Don't be sarcastic.”

Joo Woosung rattled off the excuses as if he had prepared them. He seemed embarrassed and rubbed the back of his neck before adding, “It's just... it's a little awkward to face the members these days. I have a lot on my mind. I also regret the time when I couldn't get my head on straight.”

So you do know?

The staff finished cleaning up and began to move. I heard they had reserved a famous local restaurant nearby, and it seemed everyone was heading there.

Just as I was about to suggest we leave, Joo Woosung pouted slightly.

“Ugh, I should've treated them better.”

“Pardon?”

“The members, and the fans.”

The shadow from his long eyelashes trembled slightly.

Suddenly, I saw a reflection of myself in him. I also have moments when I feel sorry toward my fans. I remembered the look on his face as he watched the fans when Black Call made their comeback with 'Kings'.

“You're doing fine, though.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

“......”

“You're doing well, without getting distracted.”

Seeing this guy so full of talent made me needlessly angry and bitter. Nevertheless, Joo Woosung's performances were never anything less than amazing.

Feeling awkward, I averted my gaze.

“I thought you were a madman after watching your solo performance.”

This meant Joo Woosung was also putting in the effort.

After hearing my words, he blinked a few times and let out an empty laugh. Then he immediately straightened his face and said, “Hey. Stop using informal language.”

“Yes, hyung.”

I chuckled and changed the subject. “So, what are we filming this afternoon? You said there were two big missions. One must've been the on-the-spot casting, so what's the other one?”

Whatever it is, it's in the palm of my hand.

I said it casually, but the answer was unexpected.

“Yeah. A variety PD experience.”

...Sometimes I feel like the world is playing a hidden camera prank on me.


Chapter 261

Kim Ari was a broadcast writer and a 'Bloys'. She had been a fan of Black Call for four years because she loved Joo Woosung, and today, she was not in her right mind.

Today's guest is Joo Woosung!!

To think we actually succeeded in booking Joo Woosung!

Kim Ari had only wanted to earn a little more money to see her babies. She couldn't believe she had become a writer for a popular public broadcast program and was now working with Joo Woosung.

Before heading to work, Kim Ari even bowed deeply to her most cherished Joo Woosung poster.

Crazy... What if Chae Jeongwoo shows up today as a last-minute guest?

The thought made her heart pound like it had an arrhythmia. Kim Ari quickly unwrapped and ate a Herbal Calming Pill she had bought a few days ago.

Then Kim Ari arrived at the broadcast station. She took over from the morning team, who had worked since dawn.

“Seo Hoyun has been cast.”

“Oh, he's super hot right now. That's great.”

“I know, but I heard Seo Hoyun accepted the casting offer in five seconds?”

“In five seconds?!”

Ah... so it's not Chae Jeongwoo.

It was a variety show appearance to promote his solo song, but she had hoped Chae Jeongwoo would come.

The main PD had told Joo Woosung to invite a friend he was really comfortable with. Joo Woosung apparently called Seo Hoyun right away.

“Right, Woosung-ah...”

Still, it was a relief he had a friend he could call at dawn. Kim Ari teared up a little. She remembered how Joo Woosung, back in his rookie days on a quiz show, had used his "phone a friend" chance to call Chae Jeongwoo five times in a row.

Come to think of it, he's been working really hard lately.

About two years ago, rumors occasionally circulated that Joo Woosung was seeing someone. Back then, considering his reactions towards fans, Kim Ari had thought the rumors were somewhat credible.

However, at some point, Joo Woosung cleaned up his surroundings so thoroughly that such stories were treated as nothing more than sasaeng gossip. He also treated his fans well.

As for his main job, Joo Woosung was always perfect. Being close with a junior from another idol group couldn't be a flaw for Joo Woosung.

And Seo Hoyun's image wasn't bad either.

“Didn't Joo Woosung call Seo Hoyun on a variety show before?”

“They seem really close, but both of their images are so likable, right? Fans usually hate male idols being friendly with each other, but those two are an exception. No matter how much the paparazzi followed them, they were always just going out for fried rice... Oh, Ari, what's with that expression?”

“It's nothing...” Kim Ari said.

Even as she thought that, she felt a slight sense of disappointment.

He should get closer to his own group members.

“Joo Woosung, hello!”

But that feeling was fleeting. The moment Joo Woosung stood in front of her, Kim Ari's mind went blank and her heart pounded like crazy.

“Ah, hello.”

Nothing else in her surroundings was visible. A radiant light seemed to pour from the ceiling, and she could hear a choir of angels singing from somewhere.

Still, this was her workplace. Kim Ari tried her best to hold onto her sanity and greeted him, feigning composure.

Joo Woosung soon started talking with the main PD. He smiled brightly whenever he made eye contact with the writers.

“I look forward to working with you today.”

Ah... fuck... it's like getting LASIK...

Beneath his neat, dark eyebrows, the slightly upturned corners of his eyes crinkled softly. Joo Woosung used to have a much colder vibe, but now he seemed much softer, perhaps because he had more experience and was more relaxed.

Just then, a man appeared holding a carrier full of coffee.

“Hyung.”

It was Seo Hoyun.

“...Huh? Huh?!”

Joo Woosung looked a little flustered. He awkwardly accepted the green tea latte that Seo Hoyun offered him.

Seo Hoyun smiled friendly and handed out coffee to the staff.

“Hello, writer-nim. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“Ah, yes.”

When her turn came, Kim Ari saw that Seo Hoyun's face was more handsome than she had expected. He wasn't her type, so she wasn't particularly interested, but it was clear the camera didn't do him justice.

“What, how did you know I like this?”

“Just because.”

Joo Woosung was touched and slurped his green tea latte with sparkling eyes. Next to him, Seo Hoyun looked around the broadcast station with a slightly stiff expression for some reason.

But how did they get close?

Fans of Black Call couldn't help but know that Joo Woosung was picky about people and put up walls. The sudden appearance of Seo Hoyun on Joo Woosung's Instagram with the title of 'close dongsaeng' didn't quite make sense.

“Alright! Let's start filming!”

Kim Ari watched Seo Hoyun with the eyes of a hawk. Little by little, she found suspicious points.

First, Seo Hoyun's attitude was far too calm and composed.

“This mission is to find the fake PD among the variety show PDs! You just have to find the actor among the PDs working in the designated areas.”

“Didn't we see all the PDs' faces today?”

“PDs from various variety programs at our station have agreed to help.”

“...Then how are we supposed to know?”

“Hahaha, you only get one chance. If you fail, you'll be working overtime with us at the station tonight, okay?”

“......”

Joo Woosung's blinking quickened at the difficult mission, but Seo Hoyun just calmly sipped his hot chocolate.

Suspicious.

That look on his face reeked of something. A musty, suspicious smell.

Next, the second point.

“I'm screwed, so screwed. At this rate, will I even get home today? I need to play with Nyangnyang.”

“Hyung. Not there, here.”

Seo Hoyun knew his way around the broadcast station unusually well.

Even for a celebrity, it was difficult to know the station's ins and outs unless it was a filming set, yet this was already the third time Seo Hoyun had grabbed the grumbling Joo Woosung's arm to correct his direction.

What is it? Does he know a PD or something? Even so, how could he know this well?

Did he date a PD?

As Kim Ari's suspicions deepened, Joo Woosung busily charmed the PDs with a bright smile, trying to get even the smallest hint. Seo Hoyun watched from the side as if it were entertaining.

Finally, the third suspicious point.

“This is how you edit.”

“......”

“......”

Whenever he watched the PDs editing, Seo Hoyun's eyebrows twitched minutely. He showed no other reaction on his face, but Kim Ari watched him closely and was the only one who noticed the subtle change.

“Then let's start the rough cut screening.”

A rough cut screening was a meeting where the directors, writers, and others gathered to watch the first edited version. They would sort out the interesting and uninteresting parts and decide on the editing direction.

Throughout the screening, Joo Woosung kept poking at perfectly fine PDs, saying things like, "This person's opinion is too plain, they're suspicious," and "That person is totally awkward." Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun kept his mouth shut and just scribbled something on a blank A4 sheet.

“Today's edit was done by a rookie PD, but their skills aren't bad. They did a pretty good job. Hahaha,” the main PD of Racing Me said with praise.

However, as the screening progressed, Seo Hoyun's face grew pale as if he had seen something he shouldn't have.

...Huh?

His expression was like one of those reaction images of a man looking pitifully from outside a window, thinking, Oh no, that's not right...

Joo Woosung leaned over to Seo Hoyun, who constantly fumbled with his pockets, and whispered quietly. Of course, to Kim Ari, who had her ears perked, it sounded as if he were speaking through a megaphone.

“Are you sick? Why are you so fidgety today?”

“...Pardon?”

“And what are you constantly fumbling for?”

After a long silence, Seo Hoyun finally managed to speak.

“...Looking for candy.”

“Candy?” Joo Woosung tilted his head slightly and asked, “You want candy? Should I buy you some?”

Muttering about whether Seo Hoyun was really sick, Joo Woosung raised his hand. He said he was going to the restroom for a moment and left the meeting room. A staff member with a camera followed him.

A short while later, Joo Woosung reappeared with an armful of snacks. He gave drinks and snacks to the others in the meeting room and casually handed a whole bag of candy to Seo Hoyun.

Kim Ari's eyes flashed.

Wait a minute.

Just as an intuition struck her, Seo Hoyun popped two candies into his mouth at once. While munching on them, he nudged Joo Woosung.

“Choose. You want more screen time?”

“......”

“Or an early wrap?”

At his confident remark, the main camera subtly turned to focus on Seo Hoyun. Kim Ari could swear that a caption like 'This man is so cool... a heart-stopper for working adults!' would be added to this scene.

Joo Woosung, who couldn't have completed the mission on his own, covered his mouth and looked at Seo Hoyun with moist eyes.

All the staff members burst into laughter at the scene.

“Shall we wrap up early?”

.

.

.

And in one second, Seo Hoyun pointed out the fake PD.

“Ahaha, sorry. Did I cut out too much screen time?”

He even offered an easygoing smile as he apologized. At that sight, hearts practically popped from all the staff members' eyes.

“Seo Hoyun, you've really become something else...”

“There's a reason he's popular with the staff. It's been so long since I've gotten to leave work before sunset, and we have plenty of footage.”

“Aigoo, you all should get home quickly.”

Joo Woosung watched the affable Seo Hoyun from behind with a prim look.

Kim Ari, reluctant to let Joo Woosung go just like that, quickly racked her brain and spoke up.

“But it feels like a bit of a waste to call this a PD experience and just let them go. PD, how about we let the two of them have a little taste of what it's like to be a real variety show PD?”

There was still something she wanted to confirm about Seo Hoyun.

“Oh! That's a great idea! It would be perfect to film a short clip for a YouTube pre-release. Come to think of it, I saw you editing in The Dawn's self-produced content, and you were amazing.”

“...Haha. I'm not that good, but thank you for seeing it that way.”

Hmm, as expected.

Seo Hoyun's reply came out ambiguously, a beat too late.

“Then, would you like to give it a try? What about you, Joo Woosung?”

“I'm a complete klutz with machines. I only use my phone for calls and texts. I'll just watch him do it.”

Once the additional filming was confirmed, everyone moved to the editing room.

“So, what would be good? Cross-editing for idols is hot right now, so how about a Black Call cross-edit? Hey, maknae! You said you do cross-editing as a hobby, right?”

The youngest PD, who had been pointed out, came forward hesitantly. He stood next to Seo Hoyun and slowly explained the editing controls.

“You can't have too many inserts, and for cross-editing, it's important that it flows naturally...”

The corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth, which were initially turned up, slowly went down.

What is this?

Behind Seo Hoyun, who tilted his head with innocent eyes every time the rookie PD asked if he knew something, Kim Ari saw a reflection of herself muttering, "Black Call? I don't know them well... They're famous these days, right? Bloys? What's that? But Chae Jeongwoo? Joo Woosung? The solo song MYTH? What were the first-week sales?"

Because of her profession, Kim Ari hated the idea of gossip spreading, so she thoroughly hid the fact that she was a Bloys.

“Ah, no. Before something this difficult, you should probably learn how to cut the cross-edited scenes first, right? Haha.”

“Hahahaha.”

Seo Hoyun's laugh wasn't a real laugh, because his eyes weren't smiling.

Seeing that, Kim Ari's thoughts gradually hardened into conviction.

Seo Hoyun was a fan of something. If he had learned video editing because of that, then all of Seo Hoyun's actions so far made sense. His composure could just be his personality, and his knowledge of the broadcast station was still a mystery, but.

So that's how it was.

In an instant, Kim Ari's wariness towards Seo Hoyun softened, and she felt a sudden rush of humanity from him.

Seo Hoyun had listened intently to the rookie PD's continuous explanation. Once the explanation was over, he bowed his head deeply.

“...Thank you for the kind explanation. Then, I'll give it a try.”

The moment Seo Hoyun sat in the chair, his gaze turned menacing. The intention was clearly to create a short, heartwarming, and cute clip for YouTube promotion...

CLICK.

CLICK-CLACK-CLICK.

TAP-TAP-TAP-TAP-TAP!

“...!!”

The more the sounds of the mouse and keyboard echoed, the more astonished the production team became.

“Whoa! Wait, what? Seo Hoyun, what was that just now?”

Unfazed by the murmuring crowd, Seo Hoyun finished the task in an instant. He blew his bangs away with a puff of breath and then replayed the video from the beginning.

Joo Woosung stood behind him and watched the edited version of himself with fascination.

“Wow, you're making Kings look like my solo.”

“Hey, hey. Seo Hoyun, you know how to do this stuff?”

“What the... Wait. Hoyun-ah. Did you really memorize my choreography?”

It was supposed to be a cross-edit of Black Call's Kings, but it had been completely transformed into what looked like a Joo Woosung solo performance.

While Joo Woosung was moved once again, Kim Ari, standing off-camera, was also deeply impressed.

Incredible...

These days, bad camerawork was less common, but many frustrating moments still existed for fans when the camera movement was too excessive or focused too much on faces, obscuring the choreography. However, this video satisfyingly scratched that itch. It precisely corrected those parts to show the best possible version.

Seo Hoyun, I don't know what you're a fan of, but you're definitely a proper stan.

He was at the level of a professional cross-editing Youtuber with at least several hundred thousand subscribers.

“So, we're done now, right?” Joo Woosung asked the main PD, thinking the additional filming should be about done.

“Where do you think you're going.”

A chilling voice was heard.

“...Yes?”

Joo Woosung was about to get up from his chair. He froze in an awkward position and looked at Seo Hoyun, who seemed to be in a very bad mood.

Seo Hoyun had been fixing the video section by section with his eyes glued to the monitor. He stopped his clicking mouse.

“...Ah.”

A cold silence fell over the room.

“Hahaha.”

Slowly turning his head, Seo Hoyun instantly schooled his expression.

“Oh my, I've been holding you all up. I'm so sorry.”

With a smile that seemed to scatter flowers, the atmosphere immediately lightened as if nothing had happened. Seo Hoyun continued to smile as he repeatedly pressed Ctrl+S, then stood up from his seat.

“You've all worked hard. Today's shoot was so much fun.”

“Yes! Hoyun, Woosung, you both worked very hard~!”

Seo Hoyun glanced at the computer with a somewhat regretful look and bowed deeply to the staff. Joo Woosung also bowed and quickly grabbed Seo Hoyun's arm.

“Get out of the editing room, quick. It's somehow scary with you in here.”

“...You have good instincts.”

“......”

Kim Ari watched with a pleased expression as the two bickered while walking away. After watching them until their backs disappeared around the corner, Kim Ari turned her gaze back to the editing room. The staff were gathered there, whispering.

“Where?...Oh, this is incredibly clean and stylish. Isn't this Yoo-sunbae's?”

“It's not mine. It's so skillfully done, could it be Lee-sunbae's? I'll have to ask later.”

However, that storyboard had been doodled by a certain tier 2 idol while watching the screening from a corner.

This truth became a rumor that quietly spread only within the broadcast station, thanks to the rookie PD from Racing Me who screamed in surprise after reviewing the footage for editing.


Chapter 262

As a solo artist, Joo Woosung steadily collected trophies from every music show.

My stomach churned with jealousy, but thankfully, interest in my appearance with Joo Woosung on Racing Me skyrocketed.

Around that time, YouTube pre-released a short clip. It featured our Racing Me mission performance and some leftover footage of my variety show PD experience from the end of the shoot.

[Seo Hoyun is seriously a master of social skills

└ The variety machine this generation has been waiting for...

└└ The way everyone around him is so baffled is the funniest part ㅋㅋ They can't believe he's even good at handling octopuses

└└ He studied up at the fish market beforehand...]

[Joo Woosung... as expected of an A-List Idol, he's smart. He called Seo Hoyun because he didn't want to get his own hands wet

└ This is the truth

└└ ㅋㅋ They're both so likable because they work so hard without holding back ㅠ So cute ㅠㅠ]

[What's this? Is SHY editing right now?? What is he editing?! Why won't you show me, dammit!]

[Hey PD Jeonghun, dammit, why are you experiencing your main job]

[This is why I can't let go of PTTC ㅋㅋㅋ Ah... does it look like I'm crying because I love it so much...?]

[Please full version quickly]


I was checking fan reactions in the private room of a restaurant I had booked. The sliding door opened, and the person I was waiting for spoke.

“Hyung.”

Seo Hojin stood there, breathing heavily as if he had run the whole way.

“Sorry, am I late?”

“Very.”

“...I'm sorry.”

I had called Seo Hojin because I wanted to have at least one meal with my little brother before promotions for the regular album began. I squeezed in the time despite having a schedule that afternoon.

Seo Hojin sat down and immediately drank some water. I pushed the food I had pre-ordered toward him.

Conscious of his tardiness, Seo Hojin smiled sheepishly and tried some flattery.

“Hyung, you look more and more like a celebrity every day.”

“I am a celebrity.”

Everything I do is to make a living, so why is it so hard just to have one meal with Seo Hojin?

I had deliberately chosen a private, reservation-only restaurant for this reason.

Seo Hojin picked up his spoon and started eating. He poured out updates on his life without me even asking.

“It's still vacation, so I meet up with Ichae in-game sometimes. That kid, he's really amazing. He's younger than me, but he's quick-witted and friendly...”

“Mm, yeah. He's a pretty good kid.”

“...Is he? Well, anyway.”

The kid in front of me was so much clumsier. Honestly, I still found it hard to believe Kang Ichae was younger than Seo Hojin.

“And these days, I'm preparing for grad school.”

“Grad school?” I asked. My ears perked up at the new information as I took a spoonful of soup.

“Yeah, Law School.”

What a relief.

Given his major, I was nervous he would say he wanted to go into journalism. I wouldn't stop Seo Hojin from doing what he wanted, but I would still be a PD when I returned. That situation would obviously cause a lot of gossip.

And if possible, I wanted to keep Seo Hojin safely hidden.

I hid these thoughts and grinned.

“Is our family finally going to have a 'sa' profession?”

“Wow~, you really sound like an old man when you say things like that.”

Seo Hojin grumbled but diligently moved his chopsticks. I watched my brother stuff his mouth with food before I asked.

“So, domestic? Or are you going abroad?”

I think it would be better for him to study abroad if he's serious, but I'm not thrilled about sending him somewhere I can't look after him at all. I'm also worried about whether he'd eat properly on his own.

However, Seo Hojin dismissed the idea with a light tone.

“Nah. Where would I get the money for that?”

“The fuck, what do you mean you don't have money?”

“Hey... why are you getting angry...” Seo Hojin asked, startled. He was putting a piece of galbi in his mouth but put down his chopsticks and gulped some water.

“Hyung, I have money too. I plan to go with the money I saved from tutoring.”

I had become a person with nothing but wealth after entering the workforce. In contrast, Seo Hojin seemed to have developed the bad habit of maturing too quickly after our parents died so young.

I sank back into my chair and deliberately spat out thorny words.

“Good for you, really. I guess I won't have to worry about my retirement.”

“Yeah, don't. I'll take care of myself and live well on my own.”

I clamped my mouth shut.

My little brother had been grumbling while eating. During the long silence, he glanced at me and slid the bill over.

“...You can at least buy me a meal.”

“Of course.”

I saw Seo Hojin was almost done eating, so I got up first and paid the bill.

I'd fed him, and I'd heard his updates.

Seo Hojin came out a moment later. I was about to send him home, but he hesitated and asked a question.

“Hyung, why haven't you stopped by the house lately?”

“......”

“Well... you haven't come by even once this year.”

He was still beating around the bush. It seemed like he had something else he really wanted to say, besides asking why I hadn't come home.

I narrowed my eyes and stared at Seo Hojin.

“If it's about a girlfriend, you can bring her home.”

“It's not like that?!”

“Why are you jumping like that? Is it true?”

I chuckled and roughly ruffled Seo Hojin's hair. Then I pulled a random card from my wallet and pressed it into his hand.

“Take this and go buy some bread or something.”

“I'm going to the department store and swiping this card.”

“Do what you want.”

“I'm going to buy drinks for my friends like a pushover, too.”

“That's great, you'll make a lot of friends.”

“......”

As if he could ever do that, even if I dragged him there myself.

Seo Hojin stood speechless and hesitating. I grabbed his cheeks with both hands and stretched them out.

“Aaack!”

"Haha."

His cheeks didn't stretch as softly or smoothly as when he was a kid, but they still felt satisfying in my hands.

Seo Hojin rubbed his sore cheeks and whined, 'How can you be an idol with a personality like that?!' I gave his leg a light kick.

“Go on, you idiot.”

“I'm going!”

My foolish little brother scurried off as if escaping. I turned away and found myself humming.

I'm in a good mood today.

His body had grown, but his naivety was exactly the same as when he was a child.

I headed to the company.

The other members had apparently used the short break to meet family or run errands. Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae were in high spirits, looking like they had gone out to have fun together.

“Ah, Seo Hoyun, you're here?”

“Yeah.”

Kim Seonghyeon handed me a chocolate frappuccino.

“You look like you're in a good mood.”

“Do I?” I answered, slurping some of the drink through the straw.

Soon, the Manager came down and led us to our scheduled location.

Our afternoon schedule was the joint charity concert held annually at the end of February.

We arrived and ran through a simple rehearsal. As we were about to head backstage, Seong Jiwon stood in the center of the stage and exclaimed in awe.

“Wow, this concert hall... I've always wanted to perform here...”

We had received an offer last year too, but we had to pull out of the lineup because of our Japanese debut.

“We almost couldn't make it this year either!”

“Ah, because of the overseas tour?”

“......”

This year, Daepaseong had also planned an overseas tour for February.

“I have no intention of going on a world tour in the first half of the year.”

And I was the one who shut it down.

I understood they wanted to generate profit from a concert now that our recognition has grown, but my goal was set higher.

The CEO had tried to persuade me. He said it would be good to see our international fans on a world tour.

“Why on earth not?”

“I don't want to go.”

“......”

Normally, I would have spoken indirectly to protect the CEO's pride, but this time, I threw a straight fastball.

“...Ahem, ahem. Alright.”

The CEO was flustered, but he took a step back for the time being.

Lately, rumors of a merger and acquisition circulated within Daepaseong. So, he couldn't push too hard, not knowing what chaos one lunatic could cause.

Well, at least he can take a hint.

“Oh, Seo Hoyun! It's been a while!”

“Hello. Have you been well, Director-nim?”

“Haha, of course! Still as friendly as ever~.”

I smiled and returned the greetings of a few familiar staff members, then moved toward the van.

We checked our outfits and makeup, went through one more rehearsal, and watched the other singers perform. Soon, it was our turn.

“Hoyun-ah! It's our time now,” Seong Jiwon said with a bright face.

The Seong Jiwon who was pale with nerves before our showcase was now a distant memory.

"WAAAAAAAH!"

I climbed the stairs to the stage. One by one, the blue, inverted-triangle light sticks slowly came into view.

【THE DAWN】

Our name appeared on the VCR,

【Out of curiosity, I keep poking at you

You make me wonder about you】

and the melody of 'Fall' began.

We were given a total of four songs today. However, the time was so short it might as well have been three. 'Fall', 'Connected' from the IRIX Cup opening, 'Stardust', and '23:59'.

An early darkness settled around us, and the swaying lights in the audience grew brighter.

【Stardust, the night sea is embroidered with stars

We've pushed through the darkness for this moment】

As I sang 'Stardust', my gaze was caught by a glimmer. It was blue like the dawn, then tinged red like the sunset.

【Towards the light

All the way to the end

Even if we don't know what lies ahead】

The moment '23:59' began, the audience's voices grew even louder.

【The brilliant light I share with you

This warmth as our cheeks touch】

...Hm.

I looked at the audience through paper flowers that scattered like snowflakes.

Even other idols' fans waved their light sticks and sang along.

I knew '23:59' had achieved mainstream success, but it felt strange. This was our first time performing it at a concert.

【The white, scattering snowflake

The warm gazes watching me】

Jeong Dajun was at the front, flawlessly executing the choreography. A paper flower got stuck to his nose, and the members held back their laughter.

The song was bright and warm, so the spreading laughter blended in well.

【I hope you'll always be by my side

Because it's too embarrassing to say I love you】

I waved to the Noeul section until the very end, then came down from the stage.

Jeong Dajun, covered in paper flowers, shook his head wildly. I leaned against Jeong Dajun, draped an arm over his shoulder, and picked a paper flower off his cheek while joking.

“Bouncy. Did you stick those all over you to eat later?”

“That's Dajun's dinner,” Seong Jiwon retorted, joining the teasing.

“What do you mean, dinner! But when that thing got stuck on my nose earlier, I thought I was going to die from trying not to sneeze!”

The maknae was no longer fazed by this level of teasing. He looked back at the stage, where cheers still echoed, and asked me.

“Hoyun-hyung, wasn't that really, really great?”

I could see the other members smiling behind Jeong Dajun.

Right. There are times in life when you feel an unexpected happiness. Times when, even while rushing forward as if being chased, your steps suddenly slow, the surrounding scenery comes into view, and you can finally breathe, and those moments will be remembered as the good days of my life.

“Yeah.”

Like today.

Jeong Dajun waited for my answer with wide, bright eyes. I smiled and ruffled his hair.

“Hyung is in a good mood, too.”

I bowed politely to the staff and headed to the van, chattering loudly with the other members.

All the singers had to return to the stage at the end of the concert, so we still had about thirty minutes of rest.

“...What? Really?”

A voice cut through the noise and caught my ear.

“I haven't heard anything specific... Hm.”

It was the Manager.

I stopped walking and stared at him.

“No, is there a need to... hide that? Why would they?”

I had a bad feeling about this.

Kang Ichae noticed my reaction and looked back at me.

“Hyung?”

“......”

THUMP, THUMP.

Strangely, my heart pounded fiercely, as if excited, but my body grew cold in contrast. Anxiety consumed me.

It can't be, I was so careful.

I couldn't stop the unpleasant thoughts racing through my mind.

“What's wrong?”

Kang Ichae took a step closer, but I walked straight past him and went to the Manager.

The Manager continued his phone call with a confused expression.

No way.

“Manager-nim.”

No way, I was so careful.

“Is something wrong?” I asked, deliberately forcing a gentle smile.

“Uh... well...”

The Manager's eyes widened in surprise when he saw me, and he quickly ended the call.

But the community board post he was looking at right before the call was still on his screen.

“Hoyun-ah, you─.”

A photo of me leaving the restaurant this morning was on the screen.

Fuck.

I snatched the Manager's phone and scrolled down. My fingertips went ice-cold.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“─you had a younger brother?”

The next photo showed Seo Hojin.


Chapter 263

[Title: They say he's Seo Hoyun's younger brother]

This is from an eyewitness account today ㅋ. Seo Hoyun was photographed coming out of a restaurant.

OO_Hanjeongsik_Eyewitness.jpg

Photo_Coming_Out_of_Restaurant.jpg

Their vibes are so damn similar hahahahahaha

He called Seo Hoyun 'hyung', so I think he's his younger brother. He's super handsome, holy crap ㄷㄷ]

The post quickly flooded with comments and was soon deleted, but the photo spread in an instant.

It was impossible to know who took it, whether a sasaeng fan or a regular person, but the photo was extremely clear.

This meant anyone who knew Seo Hojin would recognize him immediately, and his personal information was about to be exposed.

[Whoa, for real? That's Seo Hoyun's younger brother?!]

[So damn handsome]

[Well, of course. He's Seo Hoyun's actual brother]

[Crazy hahahahahaha He looks like that university sunbae who could never exist in real life hahaha]

[Hahaha I know, right... The genes in this family are truly superior haha]

An idol's family relationships were often consumed as light gossip.

The initial reaction from people who saw Seo Hojin's photo was surprise and praise.

[Huh? His younger brother?? Is that right;;?]

[They don't look that similar. Isn't he just an acquaintance?]

└ Don't you think they look more alike the more you look??]

As expected, information about Seo Hojin soon began to leak.

[Seems like he's brothers with Seo Hoyun. His name is apparently Seo Hojin.]

└ How do you know that?]

└└ Photos are popping up on the S University community forum haha. He's the class representative for the political science department.]

└└ Whoa, wait, seriously?? What's with his education;; He must be a damn good student.]

[Whoa, the 'Ho' syllable in their names is so cute...ㅠ!!]

At the same time, photos of Seo Hojin started appearing on university community sites and social media.

[Title: Seems like he's Seo Hoyun's brother?]

[Proof that I saw him in the department.]

[He's 25 this year and about to graduate.ㅇㅇ]

[S_PoliSci_Seo Hojin.JPEG]

[Deleting this post in 5 minutes~]

Photos of him giving a presentation and group photos from his department's MT appeared.

His address, favorite foods, hobbies, talents, and even his part-time jobs were all exposed.

It did not even take twenty minutes for everything to be revealed.

At this point, I could no longer bury the situation by denying the facts.

I could only watch helplessly as the situation spread. Then, the staff hurried me onto the stage for the concert's finale.

“Everyone! Please give us a round of applause!”

I tried my best to force a wide smile. At the very least, I tried to wave to the Noeuls and respond to them.

Shit, shit.

But that was hardly possible.

The reactions to Seo Hojin were positive just a moment ago. How will they have twisted by the time I finish the performance and come backstage?

Endless negative thoughts flooded my mind.

No. I'm just overreacting.

This was not my PD era when I ate curses for breakfast. The interest would die down soon enough.

Having family relationships exposed was a problem everyone famous had to face.

The members had roughly guessed the situation from my and the Manager's behavior. They smiled brightly and surrounded me, as if to block the cameras.

“Good work, everyone!”

“Yes, you worked hard.”

After somehow finishing the schedule, I picked up my phone again inside the van on the way back to the dorm.

I scrolled past a post that read, 'Didn't Seo Hoyun's expression look bad during the ending today?' and looked for other reactions.

My self-reassurance that it would be nothing was useless. Posts nitpicking at the very things I had worried about were popping up.

[Hahahaha Look at how everyone's getting fired up because he's handsome and has a good education hahahaha]

└ It's because Seo Hoyun is so popular these days hahaha]

[But it's weird that he's his younger brother]

[If he's 25, aren't they the same age? How is he the younger one?]

└ An acquaintance in the S University Department of Political Science heard he was born in December.]

└ Isn't Seo Hoyun born in January? Then it seems chronologically possible.]

[Looking at the fans, they didn't seem to know. Why didn't he talk about his family?]

└└ After the accident and all the other stuff that happened, he probably didn't want his brother to be brought up...]

└└ Whoa... ㅠㅠ]

[I thought Seo Hoyun was an orphan after seeing him sell out his parents during Shining Star hahahaha. Turns out he had a brother... Hmm... I thought he was left all alone in the world... Just saying...^^]

└ ?? What are you talking about? Having a brother must have made it even harder for Hoyun.]

└└ Are you illiterate? I'm saying if he had a brother, he should have been more careful when selling out his family's story haha]

└└ Shit, anyone hearing this would think Hoyun brought up his family story first haha. Who was it that harassed a kid who was just minding his own business? You're talking nonsense right now.]

[But then, was his brother not there during the car accident?]

I knew they would be curious about this.

Cyber wreckers, having already smelled controversy, were quickly uploading videos.

'The Reason a Popular Idol Kept His Family a Secret for 2 Years After Debut.'

'Seo Hoyun, The Reason for His Stern Face at the Hallyu Concert Ending + A Hidden Brother?'

'The Reason One Family Was Torn to Shreds.'

I scanned the titles and pressed my fingers firmly against the bridge of my nose.

They're really creative with their clickbait.

These cyber wreckers were the type to exaggerate a one-second expression on broadcast into a power struggle. They would edit and manipulate a single exchanged word as if it were some major incident.

To them, this much bait was a feast.

Though the videos had only been up for a few minutes, the view counts already surpassed ten thousand.

I did not bother clicking to watch the content. It was obvious what kind of fiction they had scribbled.

Think about how to handle this. Think.

A spark had been thrown, and I could not just wait for the whole mountain to burn down.

I touched the corner of my mouth, trying to get my malfunctioning brain to work. I felt a tap from my side. When I turned my head, Kang Ichae was gesturing for me to get out.

“Hyung, we're at the dorm.”

“......”

I followed Kang Ichae out and heard Kim Seonghyeon's voice.

“Are you okay?”

Only then did I notice the other members. They were hesitating or staring at me quietly.

Kim Seonghyeon had taken a step forward and was trying to meet my eyes.

“...Of course.”

“We don't have any more schedules today, so get some rest. I'll go talk to the company.”

I deliberately grinned at his worried face.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

I gave Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder a light pat and walked past the members' equally concerned gazes into my room.

“...Fuck.”

The curse I had held back spilled from my lips after I closed the door.

After that, my heart calmed a little. My brain, which had ceased all activity, felt like it was creakily starting to move again.

I picked up my phone and texted Seo Hojin.

[Me: Don't answer calls from unknown numbers]

[Me: And don't go outside]

[Me: Hyung will contact you again soon]

For a moment, Kim Jaeyeon's number flashed through my mind, along with the names of several other celebrities, before disappearing.

People's interest was like a reed in the wind, easily swept up and drawn to more sensational incidents.

Then this will be buried soon enough.

This whole incident started from my own carelessness. I had complacently thought it would be fine since we only met once every few months.

If my connection to Kim Jaeyeon was revealed in a situation like this, then even I would not be able to control the fallout.

If only I had the Item Shop, this would be easier to solve.

I called out for the System Window, but after scanning my silent field of vision, I just closed my eyes.

I could just sue the bastards spreading weird rumors through Daepaseong...

Let's not make any rash moves.

The entertainment industry was a noisy place anyway.

Incidents broke out almost daily. All I had to do was wait quietly.

I would smile in front of the cameras as if nothing happened and brush off any questions with a smile. Just like that.


The next day.

《Top Actor A, Illegal Gambling in the Hundreds of Millions?》

《The 'Kind' Actor A Was Actually an Abusive 'Gapjil' Actor》

Sure enough, a new scandal had already broken out. Another person's name, not Seo Hojin's, was trending on news portals, social media, and community sites.

The backlash was even greater because the actor was beloved by the public for his clean image.

The more I pressed the F5 key on my laptop, the more I could see people's attention shifting.

As expected.

Even the mentions among Noeul and a few K-Pop fans were buried in an instant.

Even if I couldn't help it, I was too rash during Shining Star.

Although my image had improved a lot through variety shows, I had judged that selling my story was the only way back during Shining Star Season 2.

Honestly, I still don't regret what I did back then.

Even if I went back to that time, I am the kind of bastard who would sell out his family story again and again if it meant I could win.

I picked the most sensational scenes from the car accident's black box footage and meticulously crafted the sentences to spread them. Why would someone like me have regrets?

However, the arrows I shot back then were now piercing Seo Hojin.

As someone accustomed to packaging and selling others' misfortunes, I should have been more mindful that it could return as a blade to my own brother...

“Shit... Forget it.”

It was already over.

A slight sense of exhaustion washed over me.

I glanced at Seong Jiwon's empty bed for a moment before calling Seo Hojin.

The signal tone rang a few times before Seo Hojin's voice came through.

[Hello? Hyung!?]

“...Seo Hojin.”

His voice, the same as always, put me a little at ease.

I spoke as if nothing was wrong.

“It's me, hyung. Were you surprised?”

[Ah, no.]

“You know what's going on, right? It'll blow over soon, so just lay low for a while.”

[Okay...]

I was not particularly worried about how Seo Hojin would handle himself.

He had always managed well on his own, even when I was a PD.

I was just more concerned that he might get hurt by the nonsense from those around him.

As I was choosing my next words, Seo Hojin asked with a slight hesitation.

[─But are you okay?]

[I'm more worried about you, hyung.]

“Who are you worried about right now?”

I knew myself that this was bound to come out someday.

“Of course I'm fine.”

Countless thoughts flashed by in a short moment before the paused reply was finally uttered.

[Hyung, do you want to meet?]

“......”

[I'll treat you to a meal with the card you gave me before.]

Seo Hojin seemed determined to act mature today. He threw out a lighthearted joke, trying to lift my spirits.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose with my index finger. My gaze flicked to the laptop.

The screen was still covered with reactions to the popular actor who had illegally gambled.

Even knowing that meeting again now would reignite the issue, the words of refusal would not come out.

On the other hand, a thought occurred to me. Since everything was already out, would it not be better to take this as an opportunity to meet my brother openly?

And above all...

I wanted to see what state Seo Hojin was in, if he was really okay.

“I'll come to your place.”

I wanted to see for myself.


Chapter 264

I used to think my life was easy.

“Seo Hoyun! Ah, that guy. He's off living in his own world again.”

“Hoyun-ah~. What are you doing tomorrow?”

I had a relatively well-off family and we were on reasonably good terms. My grades were always good even if I studied just a little. I made friends without trying, and my face wasn't hard to look at.

So I thought winning people's favor was no big deal.

That is, until I turned twenty.

“Ah... Seo Hoyun, you don't have parents?”

Living without parents in South Korea was truly difficult. The relatives I had been on good terms with were the first to turn their backs on me. They never once helped out of pure goodwill.

I couldn't bring myself to touch the insurance money, thinking of it as the price for my parents' lives. I went through rehab like a madman and struggled desperately to earn money.

By the time I came to my senses, I was already twenty-four.

“Hojin-ah.”

My tattered body and mind had started to recover a little. I could finally breathe and properly face Seo Hojin, but something was off about him.

I hadn't heard Seo Hojin throw a tantrum in a while, so I asked if there was anything he wanted me to buy him. The young Seo Hojin in my memory was the type to honestly say what he wanted.

“Hey, is there anything you want?”

“Uhm, no. Not really.”

However, the Seo Hojin of that time only said he was fine. He even studied on his own, which he used to whine about, and he no longer asked for Mom and Dad.

It looked like he was trying hard to act like an adult.

Where did it all go wrong?

Was it when all our relatives pressured Seo Hojin about the insurance money? Or when the relative I trusted him with spewed bullshit, telling Seo Hojin that his brother had abandoned him?

No, no...

It was when I left Seo Hojin with that son of a bitch.

Fuck. I had cursed, thrown a huge fit, and trashed the house before leaving, but honestly, it wasn't nearly enough.

I have to treat him so well that he doesn't feel any emptiness.

I attended every one of Seo Hojin's events without fail and tried to do everything for him so he wouldn't feel a void. However, every time I went to his school, the story I heard from Seo Hojin's homeroom teacher was always the same.

“Ah, you must be Hojin's older brother?”

They'd say he seemed mature because he saw his hard-working brother. Even though it was a compliment, it grated on my sensitive and on-edge ears. I figured it was said with the underlying premise that we had no parents.

And even if I didn't want to hear it, people's whispers would follow the moment I turned my back.

“It's pitiful. Life is hard without parents, isn't it?”

A hollow laugh escaped me. I didn't want Seo Hojin to perceive the same things I did.

So I moved to a different neighborhood.

“Hey. Seo Hojin. Never let it show that we don't have parents.”

I told him very firmly. Society would exploit even the tiniest speck of dust as a major weakness.

“Okay, I get it.”

The young Seo Hojin of that time had nodded resolutely, as if he had made a great decision.

When was it again?

One time, I came home late at dawn after working overtime. Seo Hojin, who had just started college, was waiting for me on the sofa, completely drunk.

“Hyung.”

At the time, I was slowly establishing my position at the broadcasting station. The fact that I had been in a major accident and lost my parents had also started to spread a little.

That day, I saw Seo Hojin's tears again, which had since become a blurry memory.

“I hate it when people talk about you however they want...”

He didn't cry out loud like when he was a child, but his face from those days faintly overlapped with his current one.

I never wanted anyone to mention Seo Hojin negatively. I wanted only Seo Hojin to seem as if he had grown up in abundance, receiving nothing but love.

[Is that really his brother? Isn't he just a friend?]

[Saying he's his real brother just because their names share the 'Ho' syllable is a bit... ㅋ, what a wild guess.]

[I don't like it when celebrities' families keep getting mentioned, but it looks like this kid will be brought up constantly ㅋ]

I hate it when people talk about you, too.

However, Seo Hojin's personal information had already spread. Complicated thoughts swirled in my head.

BEEP, BEEP, BEEP.

I shook my head slightly to clear my distracting thoughts, punched in the door code, and yanked it open.

“Oh, hello, I'm the Department of Political Science and International Relations' celebrity, Seo Hojin.”

“......”

I stood face to face with Seo Hojin, who lounged on the sofa wearing sunglasses and a mask. I immediately took off my shoes, strode over, and snatched the sunglasses off his face.

“Aah, be gentle, Hyung, and why do you look so murderous?”

“...What are you doing?”

“Nothing. My popularity has been skyrocketing lately, so I figured I should at least wear some sunglasses.”

Seo Hojin flashed a sly grin.

I thought he'd at least be a little flustered or wary of my mood, but he seems perfectly fine. If anything, he even looks like he's in a good mood?

“Hyung, how'd you get here?”

“Taxi.”

“Really? I could have come to pick you up.”

“As if you know how to drive...”

I followed Seo Hojin, who had gotten up and moved to the kitchen. The table was laden with so much food it looked like its legs would break.

“What's all this? You didn't order all this thinking we could eat it, right?”

“Hey, Hyung. This is the time to flex. I put the card to good use.”

Hanging out with Kang Ichae seemed to have rubbed off on him quite a bit.

I watched Seo Hojin nonchalantly take a seat first, then sat down across from him. He pushed dishes toward me and rattled on about what was delicious at this restaurant and what their main dish was. Instead of picking up my spoon, I asked him directly.

“Were you okay? Did anything happen?”

“What's there to happen...”

Seo Hojin was the first to speak, taking a spoonful of the dried pollack soup with its fluffy egg.

“...It was just a feeling of, 'what was bound to happen has finally happened'.”

“What?”

“I actually think it's for the best, Hyung. Honestly, I can count on one hand the number of times I see you in a year. It's gotten to the point where I have to check if you're doing well on TV.”

Seo Hojin took a few more sips of the soup, put his spoon down on the table, and let out a small sigh.

“It's so obvious you're anxious every time you come to see me. I'd rather we just reveal everything and see each other more often.”

“Aren't people around you being annoying?”

“Not really. I'll be stuck in the library studying from now on anyway.”

Seo Hojin answered nonchalantly. He pushed a plate toward me as I just sat there, then picked up his spoon again.

“What about your friends?”

“They asked if Seo Hojin was a celebrity and demanded my autograph. Those madmen...”

Having said that much, Seo Hojin hastily shut his mouth. I chuckled a little at him glancing at me, worried he'd get scolded for swearing.

Looks like his friends are fine.

Looking at me, Seo Hojin relaxed his expression and his eyes curved into a smile along with mine.

“And they said you're incredibly handsome.”

“Yeah, tell them I said thanks.”

"Shameless."

Watching the guy grumble while heartily devouring the food, I felt as if something blocking my chest had finally lifted. While I poked at the dishes with my chopsticks, scrutinizing Seo Hojin, he finished his meal first. He cleared only his own plates and plopped back down in his chair.

“But you know, Hyung.”

At his cautious call, I put down my untouched chopsticks and looked at Seo Hojin.

“I don't know what you'll think, Hyung, but I'm really okay with what happened to our parents now. No, it's not that I'm completely okay with it... but I'm really fine. I'm more worried about you.”

The kid gave me a faint smile.

“What I have left isn't our parents, it's you, Hyung.”

The suddenly grown-up Seo Hojin filled my vision.

It suddenly occurred to me that I might have been worrying about completely useless things. I had thought these situations would dig into Seo Hojin's pain and create even bigger scars, but he had already healed his own wounds, overcome them, and was moving forward.

“...Seo Hojin.”

Separately from my own efforts to make him happy.

I gulped down some water and spoke. We had to leave.

“We have to move.”

It was a shame, given all the memories in the house we'd lived in for so long, but with our address exposed, it was necessary for Seo Hojin's safety.

Despite my out-of-context words, Seo Hojin just smiled brightly, as if he knew the reason.

“Okay. Let's do that.”

...The kid's all grown up.

Right, maybe I was overreacting.

Looking at Seo Hojin's bright face, I felt like a fool for having taken everything so seriously until now. Come to think of it, I was an idol with a decent image, and Seo Hojin was an ordinary person. Even if there was a stir out of curiosity now, it would soon die down and become nothing more than a temporary point of interest.

“─Actually, the situation is better than when I was a PD at QBS.”

I'm not that PD with a bad reputation anymore, so maybe it was a needless worry.

“...As long as you're not uncomfortable with it, we can meet outside, even if it might get a little noisy.”

Thinking that, I felt my spirits lift a little.

“I can use this chance to periodically check if you're eating well.”

Suddenly, I felt like I should do everything for him that I hadn't been able to do before, whether it was because I lacked money or time. To slowly give him all the things I couldn't because I didn't have the capacity.

“It's okay even if it's really expensive, I'll buy you...”

“What are you talking about?”

Just then, Seo Hojin, his face deeply scrunched up, cut me off.

“What?”

“No, you just mentioned being a PD.”

A strange premonition washed over me, the same one I had felt from Seo Hojin sometime in the past.

“Hyung, are you filming Please Take the Camera Season 2?”

The conversation was creaking, misaligned somewhere. For a moment, the corners of my mouth froze.

I forced a smile.

“...Seo Hojin, that's not funny. Stop it.”

“What is?”

Seo Hojin's head tilted slightly, as if he didn't understand.

“Is filming a drama a secret or something?”

“Hey, fuck. Stop it.”

I shot to my feet, and the table I bumped with my leg made a loud noise. Seo Hojin's shoulders flinched.

I was barely holding onto the thread of my sanity─

“Don't play a shitty prank on your hyung right now. I'm on edge.”

“D-Did I do something wrong?”

─and Seo Hojin snapped it.

At the sight of Seo Hojin looking at me with a bewildered expression, I unknowingly took a step back. It was strangely unsettling.

“...Hyung?”

I needed confirmation. Confirmation that Seo Hojin was okay. That he was the 'Seo Hojin' I knew, my younger brother.

Where this place was, what phone game he used to enjoy, what my original job was, and when our parents' accident happened.

“...Hey.”

The words took shape but couldn't leave my mouth, crumbling and scattering inside me as fear.

“You...”

Instead, it left me with the safest question.

“―You, what's the age difference between us?”

“...Huh?”

Seo Hojin blinked in surprise and moved his lips a few times. Then he answered obediently.

“We're the same age.”

I could only stare at Seo Hojin, unable to say a word.
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"What's wrong?"

I felt Seo Hojin's concerned gaze on me, sensing something was off.

I couldn't meet his eyes and turned my head away.

We're the same age.

You and I... are the same age...

"Haha. Ahaha."

Fuck...

"W-What's wrong?"

That single phrase confirmed everything about the current 'Seo Hojin'.

His expression, his tone, his trembling eyes, and the slight tremor in his fingertips all proved it was the truth. He wasn't teasing me or lying.

No. There's no way Seo Hojin would do something like this to me.

"...Hyung, are you okay?"

...No.

The Seo Hojin in front of me had forgotten everything. He had forgotten I was a PD, that I had become ten years younger, and that I was working as an idol here to get my original life back.

I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them and smiled as playfully as I could.

"─I was just asking because a certain someone's little brother has been acting up a lot lately."

Putting on an act was no big deal.

Seo Hojin just stared at me, at a loss for words.

"You brat, what do you mean same age? We're almost a full year apart. Once a little brother, always a little brother."

I added that I needed to grab him and straighten out our brotherly discipline. A beat later, Seo Hojin shook his hands and stammered.

"O-of course I think of you as my hyung! It's not that, it's just that you─."

He kept repeating the word 'hyung' and rambling, but his words just brushed past my ears.

I just want to get out of here right now and sort out my thoughts.

Just then, the phone in my pocket vibrated.

BZZZT.

"...Ah, I think that's the Manager calling. I'm leaving now."

"What? Already?"

"Yeah, I have a meeting with the planning team about the comeback."

I threw out the first excuse that came to mind and turned to leave, but Seo Hojin hurriedly grabbed my arm.

"Hyung, hyung. Wait a minute─...!"

"...!"

In that moment, I instinctively yanked my arm away.

I was flustered, and I saw Seo Hojin was surprised too.

Shit.

Seo Hojin's hand froze in an awkward position, unable to reach me. His eyes were wide.

"...I'm going."

I tore my gaze from his lingering look and walked out of the house with heavy steps.

It felt like a pathetic way to handle it, but I couldn't think of any other way to fix the situation, nor did I have the composure.

The ground beneath the brim of my cap swayed with my heart. I had pulled it down to hide my face.

I pressed my cap down again and quickened my pace. Then, I heard whispering voices and the clicking of camera shutters from behind me.

"Whoa. Hey, isn't that Seo Hoyun over there?"

"I think it is!"

"Hey, hey, hey, hurry and take a picture."

I quickly lowered my head and waved my arm to hail a taxi.

"Here? Is this the place?"

"Yes."

I gave the driver the address and leaned back in my seat.

Seo Hojin's words kept buzzing in my ears.

"We're the same age."

Why? Just... what caused this?

I buried my face in my hands and curled up. A moment later, something tapped my shoulder.

"Young man, are you okay? Are you sick? Want to go to the hospital?"

I took my hands away and looked up. The taxi driver was looking at me with concern.

Only then did I realize I was breathing heavily.

"Young man?"

"Yes, I'm fine..."

A familiar street appeared outside the window.

"I'm fine."

I took out my wallet, handed him a random handful of bills, and got out of the car.

I headed for the dorm, not even registering the driver's shout to take my change.

Beep, be-beep, bee-bee-bee-...

"Hah, heok..."

Beep, beep...

"Keuk..."

My fingers slipped repeatedly as I tried to enter the passcode for the front door.

A step too late, I remembered I had a key card. I fumbled in my pocket, found it, and used it to finally get inside.

"Calm down, calm..."

Let's... calm down.

The dorm was dark. Curtains covered all the windows, letting in only a dim light, as if no one was home.

I clenched my trembling hands.

Seo Hojin's voice still echoed from all around me like a chorus.

Why are his memories gone?

I pondered the question that had no answer, scratching my ear without realizing it.

Seo Hojin was the only one in this world who remembered the real me.

Because he remembered, I was confident that I wasn't crazy.

And today, the very foundation that allowed me to be myself had vanished.

Am I really going crazy?

I'm fine. I'm perfectly fine.

The skin on my ear broke, and a little blood stained my fingertips. I remembered Seo Hojin's innocent face as he asked me his question.

Seo Hojin ...

In the first place.

Is that even Seo Hojin?

Is that kid with no memories really my brother?

Rambling, disjointed thoughts clung to my entire body like a thick poison.

Just as my emotions surged to their peak, the front door opened behind me.

"Hoyun-hyung, why aren't you answering your ph..."

Kang Ichae walked in.

"Kang Ichae."

He saw me flinch in surprise. He blinked once, shifted his gaze from my ear to my hand, and then pushed me straight into my room.

"Ichae-yah..."

I never wanted to show the members this side of me. I forced the corners of my mouth up and tried to say something, but no words came out.

He sat me on the bed, let out a short sigh, then went out to the living room and closed the door.

"..."

Thanks to him, my head cleared a little.

Soon, I heard the other members coming into the dorm.

"Huh? Ichae, are you cleaning?"

"The Pretty Cleaning Fairy has appeared~!"

"Whoa, the sun must be rising in the west today. Where's Seo Hoyun?"

A brief silence hung in the air before Kang Ichae's cheerful voice continued.

"...Hoyun-hyung isn't feeling well. He's resting in his room."

"Ah, okay."

"He's been overworking himself lately."

"Then should we all clean the living room while we're at it?!"

I knew this was their way of being considerate.

I rubbed my forehead for a long time, then lay down on the bed.

"...I'm going to lose my mind."

I didn't want to think about anything anymore.

I don't know.

I just wanted to be alone.

I felt pathetic.

On the other hand, I wondered if the current situation might be better for Seo Hojin. Believing his brother is just an idol is better than watching a brother forced to be an idol to return to his original world, a world from a game he used to play.

I also thought that even if Seo Hojin had lost his memories, it might all be resolved once I finished all the scenarios and the Quest and returned.

But what if it's not resolved even after I go back?

No, honestly, I don't even know if I can go back anymore.

I couldn't even distinguish what was real from what was part of the system.

"...Am I crazy?"

What if all of this is just my own delusion after going mad?

What if even the moment I thought I died was just a dream of my mad self?

"Fuck..."

What if I'm not Seo Hoyun?

T-ring!

As my thoughts consumed me, a familiar sound rang out.

[You're n▽t cra■y.]

I lifted my eyes to a familiar, shimmering blue light.

[S▽s■em loading...]

[Syst■m loading...]

[System loading ■...]

[System l■ding...]

[──────...]

[──────...]

[...─────...]

[...─────...]

[...────...]

[...────...]

[...─────...]

[...─────...]

[...──────.]

[System synchronization complete.]

[A system reward for the instability resolution will be provided.]

Fireworks popped beside the System Window.

[Agh! I'm sorry! Please don't be mad. I'm really sorry. It's not me setting off the fireworks, it was just set up that way at first... Ah, never mind.]

I just stared at it. Soon, a new window appeared.

[Mic test, mic test. Can you see this without any errors?]

When it received no answer, the System Window increased its color saturation and displayed another message.

[It's been a while, you could at least react.]

It flickered its light as if embarrassed.

[Crazy? Why are you acting so unlike yourself, Seo Hoyun? Snap out of it. You've never been crazy, not even once.]

"Right..." I replied curtly, watching the System Window flicker like a sigh.

[It's true. Otherwise, why would your knowledge from your PD days still remain?]

I must be crazy, I retorted inwardly.

[Most importantly, there's clear proof in your wallet that you're not crazy, Seo Hoyun!]

For a moment, the corner of my lip twitched.

"..."

I lifted my slumped body and picked up the book by my bed. I tilted the book and flipped through the pages until the fragmented family photo appeared.

It wasn't the family photo that had disappeared when my age changed here, but the one Seo Hojin had made for me.

[If you were crazy, Seo Hoyun, how could that still be there?]

The breath that had been stuck in my chest finally burst out.

"...You're right. I guess I'm not crazy yet."

However, my mind still wouldn't work. It refused to even think about this situation.

I didn't want to do anything.

"What a relief, fuck."

As I lay back down on the bed, the System Window displayed a series of messages.

[Why the long face? Is it because your brother's memories are gone?]

The System Window, which had been quiet, had just announced it finished synchronizing. How did it know my brother's memories were gone?

I realized the answer immediately and gave a bitter smile.

"Did you enjoy the show?"

[...No. Not really. When someone who's never like that acts that way, it's genuinely worrying.]

I just wished it would piss off.

However, even saying that felt like too much trouble.

I closed my eyes to sleep, leaving everything behind.

[There's a way.]

My body flinched and froze.

[There's exactly one way to get Seo Hojin's memories back.]

[But it requires an enormous amount of points.]

[You received a lot of points from the instability resolution reward earlier, but it's not nearly enough to cover it!]

I fixed my gaze on the System Window. It threw out a comment as if deliberately provoking me.

[Are you confident?]

Slowly, my mind started working again.

I tried my best not to show my impatience. The thing displayed a window as if it knew exactly how I felt.

[ RESET

A chance to start over from the beginning ]

Beneath the flashing button, the required points were written in small letters.

[It's a reset.]

You fucking bastard.


Chapter 266

A chance to start over from the beginning?

“......”

Are you messing with me right now?

“You son of a bitch, don't you dare pull this ridiculous prank.”

I suffered for two years to bring The Dawn this far. You want me to throw it all away and start over as a failed idol?

I could do it. It wouldn't be difficult.

But let's say I do that and get Seo Hojin's memories back. What guarantee is there that they won't just disappear again?

The ridiculous bullshit infuriated me.

I was about to call Min Jiheon to get rid of this System Window and end everything.

[No! No, that's not what I mean!!! Just a moment!]

The System Window spewed the words in a rush and shot away from me as if it were genuinely scared.

[What I'm talking about is a partial reset!]

“...What?”

My hand froze as I lifted my phone.

“A partial reset?”

The System Window crept closer again, glowing faintly.

[Are you crazy? Why would I suggest a full reset? I can't do that. Well, I can, but it requires an astronomical price.]

[You know by now, Seo Hoyun. This place was created, but it's also real. Naturally, any event requires a corresponding process.]

Then, quotation marks appeared on either side of the System Window for emphasis.

[However, this place follows a game format. Something fills the role of 'inevitability' instead of a process. You know what that is, right?]

“......”

Points.

In that moment, everything I had ever done with points flashed through my mind.

A fanfare erupted once more.

[As expected, it's points!]

[The more difficult it is to grant inevitability in reality, the more points an item costs.]

This explained why my body ached when I took out a loan. It explained why an error occurred when I tried to deviate too far from the system's intentions. It was all a matter of inevitability.

[Actually, Seo Hojin was an exceptional case. He was a character placed to help the Player adapt to this place easily, but to do that, we had to maintain memories that shouldn't have existed. As a result, it required a massive price.]

Only points could fill in the distorted settings. When I took out a loan, my body's suffering substituted for that gap. The same thing happened when I failed or ignored a Quest. The gap that could not be filled eventually led to an ERROR, and Seo Hojin's memories disappeared.

[With a partial reset, you can revert only a designated part. For example, Seo Hojin's memories, but even for a very small part, the price is high. It's not just anything. It's about restoring it to a perfect state! You'll need a huge amount of points, more than the reward points I just gave you.]

[And no loans. Taking out more loans is difficult. It was incredibly hard to recover the system this time. Your body won't be able to handle it either, Seo Hoyun.]

My body is none of your business.

The System Window floated beside me.

[So, what do you think?]

“...Are you trying to sell me something right now?”

I glanced between the window showing the reward points and the reset item.

The thought that I could completely get Seo Hojin's memories back sent my mind spinning. Whether I believed the words or not was a secondary issue.

“Why would you go that far for me?”

There had to be something more. I was usually the one demanding what I needed from it. This time, however, it had taken the initiative to show me an item I needed.

[Because I'm always on your side, Seo Hoyun.]

The System Window seemed to see the look on my face and explained its reason in more detail.

[My role is to help you, Seo Hoyun, safely become an A-List Idol and clear the scenario to return to your original world. That's why I exist.]

[So I can't stand to see you so dejected and lifeless, Seo Hoyun. It might take a long time, but this method isn't a bad one...]

[So, what do you think? Want to try collecting points?]

The System Window, at the very least, had never lied to me before.

“......”

I stared intently at the words, trying to discern its true intentions. Suddenly, the back of my hand stung.

I looked down at my hand, which was stained with a scab. My dulled nerves felt like they were slowly returning. A wave of exhaustion washed over my body, replacing the earlier lethargy.

I finally felt a little more alive. This, too, was a sensation I felt only at the glimmer of hope that I could get Seo Hojin's memories back.

[Seo Hoyun?]

I got up to wash off the blood and saw my pale reflection in the mirror ahead.

...I just look like shit.

The sight of me falling apart just because my brother lost his memories was still pathetic and unsightly. I didn't like a single thing about it, but I couldn't just collapse here after coming this far.

I can't let it end like this.

“You son of a bitch, do I even have a choice?”

For me, anything related to my brother was never a choice. It was a necessity.

Even if it was a rotten rope, I had to grab it.

I rubbed the dried blood on the back of my hand and muttered softly.

“...It has to be him, no matter what.”


A partial reset. With that, Seo Hojin's memories could return.

Though a goal had been set, my immediate tasks didn't change much.

From the next day, I rejoined practice and worked hard for our upcoming comeback.

The members had tactfully assumed I was sick. They would rush over in a panic if I so much as sneezed and tried to make me lie down immediately if I made a single pained sound.

Putting up with it once or twice was one thing.

“Fuck, stop it! Seriously!!”

“Ah... I feel a sense of stability.”

“I really missed your cursing, hyung!!” Jeong Dajun clung to me with a bright smile.

Meanwhile, there were two people I had put off dealing with. Seo Hojin, with whom I had parted on bad terms, and Kang Ichae, who had witnessed my terrible state.

The missed calls from Seo Hojin on my phone were more than I could count on both hands. There was a mountain of texts, too.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Why don't you pick up your phone?]

That last message was already three days old.

Right. As the System Window said, unless I'm crazy, this guy is my brother.

Whether he had his memories or not, whatever he looked like, whatever his personality was, that was an unchanging fact.

The moment I had unconsciously pulled my arm away from Seo Hojin kept replaying in my mind at random times.

I wrote and deleted my message dozens of times before sending just a short reply.

[Me: Sorry ㅋ]

Then, I got in the van to head to the company and habitually put in my earphones. I listened to music and stared blankly out the window. The phone in my hand vibrated.

It was a reply from Seo Hojin.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: It's a real talent to suddenly text and piss someone off with just a single-word apology]

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Why do you even live like that??]

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Do you have any idea how worried I was????]

This bastard. Maybe because he thinks we're the same age, his speech is getting less and less formal.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: But you're not sick or anything, are you?]

A small laugh escaped me, thinking of how he must have deliberately chosen his words to not sound too serious.

[Me: Worry about yourself]

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Your personality is really something]

Just as a few more texts came in, the van arrived at the company and parked. I discussed my return time with the Road Manager and then headed for Kang Ichae's studio.

I casually opened the studio door, which was closed as expected, and went inside.

“Kang Ichae!”

Kang Ichae, wearing his headset awkwardly, looked surprised.

“Wha-what? Hyung, why are you here?”

I strode over to Kang Ichae's chair. I grabbed the armrests with both hands, trapping him.

“Hyung was sorry,” I said.

“...Huh?”

I affectionately brushed back the bangs that fell slightly over his round, smooth forehead and spoke gently.

“You went through a lot of trouble for me this time, too. I'm sorry for always making you clean up my messes when I'm not in my right mind.”

I didn't know the details, but I knew he had his own circumstances. I worried I might have inadvertently triggered his trauma.

Kang Ichae just stared at me, still flustered.

“Our Ichae, are you hurt anywhere?”

“Our... Ichae?”

I held his horrified face and examined it from side to side. His smooth, fresh skin showed he was in better shape than me at least, which was a small relief.

Good.

I changed my expression, curving my eyes as much as possible and softening the corners of my mouth. It was my trademark expression, one that naturally inspired trust.

Now that the aftercare for my fellow group member was done, it was time for the main point.

“Ichae-yah, as you know, hyung is a bit frail.”

“...Pardon?”

Kang Ichae narrowed his eyes. He had once seen a medical report and heard a doctor's opinion stating I was so healthy I could fly. His look asked what kind of scheme this was.

However, once you start something, you have to see it through.

“So sometimes, very rarely, I might get sick.”

The System Window had said no more loans, but you never knew what might happen. I had to become Tier 1, I had to get Seo Hojin's memories back, and I had to feed these rabbit-like members whom I had finally admitted I cared for.

To do that, I couldn't keep going as I was. I couldn't keep hiding everything and acting forever.

So I decided to be a little more shameless. Especially with Kang Ichae. He was the one who always told me to lean on others, and he was sensitive about people being sick. Besides, he had witnessed most of my worst moments.

“If something similar happens in the future─”

I had only said that much, but Kang Ichae had already figured out what I was going to say. He looked dumbfounded.

“─you want me to clean up the mess?”

“As expected of our Ichae. So smart.”

“Are you crazy?”

“You're the only one I can trust.”

Kang Ichae pushed me back and sighed deeply.

“...Sometimes I really hate you, hyung.”

Does he know his answer sounds more like he likes me even more?

As expected, you can't fool age. He still had a naive side.

“Yeah, I'm sure you do.”

“......”

With a slightly fed-up look, Kang Ichae unwrapped a piece of candy he always kept on hand and popped it into his mouth.

“Hyung, you're really shameless and annoying. It's not just me, all the members agree. Ah, except for Jiwon-hyung.”

“Is that so?”

“What on earth did you do to Jiwon-hyung?”

I don't know either.

I was slightly curious what kind of rose-colored glasses Seong Jiwon wore, but I let it go for now.

Kang Ichae scowled and muttered, “I wish you could walk a mile in my shoes, hyung. You'll only know how I feel when I'm the one coughing up blood and having a mental breakdown. The person causing all the trouble never understands the hearts of us poor rabbits.”

I just shrugged instead of replying. He stared intently at my face.

“...But the truly worst part is that despite all that, I can't help but worry about you, hyung.”

He clicked his tongue softly, took a small box from a studio drawer, and held it out to me.

“You still look like you're on edge, hyung. Fans sent this through the company. I checked it just in case. You should take a look later, too.”

.

.

.

I left Kang Ichae to his work and returned to the dorm with the small box he had given me.

The other members hadn't returned from the practice room yet. The constant noise had once felt unfamiliar, but now the silence felt awkward.

While I was at Daepaseong, I also stopped by the legal team. They were already proceeding with several lawsuits. Thanks to that, it seemed many of Seo Hojin's photos had been deleted. They said they would handle everything without any leniency.

It was a relief that the situation seemed to be getting sorted out.

I only checked later, but I had also received a message from Joo Woosung.

[Joo Woosung: Hey]

[Joo Woosung: This is the method I used when my sister's photos and personal information were leaked]

[Joo Woosung: For your reference]

It was a long list of things I already knew.

I chuckled and sent a reply.

[Me: Nosy]

[Joo Woosung: 凸]

This kindhearted pushover.

I'm genuinely worried he'll go and cosign a loan for someone somewhere. It's a talent of his to make me worry like this.

I took off my coat, hung it on a hanger, and sat on the bed to open the box. It was filled with letters from fans.

[...Hoyun-ah, you're so handsome and beautiful, it's amazing that a person like you can exist in this world...]

[...How can your name even be Seo Hoyun?!...]

[...My little dancing machine Seo Hoyun... the definite center... and face genius...]

I smiled faintly as I flipped through the messages filled with affection. One particularly long letter caught my eye. The heavy pen pressure showed the writer had put deep thought into it.

[Hoyun-ah, hello!!]

It started with a light greeting, just like the other letters. The writer mentioned this was their first time writing such a letter and they were worried about what to write. They said it was the first time they had liked someone this much, that their heart was pounding, and that they hoped I would understand even if they were clumsy.

The letter continued with such stories.

[...─I'd never wished for someone else's happiness more than my own, but watching you changed my mind. To feel this way for an idol I've only seen a few times in person, and for my own values to change because of it. At first, I was shy and passed it off as a joke, but now my friends tease me because I can't do that anymore. However, I'm not ashamed at all. You've already become such a huge presence in my life.]

I read the calmly written words, gradually becoming engrossed in the letter.

[Whenever I see you, I can feel that you've lived your life fiercely. However, I hope you know this sometimes. A person can't always keep running. You can't spend every day filled with love. Sometimes it's hard, you curse, and things are difficult. Nevertheless, the next day comes even if you don't wish for it. Sometimes it's unbearably hard, and sometimes it's okay, but on very rare occasions, I find myself looking forward to the sun rising again.]

It seemed to be a careful, roundabout reference to my recent situation. The corners of my mouth tightened slightly.

[I wish for your life to be consistently happy, but that's not possible, is it? I'm just a stranger, so I can't know how you feel at times like that. I can only guess. Still, no matter where you are or what you do, I hope you're always filled with joyful things. I'll be in the same place, unchangingly believing in you and cheering you on.]

The end, written in a neat handwriting as if penned slowly and carefully, wished for my happiness.

[I hope you find joy in a sudden cool breeze, laugh easily at silly jokes, and have days where you feel grateful to have met such a day. Whichever path you take, I hope it's filled with green fields and flowers, and I hope that path is filled only with love. To our beloved Hoyun, From Noeul, who is cheering for you from a little ways away.]

I traced the letter with my fingertips, then slowly reread it from the beginning, mulling over the words. Goodwill toward me dripped from every single letter.

At the same time, I thought I understood why Kang Ichae had gathered the letters and given them to me. He wanted to show me, in this way, that I wasn't alone, just as he often said. That so many people worried about and liked me.

It was a strange feeling.

To me, being an idol had only ever been a means to return to my original world. Before I knew it, both The Dawn and Noeul had become precious to me. They were also the ones who comforted me when I was struggling.

However, I had no confidence I could repay them.

“What a shame...”

It might be a trashy thought, but wouldn't it be fine since even this fan will forget me when all the scenarios are over and the Quest is complete?

“You should like someone better than me.”

I carefully organized the letters and placed them neatly in a drawer.

Faint moonlight trickled in through the room's window.

As Kang Ichae had said, I still wasn't in a particularly pleasant mood. My brother's personal information had been spread all over the country, and on top of that, he had lost his memories. Thinking about the future I had to face alone made it hard to breathe.

However, I couldn't just sit around foolishly.

Just like the letter said, the next day would come whether I wanted it to or not.

“Maybe I'll finish it within this year.”

The dawn was approaching.


Chapter 267

"Haa..."

Hallyu star Min Jiheon thought today would be pleasant, at least until this morning. Reality, however, shattered his expectations and took an unexpected turn.

He finally had some time off and met his younger sister, but she just fumed while staring at her phone.

"Chaeyeon-ah, what's wrong~?"

"It's so annoying."

His sister chugged her drink and slammed the glass on the table.

He glanced at her phone screen and saw some kind of post.

[Title: Doesn't Seo Hoyun seem to be in a bad mood lately??

Seo SHY_expression.jpg

Why does his expression look so sour ㅋ He's been like this ever since the Hallyu concert

└ I know, right... ㅋ Fans said the dead-fish eyes would never come for Seo Hoyun, but it started in his 3rd year

Stop stanning him just for his face T_T

└└ Fuck, that's a sasaeng photo, you know? Can you smile for a stalker?

└└ Which tune do the antis want us to dance to? The bastards who say he looks hot in this picture should all be locked up too

└ Did something happen at the Hallyu concert??

└└ No...?

└└ Ah, isn't it because of his sister? I think he's been like this since his brother's photo got spread]

"Aah..."

Seeing the blunt content, he frowned slightly and spoke to his sister.

"Chaeyeon-ah, why are you even looking at posts like this?"

"Excuse me. There's a reason for it."

His sister's eyes remained glued to her phone. She scrolled down with her finger and tapped another post.

[Title: SHY's personality has always been like that ㅋ

Fans are pro-level at covering their eyes and ears, so they just stan him blindly]

"Crazy, what are they talking about! Seo Hoyun is so sweet!"

"You're just calling him by his name?"

He himself added '' after his name or called him Hyung.

"I'm so mad! Is it because there's so much talk about entering Tier 1 lately? The hate is too much."

She completely ignored Min Jiheon's question and rattled on.

"Is liking someone supposed to be this hard?"

"Umm..."

"Do you have to be this tormented?"

Anyone would think that was a line from a drama.

It doesn't sound like something a middle schooler would say, though.

His sister muttered with a sullen expression.

"I just want him to be happy, but the world won't leave him alone. Why are there so many bad people in the world?"

"Ahaha, such passionate love, Chaeyeon-ah."

......

"Ah, okay. I'm sorry."

She glared at him as if she could kill him for that one joke.

Min Jiheon awkwardly averted his gaze, then smiled brightly when he saw someone opening the cafe door.

His sister had moved past sadness and was now fuming.

"Seo Hoyun, huh! He's so good to his members! And so sweet to his fans!! They don't know anything, huh!!?"

It would be good if she stopped now.

However, feeling mischievous toward his sister, who had gone on about Seo Hoyun since they met, he didn't stop her.

"Am I?"

A familiar voice, low and raspier than usual, soon sounded.

His sister's head creaked as it turned, like an unoiled robot.

"...!!!"

He wore a black hat pulled down low and a mask, but his pale, almost white skin and the bluish-black hair at his nape revealed his identity.

Meeting his sister's gaze, he crinkled the corners of his eyes into a smile.

"Hello."

It was Seo Hoyun.

His sister's mouth just opened and closed, unable to form a word.

After a light greeting, he sat in front of his sister.

"Oh? Seo Hoyun, when did you get here?"

When Seo Hoyun had uncharacteristically called, Min Jiheon told him to come here, thinking he could show his sister the real deal.

He had already figured it out when he entered the cafe, but he asked again anyway.

"Since 'Seo Hoyun is so sweet...'."

"Wow~! Ahaha. You got here fast..."

......

His sister's face turned beet red. She awkwardly raised a hand, flustered and unsure what to do. She had just created a cringeworthy memory in front of the first celebrity she had ever truly liked.

"Thank you for worrying about me."

"Yes..."

"It'll all blow over soon. I'm really okay, so please don't get too stressed out either."

Min Jiheon's eyes narrowed as he watched Seo Hoyun speak to his sister in a soft, gentle tone, completely different from how he usually treated him.

He was dumbfounded by the huge gap between how Seo Hoyun cursed at, ignored, or was sarcastic to him, and how kind he was to Noeul.

It'll blow over soon?

What is he planning to do behind the scenes again?

His sister, unaware of Seo Hoyun's true nature, was completely moved and began listing his praises.

He was handsome, a good singer, a good dancer, kind, sweet, and also handsome. By the time she got to that part, Seo Hoyun laughed softly.

"Hey now. It's all possible because my seniors led the way. Senior Min Jiheon is also so good to me."

"Huh? Jiheon-oppa is?"

He suddenly felt like he would get indigestion.

"Of course. He took such good care of me on set. I was a little flustered when he threw in an ad-lib that wasn't in the script, but..."

"Wait. Seo Hoyun, just a moment."

"Looking back, I think it was all part of my Senior's consideration..."

His sister's hand blocked Min Jiheon's attempt to grab Seo Hoyun and escape.

Seo Hoyun lowered his long eyelashes to look pitiful and didn't stop there.

"Of course, he did ask if I wasn't a bit of a pitiful person, but he must have had his reasons."

......

"He also asked how I ended up with a personality like this, but I can understand. It's Senior Min Jiheon we're talking about."

I made a mistake!

Only then did Min Jiheon realize why Seo Hoyun had so readily come here, even after he said he would be with his sister.

His sister's sharp gaze landed on Min Jiheon.

Min Jiheon quickly tried to resolve the situation.

"Kang Chaeyeon. Isn't it time for you to go to school?"

"...You're right. Mr. Min, let's have a talk later."

After checking the time on her phone, his sister smiled through gritted teeth.

"Go safely~."

"Yes, yes...! Oppa, fighting!"

"Ahaha, thank you."

After diligently getting Seo Hoyun's autograph, his sister stood up. As she packed her things, Min Jiheon called out to her, took off his scarf, and wrapped it around her neck.

As he watched his sister's back while she left, grumbling that it was stuffy but keeping it on, Seo Hoyun crossed his arms and asked.

"Kang Chaeyeon? Her last name is different."

"Remarried family."

"Ah..."

Min Jiheon looked Seo Hoyun up and down.

His appearance seems to be getting more dazzling, but the inside seems to be becoming more and more like an empty shell.

"What's the reason you suddenly wanted to meet? To ruin my image in front of my sister?"

"That, and other things."

Seo Hoyun pulled the water in front of Min Jiheon toward himself and drank it.

"Your brother was worried. Is something going on these days?"

"It's nothing for you to worry about, Min Jiheon."

The cafe, which lacked a proper sign, ran on a reservation-only basis known only to a few by word of mouth. Despite its size, Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon were the only customers.

Even so, Seo Hoyun's attitude was strangely odd.

What is it?

"So, why did you want to see me?"

"Mm."

Since he had never been sought out for anything good, Min Jiheon felt a little tense.

The last time he saw him, Seo Hoyun had been on the verge of death.

"Just wanted to see your face?"

"...???"

Min Jiheon reflexively recoiled at Seo Hoyun's sly grin.

When that man acts like that, it only ever leads to the worst kinds of trouble.

"...What's with you?"

"What, can't I see a Senior from the same agency?"

He felt a thirst in his throat.

He took a sip of his americano and said.

"Just curse at me and hit me, Hyung. That would be better..."

Seo Hoyun burst out laughing, which was unlike him.

"Yeah, I like that you're consistent, Jiheon-ah."

Min Jiheon got goosebumps all over at the response.

Usually, when people are possessed by something evil, they act completely different from their original personality.

"...My real younger brother lost his original memories."

"...Ah, that brother."

However, the words that followed stopped Min Jiheon's train of thought.

"...But, you know that specter you mentioned? It said it would restore my brother's memories if I work hard as an idol."

Min Jiheon stared silently at Seo Hoyun.

When they first met, he had been surrounded by a mass of black clouds that repeatedly gathered and scattered.

"What do you think? From your perspective, does it sound like a scam?"

Back then, he was wary, but he was also curious about what he truly was.

Above all, his personality seemed terrible.

However, as they spent time together, he realized he wasn't just a bad person.

He seemed strict with his profit-and-loss calculations, yet he was surprisingly soft. He tried to take responsibility for everything and only wanted to show his good side to the people he cared for.

And now, the clouds are almost gone.

He had felt the clouds thinning a little whenever they met.

What will happen when they're all gone?

He couldn't know for sure, but if it was a power that could scatter those black clouds, which he suspected might be Seo Hoyun's 'infamy'...

"...Wouldn't it be possible?"

It didn't seem like a very difficult task.

At that moment, Seo Hoyun stood up, smiling brightly like someone who had just heard the answer they wanted.

"Really?"

"Got it."

"Huh?"

Seeing Seo Hoyun gesture as if to leave, Min Jiheon unknowingly blocked his path.

"What, you came just to ask that? That's it?"

"Yeah, I'm going to prepare for the comeback."

"You don't have anything else to ask?"

Seo Hoyun looked at Min Jiheon for a moment, then smiled faintly.

"...Jiheon-ah."

That expression seemed to represent the empty shell that was Seo Hoyun.

He looked as if he had no lingering attachments to anything in the world.

"You're being a bit clingy, you know?"

......

Of course, he's also a consistently bad guy.


I wonder if it was delivered?

Noeul, who had sent a long letter to Seo Hoyun, had been so busy with work that she was out of her mind.

Nevertheless, she hadn't missed what was happening with Seo Hoyun.

Our Hoyun needs to be happy...

Recently, Daepaseong had been taking the lead, showing a strong response to sasaengs and malicious comments.

However, the more popular one became, the more negative gazes and attention were bound to increase.

Hoping that Seo Hoyun wouldn't see such things, Noeul logged into social media for the first time in a while and was startled.

《[Exclusive] Seo Hoyun Has Been Secretly Donating for Years... The Amount is 'Jaw-dropping'》

《Who is the 'Angel Idol' Who Donated All His Appearance Fees from A Complete Singer to Children?》

A ton of articles related to Seo Hoyun were being posted.

"Heol... Hoyun-ah..."

My baby is so sweet.

There had been a lot of talk about The Dawn lately, so she was deeply moved.

《─...Looking at his donation history, it seems Seo Hoyun may have been influenced by his past car accident...─.》

"Aish, do they get paid for writing this crap?"

Of course, some of the content made her blood boil again.

Seo Hoyun made no mention of the donations. He remained silent in interviews and private messages.

That behavior moved the Noeuls even more.

[Seo Hoyun... I will love him for the rest of my life

└ You said you'd only love him for a little while...

└└ Life doesn't always go as planned...]

[T_T I'm so proud to love Seo Hoyun... really... Hoyun is such a good person...]

Just as the fans continued the heartwarming atmosphere, a new wave of excitement began.

[Waited for a full album like a dog]

[I love you I love you I love you]

[Ah fuck guys a full album!! Full album!! A full album is coming out!!!]

The countdown to The Dawn's comeback had begun.

The album concept photos were released.

"Heo-eok!!"

Among them, the Noeuls who saw Seo Hoyun's photo thought their hearts would stop.

[asdf;lkjhasdfl;kj what is this asdf;lkj]

[I'm going crazy... I'm going crazy... I'm going crazy... I'm going crazy...]

He had abandoned the black hair he had stuck to until now─

[Seo Hoyun's first time bleaching his hair I'm fainting]

─and sported an ash-grey hairstyle with a silvery sheen, the tips dyed a light purple. He stared beyond the photo with an intense gaze.


Chapter 268

[Holy shit, is this for real???]

[He was so fucking stubborn about not dyeing his hair, and now he does it in his third year. Thank you, thank you, thank you so much, Hoyun-ah. Aaaah, I'm so grateful I could die.]

[He really is Tier 1.]

With the release of just one concept photo, phrases containing Seo Hoyun's name instantly shot up the trending search rankings.

Social media and anonymous communities filled with new posts every time someone refreshed the page.

Noeul's eyes welled with tears. She sent a message to her friend.

[Me: Who wants to drink?]

[Fanatic: Why]

[Me: Hoyun dyed his hair]

[Fanatic: Ah, fuck, hell yeah I'm down]

The two quickly met up and spent a long time passionately discussing the hair dye. Fans were the kind of people who could chat all day about a single concept photo.

“But don't you think the reactions to The Dawn have been weird lately? I don't know why people are hating on them so much.”

“Ah, that...”

In the past, when comeback information was released, it felt like only Noeuls and some hardcore K-Pop fans participated in the discussion. Recently, however, it seemed like everyone was paying attention to The Dawn.

On the surface, a few people welcomed it and a majority were indifferent, but in the online communities, people were going crazy trying to tear them down.

“Somehow... it feels like watching the reactions back when Black Call was rising.”

“Really??”

“Yeah. Ah... you weren't that interested in idols back then.”

Just as she had written in her letter to Seo Hoyun, The Dawn was the first idol group Noeul had ever liked. She did not know the inner workings of this world.

Black Call broke all-time records as soon as they debuted. After that, their album pre-orders would skyrocket whenever they had a comeback, and they entered Tier 1 in no time.

Her friend, a K-Pop veteran, patted the upset Noeul's back and held out her phone.

“Look. Posts like these.”

[Title: What do you mean, The Dawn is Tier 1?

ㅋㅋ Just because they sold some pre-orders, they're taking this chance to spin their happy fantasies, look at them ㅋ

Besides, album sales for this generation of idols are super inflated, what are you talking about;;

└ Hey... does that look like 'some' sales to you?

└└ All the Noeuls were shocked when they saw the pre-order numbers...

└ Aren't they just doing a shit-ton of media play? We'll have to see the actual first-week sales. Seeing Noeuls have the same delusions every time is kinda pathetic... ㅋ

└└ Hey... did you see the YouTube views?

└ If you look at the pre-order numbers for the other idols making a comeback at the same time as The Dawn, it's not just because of album sales inflation...

└ Even the Noeuls are all flustered right now, so posts like this just prove how popular they are, right? :) Thanks~!]

Indeed, the pre-order numbers were jaw-droppingly high, maybe because this album was a full album.

Her friend looked slightly excited.

“People are picking fights over pre-order numbers? That's where it starts.”

“Wait. Now that I think about it, they seem to be popular with the kids at our school too.”

“Really? No wonder, I saw a post like this too.”

Her friend then showed her another post.

[Title: What is really going on this time

Where the hell is this influx of new fans coming from;; Damn, I thought they'd already absorbed all the veteran K-Pop fans they could...

Where do they keep coming from?

└ I hear they're the rising pick for school kids these days

└└ Huh; Seriously, what's happening?

└└ Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae are like, super popular with everyone...

└└ Especially with high schoolers, it's Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun... the cute, healing type.

For the crazy high school seniors, it's Kim Seonghyeon...

└└ Ah fuck ㅋㅋ I think I know why the seniors like Kim Seonghyeon ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He seems like he'd be supportive and has a good body... ^^]

Seeing the post about them gaining popularity from various age groups, not just the mania fanbase or K-Pop veterans, made Noeul feel a little better after her mood had hit rock bottom.

She had a long chat with her friend and returned home in high spirits.


Ten days later, at 1 PM, The Dawn's full album music video was released.

Late that night, Noeul and her friends gathered at a nearby rental accommodation they had booked. Her friends made this thoughtful gesture since Noeul, a school teacher, could not easily take time off.

They had all sneaked a quick peek at the music video in the bathroom or while hiding from their bosses, but none had been able to properly enjoy it yet.

“Holy crap! I already saw this earlier, but why am I so nervous watching it again?!”

“Hey, hey, hey, can we film a vlog right now?”

“Hurry, hurry! Ah! The Arabic subtitles on the MV are pissing me off, turn them off quickly!”

One of her friends, who had been making a fuss about creating a 'Noeul-log', started recording with her phone. They soon played the music video.

Haa, I'm so nervous...

In the silence, a baroque-style palace appeared. A dark shadow was cast on a wall adorned with ornate gold decorations. It was the shadow of the members, holding hands and huddled together, which made them look like a single mass.

“The set looks so damn expensive!”

“Damn, Daepaseong must have made a lot of money!”

A bright beat started, contradicting the atmosphere. However, a sticky bass sound mixed in here and there, creating an intriguing melody.

“Wow, look at this beat. It's God-Ichae, for real.”

“I had a feeling ever since the highlight medley dropped. They really knocked it out of the park with the song this time.”

Soon, the scene changed. Unlike the luxurious palace from before, a house with exposed concrete walls appeared, looking as if all traces of human life had vanished long ago.

The camera panned across the living room and kitchen, then moved to the bathroom. It pulled back the shower curtain to reveal the bathtub.

There lay Seo Hoyun, disheveled and wearing a leather jacket.

“Ah!!!”

“madman-ah, you're so damn handsome!!”

Seo Hoyun's eyelids lifted. His purple hair, slightly darkened by water, fell over his closed eyes. His lips parted.

【Can you save me?】

Even though she was seeing the scene again, goosebumps erupted all over her body.

In that moment, someone snatched Seo Hoyun's hand and pulled him up. It was Kim Seonghyeon.

Seo Hoyun swept back his damp hair and began to sing.

【Whisper your faith to me

Just like you promised me

La- La- ah】

A soft high note carried on from the very beginning.

The camera angle pulled away from Seo Hoyun, and the focus shifted to Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon opened a window and peered outside with a frown. He licked his lower lip.

【Can you hold me?

Hold me passionately】

“Ugh, are these lyrics for real?! These guys are dead set on killing all the Noeuls!”

“Shit, Oppa-aaak!!!”

Including her friends, they all only called them 'oppa' when they felt like it, but none of them were actually younger than the members of The Dawn.

As emotions ran high, another face overlapped with Kim Seonghyeon's.

It was Seong Jiwon, gazing at the scenery through a window. He wore a school uniform in dark navy and gray.

“Hey!!”

“See? I told you in the chat earlier, but didn't I say it looked like a school uniform as soon as I saw the concept photo?!”

“I never thought they'd actually put him in one! Wow, why does Seong Jiwon look so good in it?! Is he really 25?!”

At first, just from the album's concept photos and music video teaser, she had thought they were going to push a decadent, maturely sexy concept all the way.

“Daepaseong, you clever bastards!”

However, by inserting a flashback scene to past memories, they even showed The Dawn in school uniforms.

Then came the group choreography, with them dancing in slightly different variations of the uniform. When the members held hands and formed a circle, she tried to stay calm, but a scream escaped her lips anyway.

【Our youth that will never come again

Whatever I don't care

Come to me before I bite

We made a promise on the day the shooting stars fell】

Next, Jeong Dajun appeared. He wore a baggy Adidas zip-up and held a sparkling sparkler with a wide smile. Beside him, Seong Jiwon also smiled as he watched him.

Colorful fireworks exploded from all sides, showering the members as if light from the night sky shattered into pieces and fell down on them.

“Wow...”

It looked just like stars.

【Our dawn that will never come again

I don't care even sky falls

Come to me before I change my mind】

The members' faces, exchanging glances and pressing their foreheads together, shone with a clear light.

【We made a promise on the day the Milky Way poured down】

The next to appear was Kang Ichae. He sat at the top of the stairs in the palace from the beginning, wearing a black shirt.

The flashback was over.

He slowly wound the star-engraved music box he held. A cynical smile played on his lips as one corner of his mouth lifted.

【Spinning around you like I'm broken

How can I live without you?

I will never change】

Kang Ichae, who had been fiddling with the moving music box, tossed it over his shoulder without a second thought and slowly descended the stairs.

【You can just come whenever you want to

Just be in my arms and smile

Anyways, always love you

in perfect way】

The one who picked up the music box rolling on the floor was Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun stared at the spot Kang Ichae had left. He covered his mouth with his hand.

【Can you hold me?】

The moment his hand moved away from his mouth again, thick smoke began to pour out.

【Hold me passionately

Just like you did before】

“Waah! Waaaaah!!”

“The pseudo-cigarette is insane. Isn't this a scene that will go down in history?”

Seo Hoyun's eyes curved slightly.

“But won't this bastard get flagged by the censors?”

“I've been wondering about that for the past year too.”

【La- La- ah】

It was a different kind of sexiness from when Kim Seonghyeon sang it in the first verse.

Maybe it was because he was her bias, but just hearing Seo Hoyun sing it made her toes curl and her ears tingle.

Just like when she first watched the music video, Noeul furiously scratched her ears but could not tear her eyes away from the screen.

【Can you save me?

Whisper your faith to me

Just like you promised me】

Seong Jiwon, dressed in a white suit, walked down a hallway engulfed in flames. Wherever he passed, the fire soon died down.

He looked up at a masterpiece hanging at the end of the path.

A small sigh escaped him. Seong Jiwon touched his forehead, then turned his head as if he heard someone call his name.

【La- La- ah】

And then, his face broke into a wide smile, as if meeting a welcome friend. The screen showed him in a close-up before it faded to black and the title appeared.

【Our Radiant Dawn - The Dawn】

“......”

“......”

“......”

To think the end was Seong Jiwon's handsome face.

The stimulation was truly too much.

For a while, everyone stared blankly at the black screen, at a loss for words.

This is it.

It will definitely be a hit. There's no way this won't be.

To think they showed both the past and present, highlighting their pure, innocent side as well as their mature, sexy side.

Plus, if they were lucky, they could officially see Seo Hoyun in a school uniform.

She was already getting more excited just imagining what kind of outfits they would wear on stage.

Even the beat wasn't too strong.

The songs coming out recently were all filled with powerful beats, as if they were mass-produced. They were certainly addictive and good songs, but it was hard to say they had the mass appeal to capture all age groups.

However, The Dawn's new song, while fast-paced, had well-controlled dynamics in its rhythm and was as sophisticated as if it were composed by a foreign songwriter.

And the music video analyses that have been posted are insane.

Noeul's heart pounded even more fiercely than when she first watched the music video.

“Hey, can't we watch it one more time?”

“Do you even have to ask?”

Her friends clamored that they had to watch it at least twenty more times, no, on infinite repeat until they went to sleep. They were about to put down the phone they had been using for the 'Noeul-log' and play the video again when Noeul shot up from her seat.

“I'm going to buy more albums.”

“Damn, she's totally high on this.”

Her intuition was screaming at her.

'Our Radiant Dawn' was a song that maintained The Dawn's unique sensibility while maximizing its mass appeal.

Therefore, this album would be the peak of The Dawn's career and would be remembered as their crowning glory.

She did not know much about the idol scene, but nevertheless, her gut feeling was hitting her hard.

My small salary, please close your eyes.

Her eyes crazed, Noeul went online and started ordering more albums without even checking her bank balance.

All the while, the view count for The Dawn's music video continued to climb at an insane rate.


Chapter 269

“PD Heeyeong! Could you come over here for a moment, please?”

“Yes~.”

PD Kim Heeyeong had just returned to work from her vacation.

After Shining Star Season 2, she was assigned to several programs. It felt like running a seasonal business with kids over ten years younger than her, and she felt a profound sense of disillusionment.

Ugh, I don't want to work.

Lethargy had completely consumed her at the time. She thought that if she didn't take a break, she wouldn't be able to work at all.

So she submitted a vacation request without much expectation, but she was granted two weeks off and was able to travel abroad.

Of course, due to her occupational habits, she kept an eye on entertainment industry trends throughout her trip.

“PD. The Dawn is performing last.”

“Yes, I've confirmed.”

Today, she was just a temporary fill-in for a music show before taking on a new program.

As always, the staff bustled about.

“I'll check the camera work one more time.”

“I think it would be better to turn up the mic volume a bit more.”

However, just before The Dawn's turn, the atmosphere felt strangely tense and sharp.

“Wow, why is it so intense?”

“PD, you missed the rehearsal earlier, didn't you? The Dawn's stage was absolutely legendary. A ton of fans showed up today... If the camera messes up an angle even by mistake, I think we'll get seriously flamed.”

A tension similar to when they prepared for Black Call's comeback stage filled the set.

For Kim Heeyeong, who had worked on a program with The Dawn when they were still unknown, the feeling was somewhat nostalgic.

What's this. They've really grown up.

She had been surprised by the sales of their single album with two title tracks last winter, but this full album was selling at a truly astonishing rate.

“It's true, their new song is shockingly good. It's been the talk of the town on our side too!”

Kim Heeyeong watched the Noeuls, who were famous even among other idol fandoms for their strong spirit, attend the recording with fierce determination. The assistant director next to her chattered on.

“Looks like they're really going to hit it big.”

“Of course. They must be getting a ton of offers for variety shows. PD Shin mentioned it briefly the other day. Especially Seo Hoyun!”

“Eh, that kid...”

He has the looks and charm to attract people just by staying quiet and not revealing his true personality. What's more, if he put his mind to it, he's skilled enough in speech and conduct to captivate anyone.

“...He has a high understanding of programs, so he matches the mood and flow well without crossing the line with others. Plus, he always generates buzz. Of course the PDs would love him.”

She swallowed her inner thoughts and responded with a neutral comment.

In fact, a quick look at the variety shows Seo Hoyun appeared on last year proved it. Especially 'A Complete Singer', which hadn't had a contestant generate as much buzz as Seo Hoyun since it first aired.

The assistant director glanced around and spoke in a low voice.

“But... it seems Seo Hoyun isn't as nice as he appears, or as accommodating to others. There's a rumor going around these days.”

“......”

“Apparently, The Dawn recently recorded a famous talk show to promote their comeback. You know, the one with Of Tin.”

“Ah...”

Kim Heeyeong's brow furrowed deeply.

“That guy...”

Of Tin was famous in the industry for his reckless and harsh remarks. He was known for throwing malicious questions at idols, and with bad rumors circulating about him, he had built up a bit of an unfavorable image.

I know he's caused a fair bit of trouble so far, but the work never dries up. He's close with our department head, that bastard. Shit. Yeah, that must be how he makes a living.

A bitter smile appeared on her face, even though this kind of thing was not uncommon in this field.

“They said that in the middle of filming, he suddenly brought up Seo Hoyun's younger brother, which wasn't discussed beforehand. He asked things like why he was hiding his brother if he was so handsome, and if there was some secret since he hadn't revealed he had a brother in the first place.”

“Agh, that crazy bastard, seriously!”

“I know, right? Until then, it seemed like Seo Hoyun was smoothly brushing it off, but when Of Tin asked if there was some circumstance he couldn't talk about...”

The assistant director glanced around once more, then leaned slightly toward Kim Heeyeong and whispered.

“...They say as soon as he heard the question, Seo Hoyun's smile vanished. The guy who had been smiling brightly the whole time.”

“...Huh?”

“And then, when he smiled faintly again, he apparently started spilling all sorts of slanderous stories about Of Tin! Well, they say it was more of a roundabout jab than a direct mention... but his skill was apparently no joke. How on earth would Seo Hoyun know things like that?”

Seo Hoyun?

It was satisfying to hear that Of Tin got what he deserved, but the episode was very unlike Seo Hoyun.

He was the type to brush off anyone's nonsense on the surface as if it were nothing. It would be a different story if he did something behind the scenes, like during Shining Star Season 1...

“...Did he get pissed off?”

The assistant director replied to the words she had muttered to herself.

“Wouldn't it be closer to him clearly drawing a line? Telling him not to spout such pathetic nonsense. Of Tin seemed furious, but because Seo Hoyun delivered it so lightly, like a joke, he couldn't find fault with it... In the end, he couldn't say anything and it just ended. Anyway, that's why talking about Seo Hoyun's family has become an almost forbidden topic.”

“Hmm... Well, the staff must have felt vindicated.”

“My point exactly.”

Kim Heeyeong let out a small laugh at the assistant director, who shrugged with an expression that said, 'serves him right'.

“Besides, it doesn't seem like it will harm Seo Hoyun at all. This industry is a place where the popular ones hold the power, right? I heard 'that place' might be acquiring Daepaseong soon anyway...”

Just as their conversation reached that point, The Dawn came up on stage.

The cheers of the Noeuls filled the venue.

When the members waved, another round of cheers erupted.

Hm...?

With light makeup that highlighted his natural features and his hair styled to look wet, Seo Hoyun looked surprisingly decadent.

His outfit was relatively simple, a white silk shirt with a long piece of fabric draped around his neck, but the lines of his body were revealed with his movements, making him look even more striking.

However, there was another reason why Kim Heeyeong tilted her head in confusion.

He looks a little unwell, not like his usual self. Will he be able to perform well?

Something was off about Seo Hoyun's appearance.

Even though he was smiling when he met the members' gazes or looked at the fans, she got the feeling that he wasn't in good condition.

But that was only for a moment.

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

As the music started, the atmosphere changed 180 degrees.

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun stood on either side of Seo Hoyun, who was in the center of the stage. They each held out a hand to cover his eyes.

The camera zoomed in on Seo Hoyun, moving closer in time with the beat.

【Can you save me?】

At the start of the first verse, Kang Ichae's index and middle fingers parted, revealing one of Seo Hoyun's eyes.

“...!!”

An intense gaze that seemed to devour the camera landed, and as he slowly tilted his head, the formation shifted rapidly.

Walking out through the newly opened path, Seo Hoyun curved his lips into an attractive smile.

Kim Heeyeong had to retract her earlier thoughts.

The sense of emptiness that had surrounded Seo Hoyun was gone, and he shone brilliantly, capturing everyone's attention.

【Whisper your faith to me

Just like you promised me

La- La- ah】

As if he were burning himself to shine.

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon, who was dancing the same choreography behind Seo Hoyun, stepped forward. They grabbed each other's arms and spun.

【Can you hold me?

Hold me passionately】

Now standing in the center, Kim Seonghyeon popped his hips to the beat, lifting his shirt slightly before letting it fall.

“Uwaaaaaaah!!!”

Although it was just for a moment, his defined abs were revealed, and the screams of the Noeuls echoed as if to tear the set apart.

【Our youth that will never come again

Whatever I don't care

Come quickly before I bite】

Next, Jeong Dajun kicked off the floor and executed three consecutive sharp turns.

【You promised on the day the shooting stars fell】

He then raised his right hand and drew it down from the upper left in a parabola. The movement looked just like the lyrics, a real shooting star falling.

The beat was clearly not entirely innocent, yet it felt pure.

Beside him, Seong Jiwon turned his hand as if it were the hands of a clock, then suddenly stopped. As if it had broken.

【Our dawn that will never come again

I don't care even if the sky falls

Come to me before I change my mind】

Instead, he drew a circle with his arms, turned his body, and raised his head with his hands clasped as if in prayer.

【You promised on the day the Milky Way poured down】

And as he collapsed to the ground as if falling, Kang Ichae appeared, leaping over him.

【Spinning around you like I'm broken

How can I live without you?

I will never change】

Kang Ichae circled his hand next to his head, rapping as if letting his voice half-spill out.

As if representing his precarious state of mind.

【Anyways, always love you

in perfect way】

Just as the performance was reaching its climax, backup dancers in black clothes entered the stage in formation.

Amidst the perfectly synchronized and constantly changing movements, the members of The Dawn, positioned among the expressionless backup dancers, looked like they were lost and wandering among real passersby.

Like people desperately seeking help in a busy, indifferent world.

【Can you hold me?】

Along with the lyrics that flowed from the close-up on Seo Hoyun's lips, the dance break began.

“Woah...”

BANG!

A stage effect went off, and the chorus followed.

【Hold me passionately

Just like you did before

La- La- ah】

Seong Jiwon's harmony, an octave higher, layered over Seo Hoyun's voice.

【Can you save me?

Whisper your faith to me】

As the end of the song approached, the members stomped their feet in time with Jeong Dajun's motion of winding a music box in reverse.

【Just like you promised me】

They slowly returned to their initial formation.

【La- La- ah】

Once again, the members' hands intertwined, covering each other's eyes. The sight vaguely resembled a scene from a masterpiece painting.

The moment the stage ended, an explosive scream erupted from the audience.

“Crazy...”

Kim Heeyeong had also seen the music video for this song.

However, she hadn't felt a thrill like this.

A concept that oscillated between decadence and purity, a choreography formation like a musical.

Elements that could have easily become a mess were instead well-fused, making each other stand out even more.

“...That's insane.”

At Kim Heeyeong's unconscious exclamation of awe, the assistant director also praised The Dawn, rubbing his arms.

“Aren't they so cool? I almost became a fan myself!”

“......”

“You might not know just by looking, but they said the choreography is full of meaning... There was a reason the camera director put so much effort into the camera movement, saying he was going to set a new legend this time!”

The Dawn that Kim Heeyeong remembered and The Dawn of now were completely different.

She had always considered them talented kids from the start, but she had never expected them to change this much.

It was hard to believe it was a change that had happened in just one year.

Kim Heeyeong quickly took off her headset and pulled out her phone. The assistant director, who had been chattering excitedly beside her, asked in bewilderment.

“Uh, uh? PD, where are you going?!”

“Casting!!”

“What??”

“Buy me some time so I can talk to Seo Hoyun for a bit after the winner is announced!”

If it could make even her, who had been lethargic about everything lately, feel her heart pound like this, there was no way The Dawn's new album wouldn't be a hit.

“I have to grab on, even if it's just by the leg of his pants!”

Whether it was for The Dawn themselves, or for the idol industry as a whole.

They would surely write a new history.

Kim Heeyeong thought so.


As the winner's announcement approached, I let a slight smile touch my lips.

I could tell because all sorts of gazes were tangled up on The Dawn.

“Congratulations! The Dawn!”

Our new album is absolutely killer.

So, if I may boast proudly once again.

Joo Woosung, you bastard, look at this.

Aren't our kids a bunch of geniuses?


Chapter 270

“Congratulations.”

“Senior, congratulations!”

Amidst the flood of congratulations, I just smiled brightly and walked on. The members chattered excitedly beside me, clutching the trophy.

“Should we go for meat today?!”

“Korean beef, I'm in!”

The members had been confident while preparing for this comeback, but that didn't mean they weren't nervous. Now that they had finished the performance safely and even achieved a great result, they seemed completely ecstatic.

As was my habit, I scanned the stats of other idols while we greeted them and handed out our albums today. B, C, and occasionally A.

There was no other group with stats as stable and consistently high as The Dawn.

Even Jeong Dajun, who was often called the least skilled among us, ranked high compared to others. Our maknae was particularly unrivaled with an A+ in variety show skills.

“Hyungs~, how about we play the ladder game later and whoever gets picked has to pay?”

“Huh! Me too?”

“Dajun-ah, you're twenty-one now. You need to experience the harsh world a little.”

“Oh! Does that mean Jeong Dajun is treating today?”

“What, even Seonghyeon-hyung?!”

They all looked a bit clueless at times like this.

I subtly averted my gaze and pretended not to know.

I had ground my teeth preparing for this album.

I went in and out of Kang Ichae's studio countless times and visited the planning team so often I wore down their doorstep. The choreography was brilliantly chosen, and the concept was selected after thoroughly analyzing major and minor trends to find the perfect balance.

I knew it would be difficult to become the nation's idols like Black Call with just this one song, but I thought it could at least be a stepping stone.

Thanks to that, whispers started about us entering Tier 1 in our third year.

That kind of controversy is a good sign in itself.

If we were truly nothing, no one would be trying to keep us in check.

“Hoyun-ah!”

Seong Jiwon tapped my shoulder with an excited face.

“Should we take a day off from practice today?”

“What's the occasion?”

“Just because! It's nice to have a day like this.”

“Seo Hoyun, Seong Jiwon. Then do you want to go to that place we went to last time?”

Since our team's Practice Machine suggested taking a day off, there was no reason to refuse.

I left Kim Seonghyeon to seriously search for a delicious Korean beef restaurant and wrapped my arm around the maknae's shoulder.

It's heavy.

“You keep pressing on my shoulder, that's why I'm the shortest in the team,” he squawked.

I ignored him and leaned on him even more. Maybe it was because I had been so focused on stage lately, but my stamina drained quickly after every performance. Jeong Dajun knew this, so he didn't push me away, even while grumbling.

It's a shame Joo Woosung isn't here.

I felt a little disappointed that I had no one to show off to. I was cracking my stiff neck when a voice called out.

“Seo Hoyun!”

And here comes my dark history.

“Ah, PD.”

Kim Heeyeong strode down the hallway, her aura belying her small frame. As a fairly well-known PD, she skillfully accepted greetings from other idols, but her gaze remained fixed on me.

Seeing Kim Heeyeong approach, the members bowed to her. They told me to take my time and left first.

Kim Heeyeong smiled brightly at me and suddenly threw a question.

“What have you been up to?”

“Pardon?”

“What on earth have you been doing to improve this much?”

She tried to act casual, but I could see Kim Heeyeong was a little excited. Her eyes quickly scanned me up and down.

“Your face is still as smooth as ever. Huh? Even this hair color looks amazing on you?” she said.

“Ahaha. Even if you say that, there's nothing special, but is that all you wanted to say?”

“Still as quick-witted as ever.”

Kim Heeyeong looked a bit awkward. She brushed back her longer bangs and suggested we talk somewhere quiet, then started walking.

I followed her to the outskirts of the broadcasting station. Soon, there were no people in sight, and we found a quiet place.

“...There's been a lot of talk lately, you know? And I heard this through the grapevine, but they say Daepaseong might be acquired soon?”

“The rumor has already spread that far?”

“Of course. I might even be faster with this news...”

Kim Heeyeong grinned.

“They say LV is interested too.”

LV Entertainment.

It was the agency of Yu Jia, who had risen from the nation's little sister to the queen of romantic comedies, and White Cherry. It was also known as a powerhouse for girl groups. Its reputation was consistently good, and it had grown rapidly after White Cherry recently gained significant recognition in the United States. Moreover, LV Entertainment was famous for having more capital than anywhere else.

“Well, you know. It seems they're worried because every boy group they debut gets a lukewarm response.”

“I know.”

Of course, this was likely just one of many options. I had also heard about several other companies rumored to be acquiring Daepaseong. This was the first I had heard of LV Entertainment, though.

After storing the information in my head, I asked Kim Heeyeong, “So, is that it?”

“Pardon?”

“I mean, don't you have any more information?”

“I just got back from vacation. This is all I've heard...”

Kim Heeyeong looked slightly flustered and trailed off, which was unlike her.

“Your intel is a bit weak for a PD.”

I made a half-joking, mischievous comment, and Kim Heeyeong let out a small laugh. Although it was tinged more with disbelief, she looked so much like her old self that I chuckled as well.

“...By the way, are you okay these days?”

I couldn't readily answer the concern she offered after a moment of silence. I couldn't pinpoint what she was asking about. There had been so many things happening, more than I could count on ten fingers. There was more than a head's difference in our height, so when Kim Heeyeong lowered her head slightly, I couldn't see her expression well.

“Sigh. When you get more famous, all sorts of things happen, don't they?”

She didn't specify, but I had a feeling I knew what she meant. The Dawn was getting harshly criticized online these days.

How long are you going to milk the self-produced concept?

Stop pretending to sing live with AR tracks.

Are all the talented idols dead? What do you mean, talented?

And so on...

She's really unnecessarily kind.

Instead of a serious answer, I simply shrugged.

As if that was enough, Kim Heeyeong sighed softly, brushed the hair from her eyes again, and spoke.

“Well, if you need more information, come on my show sometime. I'll find out whatever you need.”

“Even if it's not for information, if PD Kim Heeyeong asks me to appear, I'll go anywhere.”

“You really have a silver tongue.”

Still, she didn't seem to dislike it. “I'll be counting on you,” she said and started to walk away.

I also walked slowly toward the parking lot where our van would be.

What's more useful than controversy, Heeyeong-ah.

Especially for The Dawn right now, it was something to be thankful for. I had already prepared countermeasures for any potential problems.

I was organizing my thoughts as I pressed the button for the elevator to the underground parking lot.

DING!

A familiar notification sound rang out.

[Quest Arrived!

Elicit a favorable public response with the documentary of The Dawn that is currently being filmed!

Success: 10,000 points awarded

Failure: Massive drop in recognition]

[I did well, right?]

And just like that, another Quest arrives.


Online communities buzzed about The Dawn. They had clinched first place on three music shows since the first week of their comeback.

[Title: Do they give music show #1 to just any Tom, Dick, or Harry these days?

I'm sorry...

I was just trolling for attention

Shit... This is The Dawn... I'm so proud I could die...

Just a little while ago, there were hardly any normies who knew about The Dawn...

I was the only one going crazy trying to promote them, saying they're handsome, hardworking, and funny, but no one was biting...

Daepaseong is fucking terrible at their job...

And in the midst of all that, the boys struggled and made it this far on their own

Of course, thank you to God Jihyeon...

└ God Jihyeon... of course, she is a god...

└└ LMAO It's so touching they've been together since Second Chance ㅠ I saw the Daepaseong interview and he's a real idol stan ㅠㅠ

└ It's like he's releasing all his idol stan frustrations through The Dawn LMAO

└└ Ah, I agree with this LOL]

It had reached the point where people were exposing who was in charge of what at Daepaseong, and who was good or bad at their job. Talk about Lee Jihyeon was also surfacing.

[Seriously, if they hadn't worked this hard, they never would have made it ㅠ The boys really dragged Daepaseong up by the scruff of its neck]

[FR their stats are too ridiculously OP LOLOLOLOL It's been a long time since they surpassed average, and this stage was like watching a work of art...

└ They said the boys thought of every single thing ㅠㅠ

The hair, the choreography, the concept, just everything...

└└ Huh, really??]

The Dawn had been preparing their full album for a long time. YouTube was providing production investment for a documentary about the process. It was a marketing tactic often used by OTT platforms to attract new subscribers from the younger generation.

A staff member filming with them, moved by their passion, secretly posted a review on social media right after the documentary trailer went up on YouTube. The post said that The Dawn gave their opinions and checked everything related to the album and songs, from one to ten. The Noeuls were extremely proud.

However, a backlash poured in at the same time.

[Ah, they're great and all, but the 'small agency self-produced' appeal is too much ㅠㅠ LOL I'm getting second-hand embarrassment...]

[My point exactly LOLOL Honestly, how much could they have really participated? It's all just a product the company is selling. They just get the hand-picked stuff, pretend to give their opinions, and then snatch the results.

I mean, just for not acting up and listening to the company, they deserve some praise, but it's embarrassing how the Noeuls make such a fuss every time ㅠ]

[Seems less like self-produced and more like self-fabricated LOL Kang Ichae's 'genius' appeal is too much... The fact that he only does live streams from his studio is a bit 'eung...' for me LOL]

The Noeuls were left speechless, seeing people who had never bothered with The Dawn twist fragmented information with such pessimism.

[How can you say that about Kang Ichae...? That's even more 'eung'...

Our lovely boy... is just doing that in his studio because he doesn't have many friends...

Wait, no, this is true, but for some reason, saying it makes me feel like a hater-fan, I'm gonna stop.

└ LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO It's just a statement of fact...

└└ Our fox is really nice and doesn't bite...]

The Dawn's fans typed endless 'ㅋ's with their fingers and their lips curled into smiles, but they never forgot to report the malicious comments.

[Title: The hilarious thing about The Dawn

They seriously only hang out within the group

They're totally in their own little world

It's not that they're on bad terms with other groups, they're just not that interested

└ The only one who's kinda close with a member from another group is... Seo Hoyun - Joo Woosung... and very occasionally Kang Yeonhu... but that one is a bit weird to call close... more like business partners.

└ LOL My point. Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon are going out less and less, and even that bright Bouncy Jeong Dajun...

└└ Dajun is surprising. Wasn't he kind of close with Majeun from Shining Star or Nightmare?

└└ They say they have so much fun within the group they don't have time for anything else

└└ LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO Ah our baby Bouncy ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Just as the Noeuls were chattering away while waiting for the documentary, the notification from The Dawn's official YouTube channel finally popped up.

They hurriedly logged on and found a video uploaded with the title 'ep1. From Dawn To Dawn: Dyeing the World in Dawn.'

With fluttering hearts, the fans began to watch.

【Our rising dawn. The yesterday we must let go of without regret. The today that must always shine anew.】

Kim Seonghyeon's calm voice flowed out as narration.

【And the tomorrow we will always spend with our members.】

The end of The Dawn's first concert appeared. The scene showed the Noeuls chanting 'The Dawn' as The Dawn bowed deeply, their bodies drenched in sweat. Everyone smiled brightly and looked happy.

【There are many hard days, but how could we ever give up this joy.】

Despite the calm and unremarkable lines, they poked at people's emotions. The Noeuls were already shedding tears.

【This is my youth.】

[This is amazing...]

[It came out so beautifully ㅠㅠ Uheongheong ㅠ... It makes me feel nostalgic...]

The scene changed. Short individual interviews with each member appeared, set against the backdrop of the Daepaseong practice room.

【We always had to work hard. Because opportunities aren't always given.】

【I thought everything had to be perfect.】

【Because we want to give back to the fans more than what we've received.】

As the Noeuls clutched their chests and whimpered, the screen suddenly turned black.

SWIIIIISH!

Excited shrieks and the sound of something brushing quickly past filled the air.

[What is this??]

When the screen returned, Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae were riding a crude cardboard box sled together down a low, snow-covered hill.

“Yoohoo~~~!!!”

Jeong Dajun, holding the box at the front, let go with one hand to flash a V-sign at the camera and staggered. The box caught a protruding rock, lost its balance, and flipped. Both Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae, who was holding his shoulders, tumbled into the snow. They stopped only when they hit a nearby tree, and the snow piled on the bare branches showered down on their heads.

“Kyaa~ak!”

“Collision~!!!”

[What are they doing]

[Sudden sledding? Where did my emotional moment go?]

[Dajun in a woolly hat is literally just a Puppy]

“This is youth.”

A low-pitched voice spoke as the camera angle turned. The hyungs were on screen, watching the maknaes.

Seo Hoyun sipped his cocoa and said sarcastically.

[Is The Dawn filming a sitcom again?]

The Noeuls' tears completely dried up.


Chapter 271

The characters on screen moved in reverse as the scenes rewound.

Then, the old and shabby building of Daepaseong appeared.

【A day in the life of The Dawn has begun.】

The camera walked past a hallway lined with posters of Min Jiheon, other affiliated actors, and The Dawn. It entered a meeting room where the haggard employees of Daepaseong sat.

【9:30 AM, Meeting.】

【In the midst of preparing for a new comeback.】

SWISH.

Seo Hoyun quickly flipped through the materials in front of him and smiled brightly.

“My...”

Whenever he made that expression, the outcome was never good.

The entire planning team sealed their lips shut.

“You've prepared very, very diligently, haven't you?”

A camera followed Seo Hoyun for the documentary, so he spoke more gently than usual, but everyone present knew.

They knew his words meant, Is this pathetic state all you've prepared?

However, Seo Hoyun said it in a passing, monotone voice, so the Noeuls did not notice.

[Damn, Seo Hoyun is so sexy when he's working]

They were too busy being surprised by the unfolding meeting.

The discussion covered everything from the overall concept to makeup, outfits, hairstyles, and stage design, moving through various versions. Everything was explained based on thorough data, including public opinion polls, fan reactions, current idol group trends, and The Dawn's strengths and points to emphasize.

[Wow, they're really deciding everything one by one, from the concept to the hairstyle drafts]

[And they're not just deciding based on a whim damn it. The CEO of my old group, who had zero sense and couldn't keep up with the times, should have seen this]

Afterward, when an employee gave an opinion, Seo Hoyun would listen and indifferently add a few words. The scene starkly showed all the meeting participants diligently taking notes.

[All you guys who said this wasn't self-produced, come out now]

[My baby speaks so logically and well ㅠㅠㅠ So cute...]

[His real-life office worker expression is hilarious. The face of someone who really doesn't want to do it but has to because it's so right... I never thought the day would come when I'd pity the Daepaseong staff...]

Of course, even if this video spread far and wide, it would not change the minds of everyone determined to criticize them, but it could be used as a basis for rebuttal.

[Look at the planning team members looking so genuinely out of it, with expressions that say 'Of course... yes... we have to...' as they write it down ㅋㅋㅋㅋ They've gotten so used to Seo Hoyun...]

In the video, Seo Hoyun led the situation with great familiarity, and the planning team's expressions looked very genuine.

[It would be nice to have a boss like Seo Hoyun ㅠ He's easygoing... good at his job...

He seems like the type of boss who's sharp at work but actually kind...

No, of course I know this is a fantasy-like delusion, but seeing how he treats his fans, he seems really nice...

...Or not? No?

BANG!

Anyone else want to argue?

└ Seonghyeon is dead over here!!

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm dying ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋ Ah, the fans who've recently joined the fandom really think SHY-ie is some kind of soft marshmallow...]

Meanwhile, the fans' reactions were split in two. One side thought it was just like Seo Hoyun, while the other thought he was not only smart but also kind. The latter were mostly Noeuls drawn in by 'Christmas Again?' or the latest album.

They wanted to further highlight the reasons they became fans to appeal to others. That was why they could not understand why the existing Noeuls pushed the character of a strong-willed, teasing person when the Seo Hoyun they saw was clearly kind and always gentle to his fans. He was always good to the members, and countless heartwarming stories came from staff who had worked with him.

[I think the original Noeuls' character interpretation is a bit off. Seo Hoyun is really kind, affectionate, and gentle]

[ㅋㅋㅋ I know, right? But that's how K-Pop always is... They probably want to push that image compared to the other members, so the character interpretation gets fixed ㅠ Everyone except Kang Ichae is gentle and kind, so I feel like Jiwon especially lives at a disadvantage ㅠ_ㅠ]

[Jeong Dajun is the 'maknae on top' as expected ㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon is always cool and reliable!!]

Of course, the old-timers of the former group just shook their heads as they read such posts.

[Gentle...

Kind...

Well... right]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's so funny how they're desperately trying to protect his image]

[Hoyun is affectionate... and Jiwon is kind... but... even with my rose-colored glasses on, this is a bit...]

The existing Noeuls were not too bothered, knowing that the rose-colored glasses would not last long anyway.

[Can't they see he's naturally strong-willed just by breathing?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck, so true ㅠ Kang Ichae might look tough on the outside... but they don't know about the hidden threat, Seong Jiwon...]

[It's hilarious how no one is talking about Kim Seonghyeon losing out in all this. That bastard Kim Seonghyeon loses out just by breathing.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah this is so funny, damn it ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Especially to Seo Hoyun... a.k.a the troll king]

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon's voice flowed out exquisitely, as if he knew the situation.

【According to our maknae, Jeong Dajun, there is a food chain in The Dawn.】

Seo Hoyun let out a small sigh, as if suppressing what he wanted to say, and got up from his chair.

“Alright, then please organize the materials again and share them before this evening.”

“...This evening?”

“Yes, I'll be counting on you. Please try not to work overtime if possible.”

He said it as if he were being considerate, but it was a workload that made everyone doubt if they could finish it even by working all night.

“...After giving us all this?”

The planning team staff stared blankly at Seo Hoyun's empty seat. He had swept through like a storm and disappeared.

“Ah! Everyone, you were here~.”

Just then, Seong Jiwon appeared through the slightly open door with a gentle voice.

“Please have some of this while you work.”

After the demon left, an angel appeared.

“I bought them with Hoyun!”

“Seong... Seong Jiwon...!!”

Even though he clearly said he prepared it with Seo Hoyun, the staff only cried out Seong Jiwon's name, covering their mouths with both hands as if deeply moved.

Seong Jiwon smiled softly, unpacked the snacks, and sat down in the seat Seo Hoyun had just occupied. Then, a conversation about the meeting naturally began.

“Ah... so you heard that from Hoyun. Hmm, then how about mixing 'dawn' into the concept? When I think about what got the best reaction from the fans, it seems to be when the group's identity was incorporated into the song.”

“Oh...!”

[How does our Jiwon speak so beautifully and well?!]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Our angel speaking so calmly is driving me crazy... ㅠㅠ He has a different kind of experience than Seo Hoyun. He's definitely good at organizing things... Is it because he was a trainee for a long time?]

As he carefully suggested a direction in a different way from Seo Hoyun, the planning team staff once again busied themselves taking notes.

After sharing a few more thoughts, Seong Jiwon stood up with a bright smile.

“I know it must be tough with so much to do before the comeback, but please hang in there a little longer!”

“Yes!! You too, Jiwon!”

【However, there is another side to the seemingly kind Seong Jiwon.】

【11:10 AM, Practice Room.】

Seong Jiwon hummed a tune with a lighthearted expression and arrived at the practice room.

A caption reading '1 Hour Later' appeared below the shot of the practice room door, and the camera focused on Seong Jiwon's face again.

Seong Jiwon's expression and mood had not changed much from when he first arrived, but beneath him, Jeong Dajun was spread out on the floor like a starfish.

“Save me...”

【Seong Jiwon is a Practice Machine.】

[Fuck, it's so scary that his voice is just as gentle as before]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah I'm going crazy too ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Dajun-ah, why are you like that? You have to get up.”

“S-Save me...”

"Haha."

【He just laughs and doesn't help him up.】

In the end, Jeong Dajun barely managed to get up on his own and had to start the hellish practice again.

“Now, one, two~!”

“O...ne, ...two...”

[I think Dajun is dying right now]

Our Dajun is having a hard time, huh? I see, but I think this part is a little off, should we try this song just one more time? Ah! You made a mistake here again. One more time~.

Gentle words of comfort poured out as if understanding Jeong Dajun's feelings, but the practice showed no signs of stopping.

[But I heard Jeong Dajun is the type to jump around even after running ten laps around the field (according to Dajun's classmate). What the hell did he make him do to be like this now ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Does Dajun have puppy DNA in his genes or something?]

[I'm truly scared... so scared...]

After a few more songs, Seong Jiwon smiled softly as he watched Jeong Dajun collapse on the floor, whining that he could not do it anymore.

“Dajun-ah, you said you wanted to work harder.”

“I said I wanted to work harder, but if I do any more right now, I might actually die...”

He looked quite pitifully at the camera, a single tear clinging to the corner of his eye. It was, in fact, Jeong Dajun's own distress signal to the documentary director at that moment.

However, Seong Jiwon stood in the way, blocking his view as if to completely shut down such a request.

“Dajun-ah...”

He called Jeong Dajun in a very gentle tone.

Jeong Dajun's anxious gaze turned to Seong Jiwon.

“People don't die that easily.”

“......”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm drooling from laughing so hard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]"

[That's insane ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ-

While the old-timer fans of The Dawn cackled at Seong Jiwon's remark, the new Noeuls were bewildered.

[Uh... I heard Seong Jiwon was a Practice Machine... but I thought it was cute...]

[Woah;; This is the first time I've heard Seong Jiwon talk like that. Did something happen between them?]

The existing Noeuls who saw such Twitter posts gathered up links and shared them, saying it was the perfect time to shatter their rose-colored glasses.

[Seong Jiwon is a true strong-willed person

“A Compilation of Seong Jiwon Being Gently and Subtly Harsh (feat. Are you done crying? Now let's get to work)”]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Yes... it's time for the baby Noeuls to learn...]

While the new Noeuls paused the documentary to watch the linked videos in astonishment, the leader appeared.

【At that moment, the leader appears.】

“Hey, we have to do our interview now... Gasp, Jeong Dajun!”

“Hyung...”

[Look at him running while crying 'Hyung' ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ so freaking cute...]

[Like an elementary school kid who got scolded at piano lessons and runs to their parents to whine...]

Kim Seonghyeon grasped the entire situation in a second. He quickly hid Jeong Dajun behind his back and broke out in a cold sweat.

“Seong Jiwon, they said we have to film our group interview now.”

【This is the true image of a leader, quickly resolving the situation.】

“Oh, okay.”

[Look at Seong Jiwon smacking his lips. So fucking scary, shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The look of having lost his prey, ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kim Seonghyeon just saved Jeong Dajun ㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He was not the leader of The Dawn for nothing. People usually thought Seong Jiwon was good at managing situations, but the one actually in charge of traffic control within The Dawn was Kim Seonghyeon. Although right now, he was more like Jeong Dajun's lifeline.

“...But where's Kang Ichae? We have to go now.”

“Ah. Hoyun probably went to get him.”

The scene changed.

【Meanwhile, the rapper and producer is diligently focusing on his composition work.】

【1:05 PM, Studio.】

“I don't wanna~.”

[Hey]

Kang Ichae, dressed in a simple tracksuit with his feet up on the desk, whistled while tearing pages from his work notebook to fold and fly paper airplanes.

[Hey, get to work]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Get some work done ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]"

[Get to work, you punk ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As the 31st airplane left Kang Ichae's hand and attempted to glide, the studio door unlocked. Seo Hoyun entered.

When Seo Hoyun snatched the paper airplane out of the air, Kang Ichae took his legs off the desk and shot to his feet.

“Whoa, hyung~! I wrote a letter for you on that.”

At the obvious lie, Seo Hoyun did not even think of unfolding it and simply crushed it in his hand.

“Get over here.”

He uttered just that one phrase.

【This is the food chain.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah, he's merciless]

After resisting, saying he was not feeling it yet, Kang Ichae shut his mouth and quietly followed when Seo Hoyun tore up all the paper airplanes.

【Seo Hoyun, who handles the planning team and Kang Ichae. Seong Jiwon, who handles Jeong Dajun. Kim Seonghyeon, who stops Seong Jiwon. Various interests are intricately intertwined.】

Next, they tried to create a touching scene by having all The Dawn members do an interview together. Filming was halted because they were endlessly bickering and being chaotic.

The director judged that it would be unusable even if they filmed it.

【This idol group, will they be okay?】

[Are you asking if they can renew their contract?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah, so fucking funny ㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The kids' fighting is legendary ㅠㅠ]

The roughly 30-minute video ended with Kim Seonghyeon's narration, promising to return next week with Episode 2.

[Still, yeah... it's more healing than I thought, so it's cute haha The members have such strong personalities that they're cute even when left alone]

[They seem to work hard too... and our Hoyun is so affectionate and kind ㅜㅜ He's an angel♡]

It was not the type of documentary they had expected, but fans who were used to The Dawn's self-produced content did not find it bad. In fact, some even felt relieved that it proceeded with its usual flow, as they had thought a serious documentary did not quite match The Dawn.

[ㄷㄷ The Noeul's rose-colored glasses are legendary...

Hey... Hoyun is...

Hoyun is really...]

More than that, most fans just laughed heartily, seeing that the 'Kind Seo Hoyun' filter had not fallen from the eyes of some Noeuls at all. They figured it was something that time would eventually solve.

[That bastard is a real madman...]

And before long, through 'ep2. From Dawn To Dawn: Painting the World with Dawn,' the fact that Seo Hoyun was a truly extraordinary person was revealed.


Chapter 272

Exactly one week later, at the same time, 'ep2. From Dawn To Dawn: Dyeing the World in Dawn.' was uploaded to The Dawn's official YouTube channel.

Word had gotten out that it was fun, so the view count rose even faster than the first video.

The second episode opened with a shot of the audience. Fans waved their dawn-like blue lightsticks as they waited for The Dawn's performance.

The scene soon transitioned backstage, where the camera slowly zoomed in on the group rings on The Dawn's members' fingers.

[OMG the kids' group rings T_T]

[T_T I'm so weak for this kind of stuff T_T]

Kim Seonghyeon stretched out his hand. The other members naturally stacked their hands on top of his and shouted their cheer.

【From Dawn to Dawn: Dyeing the World in Dawn】

As the title appeared, the screen faded to black. When it brightened again, it showed The Dawn in their practice room. They diligently matched their choreography in front of a small camcorder they had set up.

【Despite it being the holidays, The Dawn is in the middle of practicing for their comeback.】

The moment the music ended, the members checked the recorded video with serious expressions.

“Hey. I think it'd be better to change it like this.”

“Ah. You're right.”

[Wow... to see our team's klutz grow so much and even give opinions on the choreography T_T I'm so moved]

[OMG and the change really is way more iconic ㅋ]

[And on top of that, Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun suggesting changing the dance break choreography a bit more is so awesome]

The five of them repeated the process, trying out and comparing movements. They soon finished checking the choreography's overall balance and finalized the changes, making the Noeuls' eyes widen.

[No way, is this for real? Changing the choreography just like that?]

[And it's perfect too ㅋㅋ I mean ㅋ what are The Dawn's stats ㅋ]

Their practice continued for a long time after that.

After nailing down every minute detail, The Dawn dragged their exhausted bodies and boarded the van.

Seo Hoyun immediately sat in the back seat, placed an eye mask over his eyes, and pulled his hood over his head. In contrast, Jeong Dajun, who had been wilting like a poisoned weed moments ago, flared back to life and was busy being hyper. Kang Ichae joined in and playfully threw questions at Jeong Dajun as if interviewing him.

“Jeong Dajun, what's your role within The Dawn?”

“I'm the mood-maker and a supporter who has infinite faith in the team!”

Jeong Dajun's lips curled into a mischievous grin.

“And I'm the youngest, too!”

[This Puppy is so cute]

[I know, right! Seriously, what do we do, he's so cute...]

[You know... you know what it is? It feels like seeing a younger cousin you haven't seen in a while.

It's heartwarming and cute to see them...

But you don't want to be with them for too long. It feels like they'll suck all your energy away.

└ fr fr]

【However, what Jeong Dajun says is true. If he weren't here, The Dawn's atmosphere would be very different from what it is now.】

[I guess so... If Jeong Dajun wasn't there, that group would be so intense I'd probably piss myself just walking past them]

[If The Dawn didn't have Jeong Dajun, they wouldn't have their current chaotic image.

A combination of a practice machine, a delinquent, a light, and a troll...

In the first place, if the Puppy wasn't there, wouldn't the delinquent have bullied the light and the troll relentlessly...

└ I admit that too...]

Just then, a Noeul posted a photo on Twitter.

[But you know what? The blood of The Dawn flows in Jeong Dajun too.

He looks cold when he's alone among other idols.

high_quality_Jeong_Dajun_cold_handsome_version.png

└ Whaaat?!

└└ OMG... hahahahahahahahaha I'm having culture shock right now hahahahahahaha]

It was a picture of Jeong Dajun standing among other idols during a year-end stage last year. He was someone who smiled for 8,759 hours out of the 8,760 hours in a year, and someone had managed to capture that brief moment when his expression was blank.

[Wow... he really is a cold, handsome man.

The pure blood of The Dawn flows in him...]

[ㅋ I mean, Dajun has gotten a lot taller too... It's just that The Dawn members always treat him like a baby, so it's a huge shock...]

“The hyungs are all weak to me!”

[But how can you not treat someone like this like a baby]

[hahahahahahahahahahahaha]

Watching The Dawn's youngest member laugh with a little “hehe,” it was impossible not to acknowledge his claim.

However, Seong Jiwon, who was next to him, looked at him as if he were cute and laughed.

“Ahaha. Right, our Dajun.”

The moment he spoke, the Noeuls felt a strange premonition.

【Is that really so?】

As if on cue, the scene changed with the added narration.

It seemed to be a different day, as they were in different clothes, with the practice room as the background. However, Jeong Dajun was prostrated at Seong Jiwon's feet, just like in the first documentary video.

“Jiwon-hyung... I want to stop practicing...”

“Haha, then shall we go for two more hours?”

“...Are you even listening to me?”

Seong Jiwon smiled sweetly. It was the expression he made when he had absolutely no intention of listening to Jeong Dajun.

Then the screen changed again. Seo Hoyun grabbed Kang Ichae by the scruff of his neck and dragged him away. Jeong Dajun quickly followed, wrapping his arms around Kang Ichae's neck to block Seo Hoyun.

“Hyung! Hoyun-hyung! For my sake, please stop bothering Ichae-hyung!”

“......”

Seo Hoyun's eyebrow twitched.

The youngest, who firmly believed his hyungs were weak to him, gave Kang Ichae a subtle wink.

“Dajun, you...!”

[hahahahahaha ah fuck why is Kang Ichae suddenly covering his mouth hahahahahahaha]

[The princess-in-distress role lmao hahahahahahahahaha]

“Bouncy.”

But faith is always meant to be betrayed.

Seo Hoyun brushed off the clothes of Kang Ichae he was holding and called out to Jeong Dajun in a low voice.

“You're twenty-one now, too. It's time you acted like an adult.”

“......”

[hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

[Jeong Dajun's shocked expression, what the hell is that hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

[I mean, calling him Bouncy while telling him to act like an adult, this contradictory attitude.

Your parenting method is wrong.]

Seo Hoyun openly cackled at the shocked Jeong Dajun. Kang Ichae was right there beside him, doing the same.

Of course, even if that was what it looked like, it was obvious that all the members, including Seo Hoyun, would continue to see Jeong Dajun as a baby. The Noeuls just continued watching the documentary with relaxed hearts.

[Seo Hoyun acts like that but takes care of him so much behind the scenes ㅋ. When Jeong Dajun says he wants to eat something, he tells him to go buy it and get his too, but gives him way more than enough money hahahahaha

Hey, Dajun earns money too

└ I know right...

But Jeong Dajun is Jeong Dajun. Now he doesn't give the change back to the hyungs and secretly pockets it.

└└ hahahahahahahahahahaha so cute for real T_T hahahaha]

[In the hyungs' eyes, he's just a baby... It can't be helped. They've seen him since he was a minor, so in their eyes he's nothing but a baby.]

The members arrived at the dorm and got out of the van one by one.

【A long-awaited break after a lengthy practice.】

The living room clock pointed to late at night.

While everyone was busy changing out of sweat-drenched clothes or washing up, Kang Ichae plopped down on the living room sofa and picked up his phone.

【Perhaps intending to send holiday greetings, Kang Ichae is calling someone.】

“Hello?! Seonghyeon's mother! It's Ichae! I missed you so much, why didn't you call me?!”

[What the heck ㅋㅋ what's with Kang Ichae's cheekiness hahahahahahaha]

[Why is Kang Ichae like that, seriously, why does he live his life in such a fun way hahahahaha]

The camera closed in on Kim Seonghyeon's flustered face.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

As Kim Seonghyeon approached the sofa, Kang Ichae switched to speakerphone.

“Oh, not at all. I have plenty of time to take your call, Mother?”

[Oh my, you sweet talker. By the way, why'd you send so many gifts~?]

“Ah, you received the package?”

[hahahahaha oh man, are The Dawn's families close? This is so funny and cute hahahaha]

[Right now Kang Ichae is like a boyfriend trying to get on his girlfriend's mother's good side hahahahahahaha]

Listening to their blatant conversation, the tips of Kim Seonghyeon's ears turned bright red. Kim Seonghyeon wiped his dry face with his hands and muttered under his breath.

“Please...”

Seo Hoyun, who had just come out from washing up, witnessed the situation. He strode over and greeted Kim Seonghyeon's mother.

“Mother. Have you been well?”

[Oh my, my son~~!! Why has it been so long? I missed you so much!]

“Um, Mom. Your real son is over here.”

[Son hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

[Is this a love triangle over Kim Seonghyeon? ㅋ Am I watching a documentary or a drama]

Kim Seonghyeon's mother, as if she couldn't hear her son's voice at all, chatted cheerfully with Seo Hoyun. Even Kang Ichae, the owner of the phone, was instantly pushed to the back burner.

[hahahahahaha ah fuck this documentary is so funny hahahahahahaha Kang Ichae rushed to pack and send gifts but in the end, Mother chose Seo Hoyun T_T hahahaha

└ It's because Kang Ichae would be rejected at the door for the formal meeting of the families hahahahahahaha ah T_T]

[I'm so glad this is a documentary. If it was their own content, we wouldn't have gotten to see them interacting with family like this ah hahahahaha]

“...She still likes Hoyun-hyung as much as ever.”

“Yeah, seems so.”

“......”

Kang Ichae kept trying to regain control of the conversation with his cute antics, but Seo Hoyun cut him off every time.

[─Our Seonghyeon is good at housekeeping, but he's a bit clumsy, so I worry, you know. Is he getting along well with you guys?]

“Of course. I can't promote without Seonghyeon.”

Thinking that this scene might be broadcast as is, Kim Seonghyeon desperately pleaded for them to stop, but he was coolly ignored.

“Hey, it's not just words.”

In fact, Seo Hoyun took it a step further. He rested his chin on Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder with a smile that could melt anyone.

“We have to make sure not a single drop of water touches our precious Seonghyeon's hands.”

[Don't lie, you bastard]

[Seriously, this is so absurd hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha fuck... He wears rubber gloves when doing the dishes, so I guess not a single drop of water does touch them.

└ Ugh... Seo Hoyun says that kind of line so nonchalantly... I can only be amazed]

As Kim Seonghyeon's dumbfounded expression filled the screen, a fitting narration was added.

【Does Seo Hoyun have such a thing as a conscience?】

The call seemed to be dragging on, so Seo Hoyun turned off the speakerphone and headed to the veranda with the phone.

The other members watched his back, then huddled their heads together and whispered.

“Look at his social skills suddenly hitting max level. He needs to get a taste of his own medicine one of these days.”

“That's what I'm saying!”

“Hyungs, Dajun-ah. Wanna make a bet?”

“What?”

Kang Ichae's eyes gleamed. His phone and call partner had been stolen.

“Who can rattle Hoyun-hyung the most today.”

【The Dawn has very good teamwork.】

If this had been The Dawn's usual self-produced content, it might have had raw subtitles, but since it was wearing the mask of a documentary, it was replaced with a simple narration.

“─So we just have to surprise him, right?”

In reality, when Kim Seonghyeon recorded this part, he was in a state of half-resignation.

“OMG, deal!! I'm in.”

“Ahaha, you seem confident.”

“...Fine.”

Jeong Dajun was the first to raise his hand. Seong Jiwon laughed cheerfully and nodded. Even Kim Seonghyeon, who had hesitated slightly, eventually decided to participate.

【And so began the sudden 'Operation: Rattle Seo Hoyun'.】

The first challenger was Jeong Dajun.

When Seo Hoyun soon ended the call and returned to the living room, Jeong Dajun shot up and exclaimed.

“Hyung, hyung, hyung! I found a fun movie! Let's all watch a movie together!”

“I don't want to.”

He rejected the youngest's proposal as sharply as a knife, but Jeong Dajun clung to him persistently. Seo Hoyun couldn't escape to his room.

The movie they were forced to watch was a touching story about a dog.

“Sniff...”

Jeong Dajun, who had suggested watching it in the first place, openly sobbed. Kim Seonghyeon also sniffled.

“The dog is cute. It's well-made.”

“Yeah. It's touching.”

“......”

However, Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae remained stoic until the end. Naturally, Seo Hoyun was also indifferent the whole time.

When the movie ended, only a single-sentence review came from him.

“Wow, it must have been really hard to film with a dog. That's amazing.”

“Hyung, is that the point right now?! The dog got rained on, was out in the snow, and couldn't even eat properly to find its family!”

“The rain was CG.”

“......”

Although it was called a challenge, Jeong Dajun failed without dealing even a speck of damage.

Next up was Kang Ichae.

“Hyung, this is a surround sound noise-canceling headset I just bought for work. Give it a listen and tell me what you think.”

Kang Ichae pushed down on the shoulder of Seo Hoyun, who was getting up to go back to his room. He forced him to sit down again and put the wireless headset on him without giving him a chance to refuse.

And he immediately played a compilation of Seo Hoyun's cute moments.

Seo Hoyun's pleasant, low-pitched voice emerged.

Hoyunie is hmph hmph just born cute...

“Oops, my bad~. I played the wrong thing~.”

Kang Ichae grinned and made excuses in a sly tone. He soon tilted his head, feeling something was off about Seo Hoyun, who just sat there with his eyes closed, showing no reaction.

“...Hyung? Hyung?”

The tip of Kang Ichae's finger poked Seo Hoyun. He let out a small yawn and slowly lifted his eyelids.

“...Ah, the tone of voice was so nice, I dozed off for a second.”

“......”

Even Kang Ichae was at a loss for words at that shameless attitude.
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“This is some good ASMR.”

He was unbelievably nonchalant.

Kang Ichae held his surround sound noise-canceling headset, looking crestfallen.

“...Does Hoyun-hyung even have a sense of shame anymore?”

“Tell me about it... He's actually scary now...”

Kang Ichae's attempt also ended in a bland failure.

After exchanging glances with Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon decided to go next. It's better to get the beating over with. He stepped forward.

However, he couldn't think of anything suitable and just paced around his room.

At that moment, Seo Hoyun's voice came from behind.

“─Do you like cubes?”

Startled, Kim Seonghyeon whipped his head around. Seo Hoyun looked at the cube placed by the bed in his room.

“...No. Well, I just bought it, but I can't seem to solve it...”

“Really? Hey, want me to show you something cool?”

“...Ah, yeah.”

Before handing it to Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon deliberately scrambled the cube a few more times. Seo Hoyun took it, glanced at its six faces for a moment, then grinned and moved his hands.

CLICK!

CLACK!

WHIRRR!

His long, white fingers solved the 3x3 Rubik's Cube in an instant.

[Heol]

[Crazy, heol]

The moment the cube returned to its solved state with all colors grouped together, a caption appeared saying, 'Total time taken 24 seconds'. The original footage then fast-forwarded.

An arrow pointed to the recording time at the top, re-emphasizing that it had really taken only 24 seconds.

“Whoa!!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who hadn't expected much, widened his eyes. He fiddled with the cube Seo Hoyun handed back, examining it from all angles.

“Wow, how did you solve it so fast? That's amazing.”

“There's a trick to it.”

“That's kinda cool??”

The naive Kim Seonghyeon, slightly excited, forgot what he was trying to do and showered him with praise. Seo Hoyun stared at him for a moment before chuckling softly.

“Aigoo.”

He then lightly tapped his own forehead with his palm.

“......”

He did it knowing full well it would embarrass and annoy Kim Seonghyeon.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Crazy bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's a master at provoking people in every way imaginable ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Caught off guard by the attack on his forehead, Kim Seonghyeon just blinked. His face soon turned bright red.

Next, an interview with Jeong Dajun appeared.

“I think our Hoyun-hyung really lives to tease people.”

As if to contrast with Jeong Dajun's grumbling, Seo Hoyun's interview followed.

“I'm grateful to them all. For following my lead so well.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ'I'm grateful' my ass ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's a high-level master at messing with people

└ This is the kind of bastard who'd send an email saying 'I'm emailing you because I have something to screw you over with'ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I told you, Our Bunny doesn't hold back...]

[At this point, I think he's figured out everything the members were plotting behind his back ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At this point, the new Noeul grew confused.

[Seo Hoyun... was this... was this his image?]

[No, our god-baby soft bunny... was he always this mischievous?...

└ He's only mischievous now because he's close with the members. In his early debut days, he was a super cold and handsome guy who gave off a chilly vibe...]

Thinking this was their chance, the long-time fans hurriedly shared compilations of The Dawn's 'strong-willed' moments.

Meanwhile, the documentary steadily moved to Seong Jiwon's individual interview.

“Hoyun?”

Seong Jiwon glanced at Seo Hoyun, who watched the members' interviews nearby, and then smiled brightly.

“Hoyun is really kind and affectionate!!”

“......”

Seo Hoyun, caught on camera, was clearly expressionless, but a hint of disbelief seeped through.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, he's saying that with him right next to him ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Look at even Seo Hoyun being dumbfounded. It's amazing. I can't tell if he's full of prejudice or has no prejudice at all...]

Even the Noeuls were amazed by Seong Jiwon's capacity for acceptance.

[Isn't this bet basically Seong Jiwon's win?]

[Yeah... How else could you fluster Hoyun without Jiwon's sunshine power?]

However, Seong Jiwon's words and actions were just part of his nature. He had not yet made any attempt to fluster Seo Hoyun.

The filming of the members' individual interviews ended. Even though it was time for bed, everyone lingered in the living room.

“...Um, Hoyun-ah.”

“What?”

Seo Hoyun lounged on the sofa with his usual expression, while the other members couldn't bring themselves to leave, wanting to see him get surprised.

Seong Jiwon, having roughly organized a plan in his head, chose his words carefully.

“I have a worry these days.”

“......”

He then subtly lowered his gaze.

“I feel like I practice hard every time, but I'm never satisfied. I'm always nervous.”

“...Hmm.”

【Seo Hoyun shows a little interest.】

[This is slowly starting to feel less like a documentary and more like a giant 'Screw Seo Hoyun Over' project.]

[Tell me about it, but it's so exciting.]

“I worry about what would happen if I make a mistake, and if I'm not good enough...”

He wasn't confident in his acting, but he had learned the basics at his previous agency, so he knew what kind of expression to make.

Besides, Seo Hoyun always listened seriously to topics like this.

Just then, Seo Hoyun spoke.

“Right. The Noeuls are sad about it.”

“...Huh?”

Seo Hoyun sat up straight and met Seong Jiwon's gaze.

“I heard about it through the company. They said you're doing well, but you're too strict with yourself, and it makes the Noeuls sad.”

“...R-really?”

“Yeah.”

Seong Jiwon was a bit flustered by Seo Hoyun's completely unexpected reaction. He had only thrown out a topic to provoke Seo Hoyun but received a serious answer in return.

He even started to wonder if the Noeul were actually worried about that.

“The Noeuls are sad...?”

He was oblivious to the fact that Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae had just exchanged a look.

Of course, the Noeuls watching from beyond the screen were just as bewildered.

[I mean... I do worry sometimes that he's pushing himself too hard, but that seems to be part of his personality...]

[It'd be nice if he could relax, but I also like the self-strict Jiwon, so I don't think he necessarily needs to change...]

[Hoyun saying that is the most surprising thing. Hmm, what's going on?]

While Seong Jiwon was lost in thought, Seo Hoyun looked around at the members.

“So, with that said, how about we try to boost our self-esteem right now? What do you think about taking turns complimenting ourselves?”

“Yeah! Then the handsome rapper can't be left out.”

Kang Ichae shot to his feet before any other members could voice an opinion.

“First of all, I'm the Most Handsome Man in The Dawn~! I'm cool and I make great music!”

“Okay, that's enough from Kang Ichae. Kim Seonghyeon.”

Seo Hoyun ignored the self-praise from Kang Ichae, who shook his short hair that couldn't possibly swish, and pointed to the next person.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He quickly shut up Kang Ichae, whose self-esteem is already maxed out ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Look at Jeong Dajun next to him, revving his engine and fidgeting, thinking about what to say. So cute, fuck ㅠㅠㅠ]

“Me? Me? Uh...”

“The part of your body you're most confident in.”

Seo Hoyun kindly guided the lost and struggling Kim Seonghyeon to an answer.

“...My legs?”

Kim Seonghyeon managed to say, his eyes darting around. Seo Hoyun showed no reaction and coldly turned his gaze to the next target.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey!! If you're not going to react, why even ask? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun is a true troll king ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kim Seonghyeon fell for it and then fell for it again ㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

It was Seong Jiwon.

Next to him, Jeong Dajun egged him on.

“Hyung! Say you're handsome! That you're a little less handsome than Dajun.”

“Uh, um, well... I'm... I'm handsome.”

“......”

“And I... I sing not too badly.”

With each word, Seong Jiwon's ears turned red as if he were embarrassed.

“You sing well.”

Seo Hoyun added a little affirmation to each point.

When Seong Jiwon fell silent, seemingly unable to think of anything else, Seo Hoyun spoke to him.

“Jiwon-ah, you have to mention the part the fans like too.”

“Huh??”

Seong Jiwon hesitated slightly. Seeing this, Seo Hoyun wrinkled his nose at him.

Realizing what he wanted, Seong Jiwon let out a small "Ah." He hesitated for a moment before squeezing his eyes shut and shouting.

“The mole on the bridge of my nose...”

“......”

“The mole, the mole on the bridge of my nose is cute too!!”

Cute...

Cute...

─ute...

Seong Jiwon's voice echoed through the dorm's living room.

“Alright, we're done.”

Having gotten the scene he wanted, Seo Hoyun smiled and stood up without any lingering attachment.

Kang Ichae also got up as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“Let's go to sleep~.”

[??]

[?????]

With wide, surprised eyes, Seong Jiwon urgently grabbed Seo Hoyun's arm.

“Ho-Hoyun-ah. What was that just now? Why aren't you doing it?”

“......”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head slightly and swept his bangs up.

“I'm not doing it because it was a lie.”

Then he raised the corners of his lips at Seong Jiwon.

It was the very smile that had played the biggest part in earning him the nickname 'Smiling Devil' during his PD days.

“Are you always this naive?”

[Look at Kang Ichae laughing his ass off next to him, saying the nose mole is cute. He's so detestable ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This bastard, I heard he's been bickering with Seong Jiwon a lot lately, he was just waiting for a chance to mess with Jiwon ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[No way ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He led the charge to fluster Seo Hoyun and then gets backstabbed like this? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They're all eating each other alive, it's a total jungle ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun slipped into their room, a belatedly recovered Seong Jiwon also followed after Seo Hoyun. A stiffened Kim Seonghyeon quietly muttered.

“Then why did I...”

“......”

“Why did he make me do it?”

“...Hang in there, hyung.”

The maknae's gentle pat landed on Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck, why did Kim Seonghyeon even do it? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The Dawn is truly consistent...]

Then, Seo Hoyun's individual interview was inserted again.

【The production team asked Seo Hoyun directly if he had orchestrated this to help ease Seong Jiwon's nervousness.】

“Ah, that from before? No. He's not nervous these days. How long have we in The Dawn been together? I can tell just by looking at his face.”

Seo Hoyun added with an easygoing, friendly-looking laugh.

“I just wanted to tease him.”

At that, the new Noeul who had insisted on a 'kind and affectionate Seo Hoyun' decided to accept it. Seo Hoyun's true nature. Of course, a few still seemed to be pushing the 'Angel Seo Hoyun' agenda.

[Our God-Baby Bunny Hoyun is... a crazy bastard... I see...]

The long-time fans felt extremely refreshed seeing the fledgling Noeul face reality because of the documentary.

[New Noeul: Hoyun is a real angel and so soft

Old Noeul: (Frowns, has indigestion)

New Noeul: Seo Hoyun is a real crazy bastard

Old Noeul: (Bright smile, digestion is great)

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After that, scenes showed The Dawn working diligently and pouring their affection into the album.

Just as the screen faded to black and the names of the filming staff scrolled by, making everyone think the documentary was over, Kim Seonghyeon's voice was heard.

“Is this coming out?”

[???]

[Heol, there's more.]

Additional interviews with each member had been inserted at the end.

The members' true feelings and inner thoughts from their time promoting were revealed one by one.

It was as if it proved why people couldn't help but love them.

Kim Seonghyeon fiddled with his fingertips before carefully opening his mouth.

“I want to do well with the members for a long, long time. There can't always be only happy days, but I hope we can laugh and get through whatever comes our way together.”

This was followed by Kang Ichae, who wanted to have fun and stay healthy with his hyungs and the maknae, and the maknae, Jeong Dajun, who always wanted to live today to the fullest.

And then, Seo Hoyun appeared.

【This is the first day of filming the documentary.】

Seated in a chair, Seo Hoyun answered a few questions before subtly lowering his gaze.

“─At first, all I thought was that I absolutely had to be the one to keep it together. That I had to be the one to do well. It might have seemed like childish arrogance, but honestly, I was confident. That if they just followed my lead, we could succeed.”

Seo Hoyun's shadowed figure looked somehow unfamiliar.

“Well. Maybe I was foolish. A person can't do everything alone. From the start, my members' individual abilities were so outstanding that I relied on them a lot, and they all do so well on their own. Maybe that's why...”

Seo Hoyun, who had been speaking without hesitation, paused for a moment, then raised the corners of his mouth ever so slightly.

“I like that I now feel reassured that they can do anything well even without me.”

Then he said in a refreshing tone.

“Of course, I have to do well too. Until the very end.”

【When asked to sum up what The Dawn means to him in one word, Seo Hoyun bursts out laughing.】

“That's a tough one...”

Seo Hoyun lifted his lowered gaze and looked directly at the camera.

“It's the dawn that I must let go of without regrets.”

The subject of the final interview that followed him was Seong Jiwon.

【We relayed the results of Seo Hoyun's interview to Seong Jiwon.】

“Hoyun said that? That's unexpected...”

Seong Jiwon, who seemed lost in thought for a moment, soon nodded slowly.

“But I suppose that's right.”

Seong Jiwon's gentle gaze met the camera's angle.

“Because no matter what, we will face a newly rising sun every day.”

The screen faded out on Seong Jiwon's brightly smiling face.

From Dawn to Dawn.

Seeing the caption 'From Dawn to Dawn', the hearts of the Noeuls swelled with emotion.

[I really didn't know Hoyun thought like this... I did wonder if he was a perfectionist, and maybe that's why he had such a strong obsession with having to do well himself ㅠㅠ]

[I guess it's that specific emptiness that celebrities feel... ㅠㅠㅠ He seemed to try so hard not to show it, but there was a certain period when he would zone out a lot...ㅠ To think he considers this a weakness and pretends to be okay ㅠㅠㅠ]

[The way he thinks he has to continue doing perfectly well in the future so he can let go without regrets is so like Seo Hoyun, I love it... and Seong Jiwon's final words, haa... I love you...]

As the documentary concluded with interviews that gave a glimpse into the members' true hearts, the Noeuls shed tears of joy.

[Still, it's a relief he's found his original energy by bickering with the members these days ㅠ If you look at photos of when Seo Hoyun was happy, the first concert was legendary...

└ A time when there were so many pictures of him smiling... When he smiles, his whole impression changes, it's so, so heartwarming and cute ㅜ

└└ Right, there are so, so many new fans lately and they seem to be promoting actively, I wish they'd take the opportunity to hold a concert ㅠ]

While the Noeuls were still immersed in the afterglow of the documentary, making gifs of the key scenes, a post appeared on The Dawn's official social media with a cropped photo and the words 'Coming Soon'.

[Heol, what is this]

[What what what, what are they doing?????]

[Can I get my hopes up? Can I get my hopes up for a concert! Daepaseong ah!!! I'm not even hoping for Gocheok Sky Dome!]

[Ah, Gocheok is really pushing it.

└ They're so popular these days, maybe it's possible even if it's not a complete sell-out...]

A few days later, an official announcement about the concert was posted.

[IT'S THE GYMNASTICS ARENA, FUCK!!!!!!]

While the Noeuls were overcome with emotion and screaming silently, a series of PopPop messages arrived from the members of The Dawn.

[Seong Jiwon : We're preparing for ticketing!!

I wanted to try it once too...]

[Seong Jiwon :

Seonghyeon&Jiwon.jpg

Practicing with Seonghyeon next to me haha]

[Kim Seonghyeon : Yes!! I'm practicing ticketing with Seong Jiwon. How did you know?]

[Kim Seonghyeon : Ah... he sent a PopPop ㅋㅋ]

[Kim Seonghyeon : Seong Jiwon is good at ticketing.

His reaction speed is super fast...]

Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon announced they would also try ticketing, Kang Ichae posted a teary-eyed selfie, and Jeong Dajun sent a long, diary-like message.

However, Seo Hoyun added just one sentence.

[Seo Hoyun : We'll finally get to see each other.]
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The news of the concert sent the fans into a frenzy.

Fans who had followed The Dawn since they were a four-member group cried and muttered, "Our boys are having a concert at the gymnastics stadium..." New Noeuls were also ecstatic, thrilled they could finally see The Dawn in person.

Some had managed to see The Dawn in the flesh during the pre-recordings for 'Christmas Again?' or 'Our Radiant Dawn'. Since the number of participants was so limited, however, most had yet to see them live.

[Haaaah ㅠㅠ I missed the first concert and was so sad there wasn't another one after, but it's finally happening ㅠㅠㅠ It's been a little over half a year, right...]

[This is so, so great ㅠㅠㅠ The boys seem to have gotten really big too.]

The news that the concert would be at the Gymnastics Arena gave people a slight sense of relief.

[Ah ㅋㅋ Of course there'll be a seat for me, look at the capacity.

I've never failed to register for a class.

Let's gooo.

└ You always fail at getting concert tickets though.

└└ Are you trying to hit me where it hurts?]

Of course, once the day of the concert arrived, that sense of relief vanished and a wave of anxiety replaced it.

[There seems to be way too much talk about the concert lately...]

[No, really, why is this so scary? It feels like the whole world is going to be there.]

As everyone anxiously bit their nails and wondered if they would get a seat, a notification for The Dawn's live stream popped up, as if it understood their tension.

【I pulled a photocard. Awesome, right... Look at this album, it's insane.】

Fingers moved out of habit to join the live stream, but the Noeuls flinched when they saw the title.

[What is with this live title for real? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is it Dawn-ie or Destruction-ie? Are you guys reading the same webtoon as me? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Clicking the link revealed The Dawn's members huddled together in Kang Ichae's studio, giggling.

Jeong Dajun sat in the very center. He saw the rapidly scrolling greetings from the Noeuls and waved his hands wildly.

The other members sitting beside him wore slightly resigned expressions, except for Kang Ichae.

“Hello, Noeul~!!! How have you all been? It's a little late, but we're going to unbox our new ❬Dim Light❭ album!”

Jeong Dajun finished explaining the album types, the packages included in each, and the reasons for them in just three minutes.

“Alright! Let's get to the main event!!”

Jeong Dajun pointed behind him with his right hand. A cloth with a Pentagram drawn on it was spread over a low sofa table.

[What is that???]

The members' signatures were written on each point of the star. In the center was a tablet displaying the photocard Jeong Dajun wanted.

“This is today's photocard summoning circle.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, I was so nervous, but now I'm suddenly relaxed. Are they for real? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The first-ever Satan-worshipping idols ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

It was typical of Jeong Dajun, who had seen a bit of everything and had to try anything that seemed trendy or fun.

“Of course, the albums we're unboxing weren't provided by the company's money. We bought them all with our own money! I want to pull the cotton candy photocard!!”

[He even has one he wants ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He doesn't seem to care about the market price at all, just thinking about the photocard he wants to pull ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Dajun, this album's legendary photocard is the goggle one, but look at his determination to ignore that and pull the cotton candy one...]

[So cute ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Dajun-ie wanted the cotton candy photocard?! The price for that one is going to go up.]

“Should I start opening?”

As the members settled onto the sofa one by one, Kim Seonghyeon placed one of the nearby stacked boxes on the floor and started to tear off the tape. Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae shot up from their seats, outraged.

“Excuse me! Seonghyeon! You're not putting any sincerity into it, no sincerity at all!”

“Ah~~, seriously~ You're not desperate enough. Is that the attitude of someone who wants to pull a card?”

“...Is this the part where I'm supposed to apologize?”

Kim Seonghyeon looked bewildered. He had been scolded for trying to be considerate and open the box for them.

However, the leader of The Dawn could not win against the youngest members. He was ultimately sentenced to the punishment of opening the box while singing 'Our Radiant Dawn' live.

“Hold me... hotly, ha... just like you did before~.”

“La~~ la~~ ah~!”

Kim Seonghyeon's sweet tone was followed by the cacophonous singing of Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Our baby has reached enlightenment...]

[Well, if you're stuck with members like that 365 days a year, even the light can't help it...]

After they opened all the boxes in turn, Kim Seonghyeon first handed five albums to each member. Seo Hoyun looked him over from front to back, then ruthlessly ripped the plastic wrapping open.

“Aack! Hyung, if you just rip it open like that...”

“It's fine. The photocard is what's important anyway.”

“......”

At that, Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled as he sidled up to Seo Hoyun.

“What on earth are you trying to pull??”

“Mine.”

The newly rising Tower PalOce photocard, also known as 'school uniform Hoyun'.

It was a photo of Seo Hoyun in a school uniform on the music video set. He smiled faintly, bathed in the warm, pouring sunlight. His ash-gray hair glittered as it reflected the light.

[I don't have that one either...]

[I really don't have that one either...]

Seo Hoyun, who had been looking indifferent and unenthusiastic, saw the fans' reactions. His expression quickly changed as he flashed a gentle smile.

“I'll pull it and give it to you. I don't need it.”

It was a touching comment, but the Noeuls were as realistic as Seo Hoyun.

[How exactly are you going to give it to us, sweetie?]

[Are you messing with us when you're not even going to give it?]

[Even if it's Seo Hoyun, I can't forgive this.]

“...I'll try to pull it first.”

Thinking he could find a way somehow, Seo Hoyun opened the album.

“Alright, shall we check them all at once?” he asked confidently. He laid out the backs of the several photocards from the five albums in a row.

“......”

However, the desired photo was never going to appear for someone with such terrible luck.

“Wow... How can you get four of the same picture? You even got two of this one and two of that one, and none of the ones you wanted.”

“Our Dajun-ie, you really know how to step on a person so sweetly.”

“Seo Hoyun, just go back to the dorm and get some sleep.”

To make matters worse, this album had updated each member's legendary photocard, and Seo Hoyun had not managed to get a single one.

“...It happens.”

While Seo Hoyun ignored the members' jeers and cleaned up the plastic he had torn, Seong Jiwon opened an album beside him.

“Ah! Hoyun-ah, here's your photocard.”

“...Thanks.”

It was not the school uniform one, but the very first photocard was a picture of Seo Hoyun. In the end, Seong Jiwon managed to get the version he wanted by unboxing just five albums.

[Oh, but Seong Jiwon is quietly good at pulling.]

[I know, right? I think I opened over ten albums to get that Seong Jiwon photocard ㅋㅋㅋㅋ... and failed... he pulled it so easily...]

Next was Kim Seonghyeon's turn.

He was about to open an album like the members before him but was stopped again by Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae.

“Ahem! Seonghyeon-hyung, no cheating.”

“Hear, hear! Put it in the middle of the summoning circle!”

When Kim Seonghyeon reluctantly placed the album on the cloth, they now demanded he dance.

“Hyung! You have to do a dance break with more desperation!”

“...Alright...”

If you can't avoid it, enjoy it. Kim Seonghyeon let out a small sigh and complied with the youngest members' demands. He did some Popping as he carefully tore open the packaging.

“Come to me before I bite~.”

[Kim Seonghyeon ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You spoil the youngest ones like this, so of course they draw magic circles ㅋㅋㅋ]

However, a harsh dose of reality seemed to hit him. He stopped singing and moving to ask a question.

“But, maknaes. Can't I just retake the photo in the same pose and print it out?”

“Where in the world is there an identical photocard, really! You still don't have the right mindset!”

As they watched The Dawn bicker and cause a ruckus, the Noeuls felt their pride strangely wounded.

[Ah... my pride is hurt.

I'm going to re-record and upload my album unboxing.]

[I really want to do that too. It's a disgrace to lose to idols in album unboxing antics.]

Declaring they could not lose to their own idols, even in comedy, the Noeuls united. They calculated how many more albums to buy while The Dawn's album unboxing continued.

“Ah, it's not coming out.”

Jeong Dajun, who failed to get the photocard he wanted until the very end, pouted. He flipped over the empty album box and wrote on the bottom, 'World's Most Handsome Man Jeong Dajun looking for cotton candy photocard'.

“Looking to trade photocards!!”

[I'm losing my mind. Jeong Dajun has seen it all.]

[Suddenly getting HotXacks vibes ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun, who had also failed to pull their cards, showed interest and engaged in lively trades and negotiations. Kang Ichae also opened an album.

“Oh! Ichae-yah, isn't this the one you were trying to pull?”

“Ooh~.”

Just like that, he picked out his own legendary photocard. Kang Ichae chuckled and said in a sing-song voice, “The Most Handsome Man has made his appearance~.”

He then flipped over another photocard. This time, it was the one Kim Seonghyeon had been trying to get.

“...!!”

“Wait, Kang Ichae, what are you?”

“Mmm, lucky boy~.”

After lifting his photo and giving it a ceremonial peck, Kang Ichae smoothly ripped open the packaging of the next album.

“Should I try to pull Hoyun-hyung's school uniform one next?”

“What nonsense are you talking about?”

In truth, even though Seo Hoyun had opened several more albums, there had been no sign of that photo.

Seo Hoyun scoffed, confident that Kang Ichae would not be able to pull it.

“How are you going to pull that?”

However, thirty seconds later, “Yeeah~.”

First, the cotton candy photocard that Jeong Dajun was looking for appeared.

“......”

“...??”

Whistling, Kang Ichae revealed the second photocard. As if to show off, there was Seo Hoyun in his school uniform, smiling faintly.

“Kang Ichae.”

Furious, Seo Hoyun threw down the photos in his hand and shot to his feet.

“Don't you dare cheat. You hid it and swapped it, didn't you.”

“That's pathetic, hyung.”

[Guys, calm down ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You're on camera ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[As expected, not even idols can escape the madness of photocards...]

[Even the way he throws the album...]

“What can I do if I was born with good luck?”

As Kang Ichae shrugged and replied slyly, a box was shoved in front of his face. It was the very box with 'World's Most Handsome Man Jeong Dajun looking for cotton candy photocard' written on it.

“Willing to trade two for one for the cotton candy photocard!!”

[I'm dying ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Where on earth did you learn that kind of thing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Our Puppy has been watching the Noeul logs diligently ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While one of a fan's hands was busy typing 'ㅋ', the other was busy deleting their Noeul logs from YouTube. They felt as if their sensitive, personal space had been suddenly exposed.

[Frantically finding my account to delete my YouTube vids. He really can't see this.]

[Ugh, the thought that my baby saw my transparent desires makes me break out in a cold sweat.]

A fervent discussion broke out among the fans. Some suggested they should have titled their videos 'Jeong Dajun, Do Not Enter,' while others argued that would only make him want to watch it more.

“...Noeul, goodbye~.”

“Next time, I'll tell them to release a reasonable number of photocards...”

The live stream ended with everyone looking a bit dejected, except for Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, who had achieved satisfying results.

[Kang Ichae is my bias, but for a moment I was so pissed.]

[I know, right? I was watching and almost turned it off because I felt so salty.]

The Noeuls who had witnessed Kang Ichae's insane luck firsthand were also slightly wounded, but right now, concert ticketing was more important. It was almost time to reserve their tickets.

[Gasp, it's already time.]

The Noeuls had been waiting with the portal site's clock and the ticketing site open. They frantically clicked the button as soon as the time came, but...

[...]

Most could not even make it to the payment page.

[Fuck...]

Trying to refresh only made the seats disappear even faster, leaving them with empty hands in the end.

Everyone trudged to the convenience store, saying they needed a stiff drink, and vented their despair on social media.

[FML, looks like the entire world is going to The Dawn's concert.]

[I'm so jealous of The Dawn...

Even if they fail at ticketing, they can still go to The Dawn's concert...]

[Guys... please understand even if we talk nonsense.

Good luck with the concert preparations...]

While the Noeuls tried to act cool but repeatedly failed, swallowing their tears, The Dawn was in a flurry of activity for the concert. They had been preparing diligently for a long time, but now that the date was set, the members felt that everything was lacking.

“One, two!”

“Okay, turn here.”

The day before the concert, they repeated their practice endlessly, as usual.

At that moment, the sound of sneakers scraping the floor in perfect time with the beat echoed steadily.

SKRRRT-!

THUD!

“......”

Seo Hoyun slipped and tumbled across the practice room floor.

It was clear at a glance that it was serious. The members' faces turned deathly pale.

“Seo Hoyun!”

“Hyung!!”

“Ah, shit...”

His mind went blank for a moment. Seo Hoyun clenched his jaw against the piercing pain and checked his ankle first.

Through his sock, his skin had turned bright red. It looked like it would start swelling any second.

A hollow laugh escaped his lips.

“Dammit.”

It was the day before the concert.

In the corner of his vision, a Quest window appeared.

[Quest Arrived:

'Successfully complete the concert held at the Gymnastics Arena!'

With the influx of new fans, now is the time to strike while the iron is hot, right? Provide the fans with a concert they will never forget.

Success: 15,000 points awarded

Failure: Permanent stamina debuff]

It was a signal that he was fucked.


Chapter 275

It was the day of The Dawn's concert at the gymnastics arena, broadcast live worldwide over the internet.

“Whoa, holy crap! Isn't that Joo Woosung over there?!”

“No way, it's really him? He's so damn handsome!”

Joo Woosung, who had just entered the invited guest section, felt extremely awkward.

Agh, should I not have come?

He received the ticket from Seo Hoyun and casually asked his team members if they wanted to go. They all just stared with wide eyes before choking and bursting into coughs. Then came a flood of comments asking if he had eaten something weird, if his head was okay, or if he needed to go to the hospital. Feeling like they were just making fun of him, he turned to leave the practice room, but his members hurriedly followed.

“Ahhh! Woosung-ah! Of course we were joking!”

“Let's go together, together!”

“Agh, get lost.”

The members who had teased him relentlessly belatedly clung to his pants, begging to go with him, but Joo Woosung coldly left them behind and came alone.

To be honest, he hadn't really intended to come, but he was a little concerned because he hadn't heard a single word from Seo Hoyun asking for practice help lately.

Well, there were other reasons too...

After a little while, however, he started to regret not bringing Chae Jeongwoo with him.

Just then, a camera flash went off from the section below. Someone had recognized him even though he wore a hat pulled down low.

Joo Woosung needlessly grabbed the brim of his cap and pressed it down again, as if to hide his face. Then, he scanned his surroundings, moving only his eyes.

It was definitely the invited guest section, but he couldn't see a single other celebrity besides himself.

“......”

There were only people who looked like the members' families.

They said The Dawn has been keeping to themselves lately...

“...You guys really don't have any friends, do you...”

It was a comment Seo Hoyun would have found humiliating, but Joo Woosung felt a sense of self-loathing after saying it. He saw his own reflection in The Dawn.

“...Should I just leave?”

The thought of his picture circulating with a headline like 'Joo Woosung, Spotted Alone at The Dawn's Concert During His Hiatus' was horrifying.

Let's go.

“Oh, Joo Woosung!”

Just as Joo Woosung stood to leave, a familiar voice called from behind him. He turned to see Lim Hyeonsu and Yu Jia standing there with slightly surprised expressions.

“You punk, it's been a while.”

“Wow, noona! Thank you so, so, so much for coming.”

“...Huh? ...Oh, yeah.”

“Woosung, hello.”

Joo Woosung bowed his head in response to Yu Jia's greeting. Inwardly, he felt a sense of relief.

I won't be the only one getting a crazy reaction!

Since Yu Jia had come with Lim Hyeonsu, it was unlikely that all the attention and gossip would focus solely on him.

As he smiled to hide his slight embarrassment, Yu Jia's lips curved up slightly.

“Woosung, you're still as shy as ever.”

“...Please let it slide.”

As expected of Yu Jia, who had been in the entertainment industry since she was young, she was quick-witted. He could feel that she had seen right through him.

“I'm glad you're still close with The Dawn.”

“Not really...”

“You're acting like a cousin who's trying way too hard to be chic. Since you're here, you should have some fun.”

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been clicking her tongue, gave Joo Woosung a light pat on the back and leaned her arms on the railing.

While they were briefly catching up, the lights dimmed and a grand beat echoed through the venue. It was the intro, signaling the start of the concert.

“Oh, it's starting.”

JIIING, JIIING, JIIING.

“Ooh~.”

Lim Hyeonsu whistled, enjoying the rhythm that slowly built excitement. At the same time, the VCR screen glowed blue.

KYAAAAAAH!

Kang Ichae's face appeared on the screen. As the corners of his mouth curved up confidently, the screen abruptly went dark.

A crossroads scattered with faint light appeared, followed by a scene of The Dawn's members walking leisurely through it.

Jeong Dajun appeared with the colorful hues of neon signs on his cheeks. Seong Jiwon had a bright flashlight shining relentlessly on him from the side.

JIIING, JIIING, JIIING.

Seo Hoyun strolled down a gray street. As he brushed a hand past his mouth, smoke seeped from between his parted lips and soon turned blue.

The moment it felt like Kim Seonghyeon's hand, bursting through the spreading blue smoke, was about to touch the camera lens, the wall where the VCR played split apart.

“Oh...”

The Dawn appeared.

WOOOOOAH-!

“Whoa.”

Standing amidst the pouring cheers, Seo Hoyun stood out more than he had expected.

【Can you save me?

Whisper your faith to me】

If he looks this good to me, how much more will he stand out to others?

Hmm. His dancing is still mediocre, but he does possess the basic talent of an idol to draw people's eyes.

In any case, what mattered in every industry was money, and in this business, that was directly converted into public interest. People talked about dancing, singing, and skill, but the entertainment world was a place where none of that could truly shine without star power.

In that sense, Seo Hoyun was a talented one.

【Our youth that will never come again

Whatever I don't care

Come quickly before I bite you】

“Wow, they're starting off intense, but their live vocals aren't shaky at all,” Yu Jia gasped in admiration. Seeing her mutter that it reminded her of her trainee days and that those were the good times, Joo Woosung chimed in with a blunt remark.

“...Yu Jia, that's a 'latte'.”

“Pfft, lattes are delicious.”

Yu Jia lightly brushed off Joo Woosung's comment, unable to take her eyes off The Dawn. She focused especially on Seong Jiwon, who possessed outstanding vocal talent.

“Hmm, I'm a bit envious. Seong Jiwon seems like a natural, and he's diligent, too.”

“Hey, Yu Jia, you're one to talk. You're a talent-monster.”

“Ahaha, Hyeonsu-noona, really. Well, if it weren't for my injury, I might have cheekily agreed...”

There were several reasons why Yu Jia had switched to acting. It happened to be time for her contract renewal with her agency, and back then, it had become a common route for singers to transition into acting once their music careers had matured. Then, she injured her knee joint. After months of deliberation following a doctor's diagnosis that she might never walk again if she continued to strain it, she had to give up the stage she loved so much.

Of course, all of this was a closely guarded secret between her agency and herself.

【Spinning around you like I'm broken

How can I live without you?

I will never change】

Just then, Kang Ichae came forward and spat out his rap, breathing life into his husky tone.

“Yeah~~! That's my student, my student!!”

Joo Woosung stealthily took a step away from the excited Lim Hyeonsu, who was waving her arms wildly in the air.

As soon as 'Our Radiant Dawn' ended, The Dawn immediately followed up with 'Connected', their collaboration song with IRIX.

【Finally the boring time is passing

I like watching you go wild

Get on the ring as I command】

“Yeeeaaaaah~~!!! Our Ichae is a genius, fuck!!!”

“Hyung, calm down...”

Deciding it was difficult to restrain Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung took another step back. However, her excitement wasn't entirely incomprehensible. The Dawn's synergy was excellent.

To think they could put on a live performance of this caliber only three years into their career. They had a strong image of having climbed up step by step, but in reality, it wasn't much different from advancing on an express train.

...Yeah, it's no wonder the companies are getting greedy.

Various companies had been making a fuss ever since talks of acquiring Daepaseong started happening behind the scenes.

Just as he was wondering what would happen next, Seo Hoyun's part began.

【Don't hesitate, just move forward

I will never leave your side】

“...Huh?”

Joo Woosung instinctively sensed that something was wrong. His expression was the usual Seo Hoyun, his dancing wasn't too bad, and his balance was fine.

【Ready to be connected?】

And yet, something felt off.

As he watched Seo Hoyun closely, he could see him subconsciously trying to avoid using his right foot, either by reducing the size of his movements or by using the stage props to gloss over them.

An injury?

Joo Woosung's brow furrowed slightly.

Lim Hyeonsu and Yu Jia, seemingly not noticing anything amiss, continued to shower them with praise.

“Oh, he's good. Our klutz.”

“Seo Hoyun has improved so much. He doesn't look at all like the person who danced awkwardly to the song Black Call on my show.”

“...Hey, you two. Doesn't Seo Hoyun seem a little strange?”

When Joo Woosung carefully asked, Lim Hyeonsu tilted her head.

“Doesn't he look like he's hurt somewhere?”

“Him? Where?”

It was strange. He was moving too well to be injured. Even Yu Jia, who was sensitive about injuries, just had a puzzled look on her face and said nothing.

“Huh? I'm not sure...”

“Doesn't it look like he hurt his leg?”

“Woosung-ah. Aren't you being a little overprotective?”

“What are you talking about?”

Joo Woosung grimaced at Lim Hyeonsu's words and shut his mouth. He still felt uneasy, but he couldn't keep dragging it on when everyone else thought it was nothing.

Even during the next performance of 'Fall', Joo Woosung's gaze remained fixed on Seo Hoyun. After the song ended, even during the opening remarks, Seo Hoyun just waved with a perfectly fine expression.

Was I being too sensitive?

In Joo Woosung's eyes, Seo Hoyun often acted foolishly. He would act like someone detached from everything, then suddenly charge forward like a madman who had staked his life on The Dawn. The Seo Hoyun of today wasn't so different from the one who had forcibly called him over, asked for practice help for a music video shoot the very next day, and then collapsed and was rushed to the hospital.

“Noeuls, hello. This is Hoyun.”

As Seo Hoyun's voice spread through the gymnastics arena, the fans' cheers soared. When a brightly smiling Seo Hoyun appeared on the big screen in response, another wave of screams erupted.

That detestable bastard...

“The light from the light sticks is so pretty from up here. I can see the smiling faces of the Noeuls even better. Thank you so much for coming today.”

Hearing this, Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu grimaced at the same time.

“Wow, that gives me the creeps.”

“Woosung-ah. Why is that bastard talking like that?!”

“I know, right? Why is he like that?! I'm glad I came without eating dinner!”

“W-Why are you two so worked up?”

Yu Jia, who knew nothing of the sticky history between Joo Woosung, Lim Hyeonsu, and Seo Hoyun, was bewildered by their reaction. Unable to endure Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu, who grew more infuriated with each comment, Yu Jia finally made an excuse about enjoying the concert from a spot with a better view and moved to an empty seat.

“Wow, look at that bastard doing a dance break.”

“Ugh. That bastard is one tough son of a bitch.”

The performances resumed, followed by a cover of Lea Purple's 'Easy Tempo', which would go down in legend among the Noeuls, and a performance of their fan song, 'Orbit'. Despite being the klutz, Seo Hoyun now often stood in the center even during dance breaks.

“...Woosung-ah. I know it's not my place to say this, but.”

“What is it? Don't beat around the bush.”

“Geez, so prickly.”

For someone who had started the conversation so lightly, Lim Hyeonsu wore a rather serious expression.

“Why do you care so much about Seo Hoyun?”

“Even if you are my noona, this is going too far. Why would I care about him?!”

“Why are you getting so worked up again?”

Joo Woosung roughly swept his hair back.

“...It's just that he gets on my nerves, that's all.”

To Lim Hyeonsu's questions of why he acted that way and whether Seo Hoyun possessed some incredible talent for dancing, Joo Woosung was momentarily speechless. He then looked at Seo Hoyun, who was laughing and embracing his members, and said, “It's the same reason as you, Noona...”

The confidence in his success, the detachment that kept him unshaken by anything. The boldness to never waver even when faced with an opaque and dark reality. All things he had wanted for himself.

“Yeah, you're a hopeless case too...”

“...I know that all too well.”

Not wanting to continue the pathetic conversation, Joo Woosung fell silent.

Just then, a fan's placard was shown up close on the big screen.

❬My Little Baby Kitty Seo Hoyun❭

“Whoa, that Noeuls placard is cute.”

As soon as he said that, whoosh, the placard was flipped over.

❬But Why Aren't You Crying?❭

“......”

“......”

The fans here are scary...

After that, the two enjoyed the concert without much more conversation.

As the concert neared its end and he watched The Dawn perform 'Stardust', Joo Woosung could finally be certain that his nagging feeling was real.

【As embers fill my heart

I will risk it all

I bet everything from the start】

“Uh...”

The choreography with the kick had been changed so he sat in a chair, and whenever he used his right leg, his foot was slightly off the floor.

Ah, as I thought.

He hadn't shown any sign of it at the beginning of the concert, but perhaps the hours-long performance was taking its toll. Whenever his path took him to the back of the stage, Seo Hoyun's expression soured. It might have been more visible from the invited guest section, but some fans had probably started to notice as well. It was just that he put on a perfectly fine face during his parts or when he came to the front, leaving them uncertain.

Still, if he can get through a concert, does that mean his condition isn't the worst?

No matter how sloppy Daepaseong's management was, they surely wouldn't have put him on stage if it meant worsening a leg injury.

【We're not lost

We are moving forward】

However, he could see Seo Hoyun's jaw was clenched tight. Of course, when he ran back to the center, his signature confident smile was plastered on his face.

“...Wow.”

It was just like the smile he had used to completely fool everyone on the final stage of Shining Star Season 2, even after his parents' accident was revealed to the world.

Joo Woosung felt goosebumps rise all over his body.

【All the way to the end】

“...Truly a madman.”

Joo Woosung was certain. That guy was not standing there in his right mind.


Chapter 276

"Seo Hoyun! I'm going to touch up your makeup."

I'm really going to die at this rate, damn it.

I glanced at my throbbing ankle, then acted nonchalant and caught my breath.

It was Seong Jiwon's solo stage, so I could take a short break backstage.

"Wow, Seo Hoyun, you were really flying out there!"

"...Ahaha, it was pretty good, right?"

After drinking some water, I hurriedly changed my clothes. A staff member, who was reattaching and checking my mic, complimented me.

Thankfully, the staff didn't seem to have noticed anything. The person checking my outfit and makeup also seemed unaware.

"But your expression seems a bit stiff. Are you okay?"

"I guess I'm just a little nervous."

I smiled, but I clenched my jaw tight to keep my mouth from trembling.

[Temporary: World, Give Me Strength!

In the harsh entertainment world where you never know what might happen, an idol's body is their greatest asset!

Using this spray can restore an injured part of the body to its original state.

Enjoy a safe and faithful idol career with a strong body!

※The effect lasts for 15 minutes after application.

※Can be used multiple times.

※Caution: As a temporary item, it only heals external wounds. The pain will remain.

One-time Use Item: 1,500]

To one side, a small System Window showed an item was in use.

I could only endure because I was using this.

Honestly, I don't just want to sit in a chair. I want to lie down on the floor right this instant.

The longer I stood on stage, the more I felt like I was truly going to die.

Balance the Quest difficulty, for fuck's sake...

The penalty for failure was a permanent stamina debuff, so how could I just skip it? Besides, if I skip the Quest, the system gets all messed up.

Ding!

[...Are you okay?]

What could I do even if I said I'm not okay? It has to be done.

I just had to do it.

[How about using the main item instead of the temporary one to get rid of the pain now?]

"Are you crazy?"

The System Window kept blaring noisy alarms, chattering away.

However, I had already spent too many points. The main item cost three times as many points as the temporary one, even though the duration was the same. Even using the temporary item like this, I was on the verge of dumping all my Quest success points right back into items.

No, I'm the idiot for not being careful in the first place, damn it.

As I clicked my tongue and tried to stand up carefully, a shadow fell over me.

"Hyung."

Kang Ichae crouched in front of me. He shook a can of pain relief spray with a click and sprayed it liberally. The smell was overwhelming.

A cool, stinging sensation on my ankle made my body flinch.

"...Are you spraying bug repellent or something?"

"How did you know?"

Our eyes met. Kang Ichae looked a little on edge.

"I told you to keep spraying it whenever you have a chance."

After Seong Jiwon's solo stage was a duet performance by Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun. The two of them kept checking their choreography while glancing in my direction.

"You're not just perfectly fine, you're being completely stubborn. Yesterday, you didn't listen to a word the members said either."

"Are you a doctor? I went to the hospital, and the doctor said I'm fine."

"Right, just like always."

Kang Ichae slammed the spray can onto the floor with a THUD. He pressed his finger firmly into my ankle.

For a moment, the pain was so intense I almost cried out.

"...You, you wanna die?"

"There's pre-arranged staging, so we can't change the blocking much now. You refuse to sit in a chair, and when we tell you to drop out, you refuse even more."

When I first injured my ankle, not just Kang Ichae but all the members were horrified. They tried to break my stubborn insistence on performing in the concert. They told me to just post an announcement and proceed without me, or if I really wanted to be on stage, to just sit in a chair and sing.

"Ichae-yah. Hyung is so popular that it would cause an uproar."

It was nonsense.

This was a concert at the Gymnastics Arena.

The Quest was one thing, but the moment I dropped out, as many people would flock to tear me down as there were people who were worried.

"He's usually so motivated, how much must he be struggling to drop out?" "How long is he going to use motivation as an excuse?" "Isn't it his fault as a pro for failing to manage his condition?" "Shouldn't they be refunding tickets?" and so on.

I don't care what people say about me, but it's a different story if it affects The Dawn.

Before I knew it, Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon's duet performance ended, and a VCR started playing.

After that, it was the stage for the two of us, Kang Ichae and me.

"Let's go."

I had my ankle checked at the hospital early in the morning, and the members had lukewarmly accepted my participation in the concert. Above all, since it was physically possible for me to dance, it wasn't an issue worth hesitating over.

I ignored my ankle, which felt like it was being sliced open, and stood up straight. Kang Ichae, who had been staring at me silently, also got up.

"Hyung. Just trust me and follow my lead."

"What are you talking about?"

"There's a handsome, pretty, and genius rapper in the group, right? I'll give you a signal at the right time."

Then, with his face still tense, he flashed a grin.

"So once we get up there, only look at me."

Kang Ichae said so confidently and strode towards the stage before I could react. Seong Jiwon, who was on break, gave Kang Ichae a thumbs-up and made a fighting pose at me.

"Hoyun-ah, fighting!"

"Uh-huh."

I gave a vague reply, but a sense of unease began to creep in.

"Hey, Kang Ichae..."

Had there ever been a time when Kang Ichae acted like that and things went smoothly?

However, the kid pretended not to hear me and ran onto the stage.

Damn it...

I followed him onto the darkened stage. It was decorated to look like the shelves of a foreign supermarket.

I carefully avoided using my right foot as I climbed to the top of a steel frame and sat in position.

As I waited for the music to start, I saw a wave of blue light shimmering from the audience. For a moment, it looked like the Milky Way reflected on a dark sea.

It's beautiful.

Then, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, the song began.

It was a song called 'Symphony', specially produced by Kang Ichae for the concert duet.

Colorful lights illuminated the stage, and cheers erupted.

【Call me gently

when the universe goes quiet】

My voice alone, carried by the gentle melody, filled the Gymnastics Arena.

【Sing me slowly

when your heart beats】

I focused on my expression as I pushed myself up, supporting my body with my left arm. Then I gave a playful smile.

【Because you are my everything】

BOOM! BOOM BOOM!

At the same time, the mood of the song changed in an instant. It was a fast and cheerful R&B track with a hip-hop base and a hint of sexiness.

Kang Ichae crossed the stage, scattering neatly arranged products with his hand. He then climbed onto the steel frame and blew a kiss to the fans.

【But you have to be careful

I'm naturally high-maintenance】

While he spat out the addictive chorus, I had to move down according to the blocking.

Pair choreography with Kang Ichae, then after we separate, we meet again and strike a pose.

The moment I reached the floor, putting as much weight as possible on my left foot, Kang Ichae was already standing one step ahead in my spot.

【I'll hold your hand

so even burning meteors won't be enviable】

He grinned at me.

【I will show you how to dive】

You, you bastard...!

I immediately understood what his actions meant. He had told me to trust and follow him, and now he was changing the blocking slightly to support me.

【Call my name

Umm Umm just like that

you and I, a perfect Symphony】

I took over the song, staying in place without moving further.

Kang Ichae filled the empty space with extra choreography and gestures, so it didn't look awkward even though we weren't dancing as a pair.

This kid, he's all grown up.

Maybe because I was out of my mind with pain, Kang Ichae had never looked so good.

Still, I couldn't just stay put.

I stepped toward the cart filled with bundles of fake money, as planned.

Just then, Kang Ichae held out his hand to me.

【Can you trust me?】

Originally, Kang Ichae was supposed to get on the cart.

As his playful, smiling face appeared on the big screen, cheers erupted.

Even then, Kang Ichae's gaze remained fixed on the cart.

Me? You want me to get on instead of you?

Yeah.

In a situation like this, we could understand each other with just a look.

When I stared at him in disbelief, he pulled my hand and forced me toward the cart.

【Kick it up!】

I tried to control my expression, but inwardly, curses were rising.

【The moment a comet streaks by is always beautiful】

But being seated definitely eased the tension in my leg, making it easier to perform.

When I looked back at Kang Ichae, he was singing while making a finger heart at me.

【Even if I play a prank, let it slide

Repeat after me(what?)】

...madman.

Since it had come to this, I shamelessly stuck my legs out of the cart and swung them, matching the moves with just my upper body.

【Call my name

Umm Umm just like that

you and I, a perfect Symphony】

Kang Ichae danced in the spot where I was originally supposed to stand. As the pair formation came together quite nicely, the cheers grew even louder.

He's really something else.

However, as the hyung, I couldn't just sit back and accept my dongsaeng's help.

When the kid came closer, I took his hand, got out of the cart, and perched on a low structure nearby.

【But you have to be careful】

A memorable concert?

That wasn't so difficult. All I had to do was finish the concert safely as planned.

Of course, it would be even better with a little added impact.

【I'm naturally high-maintenance

so even burning meteors won't be enviable】

I lightly lifted one corner of my mouth, tugged slightly at my shirt, and did a wave.

A close-up of my upper body appeared on the screen, and a deafening scream erupted, loud enough to blow up the Gymnastics Arena.

【I will show you how to love】

I had been frantically trying to get through each song, but my spirits finally lifted. Thanks to Kang Ichae's consideration, I was safely finishing another song without straining my ankle too much.

【Call me gently

Sing me slowly

when our hearts beat to the same rhythm】

Kang Ichae approached from my right. He pretended to put his arm around my shoulder in his excitement, making me lean against him.

【Because you are my song】

As he sang the last line, he winked at me.

I looked back at him and smiled.

That kid, Kang Ichae, I raised him well.


"Good work, everyone!!"

"Whew, good work."

We successfully finished the first day of the concert.

"Thank you so much for coming today."

【You guys worked so, so hard♡♡♡】

We even finished the live stream without a hitch.

The pain hadn't subsided, and a cold sweat broke out, but thankfully it was indistinguishable from actual sweat.

"Hoyun-ah, is your ankle okay?"

I thought it might get better if I went back to the dorm, iced it, and slept. Just then, Seong Jiwon came over and checked my ankle.

Fortunately, the item's effect was still active, so my ankle looked fine on the outside.

"Hyung!! Is it really a bit better?"

"Yeah, yeah. It's fine."

"Don't lie. We don't have anything else scheduled today, so let's go to the hospital again."

"Did you even listen to me?"

Yes, honestly, I wanted to go to the hospital and get some painkillers.

As I shook my head and wiped the sweat with the back of my hand, Kang Ichae suddenly shoved his face in front of mine.

"Ichae did good, right~."

"Yeah, you damn praiseworthy bastard."

"Let's go to the hospital together~!"

For some reason, his eyes were gleaming.

Instead of answering, I just turned my head away.

In any case, everyone took a look at my ankle before starting to change their clothes.

Saying I needed to catch my breath a little more, I stayed put and searched for reactions to today's concert on my phone.

[Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae's duet today was insane

I want to see it again ahhhhhhh]

[Why is Hoyun so good at dancing these days???

└ I know, right... I was in a spot where I could see a bit behind the stage, and he'd catch his breath for a moment back there, but the second he came on stage, he was just flying around hahahaha it was amazing.

└└ I'm so glad I have tickets for both days... so, so glad... I wish Hoyun would do that performance just one more time...]

[Seo Hoyun is the best... He's the real deal...]

At first glance, there didn't seem to be anything to worry about. It looked like changing the choreography with Kang Ichae wasn't that noticeable either.

I seemed to have hidden it well, and I sighed in relief.

Let's just get through one more day.

As I steeled my resolve and swiped down on the screen, a text from Joo Woosung popped up at the top.

[Joo Woosung: You foolish bastard]

Seeing it, I let out a small laugh.

"Pushover Bastard."

He's a surprisingly delicate bastard. The text strongly implied he had noticed my injury.

After replying with a simple "thanks for coming," I was about to put on an ankle brace and change my clothes. Suddenly, Jeong Dajun, who had briefly stepped out to get more water, burst back into the waiting room with a loud clatter.

The members' gazes naturally turned to the youngest.

"Hyung, hyung! Hyungs!!! Aack!"

"What."

"I, I, I just heard from the Manager-nim! You know, there was all that talk about us being acquired! By Senior Min Jiheon, no, I mean, about him expanding into actor management!"

So, what?

When I raised an eyebrow, Jeong Dajun whipped his head around, checking our surroundings. He then gestured for the members to gather closer.

"D-Don't be surprised."

Jeong Dajun mouthed a few words, then whispered to the members in a tiny voice.

"...—Our label is being acquired by WH!"

WH Entertainment.

The agency that housed Black Call and High Five.

In that moment, Kim Heeyeong's words came to mind. She had said there was a high probability of us being acquired by LV Entertainment, the company Yu Jia and White Cherry belonged to.

I unknowingly brought a hand to my forehead and sighed.

Haa...

Excuse me.

You were wrong.


Chapter 277

The Dawn's two-day concert at the Gymnastics Arena ended.

[Title: Unpacking my thoughts on The Dawn's Gymnastics Arena concert

It's been a few days, but it still feels like a dream...

My ancestors must have been watching over me, because I was in the very front row for the concert ㅠ As soon as I went in, my heart was pounding like crazy...

First off, I'm a light fan, and my bias is Jeong Dajun ㅇㅇ

He's the baby angel who's my only source of healing in this exhausting and competitive society...

First, here's what was freaking awesome.

The Dawn showed no signs of tiring during the concert.

Especially our Puppy Jeong Dajun... I think he could do five concerts in a row and be fine. It felt like one of those big dogs that never gets tired, no matter how long you walk them.

In my head, Jeong Dajun is just a puppy, but seeing him in person, he's so tall and handsome. There's a reason he always wears that 'Most Handsome Man' t-shirt.

Jeong Dajun_Most_Handsome_Man_T-shirt_pic.jpg

But the moment he opened his mouth...

Dajun: Noeuls~~~~ I missed yooou~~~~!!!

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You could practically see his tail wagging like crazy behind him...

Plus, during the talking segment, you know how they say, "Hello to the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd floors~~"?

Dajun: I'm sad I can't go up to the 3rd floor... I'm sorry ㅜ.ㅜ

Noeul: (Haaaa...ㅠㅠㅠ) Dajun is a baby angel...

Dajun: I'll fly up there next time!!!

Noeul: (A little scared) Heek

I was so scared because it felt like Jeong Dajun would actually ride a wire and fly up here with a SWOOOOSH...

As for Kim Seonghyeon... I've seen Seo Hoyun push him around so much that I had this image of him as a softie <3, you know??

Kim Seonghyeon_encounter.jpg

But damn, seeing him in person, he's just a man... I saw him wave right in front of me and I couldn't breathe...

No, I'm not just fangirling. It was like, Ah! This is what a man is...! I thought, damn ㅋㅋㅋ

But near the end, he cried with these little hiccups. I heard Kim Seonghyeon cries a lot, and it was so damn cute... I think I get why there's a rumor that high school seniors are crazy for Kim Seonghyeon.

Seong Jiwon... is just... holy...

Honestly, my type is the cool, handsome type ㅠ, so I thought, Seong Jiwon is gorgeous, but he's not my type~, but when I saw him in person, light just... HWAAAA──!!!! burst out of him.

Our eyes met right in front of me. I thought I was a vampire about to turn to ash.

He speaks so softly and prettily, too.

It's genuinely scary how assertive he is with that face.

Kang Ichae...

Don't say Kang Ichae looks scary on screen. He looks even scarier in person... There's a reason people say he has the kind of face that would get rejected at a formal meeting with the parents.

But seeing him smile gently and act charming during his duet stage was amazing. There's a reason he's a popular member.

It feels like this guy has stardom crammed into every fiber of his being.

Seo Hoyun...

I now understand why they call him God Hoyun.

He was the god of fan service.

Seo Hoyun did everything fans asked for at the concert.

If you made half a heart, he'd complete the other half.

He did cheek hearts. He waved.

He even blew a hand kiss to the nosebleed seats.

And that scene...

The moment that's the most-viewed clip on YouTube... The moment the Noeuls' cheers were heard most clearly...

Seo Hoyun...

He revealed his abs,

and I decided to call him a god.

Seo Hoyun_gods_ab_wave.gif

He's never properly revealed them before, just little peeks, but it was insane. It was like a religion...

That day, all the Noeuls went mad. Everyone threw their placards and tore their hair out. It was chaos... They were like true fanatics...

Of course, I was one of them...

Anyway, I've been to a lot of concerts ㅋㅋ (when will I ever escape K-Pop), but setting aside The Dawn, the concert, their 3rd year, and all that, they were just so talented that I really enjoyed it.

At a concert, if the choreography isn't in sync, it can look like they're just flailing (broadcasts use camera work to make it look synced), but The Dawn didn't have that problem ㅋㅋㅋ They must practice a lot.

Anyway, this light fan had a great time!!

└ Looks like this friend enjoyed it deeply.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Damn, that's what I'm saying. Their fangirling is top-tier ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ How did a light fan even get seats in that section in the first place ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Damn, you have to admit Noeuls are hilarious.

└ "Seo Hoyun is the god of fan service." I totally agree with this.

I was in the nosebleed seats, so I was just prepared to hear him say "Thank you to the 3rd floor~~!!" at the end, but he looked our way and waved so many times ㅜ The 3rd floor got this, so the people on the 1st floor are truly blessed...

└ Thankfully, Seo Hoyun revealed his abs on both days. Haa~~!!! I was there on Sunday, and the moment I saw them, I seriously wanted to bow]

Two university students chatted in a Seoul studio apartment. One liked The Dawn and the other liked High Five, and they had even attended a Shining Star Season 2 recording together.

“Haaa... Seo Hoyun is handsome, and his body is amazing too...”

“Yeah, must be nice for you, you punk.”

“He's got abs...”

They had opposite personalities but thought that was exactly why they got along so well.

“High Five's new song is great~. I like Yeonhu.”

“Don't bring up Yeonhu...”

“Why?! Did Kang Yeonhu get into some scandal?!”

“No, I just get teary-eyed thinking about him.”

“You've really got it bad...”

Though she was a fan of The Dawn, she knew from her friend's many stories that Kang Yeonhu had almost single-handedly carried High Five to its current position.

Whenever her friend thought of Kang Yeonhu, she would uncharacteristically sniffle.

Noeul, realizing this was a common occurrence, grew indifferent. She flopped onto the bed and started looking up reviews of The Dawn's concert on her phone.

Just then, a particular post caught her eye.

She quickly tapped the title to check the content.

[Title: I liked everything, but I was a little disappointed with The Dawn's concert because

my seat wasn't there

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah, I can feel the sorrow in this short post ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Next time they really need to do it at Gocheok Sky Dome ㅋㅋ Seriously, please hold it somewhere bigger next time

└└ Even Daepaseong probably couldn't have imagined this

But I didn't know either.

That my seat wouldn't exist...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah... It's funny but not funny]

As their popularity exploded, posts from people disappointed about missing the concert appeared often.

Noeul, relieved it was nothing serious, returned to the list and sighed softly.

“This album's popularity must be no joke. It seems like a lot of people couldn't go to the concert. I did, though.”

“Are you a sociopath?”

“But... I'm a little worried.”

The High Five fan, Hairi, tilted her head as she watched Noeul ignore her retort and mutter seriously, lost in thought.

“What if they start doing overseas tours now that the members are more popular? Hearing talk about Daepaseong being acquired makes me even more anxious...”

“Nah, would they really work them that hard? Surely they know what's important right now, right?”

“It's because our Destruction-ie, no, that bastard CEO Jeong Gyeongsu is completely clueless about the idol market!”

“Huh??”

“I should have known since 'Pop Pop Pop'!”

Noeul shot up to shout, 'SHYjo, please get a grip!' but suddenly calmed down and sat back on the bed.

“...Hey, surely... even if it's Daepaseong, they wouldn't just sell it off to anyone, right?”

“Hoo, at times like this, I'm really jealous of you guys. At least you're with a major agency, so you don't have to worry about this stuff.”

“Well... that's true.”

Of course, WH also does stupid shit periodically... Hairi added in a lonely tone.

Their eyes met for a moment, and they both sighed deeply.

A brief silence filled the studio apartment. Suddenly, Noeul gasped loudly.

“Whoa~~!! I think Hoyun was sick after the concert! It says he went to the hospital for his ankle!! What will happen to our angel...”

An eyewitness account had surfaced, claiming he visited the hospital the day after the concert. Hairi offered a simple 'Hang in there' to the fussing Noeul, who clutched her chest dramatically. Then, Hairi finished boosting the views on High Five's music video on YouTube and logged into her social media.

[Crazy! What the hell is this?

https://entertain.never.com/read!!oid=001=WH_DaePasung

WH Entertainment Acquires Daepaseong. Black Call, The Dawn, High Five to Eat from the Same Pot]

Seeing the linked post at the top, she couldn't help but scream.

“Whaaaat?!!”

Startled by the sound, Noeul snapped her head up and scooted closer. “What is it, what is it?”

“Uwaaaaaaaah!!! Shit!!”

“AHHHH!!”

Hairi clicked the article link with a trembling hand.

《...─WH Entertainment has acquired Daepaseong Entertainment.

CEO Jeong Gyeongsu announced, “Even after the acquisition, Daepaseong will be operated independently under the system of WH Entertainment.”

While WH Entertainment is creating a multi-label system to expand its artist IP and aim for overseas expansion, some experts have added their opinions, saying, “This might have been a move to acquire Min Jiheon, known as Korea's top Hallyu star, in order to expand WH Entertainment's actor management, an area where they have been particularly weak.”

(Omitted)

─...》

She hadn't even finished the article, but her blood pressure shot through the roof.

Noeul, one of the two struggling to contain their anger, spoke first.

“...Are we screwed?”

“Probably...”


I stood inside the large, glittering WH Entertainment building.

It was my first time here since Shining Star Season 2.

“Wow, this is really nice.”

I took out my phone and checked social media again. Word combinations like Daepaseong, acquisition, merger, WH, and The Dawn were trending in real-time.

The quote tweets on an article link were a litany of curses.

[Eating from the same pot, one family, my ass. Shut the fuck up and spit them out]

[Fuck you kyungjo you dont deserve to be DPS CEO]

[Isn't this getting too heated? Everyone calm down;; They're still separate companies anyway. It's a label acquisition, seems like it's just about investment]

[Ah... Did WH get shot in the head? Just give Black Call a comeback]

[What's going to happen to Yeonhu...]

[I just feel bad for High Five. ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Damn, is WH crazy?]

[Why are people talking about Daepaseong like it's some money pit? Hey, The Dawn made so much money this time around ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Damn ㅋㅋ Aren't they more popular than High Five these days? What some people are saying is ridiculous]

[Fuck, don't drag High Five into this. Who does The Dawn think they are? They're not even Tier 1, they have no business ethics or conscience]

[they are NOT family]

[They're just normally weird in the head (ㅋ)]

[The Dawn is self-producing anyway, so it's fine. It says WH acquired Daepaseong to expand their acting division. They're just trying to grow the company, they probably won't touch their activities ㅇㅇ]

[It's so funny watching people run their happy-go-lucky circuits ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Good grief.

It was absolute chaos.

I clicked my tongue softly.

A staff member from the WH Entertainment security team guided us. I headed to the designated location with our Manager, two Road Managers, a few planning team staff, and the members.

“...Seo Hoyun, is your ankle okay?”

“Yeah.”

Fortunately, the injury wasn't as serious as I thought.

The item didn't erase the pain, but it seemed to have prevented my ankle from worsening. It was just a slightly stretched ligament.

Ding!

[But your recovery ability is truly monstrous.]

I was born with a healthy constitution.

I didn't think it was serious enough for a cast, but I couldn't ignore the doctor's recommendation or our Manager's fussing. I also recalled Kang Ichae's gleaming eyes.

When I returned from the hospital, the members' gazes were unkind. They clamored that from now on, they wouldn't believe a word I said about my condition.

So what if you don't believe me?

“Catch me if you can.”

Kim Seonghyeon, the team's most responsible member, kept looking me over, still worried.

“Hyung, want me to carry you?”

“......”

I didn't even pretend to hear such words anymore.

The kid grabbed my arm to support me.

“Gasp!! Seo Hoyun, you came even with a cast? I'm so sorry, what should we do?”

As we entered the meeting room, the WH officials greeted us with haggard faces.

Judging by their appearances, they had gone through a lot, too.

“Hello, I am Jeong Seonui, the head of WH Entertainment's Management Team.”

She looked to be in her mid-to-late thirties, a peer of mine in my original life.

The woman who introduced herself as the head of the WH Management Team smiled slightly and continued.

“─This merger might seem like it was rushed to the public, which is why there's a lot of talk... but I don't think it's anything to worry about. It will all die down eventually.”

The discussion began once the members of The Dawn, the planning team, and the Managers were all seated. Today's meeting was to discuss the future direction of their idols, specifically The Dawn, excluding actor management.

“I'll be honest with you. Although we have acquired Daepaseong under a multi-label system, I cannot guarantee there will be zero interference. This is a business, after all, and we must prioritize profit. I trust you understand this much. However, we will organize a dedicated team for The Dawn, including some of the planning and Management Team members from Daepaseong that you have been working with.”

She said The Dawn's color would be maintained as much as possible. We would also get the same benefits as other WH Entertainment artists, like the Museum, an official merch shop, personal training, and private managers for injury treatment.

Additionally, we would move into the new WH building.

“What?? We can get those things too??”

“Of course. We're one family now, aren't we?”

Damn, so this is why WH is WH.

Daepaseong didn't do a single one of the things she mentioned.

Befitting the head of the Management Team at WH Entertainment, a powerhouse of male idols and one of the top three agencies, she continued her explanation calmly, her tone confident yet polite.

This is better than I thought...

“Are there any other questions?”

The head of the WH Management Team asked with a gentle smile, concluding her talk.

“Ah, yes.”

Whether at Daepaseong or here, I was confident I could manage the planning. I had already created satisfactory concepts by pressuring Daepaseong's planning team.

However, one thing had always dissatisfied me.

It was the one problem a small-to-mid-sized agency could never escape, no matter how hard they tried.

“I do have a question.”

I grinned and leaned forward. It was about the most important thing in modern society.

“Capital.”

Money.


Chapter 278

“Ah... capital?”

Jeong Seonui chimed in, seeming to guess what I was about to say. I turned from Jeong Seonui and nodded to Lee Jihyeon. Lee Jihyeon quickly handed over the documents he had prepared.

“This is The Dawn's activity plan for this year.”

It was a plan we had completed around last November. I didn't think WH Entertainment would accept it entirely, but it was a declaration of war. A declaration of how we intended to operate.

Team Leader Jeong Seonui quickly skimmed the proposal. She snapped it shut and placed it on the table.

“What about comebacks?”

“We're thinking of about two more,” Lee Jihyeon answered.

Hearing Lee Jihyeon's reply, Jeong Seonui tapped her fingers on the paper, as if weighing her options.

“We'd like to push the overseas tour to next year.”

As the people from Daepaseong added their comments one by one, the expressions of the WH Entertainment officials stiffened slightly.

Seeing this, Jeong Seonui's smile deepened.

“A detailed discussion will require coordination with our WH Planning Team and each Management Team. I don't think we can discuss this lightly in a setting like this.”

After taking the proposal, Jeong Seonui stood up, signaling the meeting's end.

“And please refrain from doing live streams if possible. WH doesn't decide on content impromptu. Besides, you shouldn't let strange comments shake your mental state at a time like this.”

My eyebrow twitched.

It was a subtle power play. Beneath Jeong Seonui's polite tone, I sensed a warning that we should be prepared to give as much as we took. In a way, even this was a point of comparison with Daepaseong.

“Sincerely, welcome to WH Entertainment. We'll be looking forward to The Dawn's activities.”

The WH officials and Daepaseong staff shook hands and exchanged greetings one by one. As they did, Jeong Seonui spoke as if she had just remembered something.

“Ah, is The Dawn still living in a dorm? If you don't mind, how about moving to a new one provided by us? We're a bit sensitive about security.”

Her words were a suggestion, but the signal was clear. We should move.

“That would be great.”

However, I had no reason to refuse. I answered with a smile, beating the Manager before he could open his mouth. The number of people camping in front of our dorm was growing, and Daepaseong's security measures had been ridiculously lax anyway.

The first meeting ended more normally than I expected. As I was about to leave the meeting room, Jeong Seonui called out to me.

“Seo Hoyun, could we talk for a moment?”

“Of course.”

I followed Jeong Seonui to a break room with comfortable-looking sofas and vending machines that offered free drinks.

Jeong Seonui offered me a seat first, then sat on the sofa across from me and began to speak.

“It's nothing much. It's just that you seem to keep speaking through other people.”

Wow.

“Ahaha, what do you mean?”

She's incredibly perceptive. As expected from the team leader of a major agency's Management Team. Her experience is on another level.

“Even in the meeting just now, the Daepaseong staff kept looking at you whenever I spoke, Seo Hoyun. I also saw The Dawn's documentary sponsored and produced by YouTube. It seems you're heavily involved in the group's management.”

“Oh, I'm honored that you watched it.”

“...Hmm. You're good at slipping away, too.”

Jeong Seonui wiped the smile from her face and met my eyes with a serious expression.

“WH and Daepaseong will be very different. We'll accommodate you as much as we can, but I can't say there won't be times when The Dawn will have to unilaterally adjust to our ways. Still, and this isn't just empty talk, we have high expectations.”

“......”

“You might feel it's difficult to express your opinions directly, but we always welcome an artist's perspective. I plan to read the proposal you gave us thoroughly.”

Jeong Seonui added that, then glanced at The Dawn's activity plan resting on her lap.

“But... there's one thing I don't understand. What's the reason for scheduling such a packed lineup of activities?”

In truth, once an idol group's recognition rises and they gain experience, they tend to reduce their activity frequency to prevent overexposure. Instead, they focus on increasing the quality of each album.

However.

“To win the Grand Prize.”

“...Pardon?”

“The Grand Prize.”

I repeated it clearly. Jeong Seonui's eyes widened slightly before she tilted her head back and looked at the ceiling for a moment.

“...Well, yes. I understand your intention, Seo Hoyun.”

She must think it's impossible.

I simply smiled slightly instead of adding anything more. I didn't know what calculations ran through her head, but Jeong Seonui also smiled and abruptly changed the subject.

“By the way, Seo Hoyun, have you ever thought about acting? You were really impressive in 'Please Take the Camera'─.”

“I don't.”

“...But you're such a good act─.”

“I don't.”

“...Really?”

“I don't.”

Why should I? Who would that even benefit?

Of course, if I increased my solo activities in dramas or movies, The Dawn's name would get more exposure. However, it was far better to spend that time on a group variety show, filming our own content, or pouring our efforts into another album.

“You're a fortress.”

As I sharply rejected her with a sparkling business smile, Jeong Seonui smacked her lips in disappointment. Her eyes, however, showed she hadn't given up.

Sensing I would be in for a hassle if I stayed longer, I stood up from my chair.

“Well then, I'll see you next time.”

“Yes, take care on your way out, and please take good care of your health.”

I left the break room and rounded the corner at the end of the hall. The System Window appeared.

[Still, it's a relief that things seem to be going better than expected at WH Entertainment!]

“......”

Aside from the dorm and basic provisions, we hadn't received firm confirmation on anything.

“Team Leader Jeong Seonui is a total sly fox.”

Jeong Seonui kept a cheerful face the whole time, but her skill at evading or postponing answers was no joke. Saying she'd read the proposal thoroughly probably meant she was going to determine if we were worth the investment. Even under a multi-label system, WH Entertainment's influence would inevitably reach Daepaseong. If The Dawn couldn't prove its value, we would obviously be cast aside coldly. After all, this was a place overflowing with idols to nurture, even without our group.

That's why the members and the fans couldn't just be happy about it.

Well, I know that type well.

Dealing with people like Jeong Seonui was one of my specialties. I knew a method that worked very well.

I turned toward the elevators, walking down a path with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a full view of the Han River.

“...Huh? Seo Hoyun?”

I saw Kang Yeonhu. Tears welled in his eyes and dripped down his face.

Faced with this sudden, absurd situation, a question escaped my lips before I knew it.

“Are you crying?”

“...Pardon?”

I gestured with my chin. Only then did a flustered Kang Yeonhu quickly wipe under his eyes with the back of his hand. He looked at me and held up the artificial tears in his hand.

“I had LASIK, LASIK. Why would I be crying? No, before that, why are you speaking so informally to me?”

“Huh? Did I? When?”

Right. A guy who endured a long trainee period, finally debuted with WH Entertainment, and has survived until now wouldn't cry over something like this.

“Hah...”

As I played dumb, Kang Yeonhu sighed. He shoved the artificial tears into his pants pocket, then noticed the cast on my leg. Kang Yeonhu pointed to the windowsill next to the elevator, telling me to sit.

I obediently accepted his kindness and added playfully, “And here I thought you were crying because you were so happy that we've become one family, Senior.”

“You have a really weird way of talking. I guess you're happy about it?”

“Of course. It's WH Entertainment.”

At my nonchalant reply, Kang Yeonhu's brow furrowed for a moment before smoothing out.

“Even with all the chaos among the fans?”

I shrugged. Kang Yeonhu let out another long sigh.

“Haaah...”

A mix of emotions filled that sigh.

“There are a lot of rumors going around...”

Kang Yeonhu didn't elaborate on the rumors, but I had a good idea without hearing them. Things like, 'Is High Five being thrown away?', 'Are they not going to invest in them anymore?', 'Have they given up on them?'. For now, support would continue because of the money already invested, but they would constantly be compared to The Dawn. If they fell behind, the risk of being abandoned by WH Entertainment was high. Of course, The Dawn faced the same anxiety.

“I don't know how things ended up like this... but then again, what can we do about the company's decision?”

This was the first time I had seen Kang Yeonhu look so stressed since the variety show 'Do You Want to Sing with Me?'. He was always a master of disguise.

“We're going to grit our teeth and prepare for this comeback.”

However, his eyes still sparkled, like someone who hadn't lost sight of his goal.

I smiled at his spirited words.

“Of course. You love the stage, Yeonhu.”

“......”

Kang Yeonhu froze like a robot that had received a wrong command. After a moment, in the quiet stillness, he muttered softly.

“...Now I see why Jeong Wonha fell for it hook, line, and sinker.”

“Who's that?”

“You're asking even though you know. That poor soul from Shining Star Season 2 who was tricked by some black-hearted, sly snake.”

I was being sincere just now.

“...Thinking about it is making me a little mad. I'm leaving. Let's try to run into each other as little as possible.”

“Why? If you need to cry, I'll lend you a shoulder.”

“If I cry, I'll cry with my members!”

Disgusted, Kang Yeonhu turned his back and walked away quickly.

Still, it's good to see him so spirited.

I chuckled, pressed the elevator button, and replayed my conversation with Kang Yeonhu. He said he didn't know how things ended up this way, but he couldn't have been truly ignorant.

A broader IP expansion? The pursuit of diverse values? Of course, WH Entertainment likely hoped to gain these factors as additional value from the merger.

But ultimately.

It's money, you fool.

For a corporation, the most important thing was, first, second, and a hundredth, profit. Or a target that could generate such profit.

The elevator arrived, and I stepped inside, continuing my thoughts.

If The Dawn is to avoid becoming a sitting duck...

It was still hard to judge clearly. Based on industry rumors and what I felt today, it seemed WH Entertainment would at least provide an investment matching our potential profit. It didn't matter if it was another group with a similar debut year or a multi-label. All that mattered was recording a high return on investment.

The time for Daepaseong's first-quarter sales results was approaching. The sales from the ❬Dim Light❭ album. Furthermore, once we moved to the global fandom platform, the influx of international fans would grow even larger, which would also lead to more sales.

When I arrived at the underground parking garage and headed toward the van, Seong Jiwon spotted me. Seong Jiwon waved and smiled brightly.

“Ah, Hoyun-ah~!”

At the same time, the other members' gazes turned to me.

I reflexively smiled back at them.

“What's up?”

“Hoyun-ah, listen! We were supposed to head right back, but the WH Planning Team asked to speak with the Daepaseong staff for a bit, so we have some time. We were just talking about looking around the company, wanna come with?”

I pushed away Kim Seonghyeon's hand as he came closer to support me. Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae were already completely excited.

“Hyung! Hyung, hyung! This is awesome! They say every meal here is a buffet!! Should we stay for dinner?!”

“C-Can I, can I go see the composition room?!”

“Then can I go see the practice room where Ju Woosung-sunbaenim practices?!”

I hadn't noticed because his face was the same as usual, but even Kim Seonghyeon's ears were flushed red, a sign of his excitement.

I smiled sweetly.

“I don't want to.”

“......”

“......”

“Hoyunie's leg hurts.”

The members' mouths snapped shut in an instant.

“...What's this? Is Hoyun-hyung being difficult?”

“I don't know anymore...”

Their moods visibly deflated as they grumbled and climbed into the van.

Just you wait, you brats. This black-hearted sly snake has a plan.


Daepaseong was acquired by WH Entertainment with lightning speed.

[Looks like WH was really gunning for this]

[In all my K-Pop life, I've never seen a merger and acquisition happen this fast ㅋㅋ Was it all decided already... Plus, I heard they're moving offices sequentially too]

[I know, right... but WH's new building is huge]

The news that The Dawn would continue to operate under the Daepaseong name as a multi-label while belonging to WH Entertainment drew the attention of not only Noeul but many who followed K-Pop.

Except for Bloys, the fans of Black Call.

[I wonder what Woosung is up to these days]

[Will I ever get to see Woosung do a 1-on-1 live with a member before I die... The two of them being all awkward would be so damn cute...

└ How can you think something like that is cute

└└ What do you know about Woosung]

The fans of Black Call were surprisingly unresponsive. While WH Entertainment had always been a major agency, it had grown rapidly after going public and debuting Black Call. It was a running joke that Black Call had built half of WH's new office building. Moreover, the gap between The Dawn and Black Call was too large to even compare them. Naturally, the only names on people's lips were The Dawn and High Five.

[But both groups' members are surprisingly quick-witted

They're not saying anything... The company probably gave them a heads-up, but they're being really careful

└ No, but the kids seem too conscious of what others think ㅠㅠ I'm a bit worried ㅠㅠ

└└ Well, it can't be helped ㅠㅠ]

[I heard High Five's domestic recognition is a bit low but they're popular in Southeast Asiaㅇㅇ The Dawn is popular in Korea, the US, and Japan...]

[I just hope both groups do well, but honestly, I'm worried... It's obvious there will be a lot of talk ㅠ]

[Kids... your noona opened another bottle today...

My own personnel transfer wouldn't have been this unsettling...]

Naturally, in this situation, the Noeuls were on pins and needles.

[It's got the WH stain...]

In particular, they were full of worry. They pictured how The Dawn's activities would also be restricted and interfered with, based on the experiences of previous idols from WH Entertainment.

[Tbh I'm really worried ㅠ WH is famous for not allowing impromptu live streams... The staff is always monitoring, or should I say surveilling haha^^ (not laughing)...]

[I know, right? The Dawn are the kings of communication ㅠ If they restrict that too, it'll be so annoying...]

However, since they couldn't change what had already happened, the Noeuls tried not to lose their cheerfulness, even during this worrisome time. It was also a time when new fans were flooding in like a high tide, and they wanted to lighten the mood, even if just a little.

[But hey, I was thinking about this

I felt like I'd seen this situation somewhere before

And they're avoiding each other like they're rival boy/girl groups

└ facepalm!!!

└└ Ah, you're right ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck this is hilarious ㅋㅋ]

[Sometimes trolls show up and ask if we aren't glad that The Dawn escaped Daepaseong's cobweb-filled building

And I genuinely think that's a relief too

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ seriously, you're crazy ㅋ but I totally agree]

Just as they were exchanging such jokes, a live notification for The Dawn popped up on the entertainment platform owned by WH Entertainment.

❬The Dawn High School Talent Show❭

The title of the live stream alone was unusual.

[Holy shit]

The first thing the Noeuls who tuned in saw was a practice room with bright LED lights and the latest sound system. It was definitely not the shabby, dimly lit practice room they knew from Daepaseong.

[OMG the new building]

The next thing they saw was Seo Hoyun's face, popping out from the side and getting right up close to the camera.

[OMG his handsome face]

At first, they stammered in surprise, unable to process the information. Then, the Noeuls collectively clutched the back of their necks.

“Hello, Noeul.”

Because Seo Hoyun was back to having black hair, and he was even neatly dressed in a school uniform.

“Hello~~!!”

“Hello.”

One by one, the other members popped their heads into the frame. It was The Dawn's first surprise live stream as a full group from the new WH Entertainment building's practice room since the acquisition, with no prior notice.

Seo Hoyun said, the corners of his lips curling up gently.

“Today─ we will be performing a girl group dance relay.”

Seo Hoyun was causing a scene again. There was no way our madman would be intimidated just because he joined a major agency.


Chapter 279

When a fire breaks out, the first step is to put it out.

The Dawn found themselves at the center of controversy with all the talk of the merger and acquisition. Seo Hoyun, rather than recklessly stamping out the embers, decided to use this as an opportunity.

[OMG!!! They're live ㅋㅋ 'The Dawn High School Talent Show']

Noeuls had expected the group to use WH Entertainment's platform for live streams after the acquisition, not the usual PopPop. No one, however, had anticipated a surprise live stream without any notice.

Those who had been relaxing belatedly scrambled to open the app and sign up.

[Ah, this is hilarious ㅋㅋ all the people suddenly rushing to sign up]

[Guys, it links your account anyway, so it only takes 3 seconds to sign up. Hurry up and get over here.]

This live stream was, in truth, a demonstration for WH Entertainment. It was a demonstration of how The Dawn had managed themselves until now.

When the live stream started, a dazzling practice room filled the camera's view. Most fans immediately recognized where they were.

[OMG, this is the new building.]

It was not the shabby, dimly lit practice room they were used to, which remained gloomy even with all the lights on.

[Damn, that was fast. Looks like they moved in for good after signing the contract.]

[Even a rush job would be slower than this. I can't tell if WH is in a hurry or if Destruction-ie is ㅋ]

The thought of The Dawn practicing in a place like this should have been a good thing, yet, the M&A still left Noeuls feeling uneasy. They did not know what WH Entertainment's future moves would be.

Just as fans wondered how to react, Seo Hoyun suddenly popped up from the side, his face filling the camera. Thankfully, his cast seemed to be off, as he neatly wore sneakers on both feet.

“Hello, Noeul.”

[Huh! OMG!!!!!]

[Ahhh ㅋ so cute, our bunny]

[Freaking black-haired Seo Hoyun is back, I love you T_T_T_T_T_T When everyone was crying for dyed and bleached hair, I was the only one pushing for black hair T_T]

Following him, the other members also popped their heads into view one by one.

“Hello~~!!”

“Hello.”

Kim Seonghyeon wore a school uniform shirt unbuttoned over a white t-shirt. Seong Jiwon was impeccably dressed in a full school uniform, down to the jacket. Kang Ichae had a green jersey with three white stripes on the sleeves zipped up to his neck. Jeong Dajun wore a boxy hoodie over his shirt.

[That's Our Song of the Radiant Dawn's outfit!!!

What do I do, it's so, so cute, seriously so cute.]

[The Dawn, faithfully pulling off even a high school concept, are simply gods... The guys are seriously so fresh-faced. The Dawn High School just flashed through my mind.]

[And they're going to dance to girl group songs in this ㅋ crazy ㅋ]

Seo Hoyun stepped back with the other members so everyone could fit in the frame. He gently rolled his ankle and spoke.

“Just a moment. We need some time to warm up, so we'll start by dancing to Our Radiant Dawn as a demonstration.”

While the fans went wild with anticipation, the members quickly got into formation. They moved in perfect sync with the beat. The sound of their sneakers squeaking in unison on the floor gave Noeuls a strange satisfaction.

As soon as Our Radiant Dawn ended, a random YouTube playlist of famous girl group songs began to play. Songs from White Cherry and Lea Purple, along with other tracks any Korean would recognize, played one after another.

[This is paradise...]

[This must be heaven...]

[Wow, thank you so much...]

Seong Jiwon, acting as if this was nothing, asked with a bright smile.

“Noeuls, is there anything you want to see?”

Just as the title 'Talent Show' suggested, they planned this surprise live stream to dance to pretty much any song Noeuls requested.

[Crazy, you'll do it?? White Cherry, please!]

[Please, Joo Woosung's solo song MYTH!]

[JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS JWS Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call Black Call ]

“Senior Ju Woosung's song? Today is supposed to be a girl group dance relay... Does anyone know it?”

Seong Jiwon's gaze fell on Kim Seonghyeon, the self-proclaimed and publicly acknowledged Joo Woosung enthusiast, but Kim Seonghyeon shook his head.

“I can't dance to Senior Ju Woosung's song perfectly yet, so I think it would be a disservice...”

“Me! Me, me!”

Jeong Dajun, who had been bickering playfully with Kang Ichae in the back, suddenly shot his hands up and jumped forward.

“Hoo~, the time has finally come to show off my skills.”

Jeong Dajun let out a long breath that blew his bangs up and grinned mischievously. He then stood in the center and waited for the music.

【The distance between you and me is but a single breath

Can I stare your eyes】

He might have seemed lacking compared to Joo Woosung, but he did not miss a single beat and executed the key points of the choreography well. Moreover, the way he inserted gestures into the empty spaces had become much more natural and stylish.

[Wow, Jeong Dajun is dancing so damn cool.]

[As expected... from hanging out with Kang Ichae... he's definitely picked up a lot of his swagger.]

[Did Dajun get taller???? Did Dajun get taller???? Did Dajun get taller?????

└ Isn't it shoe lifts?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ no, he really grew!! ㅋㅋ]

【I want to be simple in front of you

Can I hold you tight】

Just as the chorus passed, Kim Seonghyeon exchanged glances with the other members and suddenly shouted.

“Dajun-ah, changing the song!”

Soon, a cute and lively song blared from the speakers.

【I want to play with you a lot

I want to love this feeling】

It was the song 'Skate' by A Summer, a rookie girl group that had recently debuted.

Jeong Dajun yelled, "Ugh!" but then immediately put on a refreshing expression and performed the lovely dance moves. With 200% synchronization, the chat exploded.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah, our Puppy ]

[Yeah, as expected, the cute stuff is really his comfort zone ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[This is a brand new song, the fact that he knows the choreography right away is hilarious ㅋㅋ]

“Hoyun-hyung!! Come on, come on!”

At that moment, Seo Hoyun, who had been watching Jeong Dajun with his usual indifferent expression, stepped up beside him and joined the choreography.

[OMG, looks like Seo Hoyun knows it too.]

[Seo Hoyun's expression doesn't change, but look at him hitting all the dance details perfectly ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【I want to play with you a lot

I want to love this feeling】

As he moved close to Jeong Dajun to perform the famous pair choreography from 'Skate', the endless stream of chats from Noeuls momentarily died down. Everyone had forgotten to type while they were busy watching.

[Is it just me, or does the magic of Seo Hoyun make the lyrics seem different all of a sudden?]

[Seriously, his physique is on another level, so for Seo Hoyun's version of a fresh and cute dance to actually look refreshing, you have to really focus your mind.]

“Ooh~, dance more refreshingly~.”

“Don't change the concept~.”

Jeers rained down from the other members on Seo Hoyun, who danced with the same expression the whole time. Seo Hoyun glanced at them, and as if a mischievous urge took over, he stood even closer to Jeong Dajun.

[So damn persistent ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun, what a freaking ordeal ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The next moment, as he was about to twist his right ankle and transition into a dynamic move, Kang Ichae shouted.

“Switch~!!”

“......”

Kang Ichae shoved Seo Hoyun aside, grabbed Jeong Dajun, and stole the partner spot.

[????]

Shoved away unexpectedly, Seo Hoyun crashed into Kim Seonghyeon. They both tumbled onto the practice room floor.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I mean, Kang Ichae, what are you doing ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I thought Kang Ichae was nice, but he's shoving his hyung.

└ ㅋㅋ you thought he was nice?...]

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun's faces ㅋㅋㅋ I mean, I'd be dumbfounded too ㅋ]

[Look at Jeong Dajun making a prim expression like a high school prom queen. Yeah, you're so popular, yeah.]

“Kang Ichae, what do you think you're doing right now?!”

“Hey, Kang Ichae!”

Even as his furious hyungs yelled at him, Kang Ichae nonchalantly continued to dance as if nothing had happened.

Seong Jiwon, who witnessed the entire situation, simply smiled benevolently.

“What should we dance to next?”

[I mean, what's with Seong Jiwon looking at them with the warm gaze of someone watching his own grandchild? He's not even thinking about helping Seo Hoyun and Kim Seonghyeon up.]

[He moved on so naturally, it just shows this is their daily life, which is hilarious.]

[It's not too late for The Dawn! Debut as comedians!]

As a few more songs went by, Noeuls realized something. The Dawn was sequentially granting all their fans' requests without picking and choosing.

[Hey, these guys are really dancing to everything they can.]

[Guys, The Dawn is holding a concert right now.]

[You have to sign up for this. It's basically a free concert.]

[Plus, they're the kings of communication. Guys, they'll dance to pretty much anything you ask for.]

This golden opportunity could not be missed. The fans began to reveal their desires without holding back.

Even though it was supposed to be a girl group dance relay, they ended up clamoring for every famous choreography they could think of, regardless of gender.

And so, after a grand dance parade that lasted a full two hours, the members of The Dawn collapsed onto the practice room floor, panting heavily.

Drenched in happiness, Noeuls pretended to dab away tears that were not even there.

[I'm moved to tears. This is the usual standard for an idol group that clawed their way up from a small company to the brink of Tier 1...]

[These guys... are truly... the model for the current generation of idols.

Feeling down because of company business?

Your idols will put on a show for you.]

The songs were roughly three to four minutes long. Even though they took time to read the chat and communicate, they still had to move an incredible amount.

“Noeuls really came prepared this time.”

Having thrown off their school uniform tops, the members of The Dawn, now just in t-shirts, crowded in front of a fan.

Just as Kang Ichae, who had been poking Seo Hoyun's ankle, smiled and checked Noeuls' reactions, social media was also buzzing about The Dawn's dance relay.

[Wow, but how do they know all the choreographies??]

[Right? It's like they're high school seniors in a frenzy who know all the boy group dances ㅋㅋㅋㅋ it's amazing.]

[No, some of them don't know them, especially Seo Hoyun.]

They had clearly witnessed Seo Hoyun dancing in real-time without a single mistake. When a post claimed he did not know the choreography, everyone tensed up, wondering if this was a new attempt to start a fight.

[Seo Hoyun was dancing well, though?]

[Seo Hoyun just learns choreography super fast. Joo Woosung said he can memorize it after seeing it once or twice.

└ Joo Woosung said that???

└└ Yeah, he said it was his only good point.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Thug Boss Woosung... your standards are as high as ever.]

However, people who saw the new tweet that followed became interested in whether this claim was true. The screenshot spread like wildfire across Instagram and online communities, eventually making its way into the live chat.

“Are you asking if Hoyun memorizes the dance on the spot?”

Seong Jiwon, reading the comments while drinking water, happened to spot that one.

“Yes, that's right.”

[Yes, that's right???]

[Yes????]

[Ayy, you're lying ㅋ]

“It's true...”

Seong Jiwon frowned slightly, as if bothered by the fans' disbelief. He closed his water bottle and turned his head towards Seo Hoyun, who was still exhausted and leaning against the wall.

“Hoyun-ah!”

Hearing his name, Seo Hoyun subtly shifted his body and pushed Jeong Dajun forward. Of course, Seong Jiwon expertly dodged and grabbed Seo Hoyun's arm.

“Hoyun-ah, let's show them!!”

“No, we don't have to.”

“Yes, we do!!”

Seo Hoyun resisted, insisting he did not want to, but Seong Jiwon was the victor in the end. Seo Hoyun had to stand behind Seong Jiwon and perfectly mirror the moves he demonstrated.

[Wow, holy crap, what is this? He can really dance it all just by watching.]

[And he can memorize the entire choreography, not just the highlights...?]

[I can't believe it, our cute little bunny was a genius...]

And just like that, the second round of the dance relay began.

The excited Noeuls shouted out all the songs they had missed earlier. Seo Hoyun had to keep dancing along with Seong Jiwon. The other members would run out and hype up the crowd whenever a song they knew came on.

Finally, about three hours after the live stream started, a red-faced Seo Hoyun approached the tablet with a deliberately grumpy expression to turn it off.

“Ah, I'm done.”

[Please speak informally to us.]

Seo Hoyun saw the chat that popped up at that exact moment and raised an eyebrow.

“......”

The live stream ended.

Noeuls screamed wildly.

[WAAAHHH!!!!!!!!!!! HOLY SHIT!!!!!!!!]

[He must be crazy. Seriously, what's with him????]

This was Seo Hoyun, who always insisted on using formal speech even with his younger fans.

[Ah, I'm done. No. Click... clack... Ah, I'm done. No. Click... clack....]

[I was just in my prime summer high school days. Who needs VR? Seo Hoyun gives me a 5D experience.]

[Every time Hoyun talks down to us a little, my heart flutters...

└ Ah, damn, Noeuls' tastes are really something ㅋㅋ]

From the dance relay that would generate countless memes to Seo Hoyun's informal speech, The Dawn's fans savored the afterglow. They felt satisfied from the live stream but still wanted a little more.


“Excuse me, you're supposed to notify us in advance before going live, but to do it without permission...”

“Ah. Well...”

An employee from the WH Planning Team and The Dawn's Manager were in the middle of a conversation. The topic, naturally, was the unauthorized live stream.

The Manager looked troubled and darted his eyes around. He recalled Seo Hoyun's words and swallowed hard.

“Manager-nim. The staff from WH Entertainment will definitely say something when we go live. I'll take care of everything, so just laugh heartily and say one thing.”

The Manager squeezed his eyes shut then opened them. He hesitated several times before finally managing to speak.

“...We-well, the boys are at that rebellious age...”

“Pardon?”

“They don't really listen to what I say. Hahaha!”

While the WH Entertainment planning team employee stood completely dumbfounded, thinking, 'What kind of excuse is that,' another live stream notification went off.

❬Tour with The Dawn's Most Handsome Man ❭

The flustered WH Entertainment employee and the Manager both hurriedly opened the live stream. They saw only Jeong Dajun, waving his arms from side to side in greeting.

“Hello, Noeul~~!!”

This was the real reason Seo Hoyun had used his sore leg as an excuse not to tour the building. He had planned to do it live.

“Today, The Dawn's Most Handsome Man will be with you!”

Jeong Dajun, who had caught on to the plan surprisingly quickly, winked and gladly joined in.

Meanwhile, inside the moving van, Seo Hoyun looked out the window and let out a small laugh.

Our Dajun is like a puppy, too.
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This time, Jeong Dajun waved both of his arms from side to side.

“Hello, Noeul~~!!”

[Ack, Dajun-ah, why did you turn it on again?]

“Again?!”

Jeong Dajun grumbled coyly. “How can you say that to The Dawn's Most Handsome Man, Jeong Dajun? You'd better take it back before I get sulky.”

A flood of fan comments appeased him. Jeong Dajun grinned playfully and spun the camera around to show his surroundings.

“We moved offices, so I wanted to show our Noeuls! The WH Management Team also told me to show it off! I was originally going to do this with Hoyun-hyung, but he's with Ichae-hyung right now... uh, anyway!”

Of course, this was also a line Seo Hoyun had instructed him to say.

It was true that someone from WH Entertainment had casually mentioned, “Since you moved offices, please show it off here and there.”

However, that did not mean they wanted a massive exposure through an unauthorized live stream.

[Whoa, what's up with WH? We told them to get shot in the head, and did they actually get shot?]

[That's what I'm saying ㅋㅋ, they've been kinda decent lately]

The live stream had already begun. Jeong Dajun was already moving, capturing various places on screen.

There was no way to stop it now.

The WH Entertainment Staff clutched their heads while the tour proceeded in full swing.

[Whoa, first time seeing WH in this much detail]

[This is crazy]

[Isn't that stuff super expensive??]

The brightly lit practice room, lined with full-length mirrors, had expensive flooring installed for safety during vigorous movements. There was a vocal practice room with thorough soundproofing and the latest audio equipment, a composition and recording studio packed with various devices and instruments, and even a cafeteria where every meal was served buffet-style.

“Woah!!”

While the Noeuls were amazed by the splendid sight, Jeong Dajun's jaw also dropped.

“Wow, they have this here too??”

[Ah, crazy ㅋㅋㅋ, you haven't seen it yet either?! So freaking cute]

[Mr. Dajun, are you giving the tour or receiving it?

└ As a stay-at-home K-Pop stan, I could probably give a better tour of WH]

Jeong Dajun's eyes widened as he looked around in wonder. Whenever he saw staff members, he cheerfully struck up a conversation and greeted them.

“Hello~~!!”

“Oh, hello!”

[Jeong Dajun is a Californian]

[For real ㅋㅋ, he's just talking to strangers ㅋ. The staff greeting him back are baffled, and so am I]

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon appeared at the perfect moment. His face glistened after a good roll in Joo Woosung's usual practice room.

“Hah... that was enlightening...”

Jeong Dajun had no idea what was so enlightening, nor did he want to know. He just tilted his head slightly.

“You know, when I went inside, it felt so sacred and...”

“Hyung, aren't you hungry? Let's go eat.”

Jeong Dajun cut him off sharply and led Kim Seonghyeon back to the cafeteria.

The youngest sat down first with a plate piled high from the buffet. Kim Seonghyeon asked him.

“What's the best thing to eat here?”

“Someone said the hamburg steak here is the best!!”

“Ah, really?”

[No way, Kim Seonghyeon asked and then got kimchi stew for himself ㅋㅋㅋ. He didn't even put the hamburg steak on his plate ㅋㅋㅋ.

└ He truly is one of The Dawn...]

[Why did you even ask in the first place, Seonghyeon-ah]

Having cleared one plate and now on his second, Jeong Dajun mumbled with his mouth full of food.

“...Mmph, but hyung, we should probably turn off the live now, right? Our stuff isn't in the Museum yet...”

“Noeuls, we're signing off! See you again!!”

“Hup!!!”

Jeong Dajun, who had accidentally mentioned the Museum, clamped both hands over his mouth. The screen went dark and the live video abruptly ended.

[Guys, are they really getting a The Dawn Museum??]

[Hey, they're lucky they're from the current generation. Now it's a Museum, otherwise they would've been made into wax figures.

└ Ah, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ, wax figures? How old is that reference? I'm dying ㅋㅋ]

Noeuls chuckled. They wondered if he would get scolded by his hyungs again and be punished with a ban on speaking, recalling how Jeong Dajun had spoiled Ocean Train before the album was even released.

[The kids seem pretty excited about the move ㅋ, ah, so cute ㅋ]

[I know, ah, it's so chaotic ㅋ]

[What, the situation is complicated right now, why are they posting something like this? Are they clueless?

└ He said the management team asked him to.

└└ Exactly ㅋ, it wouldn't be complete without a hater showing up.

└└ Our Dajun is super perceptive, you're the one who needs to get a clue.]

[I've been a fan since Second Chance, but honestly, if I were them, I'd be excited and showing off too... From that building with the broken AC and leaking ceiling, huh? The kids practiced there with blood, sweat, and tears, and now they're suddenly WH idols... What kind of fantasy novel plot is that?]

[Honestly, I hated it so much and cursed them out a lot, but seeing the kids being treated well in a good environment makes me tear up...ㅠㅠㅠㅠ It feels like they're finally getting the treatment they deserve.]

Whenever such words were heard, even indirectly, High Five fans felt troubled. However, it was also awkward to say anything outright.

Having been accused of leeching off Black Call's money since their debut, they didn't want to do the same thing.

[It's driving me crazy how much our Hi5 kids have to walk on eggshells ㅠㅠ... Just let our kids be happy.]

[I admit The Dawn kids are nice, they're polite to other fandoms too... but that doesn't mean it doesn't hurt...]

[Actually, they took really good care of Yeonhu on the variety show Do You Want to Sing with Me?, right?... Of course, when you get down to it, it was all the company's fault... No, in a way this is too, but in another way, it's a different problem...]

The spark thrown between The Dawn and High Five fans gradually extended to the company.

[No, but WH, you fuckers, let Hi5 do a live stream too.]

[That's what I'm saying, this makes me want to run to the new building, take off my pants, and protest.]

Just as the fandoms went back and forth, another notification rang for the Noeuls.

❬Deciding Roommates in the New Dorm❭

A live broadcast was starting.

[Wow, The Dawn is relentless.]

[Doesn't WH usually not even do two lives in one day? Three lives in one day??

└ The Dawn pulls it off ㅋㅋ, crazy.]

On the screen, only a strangely familiar door was visible.

“Ta-da!!”

A moment later, Jeong Dajun burst through the door.

[tlqkf for real?]

[That's right, crazy ㅋ, why is the dorm so nice? What is this dorm?]

The newly revealed dorm was a famous high-security apartment that every popular group from WH Entertainment had used as a dorm at one point. It was a place Black Call had already passed through, and it was currently famous for being where High Five was staying.

[The security here is fucking tight.]

[Even if sasaengs know the dorm's location, they can't get in ^^ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ. Ah, the taste of a major agency is so good...]

Although they didn't show it outwardly, The Dawn had been suffering from a number of sasaengs that grew in proportion to their popularity. Daepaseong had posted warnings several times, but to no avail.

[WH has always been famous for its good security, I'm starting to feel a little better...]

[Whoa... it really shows that the kids went to a major agency. Suddenly I want to say 'please take good care of our kids'.]

After showing the empty living room, kitchen, and bedrooms that had yet to receive a single piece of furniture, the chattering Jeong Dajun suddenly turned the camera to his own face and grinned.

“Well then, we will now begin Deciding Roommates with Noeul!”

It seemed spontaneous, but this was all a situation that Seo Hoyun had proposed and the members had agreed to.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ, ah, even at a major agency, their spontaneous habits haven't changed ㅋㅋ]

[So funny, that's right, our The Dawn kids should do whatever they want.]

Excluding the dressing room, there were three rooms left, so only one person could have a room all to himself.

“Alright~, since I think we should all know each other well by now, we'll decide rooms in order of who gets the most TMI questions about each member correct! We'll choose the questions from what Noeul types in the chat!”

Just as Jeong Dajun was diligently explaining the roommate selection method, Seo Hoyun appeared on screen in a cast again. He looked extremely haggard.

The rest of the members appeared behind him.

[Whoa, Hoyun-ah, is your ankle okay??]

Seo Hoyun had been dancing perfectly fine that morning, but now his leg was dressed from foot to calf, and he was leaning on crutches with both hands.

[Wow, Hoyun suddenly went Halloween mode.]

[Hoyun-ah, what's with the bandage that makes your leg look twice as big?]

[No, but are you really okay, Hoyun-ah?? Are you hurt?]

[There were witness accounts of you and Kang Ichae at the hospital today, did you really go?? While Dajun was touring the company?]

“I'm fine. Totally. I'm really okay.”

He was, in fact, actually fine. The doctor's opinion was the same. However, after being thoroughly hassled by a certain Mr. Kang, Seo Hoyun had obediently accepted the cast and willingly decided to use crutches.

“Alright, now that all the members are here, shall we begin? Who wants to go first?!”

“......”

Before the youngest could even finish his sentence, Seo Hoyun raised his hand. His tone was calm, but his eyes were fierce. His face was one of firm resolve.

“......”

He would get that single room, no matter what.

“will absolutely claim the single room today.”

I want to die alone if I have to die, and be sick alone if I have to be sick. Even though I have already dropped hints to Kang Ichae, I want to handle everything on my own as much as possible.

“......”

Kang Ichae, who was next to him, grinned, showing his teeth.

[Wow, but he's so smart, he'll probably get them all right.]

[Yeah ㅋ, he's surprisingly detail-oriented ㅋ]

Seo Hoyun waited for the question with a relaxed expression.

However,

“Oh... a single room, I see.”

“Oh... a single room??”

“Wow~, Hoyun-hyung, you must have a lot of pent-up feelings from living with us~.”

Seo Hoyun had overlooked one fact because he had only considered his members to be pure and innocent children. That was the fact that the members' personalities had also been colored by living with him.

The members' eyes glinted as they watched him declare from the start that he wanted to live alone.

“Anyway, here we go.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had switched places with Jeong Dajun, felt a bad premonition as he chose one of the questions from the chat.

“First TMI question, um... What drink does Seong Jiwon hate?”

“Seo Hoyun!”

Seo Hoyun, who had quickly shouted his name, immediately gave the answer.

“Seong Jiwon hates Pine Bud Drink. Once, when he was drunk, he got a Pine Bud Drink from the fridge and told me, 'Here's that drink I don't get why you like~.'”

“Woah...!”

“As expected of The Dawn's number one.”

While the members gave appropriate reactions, only Seong Jiwon smiled with a slightly troubled expression.

“...Huh? Did I do that?”

“......”

“I don't really remember... Haha. I don't hate Pine Bud Drink that much.”

“You, you... what?!”

“One point deducted for not getting confirmation.”

Suddenly betrayed by Seong Jiwon, Seo Hoyun shot up without even grabbing his crutches.

“You, drink it right now.”

“Ahaha, we don't have any right now. Next time.”

Thinking that things were taking a strange turn, Kim Seonghyeon quickly read the next question he had prepared.

“Second TMI! What is Kang Ichae's favorite song?”

“Seo Hoyun! Composer Lim Hyeonsu's 201X release, Riot!!”

“Wrong.”

Kang Ichae, who called out the wrong answer, drooped the ends of his eyebrows, pretending to be upset.

“To be precise, it's the Riot Remix ver...”

“That doesn't exist.”

“It's an unreleased track by Blue Tiger-noona. I'm the only one who's heard it in the studio.”

“Hey!!”

“Mr. Seo Hoyun, another point deducted.”

Afterward, even though Seo Hoyun correctly answered all the questions that came up, including Jeong Dajun's favorite food, Kang Ichae's taste in movies, and Seong Jiwon's highest vocal range, the members feigned ignorance, repeating, “Did I?”

“Forget it, just stop!!”

Finally, his anger exploded. Seo Hoyun declared he was on strike, refusing to answer any more questions with his back turned to the camera.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ so funny]

[They're saying they'll never give him what he wants ㅋㅋ]

[Ah, it's been so long since I've seen Hoyun get angry ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon tried to console him by saying at least it wasn't a random draw, but of course, it had no effect.

“What is the size of the The Dawn group ring that Kim Seonghyeon is wearing?”

“...What is it?”

While the members struggled, not knowing the answer, Seo Hoyun, who had been lying limply on the sofa, suddenly lifted his head.

“...Seo Hoyun. Size 19.”

“......”

“......”

Eight pairs of eyes naturally gathered on Kim Seonghyeon.

“Ah...”

Seo Hoyun was confident in his answer because he had been right next to Kim Seonghyeon when they were sized for the group rings.

However, Kim Seonghyeon himself just fiddled with his fingers and hesitated.

“...But I've lost weight recently??”

He feigned ignorance.

“Get a tape measure. Now.”

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon, not letting this chance slip by.]

[The bunny is just getting bullied today ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[If Seo Hoyun wasn't in front of the camera, he would've cursed. No, actually, I think he already did. I saw his lips form 'fuck' ㅋㅋㅋ]

There was no way a tape measure would be in an empty dorm where not a single piece of furniture had been moved.

In the end, thoroughly miffed, Seo Hoyun flopped onto the floor. The members paid him no mind and continued with Deciding Roommates.

And the final winner was Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon smiled brightly and pointed a finger at the room he would be staying in.

“I'll choose the single room.”

“Hah...”

The next person with the most correct answers was Jeong Dajun.

“Oh, then I'll room with Hoyun-hyung!!”

“......”

“What's with that tone!! Hyung!!”

“Nothing~. I'm happy~.”

Jeong Dajun pouted, sticking out his lower lip, then added a comment in the exact same tone as Seo Hoyun.

“We're in the same room anyway~.”

“......”

[ㅋㅋ, Jeong Dajun doesn't look hurt at all.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ, wow, the kids' ability to ignore him is so strong ㅋㅋ]

Then he quickly turned his head towards Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon and clapped his hands.

“Anyway, congratulations!! Mr. Kang Ichae, Mr. Seong Jiwon! The two of you have been matched as roommates!!”

“...Oh? Is that how it works?”

“......”

“Yeap!! Hyungs, get along well!”

[Look at both Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon looking a little hesitant

...so cute

└ Wait, here?]

[Hehe... their styles don't really match...

ㅠㅠ What to do ㅠ Hmph ㅠ

└ Try to hide that smile on your face before you talk

└└ A Lucky Day♡]

Behind Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, who awkwardly said "great," Jeong Dajun clung to Seo Hoyun. He chattered, “Hyung, I have to sleep by 11, and I'd like the lights off, and sometimes I need to listen to music to fall asleep.” Next to him, Kim Seonghyeon dashed towards the camera. The live stream ended with that final image.

[I was so happy with the three live streams... Why are the kids so excited today, with high school vibes ㅠㅠ It feels like they're on a high school trip, so cute...]

[Suddenly, I feel like I can start my happy-go-lucky thinking... I think they'll get along well with WH.]

[First of all, the building is so flashy... and you can see the kids' faces so well... and our Seonghyeon even got a little flushed and was like, This is... this is where Senior Ju Woosung used to practice!! What are we supposed to do... ㅠ He's so cute, really.]


A few days later, Seo Hoyun was taking a break in the lounge during practice. He ran into Jeong Seonui, the team leader of the WH Entertainment Management Team.

“Ah~. The live stream.”

Seo Hoyun greeted her with a bright smile, a Pine Bud Drink in one hand. When Jeong Seonui told him that one couldn't start a live stream at WH Entertainment without the agency's permission, Seo Hoyun tilted his head with a look of pure innocence.

“Oh my, I didn't know there was such a rule. I'm so sorry.”

“......”

Then he raised the corners of his mouth again and took a sip of his drink.

Not a single trace of remorse was on his smooth face.

Absolutely no intention of listening.

He would do it again in the future.

It was the grand entrance of “Excuse me, but I should have told you to go screw yourself.”
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WH Entertainment currently had a tiny, irritating thorn stuck in its side. It wasn't terribly painful or itchy, just vaguely annoying.

The newly acquired idol group from Daepaseong, The Dawn, was that very thorn.

The WH Planning Team sent several official notices, but The Dawn seemed to have no intention of listening.

Unauthorized live streams were still rampant. The only silver lining was that the fans' reactions weren't bad.

[But it feels like everyone's doing more lives lately. Since The Dawn is just doing whatever, it's like the reins are off for the other WH kids too]

[The Dawn is a true variety entertainer...]

That wasn't all.

They defiantly and aggressively churned out self-produced content, even emptying the files they had kept hidden on their drives.

“......”

Jeong Seonui, the team leader of the WH Entertainment Management Team, pressed her fingers against her throbbing brow as she scanned the reactions.

[The bullfrogs that infiltrated WH...]

[Right... our boys... came up from a shithole company, so of course they have a lot of content like this...]

The biggest problem with The Dawn's actions was the aftermath.

Joo Woosung had already started doing live streams whenever he wanted, without the agency's permission.

Once a system collapsed, it was very difficult to restore. It was obvious that from now on, The Dawn's name would be brought up every time WH Entertainment tried to openly control its idols' live streams.

It would be fine if no one caused any trouble, but...

The way of the top-tier wasn't to clean up messes after they happened, but to prevent accidents before they occurred.

In other words, there was a reason for the prohibition.

[I'm going crazy, I can't believe I'm seeing a Joo Woosung and Lee Beomhyeon one-on-one live ㅠ holy shit, Joo Woosung is finally looking after a Black Call member other than Chae Jeongwoo

└ LMAOOOOOOOOOOO but it's so fucking awkward ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ is it real that they're this awkward at their level of experience? ㅋㅋ

└└ The Bloys are actually loving it, they say it's refreshing, it's fine ㅋㅊ]

[When Black Call and The Dawn accidentally go into each other's rooms and are like, 'Oops, wrong room, sorry,' and leave, it's so damn cute]

[Joo Woosung feels so mature these days. Maybe it's because he's more relaxed... Still, it looks like they're taking good care of each other as seniors and juniors...]

[For some reason, both The Dawn and Joo Woosung are doing a lot of WH lives lately. Joo Woosung especially didn't do many lives, so I'm so, so, so happy the ban was lifted

└ Looks like he's excited because his close friend showed up ah ㅋㅋ just do a joint V App ㅋ, but if they actually do a joint one, I'll kill you...]

WH had provided everything they promised and tried not to interfere with The Dawn's operations as much as possible.

However, The Dawn went live every day, as if they had no intention of being bound by even the basic rules of WH Entertainment.

Looking only at their future potential and projected revenue, they were certainly an attractive group.

But from a corporate perspective, they're a nail that sticks out.

If one goes astray, they all become crooked.

That distortion might create new value.

A startup showing growth would welcome it. However, an established company with a solid foundation would never look kindly on such an unstable element.

And Seo Hoyun is probably doing this on purpose.

His face, smiling brightly without a hint of trouble no matter how hard one looked, proved this thought.

For now, the fan reactions were good and they could get by somehow, but the moment even a small incident occurred, The Dawn would be the first to be blamed.

What should I really do...

Faced with a problem blocked from all sides, Jeong Seonui clutched her head and let out a deep sigh.

.

.

.

A few days later, Jeong Seonui was leaving her office to find Seo Hoyun when she ran right into him at the door.

“Hello.”

Seo Hoyun held two cups of coffee, as if he had come looking for her.

“You're working hard today, as always.”

“Ah, yes...”

Jeong Seonui reluctantly took the cup Seo Hoyun naturally offered and asked, “Um, Seo Hoyun. Regarding the live streams, did you hear about it from your Manager?”

“Ah, you mean about the restrictions being lifted? I heard it was thanks to you, Team Leader Jeong. Thank you.”

Seeing Seo Hoyun offer his thanks with a sly smile made her stomach ache.

“I actually have something to say about that. You've heard the saying, 'The nail that sticks out gets hammered down,' right?”

Seo Hoyun, still smiling, didn't reply.

Jeong Seonui let out another deep sigh and said, “If you're not planning on being idols for just a day or two, let's exercise some restraint. I'm saying this for The Dawn's sake, I truly am.”

“......”

This is the first time I've dealt with this type of person.

Feeling the headache that had persisted for days worsening, Jeong Seonui didn't want to continue her harsh words and changed the subject.

“And, I checked the projected first-quarter revenue...”

She knew The Dawn's popularity was rising by the day, but she hadn't realized it was to this extent.

“This will be officially communicated to Daepaseong's Management Team and Planning Team as well, but we're thinking of changing the self-produced content you're scheduled to film in America next week into a full program. We'll make adjustments on our end so it can be scheduled for broadcast this summer or fall.”

This will make money.

Her intuition, honed from working at WH Entertainment for over fifteen years, screamed it.

Even if it wasn't on a major broadcast network, airing it on TV and promoting it on YouTube would generate a huge response.

From WH Entertainment's perspective, this was unprecedentedly favorable treatment, but Seo Hoyun's expression didn't change.

“Oh my, thank you.”

“......”

This is so infuriating.

At the thought of having to deal with The Dawn in the future, Jeong Seonui pressed her palm against her throbbing forehead and turned back to her office.


Jeong Seonui is surprisingly kind.

It was thanks to Team Leader Jeong Seonui, but it seemed we got past the live stream issue without much friction.

I headed to the practice room. When I contacted Joo Woosung for the first time in a while, he just said he was practicing and that I should come find him, then hung up.

When I went to the place he supposedly frequented, I saw him drenched in sweat and lying spread-eagled on the floor.

“Look what the cat dragged in.”

Joo Woosung's voice was filled with breathlessness.

“You've really made it big. Coming all the way from that crappy building to our company.”

“I wonder who it was that punched their time card at that crappy building every day.”

“I'm not sure. I think I heard it was someone handsome and slick.”

I clicked my tongue at his nonsense and sat on the sofa.

I'd run into him at the company from time to time, but it was always just a quick greeting before we passed each other.

Judging by the review he sent me by text, he must have come to the concert, but we never ran into each other, so it had been quite a while since we'd talked face-to-face.

“You guys are getting a lot of heat, but maybe it's because you have a lot of content? People are saying a lot of good things too.”

“What's with you suddenly caring about people's reactions?”

“What can I do when I hear about it even if I'm not interested?”

Joo Woosung sat up and roughly wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. He clumsily mimicked my way of speaking to mock me.

I threw the drink I'd bought beforehand at him, telling him to shut up.

Annoyingly, while pulling out his phone with his right hand, he masterfully caught the drink bottle with his left.

“Getting heat means you're popular.”

“...Look at that mental fortitude.”

I just raised an eyebrow and flicked my hand, bringing up my stats in the corner of my vision.

[Seo Hoyun

The terribly tenacious lead vocalist of The Dawn.

Singing: A+

Dancing: A-

Variety: S-

Acting: A-

Charm: S-

???:???]

Looking at my stats, it seems I wouldn't fall short anywhere now.

“How's our company? Is anything uncomfortable?”

I shifted my gaze to Joo Woosung.

Then, his stats automatically appeared.

[Joo Woosung

Our pushover, no, our very, very, very kind Woosung...

Where else could you find such a good friend?

Singing: A+

Dancing: EX0

Variety: A+

Acting: C

Charm: EX-

???:???]

Shit.

Even considering that his Charm stat rose in proportion to his recognition, these stats were broken.

Does this even make sense?

As I stared intently at his stats, my excitement cooling, Joo Woosung flinched and took a step back.

“...Why? What? Why? What's with that look on your face again?”

“......”

“What are you plotting now? Are our employees giving you a hard time?”

No, you're the problem.

However, he had helped me so much, and I couldn't just tell a guy who was already a pushover that he was the problem. I just sighed deeply and ran a hand through my hair.

“No, it's not that.”

And.

“We're going to California next week for an IRIX stage and to train the kids a bit...”

We were also going to California, so there was no need to mention it.

The moment Joo Woosung returned as an EX-Class after his trip to California was still an unforgettable shock to me.

“No, I heard that you, Joo Woosung, also went after getting information through the grapevine from people at the company...”

“Seo Hoyun, you're rambling.”

“Want to come with us?”

The answer I'd get back was obvious.

Are you crazy? Have you lost your mind? What are you talking about?

I calmly waited for his answer.

However,

“Sure.”

Joo Woosung accepted my offer without a moment's hesitation.

“...'Sure'?”

“I said I'll go, you punk.”

This wasn't the answer I wanted.

My plan was to press him after he refused and dig out who he had practiced with.

“...What about your schedule?”

“My solo promotions are over, and it's the off-season, so I'm completely free. The members went to their family homes.”

For a moment, I tried to understand his thinking.

However, I just couldn't accept it.

“Why are you really doing this to me?”

Joo Woosung's eyebrow tilted crookedly.

“You? Yoooou? Where did you sell off your manners towards a senior, you punk?”

“Just answer me.”

“You stop spitting out informal speech.”

"Squeak."

“Are you a mouse? A mouse?”

His face turned bright red as if his anger had shot to the top of his head. Joo Woosung shot up from his spot. His chattering was so loud that I covered my ears, which only made his enraged voice grow even louder.

“Agh, I offer to help you nicely and you still make a fuss!!”

“That's what I'm asking! Why are you helping me so nicely!”

“Hey, I can hear the gears turning in your head.”

He let out a rough breath, 'Ha,' as if he was dumbfounded.

“You're the one who made me curious. Why you're so desperate to be an idol, you're the one who made me curious.”

Joo Woosung picked up the half-empty drink bottle and looked straight at me as he spoke.

“So you have to take responsibility.”

Adding that, he snatched up his bag and yelled, “Don't you dare get on the same flight as me. You son of a bitch.”

And with that, he stormed out of the practice room.

Left all alone, I stared blankly at the closed door.

“I really can't figure that guy out.”

Is he going through puberty or what?

He's twenty-seven. Isn't that a little too old for puberty?

Whatever, it's fine.

A good thing is a good thing.

Joo Woosung was offering to help of his own free will, and I didn't want to waste any more energy on it.

I roughly re-wrapped the bandage I had taken off my foot and stood up to head back to the dorm.

“Now I can finally support my kids properly.”

It's off to California.


Chapter 282

News of The Dawn's trip to LA spread quickly.

[We've been waiting! The Dawn!! XD]

[I'm so, so happy! To think we can see them in person again!]

The Dawn had visited LA once for the IRIX Cup finals but departed immediately after their performance, right after adjusting to the time difference. This left international fans in the US and nearby countries disappointed.

This time, not much was known about their activities besides a performance on an IRIX-related stage. However, the news that The Dawn would stay for an extended training period lifted everyone's spirits.

Domestic fans, in contrast, were lukewarm.

[Ah, fuck, that scared the hell out of me. I thought it was a world tour.]

[Yeah, it's for training in the US and an IRIX stage.]

[Guys, please come back quickly, please.]

[I'll hold my breath until you're back in Korea.]

If Daepaseong had been behind this, fans would have cursed the company for pushing a US debut without a proper plan, but WH Entertainment now supported The Dawn.

[If WH gets a hopeless case of 'America disease', Seo Hoyun will probably just lie down at Incheon Airport in protest, so it's fine.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, no way an idol would do that, but considering Seo Hoyun's personality, it's plausible.ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[After The Dawn did three livestreams, all the WH idols started doing them too. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Senior Yeonhu starting his lives right away is so cute. ㅠㅠ]

[Joosung-ie was the most surprising. He doesn't usually do livestreams and doesn't even post on Instagram much...]

Recalling High Five's premature overseas expansion, fans found it hard to fully trust even WH Entertainment. However, the company had solid financial backing and a successful track record with Black Call. As one of the country's top three agencies, the fan backlash was not significant.

Meanwhile, after the IRIX collaboration, Kang Ichae became obsessed with making game BGM. He uploaded every new track to social media. As expected, IRIX users and fans worldwide flocked to Kang Ichae, including famous celebrities.

[The song I listen to every day lately. My roommate is going crazy.]

A famous American band's guitarist, a public fan of IRIX, even posted the BGM on Instagram, tagging IRIX and Kang Ichae.

[I knew Ichae was a genius, but now my old favorite is suddenly praising him.]

[Wow, The Dawn's life is so spectacular.]

This helped The Dawn's name become more known internationally.

Moreover, IRIX fans highly acclaimed The Dawn's 'Connected'.

[I thought they were so cool on stage, but it seems they have a gap in their daily lives :) ]

[Give me IRIX, please. I'm dying of thirst right now. The title is Connected, but I'm feeling Disconnected.

└ So this kind of lame joke works, huh.]

[I was hoping a girl group would do IRIX, but this was okay too.]

[What are you talking about? It was fucking cool. ㅋㅋ Fuck, The Dawn's English is damn good too.]

[Fuck, every time the sound effects come on in the beat, I get that IRIX high.]

[Honestly, the fact that Kang Ichae is that rank made it more meaningful...

Kang Ichae... he is a god.]

The song perfectly captured the new Korean server's atmosphere. Its clever mix of IRIX sound effects in the beat was a huge hit with users.

Popular IRIX gaming YouTubers rushed to upload reaction videos to 'Connected'. When these videos gained good views, other channels began creating similar content.

[The Dawn is filling me with national pride right here.]

[I know, right? I love that they're not making a fuss about a pathetic US debut and are just going after gaining popularity... It's so comforting.]

[And the timing is good now. They're popular in the US, so they just need to suck in all the new international fans. ㅇㅇ]

Naturally, interest in Kang Ichae skyrocketed, as he had created 'Connected' and most of The Dawn's other songs.

[I'm sure Kang Ichae is ignoring my emails, but I love him (laughing-crying emoji)]

[I want to play IRIX with Ichae just once!]

The number of offers he received increased dozens of times over. Kang Ichae rejected them all, saying he lacked time even for the things he loved.

While The Dawn's recognition grew steadily, WH Entertainment's employees were in a state of emergency.

[Hello. We would like to request to book The Dawn.]

[Could we have a meeting regarding a CF for The Dawn?]

The emergency was not the flood of offers for CFs, appearances, and collaborations. WH Entertainment was used to handling such volume.

“What should we do about this?”

“They're doing well.”

“Let's ask the artists for their opinion before deciding.”

Jeong Seonui checked the documents from the management team staff, then contacted Lee Jihyeon on WH Entertainment's internal messenger. A reply arrived within minutes. As Jeong Seonui reviewed it, she felt relieved that Daepaseong had at least one competent employee.

“Once Lee Jihyeon filters them and sends them over, we'll review them...”

The Dawn is a bit reckless...

Just as she swallowed the truth, an employee across from her groaned.

“...Team Leader Jeong, I think you need to see this.”

“What is it?”

An ominous premonition crept over her.

She stood up, walked to the employee's desk, and saw a post from an online community.

[Title: You know what those psychos The Dawn who said they were going to LA are up to?

A few days ago, they made a big fuss about going to LA again after booking their plane tickets.

Saying they're performing with IRIX, it's for training, blah blah blah,

and since High Five went before, I just thought, 'Oh, okay.' ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

PsychoDawn_Parade.avi

The psychos... our cute little piglet... (not pig bastard)

I mean ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is this Disney or something? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

They're pulling around a cart they got from somewhere and scattering flowers...

Did the company make them do this?

But to say that, there's no way the prideful WH would ever order something like this.]

The attached video showed Kang Ichae riding in a colorfully decorated cart. He wore a flower crown and scattered petals in all directions like a fairy-tale prince as he sped by.

Behind Kang Ichae, WH Entertainment employees filming original content rushed past in a group, holding various equipment.

Even Jeong Dajun jumped around, handing out flowers from a large bouquet.

“...Excuse me?”

Kim Seonghyeon pulled the cart. Seong Jiwon stood a short distance away, filming the scene on his phone with a wide smile.

“......”

[No, fuck, what are the kids doing in the US?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They seem to be genuinely enjoying it. These guys are a real handful.]

[This is 100% the redhead's doing.]

[This group is truly a legend in so many ways.]

[It's so funny how they become uncontrollable once they go abroad. ㅋㅋㅋㅋ In Korea, they hold back because people would crowd them, but overseas, the reins just come off.]

“Haaah...”

This was precisely why WH Entertainment's employees were in a state of emergency.

Endless livestreams, impulsive actions.

Jeong Seonui found headache medicine, popped a pill in her mouth, and suppressed a sigh.

[So why did they really go?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ And why are there so many cameras?]

[The people following them look like WH staff, right? I think I saw someone from the Black Call original content behind-the-scenes. Aren't they making something with support from WH???

└ WH's Jiwon (support) is great. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The livestream they did after returning to the hotel was another spectacle.

Kang Ichae, still wearing his flower crown, shared his thoughts on the parade with Seong Jiwon.

【It was something I really wanted to try when we came overseas, you know? What do you think, Jiwon-hyung?】

【When you're a kid and you see a parade, you can't help but admire it...!】

【Haha! Totally~!】

[Ah, the New Roomies' chemistry is so cute.]

They explained they had originally planned to rent a truck but couldn't find one in time. They also mentioned debating between an Aladdin-on-a-magic-carpet concept and a Western gunslinger-going-to-Valhalla concept.

[Why would you even debate about something like that?]

[So why did they do it??

└ I'm fainting at the fact that it wasn't a penalty for their original content, they just did it for fun.]

Jeong Seonui couldn't watch anymore and turned off the livestream.

Even if they weren't as recognized as in Korea, and even if their growing popularity was making money, it would be a huge problem if The Dawn was branded as unmanageable.

The Dawn are still just kids...

She finally calmed down and asked the employee next to her.

“...Did Woosung come to the company today?”

She intended to set aside The Dawn's issue to handle the urgent CF offer for Joo Woosung.

“No... Joo Woosung is in the US right now.”

However, that too did not go as Jeong Seonui planned.

“......”

“...I'm not sure...”

In the end, a long, deep sigh escaped her.


SCRAPE.

Kang Ichae unfolded a crumpled piece of paper and drew a line through 'Do a parade'.

It was his wish list for his return to LA.

He had wanted to scatter snow like a scene from FrOzen Kingdom, but it was too difficult, so he substituted flowers instead.

“Ah~, today was so much fun~.”

“It really was! It was the best!”

Kang Ichae stretched as he spoke, and Seong Jiwon nodded in agreement. Just then, Kim Seonghyeon came out from his shower, drying his hair, and asked them.

“What do you want for dinner tonight?”

He ignored Kang Ichae's insistence on eating LA galbi just because they were in LA. After hearing Seong Jiwon's choice, Kim Seonghyeon went to ask the youngest for his opinion.

“Maknae-yah~.”

The youngest had gone to his room to rest but was uncharacteristically quiet, which concerned Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon gently opened the door and saw Jeong Dajun on the bed, whimpering and breaking out in a cold sweat.

He sat carefully beside him and looked at Jeong Dajun's face with concern.

“Jeong Dajun, are you okay?”

“Ah, hyung...”

Jeong Dajun, who had been rubbing his knee, spoke with a sullen face.

“My knee hurts a little.”

“......”

Hearing this, Kim Seonghyeon pressed around the maknae's knee, then sat on the floor and began to massage it.

“...Will I be able to perform on stage?”

They had a 'Connected' performance scheduled soon to commemorate the new IRIX season.

However, instead of the Cyberpunk concept centered on Kim Seonghyeon, they were scheduled to perform a completely different stage focused on Jeong Dajun.

“Hyung, shouldn't we change the formation now so that you guys are the center?”

“Dajun-ah, that's a bit much.”

They had already practiced for weeks.

He seemed to have lost confidence. Recent growing pains had caused a growth spurt, throwing off his dance lines.

When Kim Seonghyeon firmly shut him down, Jeong Dajun buried his face in his hands. He sighed heavily before slowly getting to his feet.

“Ugh, I'm going to go practice some more. I feel anxious for some reason.”

“Then let's go together. Seo Hoyun should be there too.”

“Huh? You don't mean with Woosung-hyung, do you?”

“Yeah. He said they were going ahead to practice together.”

Kim Seonghyeon dusted off his pants and opened the door. Jeong Dajun followed, grimacing subtly.

“Ugh, they must be fighting like crazy...”

“Probably...”

.

.

.

As darkness crept through the palm leaves, Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun were deep in practice.

The practice room was just outside downtown LA. It was a place Joo Woosung visited whenever he was in a slump.

Joo Woosung realized this place was perfect for working Seo Hoyun to the bone.

“Stiffy.”

Since no one around understood Korean, he could comfortably say things he normally kept to himself.

“I didn't really think you'd have some kind of awakening just by drinking California water, but...”

Seo Hoyun's face clearly said, 'The person teaching me is Korean, so what does California water have to do with it?' but Joo Woosung ignored him and continued.

“Yeah, I'll give up trying to understand. It is what it is.”

“Wait a minute. I'm not that bad anymore, you know?”

Joo Woosung stared at Seo Hoyun for a long moment, then shook his head. He spoke as if to a pitiful student.

“Hoyun-ah.”

“......”

“Where's your conscience?”

A peaceful day in LA, not much different from usual, passed by.


Debut Day Side Story

[D-1!!]

Kang Ichae arrived at the practice room alone in the early dawn. He couldn't stop smiling as he looked at the large calendar on the wall.

[Debut Showcase!]

July 11th. The date was circled so many times the number was barely visible, and a large, red star sticker marked the day. It was the debut showcase for the Daepaseong trainees who would become The Dawn. It was also Kang Ichae's birthday.

However, Kang Ichae wasn't the type to celebrate his birthday and had never mentioned it to the other trainees.

Everyone was simply excited that their debut was finally tomorrow.

Those flashy markings on the calendar must be Jeong Dajun's work. He's the youngest.

Cute.

He hadn't particularly wanted to be an idol.

He was often scouted on the street. One day, feeling his life was boring, an offer came from Daepaseong.

It was a shabby place with no proper system, but he liked the people he practiced with. Their skills weren't bad, and they were kind, always considerate of each other. Still, they weren't pushovers.

When Kang Ichae first set foot in Daepaseong, he never imagined he would work this hard.

And yet...

“Hah, hoo...”

He had grown so used to finding himself in the practice room at dawn, claiming he couldn't sleep, that it no longer felt strange.

Seeing the others crazily immerse themselves in their dreams made him want to do a good job too.

[...I'm not sane, I know

But I want to ask

Can you really be with me?]

He ran through the choreography for 'Glow', their debut song, from start to finish. He was about to play the music again but stopped.

I'm not feeling it.

He flopped down under the calendar and picked up his phone. Since he wasn't having fun alone, he planned to pester the others to come quickly.

But his mood instantly sank the moment he saw the unpleasant messages filling his messenger.

He scrolled down with unfocused eyes and found the messages he had exchanged with his mother.

His mother had always been bright and positive. A week before his birthday, she would pester him about what fun, memorable things they should do. Kang Ichae found her both annoying and endearing, so he would pretend to give in and go along with her suggestions.

That wouldn't happen anymore.

“...I want to get a text from her.”

Because she passed away.

Feeling suffocated, Kang Ichae practiced a little longer before heading outside.

He strolled along, wondering if he should go to a PC Bang to blow off steam, and came face to face with the CEO in the lobby.

“Hey, Kang Ichae, wait a second.”

Kang Ichae was about to nod and walk past, but the CEO called out to stop him.

“Tomorrow's your debut, but don't be too nervous...”

The CEO seemed to be using the chance encounter to offer a few formal words before their debut.

He tried to let the useless advice wash over him, but today, every word grated on his ears.

“Well, we had to pull another kid because he was sick and put you in at the last minute, so just do an adequate job. Just don't make any big mistakes. We don't have high expectations anyway.”

His eyebrow twitched upwards.

Is that something you say to someone about to debut?

He knew Daepaseong was just going through the motions, following the idol craze that was sweeping the industry.

But it was unacceptable for a man who had never watched a single practice to speak that way to kids who sacrificed sleep every day, dancing and singing as they counted down to their debut.

How unpleasant.

After the CEO finished and turned away, Kang Ichae looked his retreating back up and down, then left the lobby.

He felt a senseless anger toward the member who had supposedly dropped out sick.

The guys are working so hard...

His excitement completely fizzled out.

Then again, he's not wrong. It's more likely to end just like this.

He knew it himself.

The song wasn't bad, but the concept was ambiguous, the agency's support was weak, and they had no buzz.

At this rate, they would fade away without a flicker of light.

Whatever. If we disband, I can just say it was fun and be done with it.

He had started it on impulse and never intended to do it for long. How could he get attached to something he did on a whim?

But strangely, his chest felt even tighter. Kang Ichae tapped his chest with his fist, shook his head, and headed for the PC Bang.

He automatically started a game and moved his mouse and keyboard.

[FIRST BLOOD!]

[DOUBLE KILL!]

He moved his hands out of habit, but his mind was filled with complicated thoughts.

[TRIPLE KILL!]

The time and sweat of the others would all come to nothing.

And if they disbanded, no one would be left by his side...

“...Wow.”

Kang Ichae's hands stopped.

[What's he doing]

[Ah, fucker, why'd you suddenly stop??]

...Thinking that, everything felt pointless.

It was damn boring.

Kang Ichae ruffled his hair with both hands, leaned back, and stared at the monitor.

What am I doing right now?

Everything just felt pathetic.

All sorts of curses filled the game's chat window.

From now on, what will I do by myself...

Just then, a rough hand grabbed his shoulder, pushing his chair back.

“Hah, hah... you were here, heok...”

Startled, Kang Ichae took off his headset and looked up.

“Jeong Dajun?”

He saw the face of Jeong Dajun, the youngest Daepaseong trainee.

Jeong Dajun must have been running. He panted and fanned himself with his hand as he plopped into the empty seat next to Kang Ichae.

“Hold on, whoa... Let me catch my breath. Why is it so hot today?!”

It was July, so of course it was hot.

The kid was even wearing his winter school uniform in this weather.

Kang Ichae bought a bottle of water and handed it to Jeong Dajun, who was sprawled on the desk, panting. Jeong Dajun drained half of it in an instant.

“Thanks...”

“Jeong Dajun, why are you here?”

“No, why are you here?! Do you have any idea how much I've been looking for you?!”

Jeong Dajun, having regained some energy, shrieked.

“We were supposed to practice today! The other hyungs were worried, so I said I'd go find you. I'm the closest with you, after all. You have no idea how many neighborhood PC Bangs I searched...”

“Closest...”

Are we close... are we? I mean, sure, we've eaten together, lived together, played some games, and even went sledding together over the past few months, but...

“But look at this guy! The showcase is tomorrow, and he's not answering his phone and is sitting in a PC Bang?!”

While a flustered Kang Ichae stammered, 'DEFEAT' appeared on the monitor. More intense messages popped up in the chat.

Jeong Dajun grabbed Kang Ichae's arm tightly.

“Alright!! Let's go!!”

Jeong Dajun forcibly powered down the computer and dragged Kang Ichae away.

Jeong Dajun cheerfully greeted the PC Bang owner near the entrance. Once outside, he finally let go of Kang Ichae's arm and took off his school uniform jacket.

“Dajun-ah, but why are you wearing your school uniform?”

“I came straight here after skipping school.”

“No, I mean, why are you even wearing the jacket?”

“Because today is the last day I can fulfill my duty as a diligent student.”

He was already far from diligent for skipping school, but more than that, he didn't understand the phrase 'duty as a student'.

When Kang Ichae tilted his head, Jeong Dajun grinned.

“Because I'm debuting now, so I'll be super busy!!”

Kang Ichae's lips pressed into a firm line.

“Let's go!”

Kang Ichae followed Jeong Dajun without a word.

When they returned to the practice room, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon were already collapsed from practice. The constantly breaking air conditioner was acting up again, turning the room into a sauna.

“Oh, Ichae, you're here?!”

“Kang Ichae, hi.”

And yet, their grimy, sweat-drenched figures seemed to sparkle.

“It's sooooo hot outside, really, but it's hot in here too...”

“Good work. Shall we all practice together then?”

“Should we?”

Even though Kang Ichae had skipped out without a word, they didn't scold him.

However, once practice began, Seong Jiwon was merciless.

“This is so hard...”

“Aw, you're good at it, Ichae.”

Kang Ichae, who had sweated buckets, lay on the floor. Seong Jiwon turned the fan toward him and smiled brightly.

“Feels good to sweat it all out, right?”

“......”

Is that so?

.

.

.

“The Dawn, you're up!”

July 11th arrived. The showcase was held at the same time as the album release, but Kang Ichae couldn't remember it well. He only remembered it was extremely hectic.

[At dawn, I keep thinking of you alone

Can we be together?

or not?]

The time it took to perform what they had prepared for so long felt absurdly short. They just performed on stage for a small audience in a shabby venue, wearing flimsy outfits.

However, Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun were dazzling, filled with hope that this was just the beginning.

“Hyung!”

Kang Ichae was wiping his sweat with a towel in a backstage corner, avoiding the others, when Jeong Dajun suddenly hugged him from behind. Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon joined in, and they all hugged, jumping up and down.

“You worked hard!!”

“It went better than in practice, right! Right!”

Seong Jiwon, who had been stiff with nerves, had finished the performance safely and returned to his usual self.

“Let's not let our guard down and keep working hard from now on!”

“Yes! I'm totally ready to work hard!”

Watching them chatter excitedly, Kang Ichae felt a little happy too.

“We don't have any more schedules today, so let's all go out for dinner! Ichae-yah, you're coming too, right?”

“Uh, I...”

“Hm? Ichae-hyung, do you have something on today?”

Words he had never felt the need to say until now swirled in his mouth.

“......”

The members' gazes all turned to Kang Ichae.

“...It's my birthday today...”

Kang Ichae finally let it out.

I mean, so what?

“Haha, I whined to the CEO to make my birthday our debut date, and it actually happened.”

Feeling awkward, he tried to pass it off as a joke, but Kim Seonghyeon suddenly slung an arm around his shoulders.

“What the heck, man. Why are you telling us this now?”

“...Huh?”

His wavering gaze met Kim Seonghyeon's straightforward eyes.

“Whoa!! Hyung, I'm shocked! Disappointed! I didn't know!”

Jeong Dajun's loud voice reached his ears.

“Ichae-yah, why didn't you tell us? We didn't know. Let's go celebrate right now!”

Seong Jiwon's kind words touched his heart.

“Ah, wait. Weren't you supposed to celebrate with your family today?”

“...No, I don't have any plans.”

“Ooh, great! Then let's go right now!!”

And just like that, while Kang Ichae was still stammering, he was dragged to a restaurant.

Even though it was just the members without a manager, no one recognized them.

“Hyung! The birthday boy isn't allowed to grill the meat!!”

“That's right, that's right. Seonghyeon-ah, you grill it.”

“Is it my job?”

Although he grumbled, Kim Seonghyeon grilled the meat carefully. He placed the most golden, delicious piece on Kang Ichae's plate.

“Kang Ichae, eat a lot.”

Kang Ichae put the meat in his mouth out of obligation and looked around.

Jeong Dajun, slightly flushed and chattering nonstop.

Seong Jiwon, smiling even more brightly than usual.

Kim Seonghyeon, blunt but looking much more relaxed.

The stage's heat hadn't left them, and naive excitement was written on their faces.

For some reason...

“Ichae-yah, happy birthday.”

...Kang Ichae kind of liked these moments.

He watched them casually say embarrassing things, like how he and The Dawn were fated to be together since their debut and his birthday were the same day. He deliberately put on a mischievous smile.

“...Should we celebrate our debut day with the birthday boy?”

“Yeah~!!”

After that, they talked for a long time.

They spoke of the good things left for them in the future.

They talked about an undecided future and an uncertain success, with people who might just stay by his side for a long time.

The next day, a sentence had been added under July 11th on the practice room calendar.

[Ichae-hyung's birthday!!]


BEEP, BEEP BEEP.

“I'm gonna die, fuck... Just kill me, please.”

32-year-old PD Seo, whose overtime was confirmed again, returned home for the first time in three days. He had been stuck at the broadcasting station and only came back because he had run out of spare clothes.

As PD Seo punched in the passcode and opened the door, a delicious aroma cut through his home's familiar smell.

“Hyung, you're here?”

“Yeah, hi.”

His younger brother, holding a spatula, peeked his head out from the kitchen.

“Well, since you're here, you might as well have a meal before you go.”

“It's fine. I have to leave soon.”

“Aw, is anyone going to say anything if you're gone for 30 minutes?”

Seo Hoyun was about to retort that he was too busy, but he couldn't ignore the meal his brother, a whole ten years younger, had prepared.

In the end, Seo Hoyun took a quick shower, changed, and sat at the dining table.

A steaming bowl of fresh white rice, a fluffy egg soup resembling forsythia blossoms, and pungent, spicy stir-fried pork were set on the table.

“Why are you so busy these days? It's hard to see your face.”

“One of the male idols we booked as a guest caused a scandal, so I've been busy editing.”

“Ah...”

As Seo Hoyun put a spoonful of egg soup in his mouth, his phone vibrated. He furrowed his brow.

The name '凸Director凸' appeared on the screen. He immediately turned off his phone, put down his spoon, and sighed deeply.

“A kind, obedient, handsome, and talented male idol who will just pop up in front of me...”

Seo Hoyun buried his face in his hands.

“...couldn't possibly exist. Fuck.”


Chapter 283

“You bastard, you only hit the notes perfectly... You have no emotion.”

“What's the point of good facial expressions? There's no soul in your fingertips.”

“Why do you even have a head? Please, for the love of god, think before you move!”

One practice session meant one round of nagging.

I had hoped Joo Woosung would be the cause, the person, or the catalyst that made him EX-Class. Anything.

This bastard is no help at all.

However, the guy just stuck to my side day after day, showering me with nothing but complaints. He even had the nerve to say I moved without thinking, when I danced while calculating the x, y, and z axes.

“Now, watch, you stiff.”

“......”

I wanted to argue, but whenever Joo Woosung gave a demonstration, I had to shut my mouth.

That genius bastard...

He was the best dancer among all idols in history. What more needed to be said? People joked for a reason that Black Call, and especially Joo Woosung, had built half of WH's new office building. The guy had reached a level beyond human. Even his light warm-up movements mesmerized people.

“Haa...”

The newly opened Korean server for IRIX was a massive hit. Though it was already a globally popular game, its popularity skyrocketed to the point where people said it was entering its second golden age. Along with it, The Dawn's "Connected" received explosive popularity among gamers.

At the request of Charis Games, The Dawn was set to perform "Connected" again at the launch ceremony for IRIX's new season.

Kang Ichae whistled from his studio chair. “It's no fun if it's the same.”

The thought of performing for his favorite game's launch made Kang Ichae's motivation burn brightly.

“If last time was a neon sign illuminating the darkness, this time we'll be a light that pierces the sun.”

“Did you get that?”

“The pace is too fast.”

“Understood, Senior!!”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun, who were supposed to be doing their LA wish list with Kang Ichae, had somehow joined the practice. Seong Jiwon, the practice bug, surprisingly decided to rest and did not come.

Joo Woosung quickly demonstrated the key movements.

Kim Seonghyeon clapped like a seal.

I was about to flip him off internally and play the song again when Jeong Dajun, who had been mulling over the dance, asked Joo Woosung a question.

“Woosung-hyung~, but isn't this part a little plain? Would it be too much to add this move? It might be a little hard for the dancers, but if we step on their bent backs like stairs to ascend, I think it could create a feeling of leaping...”

“Wow, the youngest understands the concept faster than the klutz.”

“Hehe.”

The backup dancers IRIX prepared for this performance were a team renowned even in Hollywood.

Once Joo Woosung gave the okay, Jeong Dajun scurried to the dancers and conveyed his opinion with all sorts of body language.

“Okay? I go shuk-shuk!”

“...OK!”

The dancers, who somehow understood, immediately got up and said they should try it. The changed choreography looked more dynamic.

“Something's still lacking...” The dancers cheered, shouting "Good, good," but the youngest still seemed dissatisfied, pouting as he touched his knees.

“Woosung-hyung, hyung! Look, it has to go pop, pop, pop!! you know? But it needs a 'pop' and a 'ta-da', and the 'ta-da' is missing...”

...What kind of alien language is that?

“Isn't that more of a ta-da-da-da?”

...Did he really understand that?

Joo Woosung watched Jeong Dajun flail his limbs about and answered nonchalantly.

Is that so?' Jeong Dajun muttered, slightly altering the move as he danced.

“Should we try it one more time?”

“Yeah.”

It was not drastically different, so it was hard to pinpoint, but it felt a little unstable.

But what advice could I possibly give? I'm the klutz, for fuck's sake.

I quietly watched Jeong Dajun practice just the changed part with the dancers. Then I suddenly realized there was someone here who could be more than helpful.

I tapped Joo Woosung's shoulder. He was checking the choreography's mood with a deep furrow in his brow. I gestured for him to come outside.

“Why? What is it now?”

“No, what do you think of Jeong Dajun's dancing?”

“He's a much better dancer than the klutz.”

“I know.”

Joo Woosung, who had brought only his own sports drink, chugged it like he was filming a commercial and twitched an eyebrow, as if to ask what I meant.

“Doesn't he look a little unstable?”

“I think he's gotten a bit taller.”

“...So what should he do?”

Joo Woosung let out a deep, sigh-like breath. He shifted his weight to one leg and swept his hair back.

“...Hoyun-ah, that's just a phenomenon that occurs when you can't adapt to a sudden change in your body.”

“......”

“Just leave him be. He'll regain his sense of balance on his own.”

“That's it?”

“......”

I squinted at him.

Joo Woosung shrugged as if to say it was true. “That's a problem only he can solve. Do you think it'll work if I tell him to do this or that? Jeong Dajun himself probably knows that well.”

In the end, it meant there was no immediate solution.

“Then we'll have to change the choreography. He's going to get injured if he continues like that.” It would be a huge problem if he pushed himself and hurt his knee. It seemed better to change the main part before an accident happened.

I should also pass on what Joo Woosung said...

“What?”

But when Joo Woosung heard my words, he looked at me as if I were dumbfounded.

“Why change the choreography?”

“Didn't you just say there's no other way but to leave him alone?” I was the one who was truly dumbfounded.

“If what you're saying is true, Mr. Joo Woosung, it's not something that can be overcome in a short time. Wouldn't it be better to change the choreography rather than force a performance centered on a kid who's struggling?”

“What are you talking about? You didn't step down.”

What? The concert?

“...Mr. Joo Woosung. Are he and I the same?”

The guy did not answer. He just scanned me up and down with an unpleasant gaze and let out a low hum.

“Aha... so this is what it feels like.” Then, he muttered to himself as if he had figured something out and kicked my leg.

“Dumbass.”

This bastard?

Looking drained, the guy started sauntering toward the parking lot instead of the practice room, as if he planned to head back to the hotel first.

Tiring!

[Mr. Seo Hoyun is a real idiot.]

Whatever.


The practice continued.

Only ten days remained.

Between training, filming their own content, doing live streams, and preparing for the "Connected" performance, all the members had dark circles down to their chins.

“My wish list...”

“Why didn't you just write something like 'hole up and practice for 24 hours'?”

"Ugh..."

Joo Woosung still showed up to the practice room without fail, but he said nothing more about Jeong Dajun. He only shared his opinions on the performance itself.

I still had not told the members we should change the choreography. Joo Woosung's final action bothered me.

“Hyungs! Let's try this part one more time.”

Besides, seeing Jeong Dajun become more obsessed with practice as time went on made it hard for me to speak up. He never left the practice room except to sleep, to the point that even the dance team was getting fed up. Though Seong Jiwon seemed incredibly moved.

I was worried, but he's doing well.

He seemed to struggle a bit at first, but now he performed the choreography quite skillfully.

I want to see his stats...

“Hoyun-hyung, hyung! How about we try it like this?”

“What?”

“It would be cool to go ta-da, swoosh! here. The lyrics are good, you know.”

Ta-da, swoosh?

For some reason, I had a bad feeling.

“Watch!”

Before I could even ask what the move was, Jeong Dajun scurried over and signaled to the dancers. They seemed to have already discussed it, as the dancers immediately moved into position and struck a pose.

Soon, Kang Ichae's new, heartfelt arrangement of "Connected" began to play.

【All we have left are wings and...】

Stepping on the backs of the dancers who formed a gradually rising staircase was no different from the choreography we had changed last time.

Tap, tap!

The moment Jeong Dajun's foot touched the last dancer's back, he leaped and flipped his body forward.

“......”

Are you crazy?

The kid was attempting a tumble, but his center of gravity twisted. His body failed to rotate and he began to fall.

THUD!!

“......”

Jeong Dajun, who had quickly covered his head with his hands, absorbed the impact with his body and rolled on the floor.

“Jeong Dajun!”

“Dajun-ah!”

All the members shouted Jeong Dajun's name in alarm and ran toward him. There was a mat on the floor, but that did not make him safe from all injuries.

Jeong Dajun clutched his left forearm and groaned.

“Hey! Hey, Jeong Dajun. Are you okay?”

“Nngh... Yes...”

He sat up, still whimpering, as everyone watched with concern.

“Are you really okay?”

“Aish, I told you I'm fine.” When he smiled to show he was really okay, the crowd of people who had gathered around sighed in relief.

“Agh, how embarrassing that I couldn't do it.”

“Dajun-ah, you should have at least told your hyungs first.”

“Nngh... I thought I could do it, but it didn't work. I think I might get it if I try one more time...”

But this kid...

“What do you think you're doing?”

Jeong Dajun showed no remorse even after almost getting hurt.

“...Huh?”

As Jeong Dajun walked back to practice, I spun him around and pressed on the forearm he had first complained about.

“You brat. Don't you know your body is your livelihood? What'll you do if you get hurt again?”

“...Um... I'm sorry.”

I stopped my hands and looked at Jeong Dajun.

What's this?

“Nngh, I'm fine, so please let go...”

His tone dripped with dissatisfaction. His face was also openly stubborn, showing his determination to try again.

“Don't do this choreography.”

“What??”

“Listen to hyung. Don't you know that if you just gloss over it, get on stage, and it turns out to be a serious injury, you'll have aftereffects later? At this rate, it would be better not to go on stage at all.”

“...But.”

But?

“Um... but.” Jeong Dajun's lips started to protrude more and more.

“Hyung did the same thing.”

“...What?”

“You did the same thing during the... the concert. You went on stage even though you injured your ankle.”

Blood shot up my spine to the back of my neck.

“Everyone was worried about you back then, but you didn't listen at all... Why are you telling me...”

“Hey. Am I the same as you?”

“......”

A kid whose ink on his ID card has not even dried yet. Trying to act like he is on the same level as an adult.

“I did it because I could handle it, but what are you going to do if you hit your head here?”

“What are you talking about! Did you handle it back then?”

“I did. I finished both days of the concert safely.”

“...Y-you finished it safely, but! You were in and out of the hospital after it was over. Then can't I do that too?”

They say kids learn the bad things first, and Jeong Dajun was a perfect example.

I turned my head, let out a series of sighs, and suppressed my anger as I spoke firmly to Jeong Dajun.

“You can't.”

“What can't I do?”

“If I say you can't, you can't.”

As our voices grew louder, the dance team started glancing our way, sensing the tense atmosphere even if they could not understand the words. The other members also looked like they were debating whether to intervene.

“That's enough, let's stop talki...”

“Wait.”

Just as I was about to end the conversation, Jeong Dajun shrieked.

“Listening to you, this is just ridiculous! I get that the move I was trying to do is dangerous! But do you realize how absurd what you're saying right now is?”

“What is.”

“What's so different about me and you, Hoyun-hyung?”

“Of course you're different.”

“How?! You're a person too! A person with the same eyes, nose, and mouth!”

You don't have a System Window. You can't use items even if you get hurt. I'll lead you down the fast track anyway, even if you don't push yourself.

“Jeong Dajun, hey...”

But I could not reveal these inner thoughts. I hid the truth and began to speak in a soft, placating tone.

“You're still young...”

However, the moment I opened my mouth, Jeong Dajun's cheeks puffed up.

“You... you... you condescending jerk!” He violently shook off my hand.

“What?!”

“Hyung, you're only four years older than me!!”

It's a fourteen-year difference, you brat!

“Why won't you listen to...”

“...Hmph!”

Jeong Dajun primly whipped his head away, refusing to meet my eyes.

“Hyung is...” He bit his lip hard, huffing and puffing. Then his shoulders began to shake as tears streamed down his face.

“Hyung, you're a total idiot, moron, and mutt!!!”

And with that, he ran right out.

“Wha, what...”

Idiot, moron, and mutt?

Tiring!

[Ah~.]

[You made him cry~~.]

“Wow, Jeong Dajun...”

Kang Ichae came up beside me with a strangely pleased look on his face. He placed a hand on my shoulder before removing it.

“Go and say you're sorry~.”

“What?”

“Yeah, you were in the wrong.”

Next, Kim Seonghyeon also passed by and patted my back.

I let out a dry breath and turned my gaze. Seong Jiwon, who had been watching the situation while drinking water, gave an awkward smile.

“Hoyun-ah...this is a bit much.”


Chapter 284

To me, Jeong Dajun had always been a simple and easy person to handle.

He was a gentle kid who was easily coaxed, even when he sulked because he was mad. If I offered to buy him beef instead of a proper apology, he would get dressed and tag along, asking if he could order cold noodles too.

“Hey, Jeong Dajun...”

However, it seemed he was genuinely upset this time. Ever since he ran out and came back, he had been dodging and running away from me at the mere mention of his name.

Whenever I tried to talk to him and resolve things, he would blatantly avoid me by calling over other members or just starting practice.

“Bouncy~.”

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Dajun-ah.”

No matter how hard I tried to get his attention, I couldn't get a single word out of him. I had to go through the other members if I wanted to tell him anything.

“H-hey, should we practice?!”

It wasn't like he was neglecting his duties, though. He diligently participated in every practice.

Of course, the moment practice ended, he would scurry away if I tried to sneak closer.

Two days passed like that.

Eventually, my patience reached its limit.

As Jeong Dajun left the hotel for the practice room out of morning habit, I grabbed his shoulder. He was opening the door, and I slammed it shut.

“......”

“......”

The maknae fidgeted anxiously, trapped between the door and me. Seeing him, the anger boiling inside me subsided a little.

Calm down, Seo Hoyun. Be nice, be nice...

“Dajun-ah, where did you learn this habit of ignoring your hyung?”

Ding!

[You're scary!!!]

Ah, I only changed my tone, but my 'Dealing with Seo Hojin' way of speaking just slipped out.

I did my best to compose myself and tried to look gentle. I forced a smile onto my trembling lips and spoke to the maknae.

“If you have a complaint about me, just tell me comfortably. I'll listen.”

Jeong Dajun hesitated and darted his eyes around. He finally seemed about to meet my gaze, only to whip his head away again.

“...Let's not make eye contact.”

“What kind of bullshit is that?”

“...If we make eye contact, I feel like my anger will just disappear.”

Aha, is that so?

I deliberately asked in an even gentler voice.

“Why? You don't want to see my face?”

“T-That's not it...”

Jeong Dajun, who was about to answer instinctively, widened his eyes and clamped his mouth shut. Then, he spread his hands and thrust them forward, completely covering my face.

“Yes!!!”

“......”

“I don't want to see it!!”

Then, as if afraid of being caught, he scurried away and ducked into his room.

The thin thread of my patience snapped. I threw all pretense aside and pounded on the door to the room Jeong Dajun had entered.

“Jeong Dajun!! Stop with the nonsense and get out here right now?!”

“Don't be scary like this!!”

“Get out here, now!”

However, Jeong Dajun didn't budge.

I tried to replace my surging irritation with a sigh and swept my annoying bangs back.

“I'm~ a dog-poop-rabbit-bug~.”

“Hah...”

“The maknae~ is gone~.”

Kang Ichae, who sat on the one-person sofa watching the whole scene, started strumming a ukulele he'd gotten from who-knows-where and sang loudly beside me.

When I glared at him, Kang Ichae approached me with a silly grin.

“It looks like practice is a bust. How about everyone takes today off to regroup? Hyung, you should go out and cool your head too.”

“......”

Why should I be the one to cool my head.

The moment I clicked my tongue in displeasure, my phone vibrated.

[Joo Woosung: Hey wanna grab food??]

I hesitated for a moment, but after looking at the tightly shut door, I left the hotel.

Joo Woosung sat at a nearby cafe, leisurely drinking coffee while wearing sunglasses. He spotted me and gave a little wave.

“What's with that look on your face?”

“It's nothing.”

The guy tilted his head, then a knowing smile spread across his face.

“You fought with a member, didn't you?”

“......”

“Let me guess. Hmm... Dajun!?”

You damn psychic...

He was usually clueless when you wanted him to be, but he was ridiculously quick-witted about things like this.

Joo Woosung figured out the answer from my expression and burst out laughing like a madman.

“Aigoo, is our Hoyun angry because his member won't listen to him?”

I'm here in California looking after them, and my kid is going through a severe rebellious phase. Of course I'm angry.

“How did you know?”

“Ayy, I can tell just by looking at your face.”

My foul mood seemed to amuse him, and Joo Woosung was being even more cheeky than usual.

“I was right, I was right. Wow, so a moment like this comes even for the great Seo Hoyun. Let's just eat and you can cheer up.”

Joo Woosung, who had been snickering, suddenly leaned over, slung an arm around my shoulders, and whispered right into my ear.

“And take a look behind you to your left.”

I shook off Joo Woosung's arm, pretended to straighten my clothes, and glanced over. I saw a man with a black cap pulled down low. He hid a camera with a large bag and feigned indifference.

A paparazzi.

No matter how popular The Dawn had become, in a situation like this, the guy was more likely here for Joo Woosung than for me.

“Wouldn't it be better to just eat and go back before any rumors start?”

He skillfully picked a spot out of people's sight and expertly pressed the shutter without even checking the angle. He was clearly an experienced paparazzi aiming for a real scoop.

I watched him indifferently for a moment, then a rebellious spirit sprouted in my disgruntled heart.

“No, let's make today absolutely spectacular.”

“......”

I snatched Joo Woosung's sunglasses, put them on, and smirked.

“He walked right into it.”

.

.

.

Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun came to America together.

The paparazzi's eyes gleamed.

It made sense for The Dawn to be here for the IRIX new season launch event stage, and they also had various filming schedules on the side.

However, Joo Woosung was a different story. No matter how many times the paparazzi checked, Joo Woosung had no official schedule. The fact that he had come to LA secretly, without even a Manager, reeked of suspicion.

Even though it was only early April, he was confident he would land the biggest scoop of the year right here.

In most cases like this...

It was related to a romantic partner. They were using their acquaintances as a shield to enjoy a secret date.

And there are rumors that Joo Woosung has dated a lot of women.

The excited paparazzi carefully followed behind Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun.

The two strolled through the streets of LA in simple outfits like t-shirts, jeans, and slacks.

There must be something going on!

He stealthily kept his distance and rapidly pressed the shutter.

When he checked the photos he'd taken, their bare faces glowed as if a beauty filter had been applied.

“I want to check this place out.”

“Okay.”

Just when he thought they were about to get to the main event, they entered a building.

“......”

He quickly followed, but when he looked inside, it was nothing more than a common gift shop.

No, they might have arranged to meet here.

The paparazzi even turned on his recorder and hovered around the two.

“Are you some kind of shadow?”

“Black is pretty.”

“It's gloomy. Wear some brighter colors.”

However, Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun were just bickering over the color of a t-shirt that had 'Los Angeles' written next to a palm tree.

...Right, you have to buy souvenirs to commemorate a trip to LA.

After leaving the store with their hands full of t-shirts, the two bought banana smoothies. They sipped on them while discussing where to go next.

“What about an art museum?”

“Not really.”

“This guy has no sense of mood.”

Various places were mentioned, but Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun, whose tastes were starkly different, bickered again before deciding to just visit them all one by one.

Around two hours later, after following them for some more time.

“I'm telling you, this is the right way! Why are you being so stubborn, talking nonsense this whole time?”

“Yeah, like your dancing skills.”

“Like your photography skills, hyung.”

“Yeah, next clu... wait. What's wrong with my photography skills?!”

Seriously, why are they fighting so childishly?

This was already the seventh time he had witnessed it. Trivial things instantly escalated into fights.

He considered writing an article with a provocative title like, 'Discord between Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun?! Their desired paths diverge...' but even if it drew attention, he could clearly picture the public cursing him out after reading the content.

Just as he was debating whether to give up, since it seemed like nothing would come of this, Joo Woosung lay down right on the street and started taking pictures of Seo Hoyun.

“A waste of memory.”

“Wow, that's so annoying. You try taking one.”

Joo Woosung handed over his phone with a confident expression, but Seo Hoyun just furrowed his brow and sighed.

He then gestured for Joo Woosung to pose and half-heartedly pressed the phone's camera button.

“...Whoa. Hey, you should've been a photographer instead of an idol.”

Joo Woosung let out a quiet exclamation of awe as he swiped through the photos Seo Hoyun had taken.

“Post it on Instagram or something.”

“So you are useful sometimes.”

“Is that how you say 'thank you', hyung?”

It was very peaceful... and there was absolutely nothing to get a scoop on.

What are these guys doing right now?

If you took away their profession as celebrities, it felt like watching high school students on a field trip.

Just as the paparazzi was about to give up on his scoop and prepare to leave, Joo Woosung, who was looking at his phone, flinched in surprise and started walking.

“Hey, hey! I have somewhere I need to go, quick.”

“Where?”

Joo Woosung, I believed in you!

The paparazzi quickly took the camera he was putting back in his bag and tailed the two.

And so, dreaming of his scoop bonus, filled with hopes and dreams, he arrived at a Korean restaurant in LA.

“Ta-da.”

Joo Woosung held up a plate of kimchi fried rice topped with a perfectly cooked sunny-side-up egg and beamed.

“A great kimchi fried rice place.”

To think that after coming all the way to LA, the place he was so eager to find was a kimchi fried rice restaurant.

Faced with Joo Woosung's madness for kimchi fried rice, the paparazzi lost all will to fight.

Just then, Seo Hoyun, sitting across from Joo Woosung, took a spoonful of his blood sausage soup and said nonchalantly.

“It's nice that you never change, hyung.”

“Is that something you say while I'm eating kimchi fried rice?”

The paparazzi quietly left the restaurant.

“...Why was I even following them?”

He muttered with a look of emptiness, having gotten nothing but photos of Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun that sparkled as if taken by a Fansite Master.
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They say the only thing he got was a picture of kimchi fried rice.

└ Are these two a comedy duo or something? ㅋㅋ

└ The paparazzi obviously went to get a scandal, but the fact that his biggest score was a picture of Joo Woosung eating kimchi fried rice is hilarious.

└ Woosung-ah, why are you even in LA?

└└ Looks like Woosung's on vacation ㅋ The other Black Call members are on vacation too, so they went home.

└└ Ah, last time he said he was going for some dance training, and this time his trip overlaps with The Dawn's ㅋ what a coincidence.

└ ㅋㅋ fck I acknowledge that these guys are real best friends ㅋㅋ

└└ Seo Hoyun's unamused expression while watching Joo Woosung eat kimchi fried rice is killing me ㅋㅋ]

I snickered as I read the community post from the link Manager Kim-nim, who was still in Korea, had sent me.

[Manager Kim-nim: Hoyun-ah, what on earth have you been doing?]

As I replied that we had all decided to take the day off, Joo Woosung came over with beer and squid.

This was the terrace of the hotel suite where Joo Woosung was staying. I propped my feet up on an empty chair and let my body go limp.

“Hey, beer?”

Joo Woosung held up the bottle he was sipping from and shook it. When I held out my hand, he handed me a new one.

“Look at you, looking all pleased. What, do you have a hobby of periodically messing with people?”

“Of course.”

I smiled brightly.

“Can't you tell from the fact that I hang out with you, hyung?”

“......”

What, why, what. What are you gonna do, glare at me.


Chapter 285

“Agh, Seo Hoyun is so damn annoying.”

I took a sip of my beer and glanced at Joo Woosung. He was busy texting on his phone, probably contacting his members.

What a strange guy.

He said he'd try, and it looked like he was getting along quite well with his members now.

“Your members are nice.”

“I told you. I'm the biggest troublemaker.”

Joo Woosung understood immediately and replied, his fingers still moving.

“It would've been this easy if I'd just put my mind to it. I don't know what was so hard.”

He then put his phone down on the table and looked outside.

“We should go somewhere and film some original content too. Our schedule is empty for a while, so we should do something for the fans.”

“Oh...”

“Hey, can't you hide your expression? It's written all over your face, 'How did Joo Woosung come up with such a commendable idea?'”

When I just grinned, he grumbled that I was a cheeky junior.

“But you don't have a schedule for a while? I thought you'd make a comeback soon.”

“We don't.”

Joo Woosung said, picking up a piece of squid and chewing on it toughly.

“Chae Jeongwoo has vocal cord nodules.”

“Vocal cord nodules?”

I thought I was aware of most of the rumors at WH Entertainment, but this is the first I've heard of this.

Joo Woosung continued the conversation peacefully, as if he were talking about some trivial daily matter.

“I guess he pushed himself too hard during the tour. He insisted he was fine... but in the end, he was diagnosed with vocal cord nodules early this year.”

“......”

“The company and the members were all worried, but what could we do? We have to postpone the comeback. Until Chae Jeongwoo recovers.”

He didn't seem particularly disappointed.

“You could have a short comeback, couldn't you?”

“It's better not to do it at all than to prepare something half-assed.”

“What about without Chae Jeongwoo?”

“He's too popular, so no.”

If they released even a single, the Grand Prize this year would be a sure thing for them.

Seeing how decisively they chose to rest, Chae Jeongwoo's condition seemed quite serious.

I was quietly swallowing my beer when Joo Woosung glanced at me and added another word.

“Do you know what this means? It means this will be the only year since Black Call started winning the Grand Prize that we won't get it.”

“......”

And with such a calm expression. It wasn't like he was looking for pity or comfort.

I narrowed my eyes and tossed out a comment in a light tone.

“We'll gladly take the Grand Prize, then.”

“That's ridiculous. If we don't get it, does that automatically make it yours?”

Shaking his head in disbelief, Joo Woosung chugged his beer in one go.

“I don't know what the company will say later, but either way, I'm going to keep waiting.”

“......”

“'Joo Woosung of Black Call.' It has a nice ring to it, doesn't it?”

For someone who was awkward with his members until recently, he must have had a lot of affection for his group. Or it had grown.

“Well, that was wise.”

The truth is, an idol's prime is short. In the span of a lifetime, it's a time when a flower bud is just beginning to sprout, yet for idols, they say the flower has already withered. That's why agencies often pushed them relentlessly. Naturally, the result of that accumulated pressure often backfired. The moment even one member broke down, it became difficult for the group to recover.

“An idol's health is the top priority. If even one member gets sick, an idol's career can end in a flash... What would you have done if something serious had happened to Chae Jeongwoo?”

But strangely, the more I spoke, the more uncomfortable I felt. As if I were saying something I shouldn't.

“...It must have been a difficult decision for the members, but they were considerate of each other...”

Joo Woosung didn't bother to cut me off. He just kept slurping his beer, watching me with an unpleasant smile.

“...To continue group activities in the long run, it was an unavoidable choice... Hey, why do you keep looking at me like that?”

Joo Woosung laughed openly.

“Aigoo, does it hit a nerve?”

“......”

“You funny, cute bastard.”

Even when I openly showed my displeasure, Joo Woosung just scoffed.

“Hey. Do you know what the worst of your countless, sky-high flaws is?”

“...What is it?”

“It's that a smart bastard like you loses his mind whenever it involves the people around him.”

Then he pointed to the beer bottle I was drinking from and beckoned with his finger. When I obediently handed it over, he pushed my back and kicked me out of the room.

“This hyung is tired, so I'm going to rest. Get going, and call me if you're having a hard time.”

Before I could say anything, the door slammed shut.

“Haa...”

This guy and that guy...

Why would I call you when I'm having a hard time, you bastard...

I gathered the T-shirts I'd bought at the gift shop, which had been tossed to the floor when I was kicked out, and turned around.

To safely complete all the Quests, I needed my members' help. No matter how well I did on my own, I couldn't get into Tier 1 or complete the scenario Quest. I also knew that to do so, I had to show my members a certain degree of trust.

Nevertheless, a part of me still wanted to somehow muddle through and get by.

Nothing in this world is easy.

However, if that trust is truly necessary...

There might be a way to show just a little bit of it.

“...Hey.”

After checking my surroundings, I called the System Window in a low voice.

[If you're asking for my opinion, I will always support you, Seo Hoyun. However, for this matter, if you would just consider the members' feelings a little more...]

“What are you talking about? Not that.”

I waved my hand through the blue window that was pouring out a torrent of text as if it had been waiting.

“Show me Jeong Dajun's stats.”

[...Yes, yes.]

I planned to check Jeong Dajun's stats again, which I had started to look at before.

I stopped in my tracks as I examined the stats that were listed out.

[Jeong Dajun

Our cute maknae of The Dawn, who is still practicing hard.

Vocals: B-

Dance: A+ (S-)

Variety: B+

Acting: C-

Charm: A-

???:???]

I blinked, rubbed my eyes with my hand, and then slowly scanned it again.

“...What the?”

Am I seeing things?


Rough breaths echoed throughout the practice room.

“Whoa, this is tough.”

Catching his ragged breath, Jeong Dajun meticulously checked his dance lines. Dancing while enduring the pain was still difficult, but as he got used to it, the choreography strangely seemed to stick to his body better. Enough that even Kim Seonghyeon would occasionally praise him.

Just a little more.

Lately, Jeong Dajun had been anxious to a degree that even he thought was excessive. Without knowing why, he was just endlessly scared and afraid.

When his anxiety stealthily reared its head again, Jeong Dajun missed a step and collapsed onto the floor.

Just then, the practice room door was flung open and Kim Seonghyeon came in.

“Maknae, what are you doing?”

“Ah~, Seonghyeon-hyung~. I'm thinking about life.”

“Good grief.”

Kim Seonghyeon sat down next to the maknae, who was waving one hand back and forth, and held out a box with a picture of a donut on it.

“Seo Hoyun bought this. He said to give it to you.”

“......”

“He said he wanted to give it to you himself, but you'd just avoid him again anyway.”

“Huuh??”

Startled, Jeong Dajun shot up and made an aggrieved face.

“No, when did I ever avoid him! It's not like that... It's just...”

I just wanted him to understand how I felt...

It was obvious his anger would dissipate if they met face-to-face, so Jeong Dajun couldn't help it.

“...Maybe I was avoiding him.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Sighing heavily at the ceiling, Jeong Dajun sat up and picked up his phone. He then played a clip of their 'Connected' performance from the recent IRIX Cup. Below it, comments in various languages were visible. Most of them were compliments for The Dawn.

“Watching it again?”

“Yeah. I feel like I'm still lacking...”

There were occasional negative comments, but he was no longer bothered by reactions directed at him. Maybe it was because he was surrounded by people like Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, who would just snort at malicious comments and move on. They say even a dog at a village school can recite a poem after three years, and since it had been almost three years since he'd been with the members, he could generally let things pass with indifference. He also easily ignored the staff member who had secretly mocked them from behind, calling them empty shells packaged to suit the public's taste.

Because it wasn't true. The Dawn had never, not even once, failed to do their best. Instead of worrying about such things, he practiced a little more and tried to keep up with his hyungs.

“But why are you so anxious?”

“...Is it that obvious?”

“Very.”

“...I don't know. I think it might be because I want to do really well. ...And...”

“Seo Hoyun?”

Jeong Dajun pressed his lips together. He wasn't unaware that Seo Hoyun's words weren't wrong. It was just that he was a little upset that the person saying it was Seo Hoyun.

But you were the same, hyung!

Seo Hoyun himself acted as if he didn't care whether his heart stopped or his ankle broke. He had only fallen, but Seo Hoyun was the first to approach, check his body, and then get furiously angry.

Thinking back, he was always consistent. He remembered his face, rushing over in fright during the final relay race of 'Victory is Mine'. The moment when, despite having put up a wall against all the members at the time, he had carried the team's maknae on his back and run as if it were the most natural thing to do.

Jeong Dajun found that Seo Hoyun frustrating. He was endlessly proactive when it came to the members' affairs, but tried to just brush off his own.

“I don't know what Hoyun-hyung is thinking.”

Kim Seonghyeon ruffled Jeong Dajun's hair.

“Who among us would know what he's thinking?”

“......”

“Even Buddha probably wouldn't know.”

When Seo Hoyun got injured while preparing for the gymnastics concert, the members had opposed him going on stage. However, it was no use, and in the end, Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Kang Ichae just sighed and quickly accepted the situation.

As he was puffing out his cheeks in displeasure all by himself, Kang Ichae had poked him and let out a laugh.

“He's the type who won't know until you shove it in his face.”

“......”

“Then you just have to show him.”

And Kang Ichae seemed to have found his own way to support Seo Hoyun. However, he still didn't know how he could be of help to him.

“Hyung, that's the problem. Because I don't know...”

He felt so pathetic for just worrying without taking action. He wondered if it was because he was really young. His mind was always in turmoil, so when he actually heard Seo Hoyun call him young, he had flared up without realizing it. He had stormed out of the practice room and run about five laps around it, but he hadn't calmed down at all.

“...I can't do anything for him.”

Quietly listening to the maknae's complaints, Kim Seonghyeon opened the box and handed him a donut.

“First, eat.”

“...Okay.”

With a gloomy expression, Jeong Dajun took a hearty bite of the donut. The round donut became a semicircle.

“...It's delicious.”

“Seo Hoyun said he deliberately bought only the flavors you like.”

For some reason, the tip of his nose tingled, and he wanted to go to Seo Hoyun right away and apologize for acting childishly, but his body remained stubbornly glued to the practice room floor.

“Are you going to do the choreography as is?”

“I'm not sure about that either. Like Hoyun-hyung said, it's dangerous.”

“Right.”

A gentle smile appeared on Kim Seonghyeon's lips.

“Hmm, your anxiety will disappear on its own once you figure out the reason, so don't be too impatient. As I've said before, Seo Hoyun must have had his reasons for getting angry at you.”

“......”

“So, he's not that bad of a guy... well, okay. He's a bit hopeless and sometimes you wonder if he's really crazy, but he's not that stubborn.”

“......”

“Tomorrow, during the performance, watch Seo Hoyun's reaction carefully.”

Jeong Dajun, his eyebrows still drooping, held a donut in each hand and chewed diligently. The sight, so typical of The Dawn's maknae, made Kim Seonghyeon burst out laughing.

“He's the type that's good because he's a little annoying, isn't he?”


Chapter 286

“Jeong Dajun, wake up!!”

Jeong Dajun shouted as he threw off the covers and shot up. Normally, a scolding for being loud would have come from his side, but since they were still staying at a hotel in LA, only a quiet silence returned.

Jeong Dajun immediately started washing up, brushed his teeth meticulously, and spat out the rinse water with a refreshing sound.

“Alright.”

Throat condition, body condition, everything was in top shape. Even his knee wasn't throbbing today. For no reason at all, Jeong Dajun just had a feeling that everything would go well, and in reality, good things always seemed to happen at times like this.

“Let's do well today!!”

Stretching his arms out and shouting energetically, Jeong Dajun pressed a cap firmly on his head and hurried outside. The road Manager was already waiting at the hotel's main entrance.

As soon as he got into the van, Kim Seonghyeon greeted him.

“Maknae's here?”

“Yep!!”

Jeong Dajun winked at him and subtly gave a thumbs-up.

I'll try talking to Hoyun-hyung today!

Yesterday, Kim Seonghyeon had told him to watch Seo Hoyun's reaction carefully during the performance. There had to be a reason for it. Assuming the hyungs had already talked amongst themselves, Jeong Dajun planned to break the ice by thanking Seo Hoyun for the donuts and then making up.

“Hoyun, hi!”

“Oh, hi.”

“Hyung!!”

As Jeong Dajun, who was sitting in the very back, shot up, Seo Hoyun's gaze flickered toward him.

Just as he thought, his anger subsided upon seeing his face.

“...Um, Hoyun-hyung, thanks for the donuts yesterd...”

“Alright guys, we're leaving! Buckle up~.”

However, the words Jeong Dajun carefully brought up were drowned out by the Manager's voice.

Without reacting, Seo Hoyun put on his earphones and an eye mask as usual, buried himself in his seat, and immediately fell asleep.

...Huh?

He must not have heard me, right?

It's just my imagination that he seems to be ignoring me, right?

Ayy, no way...

Since there was an unspoken rule among The Dawn not to bother Seo Hoyun when he was in the car, Jeong Dajun couldn't say anything more.

I'll just talk to him when we get off!

However, there was no time for that. A barrage of camera flashes awaited them at the venue entrance, and as soon as they were led to the waiting room by the bodyguards, they were swamped with back-to-back rehearsals.

Before he knew it, it was already time to go on stage.

“The Dawn! Over here.”

“We'll get ready for standby!”

Backstage, staff from Charis Games, WH, and Daepaseong were all bustling about.

This isn't right.

Groaning inwardly but with no other choice, he got his final makeup and outfit check while glancing to the side. The members were dressed in all-white outfits with only slight variations in detail.

“When this goes up...”

“Yes, we'll do it like that.”

It was distinctly different from their last Cyberpunk concept. However, Jeong Dajun thought this also harmonized well with the new version of 'Connected'.

Just then, he saw Seo Hoyun, who had a few feathers woven into the ends of his hair, finishing his outfit check and putting on his in-ear monitor.

Jeong Dajun hurried over and grabbed his shoulder.

“Hyung!”

An indifferent gaze turned to Jeong Dajun. It was a look that seemed a little cold.

He flinched slightly but opened his mouth, thinking of his other hyungs.

“Hyung, um, the donuts were really delicious... Did you have a good half-day off? No, first, and I... I wasn't avoiding you.”

He blurted out whatever came to mind, rambling incoherently, but Seo Hoyun just listened quietly.

Feeling a little scared for some reason, he ducked his head and asked.

“...Hyung, don't you have something to say to me?!”

“......”

He was scheduled to perform barefoot, so he watched his toes wiggling out from his slippers, but for a long while, no answer came.

Just as Jeong Dajun was about to peek his head up, Seo Hoyun tilted his head crookedly.

“Something to say to you?”

“...What?”

“I said I have nothing to say.”

Jeong Dajun's mouth slowly fell open.

Seo Hoyun turned his back on the shock-stricken Jeong Dajun and walked away.

“Just now, what...”

“Getting on the lifts!”

Be careful not to get hurt,' 'Let's do well on this stage.

He had believed he would smile with his usual confident expression, or at least say a word, even if indifferently.

Pushed by the staff, Jeong Dajun had to take off his slippers and get on the lift.

Why is he acting so scary?!

The first emotion he felt was definitely bewilderment, but soon, a sense of hurt washed over it.

Hey! Seonghyeon-hyung, you told me to watch carefully! Carefully!

While he was floundering in shock, the other members also went to their designated spots and finished preparing.

Jeong Dajun squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them.

Fine, whatever.

Beneath the dark stage. Five pairs of shoulders stood side by side. Jeong Dajun fixed his gaze forward, resisting the urge to look at Seo Hoyun.

I want to do well.

No, I absolutely have to do well.

【Fly neither too low nor too high

Sun's heat will melt your feathers apart】

From above, the sound of the VCR began to play. It was a video that added CG of the IRIX characters to the members' concept photos, which had been filmed in Korea beforehand.

Slowly, the lift The Dawn was standing on began to rise.

“Why am I the main?”

Kang Ichae had arranged 'Connected' with 'Icarus' as the motif, representing a human challenging his limits. Although Icarus in the myth falls after getting caught up in the fun of flying and approaching the sun, the goal was to have him truly overcome his limits and be reborn as a being who pierces the sun.

When asked why he was the main for such a concept, Kang Ichae simply smiled.

“You have to be the one to do this, Dajun-ah.”

The members, positioned on pillars that looked like the bases of statues, were revealed one by one, with Jeong Dajun appearing last.

He hugged his knees, tilted his head slightly from between the ruffles of his sleeves, and smiled playfully at the camera. Despite his more grown-up body, Jeong Dajun, who had retained the same boyish freshness, was shown on the large screen. Behind him, a metal sculpture decorated with feathers, pearls, and jewels, connected to the pillar, wrapped around Jeong Dajun's body like wings.



【Finally the boring time passes

I like watching you go wild】

Even as the bright midday sun beat down and a grand, intense beat filled the venue, with the excited cheers of the audience spreading in all directions, Jeong Dajun's insides were tied in knots.

Don't think too deeply.

【Chase me like if you can

Shift the gear up and press the pedal to the floor】

Stay calm, stay calm until the end.

【Don't hesitate

Just move forward】

Seo Hoyun took over after him, as he struggled to keep his expression from stiffening.

【I will never leave your side】

As always, he was completely unshaken. On top of that, he instantly captivated the audience with his vastly improved skills.

Don't get excited, stay calm...

As Jeong Dajun moved to the back, his eyes met Kim Seonghyeon's, who was coming forward. Kim Seonghyeon subtly raised the corners of his lips and then performed the newly added part.

【Don't fly too high

Nor too low

Stay at your position

Do what people have asked you】

...No.

Jeong Dajun knew himself well now. He could find his own worth without comparing himself to others, and he no longer tried to prove himself to anyone.

The dancers' gazes gradually focused on Jeong Dajun. The part with the tumbling was coming up. Even if he didn't do the tumbling, the dancers would cover for him well, just as they had discussed beforehand. They had practiced it continuously during practices and rehearsals.

However, if he tried it this time and really got hurt, Seo Hoyun might be genuinely disappointed in him. Jeong Dajun was terribly afraid of that. More than the gazes of others, he was afraid of not being a source of strength for the person he liked.

It would be easier to just give up.

【You hit me words to knock me out】

But could he be satisfied with himself in that state?

At that moment, as if sensing Jeong Dajun's thoughts, Kang Ichae deliberately turned his head and grinned.

【But I don't lose my temper, darling】

As if to say there was no need to worry at all.

A moment's hesitation, a bit of anxiety, and impatience. All these things held Jeong Dajun back, but they could not stop him.

Without the slightest hesitation, Jeong Dajun's foot lands on the backs of the bending dancers.

I know. I can't be satisfied.

I don't want to fail.

I don't want to stay stuck in place in this pathetic state.

I don't want to remain just another younger brother who can't be of any help.

The moment he is about to step onto the last dancer's back, Jeong Dajun's head turns toward Seo Hoyun.

【I just keep tempering our hope】

Seo Hoyun was also looking at Jeong Dajun. A brief moment, less than a second, stretches out like a slowed-down tape.

Under the pure white lights, Seo Hoyun's lips move.

Go.

Go.

So, Jeong Dajun steps forward without hesitation.

【When our eyes meet

The anxiety melts away】

One.

Two.

Three.

He puts strength into his legs and leaps high.

【All we have left is...】

A blast of hot air fiercely scratches his cheek. The floor tilts, and the background blurs like paint swirling in water. Soon, a heavy but solid impact shoots through the soles of his feet.

ROOOOAR...

The cheers erupted violently, but Jeong Dajun himself was so engulfed in a sense of exhilaration heating his entire body that the sound felt distant.

【Only wings and faith】

“......”

As he moved to his next position, panting heavily, Seo Hoyun tapped his shoulder and walked past. At the same time, stage pyrotechnics went off, and Jeong Dajun felt a little choked up for some reason.

【Even if we fly closer to the sun

These wings won't melt】

Sometimes, when he was on stage with his hyungs, there were moments when his heart would pound uncontrollably.

【They only burn hotter】

A racing heart. Adrenaline. Until now, he hadn't known what to call such moments.

But now, he could say it clearly.

【Don't hesitate

Just move forward

I will never leave your side】

When he came to his senses, all that was left was the slick sweat in his palms and the cheers of the audience. Jeong Dajun realized he had been standing there in his ending pose, lost in a daze, and quickly bowed deeply before heading Backstage.

“Dajun! that was amazing!”

He returned thanks distractedly to the staff's praise and gradually quickened his pace.

“That part earlier was pretty good...”

“Yeah, the timing was quite...”

When he entered the waiting room, the members who had arrived a step ahead were briefly sharing their thoughts on the performance. Seo Hoyun, standing by the door, looked at Jeong Dajun and said.

“You're here?”

His tone was still indifferent and his expression was calm, but he couldn't hide the look in his eyes.

“......”

That look that said he was about to die from pride.

Seeing that, Jeong Dajun thought he understood why Seo Hoyun had said he had nothing to say.

Jeong Dajun, who was slowly approaching Seo Hoyun,

“You, on stage earlier... Wah!”

soon ran and threw his arms around him in a clinging hug.

Seo Hoyun staggered and fell backward, and at the same time, the other members who were huddled together also toppled to the floor like bowling pins.

“......”

“Hey!! Jeong Dajun!”

The members' screams echoed, but Jeong Dajun didn't budge, his face buried in Seo Hoyun's shoulder. An emotion he had never felt before swirled up from deep inside his stomach. No tears came, but his heart churned endlessly.

“Hey, Jeong Dajun, you...”

Seo Hoyun, sitting up, started to say something but then stopped abruptly. As if waiting for Jeong Dajun to speak.

I'm sorry,' 'Thank you,' 'As expected of hyung.

I don't know, none of that complicated stuff matters.

To be honest, he still wasn't sure if he could become a reliable member to his hyungs. However, a faith that would not be shaken by anything had sprouted within him. With these members, he would go anywhere and could do anything. He wouldn't even mind heading into a pitch-black darkness where not a single ray of light entered.

“Hyung, you're so annoying.”

We are The Dawn.

Because we will soon greet the rising sun.

Hearing those words, Seo Hoyun burst out laughing.

And his hand slowly patted Jeong Dajun's back.

“You finally get it?”


Chapter 287

“A university festival?”

Kang Yeonhu's eyes widened. His Manager delivered the news as soon as Kang Yeonhu returned to the company after a radio schedule.

High Five had been incredibly busy since their new song, 'Reels', became a massive hit.

“Yes, the university festival season is just around the corner.”

“Ah... right.”

An offer for a university festival was a rare event for male idols. The news really drove home how well this album had done.

“Ah, it seems like almost all the WH Entertainment idols got an offer this time.”

“...Then The Dawn, too...”

“Ah, yes. They probably did. As far as I know, I think it was for S University.”

Kang Yeonhu's eyes narrowed slightly.

Recently, a seismic shift had occurred among some idol groups, excluding Black Call. A few issues had blown up, but a major reason was the large influx of fans to The Dawn and High Five.

I heard they returned from the US yesterday.

After the Manager left to stop by the Management Team, Kang Yeonhu leaned against the hallway wall and picked up his phone. He searched for 'The Dawn' on a portal site, and articles flooded the screen.

《The Dawn Returns to Korea in Group T-shirts... “We get along great.”》

“...Wow.”

Kang Yeonhu knew paparazzi had caught Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung together in a souvenir shop, but he never expected them to enter the country so openly wearing the items. A dry laugh escaped him. All the The Dawn members wore T-shirts with a large 'Los Angeles' written next to a palm tree design, each in a different color.

《Kang Ichae on WH Live... Answers “......” to the question “What are your plans now that you're back in Korea?”》

《The Dawn Spotted at an Amusement Park in California, USA! 'Sensational Popularity'》

“Doing great, just great.”

They got along well, their individual skills were excellent, and they had a great balance that complemented each other. The rearranged 'Connected' stage that The Dawn performed at the IRIX new season launch ceremony became a hit again, further increasing their global recognition.

They haven't stumbled even once.

Kang Yeonhu leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes slightly.

It was like a tiger that had grown wings.

In Korea, The Dawn was praised for enhancing national prestige. On the short-form video platform TikTok, videos of people copying the 'Connected' point dance were uploaded day after day. People wondered why The Dawn wasn't Tier 1, or said they were the most eye-catching among recent idols.

Reading such posts felt like a blade pressed right against his throat. That feeling didn't change even when High Five's results were good.

At WH Entertainment, they were celebrating, saying the merger with Daepaseong was the right choice.

It's still okay.

A rumor spread within the company that The Dawn was openly aiming for the Grand Prize. It was currently mid-April. There was plenty of time to turn things around.

“Hyung, but you know~.”

“Yeah.”

Just then, as if on cue, Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun appeared, walking from a distance. Both had shopping bags dangling from their arms. It seemed they planned to distribute gifts they had bought in the US. They hadn't noticed Kang Yeonhu yet, so their conversation continued comfortably. Jeong Dajun, who had grown much taller, chattered endlessly at Seo Hoyun.

“Remember how Jiwon-hyung said he saw a ghost while practicing in the old Daepaseong practice room~! So I was thinking... maybe there's a ghost in this practice room too?!”

What is he talking about...

It was such a useless comment that Kang Yeonhu thought Seo Hoyun would either ignore it or cut him off sharply.

“......”

But surprisingly, Seo Hoyun nodded and played along.

“There's the 8th-floor practice room. The one you go to often.”

“Yes!!”

“There's a story that a trainee saw a ghost there and fainted four years ago.”

“...!!”

That never happened.

Kang Yeonhu had been here for over ten years, including his trainee days, but this was the first time he had ever heard such a thing. The sight of Seo Hoyun telling a blatant lie with a straight face was utterly baffling.

However, Jeong Dajun, who didn't know the truth, seemed extremely shocked.

“You're lying, right?! You're teasing me, hyung?!!”

“It's true. Kang Ichae probably knows too. Why don't you ask him yourself?”

Looking pale, Jeong Dajun quickly picked up his phone.

“Hello? Ichae-hyung! Have you ever heard the story about a ghost in the 8th-floor practice room? Huh? Hoyun-hyung told me...What? Really??”

Seo Hoyun watched Jeong Dajun's back as he fled, talking on the phone. For some reason, Seo Hoyun looked quite pleased.

“Idiot.”

Kang Yeonhu felt a sense of unfamiliarity at the soft, gentle atmosphere he had never encountered when facing Seo Hoyun.

“......”

Their eyes met.

Seo Hoyun's eyes folded into a smile. The atmosphere, however, turned heavy, unlike a moment ago.

Kang Yeonhu quickly put up a wall of caution.

Seo Hoyun had a charm that could instantly captivate anyone. For that very reason, he was someone to be wary of.

“...Looks like you had a good trip to the US.”

“Yes, thanks to you, Senior.”

His words, at least.

Kang Yeonhu hid his true feelings and curved the corners of his eyes just like Seo Hoyun.

“By the way, you must be very tired, being so busy as soon as you got back to Korea. I heard you were cast for a university festival too.”

“A university festival?”

“Yes. I heard about it when I received our schedule. We're going to K University.”

Seo Hoyun's reaction was lukewarm, as if he hadn't heard the news yet.

“I heard The Dawn is going to S University.”

In that instant, Seo Hoyun's expression changed completely.

Kang Yeonhu realized.

The Seo Hoyun he saw now was the real 'Seo Hoyun'.

“...Is that so? A university festival?”

Seo Hoyun pretended to stroke his chin and mouth, as if to cover his face. He turned his head and asked a beat later.

The man really had a knack for making people tense. In so many ways.

“Um... but, excuse me, Seo Hoyun...”

“......”

As the silence stretched, Kang Yeonhu called out to speak again, but Seo Hoyun suddenly burst out laughing.

“To hear about my own schedule from another group. I guess I need to have a longer talk with my Management Team.”

“......”

Before Kang Yeonhu could say anything more, Seo Hoyun abruptly held out his hand. A shopping bag was in it.

“By the way, Yeonhu, this is a gift from my trip to the US.”

“Pardon?”

As if the expression from a moment ago was a lie, Seo Hoyun smiled brightly.

“I thought of you as soon as I saw it.”

Kang Yeonhu bit the inside of his cheek hard to stop himself from showing any reluctance.

“Well then.”

As soon as Kang Yeonhu took the shopping bag, Seo Hoyun patted his shoulder and walked away with a light step. Kang Yeonhu stood frozen for a moment, then unwillingly took out the gift and tore off the wrapping paper.

A gift?

No, he knew Seo Hoyun was a decent person, as long as you didn't provoke him. He knew Seo Hoyun treated his own group members well enough, but they were not on terms to be exchanging gifts so warmly.

“...What is this?”

Inside the wrapping paper was a badge commonly found in souvenir shops. Kang Yeonhu slowly read the words written on it.

“Do you know...”

Do you know.' That was it.

He thought of me when he saw this?

The moment he held the badge, unable to understand its meaning, he saw a word written below it in Seo Hoyun's neat handwriting.

[High Five? ^^]

The phrase mocked a mistake a High Five member had made during the documentary they filmed together at the Berlin K-Pop concert. The member had said he felt like the center of the world after finishing a performance.

To think he still remembered this.

“madman...”

Clutching the badge tightly, Kang Yeonhu resolved to never associate with Seo Hoyun again.


“A university festival...”

And at S University, no less.

It was the university Seo Hojin currently attended, and the one I had graduated from. Although the agency constantly tried to control it, stories about Seo Hojin or S University still circulated on the internet.

I can't refuse... I suppose.

It was rare for even moderately popular male idols to be cast for university festivals. I couldn't just throw away a good opportunity that had flown right into my lap. Even if it was a little uncomfortable, I could probably finish the performance without any issues if I was careful and didn't make any unnecessary comments.

“Haaah...”

Frustrated, I scratched my head vigorously, then looked around before calling Seo Hojin.

[Hello?]

Seo Hojin's voice came through before the line could even ring twice.

“What are you doing?”

[Huh? In a lecture.]

...He answered this quickly while in a lecture?

“Aren't you going back in?”

[Uh, huh? No! I'm in a lecture, but we were just getting into groups to decide on a project topic, so it's fine!]

“...Ah, deciding on a topic in groups?”

Something smelled fishy. However, I decided to deliver the important news first.

“I'm coming to perform at your university festival.”

[Huh? Really? When...]

Startled, Seo Hojin quickly shut his mouth. He seemed to have sensed my cold aura even through the receiver.

“You don't come.”

[...Yep! Of course. I was planning on burying myself in the library to study anyway.]

Some mumbling could be heard in the background, but he was perceptive enough not to ask why. Since I was on the phone anyway, I decided to confirm what worried me most.

“No one's trying to act familiar or stick to you?”

[Nope.]

“...Relatives too?”

[Relatives?]

When I threw out the awkward word, a disbelieving laugh escaped from Seo Hojin.

[Of course not. Hasn't it been a while since we cut ties and stopped contacting our relatives?]

“...Well, I guess so.”

It felt strange. Around the time I became famous as a PD, our relatives had swarmed me relentlessly. It was nothing new, considering they were the kind of people who went crazy over the insurance money that was our parents' lifeblood.

...But not now.

...How strange.

Is there something I missed?

As my mind grew cluttered, Seo Hojin spoke in a slightly excited voice.

[But hyung, isn't this your first time coming to our school?]

“......”

For a moment, I couldn't say anything.

[When, when you come, do you want to take a picture together, even for a moment? We never even took a picture together at my entrance ceremony.]

“...Seo Hojin.”

I let a sigh roll around in my mouth, then returned to my usual self.

“A guy who says he has no intention of coming to the festival wants to take a picture? What picture.”

I then added, deliberately playful.

“And I'm busy, you punk.”

I ignored Seo Hojin as he whined that it was still a shame and hung up.

Outside the WH building's window, the Han River flowed leisurely. It felt so absurd that a view so familiar and unchanging could seem so distorted, just because someone's memories had changed.

I was diligently collecting points, but they were still nowhere near enough to restore Seo Hojin's memory.

Tiring!

As I stood still, the System Window's alarm rang.

[Don't worry too much. Everything will work out well.]

“......”

[I'll be sure to help make that happen.]

I stared blankly at the sparkling ripples reflecting the sunlight, then started moving again.

“Not you...”

There was a way to restore Seo Hojin's lost memories, the relatives who had run wild like beasts had become quiet, and a being was helping me live again.

Maybe that was why. Sometimes, I had this thought.

“I'll make it happen.”

...wondering if this world wasn't, perhaps, excessively kind to me.


After the full video of the IRIX new season launch ceremony was released on YouTube, The Dawn's popularity skyrocketed among K-Pop fandoms.

The concept, motivated by the human spirit challenging its limits, was one factor, but The Dawn's stable live vocals and dancing skills, as well as Jeong Dajun's blossoming good looks, played a huge part.

[Why does our baby look so... happy... T_T T_T T_T T_T T_T T_T T_T]

[Fuck, it's so heartwarming... I'm going crazy...]

In particular, Jeong Dajun's expression, caught in a close-up at the very end, became a huge topic of conversation.

Just as fans were losing their minds over the newly arranged 'Connected', news broke that The Dawn's self-produced content would be programmed as a variety show on a cable channel.

[The Dawn's Variety Show 'OUR TIME' Trailer]

Not long after, a short 30-second trailer aired.

[The production team does not give The Dawn missions.]

[Even if left alone, they will produce their own skits.]

Following the subtitles displayed in a formal script, a study filled with stacks of books appeared.

“Hello, everyone.”

There, sitting in a chair with a solemn expression, was Jeong Dajun. He wore a beret and a gray scarf.

“This is K-Pop Professor, Jeong Dajun.”


Chapter 288

The Dawn's 'OUR TIME' began with a shot of WH Entertainment's flashy new company building.

【When our eyes meet,

Anxiety melts away.

All that's left for us are wings and faith...】

A short, edited clip of the 'Icarus.ver' stage from Connected then played.

[IRIX's new song is crazy, Jeong Dajun's visuals and performance are insane]

[It was so, so cool. It felt like you could even see a hint of determination in Jeong Dajun's expression... ㅠㅠㅠ The best]

[FR;; I thought his face was an angel's...

But with a side of bouncing.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The words 'The Dawn' appeared with a cute BGM. Member introductions followed, and then a caption popped up.

【Today, we have invited the essence of K-Pop, Professor Jeong Dajun.】

“Alright, alright, pay attention!”

Jeong Dajun burst through the classroom's front door. He headed to the podium, doing a slithery wave with his body.

[What's with you, Dajun-ah]

[Dajun-ah, don't do this]

[Seriously, you can't predict Jeong Dajun's way of thinking. Our baby handsome boy who never backs down from an opportunity is so cute]

He slammed a bundle of papers onto the lectern with a THUD. He then propped one foot on an empty chair and slicked his hair back with a SWISH.

“Professor Jeong Dajun will now take attendance!”

The screen next showed the classroom.

The Dawn members huddled together before the lectern, chatting away. They completely ignored Jeong Dajun.

“Hoyun-hyung, what should we eat for dinner tonight?”

“The cafeteria's apple curry.”

“Ah, that one's really good!!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The kids aren't even looking at him ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun is being completely ignored but he's still so confident... Do you need that level of shamelessness to be an idol...]

They debated their dinner plans as if it were a more serious topic than their youngest member's appearance.

“Excuse me, focus! Focus!”

Seeing the members were still noisy, Kim Seonghyeon sighed softly. As the leader, he took one for the team and raised his hand.

“Professor Elephant, what's on the syllabus for today?”

“An excellent question. Today, we will study the history of K-Pop. Uh... so...”

This was a field where Jeong Dajun was extremely confident. He had 22 years of experience as a K-drama fan, including his time in the womb, and 10 years as a K-Pop fan.

“But this professor thing. What's different from when he was acting as a star tutor last time?”

“He learned about college from dramas, what would he know.”

“I see...”

Jeong Dajun effortlessly ignored the members' murmurs. He continued his passionate lecture, playing one K-Pop song after another that had dominated his teenage years.

“Right here!! The most important thing is to spit out the rap like you're chewing on it! Student Kang Ichae!! Please show us an example!!”

“I miss the me who didn't know you. I wanna go back!!”

“That's right! That's exactly it!!”

[Ichae-yah...

Stop playing along with Dajun now

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Fans had always thought Kang Ichae influenced Jeong Dajun, but now the opposite seemed true.

Only a bored Kang Ichae actively participated in Jeong Dajun's intense class. The hyungs were still off-topic as usual.

“By the way, who's on cleaning duty when we get back?”

“Didn't Seonghyeon do it last time? It's probably my turn.”

“Ah, really?”

[Pay attention to the lecture, guys]

[Is this a kindergarten? The kids lose focus in one second]

Jeong Dajun's eyebrows furrowed into a triangle when he saw Seo Hoyun sneakily munching on snacks placed before Kang Ichae as a prop.

“Student Seo Hoyun! Are you not paying attention?! You, don't you want to go to colle... no, don't you want to go to grad school?!”

“Grad school?”

“Oops, is grad school a bit much?!”

Jeong Dajun, who had momentarily confused himself with his star tutor persona, shook his head. He then slammed the bundle of papers he had not even glanced at on the lectern with a BANG! to get the members' attention.

“Student Seo Hoyun, since you're not listening to me properly, I assume you know it all so well you don't need to listen, right? Then try to guess the title of this song just by listening to the intro. We'll start with a difficult song from 15 years ago.”

Jeong Dajun quickly picked up his phone and tapped away busily. He played only the first five seconds of the song's melody before turning it off.

His confident face showed his conviction that Seo Hoyun would never know the answer.

[I don't think Seo Hoyun will know...]

[Yeah, he has the image of someone who wasn't that interested in K-Pop as a student...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[No way Seo Hoyun knows this, considering his age ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

However.

“Senior LEL's 'A Candy Like Me.'”

“...Huh? You know it?”

“......”

Seo Hoyun answered correctly without a hint of hesitation.

“No, no... how...”

Flustered by the unexpected result, Jeong Dajun faltered for a moment. He quickly composed himself and played another song.

“Then this one... this one! This song was often used as BGM 20 years ago...”

“Ah... it's been a while since I've heard this song.”

Seo Hoyun chuckled softly and leaned back in his chair with a relaxed motion.

“This was used a lot in old variety shows. Senior Dalli's 'Desire'.”

“...!!”

Now, not only the members but also the filming staff began to murmur.

“This one's really old, though?”

“What? How does he know?”

Even when faced with a string of old, niche songs that had never been remade, Seo Hoyun answered them all with ease.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun, were you even born back then?”

A surprised Kim Seonghyeon asked in a quiet voice.

For the first time, Seo Hoyun's lips were sealed shut.

In the end, the song-guessing battle ended in Jeong Dajun's defeat.

He had tried to use this as a good opportunity to surprise Seo Hoyun, but it was an impossible task for the youngest member's level of experience.

Jeong Dajun's cheeks puffed out in a pout. Fuming, he shot his hand up and shouted.

“Th-Then let's try it with choreography this time!!”

Of course, this did not work on Seo Hoyun either.

[Seeing him suddenly play dumb after answering so well, he doesn't know this one]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, knowing the songs but not the choreography is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Still, he dances when recent songs come on ㅠㅠ He even knows all of Black Call's Joo Woosung's choreography ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Whether he knew the dance or not, Seo Hoyun shamelessly brushed it off. Jeong Dajun found himself getting swept away by Seo Hoyun's pace.

“But Professor Jeong Dajun.”

“Yes, Student Hoyun.”

Seo Hoyun's eyebrow twitched for a moment, but he quickly returned to his usual expression and continued.

“I understand that you have a deep knowledge of K-Pop, Professor. However, for you to be in charge of this lecture, it seems you've improvised far too many lyrics on stage in a way that is unbecoming of an expert.”

“...Y-Yes?”

“They are quite creative, I'll admit.”

While Jeong Dajun stammered, unsure of what was happening, Seo Hoyun snapped his fingers.

At that, Kang Ichae suddenly shot up. He connected a tablet to a laptop and displayed a video on the classroom's projector.

“First is the 'Second Chance' stage. Second week of March, Music Core.”

【You promised on the day the milky way poured down...】

“Do you remember mispronouncing it as 'sewer'?”

“N-No! That was just my pronunciation slipping a little!!”

Despite the horrified youngest member, Seo Hoyun gestured to Kang Ichae with his eyes to play the next video.

【Maybe next year I'll be able to say it, Merry Merry Christmas...】

“Yuyu Bank, December 4th. You said, 'Merry Maary Christmas'... What does that mean?”

“Th-That's probably the name of a flower, like Rosemary?”

“That's not pronounced Rose-mari either. It's Rose! Meh! Ry!”

[Rosemary Rose-Meh-Ry ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ LMAOㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun fuck, the fact that he remembers all of Jeong Dajun's lyric mistakes is so creepy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey, this goes back almost 2 years ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“You got the lyrics for 'Fail Fail Fail' wrong.”

“Don't just make up the lyrics and call it 'Fall Fall Fall'.”

“I must say, I want to give you full marks for maintaining such a wistful expression even after singing the wrong lyrics.”

Seo Hoyun even fluently recited Jeong Dajun's mistakes that were not in the videos, as if he had a script prepared.

“Th-That was because I was flustered...”

“...You heard that mistake too?”

“......”

Jeong Dajun, who had been fumbling for excuses, was now speechless. He could only grip the lectern.

[The fact that he prepared all this is even creepier, fuck... Let's never have Seo Hoyun as a boss]

[Look at Jeong Dajun, he has nothing to say ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun, that smart bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ using his brain for this kind of thing ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Well. Anything else to say?” Seo Hoyun said to Jeong Dajun, sitting arrogantly as if half-lying down.

Jeong Dajun had to admit his complete defeat. He squeezed his eyes shut, covered his face with both hands, and muttered.

“...I hate Seo Hoyun.”

“Informal speech. Drag that professor out of here.”

“Yeees.”

Seong Jiwon, sitting next to Seo Hoyun, smiled gently and pulled Jeong Dajun down from the lectern.

Jeong Dajun squawked and struggled, but it was no use.

“What on earth did you bribe Student Seong Jiwon with! Why is he listening to you so well, hyung!!”

“A bribe?”

Seo Hoyun scoffed as if the idea was ridiculous.

“This is the reward for my usual good character.”

“......”

“......”

All the members' heads turned toward Seo Hoyun simultaneously.

[Ah

ah

that's the 'stop spouting nonsense' look]

[Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon look so fed up fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Ahaha, that's right.”

Except for Seong Jiwon.

“Right? Riiight?? Hyung, did you get hit somewhere for real?”

“Shall we get going for now, Professor Jeong?”

[Look at Seong Jiwon nodding by himself, what are you doing, Jiwon-ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Scary... To be honest, Jeong Dajun knows K-Pop so well he deserved to be the professor...]

[Hah... As a grad student, I love this fantasy so much... “Drag that professor out”]

[But so is there no professor now??]

The moment Jeong Dajun was expelled from the podium despite his tenacious resistance, a caption from the production team appeared.

【Are we... done filming?】

Then, Seo Hoyun stood up from his seat with a meaningful smile.

“Then is it my turn now?”

After poking Jeong Dajun's cheeks, Seo Hoyun snatched his scarf and wrapped it carelessly around his own neck. He stood at the lectern, his lips curling up as he scanned the members as if looking down on them.

“Hello.”

The youngest member, held fast by Seong Jiwon, shouted something like a line from a morning drama. “That guy stole everything from me!”

Seo Hoyun pretended not to hear and finished his greeting.

“I am Seo Hoyun, and I will be teaching the lecture, 'A Deep Analysis of Korean Variety Shows.'”

[Ah, so Seo Hoyun just wanted to play the professor role all along ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Ooh~, the professor is so handsome~.”

Kang Ichae, sitting at the very front, grinned slyly and teased Seo Hoyun.

“Professor, tell us about your first love~.”

[Someone who can't tell the difference between a professor and a student teacher has appeared]

[Ah fuck this is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun, who had maintained a calm smile, grinned even more widely.

“Mr. Kang Ichae. You fail.”

“......”

“You have brought up a very inappropriate topic.”

[Seo Hoyun gets full marks as an idol]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Aaaack ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Watching Kang Ichae's eyebrows stand on end, Seo Hoyun leaned his arms on the lectern and bent his body slightly forward.

Then he added quietly.

“The failing student is on dish duty at the dorm tonight.”

“Huh? Jeong Dajun is on duty today, though?”

“Address him as Professor Jeong Dajun. Due to your lack of respect for the professor, I'm adding cleaning duty as well.”

“Huh???”

Next to Kang Ichae, who was now unexpectedly saddled with both dish and cleaning duty, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon just nodded obediently.

“You have to respect the professor...”

“That's right...”

“Hyungs, what are you doing??”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They're just trying to get out of cleaning duty ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, these idols are so cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At that moment, an image of Kang Ichae washing dishes at the dorm was superimposed over his deeply scowling face.

【In the end, the red-haired boy really is at the dorm, grumbling as he does the dishes...】

The screen returned to the classroom, focusing on Seo Hoyun.

“Mr. Seonghyeon.”

“Yes, Professor!”

Kim Seonghyeon knew well the dangers of self-produced content led by Seo Hoyun. He had suffered greatly after misspeaking during the self-produced content for Apocalypse.

Kim Seonghyeon's disciplined answer echoed through the classroom.

“I'm very pleased with your proactive attitude, Mr. Seonghyeon.”

“Thank you, Professor!”

“Come to my research office later.”

“Yes! ...Yes?”

However, he would not be Seo Hoyun if being careful was enough to prevent disaster.

Seo Hoyun did not miss the moment Kim Seonghyeon stammered and pressed his advantage.

“We're organizing today's footage for The Dawn's variety show, and they said they need some feedback before editing. It would be great if you could come help out. Since you have a good sense for these things, Mr. Seonghyeon, you could watch the footage and pick out the funny scenes.”

“...Me?”

“Of course. I think just a light... 30 hours or so of watching should be enough.”

[Kim Seonghyeon's grad student ending fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While Kim Seonghyeon was in a daze, realizing there was no escape after seeing the glint in Seo Hoyun's eyes, Kang Ichae suddenly shot to his feet.

“I'll go put on rubber gloves and do the dishes!!”

“......”

“Because I'm a spring-warm tone, so fluorescent coral looks great on me!”

[Ah, so annoying

Ah, so annoying, really]

[You're not a spring-warm tone fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The guy who seems the furthest from a spring-warm tone ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kang Ichae's escape attempt ended abruptly when Seo Hoyun kicked the door shut.

“Our Mr. Kang Ichae is very talented at composing, I hear.”

“I'm not!! Professor, thank you for your high praise, but I'm merely at the level of a major!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Don't lie, you punk ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[You're a full member of the association ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Haha, so humble. Then, Mr. Ichae, please organize the samples for the unreleased songs and send them to the A&R team by tomorrow. Get my approval first before you do.”

“Professor!!”

Leaving the members to melt in despair, Seo Hoyun turned and smiled refreshingly at Seong Jiwon.

“Mr. Seong Jiwon...”

“......”

“You chose the right side. Congratulations.”

[?]

[Huh?!]

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened for a moment, then he smiled gently.

“It's an honor, Professor.”

Seo Hoyun was a person who held a grudge for a very long time.

When he had been on slightly bad terms with Jeong Dajun in America, Seong Jiwon was the only one who had not teased him, so he was spared from all this.

“I like curry too!!”

“Hahaha, me too.”

As Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon left the classroom, laughing amicably, the members wailed about how unfair it was from behind them.


A short while later, Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon sat side-by-side in the WH new building's cafeteria, enjoying the apple curry.

“Come to think of it...” Seo Hoyun spoke to Seong Jiwon.

“Yes, Professor.”

“I think the footage might be a bit much for Mr. Seonghyeon to watch alone.”

“...Yes?”

The corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth lifted into a chilling smile.

“Mr. Jiwon, you can watch it with him for about 30 hours too.”

Curry fell from Seong Jiwon's spoon with a SPLAT.

A caption appeared over the beaming Seo Hoyun.

【This person has been wronged by Mr. Seong Jiwon during the roommate assignments.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey, that was ages ago ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Legendary grudge ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Leaving Seong Jiwon floundering in shock, Seo Hoyun leisurely exited the cafeteria.

【The Dawn members were really trapped in the WH building and worked with Professor Seo Hoyun all day...】

Watching the short clip of evidence that followed, the Noeuls calmly nodded their heads.

[Our Hoyun is healthy today as well...]

Seo Hoyun was being Seo Hoyun again today.


Chapter 289

"Hyung's here, you fuckers."

I kicked open the studio door.

This was the private studio WH Entertainment provided for Kang Ichae. It had become The Dawn's new hideout. Kang Ichae had even moved the same sofa he used at the Daepaseong studio here.

As expected, the members were plopped down here again today.

"Why are you so aggressive today?"

"Because I'm in a bad mood. Hey, I brought snacks."

"Whoa!!"

I placed the plastic convenience store bag on the table and flopped onto the sofa.

Watching the members huddle together to peer inside reminded me of what JWS from WH Entertainment had said. He was a strong individualist and had seen us practically living together. He shook his head and asked, 'Don't you guys ever get sick of each other?'

"The Melona I asked for is... of course not here. Yep. You brought a red ginseng drink instead."

Has Jeong Dajun's influence rubbed off on you?

Kim Seonghyeon, who used to click his tongue at buying ice cream, now asked for Melona just like the youngest member.

"It's good for you. Drink it."

"Okay..."

Kim Seonghyeon saw my face and quietly took the red ginseng drink.

Seong Jiwon handed a red ginseng drink to Kang Ichae. As I chugged a Pine Bud Drink to calm my stomach, he asked me.

"But Hoyun-ah, why are you in a bad mood?"

"Excellent question."

"Ahaha."

I raised my index finger.

【Reels, rewind this moment

When I speak, press Repeat...】

"Because of this."

The BGM filling Kang Ichae's studio was High Five's new song, 'Reels'.

Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled as he clapped.

"The High Five seniors' new song is really good!"

"Shit, what do you mean 'seniors'? We're only a few months apart."

"And Hoyun-hyung is being super prickly today!"

"Tell me about it."

Kim Seonghyeon politely commented that a few months' difference was enough to call them seniors. I ignored him and openly showed my displeasure.

Currently, High Five's song dominated the daily charts of all three major music platforms.

Those bastards, their results are better than I expected.

'Reels' was a song produced by Lim Hyeonsu. It was full of personality and charm, and it enhanced the cheerful, refreshing image High Five had always maintained. It had done reasonably well at first, but its performance wasn't as good as it was now. It had blown up a beat late and showed no signs of coming down from the charts.

Honestly, I was jealous because its trend was better than ours had been.

I should have teased Kang Yeonhu more.

Tsk. I clicked my tongue, picked up my phone, and sent a text to Lim Hyeonsu.

[Me: Composer-nim, why are you like this]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Why;;;]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Why again;;]

Then I left her hanging, letting Lim Hyeonsu stew in anxiety.

[Lim Hyeonsu: Why don't you finish your sentence, you son of a bitch]

"Why? Is it because their performance is good?"

What other reason could there be for me to be in a bad mood?

We had good momentum, but now it looks like we're going to be pushed aside.

I had relaxed a little hearing that Black Call wasn't promoting this year, and now this happened. I had discreetly sounded out the Management Team a little while ago. It seemed like High Five would release another song in the summer. Our album, which we were working on, was scheduled for a June release.

If we're in the same company, shouldn't they show some basic business courtesy, huh?

As I suppressed my simmering anger, Jeong Dajun, who had bulked up recently, familiarly dangled from my arm.

"Hoyun-hyung, but aren't you pretty close with Senior Yeonhu?"

"No."

Close, my ass.

I don't have time to worry about him.

[Jeong Dajun

Our cute maknae, still practicing hard.

Vocals: B-

Dance: S-

Variety: B+

Acting: C-

Charm: A-

???:???]

After we successfully finished our Icarus version of the 'Connected' stage at the IRIX new season launch ceremony, Jeong Dajun's dance stat rose to a superhuman level.

"Hey, hey, is Seo Hoyun the type of person to be on good terms with anyone?"

"Well, that's true."

The members' abilities were well-balanced, and their bond was still strong. They were kind, gentle, and obedient...

"Ju Woosung-sunbaenim??"

"Are they... on good terms?"

...I wasn't sure about that, but at the very least, I had raised them to survive no matter where they were thrown. It had even reached the point where we'd occasionally hear jokes from Noeuls that The Dawn could survive and return safely even if dropped naked on a deserted island or in a desert.

In any case, I can't stand to see my kids get pushed around anywhere.

We no longer had to wander all over the country for all sorts of obscure events like we used to. Our weight class had changed. The profit distribution ratio wasn't bad either, thanks to negotiating it well early on. Still, I wanted to build a more solid foundation for them before I disappeared. Their livelihoods had to be maintained even after I was gone, right?

"Hah..."

Kang Ichae, who had been playing Lim Hyeonsu's new High Five song over and over, suddenly flopped onto his desk.

"...I can't do it."

He mumbled, tracing circles on the desk with his finger.

"I've seriously been agonizing over it 24 hours a day, you know?"

"Did you agonize over it in your sleep?"

"But I'm not kidding, I really can't think of anything. I guess this is my limit."

Kang Ichae didn't even seem to hear Kim Seonghyeon's jab. He started digging himself into a hole of despair. He declared his inspiration had died as of today and asked for a tombstone.

The members reacted.

"Is today trash day??"

"Yeah, I think so."

"Hyung, hyung, can't we go buy Melona later?"

"Pay some attention to me~!"

The truth was, Kang Ichae had recently been repeating a cycle of being in a good mood, then depressed, then throwing a tantrum. However, everyone thought nothing of it, since they had already experienced a similar state from Kang Ichae during Shining Star Season 2.

The guy sobbed fakely for a long while, then sniffled and called out to me.

"Hoyun-hyung..."

"What."

"Can you throw all the unreleased tracks I sent last week into the trash?"

This guy definitely had high self-esteem, confidence, and a 'fuck it' attitude.

So why does he get like this whenever Lim Hyeonsu is involved?

"Why don't I have any talent?"

"Other people would cry if they heard that, you punk."

"Other people?"

Kang Ichae once again ignored Kim Seonghyeon's attempt at comfort. He let out a deep sigh and muttered as if to himself.

"The songs other people are putting out these days, besides Composer Lim Hyeonsu..."

......

"...are all trash."

"Hey, just throw him out. His character is underdeveloped."

Kim Seonghyeon, unable to stand it any longer, spoke without a filter. The youngest subtly nodded in agreement beside him.

Seong Jiwon switched the music to one of Kang Ichae's songs.

"Ichae-yah, I really love your songs."

"Jiwon-hyung...!"

"What's this? Why have they gotten so sentimental since becoming roommates?"

"I don't know... It's unpleasant to watch."

Kang Ichae looked at Seong Jiwon with teary eyes and hugged him tightly.

"Jiwon-hyung's praise is so sweet... but Hoyun-hyung, give me your honest feedback."

I restarted the track he had worked on.

"Hmm."

I listened intently. The moment the chorus came on, I stopped the music and looked at Kang Ichae.

"This sounds like the result of procrastinating all day playing games because you didn't want to work, then putting in 10 minutes of effort."

"...!!"

"...!"

"What?! You weren't here when I was working... but how can you be so accurate..."

"That's creepy!! How did you know, Hoyun-hyung?? Did you put a CCTV in Ichae-hyung's studio?"

His mentor is Blue Tiger. What else would you expect him to have learned?

It was obvious without even looking.

The members rubbed their arms, saying how creepy it was. They shook their heads and got up from their seats.

"Alright, we've coddled him enough. Let's get going."

"Yeah, if you leave him alone, he'll come up with a good song on his own."

"...And you call yourselves hyungs?"

"Hey, Ichae-hyung, we'll go get you some ice cream!"

Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun left without a moment's hesitation. Only I, who still had proposals to review, was left abandoned in the studio with Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae turned off the computer, popped a candy into his mouth, and shifted his gaze to the ceiling.

"I need a muse."

"A muse, my ass..."

"Will you be my muse?"

Kang Ichae was constantly demanding attention and starting to get annoying. I regretted not running away with the other members. In the end, I offered my own solution to the guy who was now whining and rolling around, expanding his territory to the sofa.

"Make money your muse."

At that, Kang Ichae's eyes reddened as he shot upright.

"Hyung! How can inspiration come from money?! How can you say something like that? You're so materialistic!"

"The person you admire, Blue Tiger, said that."

"Ah... Ahh, what a wise saying."

......

This bastard. Looking at him, I think he likes Lim Hyeonsu more than me.

I turned off my tablet. I fumbled in the right pocket of Kang Ichae, who was limp as if he were melting, and pulled out his phone.

"Huh? What are you doing?"

Even though he acted like it was a joke, he really did seem to be struggling. I thought it would be good to show him a more concrete example. The other members used each other's phones like public property, so I familiarly unlocked it and looked for the banking app.

"Soothe your soul by looking at your bank balance, you punk."

"Uh, wait..."

A flustered Kang Ichae shot up. His forehead collided with my chin with a sharp crack.

"Ack!"

"Ugh!"

The guy groaned while clutching his head, then quickly looked up to check on me.

"Gasp, hyung. Sorry."

This blockhead...

A deep pain radiated from my jaw. I endured the pain with my mouth shut tight and turned my gaze away.

"...Huh?"

I couldn't help but be stunned.

Just before our heads collided, I had only entered the phone's lock pattern as a test, but the banking app was open on the screen.

And...

"...You..."

DING!

[?????????]

No...

No, what is this?

"...Why do you have an extra zero?"

......

Kang Ichae checked his phone screen in my hand. His expression hardened as if a shameful secret he'd tried to hide had been exposed.

Being in the same group, the members roughly knew how much each other earned. They were also well aware that Kang Ichae, who wrote and composed many of The Dawn's songs, had a larger income. However, even to me, who had heard a rough estimate of Lim Hyeonsu's earnings and had all sorts of conversations with her, the amount in this bank account was excessive.

What is this?

There was one more zero than I had deduced.

The guy belatedly snatched his phone back from me. He tossed it far away and let out an awkward laugh.

"—Hey, it's not that much. Didn't you see it wrong?"

"My vision is 20/20."

"It's a relief our hyung has good eyesight..."

When I was thirty-three, I couldn't even distinguish people's faces without glasses from monitoring and editing every day, but thanks to my rejuvenation, my eyes had become fresh and sharp again.

Realizing that lying was no longer an option, Kang Ichae scratched his head, looking troubled. I had guessed he might be the son of a well-off family, given that he had studied abroad and could play several instruments.

What's with this kid?

It wasn't a flaw or a stain on his character, yet Kang Ichae was cautiously watching my reaction.

I narrowed my eyes slightly and grabbed his shoulders.

"As your close hyung, I'll ask just one thing."

"...What is it."

"Kang Ichae, you..."

I could feel Kang Ichae's nerves tensing up, sharp with anxiety.

I continued slowly.

"You're not going around scamming people, are you?"

"...What?"

"You know, those guys who go around ripping people off using a celebrity's name."

Kang Ichae, who had been standing there with his mouth open, let out a sigh as if all his energy had drained away. At the same time, he looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"How did the story get there?"

"Well, because you, Kang Ichae, were acting so shifty."

"That's because there are circumstances... Anyway, it's not like that!"

I patted the shoulder of the guy who kept repeating it wasn't true with the hand that was still holding him.

"I need to know what you did so I can help you or clean up your mess."

"What?"

"So, first, did you sell out the group's name?"

"Agh, seriously!"

Kang Ichae shot to his feet and paced anxiously around the studio before collapsing back onto the sofa.

"...It's just, it's just uncomfortable, that's why!"

Why is having a lot of money uncomfortable?

I crossed my arms and cocked an eyebrow. Realizing I wasn't buying his excuse at all, he added with a deep breath.

"I was born without wanting for anything."

......

"No, really. I have some land in my name... Wow, why am I even telling you this, hyung?"

Kang Ichae roughly wiped his dry face with both hands and swept his hair back.

"I just have to prove it's not a scam, right?"

He gestured to me, who showed neither agreement nor disagreement, and walked over to the computer. After rebooting it, he went into his cloud storage and showed me a scanned document.

"This is in my name."

In that moment, the image of Kang Ichae, who was twelve years younger than me and had always seemed like a child, evaporated instantly. The documents scrolled on endlessly with each of Kang Ichae's clicks.

The System Window, witnessing this shocking situation with me, also let out an endless stream of admiration.

[Wow...]

"This one, and this one. This one too. See the date? It's before our debut. How could I scam anyone when I wasn't even famous?"

[Whoa...]

Then, the frantic, annoyed sound of the mouse clicking suddenly stopped.

"...Ah, wait a sec."

......

"...Come to think of it, you're messing with me right now, aren't you?"

My initial intention was just to probe the needlessly shifty Kang Ichae's thoughts, but that intention had long since evaporated.

I put on the kindest-looking smile I could muster.

And I gently placed a hand on his shoulder.

"...Ichae-yah."

Kang Ichae's eyes wavered.

"...Why."

"Hyung—"

Our rapper wasn't born with a gold spoon.

"—First, just buy me some ice cream."

He was born with a diamond spoon.


Chapter 290

It was the day of the university festival.

I spent the morning in the company practice room, then went to a salon for makeup before the event.

As the members finished their hair styling, we waited for our Manager to bring the van.

Kang Ichae stretched his arms out from behind me and shouted playfully, a rhombus-shaped blue jewel stuck under his eye.

“The handsome swindler appears!!”

He was so out of it yesterday that he meekly bought me ice cream, but today he was back to normal.

“Oh, look who it is. My personal bank account.”

“Wow, you never let me have the last word.”

Seong Jiwon saw this and tilted his head in confusion, but his gaze quickly returned to the paper with our stage blocking. He was a little on edge since we had to perform at the university festival without a rehearsal.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were excitedly watching videos about university festivals.

Kang Ichae's eyes narrowed into a pout.

“Lately, the hyungs don't seem to care about me at all...”

They're total crocodile tears.

“We never did.”

“...Right.”

Kang Ichae's antics continued until the Manager called. The members were used to it and didn't react at all.

As we navigated the congested roads toward the university, Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Is the station always this far from here??”

Back in my day, you had to hike for about thirty minutes just to reach the entrance. Looks like they built a new station nearby.

“Ooh, why is that place so shiny and new?!”

A building I've never seen before.

I wonder if it was built on the students' backs, or with their blood, sweat, and tears. It seems they got money from somewhere.

“Ugh, what is that hideous statue?”

That's the statue everyone who ever attended this school considered hideous...

I couldn't say it out loud, so I kept my "back in my day" thoughts to myself. A wave of self-awareness washed over me, and I pressed a hand to my forehead.

“Hyung, are you sick??”

“My stomach hurts, my stomach...”

Seeing the familiar scenery pass by the car window made me feel even stranger.

While I was in university, I was constantly working part-time jobs, maintaining my grades, and preparing for employment, all while taking care of Seo Hojin, too. It was nothing but a dog's life...

We crossed the familiar campus and entered the athletic field, now a festival concert venue.

Escorted by bodyguards, we went to the waiting room the university had prepared. A few students from the festival planning committee greeted us warmly.

“Hello!”

“Wow! Welcome!!”

“Hello!”

“Thank you for coming today.”

They immediately gave us information about the performance before ours and checked for any last-minute changes.

With little time before we went on stage, everyone busied themselves with final checks. My gaze, however, fixed on a figure in a rabbit mascot costume mixed suspiciously among the students.

“Oh, the rabbit is cute.”

“It looks incredibly hot in there.”

The members seemed briefly interested but paid it little mind.

Since there's no intervention from the bodyguards or Managers... it must mean the person's identity has been verified.

Suspicious.

A staff member fixed my clothes and hair one last time as I put in my in-ear monitor, and I kept a close eye on the mascot. Just then, Jeong Dajun bounced over and clung to me.

“Hey, Hoyun-hyung!”

“What.”

“Everyone who goes here is suuuper smart, right?! That means Hojin-hyung is too, so when did he get so good at studying?!”

“I don't know.”

“Our Hoyun-hyung... is so indifferent.”

Well, the kid was always pretty sharp, even when he was young.

Even when I had meetings with Seo Hojin's homeroom teacher, all I ever heard was that he was a good and diligent student. I never worried much about his grades. I just vaguely assumed he'd do well on his own and left it at that.

On the other hand, I also thought it didn't matter much since I'd be by his side his whole life.

However, after the CSAT was over and he'd even done a preliminary scoring, he didn't say a word about it. When I asked if he'd bombed it, he only said one thing.

“No, I did okay.”

This punk, he's going to have to retake the exam.

I immediately picked up on Seo Hojin's signal and started looking into various cram schools. Then one day, I came home from work, exhausted as usual, and sprawled out on the sofa. Seo Hojin shoved his CSAT score report in my face.

I couldn't believe my eyes. He'd only gotten one question wrong in math.

He was so admirable back then...

I turned my head and stared intently at the rabbit mascot.

“......”

It tried to sneak closer, then hesitated and pretended to look elsewhere.

WAAAAAH-...!

A loud cheer erupted from outside.

At the same time, a student from the festival planning committee shouted into a radio.

“The Dawn! You're on!”

“Okay.”

I went on stage with the members. The days were growing longer as summer approached, so the surroundings were still bright.

We bowed deeply to the cheering crowd and took our starting positions for the first song.

Soon, the intro to Connected began to play.

.

.

.

“Did you all have fun?”

We greeted the audience, had a short talk segment, and performed four songs, including the pre-arranged encore. We completely filled the thirty minutes allotted to The Dawn.

“We are The Dawn, thank you!!”

After the performance, we rushed back to the waiting room instead of leaving the school immediately. Our Manager said so many people had gathered that we couldn't get the van out. The plan was to wait here until things calmed down.

“Your hair is messed up here.”

“What about me?!”

The members started checking each other's appearances, deciding to take photos for Instagram while we had time. I, on the other hand, was completely drained and slumped on the sofa.

They have so much energy, these punks.

I held a handheld fan to my face and scanned the room, but the rabbit mascot was nowhere to be seen.

Just then, I faintly heard someone talking on the phone outside.

“Yeah... what? Why aren't you—? Ah, the kids are taking pictures— —?”

“......”

“One thing after another—, that son of a bitch... ——...”

Not long after, the waiting room door opened quietly.

It was the student from the festival planning committee who had first greeted us.

“Ahaha, thank you so much for coming today.”

“Ah, not at all. We're the ones who should be grateful for the invitation.”

Kim Seonghyeon and the student went back and forth, each insisting they were more grateful.

“There are so many students at our school who play IRIX! No, even without that, you're all so popular! In the survey we did while preparing for the festival, The Dawn was the number one artist everyone wanted us to invite! Our budget was so tight, we had to pinch and pinch and pinch some more...”

That made sense. S University was famous for being more rigid and less fun than other universities.

It was all a matter of money.

“And... aaand~.”

I listened quietly as the conversation dragged on. The ends of his sentences stretched out strangely as the topic veered into random territory.

“Ah! I saw that clip of the Over-immersion Captain, and Seo Hoyun, you were totally amazing, hahaha! If you hadn't become an idol, wouldn't you have come to our school?”

"Ahaha."

You're right, it is my alma mater.

Though I'd be about ten years your senior.

I just smiled, my eyes crinkling nicely.

But for some reason, he seemed to grow even more flustered.

“Also... uh, this year's festival is a bit earlier than usual, but normally...”

The festival committee student started talking about which department's pop-up bar was most popular when our Road Manager called. The Manager who took the call gestured to the members.

“Let's go now~.”

“Okayy.”

At this point, I have a rough idea of what scheme this student is plotting, but regardless, it's time for us to leave.

“It was nice talking to you, even for a moment.”

“Wait, wait! Huh??”

“You worked hard!”

“Thank you!!”

“Just a moment!! I'm sorry, really, just one second!!”

Flustered, the student couldn't bring himself to grab us and just stomped his feet. Just then, our Manager, who walked ahead and threw the waiting room door wide open, suddenly froze.

“A rabbit...?”

I craned my neck to see. The rabbit mascot stood there, making its presence known.

“He's here! He's finally here!!”

A relieved voice leaked out from behind me.

The festival committee student hurried forward and said, “Ahhh, this friend is also part of our festival planning committee, in charge of promotions! But, he's a huge, huge, huge, huge fan of The Dawn... especially! A fan of Seo Hoyun...”

“......”

Just as I thought.

“A fan of mine, you say~.”

“Yes! Yes! Um, could you all please take just one picture together, just for one second?! This friend has been wishing for this their whole life.”

Except for Jeong Dajun, who approached the mascot and fiddled with its rabbit ears and tail, all the members' eyes turned to me.

I smiled brightly.

“...Well, shall we?”

So this is how you're going to play it.

As soon as I answered, the members gathered close and struck a pose. The person in the rabbit costume, however, just stood there blankly, keeping an awkward distance from me.

“Okay, I'm taking the picture! One, two, three!”

The festival committee student took the phone from the rabbit mascot and snapped the picture with a passion, even rolling on the floor to get the shot.

“Perfect! I'm busy, so I'll be going now!!”

He practically threw the phone back at the rabbit mascot and made a quick escape.

All the while, my gaze followed the familiar phone.

Yes, the phone.

“Hello.”

I blocked the path of the rabbit mascot, who was about to hurry after the student. The figure flinched as if surprised and took a step back.

“Excuse me.”

“......”

“Excuse me?”

I took a step forward, and it took a step back.

“Are you really a Noeul? Hmm, are you shy? Or are you having a hard time because of the heat?”

“......”

Still no response.

“Our dear student... are you not going to answer?”

“...!!”

When I raised the corners of my mouth in a smirk, the mascot's head shook violently from side to side.

I scanned my surroundings. I saw only our Manager checking his watch, the members glancing our way, and the bodyguards waiting with professional expressions.

In one swift motion, I closed the distance and yanked the rabbit mascot's tail. Its center of gravity thrown off, it staggered and was pulled toward me.

“But I have a question, if you don't mind me asking.”

A beat too late, the startled rabbit mascot struggled to escape, but I was faster.

With my free hand, I grabbed the rabbit's ears, ripped off the head of the costume, and tossed it aside.

“Aack!!”

I cracked my neck from side to side and looked down at the person before me.

“Seo Hojin.”

Why was the person who said he was going to the library to study here?

“Is this the library?”


Chapter 291

The days after Seo Hojin and I were left alone were a mix of heart-wrenching drama and touching moments. If it were a TV show, it would have been an instant ratings monster.

Looking after a ten-year-old at twenty was harder than I had imagined. I acted nonchalant, but inside, I cried for my parents every day.

I can proudly say I did my best back then to make sure he never felt our parents' absence.

Despite my busy life, I never missed one of Seo Hojin's events. I let him try everything his peers did.

I wasn't always spoiling him, though.

In elementary school, I said, “Hey, you're not eating your vegetables?”

“......”

“I'll give you ten seconds. Eat it all, unless you never want to see eggs and ham again.”

In middle school, I asked, “Why don't you know this?”

“...No, it's just...”

“I'm calling them right now. You're starting tuition classes tomorrow.”

In high school, he said, “Hyung, I don't think I need the English tutoring anymore...”

“I heard all the kids at your school are doing it.”

“Just because everyone's doing it doesn't mean I have to. The tutoring fees are too expensive, too...”

“What's a kid like you worrying about money for? If you don't want to study, then don't. Do whatever you want.”

“But...!”

“Shut up and take the lessons.”

Was I too forceful?

Anyway, he listened well when he was young and never talked back more than once.

Compared to then, look at the state he was in now.

“Get up.”

If anything, the brat who had grown up was the one causing trouble.

“Wait, just a second...”

“......”

“Hold on! Just a moment!!”

I watched him quietly. Seo Hojin, panting with his hands on the ground, wiped away his sweat and muttered, “I came out to watch your performance, Hyung, but I got so worn out by people asking for pictures...”

“You brought this on yourself.”

Why the hell didn't you listen when your hyung told you not to come?

The members stood a step back, watching Seo Hojin with pitying eyes.

Dressed in a round, chubby rabbit mascot costume and collapsed on the floor, Seo Hojin did look quite pathetic.

“Alright, let's hear your excuses.”

Of course, it didn't work on me at all.

“Why is the brat who said he was going to the library here?”

“Hey, what's the big deal! I can come see my hyung's face if I want to!!”

“Don't make me laugh. If you wanted to see my face that badly, turn on the TV! Watch YouTube!”

“Are we strangers?!”

“You madman, if you don't like that, then open a photo album or something!”

“There are none!”

I narrowed my eyes.

Seo Hojin, who had shouted with a flushed face while catching his breath, slowly lowered his gaze.

“There are none, I said. I'm sure there were photos of just the two of us, but I couldn't find any no matter how much I searched.”

He explained that after I told him not to come to the festival, he had organized photos at home, but he couldn't find a single picture of just the two of us, even though there should have been at least one. That was why he asked a friend on the festival planning committee for this stunt.

Seo Hojin had even forgotten that when my age was distorted, all our photos disappeared except for the ones of me alone.

“Hoo...”

An indefinable emotion surged through me. I forced myself to look away so Seo Hojin wouldn't notice.

“......”

I held out my phone to the members.

“Take a picture for me.”

“Sure, sure.”

Kim Seonghyeon came over and took my phone.

“Okay, okay, get closer together.”



The image on the screen was ridiculous. I was in heavy makeup and an idol outfit, and Seo Hojin was in a mascot costume.

Even so, Seo Hojin grinned and said he liked it.

“Happy now?”

“...You don't even appreciate your little brother's admirable heart.”

Admirable, my ass.

“Those pictures your friend took earlier, send them to me too.”

“......”

I figure it's fine to upload them to social media or keep them, since his face is completely hidden by the mascot head.

Others won't know, but at least I and the people here will know this rabbit is my little brother.

Seo Hojin tilted his head but obediently sent the photos. Beside him, Kang Ichae exclaimed in admiration.

“Hyung, you're really serious about rabbits.”

I coolly ignored him and put the rabbit head back on Seo Hojin.

Thinking of our poor Manager, who kept glancing at his watch but couldn't say anything, I told the members it was time to go.

“Hyung, bye.”

My brother's muffled voice reached me from inside the mascot head. I turned, stared at the waving rabbit, and beckoned.

“Seo Hojin.”

“Huh? Uh, uh?”

“Come here.”

I started walking straight ahead. I knew Seo Hojin was following me without checking.

“You know I'm not the type to hold a grudge.”

“...I'm not so sure about that.”

“I'm about to decide whether I'll start holding one, based on what you do from now on.”

I spun around to face Seo Hojin just before the building entrance and raised a corner of my mouth.

“Since you're already in the rabbit costume, why don't you give your hyung the most amazing cheer ever?”

I brushed his shoulder lightly and followed the members who had walked ahead.

Crowds lined both sides of the path to the van parked near the main entrance. The moment we stepped outside, their phones all turned toward us.

“Hoyun-ah!! Hoyun-ah! You were so cool today!!”

“Bye~~!”

I instantly put on my business smile and waved, responding to the cheers.

People's attention started shifting to the rabbit mascot trailing behind us. Just before getting into the van, I stopped and shouted.

“Thank you all for coming today!”

“......”

It was partly for the fans, but it was also a signal for Seo Hojin.

“Your cheers were a huge source of strength.”

=Cheer for me right now.

The trembling rabbit ears perfectly conveyed Seo Hojin's panic.

His face is completely hidden, but I can tell he's thinking, 'Has this hyung gone crazy?

I just stood there, smiling and waiting.

The members, the Manager, the fans, and even the students taking pictures all followed my gaze to Seo Hojin.

“...The...”

A shrill voice squeaked from the swaying, conflicted rabbit mascot.

“......”

“...The, The Dawn, fighting!!!”

His voice cracked completely.

The members choked back their laughter and clenched their teeth.

“Aigoo, thank you~.”

I burst out laughing and got into the van.


[Title: Seo Hoyun bursting out laughing at a male fan shouting today

Seo Hoyun_S University_Festival_Leaving.avi

LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL ah seriously this is hilarious LOLOLOLOL

I was watching Seo Hoyun thinking how handsome he is today and he just burst out laughing at this male fan's huge voice crack

└ OMG so cute

No but for real why is he so cute

└ Why is Seo Hoyun filming a youth drama today LOL Hoyun must have been in a really good mood today

└ Seo Hoyun's genuine laugh LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL]

[Title: Seo Hoyun uploaded a picture with the rabbit mascot

With_the_rabbit_The Dawn.jpg

Our Hoyun... he's serious about this...

└ Fck LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL ah seriously so fucking funny ㅠ We're crazy about the moe-ification but it seems we can't beat the man himself...

└ But for real the S University crowd singing along was insane... I didn't know they'd be that good

Jeong Dajun was totally flying around on stage

└ I know!! It's so satisfying to see such a good reaction...

└└ It's because the IRIX song was a hit

└└ I was listening to the song and found myself going T...D...W (The Dawn) and doing The Dawn hand sign like a crazy person]

I scanned the reactions to our S University festival performance, checking for any new rumors about Seo Hojin. I had also asked Lee Jihyeon to double-check. Thankfully, things were quiet.

Mm, good.

I lounged in the break room next to the practice room, slurping an iced choco latte through a straw.

I was in a relatively good mood when a very unwelcome voice pierced my ears.

“Hyung, hi~.”

I lifted my eyes to see a slicker-looking Min Jiheon walking over, practically scattering flowers.

“......”

“Wow, you're so consistent. It's really nice to see.”

It was nice not seeing him for a while, but here we are.

I dismissed him with a sharp wave, but Min Jiheon plopped onto the sofa across from me with a beaming face.

“You know, the WH Entertainment cafeteria is no joke. I was seriously moved after the company got acquired...”

He seemed to be rambling. I clicked my tongue and was about to get up when—

Tiring!

[WARNING!]

A red-tinted System Window appeared.

“What are you doing?”

“......”

I stopped moving and stared at Min Jiheon. He was usually around whenever these situations occurred.

“What? Why?...No, why are you looking at me like that again?”

But it wasn't him.

The guy was the same as always.

“Min Jiheon.”

He didn't seem to be pulling any tricks.

“You want to talk after I beat you up, or will you just talk...”

Tiring!

I was debating whether to drag him somewhere quiet and shake him down when another System Window warning popped up.

Tiring!

Tiring!

Tiriring!

The flashing red light seemed to demand my attention, and I turned my head.

“...Huh.”

It was someone I had seen countless times on set or through a monitor during my PD days.

“This is insane.”

Beyond the System Window, Jeong Cheongyeon walked down the hall.

The last trainee I met just before coming to this world.

The girl who had cursed me.

Why is she here?

Is she a WH Entertainment trainee now?

Originally, she was with a small but solid agency.

The ominous System Window and her appearance made my heart stir uneasily.

Still, it's probably nothing.

She won't remember me anyway.

“......”

I remained unfazed. Unless I was paranoid, no one here would call me a PD.

“...PD?”

The nonsense kept ringing in my ears, and I frowned. Min Jiheon blinked rapidly, looking between me and the space behind me.

“...Hey.”

“......”

“She's calling you a PD.”

Fuck.

So I didn't mishear.

My head turned with a creak, as if forced.

“I knew it was you...”

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

[WARNING!]

“PD Seo Hoyun.”

Jeong Cheongyeon's faint smile slowly turned to bewilderment.

“No... but why... do you look so young...”

[E R R O R]

At the same time, my red-tinted vision flickered.

[You have encountered the originator of the final Infamy Points.]

[A trigger has been activated.]

The moment I saw the unfamiliar message, something hot surged up inside me. My throat burned, and I tasted the familiar tang of blood.

“......”

As my body tilted, my vision captured Min Jiheon recoiling in shock and Jeong Cheongyeon staring straight at me. The scene played out in slow motion, like a stretched videotape.

[The world's ■■ is shaking.]

[The ■■ world is weakening.]

[Selecting worldview setting...]

[...Selection complete!]

Even then, a hollow laugh escaped me as new System Windows kept popping up.

['Actor' has been selected!]

This is, fuck...

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun-nim! You have been selected as a Player in Actor Maker.]

...Another new pattern.

And with that, I blacked out.


Chapter 292

Ding!

Ding!

Diiing!

[Checking Player 'Seo Hoyun's Infamy Points.]

[Checking...]

[Check complete.]

[...Confirmed the existence of some Infamy Points. Minimum conditions to start the game have been met.]

[Synchronizing with the real world...]

“Ugh...”

An endless stream of alerts pierced my ears. I reached out to turn them off, but my hand grasped only air. I pulled the blanket over my head and burrowed deeper.

My eyelids felt so heavy. A wave of exhaustion crashed over my entire body.

Something important had happened... Right, the thick taste of iron in my mouth... a horrified Min Jiheon... and Jeong Cheongyeon staring at me...

...Jeong Cheongyeon?

“......”

My eyes flew open.

I shot up, and a cluster of System Windows filled my vision.

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun-nim! You have been selected as a Player for Actor Maker. Congratulations on regressing 10 years!]

[Seo Hoyun: A rising rookie actor under WH.

Age: 25

Special Trait: Military service completed.

Was a genius PD, but no one remembers him.

(※Excluding certain individuals)]

[Failure to clear the game will result in being unable to log out forever.]

Crazy.

Is this for real?

“Haa... Ha, haha. Hahahaha.”

I paced the room for a long time, laughing hollowly, before rubbing my dry face with my hands.

Me, an actor? And a rising rookie actor at that?

SLAP!

Reality didn't feel real, so I slapped my right cheek hard. The pain was sharp and clear.

“It's not a dream.”

I rubbed my stinging cheek with the back of my hand. With a slightly calmer mind, I surveyed my surroundings. The place I woke up in was the new apartment I had moved to after Seo Hojin's personal information was leaked. Unpacked boxes still sat on one side of the room.

The situation was similar to when I went from a 33-year-old PD to a 23-year-old idol.

...Seo Hojin.

Right, just like last time, Seo Hojin might exist here too, with his memories intact.

I threw the door open.

“Seo Hojin!”

However, there was no sign of Seo Hojin. I checked every single room, but he was nowhere to be found.

Fuck.

I roughly ran a hand through my hair and sat on the sofa.

“...Calm down, Seo Hoyun.”

I slowly retraced my memories. I was forcibly made a Player in Idol Maker, regressed in age, and received a reality-awareness Quest, and then—

“Play Guide.”

a System Window appeared, announcing the Play Guide was ready.

A long text unfurled before me.

[PD Seo Hoyun, who lives by ruining other people's lives, has been transported into Actor Maker.

Except for certain individuals, no one remembers you as a PD.]

[To escape this world and return to where you originally lived, to become an idol again, you must clear Actor Maker.

Failure to clear it will result in being unable to log out forever.]

[Become a Hallyu Star or a Ten-Million-Viewer Actor!]

The part about being an idol was changed to actor.

Moreover, it said I had to clear this place to return to 'Idol Maker,' which I had to go through to become a PD again.

My hands trembled as I picked up my phone and searched for 'Seo Hoyun.' Unlike the idol 'Seo Hoyun,' quite a few pages of information popped up.

[Seo Hoyun

Talent, Film Actor

Agency: WH Entertainment

Debut: 20XX Web Drama 'I Prefer Gold Over Stars'

Awards: 20XX White Tiger Film Festival Best New Actor (Our Small Revolution)]

The black-and-white profile picture showed me in a black turtleneck. It looked so unfamiliar that it was like seeing a stranger.

[Seo Hoyun Confirmed for Casting in Horror Survival Drama 'Dead after Hope']

From news articles to various portal sites and social media, I pieced all the information together. The 25-year-old actor 'Seo Hoyun' was a beloved rising star in Chungmuro who had recently been cast in a new drama.

“What is all this...”

My head pounded. I pressed one hand to my head and used the other to search for another word.

The Dawn

...Nothing.

'Kim Seonghyeon,' 'Seong Jiwon,' 'Kang Ichae,' 'Jeong Dajun.'

I entered each name into the search bar, but only other people came up. When I tried calling the numbers I remembered, I either got a message that the number didn't exist or a complete stranger answered.

Shit.

This meant one of two things. Either The Dawn never debuted here, or these four people didn't exist at all.

Next, I typed in 'Joo Woosung.'

[Joo Woosung

Singer

Agency: WH Entertainment

Group: Black Call]

“...He's still here?”

I checked a few more names. They were all the same. It was like a world where only the parts related to The Dawn and the idol 'Seo Hoyun' had been carved out.

...And Seo Hojin doesn't exist either.

“...Could this be my subconscious?”

But I couldn't be sure. I couldn't identify a pattern or generalize from a single experience. The system was too unstable in the first place. It was riddled with errors at every turn. This time, too, I ended up in this mess after encountering Jeong Cheongyeon...

Ding!

[This is not your subconscious, it is reality!]

A System Window appeared right on cue, refuting my words.

I glared at it.

“...So you're telling me I've really been dropped into Actor Maker?”

The Dawn, which I built with my blood and sweat, is gone? And I have to be an actor to go back to being an idol?

[...Yep.]

The blue windows slowly backed away from my field of vision, as if gauging my reaction.

I took a deep breath, then spat out the words.

“...Hey.”

In a prim and low voice, I delivered my thoughts on the current situation.

“...(Bleep—) you really wanna (bleep—) die? Do you have any idea how much I've suffered, who the hell are you to (bleeeep—) waste all my time, just waste it... I should have (bleeeep) smashed you when you said you were just going to (bleeeep) reset everything (bleep—)... (Bleep—). Give me back (bleep—) my brother and my members right now, before I throw you in a washing machine and (bleeeeeeeeeep—) you dry!!!”

[...]

The System Window had vanished like scattering sand. It reappeared a full 30 minutes later.

[Allow me to explain again...]

I sat on the sofa with my legs crossed, picking my ear as I scanned the contents it laid out.

It explained that before Idol Maker was built, numerous Beta Servers were created. After testing, most were discarded, but the system failed to completely eliminate a few. My encounter with Jeong Cheongyeon caused a Glitch[1] in the system, and I got caught up in it, landing me here.

[In conclusion, you can go back!]

The System Window flickered with a blue light for emphasis.

[—But the error must be fixed.]

An addendum was attached. As long as I could go back, that was all that mattered.

I asked what I judged to be the next most important question.

“Is the flow of time here the same as where I was?”

[No, um... if I calculate it, roughly one month here is about one day there?]

I weighed a few things for a moment, then narrowed my eyes and stared at the System Window.

“So you just need to fix the error, right?”

[Yes! I'll correct it quickly. There shouldn't be any major problems!]

“Then I can go back, and the kids are safe?”

[Of course!]

Having secured answers to my questions, I smirked, returned to my room, and lay down on the bed.

[Huh? What are you doing??]

“I needed a break anyway, so this is perfect. Since I can go back once you fix the error, I'm just going to rest for a while.”

[Excuse me?]

I pulled the covers up to my neck and gestured as if to sleep. A frantic alert sound rang out.

[What about your schedule as an actor??]

“Fuck off.”

The blue light trembled furiously before it spewed out a long passage of text.

[No, no, wait a minute!]

[Even if it's because of a Glitch, the basic premises of the system don't change.]

[Even if the error is corrected, if you don't complete Quests and gain recognition, you could be trapped here.]

[Some of the experience you gained as an idol has been reflected, so you won't be starting as a complete nobody. It'll be easier than last time!]

[It's the beginning of the Quest, so it's not that hard! I'll show you an example.]

Quest Arrival!

'Let's Start Preparing for the Drama as an Actor!'

You've been parachuted into a supporting role in a drama.

Before starting on the drama 'Dead after Hope,' listen to the explanation about your assigned role.

Meet with the relevant parties, including the PD...

I waved my hand over the new window that appeared.

“Yeah~, not doing it.”

I closed my eyes and added indifferently.

“Just take responsibility and fix this mess yourself.”

[No! I told you I need your cooperation, Seo Hoyun!]

The constant, noisy dinging was so annoying that I sat up in irritation.

“Hey, what kind of game company causes harm to a Player with an error and still bosses them around?! Just shut up, give me some compensation, and clean up your mess.”

Tsk. I clicked my tongue. As I was about to lie down again, the system, which had been blinking hesitantly, displayed a sentence.

[...The points you collect here can be used even after you return.]

My body froze. I lifted my head and waited silently for the next words.

[And please read the Quest to the very end.]

Quest Arrival!

'Let's Start Preparing for the Drama as an Actor!'

You've been parachuted into a supporting role in a drama.

Before starting on the drama 'Dead after Hope,' listen to the explanation about your assigned role.

Meet with the relevant parties, including the PD 0/1

※Time Limit: 23:59

If you exceed the time limit or fail, you will not be able to return to the idol-setting server.

A time limit?

“Fuck.”

A curse escaped my lips.

“Are you crazy? This is an error too, right? You can just fix it, can't you?”

The System Window whined that it couldn't help it. Hadn't it already said that if I didn't complete the Quest and gain recognition, I could be trapped here forever? It even added that failing to complete the Quest could have negative effects on my physical body.

My head started to throb again.

[Please cooperate just a little. When you think about it, it's not such a bad deal.]

“......”

[Since the flow of time is different between the 'idol' server and the 'actor' server, this will be a great opportunity to accumulate a lot of points.]

Curses spilled from my lips like a chanted prayer, but unlike before, I couldn't bring myself to say "fuck off" so curtly.

Points were very useful. They would be the means to restore Seo Hojin's memories.

Ding!

As if sensing my hesitation, a scenario Quest window appeared at the perfect time, announcing the start of the game.

Actor Scenario Arrived

Would you like to begin?

Yes/No

[Are you really not going to do it?]

“Just shut up for a second.”

Lee Kangseok existed earlier. Yu Hyeok was there too, right? And even Min Jiheon.

My mind raced faster than it ever did when I crammed for exams. A slow smile spread across my face.

“...Hey.”

If some of my experience as an idol was reflected in my career as an actor, then everything I had done to the people around me would have been completely erased.

“What happens to the things that happen here when I go back to being an idol?”

[...Why do you ask such unsettling questions?]

“Answer.”

The system seemed reluctant. It vanished like smoke, as if letting out a sigh, then slowly carved out the words.

[...Nothing remains.]

“People's memories too?”

[Yes. Only you, Seo Hoyun, will be able to remember all activities that take place here.]

A laugh burst out of me.

“So no matter what I do, no one will know when I go back...”

I guess it was a good thing I lived so virtuously.

“Start the actor scenario.”

[AUTO: Commencing Main Scenario.]

How tame I had been while living as an idol.

[Why, why are you smiling like that? You haven't lost your mind, have you?]

This was a chance arranged by a god who took pity on me. A chance to run wild as much as I wanted.

“You bastard.”

While I'm at it, I'll collect points and dig into the system's crappy aspects. The timing of Jeong Cheongyeon's appearance was a bit strange, after all.

And while I'm at it—

“Have you ever seen me fail at anything?”

I might as well shake down a few bastards I don't like.

*




1 A Glitch is a term for a temporary malfunction that occurs in a D/A converter when a change in the digital input causes an excessive spike or overshoot in the analog output. It refers to a phenomenon where a device moves between values other than the intended one for a short period under a specific signal pattern. In modern usage, it can also refer to a minor flaw or error.
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I left the house and headed for the still-unfamiliar WH Entertainment. The moment I stepped into the company building, a call came in with impeccable timing from a number saved as 'Manager'.

It was just like the beginning of Idol Maker.

Is this another initial setup, created for the start of 'Actor Maker'?

“Aigoo, isn't it our Rising Star?! By the way, why have you been so hard to reach~!”

I told him I was in the lobby. The person who rushed over was a familiar face. It was the Manager who had been in charge of The Dawn from the beginning.

“...Ah, I'm sorry. I was a little busy.”

“Huh? Is that so?”

The rushed-looking Manager pushed my back as soon as we finished our greetings and led me to the underground parking lot.

“You remember you're supposed to meet the director and staff for the new drama today, right? We're having lunch together. You have to go to practice after that, too.”

“Yeees.”

“Please, pleeease, let's get some practice in this time! If you keep skipping, you'll be in real trouble.”

Seo Hoyun' doesn't go to practice? What a novel setting.

“Don't worry. I'll go, of course.”

I was about to habitually put on the sleep mask I always kept in its usual spot, but I suddenly felt it was a waste of time. I turned on my phone instead.

I had skimmed through it at home. Besides a few contacts for related personnel, nothing was saved.

There was no Seo Hojin or The Dawn, not even Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung, or Min Jiheon.

“Manager-nim.”

“......”

“Do you happen to manage any other celebrities or trainees?”

Since he consistently appeared as my Manager, I thought he might be connected to the others in a different way.

“No, why are you asking something so obvious all of a sudden? I'm only in charge of you~.”

His answer only confirmed that I was alone.

“...Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae. You really don't know them?”

“Huh? Who are they?”

“Then do you know Joo Woosung?”

“Hey, who among our company's employees doesn't know Joo Woosung?”

I clicked my tongue inwardly.

That's true.

I focused on my phone again.

“But... Hoyun-ah. You know you have to work really, really hard this time, right?”

“Pardon?”

“Well, let's be honest, you and I both know... the company squeezed you in as a package deal with Min Jiheon. They tried to push you because you won a rookie award at a film festival, but PD Jeong is strict about that kind of thing. It was forced through, so you really can't get on his bad side. Plus, you were so half-hearted during the script reading, I thought my heart was going to stop from anxiety.”

That would have been a pain, so it's good the script reading is already over.

I let the Manager's continuous nagging flow past me and tapped my fingers on the armrest.

[Presenting the stats.]

Seo Hoyun

A rookie actor with a terrible personality, but considered a promising prospect at WH Entertainment.

Singing: A+

Dancing: A-

Variety: S-

Acting: A-

Charm: S-

???:???

I wasn't sure if I should be relieved, but the stats were the same as when I was an idol.

An A- in acting wasn't bad for a rookie actor, either.

However, the internet was flooded with harsh criticism about me.

[Title: Did you see that Seo Hoyun was cast in the drama??

I thought his acting was pretty bad...

I feel like he's just popular with the younger crowd ㅠ.

Am I the only one who doesn't get it?

└ Seo Hoyun's line delivery is so stiff. His emotional range is rough too ^^;;

└ He's just an actor who gets by on his face... It's not like there are only one or two actors like him. I'm just going to watch for Min Jiheon.]

[Title: Seo Hoyun is just...

He has no presence, no charm.

I don't think he'll last long as an actor ㅠㅠ

└ It's strange how his presence is so faint. His face is actor-material, though...

└└ I know, right? Is this what they call star quality? Anyway, what a shame~~]

In this place where everything related to the idol 'Seo Hoyun' had vanished, the drama 'Please Take the Camera' had, of course, never aired. Instead, the recognition I had built up at that time seemed to have been converted into a rookie award.

Seeing people's reactions to the actor 'Seo Hoyun' made it obvious how Actor Maker would proceed.

Prove your acting skills, gain fame. I'm sure a string of Quests like that will follow.

I swallowed my bitter feelings and picked up the script for 'Dead after Hope'.

[—While developing a new drug at a pharmaceutical bio-company, the test subjects begin to mutate one by one. The company quickly isolates the mutated subjects, but one manages to escape in the process.

Ultimately, the test subject heads for the city, spreading the mutation to humans, and Seoul is instantly transformed into a living hell...]

It was a post-apocalyptic, sci-fi drama.

In other words, it was a run-of-the-mill zombie story, the kind you see everywhere.

As we neared the restaurant, the anxious Manager glanced at me more and more frequently in the rearview mirror.

“Min Jiheon will take good care of you. You're from the same company, after all~.”

That bastard avoided me when I was coughing up blood. He may seem naive on the outside, but he's actually a very cold person. As if he'd do that.

“I doubt that's likely.”

“Ahem.”

The Manager cleared his throat. It seemed he hadn't really meant what he said either.

Min Jiheon was also the protagonist in Dead after Hope, a humane and righteous one at that. The actor lineup was so brilliant that numerous articles had been written about the star-studded cast.

“And the role you're playing, 'Kim Wooho,' may be a supporting character, but he has a lot of screen time and is a major figure, right?”

In Dead after Hope, 'Kim Wooho' was a former national archery team member who helped the protagonist.

Just based on his abilities and profession, it was, as expected, a very, veeery common setup in a post-apocalyptic setting.

Well... a few things are unique, though.

“Moreover, he's portrayed as a genius who won two consecutive gold medals. Do you know how rare that is in actual archery? And yet you don't even think about practicing archery, so I'm worried...”

“Manager-nim, so you're saying that until now, I've been skipping archery practice and did a crappy job at the script reading?”

“Ah, no! No, I don't mean it was the absolute worst!!! It could just be seen that way~, that's all.”

The Manager sweated bullets.

At this point, I had a rough idea of the trashy life the actor 'Seo Hoyun' had been living.

The Manager repeated various requests until we arrived at the fully booked Chinese restaurant. I rubbed my ringing ears and entered. PD Jeong, the staff, and a few other actors were already there.

Min Jiheon isn't here.

“Oh?! Seo Hoyun, you're here?”

“Hello.”

“...Wow~, Hoyun is here.”

“Yeees.”

I could clearly feel the stir around me.

The rumor about me being a parachute hire had apparently spread openly among the Dead after Hope staff. The actors either snickered openly or sent displeased glances my way.

I pretended to know nothing, put on an innocent face, smiled brightly, and sat down.

“Ah, you're going to sit here?”

“Haha, yes, I wanted to get closer to my Seniors.”

“I didn't expect Seo Hoyun to come.”

Hostility, wariness, and a little bit of pity.

I calmly observed the humans wasting their energy on useless emotions.

“Aww, what are you saying.”

What could be easier than winning people's shallow favor? Flipping a situation like this is no big deal.

“If you call for me, of course I have to come.”

The time it takes for one meal will be enough.

.

.

.

“Hahahaha! Seo Hoyun, how do you know all that?”

“Ah, you're praising me too much.”

“Why is only this table filled with so much laughter?”

“No, no, listen to this. Earlier, Seo Hoyun~.”

I just played along, pretending to be easygoing with a smile on my lips, and the atmosphere changed in an instant.

I spotted PD Jeong, who had been eating quietly in a corner, leaving the restaurant. I put down my chopsticks and stood up.

“I'll be right back.”

“Alright~! Come back soon.”

PD Jeong was smoking a cigarette with the camera director next to a utility pole near the restaurant. I approached with a greeting. The camera director, who had been passionately discussing drinks with me just moments ago, greeted me warmly.

“Seo Hoyun! Did you come out for a smoke?”

“Haha, no. I don't smoke.”

“Oh, really?”

Would I be crazy enough to smoke? I'll have to go back soon anyway.

I ignored the tantalizing scent of nicotine that brushed past my nose and struck up a friendly conversation with PD Jeong.

“By the way, I was disappointed I didn't get to talk much with you, PD.”

“...Is that so?”

“Yes, there were several things I wanted to ask. About the drama, too.”

“...Ah.”

“I also wanted to hear a bit about the image you have in mind for Kim Wooho, PD.”

“...Yes...”

PD Jeong took a deep drag from his cigarette, leaned his head back, and exhaled the smoke.

“That's strange. Seo Hoyun, you don't seem like the clueless type.”

“Pardon?”

“You want to hear about the image for Kim Wooho? I hate beating around the bush, so I'll be frank. You don't need to try so hard.”

“......”

The camera director's horrified voice echoed.

However, PD Jeong didn't seem to care in the slightest.

“Whether the image fits or not isn't important. You're a parachute hire anyway, so I have no expectations. Just do a half-assed job. I'll make your acting look plausible enough with editing.”

Even though his words clearly put me down, I wanted to laugh.

He says the image doesn't fit.

From what I felt after reading the script, 'Kim Wooho' is a role that seems created just for me. Just like the role of 'Lee Jeonghun' from Please Take the Camera in Idol Maker, he has an unsettling number of similarities to me. In other words, he's a character that will be that much easier to portray.

“Isn't it a relief that the parachute hire is me?”

Besides, there's no reason to hold my tongue.

“There's probably no one who can do this better than me, you know?”

“......”

“......”

After a moment of silence, PD Jeong stubbed out his cigarette in a portable ashtray and muttered.

“...Your confidence is something else.”

Then, he gave a limp wave and left.

“I'm leaving first. See you on set.”

Quest Complete!

'Let's start preparing for the drama as an actor!'

You have met with the staff, including the PD of 'Dead after Hope,' and discussed your assigned role.

[2,000 points have been awarded.]

So this counts.

The Quest completed even though I didn't get a proper explanation of my assigned role.

Even the points were generous.

The first points I received as an idol were a mere 300.

“...As expected of your generation, Hoyun, your confidence is very charming, haha, hahaha.”

The camera director, left with me in the awkward situation, fumbled to lighten the mood.

“Thank you for seeing me that way.”

“I was surprised because you're completely different from what I knew.”

“Pardon?”

“No, no. It's not a bad thing.”

I tilted my head slightly and waited quietly for an answer. The camera director sighed softly, muttered that his mouth had run away with him, and continued.

“It's just, when I saw you on TV and all. You seemed a bit faint, not like you had a strong impression...”

Come to think of it, there was a post on a community site saying that the actor 'Seo Hoyun' had a weak presence.

“...Did you get sick and come back as a different person?”

“......”

“Yeah, in the past, you were a bit... faint... Well, never mind.”

The story I heard during my first meeting with the Daepaseong CEO after becoming an idol was similar.

I cocked an eyebrow.

Wow, this is getting really interesting.

I had dismissed it as trivial, but if the same thing keeps happening, I can't just let it slide. Besides, isn't this world a convenient place for me to test various things?

“Anyway, it's even better meeting you in person!”

The camera director awkwardly scratched the back of his head and slapped my back with a THWACK.

“Since we're working together, let's have fun and do a good, diligent job. PD Jeong-nim isn't a bad person, so if you show your passion, he'll change his mind in no time.”

“Yes, of course. Thank you for your words.”

“Really, Seo Hoyun, it's good to see you being so affable.”

The grinning camera director took out another cigarette and asked.

“Ah, we're thinking of going for a second round, are you interested, Seo Hoyun?”

“A second round, starting from lunch?”

“What's day or night in our line of work? We pulled an all-nighter yesterday preparing for the drama production.”

The camera director made a gesture of holding a glass with his thumb and forefinger and tilting his wrist. Behind him, I saw the Manager come out of the restaurant.

I put on a deeply regretful expression and said.

“I'm sorry, but I think I'll have to join you next time.”

“Why? Is something up?”

I answered with a smile.


As the tautly drawn bowstring released, the arrow flew in an arc toward the target.

THWACK!

“...W-What was that?”

It landed just outside the 10-point ring, and a 9 appeared on the score screen.

I was at the archery range because of the Manager's earnest plea. I tightened my grip on the bowstring again.

FWOOSH, THWACK!

“Wha... what?”

This time, the arrow landed precisely in the center of the target.

The Manager's jaw dropped.

“What in the world...?”

I hadn't held a bow even once since filming 'Victory is Mine,' but my touch hadn't rusted.

“H-Hoyun-ah, why are you so good? Did you practice behind my back?”

I nocked another arrow onto the string and said.

“Now you see why I didn't come to practice, right?”

I told you so. This role is perfectly set up for me.


Chapter 294

“Whoa, this is absolutely insane! As expected of our blue-chip stock, Seo Hoyun~. If you shoot like this on the actual set, huh?! The PDs are all gonna flip out!”

“If I actually shot an arrow, of course they'd flip out.”

“...Ah, right.”

He wouldn't actually fire an arrow during a movie shoot. He would just hold the pose, and CG would be added splendidly later. Still, by demonstrating my archery skills, I escaped the Manager's excessive worries and endless lectures.

The Manager continued to pour out praise, asking how I could be so good, but I just deflected the question with a smile.

I can't exactly say something like, 'It's because this is my second life, and I practiced for Victory is Mine when I was an idol in my previous one,' can I?

“Hoyun-ah, head on in!”

“Yes, thank you for your hard work...”

It seemed there were no more schedules, so we returned to the apartment where I had first woken up in this world.

As I was about to go inside, I quickly stopped the Manager.

The Manager might be incompetent and naively kind, but he was also affable and good-natured, which made him surprisingly well-connected in the industry.

“Um, Manager-nim. Could you look into the whereabouts of someone named Seong Jiwon?”

“Huh? Who?”

Even if I couldn't find all of The Dawn's members, Seong Jiwon had been a famous rookie from a major agency. I thought I might be able to hear some news about him.

It was worth a shot, with nothing to lose.

“There was a trainee at D.Go named Seong Jiwon, but he might be with a different agency now.”

“Why him?”

“There's just something I need to look into.”

The Manager gave me a bewildered look but nodded.

After confirming that the van had left the parking lot, I went upstairs and immediately collapsed onto the sofa.

I was exhausted and tired without having done much.

Moreover, at some point, the silence of the house had started to feel awkward.

Tsk, whatever.

If I meet Min Jiheon and dig into him, I'm bound to find something, no matter how small.

I had naturally assumed the specific person who remembered me was Seo Hojin, but now that my brother was gone, the next most likely candidate was Min Jiheon.

Even if he wasn't the one, he was a bastard who could see more than I could. I judged that I would gain something if I shook him down.

I decided to find out more during the upcoming shoot and picked up the script again.

No matter how I look at this, it's unpleasant.

Dead after Hope.

The character I was playing, Kim Wooho, was 25 in the drama. He was described as a genius who competed in the Olympics at 18, won a gold medal, and then won another gold medal at the next Olympics just four years later.

“But why is the name like this?”

Didn't it seem derived from HouHou?

My eyes narrowed with unease as I read through the script.

It was written that he had a rather likable face and had captured the love of the entire nation, conquering everything from variety shows to commercials.

However, at the height of his popularity, he severely injured his arm in a car accident. He was ultimately unable to continue as an archer and was portrayed as someone living day by day in emptiness.

But the most bothersome part was the character's personality.

[A group of survivors are fighting over who will go out to get food. A cowardly college student tries to push a child out of the building to scout the situation...]

[Kim Wooho: (Kicking the back of the college student who suggested sending the child out) You're going first? Thanks.]

He cursed constantly and was ruthless to anyone who got in his way.

“Wow...”

He even had a side to him that didn't hesitate to act like an ally before suddenly turning around to use and discard people.

Feeling a strange sense of déjà vu, I checked every page of the episode 2 script that I had received in advance.

Then I pressed my fingers firmly against my brow.

It automatically reminded me of the first time I read the script for 'Please Take the Camera'.

“They copied my life for this one, too.”

If 'Lee Jeonghun' had a similar profession and personality, 'Kim Wooho' had a similar personality and family background.

[Kim Wooho: I'm going to find my younger brother.]

He lost his parents in an unexpected accident. He was surrounded by trashy relatives, and the only person he considered family was his younger brother. He was struggling to find his brother while the world was in chaos due to zombies.

...And so on and so forth. It was a story I had seen somewhere before.

Is this also some kind of fragment, or something?

What was it they said? That fragments of my existence were flowing in.

Since an error threw me here, it seemed possible.

Just then, an alarm chimed, and a Quest window appeared.

A Quest has arrived!

Start the first shoot for 'Dead after Hope'!^^

Your heart must be pounding. The beginning is always exciting!

Arrive at the set and successfully complete the first shoot.

Complete the first shoot 0/1

Success Reward: 10,000 Points

Failure Penalty: Error processing will be delayed.

I disliked many things about this place, but at least the point benefits weren't half bad.

I snapped the script shut with a thwack and raised the corners of my mouth.


“Hello~.”

“Hello!”

The Dead after Hope set was incredibly busy from early in the morning. I greeted everyone I passed while weaving through the bustling staff.

“Ah! Hoyun, it's your first day of shooting, right?”

“Yes, hello.”

It seemed the fake kindness I had shown at the Chinese restaurant had worked, as most people greeted me warmly.

“Did you practice your archery well?”

“I just worked hard at it.”

The Manager next to me shot me a strange look, but I ignored him and scanned the set.

“What about Senior Min Jiheon?”

Min Jiheon, who was always serious when it came to acting, would invariably arrive early to prepare unless something special came up. His figure, however, was nowhere to be seen today.

“Ah! Min Jiheon had a schedule overseas right before this, so he's running a little late. He should probably arrive within the hour.”

"Ah, I see."

I thanked them for the information and moved to the waiting room to get ready. I had already done my basic makeup, and the early scenes didn't require any special effects, so it was over quickly.

“My goodness, you're just glowing from within. You could be an idol!”

“Hahaha, you're too kind.”

As I checked my disheveled hair, styled for the role, in the mirror, the makeup staff looked around before whispering in a low voice.

“Um, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Uhm, I was debating whether I should say this, but I thought it would be best for you to know.”

The goodwill I had built was paying off handsomely. Information just came flowing in even if I just stood there smiling.

“You know the actor Lee Kangseok, right?”

Of course, Lee Kangseok.

My dear Carrot Cake.

“I think you should be careful. I heard the role of Kim Wooho was also offered to Lee Kangseok... Maybe that's why... he seems to be keeping an eye on you.”

“Oh, is that so?”

The memory of Lee Kangseok cutely making a Carrot Cake for Min Jiheon made me smile automatically.

“Thank you for your concern. It's probably just a rumor.”

“Aigoo! How are you going to survive being so naive, Hoyun!”

“Ahaha. It's nothing.”

Tiring!

[How dreadful...]

I'm in the middle of building my image, so be quiet.

At that moment, the already noisy set became even more chaotic.

“Hello!”

“Wow, it's Min Jiheon.”

“Amazing.”

I turned my head and saw Min Jiheon just stepping inside.

“He's insane, just insane. So handsome. Not a single blemish on his skin, he looks like a sculpture,” the makeup staff muttered, completely mesmerized.

Is he really all that? His face hasn't changed much.

“Hello, I look forward to working with you all today.”

After his polite greeting, Min Jiheon disappeared into his waiting room, followed by a trail of compliments from the staff.

“I'll be going now.”

I quickly checked my clothes and headed for Min Jiheon's waiting room.

Knock, knock. I knocked and opened the door to find Min Jiheon's Manager staring at me with surprised eyes.

“Oh, Seo Hoyun? What brings you here...?”

“Sorry for the sudden visit.”

He seemed to recognize my face since we were from the same agency.

I put on my public-facing smile.

“Could I speak with Senior Min Jiheon for a moment?”

“Oh, really? Hmm...”

He glanced back and forth between me and Min Jiheon, then scratched his head.

“Well then, I'll go run an errand. Feel free to talk comfortably.”

He seemed a bit hesitant, but perhaps figuring nothing major would happen between two people from the same agency, Min Jiheon's Manager readily stepped out of the waiting room. I pulled a stool from the corner and sat down in front of Min Jiheon.

The man, frowning slightly, was looking me up and down.

“Senior.”

I crossed my arms and one leg.

“How could you not send a single text? I thought you'd contact me first.”

It had already been a week since I arrived here. Nothing had progressed in that time. Min Jiheon had also been silent.

“I have a few things I want to ask, and we still have time before the shoot...”

“Excuse me, Seo Hoyun.”

Min Jiheon coldly cut my words short.

When I raised an eyebrow, Min Jiheon wiped his mouth and gave a troubled smile.

“Were we close enough to be in contact?”

“......”

“Including today, I've only seen you twice in my entire life.”

Does he really not remember? This bastard is so hard to read.

“But it is a bit strange. You're a type I've never seen before.”

I stared at him intently, trying to read his inner thoughts, but Min Jiheon's head simply tilted.

“I didn't think much of you when we first met, but you seem different now. ...If you were like this before, I would have remembered you right away out of curiosity.”

And he repeated the same thing he had said when we first met.

“Well... it's none of my business, though.”

His gaze slowly scanned my face before he added in a bored tone, “So, what did you need?”

The man who used to ramble on about his sister, food, and acting with a foolish grin was extremely cold here.

I couldn't rule out the possibility that it was still an act, but there was no particular reason for him to deceive me to this extent.

Should I just be honest?

That we know each other and I need help.

Min Jiheon would probably accept the irrational situation easily because of his innate ability.

“...I don't need anything.”

However, the deliberation was short.

“I'm sorry, Senior. I must have been mistaken.”

“...Aha...”

Min Jiheon made his suspicion obvious, his affirmation coming a beat too late.

“Mistaken, you say. How strange. Then why are you acting so familiar with me?”

“That's not possible.”

I smoothly deflected his retort.

Assuming Min Jiheon knew nothing, it was better for me to pretend I knew nothing as well.

I could just dig up information in other ways.

“I'll be leaving now. You should prepare for the shoot as well, Senior.”

I stood up, returned the stool to its original spot, and then turned toward him as if I had just remembered something.

“Ah, right! Senior Min Jiheon, by the way.”

I leisurely touched the empty space on my wrist, my lips curling into a smirk.

“Your wrist is clean today.”

“...Pardon?”

“You know, the thing you always wear.”

I could clearly see his expression stiffen.

“Well then, let's have a good shoot together.”

He quickly returned to his original expression, but seeing Min Jiheon flustered for once, uncharacteristically so, was satisfying enough for me.

I strolled out and headed toward my assigned waiting room when an assistant director shouted at me.

“Seo Hoyun, we're starting the shoot soon!”

“Okay.”

“Huh? You look like you're in a good mood, Seo Hoyun.”

"Ahaha."

A tune came to my lips unbidden.

If this went well, it could be a great opportunity to properly screw over the sly Min Jiheon.

And if I was lucky.

“Do I?”

I might get a little closer to the answers I couldn't find before.
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“Just a moment! We're checking the blocking before we start filming!”

PD Jeong sighed as he watched the set. 'Dead after Hope' was already building public anticipation, with people even nicknaming it 'Day at Hope'.

Today, they were scheduled to film the first scene for Kim Wooho, a character who would generate buzz in the early to middle parts of the story, dramatically increase immersion, and then make a heroic exit.

Just please, don't cause any trouble.

During the script reading, Seo Hoyun's performance had sounded like he was just reading a book, so PD Jeong had zero expectations. He just hoped he could somehow salvage it in editing.

He clicked his tongue and reviewed the part they were about to film. The assistant director next to him muttered quietly.

“Huh... Min Jiheon, what's wrong with him?”

“......”

“His expression is a little...”

When PD Jeong looked up, however, he only saw the usual Min Jiheon, smiling brightly and looking innocent.

“Seo Hoyun, I look forward to working with you.”

“Yep, me too.”

In front of Min Jiheon was Seo Hoyun, returning the greeting.

They were from the same agency, so they seemed to know each other.

Of course, that must be why they did a package deal.

Seeing Seo Hoyun outwardly put on a plausible-looking Kim Wooho persona only made PD Jeong feel more conflicted.

In his opinion, the most difficult role to play in 'Dead after Hope' was Kim Wooho. He seems honest but is secretive. He ruthlessly uses people for his own gain and acts maliciously, yet at times, he is also human. He has firm standards and mercilessly cuts off anyone who crosses his line.

He was a multi-faceted, three-dimensional character.

Despite the character's backstory and importance, Kim Wooho didn't have many lines. He had to convey his emotions and the situation to viewers purely through his expression, gaze, and gestures.

PD Jeong didn't believe Seo Hoyun was capable of such a thing. No, more than that, his acting just wasn't memorable. It was blurry, so to speak.

“We're ready!”

The actors entered the set, and the slate clapped.

PD Jeong held the script in one hand, his eyes following the actors' movements.

The protagonist, Min Hanjun, has escaped from Apgujeong and joined a new group of survivors. He prepares to go on a food supply run. He suggests to the group that they ask for help from the former national archery team member, Kim Wooho.

Min Hanjun spoke cautiously. “Um... how about we take Kim Wooho with us? He's strong and physically fit.”

At this, the group of survivors scowled reluctantly. In the story's setting, they had persistently tried to persuade Kim Wooho, but he had always refused with an indifferent attitude.

“That bastard is a lost cause. Huh? National team member, my ass.”

“No, do you know how hard it is to win two gold medals? You can count on one hand the number of Korean archers who've done it twice.”

“Hey, what are you expecting? They say his arm is crippled. The bow is probably just for show.”

“Maybe we should bring up his younger brother. It was a famous story. He had a younger brother who was originally training for the national team with him. They say Kim Wooho adored him. For some reason, they got separated, and he seems to be looking for his brother.”

“Hey, we're all about to die, you think that bastard would even bat an eye? He's the type who wouldn't care even if his brother was dying right in front of him.”

Min Hanjun realizes that the brother from the first group of survivors he encountered was Kim Wooho's.

“No, I saw his brother, and they seemed to care for each other a lot...”

“Huh? You've met him?”

The camera's focus shifted and zoomed out. A short distance from the conversing group, Kim Wooho was on screen, slumped against a pillar.

His gaze is crucial in this part.

PD Jeong's body leaned forward slightly. Even veteran actors struggled to express all their emotions with just their eyes. Those who could were already at the very top, receiving all the praise in the world.

In that moment, as Seo Hoyun slowly raised his head, he was incredibly cold.

“......”

“Bullshit...”

His gaze conveyed a desire to overturn everything and sew shut the mouths of those bastards spouting nonsense, yet, it also held a sliver of reason that told him he had to endure, as well as a hint of self-blame.

He believed this situation happened because, if he traced it all back, he had failed to properly look after his brother.

“...Cut!”

After cutting the scene and finishing the monitoring, PD Jeong spoke with a complex expression.

“...Um, let's move on to the next part as is.”

“Seo Hoyun's entrance was pretty good, wasn't it?”

“I know, right? What was that?”

Hearing the staff's whispers, PD Jeong sighed.

Right, anyone can look intense if they just glare hard enough. The problems are still piled up.

Diction, acting rhythm, emotional appeal, and so on.

“We're going right into the next scene!”

The assistant director, PD Lee Jeong, glanced at PD Jeong and hurried the staff to quickly move on to the next shoot.

The survivors are voting on who will go out for the food supply. Survivor 4 earnestly begs Kim Wooho for his cooperation.

“Please! Kim Wooho, join us! I heard you know this area well.”

Seo Hoyun looked at the other person with languid eyes.

“......”

He then put an unlit cigarette in his mouth and asked again. The slightly slurred words flowed from his lips.

“Why should I?”

His face, tinged with a sneer, was enough to make anyone's blood boil.

What is this?

PD Jeong's expression crumbled. It was so different from the acting Seo Hoyun had shown at the script reading.

Min Hanjun confronts the new group of survivors. Just as he decides the conversation is going nowhere and tries to leave, Survivor 3 suddenly starts acting strangely. A startled Min Hanjun is convinced it's a mutation and hurries outside, only to run into Kim Wooho in the hallway. As he explains the situation to Kim Wooho, Survivor 3 starts accusing Min Hanjun of being the infected one.

“That bastard is infected!”

Seeing the other party pointing and cornering him, Min Jiheon frowned. As PD Jeong gestured, the camera turned to Seo Hoyun.

Kim Wooho's tightly drawn bowstring moves to aim at Min Hanjun.

While the supporting actors murmured, only Seo Hoyun was calm. He simply held the string, drawn with 20kg of tension.

Kim Wooho's right hand, which had always trembled finely since the accident, looked perfectly steady when he held the bow.

Hmm, his posture isn't bad.

It seemed he had practiced quite a bit.

Min Jiheon flinched and took a step back.

“I... I-It's not me!!”

He might actually shoot me.

As if that fear was etched into his bones, Min Jiheon's eyes shook uncontrollably. His body, drained of strength, collapsed to the floor.

The staff, unable to make a sound, covered their mouths and marveled at Min Jiheon's acting.

“It's not me, it's him! Can't you see his bloodshot eyes right now?!”

At that, the supporting actor playing Survivor 3 shouted.

“Kim Wooho! You're going to believe a mutant, you bastard!”

“......”

“You said you were looking for your brother!!”

Seo Hoyun, without any change in expression, just turned his gaze to the supporting actor.

Survivor 3 twists what Min Hanjun said to his advantage and spouts lies.

“I saw him. He was wandering around outside until recently. Maybe because he does archery, but he was really good with a bow, just like you.”

“......”

“Do as I say, and I'll tell you where he went.”

Kim Wooho still doesn't lower the bow aimed at Min Hanjun.

“Is that so?”

PD Jeong unknowingly tightened his grip on the script. It was finally time for Kim Wooho's first proper line.

A calm, low, and deep voice echoed.

“There's something I want to ask.”

“My brother, was he of any help?”

“...Pardon?”

“His skills should be terrible.”

It seemed like an out-of-place question. The actors' attention focused on Seo Hoyun.

“...He-Help.”

Just then, the answer came not from the supporting actor Seo Hoyun was looking at, but from Min Jiheon.

“...He wasn't any help.”

It was a fact unknown to the survivors who arrived at the camp late, a fact known only to Min Hanjun, who had actually witnessed Kim Wooho and his brother.

“He was injured, his arm...”

From the beginning of the drama, it was described that Kim Wooho's brother had injured his arm.

The moment he heard that, Seo Hoyun's... no, Kim Wooho's lips curved up slightly.

“That's right. He fell like an idiot while riding a bike a few weeks ago.”

“......”

“So? Of course he can't use a bow either.”

Muttering quietly, Seo Hoyun lowered his bow and turned his head to the side.

In that instant, Survivor 3 mutates. Seeing the infected person lunge at Kim Wooho, a horrified Min Hanjun tries to stop it.

“Gasp! Watch out...!”

THWACK!!

Min Jiheon had quickly reached out a hand, but Seo Hoyun was faster. Seo Hoyun struck down with the bow he was holding, then wiped the blood that splattered on his face with the back of his hand.

“In that case, who's the liar here?”

Min Jiheon, who had frozen in surprise, blinked a few times in bewilderment.

“...No, you have a bow, why didn't you shoot...?”

Against his pale skin, the drops of blood looked exceptionally red.

Swinging the bow down with one hand to shake it off, Seo Hoyun's lips curled into a grin. It was a mix of delight at finally getting the information he wanted and a slight annoyance.

“......”

PD Jeong was so engrossed in Seo Hoyun's acting that he didn't even realize his script was completely crumpled.

PD Jeong was certain.

This had to be the scene.

“It's a waste of an arrow.”

This was the moment the former national archery team member, Kim Wooho, would be properly imprinted on the viewers' minds.


“Good work, everyone~.”

Ha, for fuck's sake. This drama is so annoying.

I kept smiling brightly and acting like it was no big deal, but this role's setup was still damn uncomfortable and shitty. A role where I'm searching for my lost younger brother. In a way, it was just a common tear-jerker role, but given the circumstances, I was getting too immersed.

“Good work!”

“Hoyun, you were amazing today!! So cool!!”

“Ahaha.”

“You were like a psychopath, it was awesome!!”

“...That's a compliment, right?”

Even though there were no major NGs, filming continued late into the night.

I left Manager Kim, who was getting the upcoming schedule from the assistant director, and walked toward the parked van. I checked the System Window that had appeared before my eyes.

Quest Complete!

Start the first filming for 'Dead after Hope'!

You have successfully completed the first filming.

[10,000 points will be awarded.]

Kim Wooho didn't have many appearances. He was a character inserted to create dramatic scenes in the early and middle parts of the story. At most, the number of scenes I had left could be counted on ten fingers.

I need to hook Min Jiheon in the meantime.

As I entered the underground parking lot, wondering when to cast the bait, the emergency staircase door flew open.

BAM!

Min Jiheon appeared, panting heavily as if he had been running.

“Hah, hoo...”

“Hello.”

Wow, how nice of him to come to me on his own.

Seeing him rush over so impatiently, he had to be a pure-blooded Korean.

“Min Jiheon, are you heading somewhere? You worked hard today. I'll see you next time.”

I deliberately pretended not to know anything and walked past him. Then, Min Jiheon grabbed my arm and blocked my path.

“What are you?”

“What about me?”

“Don't play dumb, it's annoying. We both know what's going on.”

This bastard, he's even dropping formalities and being direct now.

I shook off Min Jiheon's hand, wiped the spot he had touched on my pants, and spoke.

“You can see a few things, can't you?”

It was a piece of cake to act like I knew things based on the tidbits Min Jiheon had let slip.

How easy is this for a scam?

“And you've probably never seen a type like me before. You see black masses floating all around me, right?”

Min Jiheon's gaze slowly swept over me.

“...Seems like you already know a fair bit.”

“Of course.”

“So? My ability isn't going to be a problem for me. It's not like anyone would believe you in the first place.”

“Unfortunately, well, that's true.”

“...How the hell do you know about me?”

I grinned and said, “If you're curious, that'll be 500 won.”

“......”

After a moment of silence, Min Jiheon started fumbling through his pockets as I held out my hand.

“I'm kidding. 500 won seems too cheap. Hmm... let's do this.”

“...Pardon?”

He sent me a look full of disbelief.

“When we hit 18 percent viewership ratings, let's talk again then. I'll tell you what you're curious about, Min Jiheon.”

And you'll tell me what I'm curious about.

As if it was a condition he hadn't expected, Min Jiheon's eyes widened slightly.

“...18 percent?”

“Yes, eigh-fucking-teen percent.”

This all came from your head.

I started to walk away, then stopped and added quietly to Min Jiheon.

“Ah, by the way. Min Jiheon, you have a rough idea of how old I am, right? That I'm not at least this body's age.”

“...So?”

“......”

Seeing the flustered Min Jiheon, I pulled my lips into a smirk.

“From now on, make sure you use formal speech with me, Jiheon-ah.”
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[Title: Day at Hope Episode 3 Trailer is UP!!

Day at Hope Episode 3 Trailer.avi

Seriously, is the budget getting more insane as this goes on? LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL Look at that set.

I heard the studio really went all out, and they did a great job with this one.

Holy shit, this is gonna be a hit.

I'm so hyped. This is gonna be a hit.

Citizens helping each other.gif

Min Jiheon digging through rubble while crying.gif

Min Jiheon is the best output from a drama fan...

I cried because it's been so long since he played a good-hearted protagonist.

Jiheon always plays cold-hearted roles, so I was like... he's finally playing a nice character. ㅠㅠ

It's still the beginning of the show, and the director is famous for portraying human psychology well. I don't know how the protagonist will change, but I'm just going to scream my head off and watch it every day.

└ The way people helped each other in the urgent situation in episode 1 was so cool... I have such a soft spot for that kind of storytelling...

└└ Don't trust the main PD and writer. They can create a situation where people are stabbing each other five seconds after a touching moment.

└└ For real, PD Jeong and Writer Kim are perverts.

└ Min Jiheon is a god...

└ I know, right? Min Jiheon is seriously not just the top among actors in their 20s, but the top of all mainstream male actors.]

[Title: About when Seo Hoyun appeared in the Day at Hope Episode 2 trailer

I was super indifferent because, honestly, the dramas I'd seen with Seo Hoyun before were pretty meh...

But what's with Seo Hoyun this time?

His face only showed for 3 seconds in the trailer, but my heart fluttered a bit.

When the kids were freaking out, saying they needed to find supplies (which sounds obvious but will probably turn out to be total bullshit), Kim Wooho just had an unlit cigarette in his mouth and said, "Why should I?"...

It makes me want to grab my head and scream, "You little bastard~~~!!" It's so frustrating I feel like I'm choking, but why the hell is my heart fluttering?

└ You're not the only one thinking that. The '3-second Kim Wooho' is already trending, LOL.

└ I totally get the fluttering heart while choking on frustration. He doesn't seem like a purely good character, LOL. Hasn't he finally found his element?? His roles until now have felt a bit bland... I'm kind of looking forward to this.

└ Hey guys, is the part-timer pay sweet? Who writes a promotional post for a 3-second trailer appearance?

└└ That hurts. I'm just a fan who latches onto 1-second crumbs without getting paid.

└└ If we were part-timers, at least we'd get paid and it wouldn't be so unfair. We're just writing promotional posts for free.]

[Title: For those who don't get why '3-second Kim Wooho' is trending

Excuse me, there's a saying that the actor's face is a narrative in itself.

└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL They're calling it the '3-second archery' these days.

└ A legendary face. You can even see the tragic gravitas in it...

└ Why is he trending so much?

└└ His face...?

└└ It's probably his face...? But it's not just his face. His vibe seems a bit different, LOL, so even Seo Hoyun's original fans are getting excited and making more noise.

└ I'll have to hear his diction before I decide. Anyone can make a cool trailer, LOL.

└└ That's true, LOL.]


Dead after Hope got off to a smooth start.

The main trailer made it the talk of the town from the moment it was released. As soon as the first episode aired, Min Jiheon's acting completely captivated everyone.

Reviews followed, saying things like, "This is bound to be a masterpiece," and "Even with a common premise, it skillfully portrays a complex cast of human characters."

Even Seo Hoyun garnered attention for his fleeting appearance in the 30-second preview for the next episode.

After the second episode aired, Seo Hoyun's recognition skyrocketed.

[Title: What's your take on the Seo Hoyun moe-fication?

Cat vs. Rabbit

Vote for your animal! >____<

└ Where did rabbit even come from?;;

└└ It's obviously a cat. Can't you tell by looking at his face?

└└ I'm sorry...

└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL Ah, the rabbit is so random, it's hilarious LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL

└└ Yeah... I'm sorry.

└└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL Don't be so down about it LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL]

[Title: But does the actor himself not interact with fans?

I heard it's rare for actors, but coming from the idol fandom, this part is a bit disappointing...

└ Seems like it's case-by-case.

└└ Yeah, case-by-case.

└ But I heard the actor himself is a bit prickly, LOL.

└└ Hah, I like that too...]

Just then, as if he knew what people were hoping for, Seo Hoyun started a live broadcast on his personal Instagram.

“Hello.”

[OMG Seo Hoyun is live]

[Crazy]

He had already appeared in various web dramas, building a small base of young fans. On top of that, he was a rising star who had won the Rookie of the Year award at the White Tiger Film Festival, so his viewer count quickly shot up. His role as 'Kim Wooho' in the second episode of Dead after Hope also played a big part.

[What kind of coffee do you like??]

People would not leave alone the prey who had shown himself for the sake of communication.

Seo Hoyun could have been flustered by the flood of questions, but he answered calmly, as if he was used to this kind of situation.

“Me... sweet things. As long as it's a sweet drink, I like them all.”

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL OMG he likes sweet things, that's legendary cuteness...]

His favorite was actually Pine Bud Drink, but with his idol experience, he knew what kind of image the public went wild for, so he did not let that fact slip.

“What do I usually do? I just film... and memorize my lines.”

Seo Hoyun had a face that looked like he would give a frosty glare and radiate coldness if someone tried to talk to him, but he acted so friendly and affectionate that social media and online communities went into a frenzy.

[Please pick your favorite animal, rabbit vs cat]

“......”

Seo Hoyun's eyebrow twitched as he scanned the chat.

He seemed to ponder the recurring question before he finally spoke.

“...A rabbit?”

[Please think again]

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL]

“Aren't rabbits cute? Their fur is so fluffy...”

[No, I mean, if you had to choose again]

Seo Hoyun saw the chat flood with cat emoticons and let out a small, "Ah."

“...A cat.”

He quickly changed his answer.

He realized what answer they wanted.

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL Hey, this guy is fucking hilarious]

[He catches on so fast LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL]

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL Hoyun is a cat, case closed!!!]

[Ah, actor Seo Hoyun has no shyness... No... what is this? He's calm, but it's strangely less like an actor's 'muggle'~~like quality and more like an idol.

└ Oh!! That's right, that's right, LOL. Ah, so funny.

└└ The way he skillfully avoids the comments he should ignore and only picks out the good questions, it feels like he's done this a lot, as if he's practiced or something.]

After listing all sorts of TMI for a while, Seo Hoyun's phone must have gotten hot, because he placed an ice pack behind it.

“Ah, I should get going now.”

[This is baffling. Look at Seo Hoyun's ice pack skills. Is he really an idol?]

[At this point, he's the Day at Hope idol. Ah, I'm going crazy LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL]

“I'll come back often next time, Noeul...”

Seo Hoyun paused for a moment.

He rolled his eyes for a moment, then beamed at the camera.

“...Don't you think the Noeul will be pretty today? Since the weather is nice, how about enjoying an evening walk and looking up at the sky once in a while?”

He stumbled over his words a little at the end, but actor 'Seo Hoyun's' first live broadcast still ended safely.

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL Why did he end with a greeting from a school newsletter? ㅠㅠㅠㅠ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOL

└ I can't figure this guy out...]

[Guys, what does 'the Noeul is pretty' mean... Is it something like 'the moon is beautiful tonight'?

└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL The Noeul is pretty...]

[So cute, our kitty ♡]

.

.

.

I ended the live broadcast and was on my way to the WH Entertainment cafeteria when my Manager called.

“...So you couldn't find Seong Jiwon in the end?”

[Yeah.]

[It's certain a long-term trainee named Seong Jiwon was at D.Go, but they say they can't get in touch with him at all.]

“He didn't debut in a group or anything like that?”

[Nope. Nothing like that.]

I swallowed a sigh.

Hypotheses rose and fell in my mind.

[But why are you looking for him? Whoa! Did you lend him money or something?]

I pretended not to hear my Manager's fuss and ended the call.

To think The Dawn never even existed in the first place.

This is strange.

I had felt like I was in a world where only the parts related to The Dawn and the idol 'Seo Hoyun' had been carved out, but I never thought it would be a physical reality.

“Whoa.”

“......”

In any case, a Seong Jiwon who was a long-term trainee at D.Go did exist in this world.

I mulled over whether I should investigate further.

“This is awesome~.”

“I know, right?”

But it's too noisy.

I frowned and lifted my head.

“......”

Joo Woosung stood right in front of me.

“Uh...”

Our eyes met for a moment. I almost acted like I knew him, but he seemed to have no memory of me either and walked right past.

...Right, I wasn't expecting anything anyway. You bastard.

If he knew me, he couldn't have acted so nonchalantly. He might be a dance genius, but the guy has no grand acting skills.

Here, Joo Woosung and I had no connection. No blackmail, nothing.

I tried not to pay attention, but their conversation naturally flowed into my ears.

Well then, I have no choice but to listen.

“Woosung, are you okay?”

“Yes...”

“Aigoo, your face looks terrible.”

I glanced over at Joo Woosung.

The area around his eyes was dark and he looked haggard. His condition was strange.

“No, I'm fine.”

He was just like the first time I saw him up close. He responded dutifully, but his soul seemed to be missing.

Even so, he was still 'Black Call' and remained at the pinnacle of the idol world.

Joo Woosung pressed the bridge of his nose with his fingertips, then got up as if even answering was too much effort.

“Manager-nim, I'm going to step out. I want to get some fresh air.”

“Oh, yes!! I'll go buy you something to drink.”

“Okay...”

The guy headed for the terrace located on each floor of the WH Entertainment building.

I should just ignore it. He has so many people around him. He'll be fine on his own.

My head made the calculation, but my body followed Black Call's Manager. I stuck closer to him after he entered the cafeteria and heard him sigh heavily.

“No, he's been quiet lately. There's no sign of him meeting anyone either.”

“......”

I perked up my ears and pretended to choose from the menu.

“Yes, yes... He's just been a bit distant. He's not even showing up for practice like he used to. Other than Chae Jeongwoo, he doesn't seem to talk much with the other members either... Yes, of course. I will manage his mental state thoroughly.”

He was reporting to his superiors over the phone.

He seemed new and full of motivation, but his amateurishness was also leaking out.

Don't. Don't get involved.

Let's just order a sweet, high-calorie drink and get out of here.

The moment I made that decision, the Manager spoke.

“Ah, just a moment. I just need to order...Do you know what Joo Woosung likes? Ah... I see. Then I'll get him something like an americano. Two americanos with three shots, please. He looked a bit tired.”

“......”

I hurriedly changed my order.

“...A green tea latte, please.”

The conversation next to me continued, but my gaze was fixed on the terrace where Joo Woosung was.

“Ah... It just seemed like he's had a lot of worries lately.”

“......”

Something about it feels a bit...

“He said it seems like being an idol wasn't his path from the beginning...”

“What kind of bullshit is that?”

“Yes, what?”

What is this, a morning drama?

I had meddled without realizing it, like a frustrated viewer blurting something out.

“E-Excuse me. Are you talking to me right now?”

He shines on his own even when standing in a large crowd. He has natural talent and is even a hard worker. The idol that other idols admire is Joo Woosung. He can be arrogant at times, but even that is understandable when you think of his skills.

But this guy, what? Being an idol doesn't suit him?

“...No.”

The other person looked bewildered.

I picked up one of the americanos that had just come out.

“Excuse me, I'll take the americano. You can take the green tea latte instead.”

“...What??”

I wouldn't drink an americano even if someone paid me.

I took a sip, grimaced, and pulled my cap down low. I added another word.

I really need to clear Actor Maker quickly.

I hate to admit it.

“He likes this more.”

The slightly arrogant and annoying version of Joo Woosung is better to look at, isn't it?


Chapter 297

One person, in particular, received a lot of praise on set lately.

“Where did Seo Hoyun go? I was going to give him this.”

“The other day, Hoyun helped me move some equipment...!”

“He's just so kind and gentle. Seo Hoyun, isn't he just such a good person?”

Good?

Is this the same 'good' I know, the one defined in the dictionary as 'being right and kind, conforming to moral standards. Or such a thing.'?

He wondered when the meaning had become so twisted.

This is ridiculous.

Min Jiheon shook his head and headed for the waiting room.

He had lived a surprisingly ordinary life. His mother doted on him, and his stepfather was a good man. He even gained a lovely younger sibling. This wasn't to say he had no hardships because of his ability, but thanks to it, he learned to go with the flow and handle situations flexibly.

However, Seo Hoyun had a knack for effortlessly shattering the composure Min Jiheon had cultivated for so long.

“Aigoo~.”

“......”

“Has our great actor arrived?”

On one side of the set, Min Jiheon saw his co-star sitting on a folding chair and casually chewing on dried squid. The man had a neat and proper appearance.

“...Hello.”

Min Jiheon's brow furrowed automatically. His expression quickly returned to normal, but he couldn't help but feel that Seo Hoyun was unnerving.

He felt like a being teetering precariously on the edge between life and death. He definitely wasn't like that at first. What was more unsettling was that Seo Hoyun now leaned, ever so slightly, toward the side of life.

“Did you eat?”

“None of your business.”

“Wow, you're a fresh one. Where'd you throw away your formal speech?”

“...yo.”

Seeing the unusual twitch in Seo Hoyun's brow, Min Jiheon subtly stepped back. It didn't seem like he was possessed, but it was still deeply unsettling.

“Well then, I look forward to working with you today.”

Min Jiheon gave a perfunctory bow and hurried into the waiting room. As he changed his clothes, his thoughts continued to linger on Seo Hoyun.

That was how much Seo Hoyun had become Min Jiheon's biggest interest lately.

Come to think of it, his acting skills have also improved rapidly.

If Seo Hoyun was raw and rough at first, he now exuded a gradually more refined atmosphere. Even PD Jeong had said, 'With Seo Hoyun, we can just trust him and go with it now.'

“We'll start filming soon!”

[Min Hanjun and Kim Wooho have decided to stick together until they find their younger siblings. However, with their polar opposite personalities, they clash at every turn. When Min Hanjun suggests they travel with other survivors to look after them, Kim Wooho acts indifferent as usual, leading to yet another argument.]

“No. They'll just be baggage.”

“Do you really have no compassion, Kim Wooho? If we leave them now, how is that any different from killing them? Those people are injured...”

“If you're going to be like that, you should've just done volunteer work.”

“I did.”

“Ah... how amazing.”

Perhaps it's just a role that perfectly matches his personality.

After all, the reckless and audacious side of 'Kim Wooho' reminded him of the Seo Hoyun he had spoken with in the underground parking lot.

“......”

[Just then, Min Hanjun is tripped, his ankle grabbed by an infected.]

THWACK!

[Kim Wooho pulls Min Hanjun up by the arm, strikes the infected with his bow, and says nonchalantly.]

“If I were really such a heartless bastard, you'd already be rolling around on the street, Hanjun-ah.”

“......”

Min Jiheon's tightly shut lips trembled slightly. He averted his eyes and tried to steady his trembling legs, only to stumble again. He held out a hand as if asking for help.

Seo Hoyun ignored him and walked on ahead.

“But are you sure my brother is alive? Do you know where he went?”

“...I wonder. I haven't seen him since we parted ways, so I don't know.”

Seo Hoyun stopped for a moment and turned his head to look at Min Jiheon. His expression was one of clear exasperation.

“What is it that you do know?”

“......”

For some unknown reason, whenever a line like this came up, Min Jiheon felt a genuine surge of emotion. He lowered his gaze as if to suppress his feelings.

“......”

PD Jeong's voice echoed across the set at the same time.

While they monitored the scene they had just filmed, Min Jiheon carefully observed Seo Hoyun talking with PD Jeong.

“so that's why. Seo Hoyun, did you say before that you don't smoke? Your posture looks like a smoker's. For this part, I think it would feel more authentic if you actually lit it...”

“...Ah.”

Looking uncharacteristically troubled, Seo Hoyun soon gave an awkward laugh and replied.

“Director, if you told me to fly around the set without wires, I would have at least tried to figure out a way...”

“You can't fly without wires. It's dangerous.”

“...But cigarettes are a bit...”

Cigarettes were an object hard for an actor to avoid, as they often represented a character's personality or served as an accessory. However, Seo Hoyun seemed extremely reluctant to be associated with them, bristling and going on guard like a cat doused with water.

Although he looked displeased, PD Jeong wasn't a coercive person. He ultimately respected Seo Hoyun's opinion and decided to create the cigarette smoke with CG.

“Then at least hold it in your mouth as naturally as possible.”

“...Yes. I'm sorry.”

With his usual slyness gone, Seo Hoyun seemed particularly unfamiliar.

The next shoot was Seo Hoyun's solo scene.

Min Jiheon looked at the script.

[Kim Wooho speaks with someone who saw his younger brother, Kim Woohyung, at Migeum Station, but he learns that the last time his brother was seen, he was running away from a horde of infected...]

Seo Hoyun calmly listened to the other person's words.

“I see. Thank you for telling me.”

Until that point, his expression hadn't changed in the slightest, not even after learning that his only family member might be dead.

“...Are you okay?”

“What's there to not be okay about? We're all in similar situations anyway.”

[The other person, finding Kim Wooho unsettling, glances at him warily before quickly leaving. Kim Wooho lets out a deep sigh and rummages through his pockets for a cigarette.]

“Hah...”

But all that came out was lint.

Seo Hoyun irritably ran a hand through his hair. His gaze fell on the corpse of an infected person lying on the floor. He kicked it over with his foot and began to rummage through its clothes.

“How pathetic.”

After quite some time, he finally found a slightly bent and frayed cigarette butt. With a slightly trembling fingertip, Seo Hoyun lifted it to his lips.

Click, clack.

An orange flame flickered from the grimy lighter. Seo Hoyun drew on the cigarette so hard his cheeks hollowed.

[Only when he is alone does Kim Wooho finally face his true inner feelings.]

He exhaled a colorless cloud of smoke into the air as if sighing. The camera angle captured the contrast between Kim Wooho's situation and the clear sky.

“...What a fucking load of bullshit.”

Emptiness, frustration, and fear. The storm of ashen emotions was conveyed perfectly to the viewers.

Standing next to the director, who couldn't help but express his admiration as he cut the scene, Min Jiheon was certain.

He used to smoke.

The way he held the cigarette, the timing of his inhale. Those were not details a non-smoker would know.

While Min Jiheon scanned Seo Hoyun with narrowed eyes, preparations for the next scene were quickly completed.

[On the way to Migeum Station, all the survivors except Min Hanjun and Kim Wooho end up dead. Overwhelmed with guilt for not being able to save people from the endless horde of infected, Min Hanjun bursts into tears.]

Releasing the bowstring, Seo Hoyun planted an arrow in the center of an infected's forehead. He then strode toward Min Jiheon and grabbed him by the collar.

“Are you crazy?!” Seo Hoyun's voice was thick with rage. “Are you determined to die?”

Their faces were so close they were almost touching.

Sadness poured from Min Jiheon's eyes. The tear that had gathered on his chin fell as his frail body trembled.

“People!” Fierce sorrow flooded from Min Jiheon's mouth. “Fuck, how can I just walk away when people are dying right in front of me! When they're screaming for help!”

“Why can't you just walk away?!!”

As if flicking away the tear that had fallen on the back of his hand, Seo Hoyun shoved Min Jiheon away and sent him a cold glare.

“What, are you trying to save all six billion people on Earth?”

“Wha, what?”

“Everyone, look over here. We've got a saint in our midst!!”

“That's not what I meant, you crazy bastard!!” Min Jiheon shouted. Another tear that had formed in the corner of his eye trickled down his cheek.

Seo Hoyun let out a rough snort. “Hey. If you'd taken one more step out there, you'd be dead. You wouldn't have saved the guy screaming for help, and you would have died too.”

“......”

“And I might have gotten caught up in it too.”

[An infected attacks the two from behind as they argue.]

Seo Hoyun instantly grabbed Min Jiheon's arm and spun him around. He swung his bow, bursting the infected's head.

A shocked Min Jiheon stood with his mouth wide open, unable to react.

“Min Hanjun. If you want to die, die alone.”

[Kim Wooho, who was always criticized for only thinking of himself, was in fact just a man who did his best within his own limits.]

Seo Hoyun let go of Min Jiheon again and readjusted his grip on the bow. His attention was already on another infected.

“But you're only making this fuss because you want to live too, aren't you?”

Min Jiheon slowly lowered his head.

“...Same for me.”

At Seo Hoyun's belated addition, Min Jiheon's shoulders shook. He wiped his face with his grimy sleeve and slowly stood up.

After confirming that Min Jiheon had composed himself, Seo Hoyun started walking ahead, grumbling. “Stop getting swept up in your emotions. You know we both almost died back there, right? Idiot, seriously...”

“You said Kim Wooho could have gotten caught up in it too. That would make three of us.”

“What are you talking about.”

Kim Wooho spun around, one eyebrow cocked.

“I would've ditched you and run, so I would've lived.”

.

.

.

The grueling shoot continued.

Surprisingly, nothing has happened.

When Seo Hoyun had mentioned the bracelet, he had clearly seemed to have an ulterior motive. However, despite that, he remained faithfully focused on his acting. He didn't try to probe Min Jiheon any further.

Min Jiheon habitually touched his empty wrist. He couldn't wear it during filming.

“Seon~bae-nim~~.”

Just then.

“......”

Someone suddenly grabbed him by the shoulder. It was Lee Kangseok, who was filming another drama on the adjacent set.

“...Ahaha, haha. Hello, Lee Kangseok.”

Min Jiheon quickly put on his public-facing mask.

I'm uncomfortable around Lee Kangseok.

It wasn't just the way he worshipped Min Jiheon as if he were a religion, but also the way he carelessly bossed everyone else around that was deeply unsettling.

“Senior, are you already done with your shoot for today? I wanted to watch you act...”

“Haha...”

As Min Jiheon tried to slip away with an awkward smile, he saw Seo Hoyun a short distance away. Seo Hoyun stood with arms crossed, watching the situation like a bystander watching a house fire.

“Ah, it's Seo Hoyun.”

Lee Kangseok muttered, turning his head to follow Min Jiheon's gaze.

Seo Hoyun, who was holding a cigarette for the scene, flicked it perfectly into a trash can and leisurely walked over.

“Wow, I couldn't believe it, but you really came.”

“...Pardon?”

“It's been a while.”

And then Seo Hoyun let out a sinister smile.

He looked just like a stereotypical villain from a children's show.

“I've been waiting for you.”


Chapter 298

“...What in the world is he saying...”

This was apparently our first meeting here, unlike the Idol Maker I first met at the audition.

I smiled even more unctuously and offered a greeting.

“Ahaha, I'm sorry. I've seen you on TV so much, I guess I got a little too familiar without thinking. It's a pleasure to meet you, Senior Lee Kangseok. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

“Ah, yes.”

Senior Lee Kangseok's stiff expression relaxed into a sneer.

“That can happen. You must be like one of those drama-loving mothers who feels close to an actor they see on the street. Well, for you, Seo Hoyun.”

He waved his hand up and down right in front of my face and lowered the corners of his eyes in pity.

“This, this face of yours isn't well-known yet, so it can't be helped. Right, Senior Min Jiheon?”

Min Jiheon, whose name had been called, wanted no part of it. He took another step back with an awkward smile.

“Haa, it's such a shame I couldn't work with Senior Min Jiheon this time because of something so unexpected.”

However, Senior Lee Kangseok paid him no mind and continued to ramble.

That 'unexpected event' clearly meant me taking the role.

“I should have just transferred my agency to WH instead, hahaha!”

That was a jab at me for moving from Daepaseong to WH Entertainment. It also implied that his acting was far superior, but he didn't get the role because WH Entertainment was a bigger agency.

His intention was so obvious. I glanced at Min Jiheon, who shot a look back at me.

Min Jiheon seemed to find the situation very amusing.

This is fun.

I also had to fight to keep from smiling in delight.

“Your acting is still a bit... inexperienced, isn't it, Seo Hoyun?”

“Mhmm~, it is.”

“You did audition, right?”

“Did I?”

I deflected everything with a beaming face, and the corners of Senior Lee Kangseok's mouth trembled.

“Haha, well, it must be nice. Getting a role by a stroke of luck instead of skill.”

“Aigoo, of course it's nice.”

“......”

“Who would refuse something given for free?”

“......”

From the side, I heard Min Jiheon let out a 'Pfft,' trying to stifle his laughter. I raised my voice a little louder.

“Hey, but Senior Min Jiheon.”

“Yes, yes?”

“You didn't audition either, did you, Senior?”

I tilted my head slightly and asked with the most innocent expression I could muster.

“I thought I got the role of Kim Wooho because my own charms were recognized, but after hearing what Senior Lee Kangseok said, maybe that's not the case...”

It wasn't a 'maybe'. It was true. According to the setting, I was parachuted into the role.

And I'm gratefully devouring this opportunity.

“...According to Senior Lee Kangseok's logic, if you're a WH Entertainment actor and you didn't audition...”

As Senior Lee Kangseok's face gradually turned pale, my eyes curved into crescents.

“...Does that mean Senior Min Jiheon is also a parachute appointment? Is that what you're saying?”

“Wait, hold on. Seo Hoyun. When did I ever say that?!”

The flustered man frantically waved his hands, his face flushed red.

“Senior Min Jiheon was cast!”

“Huh? Then what about me?”

“......”

Senior Lee Kangseok, who had almost lumped Senior Min Jiheon in with me, was left speechless. His mouth hung open as if he'd been punched.

“Wow...”

An exclamation escaped Min Jiheon, who had watched the whole thing unfold.

Senior Lee Kangseok let out a huge breath in disbelief and immediately turned his eyes to Min Jiheon.

“Ah, uh, Senior Min Jiheon, that's not what I meant.”

Just then, an assistant director came over to check on the growing commotion.

“Excuse me, but this is a restricted area for authorized personnel only.”

Senior Lee Kangseok's expression changed completely, and he radiated displeasure.

“...What? I'm related to the filming. Can't you tell by looking at my face?”

“Lee Kangseok, are you currently appearing in Dead after Hope?”

“Well, no, but...”

“Then I'd appreciate it if you would leave.”

“...Wow, even the staff here are so uptight.”

The atmosphere on set instantly grew heavy.

“What, is this place a palace or something? I can't even visit for a moment? Don't you know who I am?”

As Senior Lee Kangseok's voice rose, all the staff turned to him. Their menacing glares screamed, 'We're busy enough, and now this bastard!'. Still, they held back, clearly not wanting to antagonize Senior Lee Kangseok, who was on a fast track to stardom.

The assistant director was also at a loss, troubled by Senior Lee Kangseok's endless bullshit. I subtly stepped forward, blocking Senior Lee Kangseok's line of sight.

“Really, Senior Lee Kangseok, please stop now. I'm very, very grateful that you came to see me, but...”

“Whaat??”

“...I told you it makes me uncomfortable. If you keep doing this, it's going to be a problem, really!”

I lowered my long eyelashes, trying to look as troubled as possible, and let out a small, deep sigh.

I have to make use of my recently improved acting skills somewhere, right?

“What, what?”

Senior Lee Kangseok's expression shattered.

Taking that opportunity, I gestured discreetly behind me for the assistant director to leave.

“What is this nonsense when we've only just met for the first time today?!”

“Next time, if you really want to see me, at least give me a heads-up beforehand. Got it?”

“...!!”

I bent down slightly to meet the eyes of Senior Lee Kangseok, who clutched the back of his neck as if his blood pressure was skyrocketing.

“Shall we go now, Kangseok-ah?”

My words and actions were deliberately meant to piss him off.

As Senior Lee Kangseok's face turned red then pale while he stammered, 'Uh, uh,' I slung an arm around his neck and practically dragged him off the set.

“You, you just used informal speech with me...”

“Oh, right! I'm in today's episode of Dead after Hope, so you should watch it live.”

“Are you crazy? Why would I watch that!”

Why do you think?

I brushed off the arm that had been touching him and kindly answered his question.

“Hey, shouldn't you at least know the reason why I got the role? Wouldn't that make you feel less wronged?”

“...The reason?”

“......”

Senior Lee Kangseok rubbed the back of his neck and narrowed his eyes.

I shrugged and added nonchalantly.

“I'm a better actor than you.”

If my opponent had been born with a natural talent like Min Jiheon, it might have been a different story, but I could understand and portray a character who desperately struggles to survive while caring for his younger sibling far better than Senior Lee Kangseok could.

Just like the role of 'Lee Jeonghun' in 'Please Take the Camera'.

“...You, you bastard! Do you have a death wish? Get back here!”

“Nope, not stopping~.”

I ignored Senior Lee Kangseok shouting from behind me and kept walking.

Tiring!

[...You seem to be enjoying yourself.]

[You're like a fish in water.]

Of course. Acting as I pleased without worrying about my surroundings for the first time in a while was incredibly refreshing.

As I was about to re-enter the set, I saw Min Jiheon leaning against a wall with his arms crossed. He had apparently followed me.

“...I guess no one can beat a crazy person. He was completely outmatched.”

“That's why I hang out with you.”

I murmured my reply, waving with a bright smile at a staff member who was bowing deeply to me from a distance.

I needed to go back to the waiting room to change my clothes and touch up my makeup for the next shoot, but Min Jiheon kept hovering around me, stealing glances.

“......”

His behavior was rather pathetic, so I decided to be magnanimous and start the conversation.

“If you have something to say, just say it. Don't hesitate.”

“...No, it's just that it's unexpected. How kind you are to the staff... They're all praising you.”

So, what about it?

Min Jiheon watched as the corner of my eye twitched upwards.

“...Judging by your attitude toward Lee Kangseok just now and how you've acted toward me, it doesn't seem like you're just a nice person.”

“Why? Am I not allowed to be nice to the staff?”

“I'm just saying it's unexpected, literally. You're just a bit suspicious, Seo Hoyun.”

“Formal speech.”

“...yo.”

Min Jiheon, who had been secretly pouting, turned his eyes back to the busy set.

“I'm a person who strives for peace, so I find you a bit uncomfortable, Seo Hoyun, with that disquieting aura you give off.”

“Disquieting?”

He pointed a finger at the empty air around me.

“That dark, sticky mass clinging to you... it doesn't look like a good thing.”

He's probably right. It must be the accumulated Infamy Points.

“You're not wrong.”

He had been circling me only to act displeased now, which was annoying. I decided to kindly inform him of a fact he didn't yet know.

“Ah, Min Jiheon, you have an interview scheduled soon, right?”

“...So I've heard. Who am I doing it with...? The director, maybe?”

“You'll probably be going with me. I heard the director pushed for it. Said it would create a buzz.”

I gave a smirk, and Min Jiheon's expression stiffened.

“...Do I really... have to go with you, Seo Hoyun? Do I really have to?”

“If you don't like it, go on YouTube or somewhere and film a mukbang to create your own buzz.”

“...Should I?”

Like hell you should, you pig.


Meanwhile, Lee Kangseok paced his house, chewing his fingernails to the quick.

“That son of a bitch, really...”

He had been a fan of Min Jiheon since his struggling theater days, long before he was an established actor. He had been thrilled at the thought of filming a drama with him, but some worthless bastard had snatched that opportunity away.

“In the end, he's still just 'Seo Hoyun'.”

Furious that his role had been stolen, he watched the web dramas and independent films Seo Hoyun had appeared in to find out what kind of stray dog he was.

As expected, it was a monotone delivery as if reading from a book, awkward eye contact, and inadequate emotional expression.

Senior Lee Kangseok was certain he didn't need to see any more. The public would bring Seo Hoyun down on their own.

Even that handsome face would be met with insults like, 'He can't even make a proper expression,' or 'Does he think he's some kind of idol?'. He had complacently judged the situation and moved on.

“...Shit.”

However, after the third episode of Dead after Hope aired, a torrent of fiery articles about Seo Hoyun poured out.

《Passionate Performance in Dead after Hope... The Miraculous Appearance of Kim Wooho》

《The Highlight Scene of Kim Wooho Saving Min Hanjun!》

《Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon's 'Extreme Chemistry' Resonates with Viewers.》

It was too excessive to have been bought with money.

[Woooow, fuck]

The viewers' reactions he hurriedly looked up were also extraordinary.

[Seo Hoyun's acting is soooooo fucking good;;;;]

It was so good that Senior Lee Kangseok himself felt intensely anxious.
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[So hyped for Day at Hope]

Drama fans buzzed with excitement when the production intent, characters, and relationship chart for Dead after Hope were released.

The main PD and the screenwriter were on board. Moreover, information dug up online revealed that the camera director, lighting director, art team, music team, and costume team all came from well-known production companies. For drama fans, it was impossible not to get excited.

[Blockbuster guarantee Min Jiheon appears]

And the main character was Min Jiheon.

He was the one who had made audiences bawl their eyes out even when he played a mad scientist who loved frogs in a small theater troupe.

Moreover, Min Jiheon had never once failed at the box office, earning him the nickname 'the undefeated actor'.

[But the production intent is a bit vague ㅋㅋ I have a feeling it might not be a hit...]

【Intelligent, but not far outside the realm of ordinary.

Perceptive and sound in judgment, but average.

With a little extra altruism.

When an ordinary person, living day by day as usual, is confronted with a disaster beyond imagination, what path will they walk?】

However, the production intent itself seemed unremarkable, with no unique elements.

[What are they thinking, making the main character in a post-apocalypse ordinary]

[ㅋㅋ I mean... he'll probably swing a baseball bat a few times and have an awakening or something]

[Why even read the production intent? They always write stuff like that and the drama is completely fucking different]

[But this post is fucking hilarious

First of all, Min Jiheon's face is not ordinary

└ That's why there's no mention of his face

It would've been written like this

Incomparably / blindingly more handsome than a normal person

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck this is it]

Everyone said they would watch it before judging, but the majority didn't have high expectations for the drama.

However, Dead after Hope, which was already the talk of the town simply because Min Jiheon was in it, received completely different reviews after the first episode aired.

【Help me! Please, please help me!】

In an instant, the city transformed into a pandemonium. It became a world where everyone was desperate just to save their own skin.

Min Hanjun, played by Min Jiheon, was no different.

As Min Hanjun looked for a place to hide, a somewhat muffled yet soft voice reached his ears.

Two infected frantically pounded on the window of a car. Inside, a young child, maybe about ten years old, had a face messy with tears and snot.

【Ha, haha. This is crazy, really...】

Min Hanjun let out a twisted laugh.

He seemed to wander between the possibility of dying while saving the child and the guilt that would crush him if he looked away and passed by.

Tens of thousands of emotions flashed through him during his brief hesitation, but in the end, Min Hanjun chose to help.

He knew the terror of being left alone.

Min Hanjun scanned his surroundings, grabbed a large rock, and first brought it down on the head of the nearest infected. Then, he immediately swung his arm sideways to attack another infected that was lunging at him. Despite the direct hit to its face, it only staggered slightly before charging again to bite Min Hanjun.

In that moment, just as he thought this was the end and squeezed his eyes shut,

THWACK!

【What are you doing closing your eyes there!】

At the voice from right beside him, he lifted his eyelids again to see a familiar face with a gentle impression. It was someone who had been in the group when Min Hanjun first discovered a large number of survivors.

He smashed the infected's head with his bow, shook off the blood that splattered on it, and introduced himself as Kim Woohyung.

Kim Woohyung had a cast on one of his arms. Min Hanjun judged that he couldn't have been injured recently, since it would be difficult to get such professional treatment in this situation, and therefore wasn't infected.

【Hoo... are you okay?】

Kim Woohyung picked up and soothed the child, who had carefully opened the car door.

Afterward, the two of them traveled together only until they found a safe shelter where they could leave the child. Kim Woohyung left immediately, saying he had to find his brother.

【Hyung, let's meet again. Stay healthy until then.】

【Yeah, thanks.】

Min Hanjun couldn't move from the shelter's entrance until Kim Woohyung's back was no longer in sight. However, not long after, Min Hanjun also had to leave that place. The infected had broken through the crudely constructed defenses and invaded.

Thus, the role of 'Kim Woohyung' left a short but powerful impression on the viewers.

[Wow this is so, so good ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ This drama is insane]

[I know, right? It's been a while since we got a masterpiece ㄷㄷ The scale of the sets is overwhelming]

[Plus the acting is incredible... I hope they can keep this tempo until the end ㅠㅠ

└ We'll have to see about Seo Hoyun... Seeing how they're dropping hints about the brother, his role seems fucking huge

└└ ㅋ... looks away...]

One week after the preview for episode 3 was released, people believed that the main message of Dead after Hope was the humanity and hope that sprouts even in despair, which had been the focus of the first two episodes.

【Fuck, get away!!】

However, from the beginning of episode 3, someone betrayed or was betrayed every thirty seconds, and someone was bitten by an infected every minute, causing the virus to spread rapidly.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah...ah... ah... I'm literally grabbing my head and muttering 'is this right' right now fuck Writer-nim, PD-nim, Actor-nims, did you really have to do this to me]

[But this is realistic... it hurts, though...]

In front of the distributed supplies, the weak were gradually excluded.

It was a world where physical strength was becoming law and power.

This was not even a few weeks after the infected had appeared.

[Writer-nim, that plot twist was insane]

[No no no no no you were on our side, you were a good person]

[Look at him smiling at Min Hanjun, it's so creepy ;;;]

At that moment, when frustration and gloom enveloped the entire drama, reminding viewers that humans could become endlessly cruel depending on the situation,

【Why should I?】

Kim Wooho appeared.

[Ah, it's Woohyung's brother!!!]

He, unlike Kim Woohyung who always had a smile on his lips and took the lead in saving people,

【Dumbass.】

was rough,

【Don't want to.】

lazy,

【Why should I?】

and calculating.

[How the hell did that bastard become a national athlete? He's disgraced the honor of South Korea, that son of a bitch]

[I think he got lucky, fuck. He probably has no real skill]

[The only thing that bastard Kim Wooho has going for him is his face]

[He's, he's the worst, for real ㅋㅋ Look at him just shutting his mouth and acting all indifferent~ Ugh, so hateable]

[Seo Hoyun is a good actor... People are only talking about how hateable Kim Wooho is right now ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah, for real ㅋㅋ I wasn't even thinking about the acting. I just wanted to smack the back of Kim Wooho's head...]

Criticism poured down on the new group of survivors who had suddenly emerged as the villains of episode 3, and on Kim Wooho.

[Aaaaaah our Hanjun is a good boy]

[There's no way Min Jiheon would die like this]

With about ten minutes left until the end of the episode, Kim Wooho's arrow was aimed at Min Hanjun, who had been framed as an infected.

【By the way, he fell like an idiot while riding a bike a few weeks ago.】

【...】

【So of course he can't use a bow.】

Kim Wooho, who had been muttering quietly, smiled with twinkling eyes as if he'd heard something funny, and turned his head to the side.

【Now, who's the liar here?】

At the same time, he swung the bow he was holding downwards, smashing the head of the person who had turned into an infected.

【...Wait, you have a bow, so why didn't you shoot...?】

Min Hanjun, who had frozen in surprise, blinked his eyes in bewilderment and asked the question.

【Because it's a waste of arrows.】

The corners of Kim Wooho's mouth curled up into a playful grin.

The villain who had been tormenting Min Hanjun was swiftly taken out by Kim Wooho's hand, and episode 3 came to an end.

[Wow the pacing at the end was insane]

[That's crazy fuck ㅋㅋ Wait, you can take care of an infected with one hand? feat. all the struggles Min Hanjun went through until now...]

[ㅋㅋ It was weird how they kept calling Min Hanjun ordinary, but in the Day at Hope universe, he really is ordinary ㅋㅋ Fuck, the most skilled person in this world is Kim Wooho ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[But Kim Wooho is a bit sketchy ㄷㄷㄷ]

[I feel like he's going to betray Min Hanjun and just bolt]

[That's what I'm saying ㅋ Is this the appearance of the real villain?]

The reactions were polarized, but everyone agreed on one thing. Seo Hoyun's acting was incredible.

[Seo Hoyun's acting is so fuckiiiiing good. People aren't talking about the main character, they're only talking about Kim Wooho]

[Wow... did you see how his gaze changed in an instant? That's crazy, for real]

After episode 4 aired, Seo Hoyun's popularity soared even higher. The likeability he lost by ignoring or picking on the main character, Min Hanjun, was replenished by the way he acted whenever he thought of or mentioned his younger brother, 'Kim Woohyung'.

The always-composed Kim Wooho would make a desperate expression upon finding a trace of his brother, or his gaze would waver when he met a survivor who had encountered his brother.

【Pfft, he's always been a bit slow.】

Or he would cackle while talking about his brother's embarrassing past, for example, how he fell down a hill while riding a Speedy as a kid and lost a front tooth.

People didn't even have a chance to deny it. They were grabbed by the hair and dragged into falling for the character of Kim Wooho.

[Wow, this bastard is driving me crazy]

[You were introduced as a bad guy, so stay a bad guy until the end, ugh ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Ah, I'm really going crazy ㅠ]

Even within the drama, Kim Wooho's attitude toward Min Hanjun gradually changed.

If at first it was, 'A guy I couldn't use even if you paid me,' now he looked at him as if he were his own younger brother.

【Why do you stick around with me like this?】

Kim Wooho, who flinched as if he'd received an unexpected question, hesitated slightly before answering.

【You, you're a bit like Kim Woohyung.】

【Nweep?】

Min Hanjun, who was eating cup ramen, immediately spat the noodles right back out.

【Ah-hot, ah, ssp. Wooho's younger brother? Is that a good thing?】

【It's not a compliment, so stop grinning and wipe the soup from your mouth.】

Despite Kim Wooho's scolding, Min Hanjun just giggled and roughly wiped his mouth with the palm of his hand. Muttering that it was disgusting, Kim Wooho clicked his tongue.

【It's just. There are some idiotic parts about you. The way you try to save people even in this situation... that kind of thing.】

The way he couldn't just pass by people who were weak or in trouble, the way he was naively deceived yet would easily trust again.

【That's not idiotic. It's the natural thing to do.】

【Sure, you idiot.】

【And you're the same way, Wooho.】

Looking at Kim Wooho's deeply furrowed face, Min Hanjun asked why he was surprised, as if stating the obvious.

【You've saved me several times.】

A firm trust in Kim Wooho had already settled in his eyes.

【Yeah... I guess there need to be some people who think like you.】

Kim Wooho's long eyes crinkled softly.

[Kim Wooho... is like an angel]

[He is our Republic of Korea]

[I thought the setting for Kim Wooho as "The national athlete who's in a lot of commercials and is more handsome than a celebrity" was fucking over the top, but now I see it's fucking justified]

[Kim Wooho's eyes when he first saw Min Hanjun vs. his eyes now Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ his gaze is really different ㅋㅋㅋ

└ The first one is so heartbreaking ㅋㅋㅋ]

In the final scene of episode 4, Kim Wooho, having heard the news that they found Kim Woohyung, stood still with his face buried in his hands.

【...】

There wasn't a single line of dialogue, but his trembling fingertips and irregular breathing expressed his feelings instead.

[My heart hurts, fuck ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Kim Wooho is not a character who'll be unpopular. If I'm wrong, I'll burn my hand on a grill]

[Seo Hoyun is a fucking good actor, for real... He's insane... His portrayal of a bad-tempered character is a perfect fit. I didn't know he was this good... Especially when it comes to his brother, his immersion level skyrockets. His diction is so natural too...]

[Every gesture and glance shows he's been through hell ㅋㅋ Even before the infection broke out, he definitely suffered a ton as a national archery athlete...]

In just four episodes, Dead after Hope set a new viewership record, its popularity soaring endlessly.

At a time when the public had scraped up and consumed everything from behind-the-scenes videos to the staff's Instagrams and interviews with the main PD or casting director, yet still cried out for more,

“They're the hottest people around these days! We have Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun from Dead after Hope with us!”

Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun appeared on an entertainment news program.

“Hello~.”

“Hello!”

[Uwaaaaaaaah Ggyaaaaaaaah]

Having shed their grimy appearances from the post-apocalypse world, their properly styled looks practically radiated brilliance.

[Min Jiheon seems otherworldly]

[Wow Seo Hoyun is soooooooo fucking handsome]

[Crazy. They both have totally different images, but the fact that they both give off a sketchy vibe is the best, for real]

“I'm actor Seo Hoyun, who plays the role of Kim Wooho in Dead after Hope.”

“I'm Min Jiheon, playing the role of Min Hanjun~.”

Moreover, Min Jiheon was famous for giving short answers in interviews, but thanks to Seo Hoyun, who slyly joked around and guided the conversation, a natural dialogue flowed.

Although it seemed like Min Jiheon was laughing in short, staccato bursts of "Ha. Ha."

“Thanks to both of your passionate performances, I've also become an ardent fan of Dead after Hope, so I'm so excited to look at the profiles you filled out beforehand! Shall we reveal them now?”

“Yeees.”

“First, for Seo Hoyun... the thing you're most confident in... Oh my, goodness!! Really?!”

“Of course.”

“Wow, such confidence!”

The reporter, letting out a gasp with wide eyes, built up the suspense before slowly turning the paper she was holding.

“Everyone, Seo Hoyun's most confident specialty is...!!”

[Probably acting or something]

Just as people were thinking it would be something like crying on cue, a verse of a song, or a clumsy voice impression at best, the reporter's voice flowed clearly from the speakers.

“...Idol choreography!!”

[Huh?]
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[Seriously, where does he get this confidence? LMAO hahahahahahaha]

[Ah, this is hilarious. An actor just suddenly yelling for idol choreography.]

Seo Hoyun crossed his left leg and leaned forward slightly. The corners of his eyes crinkled beautifully, and he looked full of confidence.

“My goodness, Seo Hoyun. Why are you so overflowing with confidence?”

“Because I worked hard.”

The reporter looked even more flustered than Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun calmly stood up from his seat.

If you're an idol, no, a celebrity, you never back down, anytime, anywhere.

If they tell you to do it, you do it.

That was Seo Hoyun's newly added creed.

“Wait, why are you standing up??”

Though no one had asked him to dance, Seo Hoyun took the initiative and started preparing. The camera zoomed in on the reporter's face as he burst out laughing, and the staff's laughter echoed in the background.

[Hahahahahahahahahahaha seriously Seo Hoyun hahahahaha is this really okay? Hahahahaha]

[I can't figure this actor out. This is crazy.]

Seo Hoyun made a hand gesture like the red-haired rapper he often saw and said in a low voice, “Give me a beat. Let′s Get It.”

[Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha Is he a madman?]

[Ready to record on]

[Seo Hoyun, I'm going to immortalize this embarrassing moment. Thank you in advance.]

The production team had no reason to refuse an actor who was voluntarily creating content. They quickly connected a portable speaker to a phone, held a microphone to it, and played the music.

【I want to play with you a lot

I want to love this feeling!】

The first song was from a girl group relay dance Seo Hoyun had performed during a The Dawn live broadcast.

The corners of Seo Hoyun's lips lifted slightly.

It was also a dance Jeong Dajun had performed at every opportunity, whether in the dorm or the waiting room, right until he crossed over to 'Actor Maker'. For Seo Hoyun, who never forgot something after seeing it once or twice, the choreography was easier than a piece of cake.

Of course, it's obvious what people are expecting from me...

[...??]

【I can't take my eyes off you

I want to give you a full load of love, La La!】

Seo Hoyun jumped in right on the chorus beat.

From his fingertips to his gaze, he nailed every small detail.

[???? What is this...?]

Everyone who witnessed Seo Hoyun dancing perfectly, as if possessed by the original idol, was utterly astonished.

【Why... is he so good?】

A caption appeared under the image of Seo Hoyun, who looked so natural that it wouldn't have been strange to call him a real idol.

[He dances better than my former bias group.]

[No, he dances better than most current idols, I mean hahahahaha no hahahahahahaha]

“Hm? Is that all you've got?”

Provoked by Seo Hoyun's taunt, the production team pulled out their hidden card.

【Repeat after me, You can't get over me

You didn't say you hated it, I know what you want】

It was Black Call's "Get Over."

The song boasted an extreme level of difficulty, one that made most idols who dared to attempt it fail spectacularly.

[Hey, this is a bit much hahahahaha]

[Even Joo Woosung complains that his debut song is hard hahaha]

However, this too was a song Seo Hoyun could never forget. He had practiced it to death with Kim Seonghyeon as a unit for The Dawn's self-produced content, ❬Heart-Pounding Matching Survival!❭.

【You already know, I can't get over you

Be honest, You know what I want】

[?????????? Yes????]

[No, excuse me???]

Following the rapidly rising beat, Seo Hoyun showcased a god-like control of dynamics.

As he flawlessly executed even "Get Over," a song famous for being a disaster to cover, the screen showed the reporter covering his mouth with wide eyes and Min Jiheon staring in disbelief.

[Jiheon, your face! hahahahaha Your face, your face! hahahahahahaha It's so obvious what you're thinking.]

[My fellow actor was actually a born-to-be idol...?]

Seo Hoyun thoroughly copied even Joo Woosung's final ending pose.

[tlqkf even the ending pose hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

[The fact that Kim Wooho's actor is an ending fairy is so funny, sob sob ㅠㅠ]

The reporter, genuinely marveling, asked Seo Hoyun as he returned to his seat, “Seo Hoyun, what are you, really?!”

"Ahaha."

“Were you an idol trainee before becoming an actor?!”

Min Jiheon's bewildered voice came from the side. “Seriously, what's with him? Why is he so good?”

“Ah, this is...” Seo Hoyun gave a slight shrug and tugged at the corners of his mouth, as if he had been waiting for this exact reaction. “A natural talent, shall we say?”

[Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

[This guy's shoulders puffed up immediately?!

└ Hahahahahahahahaha I know, right!!!]

It was the line Joo Woosung often said while boasting, the one that was most infuriating yet one I had wanted to try saying myself.

If I had said something like this back when I was in The Dawn, I would have been teased about the klutz's development, but here, no one remembered a Seo Hoyun who couldn't dance.

[But he's seriously fucking good at dancing;;;;]

[Idols who can't dance as well as an actor should reflect on themselves, ffs ;;]

[So he's really not a former trainee???]

After a barrage of compliments, the reporter brought up Min Hanjun and Kim Wooho's chemistry in Dead after Hope.

“The budding trust between Min Hanjun and Kim Wooho truly seemed to be conveyed so poignantly through the screen! In that spirit, we've prepared a speed quiz to see how well Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun actually know each other!...Wait, Seo Hoyun, why are you suddenly standing up again?”

“Shall we give it a try?”

“Seriously, why do you just accept everything so easily?!”

[Seo Hoyun's personality seems so great hahahaha]

[I know, I thought he'd be a bit prickly, but he's great at lifting the mood and has a good sense of humor.]

[He even takes care of Min Jiheon from time to time ㅠ What is this man, really, where has he been hiding?]

Seo Hoyun just laughed unpretentiously at the reporter's playful banter.

I had him investigated through Kim Jaeyeon in the past, and whenever Min Jiheon did something, Jeong Dajun would spend the whole day shouting about it. It's impossible for me not to know.

“What is the title of the first movie Min Jiheon filmed?”

“To My Beloved.”

“Three commercials Min Jiheon has filmed!”

“H Motors, K Coffee, S Financial.”

Just as expected, the answers popped out of Seo Hoyun's mouth without a hint of hesitation. Tap, tap.

Min Jiheon's eyes, which had been narrowed suspiciously, gradually colored with shock and admiration as they went through nine questions. Then...

“What is Min Jiheon's favorite food?!”

“......”

A quiet silence fell over the set.

“...Ah.”

For the first time, Seo Hoyun couldn't answer immediately.

With everyone's attention on him, Seo Hoyun suddenly realized that the exact same thing had happened before.

The final quiz from the phone mission on 'Let's Play, Eat, and Be Unemployed'.

What is Joo Woosung's favorite food?

“Seo Hoyun, the answer is?”

It's kimchi fried rice...

“Every...”

“......”

“Min Jiheon... eats everything.”

[Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

Seo Hoyun's face was written with the words, 'Min Jiheon looks like he'd drink lye if you gave it to him, is there really a need to distinguish what he likes?

“The correct answer was gamjatang! Ah~~, that's too bad, Hoyun.”

Tilting his head slightly, Seo Hoyun looked at Min Jiheon and asked, “Gamjatang? You like that?”

“...Yep, Jiheon's favorite is gamjatang.”

“Huh...”

[omg he called him 'you']

[Wait, Hoyun-ah, you're younger than Jiheon hahahahaha Why is Jiheon using third-person polite speech, what is this hahahahaha]

[These guys are just Kim Wooho and Min Hanjun hahahahahahahahaha]

“...Ah, on set, Min Jiheon ate so well without being picky about anything...”

“Wow, really? That's a new side of Min Jiheon!”

Believing he had secured enough screen time, Seo Hoyun wasn't particularly disappointed.

Especially since the subject is Min Jiheon, who has always been a thorn in my side.

“But I also wonder if I really need to know that... He'd probably chew up and eat anything but a brick anyway...”

[Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha excuse me hahahahahahahahaha]

[There were occasional rumors that Min Jiheon eats a shit ton, ah hahahahahahahahahahahahaha ah this combination is fucking hilarious]

“Right, even I can't eat bricks.”

[Jiheon, what's with you, why are you nodding your head slightly in agreement next to him hahahahaha]

Until now, whenever Min Jiheon did promotional interviews, his fellow actors would praise him and show off their brilliant eloquence. Min Jiheon, who had to maintain a mysterious concept due to pressure from his agency, had his biggest reaction being a small smile from the side.

“Min Jiheon is the actor who has appeared in the most ten-million-viewer films!”

“Oh~... Is that so.”

“Wow, he's really not interested.”

“Of course! They say Min Jiheon is the actors' actor, the role model for actors, you know?”

“Whoa~... Congratulations?”

“Yeees, thank youuu~.”

However, today was different.

[It seems like the 'professional adult' persona Seo Hoyun was holding onto just a moment ago has slipped.]

[Hahahahaha so half-hearted hahaha]

[The point is that Min Jiheon also has no expectations for Seo Hoyun's reaction, ffs hahahahahahahaha]

Seo Hoyun was clearly participating diligently and drawing good reactions from Min Jiheon, but he didn't praise him. Instead, he looked strangely indifferent when answering questions related to Min Jiheon.

[On his live streams, Seo Hoyun was so friendly that I thought his real personality was affectionate, but he was just Kim Wooho. The fact that he was being so damn pretentious is driving me crazy.]

[I was wondering why he was suddenly so good at acting, but it was just method acting... No, but then his acting when he was looking for his brother doesn't make sense.]

“Ah! I saw that, Hoyun. Your fans put up an ad for you at Gangnam Station!”

“Ah, I've already been there. I took a picture, and it was pretty. I'm truly grateful to the fans. However... to be honest, I'm actually a little worried.”

“What? Why?”

“Putting one up in a subway station must have been expensive. I wonder if they're okay, if they're eating poorly because of it...”

As soon as the topic of fans came up, Seo Hoyun's attitude immediately softened.

Back when he was with The Dawn, he couldn't properly express his inner feelings beyond saying thank you, for fear of controversies like fan tributes. Now, there was no need to hold back.

“Aigoo, Seo Hoyun, you're an interesting person.”

The reporter, laughing as if he'd heard something funny, saw a staff member holding up a sketchbook that read, 'Time's up,' and began his closing remarks.

“Then, Min Jiheon, Seo Hoyun. Could you each give a final message to our viewers, please!!”

“Yes? A message?”

“Of course! To the new fans who have been loving Day at Hope recently.”

Seo Hoyun blinked for a moment. He looked like someone who had realized something both familiar and strange.

...New fans.

Muttering the words to himself, he glanced at Min Jiheon.

Min Jiheon was staring blankly, seemingly without a thought in his head, waiting for his answer.

“...Please continue to give Dead after Hope a lot of attention... uh, no, don't give it too much attention...”

“Pardon?”

“Um...” Uncharacteristically, he stammered, his eyes rolling as if he were only now searching for an answer. “...You shouldn't like me too much.”

After spitting it all out, he belatedly realized what a mess it was, but it was already too late to fix it.

“...Thank you for your great support. We ask for your viewership.”

Only then did Min Jiheon say the phrase he always used to end interviews, and the entertainment news program moved on to the next story.

[Huh, him saying not to like him too much, could this be a Day at Hope spoiler?]

[This is an emergency, Seo Hoyun dropped a Day at Hope spoiler.

└ Isn't Kim Wooho going to die???

└ Ah, fuck, Kim Wooho can't die.]

[I mean, there are characters who are perfected through death, but still, in a drama, they just have to miraculously live.

└ Otaku trait) Mumbling on and on when nobody asked...]

It wasn't a spoiler for Dead after Hope. In reality, it was a spoiler about the actor 'Seo Hoyun'.


Enjoying a day off for the first time in a while, I lazed around on the sofa, checking the reactions to the interview.

“...Good grief.”

I used to think the dorm was always chaotic because there was never a quiet moment, but now that the noisy members aren't around, it's incredibly boring.

As I sat still, stray thoughts rummaged through my mind, so I decided to organize the situation. I brought out a blank piece of paper and a pen and started writing.

Viewership Ratings

Points

After completing the Quest to safely finish the first filming, a new mission immediately appeared, telling me to set a new viewership record for every episode I appeared in.

The higher the ratings, the more points were awarded, so it was quite profitable.

So far, all the Quest points have been assigned high values. Honestly, it feels like making a 3x leveraged investment in a rising stock market, and I want to lie here and endure it for as long as possible.

However, there isn't just one or two suspicious things...

Tiring!

[Why are you making such a serious face?]

I was tapping the paper with the tip of my pen when the System Window appeared, shimmering with a blue light.

“None of your business.”

Annoyed at the thought of dealing with it, I waved my hand for it to go away. The System Window changed into a smaller size to avoid my hand and popped up right in front of my eyes.

[The errors are almost all corrected. It's still a little ways off, but you should be able to return to 'Idol Maker' soon.]

“...How competent.”

And that's what's strange.

The system that used to spit out errors like a greeting and could only give pathetic rewards fixed a Glitch this quickly?

I lifted my upper body to get away from the System Window.

“Sooo suddenly competent.”

[...Please don't be like that. It's scary.]

Twirling the pen once, I added words under 'Points'.

The Dawn, Joo Woosung, Min Jiheon, Jeong Cheongyeon.

I searched to see if there was anyone who remembered me, like Seo Hojin from 'Idol Maker', but The Dawn's whereabouts were unknown, and Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon seemed completely oblivious.

Moreover, Jeong Cheongyeon, who had appeared before me out of nowhere...

“Is there someone named Jeong Cheongyeon among the WH Entertainment trainees?”

“No, there isn't. I've never heard that name... Is it someone you know, Seo Hoyun?”

Whenever my schedule was free, I would visit the WH Entertainment practice rooms several times.

However, I couldn't find Jeong Cheongyeon. The Manager didn't seem to know him either.

I recalled the phrases the System Window had spewed out the moment I first fell into this place.

[It's the beginning of the Quest, so it's not that difficult!]

[...The points you collect here can also be used when you go back.]

[Please cooperate just a little. When you think about it, it's not such a bad deal.]

Quests that were practically spoon-fed to me, points that could be used even after returning.

The more I compared it to my idol days, when nothing could be obtained easily, the more suspicious it became.

Hypothesis, proof.

A way to confirm my suspicions using Min Jiheon and the system.

Feeling that my thoughts were roughly organized, I tossed the pen down and flopped back onto the sofa.

[...What on earth were you doing?]

“Nothing you need to worry about.”

I was rubbing my stiff eyes, about to go to sleep, when my phone vibrated.

“Yeees, this is Seo Hoyun.”

[Hoyun-ah!]

The Manager's voice, trembling with excitement, came through the phone.

[D-Don't think this is weird, just listen. Don't look at the internet for a while. The story that you fought with Lee Kangseok...! The rumor...— on the internet—...]

The rumors spreading online detailed a war of nerves between Seo Hoyun and Lee Kangseok, a junior's rude remarks, and a lack of manners. They were details no one could know unless they were one of the parties involved or had heard the conversation directly.

[—The company will handle it smoothly without any trouble, so don't you worry about it, and don't get stressed.]

The Manager was acting like it was the end of the world, which made me let out an involuntary chuckle.

“Yeah, whatever.”

It's not a big deal to me.

“Thank you for your concern.”

[Huh? O-oh, right.]

I have a feeling I know who started the rumor.

I ignored the Manager as he tried to add something and ended the call. Then, I calmly pulled the blanket over myself and closed my eyes.

Tiring!

[...Who on earth would dare do something like this to you, Seo Hoyun.]

“I know, right.”

I chuckled darkly.

“How brave of him, our Kangseok.”

To pick a fight, unable to wait even that long.

Not even knowing that all his cards have been revealed.


Chapter 301

“Hey, Rookie~.”

“Where did the rookie go?”

“Rookie! We're busy, what were you doing not taking care of this sooner!”

The youngest staff member of the Dead after Hope art team was so hassled he was half out of his mind. Today was especially busy because of an outdoor shoot.

I'm going crazy.

He had so much to do that three bodies wouldn't have been enough. He'd heard endless stories about giving up work-life balance for an on-site art team, but he never knew it would truly be this bad.

He barely managed to organize the equipment, then spaced out with slumped shoulders, exhausted. His seniors approached him at some point, sipping their coffee.

“Hey, this is still pretty tame. Do you know how many other sets work you to the bone without even giving you time to rest or eat?”

“Really?”

“Of course~, and on top of that, the mental stress just piles up. You might not know this... but the actors on our set are all total angels.”

The senior lowered his voice, worried someone might overhear.

“You know that chaebol rom-com drama that was popular last year? The lead actor said something once. 'How dare a mere staff member carry around such an expensive bag? Don't they have any sense?'”

“Wow... That's insane.”

“That's right, that's right. There's so much abuse of power from stars. They're often rude to their own managers, too. 'Are your ears clogged? You want to get paid for working like this? Wouldn't it be better for both our mental health if you just quit voluntarily?'... Yeah, them spouting that kind of crap is a daily occurrence.”

The rookie staff member listened, unable to hide his shock at the examples his seniors gave.

“And they're okay after that? Don't celebrities live and die by their image?”

“Hey, this is considered tame. Do you know how many guys act perfectly fine in front of the camera, only to go crazy the moment they're off-lens?”

The rookie staff member's gaze dropped.

He'd adored a celebrity since childhood, but after starting work in broadcasting, he was horrified by the rumors he heard. After that, he found it difficult to like celebrities so purely.

“That's why this set is a paradise. Do you think people like Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun are common in this industry? There's a reason they're called Min Dajung and Kind Seo.”

“That's true, both of them are so kind. Especially to the staff.”

The coffee they were drinking now came from a truck that Seo Hoyun had paid for himself.

“I thought Seo Hoyun was prickly at first, but the more I see him, the more I realize he's a genuine person. He's so affable, and he always asks if there's anything he can help with or if we need anything.”

The rookie remembered seeing Seo Hoyun help a senior carry heavy equipment a few days ago. He understood why they praised him so much. He would have done the same if he had experienced it himself.

The person receiving the most attention on Dead after Hope recently wasn't Min Jiheon, but Seo Hoyun. After the entertainment news program he appeared on with Min Jiheon aired, offers poured in from various places, and interview requests flooded in endlessly.

“We heard that the smoking scenes weren't real. Was all the white smoke that came out CG?”

“Haha, I'm sorry to say I received a lot of help from the production team.”

At the time, people loved it, saying, 'Looks like Seo Hoyun doesn't even smoke!'

“We're seeing a lot of jokes about wanting to marry and then divorce Seo Hoyun. For the sake of these marriage or divorce hopefuls, could you please tell us your ideal type?”

“I have no intention of getting married.”

“What? Ah, no, even just a little...”

“I don't.”

“If we were to assume you did...”

“I don't.”

People were delighted by how he thoroughly avoided anything related to romance, even his ideal type, saying it was just like an idol.

A rising rookie actor who was good at acting, a great dancer, and deeply considerate of his fans. That was the reputation of actor 'Seo Hoyun' until recently.

The rookie staff member glanced around before quietly bringing up a topic.

“...But there are rumors going around these days. About Seo Hoyun...”

“Rumors?”

“Yeah, it's been a huge thing since last week. You didn't know?”

“Ah, that.”

The seniors, who had been fondly gazing at their coffee as if it were Seo Hoyun himself, instantly turned sharp.

“That's ridiculous.”

To summarize, the rumor was about a famous actor, A, and a rookie actor, B, having a power struggle on set. More precisely, the rumor claimed rookie actor B had used his connections to steal actor A's role, then verbally abused actor A whenever they met.

People who heard this began to search for the parties involved. They soon discovered a magazine article stating that Lee Kangseok had auditioned for the role of Kim Wooho and had been on the verge of being accepted. So, most people were convinced that the subjects of this rumor were Lee Kangseok and Seo Hoyun.

“But isn't that a bit weird? Hoyun has never spoken carelessly like that...”

“And doesn't it seem like a scenario created to be overly favorable to Lee Kangseok? He was clearly in the wrong that time too. When the assistant director said it was a restricted area, he got all twisted up about it. If it weren't for Seo Hoyun, he definitely would have said something openly.”

“Exactly. Don't you think those rumors were spread by Lee Kangseok's side? Especially the part about his role being stolen.”

He was publicly called 'number one son-in-law material' for his looks and manners, but stories about Lee Kangseok's conduct circulated throughout the industry.

“Ahem.”

As they grumbled that people's judgments were skewed, a cough came from behind them.

They flinched, startled, and turned to see PD Jeong and Seo Hoyun standing there.

“Hello.”

“Oh, uh, hello!”

“Ahaha, haha, you're here.”

It wasn't slander, but it was a sensitive topic. The rookie staff member felt too awkward to meet Seo Hoyun's eyes.

“...Seo Hoyun, we enjoyed the coffee!”

“Oh, it's nothing. Was there enough?”

“Not at all. It felt like there was enough for everyone here to drink a whole basin's worth. Did you have some, Seo Hoyun?”

“Ah, I don't handle caffeine well.”

Seo Hoyun responded naturally with a friendly smile, and the seniors' expressions relaxed slightly. PD Jeong watched him and let out a deep sigh.

“Hey, everyone watch what you say. You know? You must be busy, so let's all get back to our own business.”

“Yeees~.”

The seniors, however, used their experience to linger at a reasonable distance. They seemed to want to hear what kind of conversation would take place. The rookie staff member also pretended to work while maintaining a certain distance.

“Tough times, Seo Hoyun. For something like this to blow up at the end of filming. You know you don't need to pay any mind to that crap, right?”

Seo Hoyun's lips curved into a subtle smile as he nodded slightly.

PD Jeong cleared his throat, looking needlessly embarrassed.

“Ahem, I mean, anyone who knows you, Seo Hoyun, knows it's a baseless rumor, so don't keep it bottled up.”

"Haha."

Then Seo Hoyun burst out laughing.

“Thank you, PD Jeong-nim.”

“......”

“Looks like you've grown fond of me too, PD Jeong-nim. You're even worrying about me.”

“...Hah, look at this guy's nerve.”

As PD Jeong showed a fed-up expression, Seo Hoyun chuckled and changed the subject to work.

The gazes of the three eavesdropping staff members met as they organized equipment and moved props. They discreetly shuffled over to a corner and gathered.

“Wow, his mental fortitude is seriously made of vibranium...”

“I know! How can he be like that?”

Seo Hoyun's popularity had soared quickly, but now it plummeted just as fast. He was labeled 'a rookie actor who got his role through connections and disrespects his senior'.

Yet, Seo Hoyun had a fresh look on his face. No, his complexion was even brighter than usual.

“It must be like the director said, he's just got a lot of nerve.”

He even looked a little excited.

Nah, no way. That's going too far.

“We're starting the shoot!”

“Okay!”

At the assistant director's words, the three of them quickly scattered.

Soon, a clapperboard snapped shut.

[The news Kim Wooho finally received about his younger brother was that Kim Woohyung might be dead. Min Hanjun couldn't offer any words of comfort. He couldn't possibly fathom his sorrow. The person in question, Kim Wooho, however, acts as if nothing is wrong and suggests they move to the Gangwon Province shelter.]

Originally, Kim Wooho was only supposed to appear until episode 5, but the main writer watched episode 3, urgently announced a script revision, and drastically increased his screen time.

[Min Hanjun thought Kim Wooho's mental state would be unstable, but it wasn't.

That night, late.

Min Hanjun woke up and realized Kim Wooho wasn't in his spot. Just then, the faint smell of cigarette smoke wafted from somewhere.

Following it, he found Kim Wooho looking up at the sky.]

“...Kim Wooho.”

Seo Hoyun took the cigarette from his lips and exhaled, as if breathing out colorless smoke.

“...Why are you so okay?”

Seo Hoyun's eyebrow raised as if to ask why he was out here picking a fight instead of sleeping. Min Jiheon pressed his lips together, lowered his gaze, and finally brought up the implicitly taboo subject.

“Your brother, Kim Woohyung, don't you think he might be dead? Considering what we heard today...”

Min Jiheon's eyelids trembled uncontrollably, like fragile leaves in the wind.

“...No, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have brought it up.”

Just as he turned his back to return to his sleeping spot, a low voice called out, stopping Min Jiheon.

“...Hanjun-ah.”

“Have you ever tried archery?”

At the random question, Min Jiheon's gaze slowly landed on Seo Hoyun. He was still looking at the sky, taking a drag from his cigarette. The world had stopped, so stars were now clearly visible even over Seoul, like glitter sprinkled on black paint.

“Do you know that in archery, because of the nature of the sport, your body can't shake even a little?”

“...What?”

“Whether the wind is blowing, or your fingertips are trembling.”

Seo Hoyun looked down at his own hand.

“Because even the slightest shake at the starting point can cause the result to change drastically.”

“...I've seen archers measuring their heart rate. Kim Wooho seemed really calm during his active days.”

“Hmm, well.”

He clenched his fist, looked at Min Jiheon, and brought the filter back to his lips with his other hand.

“Anyway, for archers, peace of mind is extremely important. If that breaks, you collapse endlessly. Just like I did.”

'Kim Wooho' had failed to return as a national athlete even after rehabilitation following a car accident. It wasn't a physical problem. His hand would shake with even the slightest psychological agitation.

“But to put it another way.”

He swallowed the last drag deep into his throat and flicked the cigarette away with his fingertips.

“It means that as long as I'm not the one who's anxious, it's fine.”

“......”

“Because I decided to think that, for the moment I'm holding the bow, I am in control of everything.”

Seo Hoyun once again gripped the bow that he never let leave his side.

[In that moment, Kim Wooho's fingertips do not tremble in the slightest.]

“People are going to believe whatever they want to believe and spout all sorts of nonsense about me anyway... so tell them to fuck off.”

Kim Wooho's line seemed to pierce through Seo Hoyun's own situation. The camera captured the sharp, edgy look in Seo Hoyun's eyes.

“That bastard is my blood, so he'll survive tenaciously anywhere, just like me.”

“...Is that what you believe?”

“That's what I believe.”

And he would do whatever it took to make that belief a reality, so that the tip of the arrow would never waver.

“Simple, right?”

Kim Wooho's lips curled into a smile.


After I finished today's shoot and greeted the staff, everyone I met handed me snacks or drinks.

“Geez, why is everyone acting like this today?”

“Aw, we're always like this. You know how much we like you, Seo Hoyun.”

I let out a small chuckle and thanked them.

My Manager stood some distance away, busy on a call. It looked like he was being hounded from all sides because of the rumors spreading like wildfire on the internet.

“Yes, it's fine. The atmosphere on set is bright, too. Ah... Someone came looking for Seo Hoyun? No, I don't know who. We're getting calls from so many places... Yes, I'll handle it on my end for now. Yes. Yes.”

I patted my Manager's shoulder, gestured that I'd go to the van first, and started walking.

“Seo Hoyun, leaving already?”

Just then, Min Jiheon approached with an armful of bread.

“Yeah. Don't come over here, just go eat your bread.”

Min Jiheon flicked his eyebrow slightly, ignored me, and asked.

“Aren't you upset?”

“About what?”

“Nothing. Just that you're being too calm for someone with your personality.”

The story must have reached his ears too.

Come to think of it, even during Idol Maker, he knew that Lee Kangseok was abusing his power before it was exposed, and yet he just let it slide. Just because he wanted to see how I would react.

I clicked my tongue softly and said, “Why would I be upset?”

When things are so unfair and fucked up, my solution is always the same.

“I'm right.”

“......”

“It's a simple matter of proving it.”

Min Jiheon's eyes narrowed slightly. It was an expression of clear wariness that the 'Min Jiheon' here often made.

I twisted up one corner of my mouth.

“Jiheon-ah, I'm a little curious about something.”

“...What kind of weird thing are you going to say now?”

“Now, now.”

I tapped his arm lightly. Min Jiheon flinched and stepped back. I stepped forward to match him and swept my bangs up.

“...Just what are you curious about, my older and very preachy junior?”

“Do I look like the rumors say I am?”

“The rumors?”

“Do I look like the kind of junior who wouldn't hold back and would raise hell with a senior?”

Min Jiheon flinched, and the bread he held tumbled to the ground. He let out an exasperated breath and retorted in disbelief.

“...You don't see it? Hey, you've got a poor, living witness right here.”

“I guess so, right?”

Not that it matters much. I wanted this image of insubordination to burn even brighter.

“Whatever, that's enough. Don't get distracted by weird things.”

I picked up a loaf of bread rolling on the floor, placed it in Min Jiheon's hand, and grinned.

By the time the scene we filmed today airs, you just worry about the ratings.

Because people are going to be crazy about me anyway.


Chapter 302

"Hello!"

The next day, I smiled brightly as I entered the filming set.

"Seo Hoyun, you look like you're in a great mood. What's going on?"

"Ahaha! It's because I get to see the camera director so early in the morning."

"This guy, you'd be a corpse without your charm. It's the scene where you meet your brother today, right? I'll film it beautifully for you. Look forward to it."

"Yes. Thank you."

The internet rumors about me had become quite the spectacle. Perhaps because of that, every staff member I met greeted me more warmly.

The Manager followed right behind me, constantly fidgeting as he tried to gauge my mood. It seemed WH Entertainment had tried contacting Lee Kangseok to handle things quietly, but it hadn't gone well.

The Manager was about to say he would tell the company to take a stronger stance, but I stopped him and shook my head.

"Just leave it be."

"But, he keeps posting things like this?!"

The Manager shoved his phone at me. Lee Kangseok's personal Instagram account was on the screen. He had posted a black image with a series of captions like, 'Even if it's hard, I just have to work hard,' and 'What an absurd world.'

It was his way of taking a veiled shot at me.

"Wow, this is a five-star restaurant for melodrama."

"Hoyun-ahhh..."

I grinned, seeing the Manager's face crumple.

Every time Lee Kangseok posted one of his flimsy, emotional appeals, the public churned out all sorts of stories about him and me.

[There was always something intense about Seo Hoyun's gaze from the start]

[ㅋㅋ but looking at his role as Kim Wooho, it seems like he'd really clash with anyone, regardless of seniority]

[They say it's all image management for actors anyway]

A small minority clicked their tongues, wondering why Lee Kangseok kept posting similar things, but the majority debated my missing manners.

Though I hadn't told the Manager, Lee Kangseok had somehow found my number and even sent me a text.

[Lee Kangseok: Seo Hoyun]

[Lee Kangseok: You know this will only get more disadvantageous for you as time goes on, right?]

[Lee Kangseok: If you admit your mistake and apologize as a junior, I can be generous and forgive you as a senior.]

Of course, I ignored it.

If it weren't for his personality, he'd be a natural-born actor. Where on earth does he come up with such priceless lines?

In any case, the more he acted out, the better. Once attention was focused and I became the center of the controversy, the people who make a living exposing the dark side of celebrities would swarm in, trying to dig up the truth.

Those around me looked at me with pity, but I was just excited and enjoying it.

And the rewards are pretty sweet, too.

Finish the first shoot. Complete the first broadcast. Appear on a variety show. Achieve a 10 percent viewership rating.

Quests were offered one after another. Thanks to that, I had accumulated a decent amount of points.

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun, I feel like you'd do just fine even if you were dropped on a deserted island...]

I flicked away the System Window spouting nonsense and left the waiting room.

"Hello, Seo Hoyun!"

The actor playing Kim Woohyung greeted me warmly.

"Wow, we're finally filming together!"

"Ah, hello."

Shin Heechan. He was a rookie actor active in web dramas, rising through a path similar to Seo Hoyun's. I had heard about him occasionally during my PD days. He had a friendly, likable face and a good public reputation.

"Lately... um, are you okay?"

He cautiously checked his surroundings, then hesitated before speaking.

"...Because he's a fan of Senior Min Jiheon, all the rookie actors who film with him... experience something similar at least once."

"Yes."

"I'm worried because it seems particularly bad this time..."

Shin Heechan glanced at me, his eyebrows furrowed in concern.

"...I think it's probably worse because you're close with Min Jiheon..."

"We're not close."

"...Ahaha, haha. Anyway, I hope you don't worry about it too much."

He smiled shyly, scratching his slightly flushed cheek.

I felt a strange sense of deja vu from his expression and stared intently at Shin Heechan's face.

"Everyone on set knows you're a good person, Seo Hoyun, and this kind of thing will naturally fade away with time."

...Because he feels uncannily similar to his character.

Before he could think I was being weird, I quickly looked away and curved my lips into a smile.

"Thank you."

"Wow! Hyung, you have great mental fortitude."

Shin Heechan, having already called me Hyung, trotted after me and belatedly asked if it was okay.

He seemed a bit like Jeong Dajun.

"Anyway, let's do a great job filming today!"

"Likewise, I'm counting on you."

The scene we were filming today was the one where Kim Wooho finally reunites with the younger brother he had so desperately searched for.

[In front of XX Department Store.

While heading to the Gangwon Province shelter, Min Hanjun's group is surrounded by a horde of infected. As they take them down one by one, a very familiar voice is heard from somewhere.]

"Over here!!"

Amidst buildings with broken windows and crumbling facades, a department store stood with its show windows completely shattered.

I fired an arrow and yanked Min Jiheon by the scruff of his neck, pulling him from an infected's reach. Just then, a loud shout came from behind.

[It was Kim Woohyung's voice. Kim Wooho's gaze wavers.]

"Over here! This way, quickly! You'll die the moment you let your guard down!"

I could see Shin Heechan encouraging and looking after those who had fallen behind while fleeing. Just as he sent the last person ahead and was about to escape himself, an infected attacked from behind.

In that moment, Shin Heechan's eyes widened in shock.

POW!

"Ugh, ha, haah..."

The infected's head exploded, splattering red blood in all directions.

Through Shin Heechan's blood-splattered vision, I came into view, panting heavily.

"...H-Hyung."

Shin Heechan sat collapsed on the ground, calling out for his brother in a daze. I knelt to meet his eyes.

I clenched my trembling hand into a fist, as if to confirm this was real. Then I opened my mouth, pretending to be unfazed.

"You idiot, really..."

I tossed my bow to the ground and shuffled toward Shin Heechan on my knees.

"Can't you kick that habit? Why are you helping someone instead of getting away quickly?"

"...Hyung?"

My hand moved on its own. I checked if he was hurt, my hand tracing his face, his eyes, nose, and mouth.

Shin Heechan called out to me again, his tone bewildered.

"...Is it really you, Hyung?"

Only after confirming my brother was safe did I rub my dry face and let out a sigh of relief.

"Yeah. It's me, you punk."

I judged that things were proceeding quite well and waited for Shin Heechan's next line.

"...Uh, uh..."

But only strange noises came out.

I subtly raised my gaze and saw Shin Heechan looking toward PD Jeong with a flustered expression.

"Cut!"

PD Jeong finally cut the scene. I asked Shin Heechan,

"...Heechan, why didn't you say your line?"

"Aack, no, it's just, uh, I'm sorry. I'm sorry!"

Shin Heechan scrambled to his feet and apologized, bowing his head repeatedly to me and the staff.

However, the person PD Jeong actually called over wasn't Shin Heechan, who had caused the NG, but me.

"Seo Hoyun, a moment."

PD Jeong was at the monitor. Next to him stood Min Jiheon, looking disheveled and with an ice cream bar already in his mouth.

"Something's not quite like Kim Wooho."

"Pardon?"

"Oh, I'm not the only one who felt that, right?"

I watched the playback on the screen and saw no particular problem, but PD Jeong nodded, agreeing with Min Jiheon's opinion.

"Um, Seo Hoyun."

I frowned at him, and PD Jeong spoke cautiously.

"I'm going to ask you something, don't take it the wrong way."

"Yes. Go ahead."

"Do you... have a kid?"

"...Excuse me?"

What kind of question was that to ask a 25-year-old rookie actor with a bright future?

"Like a hidden child, or maybe... a child you're raising due to circumstances."

......

"Or a nephew?"

My expression soured, and PD Jeong laughed awkwardly.

"I just asked in case... All sorts of things happen in this industry, you know? It was just so realistic, I thought maybe it was based on real experience."

PD Jeong tapped the monitoring TV with his script.

"Isn't that a good thing then?"

"The direction is a bit different. The emotional line is too deep."

PD Jeong pointed specifically to the part where I fumbled while caressing Shin Heechan's face.

"In the drama, Kim Wooho and Kim Woohyung are only two years apart, but look here. It almost feels like Kim Wooho is a man who found a child he'd lost for decades."

......

Finding a child lost for decades...

I was speechless. He had pointed out a blind spot I hadn't even noticed. He continued his explanation.

"They do have a fond relationship, that's true. I mean, they lost their parents in their early twenties and only have each other to rely on."

"...Yes."

"Even so, their relationship fits within the framework of typical brothers. If it's expressed too excessively, viewers might find it burdensome or awkward, so I'd like you to act with that in mind."

"...Yeees..."

Burdensome...

"For now, let's take a short break to dial back the emotion, shall we? We're in the final stretch, so it might be tough, but let's just push through a little more."

"...Thank you."

PD Jeong must have found it strange that I, usually so quick on the uptake, was only giving simple replies. He suggested we take a break.

Shit...

I squatted in a corner of the set and buried my head in the script.

I reread the black letters, but they wouldn't enter my head. I turned on my phone to take a breather.

Numerous texts from my Manager were there. I skimmed past them and went to a portal site, searching for my name and Lee Kangseok.

As expected.

The controversy had just entered a new phase.

Just as I was thinking I'd get another freebie, a slow, languid voice drifted down from above.

"Seo Hoyun."

"Want a drink?"

In Min Jiheon's hand was a frappuccino piled high with whipped cream. When I waved my hand to refuse, he quickly brought the straw to his own lips and plopped down next to me.

"What is it?"

"Junior, I heard something from the main writer."

I tore my eyes from my phone and looked at Min Jiheon, wondering what nonsense he was about to spout. He also played a role with volatile emotional swings and often seemed mentally overwhelmed, but in front of me, he acted nonchalantly.

"They originally planned for the role of Kim Woohyung to be a child. About 10 years younger than Kim Wooho."

......

"But as they were writing the story, he needed to travel with me in the beginning, and he needed to play a more active role... there were also censorship issues, so they ended up changing him to an adult."

Min Jiheon turned his face toward me.

"But a moment ago, Seo Hoyun, you acted as if you knew that original setting."

The corners of his eyes crinkled gently.

"Isn't it strange?"

"No, not really."

"Do you have a younger brother?"

This bastard is damn quick on the uptake, anyway.

I thought the 'Min Jiheon' of this world was easy for me to handle and didn't think much of him, but as expected, a diamond is a diamond, even in the rough.

"I have a younger brother, too."

I know. I even got his autograph for him.

"We're only half-blood related, though. Anyway, it was really strange. I used to really hate babies, but my mind changed after meeting my brother."

Min Jiheon swirled his frappuccino once with the straw.

"This tiny little baby was wriggling its fern-like fingers and smiling at me... I'm telling you, that was the first time I realized a scent that literally means 'warmth' actually exists."

"Uh-huh."

"Hey, listen a little more seriously. It felt like my affection for the world was just overflowing."

I remembered it vividly, too.

The moment I first met Seo Hojin.

The day my slightly gaunt mother came home holding a small baby sling.

The instant the red, wrinkled baby tightly gripped the finger I offered.

Min Jiheon blinked slowly, as if recalling that time, and added,

"So, that's how I am. If someone says they have a younger sibling they cherish, I can't help but pay attention. It's a bad habit of mine, I just arbitrarily decide to believe that person is a good guy."

......

"And Seo Hoyun's acting earlier was a bit like that, too."

A hint of favor colored Min Jiheon's gaze.

Only then did I vaguely understand why this bastard had started helping me in Idol Maker.

After listening quietly, I blurted out.

"...But I am a good person."

"Huh?"

Min Jiheon tilted his head slightly, then burst into laughter.

"Pfft, that was actually pretty funny."

I got up and lightly kicked Min Jiheon's foot.

"Jiheon-ah, don't show your teeth."

"...Yep."

In truth, a bit of irritation surged through me. It was because I had also related a little too much to Min Jiheon's story just now.

...Disgustingly so.


[About actor Seo Hoyun, why did he have a war of nerves with Lee Kangseok]

└ It's not confirmed

└└ Seems pretty much confirmed ㅋ

└ That old interview makes it seem like they really fought ㅋ I'm just curious how they fought]

[Doesn't Lee Kangseok have a really gentle image?? Seems like he'd be nice to his juniors... Did Seo Hoyun just ignore the hell out of him ㅋ]

[What pisses me off the most is this controversy tainting a drama I love. I really, really like Kim Wooho, but I keep flinching because the Seo Hoyun controversy comes to mind...

└ Why the hell are you writing posts like this? Nothing's even come out yet, stay neutral

└└ 'Stay neutral' my ass. People like you are the worst]

As the viewers' affection for Kim Wooho grew, so did the attention on Seo Hoyun, and the controversy burned even hotter. Past interviews, roles, or even a passing comment from a colleague were greatly exaggerated and circulated.

Just when everyone's interest was focused on how bad of a person Seo Hoyun was and what kind of trashy things he had done, a single post set the community ablaze.

[Anyway, someone please tell me why Lee Kangseok is addicted to Instagram right now ㅋ I'm so curious how Seo Hoyun went at him ㅋ

└ If you know that, you must have been on set, right? But I'm curious too ㅋ]

[Title: I think I know why Seo Hoyun is completely ignoring Lee Kangseok ㅋ]

It was the arrival of the moment Seo Hoyun had been waiting for.
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[Title: I think I know why Seo Hoyun completely ignores Lee Kangseok ㅋㅋ

I'm a drama and film major, so I worked my ass off as a part-time broadcast staff member.

I saw Lee Kangseok on set a few times, and he's a truly crazy bastard.

Don't believe the image of Lee Kangseok you see on TV.

Shit, I seriously feel like puking whenever I see him push that intelligent, gentle, son-in-law material image.

I was just a part-timer back then, so I had no choice but to keep my mouth shut, but I saw him act like a fucking dick to his Manager so many times.

Even from my perspective, I thought it was really not right.

His Manager is old enough to be his uncle, but he's always bowing his head and apologizing.

All the staff around walk on eggshells.

I was in a corner, darting my eyes around like crazy while my triangle kimbap wrapper rustled.

Even now, I remember every single word that bastard said.

>Aren't I the one who suffers because you're lazy and stupid?< is what he said.

Honestly, it's not just his Manager he's like that with.

Lee Kangseok is famous in this industry for treating people he thinks are pushovers like crap.

He doesn't even treat low-level staff or part-timers like human beings ㅋ.

On the other hand, he sucks up like crazy to famous directors, PDs, and actors... basically, anyone he deems worthy by his standards.

I always thought that bastard would get what he deserved someday, but after this incident blew up, he's playing the victim and throwing a fit on Instagram, which pissed me off so much I had to post this.

I was so disgusted with the industry that I got a job in a completely different field. Of course, that's because there are a ton of other psychos besides Lee Kangseok ^^ㅋㅋ.

On the other hand, Seo Hoyun... I thought this was surprising too, but I heard he has his head on straight.

They said everyone praises him because he's never late, never makes unreasonable demands, and rarely has NGs, so filming ends quickly (the last part seems the most important, fucking ㅋ).

He's even nice to the low-level staff and part-timers.

I heard this from a university junior who works at Day at Hope, so you can take it or leave it.

└ Where's the TL;DR ㅋ

└└ TL;DR: Anyone in their right mind would hate Lee Kangseok, right?

└└ ㅋ I think they just wanted to bash Kangseok.

└ Hey, what are you doing? You're gonna get sued by Kangseok, you fucker ㅋ.

└└ It's anonymous anyway, what's he gonna sue for...]

[Title: It's finally coming out

I was debating whether to post this or not, but Lee Kangseok is seriously fucking awful.

If I happen to see his face on TV, I feel like I want to jump inside and beat him with the remote.

I think I might have met the original poster.

Whenever Lee Kangseok's voice got loud, the staff would all make eye contact with each other.

Thinking, 'This bastard's at it again...'

└ I was just a camera assistant, and my blood pressure shot up when Lee Kangseok told me to go buy him coffee to his taste.

└ It's amazing how many people are making shit up now that it's the right time.

└└ Proof, you motherfucker.

Lee Kangseok_fuck_dramaset.jpg

If you don't believe me, then fuck off~]

[Title: Huh? So does this mean Seo Hoyun isn't a bad guy??

Title says it all.

Yeah??]

[Title: Regarding Actor A who's in the rumors right now

I worked as a makeup staff member for a short while.

I agree with the statement that this actor is a madman...

It's strange that all these stories are only coming out now when he's been like this all along...

I know there are a lot of shitty people in the broadcasting world, but I held it in until I saw other posts and decided to ride the wave and post my own.

└ Shivers, for real? What was he like?

└└ His power-tripping is insane... I kind of liked that actor, but as soon as I finished the job, I told everyone around me to never, ever like him.

He acts like he's some big shot...;

└└ Whoa... that's shocking...]

[Title: So who's the good guy between Lee Kangseok and Seo Hoyun?

Who?

Lee Kangseok? Seo Hoyun?

└ ㅋㅋ ffs just decide for yourself ㅋㅋ]


I handed the phone to my Manager and stretched my arms wide.

After days of filming outdoors, we made a rare return to the set.

During the short break, the actors rested in their own ways. Min Jiheon sat alone in a corner, still shedding tears. He could not pull himself out of the scene they had just filmed.

He's an amazing guy, that's for sure.

He pressed an ice pack under his red, swollen eyes and tried to quietly suppress his emotions.

Unlike me, who was dry to the point of being parched, Min Jiheon's eyes never had a chance to dry as the drama hurtled toward its climax.

Shin Heechan approached me at some point and muttered quietly.

"Wow, Senior Min Jiheon must be having a really tough time."

"He is. Well, it's the final stretch."

Actors are generally prone to extreme emotional exhaustion, but Min Jiheon acted as if he were reborn as the character. It seemed even harder for him when he played a role like this one, a righteous man who grieved someone's death.

"By the way, Hoyun-hyung, filming is ending soon, right? How much is left?"

"Two more times."

Coincidentally, the System Window had informed me last time that the error correction was also almost complete.

"Whoa~! That's a real shame. The role of Kim Wooho is super popular, you know. Oh! Right, right, did you hear? They said our viewership ratings are probably going to break 16% soon."

"Oh, really?"

"...Look how nonchalant you are. Hyung, you're really... The more I see you, the more amazing it is how you're a spitting image of Kim Wooho."

It's not that I resemble Kim Wooho, but that Kim Wooho resembles me.

I listened to Shin Heechan's chatter and kept the unspeakable answer to myself.

"...Huh!"

Lee Kangseok strode confidently onto the set.

Shin Heechan huffed and grumbled. "My god, that guy is so shameless. How could he even think of coming here again?"

I patted Shin Heechan's shoulder once to soothe him, then watched the situation unfold.

Lee Kangseok must have felt the sharp glares from every staff member, yet he nonchalantly approached Min Jiheon and clung to him again.

"Senior. Are you okay?"

......

"What on earth are the staff here doing? When you're this tired, Senior."

Min Jiheon, who had his face buried in the ice pack, finally lifted his head. His brow furrowed slightly, as if he had a headache.

"Ah..."

"Senior, does your head hurt? Should I have someone buy you medicine? Or..."

Min Jiheon raised a hand to stop Lee Kangseok's fussing.

"Lee Kangseok."

He then looked at Lee Kangseok, moving only his eyes.

"Take a hint."

It meant to get lost, quickly.

With the stress from his role at its peak and a throbbing headache, Min Jiheon could not hide his true temper and let it show completely.

Lee Kangseok clearly bit his lower lip to endure it. He soon bowed to Min Jiheon and started walking toward me.

"Hey, why is he coming this way?"

Shin Heechan was flustered and at a loss, even though it had nothing to do with him.

He really does resemble the maknae.

My view was blocked as a shadow fell over me.

Lee Kangseok spoke to Shin Heechan. "We have something to talk about, just the two of us. Move it, unless you plan on watching."

Shin Heechan glanced back and forth between me and Lee Kangseok, as if to gauge the situation. He reluctantly moved away at Lee Kangseok's annoyed wave of his hand.

Once he judged that Shin Heechan was far enough away, Lee Kangseok looked down at me and opened his mouth.

"Seo Hoyun, I saw you didn't read my text."

"Ah. No, I saw it."

"...You saw it?"

"Yep, but I blocked you."

......

......

He sighed as if he were dumbfounded.

"...Seo Hoyun, you must not know much since you've only just entered the entertainment industry. If you act so arrogantly toward a senior, you'll hit rock bottom in no time."

"Oh..."

"You still don't have a grasp of how things are going, do you?"

When I just shrugged without a word, Lee Kangseok openly clicked his tongue.

"Our Seo Hoyun is either naive, or just stupid."

An endless stream of absurdities followed.

Lee Kangseok was the same here as he was on the other side.

He was not lacking in looks, nor was his acting particularly bad.

Perhaps if he had been a little more humble, he might have become a huge star later on.

However, the problem was his unchanging nature. He was unable to self-reflect, failed to recognize even his own strengths, and sought to blame external factors for everything negative.

"Seo Hoyun, you know the rumors about you are getting worse, right? I'll help you."

Lee Kangseok misinterpreted my blank expression, took another step closer, and whispered.

"You'll help me?"

"Yes. I can at least clarify that rookie actor B isn't you, Seo Hoyun. If you show a little respect as a junior?"

Lee Kangseok smirked with one corner of his mouth pulled up. I looked past him and let my gaze drift behind him. As expected, I saw Min Jiheon watching us with interest, his chin propped on his hand.

He's probably observing how I'll act in this situation, trying to confirm what kind of person 'Seo Hoyun' is.

"But, Senior Lee Kangseok. I have a question."

I tilted my head slightly and smiled.

"Senior, didn't you say you like people who are good at acting?"

"...What? Yes?"

"Then why don't you praise me?"

"Excuse me??"

"I think I'm pretty good."

Lee Kangseok's face contorted before smoothing out again. He seemed conscious of his surroundings.

"What is that supposed to mean... You have a very high opinion of yourself."

"You think so?"

"Ha, Seo Hoyun, you're really selfish. You're causing trouble for everyone because of your rude words and reckless behavior toward me, and you can still crack jokes like this?"

Lee Kangseok's suppressed voice finally rose slightly. The staff's furtive glances now turned into open stares in our direction.

"Hmm, well, even if everything you say is right, Senior. How can a person live while worrying about every single little thing? You have to just let things slide."

I patted Lee Kangseok's back as if to comfort him.

I could feel his body trembling faintly through my fingertips.

"Senior Lee Kangseok, you just got shot down hard by Senior Min Jiheon, but don't get too stressed out. Just think, 'It's because I'm so~ amazing,' and you'll feel a bit more at ease."

Veins bulged on Lee Kangseok's clenched fist.

It would be an interesting turn of events if he punched me at this point.

I smiled even more brightly.

"It's a world where we're too busy to see only the pretty and good things. Let's live our lives positively and wisely."

It was something Seong Jiwon had said once.

Of course, he probably did not mean for it to be used in a time like this.

Lee Kangseok's face turned so red it looked almost black. He gritted his teeth and stood a little closer to me.

"...Are you crazy? Do you really want to end your acting career?"

This was the unfortunate thing about Lee Kangseok.

He had a talent for getting on people's nerves with his provocations, but he lacked the brains to think about the aftermath.

He seemed to be conscious of people's eyes, but in the end, he could not suppress his true nature.

Spreading the rumor.

Posting the emotional appeal on his Instagram account.

Causing a scene on the film set.

Treating the staff and his Manager poorly.

His own actions had provoked the public and generated curiosity. He had no idea that all of this would come back to him as a self-destructive move.

VZZZT.

And at the very moment the controversy was at its peak.

"Shit..."

Lee Kangseok saw the name on his phone and irritably ended the call. It seemed to be his Manager.

"So annoying..."

However, the ringtone that immediately sounded again did not stop so easily. Lee Kangseok froze, unable to do anything.

I glanced at the screen and saw the word 'CEO' displayed.

"Kangseok-ah."

......

I spoke in a deliberately leisurely tone.

"Why don't you answer the phone?"

Lee Kangseok lightly bit his thumbnail, hesitated, then turned his back and pressed the call button.

"...Hello."

A loud shout erupted through Lee Kangseok's small, cautious voice.

[Hey!! Lee Kangseok!!]

In less than a minute, Lee Kangseok's face turned deathly pale.

In Idol Maker, I was disappointed that I couldn't see his reaction in real-time when the article about him came out... but it seems the end for villains is all pretty similar.

It reminded me of Today Yu Hyeok during Shining Star Season 1.

"How pitiful."

He should have just done his own part well.

"What, what is it? Why is he acting like that?"

A commotion quickly spread among the staff.

Shin Heechan warily watched Lee Kangseok while inching toward me. He looked around at the murmuring staff and quickly pulled out his own phone.

《Shocking! Lee Kangseok's Power Abuse Incident Revisited》

《Patch Obtains Lee Kangseok's Phone Messages... The Star's True Face》

《Rumors of Lee Kangseok's Power Abuse Turn Out to Be True》

In the chaotic film set, only Min Jiheon sent me a steady gaze.

I met his eyes and smiled back.

Right, I'm not a very good person.

Just as you laughed when you heard it.

"Heechan, by any chance."

I slowly walked over to Shin Heechan, put my arm around his shoulder, and whispered in his ear.

"...Yes, hyung."

"Do you know judo?"

"...Excuse me?"

Shin Heechan stared at me with a dumbfounded expression.

It was a great pity that Jeong Dajun was not here to throw Lee Kangseok with a judo move.
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《Shocking! Lee Kangseok's Power Abuse Incident Revisited》

《Patch Obtains Lee Kangseok's Phone Messages... The True Face of a Star》

《Lee Kangseok's Power Abuse Rumors Revealed to be True》

Instantly, articles about Lee Kangseok spread.

「[Exclusive] Text Messages Between Lee Kangseok and Staff A Revealed

'Patch' obtained Lee Kangseok's phone and recovered his text messages.

Lee Kangseok: Do I have to teach you every little thing? Are you trying to show off how incompetent you are?

Staff A: You said you didn't like it last time, so I did it this way...

Lee Kangseok: Now you're blaming others?

Staff: No, I'm sorry.

Lee Kangseok: Just call the CEO yourself, and quit your job quickly. Or I'll make you quit...

(Omitted)

...」

Lee Kangseok's text messages, filled with endless slander and criticism of others, shocked the public. The content was the complete opposite of his existing image.

[Mr. Lee Kangseok... this is shocking.

He was pushing this super gentle and shy image, but this completely shatters it...]

[It's really true that there's never a quiet day in the entertainment industry... I guess I have to take down my Lee Kangseok poster ^^;;]

[Ugh, leaking texts, what a joke.

It's illegal, but they act like they're detectives, fuck ㅠ It's a celebrity's private life anyway, just leave them alone.

└ The class of people who consider power abuse part of private life.

└└ No, but this is an invasion of privacy;;]

[ㅋㅋ I feel a little bad for him... but he should've treated people around him better. How do texts with a staff member get leaked? Ugh, in the end, he just proved it himself.]

Although many reactions stated that the reporter had crossed a line, Lee Kangseok's popularity declined even faster.

「—Text messages with Seo Hoyun, presumed to be rookie actor B, were also found.

Lee Kangseok: Mr. Seo Hoyun

Lee Kangseok: Wouldn't it be better to admit your mistake and apologize now?

Lee Kangseok: I'm saying this as a senior in life and as a senior actor.

The messages were marked as read, but there was no reply.

Lee Kangseok: Hello

Lee Kangseok: Hello?

After that, the 'unread' marker on the messages never disappeared.

Therefore, 'Patch' concluded.

Perhaps Seo Hoyun had blocked Lee Kangseok.」

To top it off, a follow-up article published the messages Lee Kangseok had sent to Seo Hoyun.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun's personality is fucking hilarious]

[My actor has become one with his character. Kim Wooho and Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋ]

[The fact that he didn't even bother to reply is so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After that, a reevaluation of Seo Hoyun began.

[Seo Hoyun's attitude is seriously something else...]

[Honestly, I get why Seo Hoyun completely ignored Lee Kangseok... If Lee Kangseok clung to me like that, I'd be freaked the fuck out too ㅋ. I think Lee Kangseok really likes Min Jiheon... poor guy...]

[There are more videos than you'd think of Jiheon looking uncomfortable around Lee Kangseok ㅋㅋ

└ In the Day at Hope behind-the-scenes, he seemed to pay a lot of attention to Seo Hoyun, so I guess he's just shy around strangers...]

[But the thing about Seo Hoyun stealing Lee Kangseok's role hasn't been proven, right? Still, where there's smoke, there's fire...

└ Excuse me, just watch his acting.

└└ What are you saying to an actor who easily gets millions of views on his Kim Wooho clips these days? ㅋㅋ]

Although some people still raised questions about the unresolved suspicions, other posts quickly buried them.

[Title: I've been writing that Mr. Seo Hoyun is a good person all along

I was ignored or just cursed at back then, so I'm posting this again.

Mr. Seo Hoyun is a really good person.

I was brought in as a part-timer on Day at Hope and worked there for a short while, and Mr. Seo Hoyun was someone who always smiled and greeted the staff first.

I heard from others that the atmosphere was a bit tense at the beginning because of rumors that he was a parachute hire, but that's all nonsense.

You can tell by watching Day at Hope now... Mr. Seo Hoyun is Kim Wooho, to the point where you can't imagine anyone else.

Anyway, I never saw him show any sign of displeasure despite the tough filming schedule... and when the staff struggled with moving equipment, he would step up to help... (Ah... I did see him looking troubled because of the smoking scenes. In the end, the PD decided to handle it all with CG.)

Working with Mr. Seo Hoyun, I came to respect him as a person. I don't think there's a single staff member who dislikes Mr. Seo Hoyun.

He's a really good person.]

[Mr. Seo Hoyun is a really good person~ ♡♡

He's seriously easy on the eyes~

He's always treating us to coffee trucks!

Seo Hoyun_Signature.png

└ Wow, Kim Wooho!!! I'm so jealous ㅋㅠ~ Are you doing well??

└ Huh? You got his autograph? But why the rabbit drawing?

└└ Yeah ㅋㅋ It's a bit strange, but all the autographs Mr. Seo Hoyun gave our staff have a rabbit shape... Well, anyway!]

On top of that, verification posts from staff members who had worked with Seo Hoyun began to appear.

[Why is he giving autographs with a rabbit on them?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This actor is so fucking unpredictable ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wasn't Seo Hoyun pushing the Black Kitty image?? ㅋㅋ What a sudden betrayal]

[Please be careful. It's a cat with long ears, not a rabbit.]

[Our baby kitty who's kind even to the staff.]

Even Seo Hoyun's fans, who had been quiet, joined in, and public opinion gradually shifted in a positive direction.

[I guess Seo Hoyun is the real deal. Even when he was getting torn apart, a few posts defending him would always pop up, and now they're just pouring in.]

[The fact that staff members are posting under their real names shows how confident he is ㅋㅋ. His only scandal...

tormenting the CG team because he doesn't smoke.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ so funny ㅠ]

[Can't you tell by how he's close with the shy Min Jiheon? Seo Hoyun is really something else.]

Just as public interest was perfectly stoked, a new episode of Dead after Hope aired.

It was late at night, on the day Kim Wooho had moved to the Gangwon Province shelter after hearing his younger brother might be dead.

Min Hanjun woke suddenly, realized Kim Wooho was not in his spot, and followed the faint scent of cigarette smoke.

There, Kim Wooho leaned against a half-crumbled wall, smoking and gazing at the sky.

【Your brother, Kim Woohyung, don't you think he might be dead? After what we heard today...】

Min Hanjun finally asked the question he had kept deep in his heart.

【...Hanjun-ah, have you ever tried archery?】

Soft moonlight seeped onto Kim Wooho's face. White smoke curled from between his chapped lips, and the cigarette's ember glowed a conspicuous red.

【Calmness is crucial. If it breaks, you collapse endlessly. Just like I did.】

Then, the smoke spread like morning fog and obscured his pale face. Min Hanjun's eyelids, cast downward, trembled faintly, unable to meet his gaze.

He feared that Kim Wooho might be overcome by sorrow and become lost in it.

However,

【However, to put it another way. It means that as long as I'm not anxious, it's fine.】

The calm, sharp glint in his eyes, now visible again, was the same as the usual Kim Wooho.

【People will believe what they want to believe anyway, and they'll run their mouths about me... Fuck them.】

No matter what anyone said.

He had to ensure the tip of his arrow would never waver.

【He'll be just as tenacious and alive as I am, no matter where he is.】

His fingertips, gripping the bow tightly as if to declare his will, turned white.

【...Is that what you believe?】

【That's what I believe.】

He spoke of hope in a place full of despair.

【Simple, isn't it?】

Kim Wooho's lips curved into an arc.

Following this, the preview for the next episode appeared with the OST, but people could not escape the final scene's lingering feeling.

[Seo Hoyun is just Kim Wooho...]

[If it were me, I would've been screaming my head off from the start about how unfair it was and how Lee Kangseok was wrong, and then I probably would've been forced to quit the drama for being an eyesore.]

[Seo Hoyun hasn't made any statement until now, wow...

Showing his response through the drama is fucking insane ㅋㅋ]

[A true cat... shows it through "acting"...

└ Are you crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Our Seo-kitty is a brave kitty ㅠㅠㅠ sob sob sob]

With everything falling into place at the perfect time, the rumors about Seo Hoyun quickly faded.


Today was the day for filming the final and highlight scene.

I composed myself and walked before the camera.

[Upon arriving in Gangwon Province, what greeted the survivors was not a shelter, but countless infected. Min Hanjun carried the injured and unconscious Kim Woohyung on his back, and Kim Wooho escorted them as they began to flee. They couldn't help the people rolling and falling all around them. The moment they stopped, they would die too.]

Min Jiheon's gaze wavered uncontrollably.

Seo Hoyun pretended not to notice, pulling Min Jiheon along and quickening his pace.

[At a path blocked by the rubble of a collapsed building, Kim Wooho quickly assesses the situation. At this rate, they would all die a dog's death.]

Muttering a curse, Seo Hoyun rummaged through his pocket and took out a lighter.

[Unless someone makes a sacrifice.]

He looked at the pale face of Shin Heechan, who was unconscious on Min Jiheon's back.

“...Hanjun-ah.”

“Yes?!”

“You have to earn your keep.”

There was no mistaking what that single phrase meant.

Seo Hoyun tore a piece of cloth and fixed a bottle filled with oil and styrofoam to an arrow. Their eyes met. The moment Seo Hoyun's hand flicked the lighter on, Min Jiheon dashed forward.

Soon, the bowstring was drawn, and an explosion erupted among the infected.

The camera closed in on Seo Hoyun's face as he emerged through the black smoke.

“...Fucking terrifying.”

Now, even the back of the limp Shin Heechan was no longer visible. Seo Hoyun clicked his tongue softly and gripped the bowstring again.

Hot flames licked at his cheeks, and for the first time, his fingertips trembled. Sweat trickled from his forehead and collected on his incessantly trembling eyelashes.

He squeezed his eyes shut, and the drop of sweat flowed down his cheek like a tear.

Just then,

“Mr. Kim Wooho!!”

Hearing Min Jiheon's voice, Seo Hoyun relaxed his hand and released the string.

An infected that was about to pounce on him collapsed to the ground.

In Seo Hoyun's bewildered vision, he saw Min Jiheon, stained with sweat and tears, waving his arms wildly from atop the rubble of a distant building.

He had come back. With other reinforcements.

Just like the just and righteous 'Min Hanjun'.

“Don't you dare die on your own, you bastard!”

The surroundings were still filled with the infected, and the flames blazed fiercely.

Nevertheless, Seo Hoyun smiled.

“You crazy bastard, Min Hanjun.”

The blue sky reflected in his eyes.

.

.

.

A moment later, PD Jeong yelled, "Cut!"

At the same time, a thunderous cheer erupted.

“Great work, everyone!”

“Mr. Seo Hoyun. You worked so hard on the final shoot!”

“Huh?! It's the last shoot?”

“We already filmed all the later scenes in one go last time.”

Staff members holding fire extinguishers rushed to put out the fire.

“He really pulled it off in one take. Is it because he has great physical control?”

"Ahaha."

I lowered the arm holding the bow and smiled brightly.

Afterward, Min Hanjun would leave to find a way to save more people, and Kim Wooho would leave for his brother's treatment. They would part with only a promise to see each other again, alive. Thus, Kim Wooho's role in Dead after Hope would end.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun, how do you feel now that you've finished filming?”

Time to go back now.

“I guess I'll have fewer reasons to get soot on my face.”

"Huh? Ahaha!"

Beside me, the assistant director handed me a large bouquet of flowers.

I accepted it and looked at my Manager.

“...Um, I prepared something too.”

Just like during 'Please Take the Camera', I had prepared gift certificates and small message cards in advance.

“...Mr. Seo Hoyun!!”

“He's too nice for his own good...”

"Ahaha."

As I handed out the gifts to each staff member, a cheer suddenly erupted from behind.

“We got the ratings! A p-peak rating of 21 percent!!”

"Whaaat?!"

Starting with Lee Kangseok, the whole situation felt remarkably similar to the progression of 'Idol Maker'.

A staff member filming the behind-the-scenes video captured the delighted actors and production crew on camera.

“Wow, to hear such good news on the last day of Kim Wooho's filming.”

“He's the number one contributor!”

PD Jeong's face flushed red with excitement. He nodded vigorously and approached me.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“There was a lot of talk and a lot of trouble, but I'm really glad that the 'parachute' was you, Mr. Seo Hoyun.”

PD Jeong whispered softly and patted my back.

I smiled playfully.

After saying goodbye to all the staff, I turned from the set and headed to the van.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun.”

Min Jiheon called out to me.

He took the large bouquet, which was too heavy to hold with one hand, and walked beside me as if seeing me off.

Then he mumbled into my ear.

“You're relentless, absolutely relentless. How did you write letters for that many people? But why isn't there one for me?”

“I have something to talk to you about separately.”

His expression instantly hardened.

Before he returned to being an idol, it was now time to dig into Min Jiheon.


Chapter 305

Ding!

[Are you really going?]

[Min Jiheon is a quack! Do you really believe what he says?]

The alarm had been ringing noisily in my ear since I left Min Jiheon's shoot, and it seemed to have gotten sulky from being ignored. It displayed one last message with staticky text, as if telling me to do whatever I wanted, then disappeared.

“That flower bouquet is huge. Can you even carry that? Isn't it too conspicuous?”

The place we arrived at was familiar. It was the same cafe where I had spoken with him after the final shoot for Please Take the Camera.

The inside was completely empty, likely because he had rented the whole place out again.

“The Manager will come pick me up later.”

“Aha~.”

I clicked my tongue at Min Jiheon, who made a dazed sound with his cold face.

I know he's been trying to help me for a while, but I'm getting fed up with him always mumbling and running away. I can't tell if he's genuinely clueless or just trying to get out of the situation.

However, things were different now.

Except for my new profession as an 'actor', the situation and basic setup were quite similar. Even the characters were the same, though I couldn't find The Dawn or my little brother.

This meant that 'Idol Maker' and 'Actor Maker' were under similar controls, and the rules applied to me were likely the same.

Besides, back then, I had to deal with Min Jiheon without knowing anything. Now, he was the one warily observing me.

Drinks were already prepared at the table in the farthest corner.

Min Jiheon sat down first and pushed an americano toward me.

“Here, drink up.”

He was a bastard who acted slow and naive but was faster than anyone at making judgments and reading the mood. I had only eaten sweet things throughout the entire shoot.

This was obviously deliberate.

“...How on earth did you get the nickname Min Dajung?”

Min Jiheon spoke while obnoxiously sipping his frappuccino.

“Why? Wouldn't you say I have a pretty good personality?”

“Bullshit...”

I irritably pushed the americano aside and chugged some water. Min Jiheon tilted his head.

“It's true, though. It's just that my first impression of you, Seo Hoyun, was a bit off, so I was a little harsh.”

“What? Why?”

“Your face reading?”

I finally gave him a light smack on the head.

The kid pouted, swapped the drinks, and rubbed the top of his head with his palm.

“Ow, ow, that hurts... Can't you take a joke? Anyway, Kind Seo, just as you said yourself, you have some incredibly sticky, dark clumps clinging all around you. To a degree that even Lee Kangseok, who's getting a ton of hate these days, can't compare.”

“......”

“Would I want to talk to someone who carries that kind of thing around?”

...Well, I guess.

I couldn't say I didn't understand.

It was bad enough that I suspected my infamy was the reason I was brought over to 'Idol Maker'.

Min Jiheon sipped his americano and scanned me from head to toe.

“But it's strange. Why does it seem to be getting fainter?”

“Fainter?”

“Hmm...”

Min Jiheon savored his coffee without answering. He saw my fist slowly rising and quickly opened his mouth.

“Ah, no, I mean, your face reading seems to be getting better... as if you've become a different person?”

My lips twisted into a smirk.

“Hey, I don't believe in people changing for the better.”

“Same here.”

Min Jiheon's face was etched with exhaustion after a series of high-intensity shoots.

There's no way he could have been naive in the first place.

Not with his ability, nor with the family history he had so calmly described. Not to mention his experience in the entertainment industry from a young age and his current position as a top star.

He, like me, must have learned to read the room to get by.

“I also believe that people don't change easily.”

Min Jiheon's eyes rested gently on me.

“...However, strangely enough, it seems someone truly believes that they can.”

“Get to the point.”

“...Seo Hoyun, have you ever died before?”

The sound of him slurping his frappuccino was the only thing that echoed through the cafe.

Min Jiheon let out a small sigh and continued.

“I've thought it was strange all along. You seem to be teetering precariously on the line between life and death, but if you died and came back to life...”

So?

As I raised an eyebrow, Min Jiheon leaned his upper body forward slightly and whispered.

“How did you die?”

“Crushed.”

“...Ahem, my apologies.”

Watching him awkwardly straighten up, I collected my thoughts and slowly opened my mouth.

“...There are two things I need to achieve to become whole.”

It's a long shot anyway. It doesn't matter whether he tells me or not. Once I return to the other side, the Min Jiheon who played 'Min Hanjun' won't be there.

“Things you need to achieve?”

“The first is to build recognition.”

Following the Main Scenario, completing Quests, and becoming an A-List Idol that everyone acknowledges.

However, the standard for being 'Tier 1' was ambiguous. It wasn't clear if it was based on album sales, fandom size, or annual revenue. It wasn't even clear if it was judged by the public's standards or the metrics of K-Pop fans. The System Window wasn't just going to pop up one day and say, 'Ta-da! You have achieved Tier 1, congratulations!' and obediently send me back to being a PD.

That's why I just chose the most basic thing, 'popularity'.

“And the second?”

Min Jiheon's eyes narrowed as if he were sizing something up.

“Next is...”

The Scenario Quest.

I wondered for a moment how to explain it, then decided to simplify it.

“...earning the trust of those around me.”

“......”

Min Jiheon tilted his head with a somewhat displeased expression.

“Don't tell me that's it? Recognition and trust?”

I fought to keep my mouth from turning up and pressed my lips together to look serious.

“I didn't think you were that dense, Seo Hoyun.”

The kid tapped his fingers on the table, pointed at my drink, then suddenly snatched it and poured it into his mouth. Half of the frappuccino vanished in an instant.

I wonder what this pig is trying to do. I'll just stay quiet for now.

“Look, I just took a sip of your drink, Seo Hoyun. Do you feel like you should demand something in return?”

“Money.”

“Aha...”

'Is this why he doesn't get it?' Min Jiheon muttered under his breath, then handed me the americano.

“Drink it.”

“I don't like caffeine.”

“...I'll skip the metaphor. I wouldn't say anything even if you ate my food. Why?”

He pulled the americano back again and added, “Because it doesn't matter. It's not like I'll die if I don't eat it, right?”

“......”

“In other words, small acts of kindness don't require a price.”

Min Jiheon hesitated for a moment, brushing his lips with his long, white fingers.

“But, if you receive something important, a fitting price will surely follow.”

So, for me to be given a new life... that meant another life was required.

It wasn't something I hadn't anticipated, but having someone else spell it out for me felt truly awful.

“I suppose the recognition and trust are crucial for filling in the parts that still remain empty. If you're going to force yourself into someone else's clothes, you need a plausible reason to do so.”

Min Jiheon had said something similar before. That the reason I had de-aged and was struggling as an idol was because I was loved.

What if someone who wanted to save me sacrificed themselves to create this present?

...Fuck.

A wave of exhaustion washed over me. I sank deeper into my chair.

“...Looks like you weren't completely unaware of the fact. Seeing as you're not very surprised.”

Thinking about it, I would have been horrified too if I were Min Jiheon. To be wandering around, neither dead nor alive, covered in disgusting clumps, and at the cost of someone else's life.

“Alright, so.”

Just as a myriad of thoughts flooded my mind, Min Jiheon clapped his hands once. CLAP.

“I think I've done my part. Now it's Seo Hoyun's turn to give me an answer.”

“......”

I thought it was suspicious that he was playing along so obediently, but it turns out he just wasn't interested in me at all.

He didn't care about the other person's feelings or mood. He just wanted to quickly satisfy my needs to get the answer he wanted.

I stared at Min Jiheon for a moment before slowly lowering my gaze.

A beaded bracelet rested neatly on his wrist.

“...Jiheon-ah.”

“......”

Feeling a sense of foreboding at the familiar way I called his name, Min Jiheon frowned and leaned back as far as he could.

However, the problem was that he was already here with me.

“How about you use that ability of yours on me, just once.”

“...Ex-excuse me?”

The moment Min Jiheon's voice cracked in bewilderment, the System Window popped out in surprise.

Ding!

[What???]

[Wait, hold on!]

The text was broken and distorted at the edges, as if it were shocked.

“Right now.”

I ignored it and spoke firmly.

There's still something I need to verify.

Min Jiheon put up a wall and cowered like a small, threatened animal.

“...Why... No, I don't want to.”

“It's not a big deal for you, is it?”

“Do I really have to do that? I have a bad feeling about this...”

“C'mon~, it'll be nothing.”

“It hurts, you know. For me, too.”

“No, no, it'll be fine.”

“......”

For a professional, the skill of whining is a basic requirement.

I continued to ignore the System Window, which flashed warnings one after another.

“Aren't you curious about what will happen?”

“Jiheon isn't curious at all.”

“Hyung is really asking you.”

Min Jiheon, who was surprisingly soft, had his eyes waver at the single word 'asking'.

I dropped a line that would sway him even more.

“Just once. After that, I'll give you the answer right away, and if you want, I'll never appear in front of you again.”

“......”

Min Jiheon chewed on his lower lip, squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them and slightly rolled up his sleeve.

“...You're the kind of person who could sell an air conditioner at the South Pole...”

“Thanks for the compliment.”

Even after that, he hesitated several more times, muttering curses under his breath.

“Tsk...”

I waited, pretending not to hear. A moment later, the clinking sound of the bracelet's beads hit each other.

“【O, fragment that fills the empty vessel.】”

At the same time, my vision wavered, and it felt as if all the blood vessels in my body were constricting.

“【This is not your place...】”

However, that was all.

The gut-wrenching pain from my stomach, the sharp ringing in my ears, and time flowing slowly like a movie in slow motion. All those things that made me feel like an out-of-place foreign object...

“【I command you to depart.】”

...were not detected.

In fact, Min Jiheon's voice, which hissed like a snake yet boomed as if underwater, was crystal clear in my ears.

The System Window remained silent, with no ERRORs.

Drip. Drip.

Just then, I felt a warm sensation from my nose.

“...Hup...”

It was reddish. It was blood.

The pressure that had been closing in from all sides suddenly released.

“A nosebleed, you have a nosebleed!”

As I slowly raised my hand to wipe under my nose, Min Jiheon's face turned deathly pale.

“Uwaaah, this is why I said I didn't want to do it...!”

He hurriedly pulled out a tissue and handed it to me.

“Agh, I really hate the sight of blood... Wait, Seo Hoyun, you're the one who suggested this first. I tried to stop you.”

My head was ringing a little, but my condition wasn't bad. Min Jiheon was perfectly fine, too.

“Are you okay?”

Min Jiheon had used his ability exactly twice until now. Once when we met at the Korean restaurant, and again when we went to see Kang Ichae's mentor performance stage. Both times, his body had suffered a severe backlash.

“Should I call the Manager? Should we go to the hospital?”

“Jiheon-ah, hyung needs to think, so shut up for a second.”

But this time, all I got was a nosebleed?

Is it because this is Actor Maker?

If so, it contradicted my premise that both worlds were under similar rules.

What is the truth? Is the current situation an exception, or is it because my prediction was correct?

“What? Why aren't you saying anything?”

Min Jiheon grew restless as he looked at my narrowed eyes.

He doesn't seem to know anything more than this.

My business with him was done. I stood up from my seat, still holding one hand to my nose. I was tired and wanted to rest.

“That's enough. You worked hard.”

“...Huh?”

As I tried to walk away, Min Jiheon's eyes widened, and he blocked my path.

“Wait! I haven't gotten my answer yet! Aren't you going to keep your promise?”

“Jiheon-ah.”

I pulled away the quickly soaked tissue, tossed it on the table, and said, “Did we, like, sign a contract or something?”

If you feel wronged, you should have recorded it.

Seeing Min Jiheon's jaw tremble, I turned my back without any lingering feelings and left the cafe.

With one hand, I texted the Manager. With the other, I pressed my nose again. The blood, which hadn't stopped, trickled down my wrist and stained my collar.

“......”

I called out to the System Window in a low tone.

“Come out before I get angry.”

Ding!

[...You're already angry.]

The thing that would normally be throwing a fit was quiet. However, its blue light wavered intensely, as if it were extremely anxious.

Its attitude gradually confirmed my suspicions.

“Show me the Play Guide.”

[PD Seo Hoyun, who lives by ruining other people's lives, has been possessed by Actor Maker. Except for certain individuals, no one remembers you as a PD.]

[To escape this world and return to where you originally lived, to become an idol again, you must clear Actor Maker. If you fail to complete it, you will be unable to log out forever.]

[Become a Hallyu Star or a Ten-Million-Seller Actor!]

A Hallyu Star, or a Ten-Million-Seller Actor.

“This is fun, really fun.”

[...What is?]

Lately, after rebooting the system through my subconscious, I had been enjoying a peaceful life. No errors, no instability.

And so, I wanted to confirm it through Min Jiheon.

I had hypothesized that if I wasn't greatly affected by his ability, my current state was quite stable. This was true even though I couldn't eliminate the variable of being in 'Actor Maker' instead of 'Idol Maker'.

And in the end, look.

I'm perfectly fine.

“Are you going to let me clear it soon and send me back?”

[Pardon?]

In such a situation, a Glitch suddenly appeared, and I was brought over to 'Actor Maker', and through a person who remembers me from my PD days, no less.

Isn't it too much of a coincidence to be just a coincidence?

I took my hand away from my nose and smirked.

“Hey, you bastard.”

To sum it up, there was a high probability that the reason I ended up here wasn't because of an error.

In other words, the system intentionally dropped me here.

“Did you want me to become an actor that badly?”

To a wonderful world where I could earn double the points.


Chapter 306

“I knew something was strange from the beginning.”

[What are you talking about?]

I whistled as I watched the System Window try to play dumb.

“An actor, out of the blue. Don't you think that's ridiculous?”

This game world had already turned an ordinary PD into an idol, all under the pretext of saving my life. It would not be strange for it to use any excuse to turn that idol into an actor.

As I considered the situation, my speculation split into two possibilities.

First, I might have been transferred to 'Actor Maker', just like when a major crisis forced me into my subconscious.

But that's not it.

There had been no signs of a crisis. My recent days had been very peaceful.

Second, this was a hidden event in the game.

This one seems plausible.

I guessed it was a secret event, triggered by completing a specific Quest or interacting with a certain character.

“Jeong Cheongyeon, her memories came back for a moment, didn't they?”

My face was everywhere during my idol activities, yet she only just now recognized me. If her memories returned temporarily, her bewildered reaction to my younger appearance also made sense.

In other words, it deliberately dropped me here.

The easy Quests that poured down like Christmas presents and the overly generous point rewards strengthened my suspicion. This was 'Idol Maker', a place born from Jeong Cheongyeon's Curse acting as the final Infamy Points, yet it was strangely full of goodwill towards me.

If my encounter with her, someone who held negative feelings for me, and her recognition of me were some kind of trigger, and a Glitch then threw me into a Beta Server, it all roughly fit together.

[Wait!]

“I was a bit flustered, but I've grasped the situation now. I think I have the answer.”

When I go back, Jeong Cheongyeon's memories will probably be gone again so it won't interfere with my idol activities.

[No, no, wait a minute!]

[Do you really think I sent you here?]

In the end, I had no proof. It was just my own theory.

I laughed at the System Window as it shook in apparent surprise.

“You bastard, I'm not blaming you, so stop with the bullshit.”

After all, an event's purpose is for the Player. Looked at that way, it aligned with the claims of this thing that always blabbered about being for my sake.

In the end,

This place is just a point goldmine.

My search for a grand cause only made me wander in circles. I did not know if my accumulated experience stats would carry over, but my acting skills had improved and I had earned a decent amount of points.

“Honestly, it wasn't bad.”

The System Window remained silent, its blue light merely shimmering. It waited for my next words.

“But it's time to go back now. I have to check on the kids, too.”

Several months had already passed since I came here. Since I collapsed inside the company, they must have handled the aftermath somehow, but I was sure various schedules were being delayed.

“Let's stop. I'll let it slide that you made me suffer.”

[...Really?]

“Why? Should I not let it slide?”

[No, no, no!! That's not it...]

The System Window went blank for a moment, then set off fireworks.

[Oh my god... For Seo Hoyun to let this go so easily, you've gotten a little soft, and to think of 'Idol Maker' as a place to return to... and you miss your members...?!]

That was a bit of a leap.

When did I say I miss the members? I said I have to check on them.

The truth was, I had rested a lot while acting and was starting to get tired of it. Besides, I could only return to my original life by completing 'Idol Maker'. I was also aware that it would be dangerous if my knees got any rustier.

However, I had no intention of correcting the misunderstanding of this thing, which was making a fuss as if it were deeply moved.

[I'm really, really, really so touched that I want to do as you wish...]

“......”

[It's because it's a genuine error.]

So it's going to deny it to the end?

My eyes narrowed.

“Then I guess I'll have to go back to Min Jiheon.”

[What??]

“Since you're so incompetent, I'll have to ask Min Jiheon. That cultist bastard might be able to do it, right?”

[Whaaat???]

As I started back up the stairs, new windows popped up one after another like mushrooms after a rain.

[You'll be in big trouble, really!]

“So what? It's already a mess.”

[Do you think Min Jiheon will seriously listen to you?]

[From what I saw earlier, you stormed out like you'd never see each other again! Do you think he'll listen to Seo Hoyun's request?]

“If I gently bribe him with food, it'll work out somehow.”

While the system blinked, seemingly at a loss for words, my feet diligently climbed the stairs.

Just as I reached the cafe and was about to grab the doorknob,

[Wait a minute!!!]

Just as I thought.

A window hastily appeared and blocked my path.

[It's an err]

[An errr]

[Agh]

[It's definitely an error.]

“......”

[No, listen. It is an error, but I never said I wouldn't do anything about it.]

[I will try to see if you can transfer to 'Idol Maker' right now.]

I turned, leaned against the wall with my arms crossed, and cocked an eyebrow. It was a signal to hurry up.

[Return to Idol Maker?

Yes / No]

“Right now.”

I nodded without hesitation.

[Synchronizing recognition level...]

Look at this.

The smooth process seemed to confirm that this bastard was the culprit after all.

[Synchronizing points...]

I wonder if there will be another event like this. If there is, will it be a trip to another Beta Server, just like this one was for an 'actor'? Will that also be a profession where I can gain recognition?

Just as my thoughts reached that point,

T-RING!

[E R R O R]

An error message appeared.

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

[E R R O R]

Then, the System Window vanished all at once. At the same time, my vision flickered and my body hit the floor.

“...This fucking bastard...”

The System Window was restored by the time the curse barely escaped my lips.

[...Huh?]

[Eh?? This isn't right... It should have worked...]

Soon, my vision filled with code. A stream of new values was entered, but nothing changed. After a moment of silence, the System Window presented its conclusion.

[That's right. This was, in fact, a genuine error...]

Of course, that was bullshit.

“Stop feeding me lies, you bastard.”

[...No, I didn't know it would turn out like this... I told you not to meet Min Jiheon.]

The system grumbled resentfully. It seemed the current ERROR was an aftereffect of using Min Jiheon's ability.

“This wouldn't have happened if you had just obediently told me everything.”

I swatted away the whining System Window and slumped down on the stairs. I needed a moment to clear my head. Judging by its actions, it did not seem to be lying.

[...Are you okay?]

“I'm not okay.”

Should I press it further or come up with another plan?

Even if I met Min Jiheon again, it was true that he would not tell me anything obediently, just as the System Window said.

That bastard specializes in getting on people's nerves, going on about some black mass nearby, or some fragment of existence, and so on...

“...A fragment.”

A memory flashed in my mind.

“That's it! The fragment!”

Min Jiheon had said it before. He had said that the character 'Lee Jeonghun' came into the world because a fragment of existence had flowed into it.

If 'Actor Maker' was the same...

“Hey! You just focus on fixing the problem!”

[Huh??]

I hurried down the stairs. Just then, a van was pulling into the underground parking lot.

“Manager-nim!”

“Huh? W-Why are you greeting me so warmly all of a sudden?”

I immediately got into the car and spoke without pausing.

“You said you received a bunch of scripts before, right? Where are they?”

“Right, I knew you weren't actually happy to see me...”

The slightly sullen Manager's expression quickly broke into a wide grin. He opened the glove box in the front seat and handed me a stack of scripts.

“Here you go~! You didn't even glance at them before, are you finally interested?!”

It was common to prepare for the next project while filming one, so quite a few offers had already come in. The impact of Kim Wooho must have been huge, as I even saw some lead roles among them.

I let the Manager's chattering go in one ear and out the other as I quickly skimmed through the scripts. Most were just drama proposals with about one or two episodes' worth of material.

The first one I checked was a spy action story about a protagonist from the National Intelligence Service.

“Ooh! That action one! It was straightforward and refreshing, without any frustrating parts!”

I read it just in case, but it was not what I was looking for. I tossed it into the back seat and moved on to the next.

The next was about the chaotic hospital life of a genius intern fresh out of medical school. It seemed to have some romance mixed in, too.

“That one's good too! In fact, romance is the best genre for a rookie actor to make an impression on the public... Right, you're not interested.”

The Manager seemed to have read all the scripts, as he knew them inside and out. As I rummaged through them, one title caught my eye.

“...A drama about the entertainment industry?”

“Ah, ah~! That one's good too~.”

I unfolded the proposal while listening to him.

“It's a drama co-produced by our WH Entertainment and Studio Olio. They say it's a growth drama about a PD who plans a survival competition program, uncovers the contestants' pasts, solves cases, and leads the show to success. The protagonist PD has a unique personality, so it should be good for catching the viewers' attention! The title of the drama is... uh...”

I slowly read the letters written on the script's cover.

“Shining Star.”

“That's it, that one!”

I knew it.

With precedents like 'Please Take the Camera' and 'Dead after Hope', I figured there must be more works influenced by the fragments. From the title to the plot, even from a hundred meters away, anyone could tell it was another fragment that had flowed in.

If I can't return to 'Idol Maker' right away, I might as well make the most of this situation.

Filming two dramas so far had often given me information I did not even know myself. Perhaps this drama also held a hidden truth.

Besides, doesn't the protagonist in 'Shining Star' uncover the contestants' pasts?

“...Interesting.”

Maybe even information about the last remaining Kang Ichae scenario...

I quickly racked my brain. I had already wasted a lot of time here. I could not just wait for 'Shining Star' to air.

“When does filming for this start?”

The Manager asked through the rearview mirror, his eyes sparkling. “Why? Did you like that one?”

“Yes. This PD role seems like a perfect fit for me.”

“......”

This drama probably copied my life anyway, so who else would play the protagonist but me?

“...The PD? The protagonist?”

The overjoyed Manager, however, looked away flustered and hesitated.

“...Um...”

“The casting isn't finished yet, right?”

“Uh, Hoyun-ah... that's all great... No, I know the protagonist's personality would be a perfect match for you.”

“Or is there someone already slated for the role? It's fine. I'll meet with the director once. I can persuade him quickly.”

“...You still can't do it.”

The Manager stammered, cutting me off in a cautious tone.

“...Why?”

I frowned slightly and asked again, but the Manager's hands just fidgeted nervously on the steering wheel.

“Who is this person they've chosen? A third-generation chaebol?”

“...It's not that.”

The Manager hesitated to answer, but finally spoke after receiving my cold glare.

“The protagonist... is a woman...”

“......”

“......”

“......”
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'Shining Star'

It was the program I had appeared on as a member of The Dawn, and the title of a drama currently in planning in 'Actor Maker'.

The drama was scheduled for co-production by WH Entertainment and Studio Olio, with a release on a domestic OTT platform.

With global interest in K-Pop at an all-time high, the intention was to properly utilize related content by collaborating with an entertainment agency.

The overall plot was simple.

A PD, whose idea was stolen due to pressure from above, gritted her teeth and came up with a new show format.

It was a competition program that gathered aspiring singers whose talents had been overlooked and selected a winner through a survival show.

At first, the protagonist was driven solely by the goal of success. As filming progressed, however, she learned about the contestants' stories and gradually began to support their dreams, passion, and youth.

In the end, they grew together, the show concluded successfully, and the drama ended.

Except for the happy ending, it was my story no matter how I looked at it.

“Haah...”

Or so I thought, but I had overlooked one thing.

In this game called 'Tycoon', there was one other PD famous for competition programs.

This is just Kim Heeyeong...

I tore at my hair in a cafe inside the WH Entertainment building and opened the script I had already read several times.

The character was a 34-year-old PD from WBC Broadcasting Station named Seo Euiyoung.

She was a character who despised injustice, corruption, and wrongdoing, and she possessed an unwavering conviction.

She was a person who put her beliefs into practice.

Her age was younger than the real Kim Heeyeong, and even younger than my inner self.

[Seo Euiyoung: My only regret, you see.]

[Seo Euiyoung: Is that I didn't kill that salary-sucking, corrupt bastard with my own hands.]

I've heard that a lot.

Just skimming a few lines of dialogue, it was clearly Kim Heeyeong.

Then again, she was a better fit for a protagonist than I was. If she were a character in an RPG, her given class would always have been a hero.

I gulped down the drink in front of me, trying to quell the boiling frustration inside.

The only silver lining was that there wasn't even a hint of romance.

Get a grip.

I didn't know how long the error caused by Min Jiheon's ability would last, so I had to use my time efficiently.

I closed the script and rummaged through the drama's proposal again.

I skimmed the brief character introductions with my finger.

Seong Juhyeon dropped out of high school to devote himself to dancing and joined Shining Star, only to have a school violence controversy erupt during the broadcast.

Ji Youngwon couldn't stand the corruption at a major agency and ran out.

The names were different, but the details were so similar to The Dawn's history that it was unsettling.

My brow furrowed in displeasure.

Whatever, it's fine...

They would never see this drama anyway, so I just had to endure it.

I clicked my tongue and flipped half-heartedly through the pages.

Diring!

[But there's no Seo Hoyun?]

Indeed.

No matter how much I looked, I couldn't find a role that seemed to be based on me.

So the role offered to me was...

“Hoyun-hyung!!”

Just as I closed the script and started to get up, Shin Heechan spotted me from the cafe entrance and rushed over.

“Shin Heechan?”

“Whoa! Why does it feel like it's been so long?”

He really did resemble the maknae.

I had no reason to get involved with him and was about to just say hello and leave, but Min Jiheon suddenly popped his head out from behind Shin Heechan.

“......”

His face was smooth and he looked to be in great shape.

“Well, look who it is. The scam Expert.”

“Do you know me?”

“You're quick to cut ties, aren't you.”

He nonchalantly plopped into the seat next to me. The dazed look in his eyes was gone, replaced by a slight upward tilt that suggested he still held a grudge over what happened.

I shifted my gaze to Shin Heechan.

“But Shin Heechan, why are you here?”

“I've got a meeting today! I just ran into Jiheon-hyung right out front.”

Shin Heechan looked between Min Jiheon and me, then smiled brightly.

“You know how WH Entertainment is producing a new drama with Studio Olio, right? I'm playing the youngest cast member.”

“The youngest cast member?”

“Yes! I play an aspiring singer who almost wasted several years because of a fraudulent agency contract!”

“......”

That's Jeong Dajun.

I shut my mouth, feeling a little fed up.

Shin Heechan seemed thrilled, having received many good role offers thanks to Dead after Hope.

“Especially Shining Star! The script was so fun I stayed up all night and read it the day I got it! The next day, I went straight to the Management Team director and practically begged him, clinging to his pants, saying I wanted to do this project! He was against it, saying I should take a bigger role, but I was successfully cast and even finished the script reading a while ago! Well, there is a slight problem, though...”

“What is it?”

“The actor who was confirmed for a role got injured, so they're urgently looking for a replacement.”

Aha.

“Anyway, the new person will probably start right with filming.”

I listened quietly as Shin Heechan looked around, leaned in, and whispered.

“By the way, Hoyun-hyung. It's super obvious who the character they need to replace is based on.”

“...Yes?”

“Well.”

After swallowing hard, Shin Heechan lowered his voice.

“It's a character named Kang Jiseong, and I'm guessing he's modeled after Joo Woosung of Black Call.”

He's right.

The idol of idols, the celebrity of celebrities, the star of entertainers.

Kang Jiseong was a character who seemed to be a carbon copy of Black Call's Joo Woosung.

Joo Woosung, originally a mentor on Shining Star Season 2, had been transformed into the drama role of Kang Jiseong, an acquaintance of PD Seo Euiyoung who occasionally gives advice to the contestants.

“He's so charming. If Kang Jiseong and Seo Euiyoung get involved in a romance, the ratings would shoot up...”

“The writer will handle it.”

I'm strongly against it.

“...Ah, ah, yes. Right. I got a little ahead of myself.”

I watched Shin Heechan scratch his head and laugh awkwardly as I gathered my script. Then I heard Min Jiheon's voice, drawing out his words.

“Joo Woo...sung...”

A chilling premonition shot through the top of my head.

“Well, I'm busy, so I'll be going...”

“Do you know him?”

This bastard has noticed something.

I stood up quickly, but Min Jiheon spoke first.

“......”

Not too fast, not too slow.

In a moderate tone.

“Oh. Is that so?”

I answered nonchalantly, but Min Jiheon's eyes curved as he laughed.

At this rate, I felt like he would soon figure out that I was from another place.

Even though Min Jiheon exuded a chilly aura, Shin Heechan clung to him without hesitation and whined.

“Hyung, Jiheon-hyung! Please give me some acting tips. I was happy when I got the role, but now that I'm facing it, I've got no idea what this character is thinking. He seems so cheerful, but then at other times, he's endlessly mature...”

Bouncy is Bouncy, what else is there to it.

I didn't add anything. I thought Min Jiheon would just brush it off, but he surprisingly opened his mouth.

“Try imagining that you've become that person.”

“......”

“I find that's the easiest way.”

After saying that, Min Jiheon turned his eyes toward me.

“Things like, what kind of family did this person grow up in, how did they come to like this kind of food, what is the origin of this behavior.”

“Ooh! That sounds good!”

“If you immerse yourself, you'll find the answers surprisingly easily. Even why that person acted that way.”

Then, Min Jiheon rested his chin on his hand and smiled meaningfully.

“Why their personality turned sour, why they use people so easily, why they're indifferent to the thoughts of others...”

“Huh??”

“Isn't that right, Hoyun?”

What do you want from me.

I decided to really leave before Min Jiheon's crappy acting lecture could continue.

It wasn't a difficult role. I didn't need his help. I already knew the subject well.

He was someone with strong pride in his profession and overflowing confidence in his skills.

He was a person brimming with talent who, despite being loved by many, was lost in emptiness and failed to see his surroundings.

After sticking by his side for nearly two and a half years, I had figured out all his habits.

“Huh?!”

I was about to leave when Shin Heechan belatedly noticed the Shining Star script and proposal in my hand and his eyes widened.

“Hoyun-hyung, why do you have the Shining Star script? Are you in it too?”

“......”

“Is it a special appearance, by any chance?”

I downed the last bit of my drink, which sloshed at the bottom of the glass, before I answered.

“......”

The role I was offered is a bit funny, but...

“It's Kang Jiseong.”

It was Joo Woosung.


SHAKE.

SHAKE SHAKE SHAKE.

“I don't get nervous...”

“Please stop shaking your leg!”

The rustle of clothes echoed loudly in the Studio Olio meeting room. Even after the assistant director spoke, Director Ju Hyeongchang couldn't stop his bouncing leg.

This was a hastily arranged meeting for a matter that had recently given him a headache.

I never thought I'd have to replace an actor because of an injury.

From the beginning, he felt the character profile for 'Kang Jiseong' was too demanding.

He had to have a handsome face with elegant, refined features, possess superhuman dancing skills, and be a good singer on top of it all.

“Damn it! Where the hell am I supposed to find an actor like that!”

“Director, there you go again.”

It was an impossible task.

He could roughly match the looks. The musical theater scene was full of actors who could dance decently and sing well.

However, when the condition of capturing an idol's vibe was added, there were no options left.

He had barely persuaded the main writer to accept the actor confirmed for 'Kang Jiseong', as she complained he wasn't the image she had envisioned.

Forced once again into casting hell, Director Ju genuinely wanted to cry.

“Let's just get rid of the dancing and singing. I can match the visuals as best I can. There are so many handsome actors with idol-like looks these days.”

“Ah, w-well, but, there's an actor I've had my eye on lately...”

“......”

“Someone who's totally cat-like and cute!!”

“......”

A few weeks ago, the main writer he met for work had been busy praising someone, spitting with excitement.

How could he dance to idol choreography so well, and how handsome was his face, he was overflowing with natural talent and charm, maybe he was a trainee, this and that, blah blah.

That someone was none other than Seo Hoyun.

When the role she considered most important suddenly became vacant, the main writer was a bit disheartened, but she soon began to pester Director Ju to offer the role of Kang Jiseong to Seo Hoyun.

Realistically, however, the chances of Seo Hoyun accepting this drama were slim.

Rumors were secretly circulating that Seo Hoyun's side was rejecting every project, perhaps intending to take a break after Dead after Hope.

The production team, excluding the main writer who kept asking if they couldn't just try one more time, started looking for other candidates. Then, a call suddenly came from WH Entertainment.

And today was the day they were scheduled to meet with Seo Hoyun.

“But why did Seo Hoyun suddenly change his mind?”

“Who knows? How would we know what he's thinking? This industry's so fickle...”

“Ah, damn. It hurts my pride. If it weren't for this writer, I would never... with a rookie actor like this...”

“Gasp, Director! Shh!”

Director Ju and the assistant director were whispering while they waited for Seo Hoyun. Then, with a knock, the meeting room door opened.

knock knock

“Hello. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

Seo Hoyun greeted them with an affable smile. His hair was dyed a dark brown, not the black from Dead after Hope.

Director Ju, who had been grumbling just moments before, shot up from his seat with a bright expression.

“Seo Hoyun! Wahaha! Welcome, welcome.”

"Haha, yes."

As it was, no other suitable replacements could pull off the role of 'Kang Jiseong'.

Having been in the industry for a while, Director Ju could pretend to like someone he didn't, as long as he needed them.

“Seo Hoyun, I'm sorry for calling you in so suddenly.”

“Not at all. In fact, I'm more sorry for replying so late.”

The atmosphere is pretty good.

Seo Hoyun set the guitar case from his shoulder on the floor and took a seat.

Director Ju decided to build some rapport and asked Seo Hoyun a casual question.

“It's a bit late, have you eaten? You should eat something hearty.”

“Ah, me?”

Seo Hoyun's lips formed a soft curve.

“I had kimchi fried rice.”

“Ah, kimchi fried rice! It's delicious!”

Just as Director Ju was about to talk about the project, Seo Hoyun added another comment.

“Yesterday too.”

“...Huh?”

“The day before yesterday too.”

In that moment, Seo Hoyun was recalling Min Jiheon's advice.

“And the day before that...”

“......”

To act as a character, first act like that person.

Seo Hoyun was faithfully portraying Joo Woosung.
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“Ah, ahaha, haha. Hoyun, you must really love kimchi fried rice! I'm the same way with jajangmyeon. I could eat it for all three meals and be perfectly happy.”

“Hahahaha.”

“This is just a casual meeting today, so don't be nervous. Just think of it as a light chat, okay?”

Director Joo smoothly eased the atmosphere. He pressed the record button on the camcorder the assistant director had already set up. This simple meeting would substitute for a formal audition.

Even after seeing Seo Hoyun in person, a part of Director Joo remained skeptical. His ambition as a director, however, began to surface.

In Director Joo's judgment, the most important thing for dramas about the entertainment industry, especially when the character was an idol, was not singing, dancing, or acting ability. Of course, those skills were a bonus. Appearance was the top priority.

This industry had plenty of handsome faces, but finding an actor with a unique idol-like feel who was not a current idol was very difficult.

He had initially dismissed Seo Hoyun as just a pretty boy with delicate features. Now, seeing Seo Hoyun up close, it truly felt like meeting a real idol.

“Look at Seo Hoyun's styling today. I really think he could go on stage right now and not look out of place.”

Director Joo nodded, agreeing with the assistant director whispering beside him.

When Seo Hoyun appeared on TV as Kim Wooho in Dead after Hope, his looks were pleasant. Perhaps because of the role, however, he had looked a bit worn down by the world.

The man before him now was somehow different. His hair was dyed a slightly lighter color, and he was dressed simply in a white short-sleeved t-shirt and jeans. A pure yet hard-to-describe sparkle seemed to radiate from him.

“Thank you for having me.”

Facing Seo Hoyun's friendly smile, Director Joo recalled his phone call with PD Jeong from a few days ago. He had asked about Seo Hoyun before the meeting, and PD Jeong had showered him with praise. PD Jeong said he was kind, affectionate, and the best colleague to work with.

There are no other candidates yet. He's not bad. Still, I should see more to decide if he fits the role...

He had no intention of making him dance or sing right here.

Director Joo wanted only one thing from Seo Hoyun. He wanted the essence of the character, revealed through his attitude, expressions, and actions. He wanted the Kang Jiseong that Seo Hoyun would portray.

“Seo Hoyun, I'd like to hear how you've interpreted the character. I'm going to ask you a simple question, and I want you to answer how that person would act.”

“......”

Director Joo cleared his throat and asked, “Ahem, you're walking down the hallway of a broadcast station and a junior greets you. How would Kang Jiseong act in this situation?”

“'Oh, hey,' and then he'd walk right past.”

Seo Hoyun demonstrated, flicking his hand casually with an indifferent expression. He then smiled brightly and added, “But Joo... no, Kang Jiseong probably wouldn't even know who greeted him.”

“...Why do you think so?”

“Because he's not interested in the other person. He's probably used to the one-sided affection from those around him, but I believe he's also been burned by relationships so much that he's built up high walls.”

For a moment, Director Joo's eyes glinted sharply.

“Oh, that's interesting. Then what if someone he doesn't like gets clingy with Kang Jiseong? How would he react?”

“Ah...”

Seo Hoyun's gaze wandered through the air as if searching for a memory. He tilted his head slightly.

“Sorry.”

Then, he tugged one corner of his mouth into a smirk.

“I don't really remember people with unremarkable faces.”

Director Joo did not show it, but he was impressed.

It was a perfect answer.

After reaching the pinnacle of the idol world, Kang Jiseong could not purely accept people's kindness and goodwill. He believed there was a hidden motive behind everything. Naturally, he became indifferent to his surroundings.

“What if, like in the drama's plot, Kang Jiseong finds someone he wants to help on his own initiative? How do you think he would approach them?”

It was a part that had not even been written into the script yet.

Director Joo wondered if the question was a bit much, but he eagerly awaited Seo Hoyun's answer.

“He'd have to be annoyingly persistent, to a suspicious degree.”

“What?”

“He'd constantly contact them, get clingy from time to time, and only quiet down for a little while, grumbling, when the other person ignores him.”

“...Hmm?”

However, the answer that came from his mouth was completely different from the character direction of Kang Jiseong.

“Oh dear. I don't think that's quite right.”

“...Pardon?”

Although there were no right answers, Director Joo felt a disappointment proportional to his raised expectations.

“As you said just a moment ago, Seo Hoyun, Kang Jiseong basically puts up walls against people. On top of that, his pride is very high. Even if there was someone he wanted to help, I don't think he would approach them so easily.”

“...Is that so?”

He blinked his eyes, seeming not to understand something. In any case, the acting would follow the script, so it was not an immediate concern.

More than that, something else had caught Director Joo's attention from the beginning.

“By the way, do you play the guitar?”

Seo Hoyun followed Director Joo's finger with his gaze. He saw the guitar and ran his hand over the case.

“Someone taught me, so I know how to play a little.”

“Oh, a friend?”

“A friend... Yes, well. A composer I know.”

“Then, could you play any song for us?”

“Of course.”

Seo Hoyun readily agreed, took out the guitar, and calmly got into position.

“I'll begin.”

He formed a few chords and strummed the strings, and a gentle melody soon flowed.

【Chill out, Do not go too far...】

“......”

A smooth, mid-low voice spread through the quiet guitar sounds. The eyes of Director Joo and the assistant director instantly widened into circles.

【You and I are waiting fear hid underneath the bed】

Goosebumps.

It was a song released by a 1990s rock band. The song was famous for being difficult to sing despite not having high notes or flashy techniques, but Seo Hoyun pulled it off with great skill.

【As we cannot leave all the things behind...】

Seo Hoyun sang along to his own guitar accompaniment. For a moment, he looked like a scene from an indie music film. He continued to play upright, unfazed by the intensely focused gazes that could have been burdensome. It proved he was already used to such situations.

【Lay down, do not go too far

You and I are waiting hope over the sunlight】

Just as Director Joo and the assistant director were completely immersed in the song, the melody stopped.

“No, no, why'd you stop there?”

“Ahaha.”

“Were you originally training to be a singer?!”

Before Director Joo could even open his mouth, the assistant director shouted first, his face flushed red.

“I thought you were just a good dancer, but it seems like you're even better at singing?”

“I'm a better dancer,” Seo Hoyun said with a straight face.

Director Joo recalled the entertainment news program featuring Seo Hoyun that the main writer had made him watch. He agreed with that statement.

Seo Hoyun was a big catch.

It was certain just by looking at the assistant director. The assistant director was poking him in the side, urging him to snatch this guy up quickly.

His grasp of the character 'Kang Jiseong' was a bit lacking, but he was a triple threat in singing, dancing, and even acting.

A well-rounded talent.

However, at this point, Director Joo wanted to confirm one more thing.

“...Seo Hoyun. You know...”

“......”

“To be honest, adding romantic relationships to an idol character could cause all sorts of controversy, so there won't be any explicit scenes... but the Kang Jiseong in the main writer's head is a character who has been through numerous girlfriends.”

The corners of Seo Hoyun's lips, which had been turned up the whole time, fell for the first time.

“...Is there a real-life model for him?”

“Hm? I'm not sure about that.”

“I see...”

He turned his face away and scratched the back of his neck, then carefully opened his mouth.

“...But this drama doesn't have romance, does it?”

“Still, I'd like for that kind of nuance to be present in his words and actions.”

A character's background tends to leak out through small gestures or tones of voice. Viewers would perceive that as charm.

Director Joo believed that the 'flavor' of acting came from an actor's direct or indirect experiences. He was not actually hoping for Seo Hoyun to be skilled in that area. He at least wanted him not to seem like a complete novice.

No matter how detailed the writer's stage directions were, like 'has dated many women...' or 'so handsome that everyone who passes by stares...', it was obvious the character's charm would be halved if the actor could not properly express it.

Director Joo absolutely did not want to put an actor in that state in front of the camera.

“If you're okay with it, could you try a pick-up line? If you need a partner, I can lend you the assistant director here.”

“I'm all for it!”

The excited assistant director raised both hands.

“...Do I have to?”

Seo Hoyun looked troubled, as if he really did not want to do it.

“Do I really have to?”

“...Huh? Did I ask for something too unreasonable?”

PD Jeong had definitely said that Seo Hoyun was good at everything without holding back.

Is romance his landmine?

Actors were often weak in certain genres, so Director Joo looked slightly troubled.

Just as Director Joo was lost in thought and groaning, Seo Hoyun stood from his seat and sighed softly.

“Why are you making me do something like that?”

Then, he reached out one hand, placed it on the table, and leaned his upper body forward.

Not to the assistant director, but to Director Joo.

“...Huh?”

The fifty-four-year-old Director Joo was extremely flustered by the sudden situation.

“Um, Seo Hoyun. If you don't want to do it, just say so...”

“That's not it.”

Seo Hoyun lowered his long eyelashes.

“Director-nim... would you really be okay with me saying something like that to someone other than you?”

“Ye-Yes??”

His faintly trembling voice sounded as if he were desperately suppressing disappointment.

“Really?”

Director Joo could not respond at all to Seo Hoyun's bombardment from such close range. Later, when recalling this moment, Director Joo would say there was no other way to describe it.

“...I'm a little hurt.”

The assistant director witnessed this scene unfold in real time beside them and could not hide his astonishment. Seo Hoyun's gaze never left Director Joo.

He smiled slightly at Director Joo.

“Director-nim.”

That smile was different from the one Seo Hoyun had worn throughout the meeting. It was a smile that suggested he knew exactly when he looked most charming.

In other words, it was the expression of the person Seo Hoyun was channeling.

“What time do you get off today?”

.

.

.

WHOOSH.

A hot gust of wind brushed against his cheek as he stepped out of the building.

The meeting ended with Director Joo's final words. He would actively consider him for the role of Kang Jiseong.

“Joo Woosung is...”

However, he was dazed by a reality check rather than thinking it went well.

“How on earth did the Over-immersion Captain do this...”

D-RING!

[I learned a lesson today.]

“...What is it.”

[Friends...]

“......”

[...You should choose them really well...]

“That bastard isn't my friend...”

I want to go back to Idol Maker quickly.
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Title: Did you guys see Seo Hoyun's last appearance in Day at Hope...

I thought he'd be there until the end, but I guess he's not coming back.

But it also feels like a Season 2 is in the works...

Why is it so hard to see this actor Seo Hoyun's face...

There were even articles saying he got a ton of CF offers ㅠ but we don't see him at all...

I want to see an archery CF with Seo Hoyun too, like Kim Wooho's!ㅠㅠ

└ Seo Hoyun's in his prime, his acting is insane...

└└ He's like a completely different person from his previous work...

└ His emotional delivery is really subtle, but I think that's why people get so invested ㅋㅋㅋ

Title: Is Seo Hoyun popular these days?

Title says it all

└ Do you live in a cave

└└ Ah, why ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Go to a subway station right now. It's not even his birthday, but the ad boards are plastered with him. They say it's to celebrate his debut anniversary.

└└ He's become pretty much one-of-a-kind among the rookie actors of the last few years ㅋㅋ I mean, he's got the face for it.

└└ Yeah, the variety show casting rankings changed recently. 1st is Min Jiheon, 2nd is Seo Hoyun.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ Isn't this a bit too much media play ㅋㅋㅋ Anyway, I guess he's popular. Thx

Title: There was a hilarious one among those ad boards

Express Bus Terminal _AdBoard.JPEG

Hoyun-ah, pay me back

And contact me

It's so damn weird ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The subway station that approved this ad is hilarious too...

It's not even 'Congrats on your debut' or anything, it's telling him to pay back money.

└ Is this even for Seo Hoyun??

└└ I dunno ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, if a Seo Hoyun fan did this, they're hilarious.

It's totally that vibe, you know? 'Nephew, it's your aunt. Please call...'

└ This is pure madness. It's not just at Express Bus Terminal, it's at Gangnam Station too...

└└ Adding on, it's at Hongdae Station too...

Whoever it is, it seems he borrowed a huge amount of money.

└└ Ah, it's so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The fact that it's in Gulimche font on a white background is also insane

Title: The Actor from Black Kitty is a Top Singer in Another World??

Sorry for the clickbait title

Seo Hoyun is appearing on Shining Star as a top star mentor.

└ ???????

└ No, it would've been better to just use the actual content as clickbait ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ My point exactly ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Whoa, but Seo Hoyun is appearing on Shining Star...

└└ It's still just a rumor

[It's so ridiculous that everyone's settled on Black Kitty... There are still people here who support the rabbit agenda~ Seo Hoyun is Bunny Seo

└ Okay, if that's what you believe, then that's what it is.

└└ Fuck, the condescending attitude of the haves is so infuriating]


“Oh, oh!! Seo Hoyun is here!”

As I entered the Shining Star set, Director Joo approached me and smiled widely. The dark circles that had reached his chin during our meeting were completely gone. For some reason, he looked radiant.

I went around greeting the staff with my Manager.

“Hoyun-ah. Thanks to you, my shoulders are feeling pretty high these days~!” my Manager said, absolutely thrilled. In an industry where treatment and perception changed with soaring popularity, he was clearly enjoying it.

“Oh, right! Did you see this? There was a huge fuss about the ad boards on your debut anniversary.”

“...Mmm, I did.”

“One fan even wrote, 'Hoyun-ah, pay me back, and contact me'~!”

“......”

I had only glanced at it on online communities and social media, so this was the first time I heard the exact phrase from my Manager.

The fans here have some very novel ways of showing affection.

“Our Seo Hoyun, your popularity is skyrocketing~. I don't tell you everything because you're so firm about it, but there are a ton of people looking for you. Are you really not going to shoot any CFs?”

Of course not.

The System Window had disappeared after promising a fix within two weeks. There was no reason for me to go out of my way to suffer.

I just shrugged and walked toward the other cast members.

The title Shining Star made me consider a certain uncomfortable possibility, but no one here particularly resembled the members of The Dawn.

“Oh, Seo Hoyun! You dyed your hair?”

“It's so refreshing! It looks great on you~.”

“I was always refreshing.”

Thinking back to Shin Heechan, I supposed I might give off a similar vibe from each role.

However, there was one person I needed to watch out for.

The actress playing the role of Seo Euiyoung.

“......”

Seeing me, she showed a hint of surprise before she quickly smiled and extended her hand for a handshake.

“Hello, this is our first time meeting, isn't it? I'm Ha Seoyeon.”

It was Ha Seoyeon. She had risen to top-stardom through a youth drama a few years ago and had been the MC for Shining Star Season 2.

“I'm Seo Hoyun.”

Joo Woosung's other ex-girlfriend.

Having somehow boarded this Hollywood-level train wreck, I inwardly marveled at my spectacular life while outwardly beaming.

“I really enjoyed Dead After Hope. Your acting was on par with Jiheon's. I was seriously so invested,” Ha Seoyeon said.

“Thank you.”

“I heard from your Manager-nim that you wanted to play the lead role in Shining Star, Hoyun.”

“...You heard that too?”

“Ahaha. I'm sorry for thoughtlessly snatching the role away.”

Damn it.

Ha Seoyeon burst out laughing as if she found it amusing.

“How did you hear about that?”

“Aww, this industry is small, you know. Rumors spread fast.”

She seemed friendly and affable.

Does Ha Seoyeon know that 'Kang Jiseong' is modeled after Joo Woosung? Did she have a history of dating Joo Woosung here too?

As my skull throbbed with various thoughts, Ha Seoyeon swept back her long hair and spoke.

“I'm really looking forward to your role as Kang Jiseong. It's a surprisingly complex character, isn't it?”

“A complex character?”

“Mm. He's fundamentally a good person, but there are many times when you can't figure out what he's thinking.”

“Haha.”

They dated. They definitely dated. Moreover, she seems to know that Joo Woosung is the inspiration for Kang Jiseong.

“Anyway, it's a short shoot, but let's do a good job together!”

As if she had nothing more to add, she left with that one clean remark.

Ting!

As I stared blankly at her retreating back, a notification from the System Window rang out.

[What's wrong?]

Kids these days are so bold...' To appear on a show so nonchalantly when the person presumed to be her ex-boyfriend is involved...

...No, wait.

This is my story too, damn it.

The blow came right back to me, who had shamelessly shown his face in a drama where his ex-girlfriend was the protagonist.

Tsking inwardly, I shifted my gaze and finally found the person I was looking for.

“Writer-nim!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!”

I immediately called out to the writer and quickly approached her.

“Oh my! Oh my, isn't it Seo Hoyun~?!”

It was rare for a writer to visit the set, but it seemed she had come because all the main cast members were gathering for the first time. She looked haggard from consecutive all-nighters, likely because she was actively writing the script, but her eyes sparkled brightly.

“Wow, I'm finally seeing you in person! You're much more handsome than you look on screen~?!”

“Writer-nim. I've read the Shining Star script well.”

“How is it? Are you happy with the role you've been given, Seo Hoyun?”

“It's difficult.”

“Hahaha, it is a bit, isn't it? The role of Kang Jiseong itself isn't that large, but I have high expectations for you as a scene-stealer, Seo Hoyun.”

The writer, who had been cackling with amusement, soon hummed thoughtfully and looked me over.

“But it's really strange. You give off an idol vibe just by standing still.”

I am an idol.

“To be honest, I did whine like a child to have the offer for Kang Jiseong sent to you, Seo Hoyun... but it's not a perfect fit.”

“Pardon?”

“The Kang Jiseong I envisioned is, how should I put it... it might seem contradictory because he's set up to be indifferent to everything, but he has a strong, warm aura. In contrast, you have a calm and static feeling about you, Seo Hoyun.”

Well, I never thought I could perfectly imitate Joo Woosung in the first place.

However, in this world, no one knew him better than I did.

“But strangely, I'm excited and looking forward to the Kang Jiseong you'll portray. I think it'll be fun.”

Of course, those things were not what was important to me right now.

“Excuse me, Writer-nim, but I have a purely curious question.”

“Oh, ask away.”

After my casting was confirmed, I received and read all the completed scripts. The entire time, I felt like I was crossing the uncanny valley. The stories of Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and Jeong Dajun were described in detail, yet in reality, in 'Actor Maker', the bastards who tormented them were thriving peacefully.

However, the truly bothersome part was the absence of Kang Ichae.

“How on earth did you create such charming characters?”

“Especially the cast. Are there any real-life models for them?”

“What? Not for the cast, no.”

My jaw clenched unconsciously. I calmed myself once more and asked the writer.

“Then... have you ever considered a character with the role of a rapper? Hip-hop is the trend these days, isn't it?”

“A rapper? I hadn't even thought of that.”

“...Not even a little?”

“It's interesting, but I'm not really feeling it. It doesn't grab me.”

I was slightly disheartened but could not let it show.

The writer scratched her head awkwardly. “It's different for every writer, but for me, I have to get a certain 'feeling' to be able to write. One day, characters will suddenly fly into my head like a bolt of lightning. I just transfer them into lines of text.”

I suppose so. Because the existence of a fragment must have flown in.

“At the root of that feeling is the belief that someone like this must really exist somewhere. If I don't feel that connection, I can't write.”

I had heard a similar story before from writer Kim Sookhee of 'Please Take the Camera'. She said she was watching Shining Star, thought of the character Lee Jeonghun, and the scenario was created in an instant.

“Ah! But, if the characters weren't solo singers but idols, I might have calculated the balance and written it that way.”

“...Ahaha, idols?”

I had a strong hunch that the next words out of this writer's mouth would be very important.

“Among the current cast's positions, the one thing missing is a rapper, isn't it? You could pursue diversity in terms of appearance, too.”

“......”

“PD Seo Euiyoung already went through hell to gather these talents, so if you add that missing piece to complete the puzzle, wouldn't that be a combination that could never fail?”

...A combination that could never fail.

This writer was convinced that such a group would surely be a huge success, but in reality, they had gathered in Daepaseong and were doing things like 'Like a Pineapple Pop Pop Pop'.

Come to think of it, I had found it strange that the members' abilities were so high. They would have failed if left alone, but looking at them one by one, they were guys who would not have been out of place in a major entertainment company.

Wait a minute...

It's not like I'm a good deed vending machine, but the fact that only the guys I meddled with are gathered here is... something.

“......”

As I tried to make sense of the situation, I heard a small gasp from the writer next to me.

“That's right, that's right, and there's some news the director told me earlier. It's huge.”

“......”

“Apparently, there's a special guest today.”

As soon as the writer's words fell, a commotion erupted near the set. I could tell from my experience in the broadcasting world that this fuss was the kind of uproar that happens when a top star appears.

“Speak of the devil, there he comes.”

“......”

“You know how it used to be? An artist from the agency that was providing production investment for a drama would give direct feedback. So, for our drama, we decided to seek advice directly from professionals to improve the quality. Since WH Entertainment is providing production investment, it's easy to get resources.”

“......”

“...Though it's mostly for media play disguised as that. Hahaha!”

A professional from WH Entertainment? Someone whose appearance alone is enough for media play?

His face was obscured by the crowd of staff and equipment, but I could tell who it was just from a glance at his silhouette.

“Seo Hoyun, I heard you asked the director if there was a reference for Kang Jiseong?” the writer asked.

“...Yes.”

“That's right. Only Kang Jiseong has a motif. We took into account the personalities, appearances, and popularity of various celebrities... but the main pillar is that person, over there.”

The writer gestured with her eyes.

The guy greeted people with a relaxed expression, even with several cameras following him. The sense of listlessness I had seen when we briefly crossed paths before was completely gone. His signature, naturally light brown hair shimmered under the bright set lights.

“Joo Woosung.”

The writer smiled in satisfaction and remarked that he was shining brightly today as well.

As Joo Woosung turned his head, our eyes met head-on.

For the first time since entering the set, I failed to control my expression.

Hey.

This is...

“Ask him a lot about the role!”

...a total mess.
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Joo Woosung acted like a true professional.

“No, look this way.”

“This way?”

“You have to match the beat of the song. Tap, tap.”

I expected him to just take a few photos for the media and leave, but he was surprisingly serious. He taught the extras, mostly cast from the survival show, how to handle their gazes for the camera.

“Filming for a drama is different from a music show... Could I monitor what we just shot?”

“Oh! Of course!”

“It shouldn't be too over-the-top. Let's find a good compromise.”

His delicate consideration, even for the directing, completely captivated the staff.

“Wow, I can definitely see why Joo Woosung is so popular.”

Of course, what impressed me most was the same as always.

He showed no sign of awkwardness, even while working with his ex-girlfriend.

“Hello, I'm Ha Seoyeon.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you.”

They only spoke during the initial introductions. After that, they never made eye contact, and they did it so naturally.

Wow, that bastard Joo Woosung is really something else.

It seemed even more incredible when I remembered facing Kim Heeyeong, the PD of Shining Star. Back then, I couldn't control my expression at all.

“Joo Woosung, gosh, you don't have to work so hard! Your schedule is packed and you must be busy. Just take a few pictures and go, just the pictures.”

Director Joo beamed, confident this would generate amazing buzz.

“But... I heard from your Manager a little while ago, are you going to Japan too, Woosung? We're also going to Tokyo soon for an overseas location shoot. Our schedules might overlap~.”

“Ah, yes.”

“Then, p-perhaps...”

“Haha, I'll drop by for a bit if I have time.”

“Ah!! That's our Woosung!”

Director Joo laughed gleefully as he watched Joo Woosung play along so quickly.

After chatting a while longer, Director Joo left. Only then did Joo Woosung finally sit on a folding chair just a few steps away from me.

“Senior, you did great!”

“Joo Woosung-sunbaenim, you were so cool today!!”

A few extras, passing by to prepare for the shoot, bowed deeply to Joo Woosung. They were trainees from WH Entertainment, likely inserted to get their faces known. Their faces, as they looked at Joo Woosung, were full of life. It was an age of desperation, yet still innocent and unafraid to show admiration. They were kids who wouldn't hesitate to give exaggerated reactions for one more second on camera.

Joo Woosung himself, however, remained quiet.

He looked like a person who felt nothing.

“...Ahem, it's nice to see them working so hard.”

“Pardon?”

Was that why? I cleared my throat, unintentionally catching his attention.

“...Me?”

“No, the trainees.”

I started with a cliché but pressed on.

“Seeing them sweat like that, doesn't it remind you of your debut? For some reason, it makes me want to work even harder.”

It was a complete lie. Based on what he had shown me, I was just spouting nonsense, thinking he might be the type moved by others' efforts. I hoped the trainees might shake off the lethargy that seemed to cover him.

“Ah...”

Joo Woosung, who had been indifferently surveying the set with his chin on his hand, said one firm thing.

“Kids like that pour out every year.”

I couldn't say anything to his chilly reply.

The only silver lining was that I had caught his eye. Joo Woosung turned his head and stared at me. I quickly extended my hand and smiled.

“I'm Seo Hoyun, a rookie actor from WH Entertainment. It's nice to meet you.”

“Yes, I know.”

“...Pardon?”

“...I saw Dead After Hope. Your acting was very impressive, Seo Hoyun. I'm Joo Woosung.”

Aha.

He must be on a break. Unexpectedly, when he doesn't have a schedule, he holes up at home and binge-watches dramas.

“Thank you for the kind words. I also often watch your performances and variety shows, Joo Woosung.”

“Thank you.”

I rarely spoke more than necessary with him, so I already felt drained. I barely managed to find a new topic.

“I just heard from the main writer that the character I'm playing, Kang Jiseong, is based on you, Joo Woosung.”

“Is that so? I'm honored.”

His tone was quite indifferent for someone supposedly honored.

“...So she told me to ask you a few things.”

It was just an attempt to lighten the mood, but Joo Woosung remained cold.

“Ah... but I don't really know much about acting.”

“......”

“I think it would be best if you express it according to your own interpretation, Seo Hoyun.”

Wow, Joo Woosung, so clean.

“...Is that so?”

He's shutting me down so damn cleanly.

“Woosung! Let's go now.”

“Okay.”

Just then, one of Black Call's Managers called for Joo Woosung from a distance. He stood up and gave me a bright, business-like smile.

“It was a short time, but it was nice to meet you, Seo Hoyun.”

“...Yeees.”

I wasn't sure if I managed my expression well at that moment.

“You too.”

The taste in my mouth was a bit bitter.

I stayed in my seat for a while after Joo Woosung left.

Ting!

[...Joo Woosung, he seems different.]

“I know, right.”

He didn't react when I told him a character was based on him. He even skillfully cut me off without causing offense.

...Joo Woosung, uninterested in me.

It was a bit strange, but it also made sense. Tons of people in South Korea were trying to build even a small connection with him.

I leaned back in the folding chair and mulled over the situation.

So this is what it would feel like when I go back to being a PD. Even with the guys I built a deep connection with in 'Idol Maker', we would become complete strangers. No, I would be the only one reminiscing about the memories.

Forget it, I'll just ignore it.

It only bothered me because he looked like a mess at the WH Entertainment building. Seeing him today, he seemed to be handling himself just fine. A complete stranger like me didn't need to help him.

Right, just live well on your own now, you bastard.

I was about to review the script one more time before filming when a passing staff member tapped my shoulder. He was an employee from an external partner company I had worked with on Dead after Hope.

“Seo Hoyun!”

"Ah, yes."

“Why the long face? Did Joo Woosung say something to you?”

I naturally raised the corners of my mouth and replied.

“No. We just said hello.”

“Oh, I see. I thought something happened. Here, have some tea. You don't drink coffee, right?”

The staff member handed me a paper cup full of ice. I took it and sipped. He looked around cautiously, hesitated, then whispered softly.

“...But do you know?”

“Know what?”

“Joo Woosung... they say he has a girlfriend.”

“PFFT!!!”

“ACK!!”

I choked.

“Seo Hoyun, what's gotten into you today?”

Tea trickled through the fingers I had clamped over my mouth. The staff member, caught in the crossfire, jumped back and pulled out tissues for me while frantically wiping his own shirt.

“Cough, a g-girlfriend?”

“Yes, yes. The rumors were flying, but there were no sightings or any signs... You know Jiyoung from the art team, right? She said she saw Joo Woosung meeting some woman.”

“......”

“She said she's su~per innocent and pretty. Long, straight black hair!!”

Innocent and pretty...

I retraced the appearances of Joo Woosung's past girlfriends.

...Somehow, it seemed to fit.

You crazy problem child, you bastard!

And I believed he had turned over a new leaf!

“...Gasp, are you really okay? Hoyun?”

“Hahaha, haha...”

“Hoyun! We're starting the shoot!”

Seeing my contorted face, the staff member looked flustered and asked if he had said something wrong. Just as I wondered what excuse to make, the assistant director's voice saved me, allowing for an easy escape.

Ha Seoyeon, who had finished preparing first, waved at me.

“Seo Hoyun, let's do a good job!”

“Let's do a good job.”

My stomach, however, kept churning.

[Seo Euiyoung, upon learning that a pre-selected candidate has been inserted into the program she is producing, confronts the department head in the hallway and gets harshly reprimanded. Kang Jiseong, who happens to witness this, sides with her.]

“Agh! That damn department head, that fucking bastard...”

The easygoing Ha Seoyeon transformed into Kim Heeyeong's spitting image before the camera. Even her habit of flicking a lighter was identical.

“Kang Jiseong, why is the department head so lenient with you?”

“Because I'm the nephew of the department head's university senior.”

“Damn it, this damn society of blood ties, school ties, and regional ties...”

Ha Seoyeon clicked her tongue loudly.

I tried my best to focus on the space between her eyebrows and mechanically delivered my lines.

“...PD Euiyoung, why are you so angry?”

“Pardon?”

“Having a pre-selected candidate... it's actually a common thing, isn't it?”

Ha Seoyeon stared at me for a moment, then scratched her nose. They were familiar gestures I had seen countless times.

“...Am I being a moral purist? Still, what's wrong is wrong, isn't it?”

Aaaah.

“And this is a matter between the department head and me. You don't have to help me from now on.”

This isn't really Kim Heeyeong, it's not...

I desperately tried to blur my vision, but I couldn't ignore Ha Seoyeon as she pulled out a cigarette.

“...PD Seo Euiyoung.”

Left-handed.

“They say what is too rigid is easily broken. I have no intention of arguing since you've said your piece, but still...”

The unique way she held her cigarette.

“Still...”

The prop was a Marlboro Red, the brand Kim Heeyeong used to smoke.

“...Still.”

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

I just stood there blinking, unable to do anything, and Ha Seoyeon's head slowly tilted.

"...Still, still, still?"

In the end, the director yelled, "Cut!"

“Cut!! What was that, Hoyun? Are you trying to be funny? Did you want to be a comedian?”

“Ah, Director. You know Seo Hoyun doesn't smoke. He probably hates the smell.”

Ha Seoyeon giggled playfully. It was her way of being considerate, trying to lessen the burden of my mistake.

None of it reached my ears. Even the way Ha Seoyeon lifted her foot to stub out the cigarette on the sole of her shoe was identical to Kim Heeyeong.

I muttered, half-consciously.

“...You should quit smoking. For your health.”

“...Oh my?”

Why are you giving me such a trial?

Hit squarely with a moment of post-nut clarity, I stood still as the makeup staff touched up my face.

Even during the short break, Ha Seoyeon passionately discussed the acting with the director.

“For this part, wouldn't it be better to be a bit angrier? It's an important scene, and I think showing more emotion would have a stronger impact.”

“No, showing the lethargy of an office worker will be more relatable.”

“Then what about this scene?”

Joo Woosung was getting another girlfriend. My embarrassing past peeked around the corner, staring shamelessly at me.

“A ghost company, school violence controversy, agency corruption... the pasts of the characters are all so unfortunate.”

“It's just fiction, but it's really heartbreaking.”

“Could things like this really happen?”

Annoyance buzzed in my head.

I looked into the mirror the makeup staff handed me and swept my bangs up.

"...Wahahaha!"

My sudden burst of laughter drew the attention of Ha Seoyeon and Director Joo.

“We have to make sure things like this don't happen in reality.”

“...Pardon?”

Director Joo and Ha Seoyeon exchanged awkward glances at my words. I, however, felt satisfied with my thuggish appearance and smirked.

Ghost companies, agency corruption... whatever, it didn't matter. I was planning to take action anyway.

I'll crush them all.

I swear, this isn't me just venting my anger.
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August was a good month for being a jerk.

Other good months for being a jerk included July, January, September, April, November, May, March, June, December, October, and February.

《Idol Boy Group Today, Drug Allegations?!》

《'Assault on a Civilian' D.Go Agency's Today Yu Hyeok, Shocking CCTV Footage!》

“Are they crazy?!”

“Whoa, I really liked Today's songs and listened to them all the time...”

First, I got rid of the group that had ignored Seong Jiwon.

[Title: Exposing the true nature of Yoon Heewon

...—I dated Yoon Heewon for a long time, but he was constantly seeing other women.

You're the only one, you're different from other women.

To think I believed him completely and poured money into him all this time...

(Omitted)

...He would badmouth idols or juniors he didn't like, even making things up.

My hands still tremble when I see him shamelessly smiling on TV...

(Rest omitted)

└ How many exposé posts is this now? ㅋㅋㅋ How many people was he dating? ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Is this a series?? ㅋㅋ Ah, this is a fucking parade of exposés from his current girlfriends.

└ Congratulations on setting a new record for the biggest K-Pop disaster of the year]

“What?! Yoon Heewon's scandal blew up too?!”

“Wow... that's so disappointing.”

As a bonus, I also took care of the bastard who was messing around.

《Entertainment Ghost Company, Company A, Discovered... Contract Termination Fraud with Minors?》

《Dual Contracts Rampant, Targeting Aspiring Celebrities!》

I also dealt with the garbage scammer tormenting Jeong Dajun.

Meanwhile, I acted no different than usual.

[How about a male cat named Seo...?]

My fans were also consistently unwavering.


“Why is the atmosphere so grim these days?”

“I know, right? The entertainment industry is a place where scandals break every other day, but lately, there's a major story every single day.”

Staff members whispered about the major headlines breaking day after day.

“Hello.”

I walked onto the set with a bright smile.

“Seo Hoyun, you look like you're in a good mood today. Why such a refreshing greeting?”

“The weather is incredibly sunny.”

“Haha, Hoyun is our drama's vitamin, a vitamin. It's so nice to see you so bright.”

DING!

[A vitamin;;]

[Are there vitamins in this world that kill you if you eat them?]

They say what's bitter is good for the body.

I silenced the System Window with a glare and started walking.

Just then, Shin Heechan spotted me first and waved enthusiastically.

“Hyung, hello~!”

Ha Seoyeon, next to him, nodded slightly, as if they had practiced.

“I'm so excited for today's shoot too!”

Shin Heechan's eyes sparkled like Jeong Dajun's in front of a snack.

“I'm serious, every time there's a scene with you, hyung, I feel like I'm at a concert!”

“Ahaha, aren't you praising me too much?”

I smiled and feigned humility, but it felt natural.

Even if my skills were only decent for an idol, they were more than enough to portray one as an actor.

“Oh my god, Hoyun! Did you take lessons somewhere?! You dance so well~! It's insane, really!!”

Dancing.

“Seo Hoyun's vocal tone is so sweet, and his pitch and rhythm are on a machine-like level!”

Singing.

“Wow, how do you find the camera so perfectly? I really thought you were an idol!”

Even my camera awareness.

Everything was perfect.

The System Window spammed alarms calling me a fraud Expert of the century, but I felt no shame.

“Hyung, if you could act this well, why were you so clumsy on the first day~?!”

"...Hahaha."

I can't tell him it's because I was thrown off by Joo Woosung's unfamiliar appearance and Ha Seoyeon's uncanny resemblance to my ex-girlfriend.

Fortunately, humans are creatures of adaptation.

After a few days of struggle, I regained my original pace.

While I smiled at a confused Shin Heechan, Director Joo called out to me.

“Ah! Seo Hoyun, welcome! Quick, over here! I've been waiting for you~.”

The sharp gazes of the other actors landed on me for a moment before falling away.

It was obvious why.

I approached Director Joo with a calm expression.

“Ah, I'm telling you, I've never had such a hard time finding the emotional line for a project. Seo Hoyun, this, this scene, what do you think?”

Director Joo pointed to a part of the script.

This situation started when Director Joo overheard me casually consulting with Shin Heechan about Jeong Dajun.

After that, the director called my name whenever he was unsatisfied with an actor's performance.

The director's affection could determine an actor's charm on camera, so the dagger-like glares were understandable.

“As you can see from the scene where he's on the phone with the character Lee Hyeok, Ji Youngwon is kind, but he has clear boundaries, and if you cross them, he'll cut you off without hesitation. He may seem soft, but he has a surprisingly cold personality.”

Well, not that I care at all.

They're people I'll never see again once I fix the errors, anyway.

“Really? Isn't that more like Seong Juhyeon's character?”

“If you look at how he usually takes care of the cast, or the Seong Juhyeon-centric episode that comes later... he's very kind. There was a reason he acted so sharply in his first appearance.”

“Oh, that makes sense too. Seo Hoyun's character interpretations are always spot on!”

Director Joo gave me a thumbs-up, calling me the best. He flipped through the script and looked up at me.

“Then, what about PD Seo Euiyoung over there? What do you think she's like?”

“I don't know.”

“...Huh?”

“I don't remember well.”

“...Huuuh?”

Since I had been spewing answers like a vending machine, Director Joo tilted his head in confusion when I consistently feigned ignorance.

Still, this is really strange.

The more I filmed Shining Star, the stranger it seemed that Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun had all gathered in Daepaseong to form a group.

This was because the drama's characters, presumably based on them, quickly gained popularity through a survival show and easily found success.

There was no guarantee this story was true, but my experiences with 'Please Take the Camera' and 'Dead after Hope' made it highly likely.

“Ah! By the way, we received feedback from investors suggesting it would be good to sprinkle in a little romance for PD Seo Euiyoung, so with Kang Jiseong...”

“The investors are important, but I believe a solid narrative is more important. In that regard, I trust the writer will handle it well.”

“...Uh, right.”

I raised the corners of my lips, indirectly conveying my unwillingness to discuss it. Director Joo agreed a beat too late and scratched his chin.

“Well, you're right. It might be a bit awkward to add a romance now. It was half a joke anyway, so relax your face! Hahaha.”

"...Ahaha!"

What a fucking morbid joke.

I mean, does romance put food on the table?

I replaced the retort I couldn't say aloud with a laugh.

Director Joo rolled up his script and started to walk away, but he suddenly turned back and patted my shoulder.

“Oh, right, another coffee truck came for you today, Seo Hoyun. At this rate, aren't you going to become the Emperor of Food Trucks?”

“...Haha, the Emperor of Food Trucks... you say.”

I was already trying my best to ignore the conspicuous coffee truck parked on one side of the set.

But Director Joo pushed me from behind, telling me to show my face, so I reluctantly started walking.

In the past, they came from the members of The Dawn, Lim Hyeonsu, or Joo Woosung, but recently...

“How are you?”

...That bastard was the culprit.

Min Jiheon leaned against the truck in sunglasses, grinning obnoxiously. He slid the sunglasses down his nose with a long finger.

“'Archery Talent Seo Hoyun, Fighting for the Shoot'...”

I read the words on the large panel beside the truck. The message was a spectacle.

“What do you think?”

“Are you okay after writing something like this?”

“Ah, I've always had a strong stomach.”

He was smirking, and it seemed he had deliberately searched online for the most infuriating thing he could find.

This was already the third time Min Jiheon had provided catering.

I hated it even when he sent them with normal phrases like 'Min Jiheon is cheering for you!' or 'Actor Seo Hoyun, on to the Best Supporting Actor Award!'

“It's my hobby these days. Sending a coffee truck to a close junior and seeing their reaction. Satisfying, isn't it?”

“You're ruining my perfectly good day.”

“The best.”

I ordered a lemonade and glared at Min Jiheon.

“So why are you here? For media play?”

“Strengthening our friendship, disguised as that. Well, I also have a few things I'm curious about, Seo Hoyun.”

Min Jiheon seemed accustomed to the cold treatment. He took off his sunglasses.

“Things have been chaotic here and there recently. Do you know anything, Seo Hoyun?”

Even without a subject, I knew what he was referring to.

I clicked my tongue, took my finished drink, and started to walk away. Min Jiheon trailed right beside me.

“Min Jiheon.”

I've already gotten everything I can out of him. There's no reason to endure this annoyance and be nice to him.

"Are you bored?"

“...Hm?”

“What, are you holding a grudge?”

Min Jiheon blinked slowly, as if digesting my words, then burst out laughing.

“Ayy, a grudge? Of course, I was a little annoyed.”

“......”

“Thinking, what kind of person is that... I felt a surge of anger and my insides were boiling...”

You seem pretty angry.

“Anyway, that's not why I'm doing this. I'm just interested in you, Seo Hoyun.”

Goosebumps crawled up my skin.

He dodged out of the way to keep himself clean when I was coughing up blood, and now he's interested? In-ter-est-ed?

Even after seeing my disgusted face, Min Jiheon calmly sipped his coffee.

“So, Seo Hoyun. Did you originally know Joo Woosung?”

One of my eyebrows twitched slightly.

Min Jiheon caught the subtle movement and smirked.

“I noticed it while observing you these past few days. For some reason, you seem to be strangely avoiding Joo Woosung whenever you run into him.”

“I'm not.”

“Did you borrow money from him?”

I crossed my arms and stood still, waiting to see how far he would go. The bastard didn't know when to stop and kept flapping his gums.

“Joo Woosung doesn't seem to mind. It feels like a one-sided acquaintance.”

“It's because I'm his fan.”

“Wow, so you like idols~?”

“Yeah, I even collect photocards.”

I decided to respond to his nonsense with my own.

A soft smile formed around Min Jiheon's eyes.

“Making it so obvious you're restless and now trying to deny it. I couldn't just pretend not to notice.”

He clearly just said it to see my reaction.

I crunched on the ice in my lemonade and stared at Min Jiheon.

“Are you going to keep pretending you don't know? I don't think I could.”

What can't I do.

There's nothing in the world you can't do. Besides, isn't social life just a place where you get by pretending not to know what you know, and pretending to know what you don't?

While I retorted internally, the assistant director's voice announced from a distance that filming would resume soon.

It wasn't a scene 'Kang Jiseong' was in, but I didn't want to talk to Min Jiheon anymore. I gave a half-hearted wave and tried to slip away, but he grabbed my shoulder.

“Aaaah! Okay, okay. I won't say any more useless things. I'm sorry, but you still have to post a proof shot on Instagram. We have to show off how close we are~.”

“This bastard is really making a fuss in every way possible...”

Min Jiheon wouldn't care about every little thing like this. He's probably doing it to show his younger sister, who was my fan in 'Idol Maker'.

I sighed, asked the coffee truck owner for a new cup, and gestured to Min Jiheon with my finger.

“Come here.”

“...Huh? Really?”

I opened my phone's camera app, told the bewildered Min Jiheon to smile, and snapped the picture. Then I uploaded it to Instagram with a single caption.

[(Black cat emoticon) Meow ^^]

“......”

“......”

“...Seriously?”

“......”

“Do you have a strong stomach?”

An idol must always do their best for their fans, anytime, anywhere.

Seeing Min Jiheon's face scrunched up just like mine had been was slightly refreshing.

I left him behind and walked away, but our strange conversation lingered in my mind.

Well, whatever. You live life on your own anyway.

I dug a finger in my ear and decided not to think much of it.

Though thinking of my precious little brat still makes my blood boil.

Well, what could happen? It'll be fine.

...Probably.
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The early morning air in Japan was humid and carried the salty scent of the sea.

I had just arrived at the hotel and flopped onto the sofa without unpacking. A knock sounded on the door. The Manager scurried to open it, revealing Director Joo peeking inside.

“Whoa, the weather here in Japan is scorching.”

“It's not as cold in the winter, though.”

“Oh? Seo Hoyun, have you been here before?”

I'm automatically reminded of our maknae whining about wanting to eat gyukatsu in Shinjuku during our first overseas activity in Japan.

“Ah, well. Once, with some friends.”

“Ahaha, then you must know your way around a bit, huh?”

I just laughed it off.

Director Joo came inside and handed the Manager a paper with the schedule.

“We're heading to the studio now to set up the equipment. Would you like to join us, Seo Hoyun? It'd be a good chance to rehearse beforehand.”

“Wow, Director-nim, putting me to work the moment I arrive?”

“We have a lot of equipment.”

After some lighthearted banter, Director Joo left, telling me he would see me in the hotel lobby in thirty minutes.


Later, I headed to the studio with the production crew.

“But still, how do you know so much about camera equipment?” Director Joo asked.

“I was interested, so I learned a little a while ago.”

“If you weren't an actor, I would've hired you as a staff member, Seo Hoyun.”

Director Joo clicked his tongue regretfully.

We arrived at a location on a beach.

“Tomorrow, you have to come with your costume and makeup on point!” Director Joo said. “We came all the way to Japan for this location shoot because we want to emphasize that Kang Jiseong is a global star.”

“Ah, yes.”

“...You don't look convinced. Well, to be honest, that's the official excuse. The K-Pop craze in Japan is no joke these days, so we want to market this well. Besides, half of the dramas on Japan's Letflix rankings are Korean.”

Dead after Hope had also been on the Letflix rankings until now.

“Instead, I didn't schedule things too tightly, so you can do some sightseeing in your free time. Though I have no idea what's around here either.”

“Then how about we grab a simple dinner together later?”

“Sounds great!”

As I carried equipment in and out of the studio, I only saw the existing filming staff and a few local employees.

He had so cheerfully said he would drop by.

He must have just been saying that.

Right. Joo Woosung is so busy, there's no way he'd grace us with his presence all the way out here.

Shrugging it off, I started moving briskly again when I spotted something strange beyond a standing microphone set up outside.

“...Hm?”

A single car was parked alone on the side of the main road. A faint shadow on the lightly tinted window showed someone was definitely inside. It had been parked there since we entered the studio.

Definitely paparazzi.

What reason would I have for being tailed?

Because of the drama Shining Star? No, the trailer for that hasn't even been released yet. Besides, I'm just a fresh-faced rookie actor who has only won a single newcomer award. Why would they dig into my background?

Is it because of the seasonal popularity I gained from Dead after Hope?

Or is it Ha Seoyeon? Are they trying to link me with Ha Seoyeon?

There's really nothing to find there.

No matter how much I racked my brain, a clear answer would not come. The feeling was unsettling, but I pushed the thought away and went back inside the studio.

Director Joo was on the stage-like set, checking the blocking.

“Um, Director-nim...”

“Is it because the lights are so flashy? It really feels like a concert rehearsal. Perfect timing. Seo Hoyun, come over here! Let's see how the shot looks.”

“Ah, yes.”

They won't find anything if they dig into me, so it should be fine not to mention it right now.

I scratched the bridge of my nose and walked onto the stage. The venue was also used for occasional performances, which made the set feel a little strange.

“Whoa, this is perfect! You completely blend in with the stage, you look like a real idol!”

“Right?”

Just then, a familiar voice spoke.

“The location and atmosphere really suit him well.”

Joo Woosung had appeared out of nowhere. He wore a playful smile and was dressed simply in a black t-shirt and jeans.

“Wow! Joo Woosung!!” Director Joo exclaimed.

“I told you I'd come, didn't I?”

“I didn't think you'd actually show up!”

I didn't know either. Director Joo must have mentioned it thinking he had nothing to lose, but Joo Woosung had really come. The director was so excited he was practically snorting.

“One of the co-producers of this drama is WH Entertainment. Would it be right not to keep a promise? I have loyalty.”

“Whoaaaa!”

This bastard, who has no friends besides Chae Jeongwoo, is talking about loyalty.

As I discreetly clicked my tongue, an intuition struck me like lightning.

“It's pretty far out here. How did you get here?” I asked.

“I pestered my capable Manager-nim to bring me.”

The paparazzi outside. They clearly followed Joo Woosung.

“It's even nicer to see you in a foreign land. Joo Woosung, have you been to Japan often?”

“I've only come occasionally for filming.”

“I see. Then again, you're probably never not busy. Ah, Woosung, if you have time, would you like to have dinner with us? Me, the staff, and Seo Hoyun.”

“Ah...”

Joo Woosung made a slightly troubled expression.

“I'm sorry, I have a prior engagement for dinner.”

“Ah, with your staff?”

“No, with a friend.”

He answered nonchalantly, but I saw right through it.

It's a woman. 100% a woman.

You bastard!

While I reeled in silent shock, Joo Woosung brushed off the situation with a bright smile. For some reason, his face seemed to glow even more than before.

As I massaged the back of my neck, which stiffened with frustration, the guy turned his head toward me.

“Hello to you too, Seo Hoyun.”

“...Hello.”

Do I look like I'm doing 'hello', you punk?

“What are you filming today?”

“Ah, the scene where Kang Jiseong sings a song. That is, Seo Hoyun here,” Director Joo explained.

“......”

It seemed I was the only one here with cold sweat running down my spine. While he and Director Joo chatted peacefully, my brain spun rapidly.

Won't the agency take care of it and block the articles before they're published? As long as they don't just post it on social media like some reckless psycho, it should be manageable, right?

“Really? Does he dance too?” Joo Woosung asked.

Come to think of it, Black Call has been around for a few years now. Instead of spending a ton of money to block it, there's a high chance they'll use it to their advantage. They weren't as bad as Daepaseong, but WH Entertainment also pulled some stupid shit from time to time.

A sense of dread crept over me.

“Should I take a look at your blocking for you?”

“......”

“...Pardon?”

“......”

Joo Woosung's question snapped me back to my senses.

“No, I mean, it would be a great honor if you did.”

Joo Woosung twitched an eyebrow sullenly, but soon turned his attention back to Director Joo. Then he leaped onto the stage.

“Here. Originally, it's two steps to the right, one to the left, but it won't be caught on camera well anyway. Using your upper body effectively will look better in the final cut.”

Joo Woosung continued his explanation, demonstrating the moves himself.

“You don't have to make the movements too big. There will be more close-ups in the drama.”

Goosebumps rose on my skin seeing the bastard who always cursed me for being a hopeless klutz act so damn kind.

“Got it?”

“......”

His pleasant, low voice brushed past my ear. Different words tickled my throat, wanting to burst out.

“...Seo Hoyun?”

Hey, are you going to be okay? If this keeps up, your position in the company will shrink, and you'll be flooded with hate from the public.

“...Hm, I guess he gets it,” Joo Woosung murmured.

And if things go wrong, the list of all the girlfriends you've dated so far could be exposed. It would interfere with your activities, too.

“......”

I seriously wanted to grab him by the collar and shake him, to tell him this was no time to be so peaceful, but I gathered my wits and remained silent.

“Yes, thank you for the easy-to-understand explanation.”

“Great. Director-nim, you got that on the behind-the-scenes camera, right?”

“Ahaha, of course.”

“Please edit it nicely and upload it.”

Watching Joo Woosung diligently secure his own share and work hard at his social life, I could not help but sigh.

Right... there's nothing I can do at this point. He'll handle it himself...

“The equipment is almost all set up, right? Then, Seo Hoyun, shall we try a rehearsal?” Director Joo asked.

Usually, when filming a performance like this in a drama, post-recording was common. However, Director Joo said he wanted to enhance the sense of realism and film it live using a track with a faint guide vocal. Because of that, there was more to prepare.

“Yes, I'll do it.”

I nodded and walked to the spot where Joo Woosung had stood. I grabbed the stand microphone under the glare of the bright lights.

Soon, the music began to play. It happened to be a song I knew well. It was 'Cloud and Wings', a song released by the legendary 1990s singer Lee Joohwan, which I had sung on 'A Complete Singer'.

【...—Just as I had hoped

If I could fly away with you

I thought of wanting to run away】

Distracting thoughts made me miss the intro for a moment, but I calmly continued with the lyrics.

【...Like the dream I had yesterday

If I could hold hands with you

I prayed that I wouldn't want to wake up】

Then I recalled what Director Joo had told me. He wanted me to stay as true to the original song as possible, to properly express the precariousness of youth that does not lose its faint light even in dark, cold loneliness. This scene was supposed to be a turning point for Kang Jiseong's growth.

【I just have to move forward

Umm Hmm, I just have to move forward】

But had Kang Jiseong, no, had Joo Woosung ever been lonely or lost?

He was a guy who always stood at the top, full of confidence and aloof.

【No regret

Even if it's far, blurry, or frightening

If I just smile, it's over】

He was part of Black Call, a group that easily took first place as if completely unaffected no matter who they competed against.

It was the same during Kill the Lights. Useless, that son of a...

Moreover, whenever they made a comeback, the grand prize for that year was practically guaranteed. From an outsider's perspective, his life was perfectly smooth.

【Even if it's far, blurry, or frightening

Once it passes, it's over】

Though the song was not over, Joo Woosung whispered to Director Joo and slipped out of the studio with his Manager.

I tore my gaze from Joo Woosung's back and slowly closed my eyes.

【When I imagined a future with you

Why did I feel so desolate】

However, the Joo Woosung in my memory would sometimes make a strange expression. He would awkwardly hold a trophy he must have held countless times, his face contorted as if he had won first place for the very first time.

...As if he was completely overwhelmed by the moment.

【Leaving your side

To the clouds far away

I want to run there in a single bound】

【To the place where someone might be waiting

I'm not afraid

To the clouds far away】

...That's right.

【I want to run there in a single bound】

This guy, he really likes being an idol, doesn't he.

I took my hand off the stand microphone and lifted my closed eyelids. All the staff members' eyes were on me.

“...This... this is really good?!”

A beat late, Director Joo praised me and clapped enthusiastically. The staff followed with gasps of admiration.

“Seo Hoyun, let's do it exactly like this tomorrow! Augh, it's a shame this is just a rehearsal, the shot is coming out so beautifully!!”

“...Ah, yes.”

I quickly came down and approached the director.

“But, um, Director-nim, there's nothing else for today, right?”

“Huh? Well, right?”

After receiving confirmation, I gave a half-hearted bow and urgently exclaimed, “I just remembered I have something important to do, so I'm skipping dinner tonight! See you tomorrow!”

“Huh?? Wait, Seo Hoyun, where are you going?!”

I hurried toward the studio entrance, but as expected, Joo Woosung was nowhere to be seen. I changed direction and ran toward the parking lot. Thankfully, his Manager stood in front of a black van.

Just as I was about to grab the Manager and ask for Joo Woosung's whereabouts, I spotted the back of a head peeking out from between two cars.

“Manager-nim. I'll be going now.”

“Ah, get some good rest. Be careful.”

“Yes, thank you.”

I gathered strength in my core and called out his name.

“Joo Woosung!!”

The shout echoed loudly. I thought it might have reached the staff, but I didn't care.

“...You!”

Bastard!

Joo Woosung's eyes widened as he turned to look at me.

I walked over at a near-run and spoke, breathing heavily.

“Joo Woosung, where are you going?”

“......”

“Could you spare me some of your time?”

“Wait, what is this...”

I darted my eyes around, checking if the paparazzi's car was still there. It was.

“I have an appointment right now...”

“Have dinner with me.”

I've been hindered by this precious bastard many times, but I've also received just as much from him. I was planning on helping him out once anyway. It isn't even a difficult task.

“...Excuse me?”

“It's my first time here.”

Above all, a guy who shines on stage belongs on stage. I've shaken off paparazzi in Los Angeles, USA before. Why can't I do it in Japan?

I shamelessly pulled my lips into a smile.

“Please be my guide.”

With this, I'll clear my debt.
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“...A guide?”

Joo Woosung stumbled back, seemingly pushed by my momentum.

I closed the distance he had made and decided to press him further.

“I've been so busy lately I haven't had time to travel, so I was really excited to finally come to Japan, you know?”

“......”

“And I'm starving after helping the staff and doing the rehearsal.”

I had only carried some camera equipment and sung one song, but the sky already stained red. It was past dinnertime.

The tinted car was still stubbornly parked in the same spot.

Joo Woosung looked dumbfounded. He swept his hair back and spoke in a slightly softer tone.

“Seo Hoyun. I'm sorry, but I already have plans to eat with someone else...”

“Ah! I'm so hungry!!”

“......”

Joo Woosung stared at me, his mouth agape and unable to blink. He let out a hollow laugh, sighed deeply, and pulled out his phone.

I wondered if he was calling his bodyguards, but he just sent a short text to someone before shoving his phone back into his pocket.

“...Alright, fine. Let's have dinner, but I don't know this area well either.”

“How about Korean food?”

When you thought of Joo Woosung, you thought of kimchi fried rice.

Sure enough, Joo Woosung hesitated for a moment before nodding.

I had successfully hooked the golden child. I suppressed my inner annoyance and quickly began searching for a nearby Korean restaurant.

“By the way, it's nice to be able to walk around so freely when you're abroad.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“......”

Give me a longer answer, you bastard.

I tried to start a conversation a few more times, but it never flowed smoothly. In any case, I had achieved my basic goal, so I shut my mouth too.

I just needed to hold onto him until the paparazzi gave up and left.

“It's quiet and nice here.”

The restaurant I barely managed to find was, luckily for us, completely empty.

“...Wow.”

I quickly strode to a corner table, sat down, and ordered the food.

Then I understood why it was completely empty.

PLOP.

“Wow...”

It was even worse than the monstrous food Jeong Dajun used to make.

How could this be...

They had said they had kimchi fried rice, but it wasn't even on the menu. The gomtang I ordered after much deliberation was just greasy, bland water.

The vegetables in the extra bibimbap I ordered were so mushy they melted like cotton candy in my mouth. On top of that, they were so salty that I couldn't taste their original flavor at all.

Even I, who wasn't a picky eater and could handle most things, found this food so bad I wanted to spit it out.

Fuck...

At this rate, I would have nothing to say even if Joo Woosung stormed out. I felt like barging into the kitchen to make kimchi fried rice myself.

I glanced up at him. He silently continued to eat, his thoughts unreadable.

I muttered while scooping up the bibimbap, which was growing cold and hard.

“...The taste is... interesting.”

“......”

If this were the other Joo Woosung, he would have grumbled, "Seo Hoyun, you bastard, you have no fucking taste. How could you find a place like this?

Munch.

MUNCH, MUNCH, MUNCH.

But the guy in front of me just chewed mechanically, as if out of obligation.

I watched him for a moment before shoving some bibimbap into my own mouth.

Let's go outside, check the area, and then part ways...

The painfully silent meal finally ended. After I paid, I found Joo Woosung outside ahead of me, fiddling with his phone. He had been checking it often during the meal too.

“Let's go our separate ways now. It's getting late.”

Shit, this isn't going to work.

A lurking shadow nearby suggested the paparazzo was now tenaciously following us on foot, not in a car.

“Haha, Joo Woosung, since we've eaten, we should have some coffee to cleanse our palates, right?”

“Not really...”

“Or maybe a picture for social media?”

“Do we have to...?”

“A picture sounds great!”

I wrapped my arm around Joo Woosung's shoulder, ignoring his deep scowl, and quickly started walking.

“I saw it while looking for the Korean restaurant earlier. There's a beach park near here. They say the pictures turn out ama~zingly well. It's embarrassing to say it myself, but I'm quite the photographer.”

“No, I'm really fine...”

“Come on, we're here. It's right in front of us! Oh? That spot looks good. Go stand there.”

We descended a long flight of stairs, and the entrance to the beach park appeared right before us.

A few passersby were scattered here and there, but not many, likely because it was a weekday evening.

I pointed to a spot where blue waves crashed behind a huge tree with long, thin branches. Joo Woosung stood there with a displeased look. I snatched the phone from his hand and pushed him in front of the tree.

Perhaps because of his handsome face, he looked picturesque even just standing there with an annoyed expression.

CLICK.

“Once you see the picture, Joo Woosung, you'll thank me...”

The picture on the phone, however, showed Joo Woosung with a cold expression. He stood under a spooky tree that seemed to shake its branches, calling out to someone, all wrapped in the dark night sky.

It looked like a poster for a horror movie.

“......”

I forgot to use the flash.

While I tried to maintain my composure, Joo Woosung casually walked over and checked the photo.

“...Thank you?”

“......”

“Quite the photographer, aren't you.”

Shit...

I admitted my mistake but couldn't help feeling he was ungrateful. My fingertips trembled.

He once told me I should be a photographer instead of an idol...

“Take it.”

I clicked my tongue softly and handed the phone back to Joo Woosung. The guy who had been indifferent the whole time finally spoke, glancing at me as if something bothered him.

“...Um, should I take a picture of you too, Seo Hoyun?”

“I'm fine.”

I cut Joo Woosung off flatly.

The shadow that had been dawdling and peeking around had disappeared.

If I had to endure this for another hour or two, I might not have been able to stop myself from knocking him out.

That's enough. Let's just go back to the hotel.

Even if an article came out, they would have nothing to write about other than him being friendly with a rookie actor. Well, a rumor might circulate that some nobody actor was desperately clinging to Joo Woosung to ride on his popularity.

I figured I had done my duty by blocking them at least once.

The sticky air, more humid than in Korea, clung vividly to my skin. I pushed back my damp bangs and called his name.

“...Joo Woosung.”

“What is it? What are you planning now?”

“I'm telling you to go home now.”

“...Huh?”

Joo Woosung, who had been retorting irritably, suddenly fell silent.

I waved my hand as if shooing away a fly.

“Hurry up and go get some rest.”

I turned around without waiting for Joo Woosung's reply.

Cursing inwardly, I started walking and spotted a convenience store. I went straight in and bought a six-pack of beer.

“I was so damn nosy today, huh?”

Ding!

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠ I'm just so moved...ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Everyone! Seo Hoyun has finally become a human being!]

I was always a human, you bastard.

I lacked the energy to respond to the endless wave of reality checks. I pressed my temples with my fingers and trudged on.

Just as I reached the door at the back of the hotel, I heard a pleasant, low-pitched voice.

“...why are you still... here?...and... Oppa?”

Yes, just like Joo Woosung's.

...No way.

I cautiously craned my neck toward the voice. The real Joo Woosung was there, talking to someone.

Nah, it can't be.

It was a woman with long, black hair who looked to be in her early twenties...

[...Ah?]

“I heard she was su~per innocent and pretty.”

[...Ahhh~?!]

My anger exploded like a firecracker. POP!

“Haha, hahaha.”

That bastard, an idol, being so careless!

“I didn't come with them. Mom told me to at least see your face, Oppa.”

“Hurry up and text her that you met me.”

“Alright... Can you just go... now? It's... getting...”

I walked straight toward Joo Woosung, the crinkling plastic bag of beer cans held like an accessory.

“You? You? You have such a pretty way of talki... Ack!”

Then I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.

Our eyes met, his startled.

“Hello.”

“What is this...”

“...Huh?”

I naturally let go of his clothes and smiled as benevolently as I could.

“I apologize for the sudden intrusion. I'm Seo Hoyun, a close younger brother of Joo Woosung.”

“...Uh... Seo Hoyun...”

The woman tilted her head, then clapped her hands.

“Ah~!! The actor! You're the actor, right!?”

“......”

“Whoa! Awesome! I really enjoyed watching Dead After Hope! Wow, with your new styling, you really look like an idol! You're so handsome! Can you give me your autograph?!”

“...An autograph?”

Does a person usually ask for someone else's autograph right in front of their boyfriend?

The atmosphere felt strange, but I was used to fan service and could act flexibly.

“Of course. I'd be happy to give you my autograph.”

“Gasp! Thank you! Wow, so there are times when Joo Woosung is actually useful!”

“...Pardon?”

Just then, Joo Woosung stepped forward, blocking my view and jutting out his chin.

“Hey, you should go for now.”

The atmosphere instantly turned cold.

However, the woman pouted nonchalantly and grumbled that she had to get an autograph.

“You're not leaving?”

“I get it! I'm going, I'm going!”

She only started to leave after Joo Woosung gave her a murderous glare.

“Seo Hoyun, I'll be sure to watch your drama! Fighting!”

“...Fighting~.”

She left a cheerful greeting, not intimidated at all.

I waved gently until her back was out of sight, then hardened my expression as I looked at Joo Woosung.

“Joo Woosung.”

“......”

“Let's have a frank talk.”

“Finally?”

Joo Woosung crossed his arms and sneered, the corner of his mouth tilting up.

“What do you think you're doing right now?”

Honestly, I had no desire to interfere in his private life.

He was still young, and it was understandable that he was interested in love.

“Aren't you being careful?”

However, if your job is being an idol, that's a different story.

In fact, I had strictly forbidden The Dawn's members from dating.

“I get that it's easier to meet people of the opposite sex here than in Korea, but what are you going to do if you get caught? Did your agency say they'd cover for you?”

“......”

“Didn't you see the paparazzi following us earlier?”

“I saw them.”

“...What?”

You saw them and still met her so brazenly?

My disbelief was so great it bordered on annihilation.

But Joo Woosung, acting as if he had nothing to hide, coolly added.

“It doesn't matter whether there are paparazzi or not.”

What do you mean it doesn't matt—

“Because she's my little sister.”

—er?

I stood there, stiff as a board, while Joo Woosung turned his head and let out a long sigh.

“Dating her... that's seriously disgusting... I mean, I guess I can understand since we don't look that much alike.”

He shrugged when I stared at him in disbelief.

“My sister contacted me saying she was traveling, and it just had to be Japan. My parents would give me a huge earful if I didn't see her at least once in a situation like this, so I was just planning to have dinner with her. Though I couldn't, thanks to someone.”

“...Sister?”

“You don't believe me? You want me to get you a copy of the family register?”

A memory I had buried as unimportant surfaced. A text from Joo Woosung.

When Seo Hojin's personal information was leaked, he had said he also had a sister three years younger and offered to tell me how to handle it...

Ding!

[Gasp!! Now that you mention it, they look alike on a nano-level!!]

“Besides, my solo comeback teaser drops next week. There's no way I'd be careless at a time like this.”

I listened to his calm rebuttal, squeezed my eyes shut, and then opened them.

...Right.

“......”

Dragging Joo Woosung around today...

Eating dinner...

Taking pictures...

Ditching the paparazzi...

Lecturing him...

In the end, my actions were nothing but a stupid, pointless exercise.

“...Damn.”

After organizing my thoughts, I forced the corners of my mouth up.

“I misunderstood.”

“......”

“I'm sorry for bothering you, Joo Woosung. Please enjoy the rest of your time with your family.”

I hurriedly tried to pass Joo Woosung, but he blocked my path with his arm.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“What.”

Joo Woosung's gaze traveled slowly up from my toes.

“The green tea latte, how did you know?”

...What is he talking about?

“...What about it?”

“You gave it to me back then.”

Joo Woosung lowered his arm and tilted his head. He wasn't giving the smooth smile he offered others.

His face held only wariness and a hint of curiosity.

“How did you know I like it?”
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How did I know?

How else? You were always going on about "green tea latte, green tea latte" until my ears were about to fall off. That's how I know.

“......”

Of course, I could only say that in my head.

Joo Woosung observed my reaction and slightly raised the corners of his mouth.

“A new manager who joined recently suddenly handed me a green tea latte. Not my usual americano. I thought it was strange, so I asked, and what do you know, he said Seo Hoyun gave it to him.”

“...Since when did you know?”

“Hmm, a few months now?”

That meant he knew I was suspicious from the very beginning.

Our gazes met and held in the silence.

I was the first to look away. I raised a hand and let out a sigh.

“...Let's go inside first. We can continue this conversation in there.”

It would be a disaster if someone spotted us arguing on a main street near the hotel.

Joo Woosung seemed to agree and followed me obediently.

We got on the elevator. I tapped the hotel key and pressed the floor button. The doors closed, and a suffocating silence descended between us.

“......”

“......”

I wondered if there was any point in making excuses since I wouldn't be staying here anyway, but my brain frantically searched for a plausible story.

After opening the door and entering the room, I immediately sat on the sofa, cracked open a can of beer, and drank it.

“Kuhh.”

“......”

Even after all that stupid nonsense, the beer tasted like honey.

I gestured toward the sofa opposite me for Joo Woosung, who stood motionless near the entrance.

“Joo Woosung, you asked how I knew.”

“......”

“I'm a Bloys.”

“...Pardon?”

A preemptive strike is always the best strategy.

Even Min Jiheon hadn't seemed to believe it, but I pulled out the same excuse I had used on him.

I was sensitive about Black Call's and his album release dates, I diligently followed everything from concept photos to teasers and new music videos, and I had listened to many of their songs. Depending on your perspective, it wasn't a complete lie.

“I'm a little hurt that you didn't think I was a fan after I've been this forward and shown so much interest.”

“...You know my preferences because you're my fan?”

“Of course.”

In reality, even if Joo Woosung tried to hide his preferences, the information had likely already leaked to his fans.

Fans wanted to know everything about their favorite idols, no matter how trivial. Even the brand of a phone case that appeared for a moment during a live stream was fair game.

I leaned back into the sofa with a triumphant attitude, and Joo Woosung murmured softly.

“...That's strange.”

The guy, who had been stroking his chin, looked straight at me.

“If Seo Hoyun were my fan, there would have been some talk about it. I don't recall hearing anything at all.”

“I didn't reveal it publicly and just cheered you on diligently from the corner of my room. I'm a bit shy.”

“...Shyyy.”

“I also collect photocards and have all the albums.”

To be precise, they were things Joo Woosung forced on me even when I said I didn't need them.

“Is that so?”

“......”

“Then name any one of my popular photocards.”

Are we filming some variety show right now? Do I have to know the popularity rankings of your photocards?

If this were a question on an actual show, it would be so ridiculously difficult that the cast would curse it out.

“Well... Joo Woosung's photocards are all expensive and hard to get...”

“So which one is it?”

“......”

I tried to give a vague answer, but Joo Woosung tenaciously clung to his suspicions.

During my PD days, I memorized the careers of the stars I worked with, but I never looked into their photocard records.

I hurriedly gathered my scattered memories. Suddenly, Black Call's Christmas album from the year before last came to mind.

“...The Christmas photocard?”

“......”

“The one... with the red sweater and the string lights.”

I remembered seething with anger after seeing that album's contents, thinking they had really gone all out with their planning.

Thinking back, it was just too shameless.

Anyway, Lee Jihyeon had said that Joo Woosung's photocard from that time was called the 'Banpo Xi Photocard' and was extremely hard to get.

After hearing my answer, Joo Woosung kept his mouth shut for a moment, then narrowed his eyes and said.

“We never released a Christmas album.”

“...Ah?”

...Fu...ck, the Black Call from this world had a conscience.

They had never planned something like a special Christmas album.

It seemed I couldn't talk my way out of this. I was just about to kick him out if he asked one more question, but Joo Woosung saw my expression and burst out laughing. "Pfft."

“Ah, that's pretty funny.”

“......”

“Hey, you think I can't recognize one of my own fans?”

He then rummaged through the plastic bag on the table and pulled out a can.

“Do you know what your eyes look like right now? They're saying you'll kill me if I ask one more question. Is that how a fan looks?”

The guy chugged the entire beer in one go and crushed the can with one hand. CRUNCH.

“You don't have to make excuses. I don't have a hobby of prying into things when someone clearly doesn't want to talk.”

“Well, thaaanks a lot for that.”

He immediately grabbed the next beer.

“I just wanted to know why you did it, Seo Hoyun. So many people approach me with all sorts of pretexts.”

“Don't you cringe saying that?”

“Why? It's the truth.”

He downed that one in a single gulp too.

Joo Woosung didn't stop and opened a new can.

“It's obvious you're not the type to be desperate for popularity, so it was strange to see you suddenly go off like that. I was just wondering what the reason could be.”

“......”

“Ah, I said I won't ask anymore. Relax your eyes.”

I twitched an eyebrow and pointed at the scattered wreckage.

“You drank all my beer.”

“Don't be so cheap over a few beers. I can just buy more.”

Grumbling, Joo Woosung went to the minibar and brought back more beer. I had a strong feeling this drinking session was going to continue.

“I was thinking of drinking alone today anyway.”

“......”

“It's nice to have a drinking buddy.”

The corners of his mouth curved up as he picked up the receiver, suggesting they order room service too.

“You don't have anything scheduled for tomorrow morning, right?”

Now he was starting to seem like the guy I knew.

.

.

.

“Sooo~! I just told them right there! I mean, what am I supposed to do when they tell me to lip-sync when I can sing live!”

“Agencies pull that kind of bullshit sometimes.”

“That's what I'm saying! It's so frustrating!!”

Joo Woosung demolished five cans of beer on his own, sipped the wine he ordered from room service, and got completely drunk.

It seemed something frustrating had happened while he was carrying out his schedule before visiting the studio.

“I'm the one who gets criticized either way, so why can't they just let me do what I do best...”

Bitterness and sorrow seeped through his grumbling.

Yeah, if every idol were like you, lip-syncing wouldn't exist.

I casually listened to Joo Woosung's lament while pouring beer down my own throat.

“Agh, but I feel a bit better now that I've said it. I don't have anywhere to vent about this stuff...”

“Still, for someone with so many complaints, you work incredibly hard.”

Joo Woosung tilted his head slightly, flopped onto his back, and sighed.

“That's just inertia.”

“Inertia?”

“It's just what I've always done. My mood swings a bit since it's a job with ups and downs.”

With a reddish face, he stared blankly at the hotel ceiling and muttered.

“...But the problem is that now, even the things I've always done aren't going well.”

He squeezed his eyes shut once, then opened them and spoke to me.

“Seeing me drink like this with you, someone I'm not even close to, you can tell how miserable my life is, right?”

“You do look pretty pathetic.”

“The way you talk is starting to...”

His endless muttering with a frown was getting noisy, so I decided to say what he wanted to hear.

“So, how is it miserable?”

“It just is~. Some days, I get incredibly irritated for no reason, and other days, I hate everything. Then I fall into endless anxiety... More than anything, the hardest part is that there's no end to all of this...Now that I say it, I'm just rambling.”

I rested my chin on my hand and just listened to his story as if it were a side dish for my drink.

He didn't seem to expect me to chime in, as he slowly continued.

“Still, while working, there are sometimes unexpected, good moments. Like seeing a fan who's liked me since the beginning for the first time in a while, or perfectly executing a dance move I was struggling with.”

“......”

“I guess it's because of those moments that I can't run away and end up staying here.”

A brief silence settled in the room. Joo Woosung suddenly shot up and asked me.

“But! Seo Hoyun, why did you help me?”

“You said you wouldn't ask.”

“It doesn't seem like you're dying of love for me, and we're not even close.”

“......”

“Are you a pushover?”

“You're really pissing me off...”

He giggled, as if he had been building up to say that word.

Since it had come to this, I decided to ask something I was curious about.

“Hey, did you see me dance?”

“Hey, why the sudden informal speech?”

Am I not older than him? Grumbling and furrowing his brow, Joo Woosung glanced at me.

“Well... I saw it.”

“And how was it?”

“...Do I have to say?”

When I just stared at him intently, he scratched his cheek.

I really wanted to hear him call me a natural talent. At least here, he couldn't call me a klutz.

“It's not bad, but...”

Joo Woosung rolled his eyes and trailed off.

“It just... has the feeling of a hardworking klutz...”

“......”

You son of a bitch...


The moment I snapped to my senses, my head was pounding as if it would split open. I tried to recall my last memory. An image of Joo Woosung staggering out of the room, saying he was leaving, came to mind around the time we opened the third bottle of wine.

I checked the time. Thankfully, it was still early morning.

The shoot started in the afternoon, so I had to somehow make myself look human by then.

They told me to come with my outfit and makeup on point...

My throat felt parched.

I downed a whole bottle of water, flopped back onto the bed, and picked up my phone.

[Title: Real-time Joo Woosung in Japan]

[Japan_JooWoosung&Hoyun.png]

[Said he's eating with Seo Hoyun]

└ Huh???]

└ Are they close????]

Sightings of Joo Woosung were already circulating on various online communities. There were no dating-related issues.

I got through it safely.

Though it probably would have been fine even if I hadn't meddled.

This is really the end, the end.

The system error will be fixed soon, and Joo Woosung seems to be fine.

There's nothing to gain by getting involved any further.

“......”

It wasn't like I was hoping for something in return for helping, but I really got nothing out of it.

Except, unpleasantly, I now had a slight understanding of why Joo Woosung might want to help me.

“More than anything, the hardest part is that there's no end to all of this.”

Joo Woosung, who had reached the top from the moment he debuted, couldn't find a path forward. Naturally, he couldn't find his own end either.

Maybe that's why he was curious. Curious about what would happen when I, who in contrast had a clear goal, reached my end.

Would the Joo Woosung from this world, who cherished the occasional sparkling moments while laying a thick carpet of anxiety on a dark floor, be happy?

Or would the Joo Woosung from the other world, who threw himself into anxiety and struggled to pave his own path, be better off?

At the very least, I couldn't rashly judge which one was right.

It was his life, after all.

“...Wow, I've really gotten older, haven't I.”

To think I have the capacity to worry about others.

As I pressed my throbbing forehead with my index finger, a text message appeared on my phone screen.

[Genius Main Dancer, Best Senior: (Photo)]

[Genius Main Dancer, Best Senior: I looked it up and there was a Christmas album after all ㅋ]

When did you save my number? And what's with this contact name? Wait, you said there was no Christmas album.

I immediately went to a portal site and searched. A familiar Christmas album cover appeared.

“...This bastard.”

I was completely fooled.

As I suppressed my surging anger and tried to catch my breath, the notifications kept ringing.

[Genius Main Dancer, Best Senior: Leaving me on read, I see]

[Genius Main Dancer, Best Senior: (Photo)]

I tapped the photo with my finger to enlarge it.

Under a shower of brilliant light fragments, a gaze stared out expressionlessly, the upper body crouched as if before a spectacular flight. The image was seared into my mind.



“...Damn.”

Fuck, he's so damn radiant.

[Me: I'm reporting this for being a leak]

[Genius Main Dancer, Best Senior: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

I clicked my tongue softly and turned off my phone.

“A born-to-be idol, through and through.”

A natural-born idol who didn't need my worries.

I sincerely hoped he would continue to be just that.
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[We had an interview with actor Seo Hoyun, who has been on a successful path since taking on the role of Kim Wooho in Dead after Hope. He conducted the interview with a relaxed and skillful demeanor, unlike a rookie...]

“......”

On the bustling set of Shining Star, Min Jiheon wandered around, having once again used a food truck as his excuse to visit. He sat on a folding chair in a corner and saw a magazine on the table. When he saw its cover, he immediately picked it up. A huge title announced an interview with Seo Hoyun.

Min Jiheon had rejected all the interview requests that flooded in after Dead after Hope ended.

SWISH. He flipped to the middle of the magazine, and Seo Hoyun's face appeared.

Seo Hoyun wore a baggy black shirt that contrasted with his pale, almost white skin. He had a refreshing smile.

It's strange...

To Min Jiheon's eyes, Seo Hoyun wearing the clothes of an actor felt strangely out of place.

It was as if there were other, more fitting clothes for him.

Min Jiheon tilted his head and turned to the next page.

[I was truly impressed by how much your acting has changed over the past few months. I heard you practically lived on set, focusing as much as possible on your acting. What do you think is the secret to your sudden growth?

Seo Hoyun: The help I received from the senior actors around me was a big factor. I'm especially indebted to Senior Min Jiheon, who I was almost always with on set. I'm just always grateful.]

Indebted to him?

[I heard Min Jiheon visits you often on the set of your new drama as well.

Seo Hoyun: That's right. It's almost a little bothersome. (laughs) I'm kidding. I'm always thankful. He's a good senior who always watches over me warmly.]

Min Jiheon felt goosebumps rise on his arms.

Back when they filmed Dead after Hope, and even now, his spine tingled whenever he met Seo Hoyun's gaze.

It was like facing a ferocious predator.

“...Is this really Seo Hoyun's interview?”

Min Jiheon lifted the magazine cover and checked Seo Hoyun's name one more time.

His intuition screamed at him. Seo Hoyun was no ordinary person. Even if the Lee Kangseok power-abuse incident was a coincidence, the idol group's drug bust and the exposure of the shell company for contract fraud must have been related to him.

He looked strangely refreshed.

At that time, Seo Hoyun had worn an expression of great relief.

The thought that he too could be pushed off a cliff if he let his guard down for even a moment automatically put him on high alert.

Min Jiheon skipped past all the disgustingly coy parts and turned to the final page of the interview.

[What is your next goal?

Hoyun: It's clear. To bring things to a proper end, without any regrets.]

“......”

Min Jiheon's eyes narrowed.

[Six months from now, what will Seo Hoyun be doing?

Hoyun: Dancing, maybe?

Dancing? Is idol dancing a hobby of yours? (laughs)

Hoyun: It's my main job. I plan to dance until my body breaks. (laughs)

Seo Hoyun never lost his friendly smile throughout the interview. I look forward to the future endeavors of this kind and humble man.]

Min Jiheon hurriedly closed the magazine.

Seo Hoyun had somehow charmed the interviewer, as the article was full of nothing but praise right to the very end.

It's certain that Seo Hoyun is a complete madman.

An unease washed over him after reading the magazine, as if he was missing something again.

He had come to see Seo Hoyun anyway, but he didn't know the reason himself. He had simply followed his gut.

Min Jiheon rubbed the back of his neck and turned his head.

Seo Hoyun stood before the camera with a blank expression.

“Seo Hoyun, since this is the last shoot, let's do a great job.”

“I'll do my best.”

After his short reply, Seo Hoyun grabbed the microphone. The staff's expectant gazes fell upon him.

Soon, the music began to play.

【There's a moment that you feel】

Not just Ha Seoyeon, who was reading her script, but also Shin Heechan, who was chatting with the staff, Director Joo, who was leading the shoot, and even Min Jiheon.

From the moment Seo Hoyun opened his mouth, no one could look away.

【Glory comes up as light

Dawn comes down as end】

A low, mid-range voice seemed to scratch its way out of his throat.

It was a voice that stretched out straight, without a single frill.

【I won't say that I will miss you

That's too selfish, I know...】

He really is good.

Seo Hoyun's performance was so good that it impressed even him, someone with no particular interest in singing.

He really seems like an idol.

He had an unapproachable air when he was still, but the mood changed completely when he just slightly raised the corners of his mouth.

He seemed to know this himself and used it to his advantage.

That's why people put up walls, only to have them melt away.

Min Jiheon let out a small sigh.

There was a reason his own younger sister, who rarely answered his calls due to his busy life, was always going on about 'Seo Hoyun, Seo Hoyun'.

【You won't say that I will miss you

That's way too ideal, I know...】

What the hell is his deal?

While Min Jiheon was lost in thought, a cheer erupted.

Having finished the shoot in a single take, Seo Hoyun came down to monitor the footage.

When Director Joo gave the okay sign, another round of cheers erupted from the staff.

As always, a bouquet of flowers for the actor's last day of shooting was placed in Seo Hoyun's arms.

Min Jiheon got up and persistently observed Seo Hoyun.

Every time Seo Hoyun took a step, staff members spoke to him.

“Seo Hoyun, you worked so hard! Thanks to you, the set was always fun and happy! Thank you!”

“What are we going to do without Kang Jiseong now~? It's such a shame this is the last time.”

“Thank you for saying that.”

Seo Hoyun greeted them, seeming to be in a better mood than usual.

“Let's work together again if we get the chance!”

“...Haha.”

However, at that last comment, his body stiffened, and he laughed a beat too late.

...Why?

“...I'll think about it.”

“Ahaha, still the top star Kang Jiseong, is that it~?!”

Seo Hoyun headed toward the entrance of the set. Min Jiheon glanced at his Manager, who still seemed busy talking with Director Joo.

“Seo Hoyun, hey...”

Thinking there might be a little time to talk, Min Jiheon approached him.

“......”

“......”

Seo Hoyun pressed down on the back of his neck and whispered softly.

“You, did you bring your car?”

“Y-Yes??”

Even in the absurd situation, he nodded obediently.

“Jiheon-ah, lend hyung your car.”

“...What?”

“The car.”

“Why? Are you going somewhere without your Manager?”

Without giving a specific reason, Seo Hoyun curved his lips into a gentle smile.

“I'm asking you a favor.”

Min Jiheon suddenly realized.

This was the very reason he had felt compelled to come here, even though he was just curious about Seo Hoyun and had nothing specific to ask.

Reluctantly, Min Jiheon slowly held out his car keys.

Seo Hoyun snatched them quickly and smiled like a well-fed cat.

“Thanks. Where's the car?”

“...Follow me.”

As he led the way, he heard footsteps following behind him.

They snuck out of the studio and headed to the underground parking garage.

“Whoa.”

Seeing his red sports car parked neatly in a corner, Seo Hoyun whistled.

“Looks like you've earned a lot of money. You're driving something nice.”

“Please, treat it with care...”

He wanted to take the keys back, but his intuition kept sending him a signal that he shouldn't. While he squeezed his eyes shut in frustration, Seo Hoyun opened the driver's side door.

“By the way, is your agency pushing you to do media play?”

“Media play?”

“You know I won't say anything more, yet the ever-so-busy Min Jiheon keeps visiting the set day and night.”

Min Jiheon smacked his lips.

“...Media play? That's hurtful. I just came.”

Especially today.

Why does it feel like I'll never see him again?

An unexplainable anxiety crept up his back.

He approached Seo Hoyun, who had gotten into the driver's seat, and leaned down slightly to face him.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“What.”

“I don't really like you, but...”

The sight of Seo Hoyun in his car looked very familiar.

It was as if he had seen this happen sometime before.

No, maybe it was because he had a premonition that something like this would happen.

“No matter where you go, Seo Hoyun, you'll do well.”

Seo Hoyun's eyes widened in surprise, but a moment later, he let out a small chuckle.

“Why does everything you say sound so ominous?”

He placed the bouquet on the passenger seat, then took the Shining Star script and a pen from his bag.

Then, he opened the pen cap with his mouth and called out with muffled words.

“Min Jiheon.”

It was a minor role with a brief appearance and not many lines.

Despite that, the script was worn and tattered.

It was a testament to how seriously Seo Hoyun had taken this role.

As someone who genuinely loved acting, Min Jiheon found this side of Seo Hoyun not bad at all.

“I dislike you just the same, but.”

Seo Hoyun's signature was inscribed on the front cover of the script.

“The 'you' in here was pretty docile, so it was worth watching.”

In here?

Handing it over, Seo Hoyun's eyes curved into half-moons.

“Come get the car yourself. It'll be in a parking lot near the Express Bus Terminal.”

“What?”

“If you ask my Manager for a ride, he's nice, so he'll probably give you one. You could try asking.”

He's just going to leave my baby where?

“Bye~.”

Before he could even retort, Seo Hoyun left him with just a farewell and exited the parking garage with incredible driving skills.

VROOM.

VROOOOM.

“...Is this for real?”

Left alone, Min Jiheon muttered, dazed.

Belatedly, he looked down at the script in his hand, where a short message was written.

Let's meet again soon, Noeul.

I miss you.

-Hoyun

Along with a rabbit signature.

“...A rabbit because you bolted?”

And who's Noeul?

He lowered his head, touched his forehead, and soon let out a hollow laugh.

.

.

.

“Min Jiheon, you're scarily perceptive.”

I stopped at a red signal and let out a small sound of admiration.

Even though I hadn't given any hints, the guy acted as if I were about to leave for good.

The morning after I returned from Japan, a System Window popped up, saying the error had been completely fixed.

I figured it would be best to finish what I was doing before leaving, so I continued with the little filming that was left.

Still, it's a relief it didn't take as long as I thought.

I looked down at my hands gripping the steering wheel tightly.

There was no tremor at all.

If there was one major gain from my time here, it was that I had plenty of time to calmly organize my thoughts. Thanks to that, my heart didn't pound even when I got in a car.

So I drove the car as a sort of test, and thankfully, it was fine.

After all, I drove just fine back in my PD days. A well-ingrained habit doesn't just disappear.

This is how you fix things, one by one.

When I arrived at a paid parking lot near my destination, the strength drained from my body.

As I leaned back against the seat, I finally noticed my palms were damp.

“...Hoo.”

Catching my slightly ragged breath from the tension, I took out my phone. It was to send Min Jiheon the location of his precious baby.

This is pretty kind of me, right?

Just as I turned off the engine and was about to get out, a System Window notification chimed.

DING!

[Good job driving.]

Are you a GPS?

[But why did you come here? You can just go back right away.]

“......”

I scanned my surroundings.

This place, where people were busily coming and going, was the Express Bus Terminal.

“There's something I want to check before I go back.”

It was a certain billboard that I had passed without a second thought at the time, but had been nagging at the back of my mind ever since.
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Express Terminal Station

At the Express Terminal Station, I quickly bought a hat from an underground shop. I pulled it down low and walked toward the place where the advertisement had been.

Tiring!

[Why did you come here?]

“Because I was curious.”

I was curious about the person who claimed I owed them money.

When I first saw the message telling me to pay back the money I borrowed, I dismissed it as a fan's playful joke. It seemed like the kind of message that just wanted me to contact them.

However, as time went on, the phrase 'Hoyun-ah, pay me back, and contact me' kept rustling around in my head.

It felt strangely familiar.

Then, I suddenly remembered a phone call with my Manager. He had mentioned someone came looking for me during the filming of Dead after Hope.

At the time, I was getting calls from so many places that it was probably nothing important. Still, I decided I needed to check and casually asked my Manager.

“Manager-nim, did anyone happen to come looking for me?”

“Who? The CEO?”

But he seemed to have no idea what I was talking about.

I came here in person, hoping to find a clue, even a late one.

“...Haa.”

The advertising period had apparently ended. Everything was taken down.

Nothing is ever easy.

I sighed and started walking.

After just a few steps, a familiar place appeared.

About two years and a few months ago, during the filming of Shining Star Season 1, I heard fans had put up a digital billboard for us. I had snatched the van from my Manager and driven to the Express Bus Terminal Station.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been suffering because of the school violence controversy, burst into tears the moment he saw it.

Even now, I remembered every single message written on each of those sticky notes.

Letters from fans are always precious, but the sticky notes I saw then remained especially vivid in my heart.

Later, when we all went out to eat with our Manager, Kim Seonghyeon was still shedding tears. I remember chuckling and telling him to stop crying, that he would receive even more love in the future...

“It's empty.”

As expected, there was nothing here.

I sat on a nearby bench and looked at the surroundings, now filled with other advertisements.

Tiring!

[What are you thinking about?]

I lifted my gaze and looked at the System Window for a moment.

“...What are you up to?”

I felt it was time to ask. I needed to ask about what I had realized after being dropped into Actor Maker and filming the drama Shining Star.

“The Dawn members, did you gather them on purpose?”

The writer had said it before.

A combination that could never fail.

Yes, it was true.

The members' abilities were evenly distributed. Looking back now, they were even excessively high.

This became more and more apparent as the filming of Shining Star continued.

And I thought. Maybe the members were gathered for me.

An overly easy world.

It wasn't that there were no hardships, but the situations, the members, and even the people around me all seemed to be placed in the right place at the right time, just for me.

For someone pushed into 'Idol Maker', the days were so good that I could mistake them for peaceful.

That was the problem.

Because life can't be all good things.

[...What do you mean by that?]

The System Window just shimmered with a resolute blue light.

“If you don't want to answer, then fine.”

I couldn't know the exact reason it sent me here, but since it had 'fixed an error', the System Window had already achieved what it wanted. I didn't expect to get any information out of it easily in this situation.

Besides, if I got frustrated, I could just dig into it myself like I always have.

Tsk. I clicked my tongue and was about to turn back when another alarm rang out.

Tiring!

[The only answer I can give you is this.]

[That I always hope Seo Hoyun will be loved by many people.]

“Bullshit...”

I waved my arm, dismissing the nonsense, and snapped my fingers.

At the same time, the rectangular shape scattered like smoke and a new window appeared.

Return to Idol Maker?

Yes / No

I nodded.

Soon, my vision distorted and began to spin.

There were many frustrating moments, but in the end, I had gathered a lot of points, relieved some stress, and even had a change of pace.

With the points I had collected, I would soon be able to restore Seo Hojin's memories.

[Returning to Idol Maker.]

It wasn't a bad ending.

However...

[Preparing to synchronize...]

Min Jiheon's words clung to me persistently.

[Synchronizing points...]

If you're going to force yourself into someone else's clothes, there has to be a plausible reason. If you receive something important, a corresponding price must surely follow...

[Synchronizing recognition...]

In other words, it meant that someone had to sacrifice something in exchange for my life.

[Synchronizing stats...]

My train of thought, one idea leading to another, finally dragged out a person I had been ignoring until now.

A nauseatingly ominous guess.

[Synchronizing ■■■...]

That stupid bastard who sacrificed something...

[Synchronization complete.]

Might be my younger brother...

[Returning to Idol Maker.]

Ha...

Engulfed in a pure white light, I squeezed my eyes shut.

Damn it.

...I've really gone and made a fucking terrible assumption.

.

.

.

Blink,

...blink.

“......”

I floated in a hazy consciousness, slowly blinking my eyelids. Then my senses suddenly rushed back.

I came to my senses, sat up, and looked around. It was a hospital room, a sight that had become familiar after seeing it a few times.

Right next to the bed, Seo Hojin was dozing off, sitting uncomfortably in a chair.

I fumbled for the phone on the bedside table and grabbed it.

I checked the date. A full ten days and a bit more had passed.

[Congratulations!

You have safely returned from Actor Maker.

Your points have been accumulated and can be used in Idol Maker.]

[Points: 370,000]

As I registered my current situation, the System Window flashed, showing off its existence.

After checking only the points, I let my hand go limp and dropped the phone onto Seo Hojin's body.

“...Gah!”

“......”

“...Huh, huh?”

“What are you doing here like this? Looking so pathetic...”

Before I could finish, Seo Hojin's eyes flew open and he shot to his feet.

“...Huk!”

“Hey, you should go home...”

“Hyung?! Hyung, hyung, hyung!?”

“...and get some proper rest...”

“Is that you, Hyung? You're awake?!”

CLATTER! CRASH!

Go on, destroy the whole hospital room. Just break everything.

In his panic, Seo Hojin bumped into the table and then tripped over the chair, flailing.

“A-Are you okay?! How are you feeling? Does anywhere hurt?”

“I think I'd feel a lot healthier if you'd quietly shut up.”

“W-What?”

“What about school?”

Seo Hojin's fussing stopped for a moment.

The corners of his eyes were reddish.

“Sch-school? School? How can you say that to me right now...?!”

My brother's voice rose as if he were about to explode with anger, but it quickly died down.

“...Never mind. It's fine. Hyung is still sick somewhere. Let's not get angry. Be patient, be patient...”

This punk.

“Hyung, tell me honestly. Are you suffering from some illness without telling me?”

“There's nothing like that.”

“Then why do you keep getting sick like this? The doctor said they don't even know the name of the illness.”

“I said there isn't. Hey, you, hurry up and go out...”

I was about to kick him out of the room to restore my peace of mind. I would make him responsible for contacting the other members while he muttered about needing to get detailed check-ups abroad.

“...Are you crying?”

Teardrops streamed down Seo Hojin's cheeks, falling one by one.

For someone with such a large build, he looked exactly like he did when he cried as a kid. How is he going to survive in society and get married later, being so soft-hearted?

“I thought something really, really bad was going to happen to you, Hyung...”

“......”

“Why are you always...”

I felt awkward for no reason and stayed quiet. Seo Hojin bit his lower lip hard.

“Fuck, forget it...”

“...Well, well?”

“I didn't swear.”

I didn't ask if you swore. I just said 'well, well'.

The kid feigned innocence, raised his arm, and roughly rubbed his eyes.

“Stop being so dramatic and quit crying. People don't die that easily.”

“...You have such a way with words.”

Seo Hojin grumbled with a pout, then finally let out a deep sigh.

“I'll go get the doctor, and the members. Everyone was really worried.”

Perhaps embarrassed that he had cried, he walked quickly to the hospital room door.

For some reason, I felt a ticklish sensation in my chest.

I brushed back my unruly bangs and picked up the phone again.

57 missed calls

382 messages.

First, I ignored the missed calls and checked the messages.

I scrolled down and found Joo Woosung.

[Joo Woosung: You collapsed again?]

[Joo Woosung: You madman were born so frail...]

[Joo Woosung: Message me when you wake up]

“...Hm.”

I tapped the phone screen with my finger for a moment before pressing the call button.

The ringing went on for a long time. I was about to hang up, thinking he might be in the middle of a schedule, when Joo Woosung's voice came through the speaker.

[Yes, hello.]

“...Uh...”

Before I could figure out what to say first, a shout loud enough to deafen me suddenly pierced my eardrums.

[Seo Hoyun?!!]

...He's very energetic.

I held the phone away for a moment, then brought it back to my ear as a torrent of words poured out.

[What, what?! You're conscious? You punk, when did you wake up? You've been fine for a while and you're only calling me now, right?]

“......”

[Are you okay? You alive? I can't come visit right away because of my schedule... Ah, just a moment!]

He had clearly stepped away from work, as I could hear someone calling him in the background.

[Hey, I'll stop by later today with Blue Tiger-noona and PD Heeyeong. You're still at the hospital, right?]

“...Yes, I'm at the hospital.”

[Got it. Don't overdo it and wander around. Just stay put.]

I didn't answer and just scratched the back of my head.

Then, Joo Woosung asked in a slightly cautious tone.

[...Are you in a lot of pain? Why are you so quiet?]

“......”

[Agh, shit, but why does your voice sound like that?]

Seo Hojin and Joo Woosung. Why is everyone making such a fuss?

“Woosung-ah.”

[What?]

Even as I thought that, the concern directed at me no longer felt unfamiliar or awkward.

I could no longer deny it.

“...You're a real pushover.”

I liked it here.
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[What? Hearing you spout nonsense, it looks like Seo Hoyun is just fine.]

A hint of laughter mixed with Joo Woosung's grumbling voice. He ended the call, saying he would come over after his schedule.

I fiddled with my phone, then shoved it into my hospital gown's pocket.

I lay back on the bed and blankly organized my future tasks. A doctor came in for a brief check-up and said we could discuss my discharge after the test results came in.

After the doctor left, I took a t-shirt from the cabinet. As I was changing, the hospital room door flew open with a BAM!

“Hoyun-ah!”

It was Seong Jiwon. He strode over, his eyes and cheeks flushed red.

“...Seong Jiwon.”

It had been less than two weeks here, but for me, it was the first time seeing him in almost a year. His appearance was strangely welcome.

“Hoyun-ah, are you okay?”

“Yeah.” I answered while pulling my shirt down, then sat on the edge of the bed. “It's been a while, huh?”

“...A while?”

“Have you been eating well?”

Seong Jiwon's lowered eyebrows shot up, and his mouth twisted.

“...Ea-ting?”

As Seong Jiwon dragged out the word with an expression I had never seen before, Seo Hojin, who had followed him in, quickly interjected.

“Jiwon-ah, calm down. He asked me about school, too. It's better for your mental health if you just think of him as a patient.”

“...Hoo. Yeah, you're right.”

What does he mean, 'you're right'?

Seong Jiwon let out a deep sigh and nodded.

I ignored their conversation and looked over Seong Jiwon's shoulder. “Where are the others?”

“...Uh, Seonghyeon and Dajun went to an album meeting. They said they're on their way now. I just heard from them.”

An album meeting?

I tilted my head, and Seong Jiwon smiled awkwardly.

“The guys said that even if you're sick, we have to discuss the next album and move forward without any delays. They said we'd get scolded by you when you woke up if we just sat on our hands.”

I stared, a little surprised, and Seong Jiwon added quietly, “...Well, they're not wrong... It's not like anything gets done by just sitting around.”

Wow, they actually had such a commendable thought?

I figured even the gentle Seong Jiwon would get angry if I said that out loud, so I kept my mouth shut and rolled my eyes. Of course, he seemed to read my mind anyway.

He ran a hand through his fine brown hair in exasperation.

“Haa... You're really something else...”

As Seong Jiwon chose his words, the door burst open again.

A familiar voice rang out.

“YAAAK!!!”

“...Ya?”

It was Jeong Dajun. He panted with rage, his cheeks already damp and his eyes brimming with tears.

“Seo Hoyun!”

Kim Seonghyeon stood next to him, also sniffling and crying his eyes out.

“Hey, you Seo Hoyun! You bad hyung!!”

Did he only learn the bad stuff from Kang Ichae?

“How dare you say my name so casually...”

I started to get up to scold him, but Jeong Dajun was faster. He rushed over and tackled me.

“......”

A sharp pain shot through my lower back. I think I sprained it.

“Hey, you little punk...”

“Waaah! Hyung, you're so well-built and have such a nasty personality, so why, why are you so frail like this... Sob... Making people worry... Waaaaah...”

“...Hey, hey.”

WHAM! WHAM! WHAM!

His frame had gotten even bigger, but he collapsed on top of me without a second thought, pounding my shoulders and chest.

“Sob... I'm so annoyed... and you take so much red ginseng... Where did you buy that red ginseng? It's not worth the money. Huhu-sob...”

He kept whining after that, but I could barely understand him.

“...Just get off me for a second.”

I gave up trying to decipher his words and just let my body go limp.

The whining continued endlessly until Seong Jiwon, unable to watch any longer, pulled Jeong Dajun back. I roughly wiped the youngest's snot and tears from my t-shirt. It seemed it was Kim Seonghyeon's turn.

“Seo Hoyun, you bastard. Why is your body so damn weak?”

Bas... what?

Everyone's mouths have gotten so foul while I was gone.

“Why were you born so frail, making the people around you suffer?”

“I wasn't born frail.”

“Do you know how many times this has happened?”

Even I couldn't argue with that.

“Yeah...” I scratched my head and said awkwardly, “...I'm sorry.”

My apology was met with a cold silence that filled the hospital room.

Even Jeong Dajun, who had been loudly blowing his nose, stared at me with wide eyes.

“...Sorry?”

“......”

“......”

“S-S-Sorry??”

He looked around frantically and asked again.

“Hyung must be sick again!!!”

Having reached this absurd conclusion, Jeong Dajun shot up and screamed at the top of his lungs.

“A doctor!! Get a doctor!!”

“Shut up, please...”

He was so loud. I shot a look at Seong Jiwon, Kim Seonghyeon, and Seo Hojin, signaling for them to stop him. They ignored me with cold expressions, as if to say, 'You brought this on yourself.'

In the end, I had to cover Jeong Dajun's mouth myself.

After finally getting the struggling Dajun to sit down and calm down, I scanned the members. “But where's Kang Ichae?”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated and glanced at Seong Jiwon.

“Kang Ichae is... uh.”

“Why? Is something wrong with him?”

“Ah, no. It's not that.”

Seeing their reluctance, my gaze shifted from Jeong Dajun to Seong Jiwon, who gave a calm answer.

“Ichae has a bad cold with body aches.”

“...Huh?”

“He's pretty sick. Since you're not fully recovered yet, we were planning to tell you slowly...”

I blinked, unable to process the information.

I had never seen Kang Ichae get sick since we became The Dawn and started living together.

“So he's also hospitalized here, on the floor above this room.”

“That's right! Ichae-hyung was burning up with a fever, and he just! Collapsed... I think he's conscious, but he can't even speak properly...”

Something felt wrong.

“I'm going to go see Kang Ichae.”

“I want to go too!!”

“Hey, Jeong Dajun, you stay here.”

Kim Seonghyeon pressed down on Jeong Dajun's head as he tried to stand up. He then grabbed my shirt collar as I made to bolt out the door.

“Seo Hoyun, you don't know where his room is. Go with Seong Jiwon. In the meantime, I'll contact the company, and this time, you're going to get all the tests done properly.”

"Uh, yeah, okay."

“......”

“I said I get it.”

I agreed half-heartedly, pried Kim Seonghyeon's hand off, and stepped out of the room. Seong Jiwon quickly followed.

“Uh, don't worry, we're doing a good job keeping the story from leaking. We have some content videos we filmed before, too. Thankfully, he collapsed inside the company building, so it didn't spread much.”

“......”

“Besides, Senior Min Jiheon responded so quickly that most people in the company just think it's a bad flu...”

“What about the trainee who was with him?”

“A trainee? Was there someone else there? I don't think I've heard anything about that...”

Was it the system's trickery after all?

Seong Jiwon tilted his head slightly and continued.

“Ummm, and what else was there to tell you? The Manager-nim was very surprised, but he's handling it well, and the album...”

Aside from his slightly swollen eyes, he didn't look much different from usual, but he seemed distracted. Had his face thinned out, too?

I studied his features, slowed my pace, and called his name.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“......”

“It's okay, so you calm down first. ...You look pale.”

Seong Jiwon bit his lip, hesitated for a long moment, then smacked my shoulder.

“...Ow.”

“...Stop getting sick.”

He gently revealed the feelings he had been suppressing.

“I will.”

I chuckled softly and opened the emergency staircase door.

We chatted quietly as we went up to find Kang Ichae.

“Ichae-ah, Hoyun woke up...”

But the hospital room was empty.

“......”

The blanket was tossed aside and the bedsheets were crumpled. He had clearly left in a hurry.

“Where on earth did a sick person go?”

“Call him.”

“Okay.”

Seong Jiwon took out his phone and called Kang Ichae.

“I'm a little worried. He's been having nightmares for days.”

“Nightmares?”

“Yeah. He was groaning and talking in his sleep, but I couldn't hear it clearly.”

“......”

The call didn't connect. He pressed the call button a few more times, his brow furrowed.

“Can you wait here for a second? I'll go look for Ichae nearby.”

I watched Seong Jiwon hurry out of the room, then rubbed the back of my neck.

For some reason, my heart felt unsettled.

Why do I feel so anxious?

It might be nothing, but I decided to go downstairs and tell the others.

I started walking and tried calling Kang Ichae. The call kept getting cut off, probably because Seong Jiwon was also calling him.

[The customer is not available. You will be connected to voicemail after the beep.]

Are you crazy.

Ring... Ring...

My palms began to sweat as I anxiously listened to the ringing. I opened the emergency stairwell door to head down.

“Why won't this bastard pick up his phone...”

I spat out a curse, and a ringing sound came from above.

Tring.

RING.

I reflexively lifted my head. A shadow fell across the dimly lit stairs.

I narrowed my eyes, scanned the figure, and ended the call.

Ring... Ring... Click.

The echoing sound stopped.

I called out his name.

“Kang Ichae.”

Kang Ichae's gaze remained fixed on me as he walked down slowly.

“Hello.”

His voice was completely cracked and rough.

“You were looking right at it, so why didn't you answer the phone?”

I deliberately responded calmly, trying to ignore the unidentifiable tension rising from my toes.

“I heard you were sick. Where did you just come from?”

At times like this, I was truly glad for my acting experience. I summoned every bit of my skill to hide the tremble in my mouth and stop my feet from backing away.

“...Kang Ichae?”

He stood a few steps away, showing no reaction.

A chilling premonition shot up my spine. The billboard I never got to check. The Shining Star synopsis, missing just one person. The explanation that no one would remember me except for a specific person.

I was about to dismiss it as a flimsy, impossible hypothesis when I spoke.

“Aren't you going to ans...”

“Wooho-ya.”

A lightning bolt struck my hypothesis.

“Why didn't you contact me? Even though you were going around shooting your bow just fine.”

Kang Ichae's feet left the ground as he approached, one step at a time. His gaze dropped, fixing on my hands.

I clenched my fists and sucked in a breath, afraid he would see the calluses that shouldn't be there.

Kang Ichae slowly raised his eyelids and looked directly at me.

“What's with that expression.”

He smiled slightly.

“Are you that happy to see me?”
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A long-standing rumor circulated in the entertainment industry. If you saw a ghost while preparing for a comeback, the album was guaranteed to be a massive hit.

Stories told of a persistent gaze from the corner of an empty practice room, an item vanishing from the dorm, or a ghost appearing in the recording studio. The media had used these stories so often they no longer had any effect.

Jeong Seonui always scoffed at such superstitions. She considered them just another tool to attract public interest.

But it wouldn't have been strange if something had actually appeared at WH Entertainment today. Gloomy clouds filled the sky, visible through windows wiped clean of a single speck of dust. A strangely chilly and dreary atmosphere hung over the entire building.

Something felt off. Lee Jihyeon tilted her head.

“Team Leader, why is it so cold in here?”

“I know... Is the air conditioner on too high?”

Jeong Seonui rubbed her arms as she and Lee Jihyeon headed to the conference room.

“Still, it's a relief we can start recording right away without any major issues. Thanks to that, the next album should be released without delays.”

“I know...”

“There's really no other group like our The Dawn!”

Lee Jihyeon diligently took care of The Dawn, even though Seo Hoyun frequently pushed her around.

Jeong Seonui shook her head and kept walking.

“Anyway, let's work hard again today...”

They arrived at the conference room and opened the door.

WHOOSH.

A cold chill brushed against their cheeks.

“I think it's colder in here than outside...?”

Lee Jihyeon, who muttered while shivering, trailed off.

The Dawn was already in the conference room. As usual, Seo Hoyun flipped through dense stacks of documents. Kang Ichae twirled a pen with a bright smile, while the other members wore stoic expressions. A cool air clearly emanated from their very center.

“Ah, should I turn off the AC if it's cold?”

Before Lee Jihyeon could stop him, Kim Seonghyeon shot up and grabbed the remote.

Jeong Dajun, sitting next to him, mumbled, “It's cold even with the AC off...”

Jeong Seonui and Lee Jihyeon cautiously entered, glanced at The Dawn, and let out a small sigh.

“...So, sh-shall we start by talking about the teaser?” Lee Jihyeon spoke first after a moment of silence.

A chilling atmosphere lingered, but the meeting itself proceeded smoothly. Jeong Seonui rubbed her arms again and guessed.

Something must have happened.


I'm so fucked.

The silhouette in the dim light seared itself coldly into my eyes. I pressed down hard on my foot, which twitched as if ready to bolt for the emergency exit.

“Have you been well?”

Kang Ichae remembers me. Joo Woosung and even Min Jiheon didn't know. How the hell...

Hypotheses crashed into my mind like a meteor shower, tangling together chaotically and sending out a warning.

“You looked like you were having fun.”

If I show any sign of panic now, it'll be impossible to recover. Calm down.

My heart pounded violently, but I calmly looked at Kang Ichae. He stood at a slight angle with his arms crossed, waiting for my answer.

This is insane.

His confident gaze pierced right through me.

He mentioned Kim Wooho, so he must have existed in 'Actor Maker' too... Can I make an excuse? He looks like he's here to confirm his suspicions, so there's no way he'd be fooled. Should I just confess everything?

Tens of thousands of words rose and fell in my mind in an instant. A sliver of hope filled my chest that he might believe my story.

He might even help me until the very end.

Until I can go back.

Damn it.

But the thought that I had to go back someday hit me like cold water, snapping me to my senses.

“...What do you mean, have I been well?”

“......”

“Didn't you see me? I thought I was really going to die.”

Right, I'll just pretend I don't know.

It wouldn't do him any good to know my situation anyway. The same goes for me. I don't particularly need any help either. It's enough to just faithfully fulfill my role as a member of The Dawn, like I've been doing. He raps well, he composes well, he's relatively obedient...

“Are you okay?”

I took a step closer and spoke to change the mood.

“How are you feeling? I heard you were very sick too.”

Kang Ichae just stared at me coldly without a word.

A sigh escaped me. It would be better to get some damp, humid summer air than to continue this conversation in this dim, stuffy space. I learned from dealing with Kang Ichae over the past two years that this guy shouldn't be kept in a small, dark place.

“Let's go out for now, the others will be waiting...”

I turned, approached the emergency exit, and grabbed the knob to open it.

THWACK.

A larger shadow covered my vision. A hand reached from behind and gently pushed the door shut.

He turned his head slightly, his lowered eyes looking past me. A deeply hoarse voice reached my ear. “I knew it. I knew you'd try to run, hyung.”

Your eyes look like they could stab me to death right now.

I swallowed the words that shot up my throat and kept my mouth shut. The glint in his eyes looked extremely dangerous. In times like these, shutting up was the best policy.

Just then, the bell rang loudly again.

Kang Ichae ended the call without checking the caller ID. He rubbed the back of his neck and spoke. “Hyung, do you know when I woke up?”

“It was when people were making a fuss over that ridiculous drama you filmed with Min Jiheon.”

A shiver ran down my spine. I remembered the System Window error that occurred after Min Jiheon used his ability.

What if that problem was what swept Kang Ichae over to this side?

“I won't bother explaining how bewildered and naive I was when I woke up in my long-neglected house in America, or about the shitty days I spent.”

The words poured out of him without hesitation, natural as if he had practiced them many times.

“Over there... you were an actor, hyung?”

Kang Ichae's brow furrowed slightly as he continued.

“I looked everything up. The dramas you were in, the entertainment news programs, even small newspaper articles or live videos. Seeing your familiar signature gave me certainty that you'd been dropped into that place too. So I tried to meet you...”

Someone who came all the way to the WH Entertainment building to see me... The billboard that went up telling me to pay my debt...

“But it turns out, meeting a celebrity is harder than I thought.”

He let out a hollow laugh.

I fidgeted with my lips, looking for a chance to cut in. Kang Ichae's gaze met mine again. He demanded an answer.

“Kang Ichae.”

This must be the moment to cut him off.

“I really have no idea what you're talking about. Did you have a dream or something?”

There was a reason people summoned to hearings feigned ignorance. There was no proof that the 'Seo Hoyun' in Kang Ichae's story was me. If I denied it, he couldn't push any further.

I must not lose my composure.

The air between us stretched thin, taut with tension. I knew instinctively that the moment I showed this bastard the slightest opening, I would be bitten, torn apart, and swallowed whole.

“Maybe you should wash your face...”

“Hyung. Hoyun-hyung.” Kang Ichae rubbed his brow, sounding a little tired. “I had a hard time. I was stuck all alone in a strange place, wondering if I could ever go back, if people would remember me. I wondered if everything I believed to be real was just a dream, or if I'd truly gone mad. I was buried in those thoughts. I couldn't even sleep properly for months.”

“......”

“And you're going to end all of that by calling me a madman who can't even tell dreams from reality?”

His hand covered his face, so I couldn't see his expression clearly.

“Do you think I'm a joke, hyung?”

I swear I never thought that.

It's just that there's nothing I can tell him.

The heavy silence pressed down on my shoulders.

I searched for any topic to change the mood. Kang Ichae's sharp gaze locked onto me.

This bastard...

Saying nothing was the right answer.

Kang Ichae quietly observed every detail of my appearance.

“Nothing in this world just springs out of nowhere. Coincidences can't be repeated, and strange things can't happen consecutively. Why do you keep collapsing when the hospital says you're fine? How did a drama like Shining Star come about? Are other dramas related too...”

His deductions got closer and closer to the truth.

“...It feels like all these bizarre events would be explained if someone just admitted it.”

I had to push him away more firmly before a real problem arose. I swept my bangs back and replied calmly.

“You must have been really sick.”

The corner of Kang Ichae's mouth twitched.

I was about to escape the guy, who looked ready to explode, when the door burst open.

“Oh!! There you are!”

Jeong Dajun stood there, smiling brightly with beads of sweat on his forehead.

“Whoa, it's dark. What are you guys doing in here?”

The youngest hadn't seen Kang Ichae's face and chattered on, wiping his cheek with the back of his hand.

“Ahhh! Hyungs, why aren't you answering your phones! Please pick up, we're worried! Jiwon-hyung and Seonghyeon-hyung, everyone scattered like we were playing hide-and-seek to find you...”

“......”

“......”

“...I'm sorry.”

Jeong Dajun, now the focus of both my and Kang Ichae's attention, looked around, bowed his head, then turned and scurried back out.

Kang Ichae grabbed the doorknob and opened the door again.

“GYAAH!”

Jeong Dajun shrieked from outside, jumping in surprise as the door flew open.

Kang Ichae simply wore a faint, nonchalant smile.

“If you don't want to talk, hyung, I can't force you. We'll just find out slowly, one by one.”

“......”

“Whether I'm the madman, or you're the one playing dumb.”

Isn't it both of you?

While I grumbled internally, Kang Ichae stepped into the hospital corridor and ruffled Jeong Dajun's hair.

“Maknae, I missed you a ton, you know?”

He started humming and walked away.

I stared blankly at the back of his head.

This is an incredibly shitty situation. Of all the people to get caught by, it had to be this fucking bastard...

Jeong Dajun, who had frozen stiff at Kang Ichae's touch, quickly fixed his hair. He clung to my arm and spoke while cautiously observing the situation.

“Hoyun-hyung, how about we start by groveling to Thug Chae?”

“......”

“...Never mind. I'll do the groveling, yes...”


Chapter 319

❬Popular Male Idol's Recent Status - A Dead-Eyed Ending?!❭

A modulated, mechanical voice spoke from the YouTube video.

<...—The center of every controversy in The Dawn is always Seo Hoyun.

It's truly remarkable how he can stir up so much trouble despite having debuted less than three years ago.

Even with the constant rumors about his personality, Seo Hoyun has consistently ignored them.

His fans shamelessly defended him every time, claiming 'he's always consistently good to his fans.' They cited his frequent messages on PopPop as proof.>

Article photos and social media reactions followed.

❬However, recently, Seo Hoyun has been absent from PopPop for over two weeks, even as of the production of this video. The other members of The Dawn are also silent.❭

❬All the group photos posted on the official social media accounts during this time were taken in the past.❭

❬There are rumors that he's sick, but is that really the case? Or is it simply because he sees his fans as nothing more than ATM machines? I'm very curious to see how his fans will try to explain this one.❭

The comment section below filled with sarcasm directed at Seo Hoyun.

[Where are all the kids who used to praise Seo Hoyun for his perfect attendance ㅠ Your oppa has been completely silent for ten days now]

[They used to fiercely defend Seo Hoyun, calling him a devoted son for always showing up on PopPop except when his Shining Star 2 family matters (ㅋ) blew up...

└ Now Seo Hoyun only messages once a month to stop people from getting refunds

└└ Then they'll throw a fit, saying Seo Hoyun is sick and not to say anything to a sick person...

└└ Wow, making money is so damn easy!]

The Dawn's fans who saw this were sick and tired of the cyber wreckers' methods. They patched together and exaggerated trivial details just for the sake of criticism.

[These forced hate videos are so damn persistent...

It's fucking creepy how that bastard can tell if a group photo or selfie is recent or not just by looking at the clothes]

[I know, right... When the hell are the bastards who upload this stuff going to jail?]

[The other members are just quietly doing their schedules, so I don't know for sure...ㅠㅠ... but I think something might have happened to Hoyun... I'm so worried...]

[There have been sightings of the members around a hospital lately, is that true??]

[Why is no one talking about Kang Ichae? It's been a damn long time since he's been on too

└ He never had perfect attendance to begin with + his fans don't go around screaming about how he's a devoted son for it

└└ Ah, fuck, so was having perfect attendance the problem all along?]

Of course, not only criticism floated around. The majority were actually worried that something had really happened.

[Hoyun-ah, you have to have a good day today too!!]

[Hoyun-ah~ The weather is so nice todayhaha I'm on my way to work, trying hard to suppress my murderous intent to kill my boss!! Wish me luck!!]

[Don't tell me you're sick somewhere... If you are, I'll go and drop my pants in front of WH]

[Our baby~!!! Eat something yummy today, and make sure to have a sweet frappuccino~~]

Just as the Noeuls waited with bated breath for Seo Hoyun, trying their best not to show it, a PopPop message arrived at the top of their phone screens.

[Hoyun: Hello]

[Hoyun: What are you doing?]

[Hoyun-ah!!! I missed you so much]

[Bunny, what have you been up to!!!]

As if he knew exactly how the fans felt, a photo of him eating appeared just as they were about to ask if he had been sick. A video was uploaded the moment they were about to say they missed him.

[Oh my god, thank you, world, thank you]

Fans were relieved to see him looking healthy and smiling brightly. Afterward, some light chatter went back and forth on PopPop.

[What's the occasion for messaging in the middle of the day?? You usually do it early in the morning or at night]

To one fan's curious question, Seo Hoyun replied.

[Hoyun: You're asking why I messaged at this time today?]

[Hoyun: Because the weather is nice... Just because]

[Hoyun: I just wanted to send a chat to see what Noeul was up to]

The fans burst out laughing at this rare, clumsy side of Seo Hoyun.

[Hoyun-ah, this is PopPop... not a private chat...]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, this is hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Someone please teach Seo Hoyun how to use PopPop instead of a private chat]

The messages teasing Seo Hoyun continued endlessly.

.

.

.

“Oops.”

I should have read it one more time before sending it.

I awkwardly rubbed my forehead. After sending a correction message, I sighed. The Manager, who glanced at me through the rearview mirror, spoke up.

“Anyway, I'm glad the results were good, Hoyun-ah.”

“Yeah, well, but getting a health check-up takes up so much time...”

When I opened my eyes, a little over ten days had passed in this world's time.

In that situation, the company insisted my health was the top priority. They scheduled every possible test at the hospital and forbade me from doing anything but rest. They were surprisingly even stricter than the members.

I was diagnosed by the doctor, received reports from Lee Jihyeon, and got schedule updates from the Manager. After my discharge, meetings for the upcoming album filled my time.

Several days disappeared in a flash. I was only now able to catch my breath and check PopPop.

As I slowly scrolled through the mountain of teasing messages from fans, my phone screen went black and changed to an incoming call. It was Min Jiheon.

“What.”

[...]

“I'm busy.”

The last time he called, I had told him I was busy, would call him back later, and then hung up immediately.

[The weather is nice today... so I wanted to give you a call.]

Hearing him spout such bullshit in that smooth tone gave me goosebumps. I immediately pressed the end call button.

“Isn't this guy a complete psycho?”

I rubbed my arm, which was covered in goosebumps, as Min Jiheon's name appeared on my phone again. I didn't want to, but I had something to say to him, so I forced myself to answer.

[Hey, why'd you hang up so fast? You're hurting my feelings.]

“Are you a stalker?”

[I'm your number one fan.]

Don't be ridiculous.

This Min Jiheon from 'this place', whom I hadn't dealt with in a while, was as relaxed and shameless as ever. He rattled on about things like, 'Hyung, your tone on PopPop was so different, I had to check several times,' and 'So you were good at it because acting is your daily life.' As I was about to hang up on his incessant chatter, Min Jiheon casually got to the point.

[Don't be too upset that I couldn't visit you in the hospital. I was overseas, and things were just so, so hectic~.]

I checked on the Manager, who was focused on driving, then lowered my voice and asked.

“You, do you remember the kid who was with me when I collapsed?”

[Uh-huh.]

A less-than-enthusiastic answer came through the speaker.

“Do you know where she went?”

[Well, I'm not sure... To be honest, I was out of it back then too... After I took you to the hospital, I went back to look for him, but he was gone. It felt like I'd seen a ghost...]

I doubted whether Min Jiheon really knew nothing, but I had no way to confirm it right now.

Do I have to search for him myself?

As I tapped my fingers on my phone and organized my thoughts, I heard Min Jiheon's laughter.

[Oops, don't do that.]

“...Don't do what.”

[Anything~. It's a piece of advice from someone with at least some experience in this area... It's better to just consider it bad luck and ignore it. Otherwise, you'll be ruined before you even know it.]

“My family was ruined a long time ago.”

[Ah... sorry. Anyway, you're not hurt anywhere, right? My little brother was so worried about you that he... well, he didn't stop eating, but he was super, super concerned. For reference, Jiheon couldn't sleep because of you~.]

The topic suddenly changed.

This bastard would abandon me and run at the first sign of trouble, yet he was all talk.

“Whatever. Just tell your brother thanks for worrying about me.”

[Huh?]

Because Noeul had been my fan everywhere.

I ended the call before Min Jiheon could react. The van was already pulling into the company's parking lot anyway.

At this rate, I won't be able to find Jeong Cheongyeon.

I was still going to search, but I had a feeling I might never see him again.

I sighed and got out of the stopped vehicle.

I had to catch up on a backlog of schedules, and with the comeback just a few weeks away, I was incredibly busy. I was only stopping by the company now because I had a small break and Kang Ichae had said he finished revising a B-side track.

I wonder if he's... doing any better?

I left the Manager, who was heading to the Management Team and said he'd see me later, and made my way to Kang Ichae's studio. Every staff member I passed greeted me warmly.

“Oh my, Hoyun! It's been a while. I heard you caught a cold?”

“I know. They say even dogs don't catch summer colds.”

Just as I smiled and offered a suitable reply, a strong impact hit my side.

“......”

“......”

“Hyung!!!”

It was our maknae, the elephant.

“Why didn't you answer your phone!! Aish!”

Jeong Dajun, who had tackled me, fired off words like a machine gun.

“Hyung, what did they say at the hospital?! Are you okay now? By the way, did you eat?!”

“Yeah.”

“That's a relief!! But you know what! I'm planning to film a Reel today!”

The staff members slowly backed away, seeing me trapped in a flood of words. I waved for them to get back to work and started walking, matching my pace with Jeong Dajun's.

Diring!

[Jeong Dajun is haha...]

[Incredibly talkative...]

My thoughts exactly.

The System Window, which hadn't shown itself once since I returned to 'Idol Maker', decided to pop up now. It had the nerve, not even showing a hint of its presence no matter how many times I tried to call it out regarding Kang Ichae's matter.

Anyway, while I thought Jeong Dajun was noisy, I was also proud and impressed. I had heard that for the past few days, all the members, including the maknae, had perfectly handled all their schedules without any sign of hardship.

I quietly stared at Jeong Dajun, who chattered endlessly as we moved. Suddenly, his busily moving mouth clamped shut.

“...What is it?”

“......”

“Your gaze is somehow...”

“Affectionate, you like it?”

“It feels like a Cheongyang pepper dipped in honey, so I feel a little nauseous... Ack!!”

Having finally earned a flick to the head, Jeong Dajun rubbed the top of his head, looked around, and whispered.

“But Hoyun-hyung... when are you going to make up with Ichae-hyung?”

I was wondering when this would come up.

I swept back my bangs, which I had let grow long for styling, and retorted.

“Why? Did Kang Ichae say something?”

“That's not it, but...”

I grinned and pinched Jeong Dajun's nose firmly with my thumb and index finger.

“Our Jeong Elephant, don't waste your time on useless worries.”

“...Can you call me Our Puppy instead? At least that's cute.”

Jeong Dajun shook off my hand, covered his nose, and grumbled about being called an elephant.

“It's just that Ichae-hyung is being weird. He'll be joking around just like usual, and then...”

“And then?”

“Suddenly, his laughter cuts off, and when I turn around, he's staring blankly into space.”

That does sound a bit scary...

“Thanks to him, I feel like I'm living in a horror movie every day.”

Stopping in front of the studio, Jeong Dajun looked at me and said, “Anyway! Please, somehow, resolve this amicably! You know Ichae-hyung is a scary person by nature, Hoyun-hyung.”

“Our Dajun knows a word like 'by nature'?”

“...Are you trying to make me really mad?!”

“Alright, alright. Let's go in for now.”

I was planning to just let whatever happened slide and placate him appropriately anyway.

I pushed the maknae's back while digging in my ear.

Jeong Dajun took a deep breath, grabbed the doorknob, and threw the door open.

“Hyungs, we're he...”

“Today feels like I got LASIK...”

The first thing that caught my eye was Kang Ichae, tapping on the piano keys. He was even singing.

“Maybe it's because I've seen the light~.”

“Please shut up... before I really start cursing at you...”

“Including my washboard absss.”

“Ah!!!”

The melody was from a song Lim Hyeonsu had recently worked on. Despite the sweet tone of his voice, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon covered their ears and grimaced at the increasingly bizarre lyrics.

I strode inside after Jeong Dajun. Kang Ichae grinned and met my gaze.

“There comes that conscienceless bastard, walking toward me.”

“......”

“Tell me your name, ohhhhh~.”

As his voice grew louder, I clicked my tongue softly and also raised my hands to my ears. Kang Ichae then pretended to be cute and smacked his own forehead. THWACK!

“Hoo-hoo... Aigoo, that's wrong.”

“......”

“Ooh-ooh-ooh~!”

This bastard, really...


Chapter 320

"Uho?"

Jeong Dajun tilted his head slightly to the right.

"What's 'uho uho'?"

"Bouncy, candy."

I unwrapped a candy from the stash on the coffee table and tossed it into the maknae's mouth. He watched me with a puzzled expression, mumbling around the candy.

Still looking pouty and dissatisfied, Kang Ichae carelessly tossed aside his microphone and clung to Seong Jiwon, whining.

"Jiwon-hyung, can you open this for Ichae? I was sick for ten days, so I don't have the strength to open it..."

"Oh, really?"

"Heeing, my wrist feels like it's going to break!"

"Haha."

Seong Jiwon glanced at the sturdy wrist Kang Ichae held up with the drink. He smiled gently and subtly pulled away in a firm refusal to indulge him.

At that, Kang Ichae turned his head and switched his target to Kim Seonghyeon on his other side.

"Seonghyeon-hyung, Ichae is too delicate..."

"I'll open it, so shut up."

"Okay~."

Though disgusted, Kim Seonghyeon dutifully opened the can for him.

Aigoo, Kim Seonghyeon.

That was the problem. He was the main reason Kim Seonghyeon had become the member of The Dawn most tormented by Kang Ichae lately. Kim Seonghyeon was the only one who gave in.

To relieve his own stress, Kang Ichae endlessly poked, prodded, and pestered Kim Seonghyeon.

As the harassment began anew, Kim Seonghyeon sent me a silent signal for help, but I ignored it. I moved as far away from them as possible toward a corner, and Seong Jiwon patted the empty spot on the sofa next to him.

"Hoyun-ah, you're here? Were your test results okay?"

"They said I'm fine. Are we talking about the B-side tracks today?"

Jeong Dajun chimed in, rolling the candy in his mouth.

"The B-side preparations are all done."

Kim Seonghyeon pushed away the dangling Kang Ichae by the forehead and added, "When you were at the hospital for your last check-up, we had a meeting with the company. Kang Ichae brought a revised feedback proposal. All that time, I had to put up with this behavior."

"Aiiing~."

Kang Ichae finally backed off with a pout and brought over his laptop.

"Okay, I'll play it for youuu."

His long fingers pressed the spacebar, and a familiar yet strange melody began to flow.

It had been nearly a year since I last heard it.

【It's a little difficult

To keep this distance between you and me

To manage my expression like nothing's wrong

Can we stop for a bit?】

The schedule likely left no time to re-record, so they had only changed the beat and progression slightly.

"Not bad."

Even with only slight changes, it sounded completely different. I nodded to the beat as Kang Ichae played the next song.

【If the sun blinds your eyes

Take a deep breath of the dawn

And run to the beat of your heart】

"This beat has the scent of expensive luxury. Are you crazy? Hyung, are you crazy?! Are you possessed by Mozart or something?!"

"Mozart in my body..."

Jeong Dajun shivered and rubbed the goosebumps on his arms. Kang Ichae continued playing the songs.

"This one's a new song."

【In this cracked time】

He seemed to have already finished the lyrics, as the song was a perfect guide track sung in his own voice. It was light, fitting for summer, yet a strangely gloomy dampness seeped into the beat.

【Without a second thought

I just wish you would tell me honestly】

"...Heol."

The candy fell from Jeong Dajun's mouth, which had dropped open.

Crazy...

When it came to shock, I was no different.

The lyrics were clearly a shot at me.

While everyone was lost in shock and admiration, only Kang Ichae smiled faintly.

When the music ended, Seong Jiwon was the first to applaud.

"This... when did you think of this? You couldn't have had time to work on it."

"Hmm, during those ten days?"

"...Those ten days?"

The fox-like guy turned his gaze to me. He narrowed his eyes into a sly smile.

"I had a lot of time."

So he's going to make it obvious like this every now and then.

I pretended not to hear and asked Kim Seonghyeon, "Kim Seonghyeon, we can take this to the next meeting, right?"

"We absolutely have to."

Kim Seonghyeon mulled over the melody again.

"...This has to be on the album. The timeline is a bit tight, but I think we can do it if we record quickly."

"Right. Ichae made a great song, so we have to push for it strongly."

Kim Seonghyeon discussed with Seong Jiwon how to appeal to the company, then patted Kang Ichae's head.

"Kang Ichae, you did well."

Kang Ichae's eyes widened. He brushed his messy hair back and grinned sheepishly.

Just then, Jeong Dajun, who had been pressing the spacebar repeatedly with his lips pressed firmly together, shot to his feet.

"...I can't let this stand."

"Huh?"

"I'm going to practice!! I can't lose to Thug Chae either!"

His booming voice made my ears ring with its energy. At the word 'practice', Seong Jiwon smiled reflexively.

"Dajun, should we go practice right now then?"

"Yeah! I'm going to take down the Practice Machine today!!"

"What? Hahaha!"

The Practice Machine, Seong Jiwon, who rarely laughed out loud, followed Jeong Dajun up and invited me as well.

"Hoyun-ah, want to come with us?"

"No, I have to go to the broadcast station in a bit."

"Oh, right. You said you have a shoot for a trainee survival show, didn't you?"

I gave a rough nod.

"I don't want to go..."

"Huh? What's gotten into our Hoyun?"

I unwrapped another candy and popped it into my mouth, avoiding Seong Jiwon's puzzled gaze.

.
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No, fuck. Is she the only PD in the world in charge of survival shows?

"Oh my, look who it is~?"

I have no idea why we keep running into each other so often.

Oh, Heeyeong-ah. Hello.

"Hello, PD Kim."

I bowed politely. Kim Heeyeong retorted, "Why are you being so formal all of a sudden?"

"Thank you for visiting me when I was sick."

"Are you feeling better? If it weren't for Joo Woosung, I wouldn't have even known you were sick, really."

"Haha, well, Woosung-hyung is good at taking care of things like that."

Late on the day I woke up, Joo Woosung came to the hospital and nagged me endlessly. It seemed that was the only reason he came.

Still, as the elder, I tried to be understanding and nice to Joo Woosung with a heart as vast as the sea.

"It's nice to see you two are still as close as ever. Oh, speaking of which, Joo Woosung has been saying you're acting a bit strange lately, Seo Hoyun. That you're being too kind..."

That bastard Joo Woosung...

Just then, a staff member who had been looking for a chance to interrupt spoke cautiously.

"...Excuse me, PD-nim, this..."

"Ah, just a moment."

After that, various staff members interrupted Kim Heeyeong several more times with questions.

"Are you the main producer?"

"No. It's been a while since I was the main PD, after Shining Star Season 2 ended."

"Oh, really?"

"I'm sick of it. It makes me wonder what I'm even doing with these young kids. I'm seriously thinking about transferring to the culture department. At least they follow the KCC ratings properly over there."

What is she talking about. She's the type of person who'll be buried in the entertainment department even after she dies.

Kim Heeyeong smacked her lips as she chattered on about how someone she knew worked there, how the work-life balance didn't seem too bad, and how she wanted to edit nature documentaries.

"To be honest, I'm not that different. Sigh, I just have to accept reality."

"Accept reality, sunbae... You had a big fight with the department head just last week."

"...How could you say that in front of a cast member. It's embarrassing."

The staff member who had been muttering in disbelief clapped a hand over his mouth, realizing his mistake at Kim Heeyeong's words. Kim Heeyeong looked embarrassed and pushed the staff member's back, telling him it was time to go.

I smiled faintly at the sight.

"Did you know the trainees are covering a The Dawn song for this mission? You've really become complete superstars~. It feels so nostalgic, really. Anyway, I'm sorry I can't talk for long when you went out of your way to be a guest. Let's talk at a more leisurely pace next time."

"It's alright, you have to work. I'll see you later."

Hearing my reply, Kim Heeyeong left with a pleased expression, waving her hand lightly.

At that, the trainees who had been glancing at me from the corner of their eyes since I entered the set approached.

"Senior, hello!"

"Hello!"

"Yes, nice to meet you."

I responded to the endless stream of greetings like an automaton as I walked.

"Senior Seo Hoyun, hello. My name is Han Youngjin!"

"Yes, good luck today."

I was about to pass by when a strong grip caught my arm.

"Ah, ah, ah, Senior. Just a moment."

I turned my eyes and glanced at him. The trainee named Han Youngjin flinched before quickly breaking into a smile.

Look at this punk.

He radiated an aura of not being an ordinary guy.

"I always make sure to watch your performances. Ahaha, I'm so nervous I can't speak properly... Thank you for coming today!"

Every word and action dripped with a natural insincerity.

I can tell right away, this type of person. The type to smile to your face and stab you in the back.

Wondering about his motive for acting so friendly, I crossed my arms and looked down at him.

"If it's okay with you, Senior, could we talk for a moment..."

"Seo Hoyun."

At that moment, I heard a familiar voice.

I turned around to see a man with a neat appearance standing there. He wore an expression that said he didn't know how to treat me.

"It's been a while."

It was the other background-filler guest for today.

I put on my business smile.

"Senior Yeonhu, hello?"

Kang Yeonhu let out a short sigh, slowly approached, and gave Han Youngjin a nod.

"I have something to talk about with Seo Hoyun..."

"...Ah, yes!"

Han Youngjin stepped back at the cold tone, a contrast to his friendly expression.

Seeing this, Kang Yeonhu gestured to me with his eyes and walked ahead. I matched his pace and asked, "So, what did you want to talk about?"

"Before that. Are you feeling okay?"

"It's just a cold."

"You're just saying it's a cold to keep it quiet, but everyone who needs to know, knows."

Kang Yeonhu entered the guest waiting room, sat on the sofa, and sighed.

"That trainee who spoke to you earlier, Seo Hoyun, I know him through some acquaintances. It would be best not to get too close to him."

"Why?"

"He's insincere and calculating. He also runs his mouth too freely, not knowing when to be afraid."

"Did you hear him bad-mouthing someone?"

"Yes. You as well."

"What did he say?"

Kang Yeonhu stroked his chin, as if uncomfortable even bringing it up, and asked back, "Do you really have to hear it?"

"Yes."

"...Just things like, how did The Dawn get into WH, they're so lucky, their path to success is too fast for their abilities, stuff like that."

"Sounds like you're filtering it."

Kang Yeonhu shrugged, as if he didn't want to say more.

"So don't get involved with him and get caught up in strange rumors. The Dawn is doing well these days."

I knew Kang Yeonhu wasn't the type to make things up, so I just nodded instead of probing further.

After that, the waiting room fell silent. Kang Yeonhu glanced at me, then scratched the back of his head and spoke again.

"Isn't this all just proof of your popularity? It means you've really made it, Seo Hoyun."

I was just being quiet because there was nothing more to say, but Kang Yeonhu must have thought I was upset. He started going off in a completely wrong direction on his own.

"This industry determines the hierarchy based on recognition, you know. It's not necessarily a bad thing for juniors to be wary of you and seniors to be on guard. It's all because they're interested in you."

"Are you on guard against me too, Senior Yeonhu?"

"......"

He blinked for a moment, then avoided my gaze and rubbed his cheek.

"...It would be a lie to say no, wouldn't it?"

I stared intently at Kang Yeonhu.

He was sharp and quick-witted, but unfortunately, too soft.

"Honestly, yes, but don't misunderstand. I have no intention of pulling any tricks behind your back..."

I let out a small laugh as I listened to his flustered excuses.

I can see why Chae Jeongwoo cherished him.

"I get it. I get it. You're hungry for my attention, Yeonhu."

"...No, why are you twisting my words like that?"

"You shouldn't make it so obvious."

"When was I ever obvious about it?!"

"Ah, so you do want the attention?"

"Excuse me!!"

I grinned at Kang Yeonhu, who had shot to his feet shouting. His ears turned an even deeper red as he realized I had swept him up in my teasing.
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Kang Yeonhu bit his lip and sighed, sitting back down.

“Seriously, why are you like this?”

I tilted my head and smiled brightly.

“It's cute, isn't it?”

Kang Yeonhu took a few deep breaths to calm himself, then changed the subject.

“...Are your comeback preparations going well?”

“Oh, of course. What about you, Senior Yeonhu?”

“Don't even ask. Just so-so.”

After a brief pause, Kang Yeonhu rubbed his brow and added reluctantly, “Our comeback this time, it's really important.”

Mine have always been important.

High Five was scheduled for a comeback one month after The Dawn's promotions ended. This was a way to divide public attention.

During my Daepaseong days, I often got other idols' comeback schedules wrong even after scouting for information. Now, I could easily adjust our release timing without much effort.

I heard more capital was still being invested in High Five, but we were getting a decent share of the scraps anyway, so it wasn't too bad.

Of course, a day would come when even these positive aspects became an obstacle.

“...You know, right? The competition for the Grand Prize next year or the year after will be incredibly fierce.”

It was just as Kang Yeonhu said. If we were both nominated for the Grand Prize at the same time, that was something we couldn't share.

“Right, I know, I know.”

I played along, brushing non-existent dust from Kang Yeonhu's shoulder.

“But Kang Yeonhu, why are you bringing up the Grand Prize and testing the waters when we both already know all this?”

“No, it's just...”

He was smart enough to know how reckless it was to say something without potential gain. That made it hard to figure out why he was deliberately spouting this nonsense.

“...I was just... anxious. Anyway, just make sure to avoid that junior.”

Well, if he's not going to confess right now, that's fine. I'll find out on my own when the time comes anyway.

I turned my gaze to the monitoring TV in the waiting room. A previous episode of the program we were guesting on today was playing, seemingly left on purpose.

“I have a question. Is that guy any good?”

“That guy?”

Kang Yeonhu's eyes followed my finger, and he frowned.

On the screen, among the trainees busy forming teams, was the face of the guy who had grabbed my arm earlier.

“Ah, that trainee from before?”

“......”

“You don't need to worry about him, Seo Hoyun. If he were actually talented, I might have thought he was acting that way out of desperation, but...”

“......”

“Still, he's good at image-making, so it seems he has some recognition. This program still has a decent amount of buzz, you know.”

Is that so?

Even after heavy editing, Han Youngjin's skills on the screen were mediocre.

As I watched quietly, Kim Heeyeong's words suddenly came to mind. She said the trainees were going to cover a The Dawn song.

Should I give it a try?

I raised the corners of my mouth into a grin.

Kang Yeonhu's eyes narrowed slightly.

“Seo Hoyun, what...”

A staff member called out, “Guests, we're going on now!”

“Okay.”

Now, how should I use this?

Kang Yeonhu seemed about to say something but clamped his mouth shut when a staff member entered. I hummed while getting my mic attached, feeling his gaze fixed on me.

I walked backstage nonchalantly, pretending I knew nothing.

“We have The Dawn's Seo Hoyun and High Five's Kang Yeonhu with us!”

Hearing the MC's introduction, Kang Yeonhu, who had been observing me cautiously, followed me onto the set a step late.

“Woah!! Seo Hoyun!!”

“Whoa! It's Kang Yeonhu!”

“His face is so small...”

“Whoa, it's my first time seeing Seo Hoyun... Awesome.”

“He's so handsome!”

They must have sold off 'Senior' somewhere, you little shits.

The trainees cheered in unison, their eyes a mix of admiration, envy, and jealousy.

“Hello, I'm Hoyun from The Dawn.”

First, be friendly.

“I've also experienced a survival program, so this feels nostalgic. I was very nervous right up until I arrived here. Everyone, if you have any worries, please come to me anytime. I'll do my best to help you with all my might. To all the trainees, fighting!”

WAAAAAH!!

“Senior Seo Hoyun, you're so coooool!”

After spouting a stream of empty words, I headed to the prepared guest seat.

“...Hello, I'm Kang Yeonhu.”

After his brief greeting, Kang Yeonhu sat next to me and glared, as if interrogating me about what kind of scheme I was plotting.

I just let my smile deepen.

“...The mission is to cover famous idol songs, including those from our guests today, High Five and The Dawn!”

The program hadn't aired yet, but filming had started a while ago, so they had already completed several missions.

The already-formed groups gathered and whispered among themselves.

“What song should our group pick?”

“In a situation like this, isn't picking a song by The Dawn Senior or High Five Senior a great opportunity?”

“...That's a good point, but considering this is a competition, let's weigh our options and decide calmly.”

I wandered around, offering advice. When I confirmed Han Youngjin's group was discussing The Dawn, I grinned.

Just then, a staff member shouted that they were taking a short break.

The red lights on the cameras went out one by one.

It wouldn't cause trouble even if I was caught, but I still took off my mic and approached Han Youngjin.

“Han Youngjin.”

“Ah! Senior Seo Hoyun.”

He seemed surprised that I, who had been stonewalling him, spoke first. As the attention of those around us focused on him, his shoulders puffed up a bit.

“I have something to talk to you about for a moment.”

“...Something to talk about?”

I curved my eyes into a deeper smile, brought my lips to his ear, and whispered softly.

At first, Han Youngjin was wary, his eyes darting around, but as I continued speaking, his expression firmed as if he had made a decision.

“...Yes. I believe you're right. Thank you!”

Seeing Han Youngjin's solemn reply, I suppressed a laugh and patted his shoulder.

“Fighting!”

When I returned to the guest seat, Kang Yeonhu scanned me up and down.

“What did you do?”

“Senior, your audio.”

“......”

I showed him the mic and put it back on. Kang Yeonhu fell silent but didn't avert his gaze.

I controlled the corners of my mouth, which tried to rise in amusement, and looked ahead.

“Then first up, Group D!”

A moment later, the cameras turned on, and the MC's voice filled the set.

Han Youngjin, who had been talking with his group members, soon nodded.

“Trainee Han Youngjin, who has the Super Pass, please come forward.”

“......”

He hopped over to the MC, took the microphone, and spoke solemnly.

“I was certain that there's no song that could express who we are better than this one.”

“......”

“I will choose The Dawn Senior's debut song, Second Chance!!”

At Han Youngjin's answer, Kang Yeonhu's head whipped around to face me.

“Gasp!! I was going to pick that one!”

“Aah, what a shame...”

All the trainees in Group D looked pleased. They had secured a well-known song and seemed to believe they had the upper hand in this mission.

“Senior! We'll work hard!”

They deliberately bowed deeply towards me.

I clapped for them with a gentle smile.

Kang Yeonhu couldn't control his expression and awkwardly covered his face with his hand. He had said there was no need to worry about Han Youngjin because he lacked skill.

“Fighting!!”

I've found a good card that's easy to use. Wouldn't it be a waste not to play it?


[PopPop's legendary dutiful son Seo Hoyun...]

[Why has he gotten so, so, so much more affectionate lately ㅠㅠㅠ The name Seo Dajeong really fits him perfectly]

[Ah, the story about a Noeul's girlfriend thinking they were cheating when they got a Seo Hoyun PopPop notification is so funny ㅠ hahahahaha]

Seo Hoyun's pretense of acting like Seong Jiwon on PopPop or live streams was famous even among other idols' fans.

I missed you all so much.

Did you have a hard day today?

Me? Oh, I'm fine.

Seeing Seo Hoyun try his best to appear favorable, the Noeuls were so tightly ensnared they couldn't escape, as if they had fallen into a deep swamp.

[The more Seo Hoyun pretends, the more we enjoy it...

└ I heard a rumor he was sick

└└ Yeah, but it seems like he doesn't want to talk about it... Seeing Seo Hoyun running around full of energy on variety shows, he looks super healthy, but rumors about him collapsing circulate way too often ㅠ]

[I guess WH's security really is iron-clad haha. Seo Hoyun was meeting a girl at a club, that's why he was gone for a few days haha

└ Yeah, welcome, you idiot~

└ Don't feed the troll]

[Did you see the pre-order results this time?? They were insane ㄷㄷ]

[Even considering the inflation in first-week sales for male idols, hitting a new career high every time is amazing hahahaha]

[I like that the members seem so close these days...]

Meanwhile, fans also secretly discussed Seo Hoyun's image.

[Hoyun seems strangely~ calmer these days... What is it?

└ Whoa, you too? I'm not sure what it is, but he strangely seems more like an actor... He always had a mature vibe, but these days that atmosphere is just pouring out of him

└└ I love it so much ㅠ I'm drooling

└└ You should try to hide it a little]

[He was always soft-spoken, but these days there's a strange coexistence of affection and coldness haha

└ Yeah, like he's used to spending time alone without the members hahaha. Why does he have this wistful vibe, like he's meeting an ex he met while studying abroad...

└ Isn't Kang Ichae a bit like that these days too?

└└ It's so annoying. Because of that, Kang Ichae is being used in all sorts of regular people's YouTube playlists with black and white thumbnails

'Struggle more, it's fun'... with titles like that.

└└ Fuck hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha]

Just then, during a subtle peace like the calm before a storm, Seo Hoyun appeared in the trailer for the trainee survival program 'Idol Jungle'.

[What kind of survival show is named Idol Jungle hahahahahahahahaha that's hilarious

But my favorite rookie is on it

Laughter stops]

[Ah, Hoyun is appearing as a guest!!]

[The way they put Seo Hoyun's face front and center in the trailer is so damn funny lmao hahahaha]

The Noeuls, tired of the flood of similar survival shows, had not paid them much mind, but now they began to stir.

【[Pre-release] 'The Cuties' Rebellion!' We Won't Go Down Like This - Second Chance!】

In that instant, a pre-release clip dropped on YouTube, perfectly timed as if it knew exactly when people's attention would be focused.

[Ooh, looks like they covered The Dawn]

[I had a feeling one group would do it haha]

As interest soared, so did the view count.

【This sensation ringing in my head

In other words, I'm back

I clench my fist

I can't ever miss this chance】

[Oh my god]

However, once the video started, everyone was left speechless, their mouths hanging open.

【I stand up with the target, I have confidence

I won't lose this cold sensation

Your face that I see even with my eyes closed】

[Crazy...]

【No, there's no need to wander

Because I'll find the way

This time, in this life, I definitely will】

[Wow...]

It was not a positive kind of surprise.

[The rotten Second Chance has appeared]

They were just that bad.

[This is hilarious hahahahahahahahahahahahaha flailing their arms and legs hahahahahahahaha]

[Fuck, people started calling this the 'Lost Child' version. The lyrics say there's no need to wander, but these guys look like they're totally lost hahahahaha]

[Look at the judges' faces. They should have just picked Ocean Train, at least that would have been passable hahahaha]

Those who recovered from the shock soon burst into crazed laughter.

[Someone made a dance comparison video between Kim Seonghyeon and the trainees. Isn't this too cruel]

[The Dawn kids really were different from the start. I thought they had some immature parts in the beginning, but looking back now, they were just shining...

└ It was total chaos when they debuted. The otakus were like snipers]

[Seo Hoyun was definitely a klutz back then... but still, when he was on stage, he completely captivated the atmosphere. I can see why they say he's center material. This kind of thing is really in the realm of celebrity talent...]

In the end, people couldn't finish the performance. They went searching for The Dawn's stages, saying they needed to clean their eyes.

[Dajun-ah, stop changing the lyrics

└ hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

└└ So damn funny hahahahaha]

[These days, no one can beat the vocal chemistry of Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun

Especially Seong Jiwon, he just crushes everyone haha]

[It's a real waste and true hip-hop that Kang Ichae isn't in the underground scene

These days, whatever happens, people say 'Kang Ichae would be better' or 'Bring Kang Ichae to hip-hop', so underground kids try to get attention by dissing Kang Ichae, but the fact that he himself doesn't give a damn is f.ucking hilarious]

[Hoyun-hyung... I feel myself falling in love with you again]

The attention on The Dawn grew even greater, and the program also received a spotlight, but Group D, the trainees who covered Second Chance, failed to leave a good impression on the public.

That, of course, also applied to Han Youngjin.

.

.

.

PUAHAHAHA.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun, alone in the dorm, burst into a hearty laugh while watching the pre-release video.

“Tsk, it's a shame the kids weren't properly prepared.”

Contrary to his pitiful remark, a System Window slowly materialized beside Seo Hoyun as he giggled while reading the comments.

[Are you satisfied now?]

“Yeah, this is pretty fun.”

[How on earth did you persuade him?]

I didn't really do anything special.

Seo Hoyun lay on the sofa and stretched out his legs.

[No matter how careful you are, what if something happens... It's understandable to be upset that he talked behind your back, but you should refrain from acting so rashly...]

“Hey, do I look like someone who would do something pointless?”

[...No.]

“Right?”

He was the type of person who drew a line based on his own standards. He divided the world into 'inside' and 'outside' and moved strictly based on calculated profit when dealing with those on the outside.

“I've laid the bait, so now I just have to wait.”

Seo Hoyun smiled, his eyes curving beautifully.
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Just why did he do that?

"Yeonhu hyung, what's wrong?"

"No. It's nothing."

Why would Seo Hoyun do such a thing?

"For someone who says it's nothing, you look way too restless..."

The members' worries brushed past Kang Yeonhu's ears. In the practice room where High Five had gathered for their comeback preparations, Kang Yeonhu stood lost in thought.

He was 100% certain Seo Hoyun had pulled some strings with Han Youngjin, judging by how things unfolded. He had made Han Youngjin choose The Dawn's song.

But no matter how much Kang Yeonhu pondered it, he couldn't figure out why. From his experiences on Shining Star Season 2 and 'Do You Want to Sing with Me?', Seo Hoyun wasn't the type to go out of his way for something without gaining from it.

Kang Yeonhu shivered from an unwarranted chill.

Just what is Seo Hoyun scheming?

What had Seo Hoyun said to coax Han Youngjin into picking The Dawn's song? Han Youngjin had been so cautious, holding back his choice. Kang Yeonhu had been so shocked at the time that his facial muscles had moved on their own, even while filming.

As expected, Han Youngjin, who always covered his lack of skill with his song choices, was utterly torn to shreds. The fallout was immense when the pre-release clip was uploaded to YouTube.

When the main broadcast aired yesterday, Group D's performance, which included Han Youngjin, became an even bigger topic of conversation.

In a bad way, of course.

Kang Yeonhu ruffled his hair, picked up his phone, and accessed the online community. The forums were still on fire.

[Title: Did that bastard Han Youngjin lose his mind after getting the Super Pass

I praised you and called you pretty, and you repay me by screwing over the trainees I picked.

You son of a bitch, how could you pick a The Dawn song for a cover!!! Don't you know that after Black Call, The Dawn is the group to avoid??

└ Why?? Because they're popular?

└└ The members make it look easy, so it seems simple, but when you actually try it, it's fucking hard ㅋㅋ

└└ I agree, the vocal range is insane.

└└ Tbh, he can't capture the vibe at all. Not at all. He sounds like a regular person singing at a coin karaoke.

└ He seems to have no idea how hard The Dawn's songs are. He even said it was their Second Chance debut track.

└└ Are you just pretending Glow never existed?ㅠ]

[Title: But wasn't Han Youngjin originally good at using his head?

He might seem a bit cunning, but he always took care of his own business without crossing the line.

Looking at the editing, it seems like he didn't intend to push for it at first...

But I wonder what happened to our Youngjin-jjang... He suddenly picked The Dawn's Second Chance.

└ All the kids tried to stop him, but his eyes suddenly went crazy.

└└ And then he suddenly shot Seo Hoyun a look dripping with honey.

└└ Seriously, what is this?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Reading the post, Kang Yeonhu remembered a faint figure: 'Jeong Wonha', whom he had briefly encountered during Shining Star Season 2.

He too had been bewitched by the cunning Seo Hoyun and ruined a precious performance. Han Youngjin was probably no different.

"It's obvious..."

Seo Hoyun must have slipped through the cracks in his heart and dangled some sweet bait.

However, the result of such an action would not be entirely positive.

[Title: But am I the only one who feels a bit uncomfortable?ㅠㅠ

No matter what, they're complete rookies who haven't even stood on a proper stage... I feel like they're being compared to The Dawn too much.

It feels like a major corporation crushing a small-to-medium-sized one.

People should be nicer with their words...

└ Yeah, I feel like this has gotten really overheated...

└└ Frankly, The Dawn must have prepared a ton for their debut too ㅠ...ㅋㅋ Crushing trainees like this just seems... pathetic to me.

└└ I'm not saying I don't get the original post, but these comments are fucking weird. The Dawn was a total no-name company back then. They were self-produced idols from an agency where water leaked from the ceiling.

└└ Right. In terms of debut, the training the current trainees are getting is probably better, not worse. Especially Han Youngjin and Jeong Inhyeon, who have been with major companies for years ㅋㅋ

└└ Still, trainees and debuted idols are different~

└└ Most of the comparison videos that are up are from The Dawn's early days, so what's different? ㅇㅅㅇ Even Seo Hoyun, who was called a klutz back then, completely dominated them. The trainees deserve the criticism.

└└ Whoa, why is the atmosphere here so tense?]

Just as I thought.

As The Dawn's reputation rose from the trainee comparisons, the gap between them widened, and a growing number of people began to feel uncomfortable with it.

[Title: WH, stop sending your part-timers, it's so obvious ㅋㅋㅋ

Honestly, the praise for The Dawn is insane.

They're talking about re-evaluation and shit, but who doesn't know these guys just got lucky with their timing and hit it big when there was no competition?

And if their skills are worse compared to trainees, they should just go die. Why are they even idols?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Anyone who's been in K-Pop for a bit knows they're overrated because they started getting some traction last year and this year...

I've been letting it slide, but they're crossing the fucking line, goddammit~

└ Why are you so angry?

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ Ugh... ;; Hey, you should go to a hospital.

└ But I kinda agree~ They always call them talented, talented, but honestly, I don't really see it ㅋ

└ Is this a thing with small companies? They love the self-made story so much. Even though they're not really self-made. Self-produced凸凸 Did all the Daepaseong employees just suck their thumbs and die? The fans who think an idol group just pops into existence if you have The Dawn have the intelligence of a chimpanzee.]

"...I knew this would happen."

Kang Yeonhu sighed deeply as he scrolled down the screen. He turned off his phone and approached the High Five members, who had started warming up.

After they dedicated half the day to practice, he headed to the underground parking lot with the members to return to the dorm.

A compilation of The Dawn's mistakes had been uploaded to YouTube. The video was edited to make minor, unnoticeable errors seem like huge blunders. Simultaneously, ridicule and criticism against The Dawn began to spread insidiously.

At this point, Kang Yeonhu felt truly frustrated. He didn't want to go out of his way to meet Seo Hoyun, but he felt he needed a brief conversation. He sent the members ahead and turned back toward the elevators.

Just then, a voice called out from the end of the hallway.

"Oh, Yeonhu-yah!"

It was Chae Jeongwoo. His hair was disheveled, perhaps because it was his off-season, but his skin glowed and he looked healthier.

Kang Yeonhu immediately approached with a faint smile. "It's been a while. Where are you headed?"

"Ah, to the 11th floor."

"Perfect. I was heading there too. Let's go together."

His senior was still gentle and seemed to look out for him.

"Senior, how have you been lately?" Kang Yeonhu asked.

"Ah, it's great to be resting. I feel bad for the fans, though." Chae Jeongwoo smiled sheepishly. "My throat is fine too. At this rate, I think I'll recover soon."

"Ah, that's a relief."

They exchanged small talk and got on the elevator. After they got off on the 11th floor, Kang Yeonhu bowed to his senior and turned to walk, but they found their paths kept overlapping.

"...Huh? Do you have business on this side?" Chae Jeongwoo asked.

"Yeah. Looking for a member who has nothing to do."

"A member with nothing to do?"

"Here, look."

With those words, Chae Jeongwoo grabbed the knob of The Dawn's practice room and opened it carefully.

"Hey!!!"

A loud shout was the first thing that hit Kang Yeonhu's ears. Startled, he peeked his head through the door's crack to look inside.

"Are you, huh? Out of your mind? If you're going to dance like this, just postpone the comeback!" Joo Woosung yelled, running a hand through his hair in frustration.

"Yeah, yeah, I get it."

In front of him, Seo Hoyun stood frowning, his weight on one leg.

"If it's because you're in pain, then quit! I told you before. Gritting your teeth and pushing through when your body is failing is the stupidest thing in the world."

"I said I'm not in pain."

"Did you get pushed around by the planning team? Or the management team? Just go and throw a fit at them. Like how you went ballistic on me when we first met."

"I said no, seriously, stop nagging!"

The other members of The Dawn, already accustomed to such situations, calmly focused on their own practice.

Kang Yeonhu watched the scene with a bewildered expression.

"Aigoo, this troublemaker..." Joo Woosung pounded his own chest with his fist and glared at Seo Hoyun. "Talking to you is going to give me an ulcer. I need to go drink something cold."

"I don't like the company cafe."

"Look at you being picky. I'll buy you something delicious from outside, so follow me."

Would Seo Hoyun actually go?

He was someone who weighed the pros and cons of everything.

Surprisingly, Seo Hoyun, who Kang Yeonhu expected would ignore him, grumbled but obediently trudged behind Joo Woosung.

Joo Woosung reached the door first. He saw Chae Jeongwoo and Kang Yeonhu and raised an eyebrow.

"Chae Jeongwoo, what are you doing here?"

"You said you had to buy a present for your sister today."

"Ah, right. Wait a minute. Let me deal with this bastard first."

"Hello, Seniors."

"Yeah, whatever. I get it. Go do your thing."

As soon as Chae Jeongwoo finished speaking, Joo Woosung quickly passed him. Seo Hoyun bowed his head once more and followed Joo Woosung.

Kang Yeonhu just stared blankly at the two of them.

Weren't they just fighting?

"It's going to take a while longer. This won't work, Yeonhu-yah. I'm going to head out first." Chae Jeongwoo scratched his head with a troubled look, patted Kang Yeonhu's arm, and left.

Kang Yeonhu had something to say to Seo Hoyun, so he had no reason to stay here any longer either.

Just as he was about to return to the dorm, his eyes met Kim Seonghyeon's. Kim Seonghyeon bowed a full 90 degrees.

"Senior, Ju Woosung-sunbaenim and Seo Hoyun will probably be back soon. Please wait and see them before you go."

"That's right! Come on in!"

"Ah... okay."

He replied awkwardly and entered the practice room. This time, Seong Jiwon approached him warmly.

"Have you been well?" Seong Jiwon said it was hard to see his face even though they were in the same company, and that he was curious how Kang Yeonhu was doing.

While Kang Yeonhu diligently responded that they had also been busy preparing for their album, he felt awkward in the situation.

"And I heard from Hoyun that you helped him a lot during Shining Star," Seong Jiwon added.

"...I did?"

...What on earth did I do...

Seeing his puzzled expression, Seong Jiwon smiled so broadly that the beauty mark on his nose crinkled. "Yes. Thank you so much. Actually, there are many things I personally want to learn from you, Senior, so I wanted to talk to you like this."

"Ah..."

Even though he only said pleasant things in a soft voice, it didn't sound fake at all.

Feeling a bit embarrassed for no reason, Kang Yeonhu averted his gaze and rubbed the tip of his nose with his index finger. "I'm actually more grateful that you'd say that."

Seong Jiwon gave him a tender look.

He suddenly felt he understood why Seo Hoyun, a person with such a personality, was so protective of his members.

Kang Yeonhu let out a small cough and changed the subject. "Ahem, the comeback... is it going okay?"

"Pardon?"

"There have been a lot of rumors going around lately."

Having said that much, Kang Yeonhu shook his head slightly and quickly tried to backtrack. He decided it wasn't his place to comment so easily. "Ah, it's nothing. I said something unnecessary."

He was mentally clicking his tongue for saying something he shouldn't have when Kang Ichae suddenly interjected.

"Are you talking about the posts saying it's shameless to compare us with trainees?"

A surprised Kang Yeonhu quickly waved his hands, but Seong Jiwon, who was next to him, replied calmly.

"Ah... right. There was that kind of reaction."

"I can't forget that performance."

"Haha, honestly, their preparation did seem a bit lacking."

Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon were overly composed. Even Kim Seonghyeon wasn't particularly fazed.

Listening to their conversation, Kang Yeonhu stealthily glanced diagonally.

"...Mmm."

Jeong Dajun was sitting there, half-lying down.

The Jeong Dajun in his memory had been easily swayed by his surroundings and seemed unstable. That was why he had even made a mistake.

Perhaps because he was on his mind, he ended up asking, even though he had told himself not to.

"Is Dajun okay?"

"Huh?"

Jeong Dajun, who had been straightening his posture at the sudden call, froze. Then his lips twitched.

"Of course, I'm fine!"

"...You're not upset?"

Jeong Dajun's head tilted slightly, as if he had heard a completely unexpected question. "Is there anything to be upset about?"

"Pardon?"

"I just have to show them with my skills."

Wow. The Dawn's youngest has really grown up a lot.

Just as Kang Yeonhu was about to be inwardly impressed, the members of The Dawn spotted an opportunity to tease. They smirked and quickly surrounded Jeong Dajun.

"Kaaah, I just have to show them with my skiiills~"

"Woooow~ Our Dajun-ie, so confident~."

"Yeah, Jeong Dajun, you're a top idol for sure."

"What, what?" Jeong Dajun gritted his teeth as his hyungs circled him, each adding a comment.

"Show! Us! Your! Skills! Show! Us! Your! Skills!"

"Show! Us! The! Dance break! Show! Us! The! Dance break!"

They even clapped their hands, teasing him in rhythm.

"I'm leaving!!"

His skin flushed red. Jeong Dajun shrieked, shot up from his seat, and ran out of the practice room.

They're raising him tough.

Kang Yeonhu could feel the strong scent of Seo Hoyun that had rubbed off on The Dawn.
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Since they had only bought five drinks on their return, Kang Yeonhu ended up taking Seo Hoyun's drink. It was so sweet he couldn't even take a proper sip. After dawdling for a bit, he had to leave the practice room.

Afterward, he tried to get information about The Dawn's comeback preparations from his Manager. He only received a reply that WH Entertainment policy prevented sharing the progress of other teams.

In the end, the first he learned about The Dawn's new album was the day the teaser was released.

【The Dawn - Lotus Lantern Festival Teaser】

From the very first note, the clear sound of a gayageum echoed. Lotus lanterns, which had been floating across the black night sky, suddenly plummeted to the ground as if time were reversing.

In the center of it all, Seong Jiwon, clad in a jade-colored LUMA with ornate embroidery, stepped forward, completely unrestrained.

【I send my heart on a flower

Like a gently floating rainbow】

Within the refreshing, grand, and traditional melody, the sounds of an electric guitar, bass, synthesizer, and drums blended together, mixing in a city-pop style.

【In a time not so far away

Because we will meet again】

The 30-second video ended in an instant.

Kang Yeonhu let out a small sigh and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

"This is driving me crazy."

Jeong Dajun's talk about skills wasn't simply a matter of personal emotional growth.

It was a statement that came naturally because he was genuinely confident.


Chapter 323

News that The Dawn would hold their first countdown live spread through YouTube and TikTok.

[Our boys are doing a countdown live... I was so used to them doing lives on a folding table in their dorm with spiderweb-cracked walls.]

[Whoa, my heart's already pounding. I'm so damn excited.]

The countdown live was a broadcast held one hour before the music video release. During the live, they would talk with fans, briefly introduce the album, and wait for the music video together.

The Dawn members appeared in a location surrounded by buildings with traditional tiled roofs.

“Hello! We are the rising dawn, The Dawn!”

They all wore colorful, beautifully hued Durumagi.

They started with member introductions, which Noeul was already an expert at, then continued with a simple album introduction. They also chatted about what they had been doing during their hiatus.

[My babies...]

“I bought that ice cream for you, Hoyun-hyung, but you didn't eat it!”

“You brought mint chocolate? And then you ate it yourself.”

“Gasp, that's right. Hyung, you're anti-mint choco, aren't you? You said you'd rather eat chocolate while brushing your teeth... Anyway, I didn't eat that.”

[They really haven't changed...]

“Huh? Then who ate the one in the fridge?”

“I ate it. Why? It's not like anyone else was going to eat it.”

“That gives me the creeps. The way Seonghyeon-hyung just talked, I thought he was Hoyun-hyung.”

“Watch what you say.”

[Do they plan on promoting the album or not?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at Kim Seonghyeon's disgusted face.]

[Ah, The Dawn kids are seriously the same as ever ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It's hilarious how they bicker so hard.]

Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon, and Jeong Dajun bit and tore at each other over a single mint chocolate ice cream. Seong Jiwon finally calmed them with his chilling smile.

After that, their lighthearted conversation continued for a little longer.

Just before 6 PM, the members gave their farewells.

“There are three minutes left in the countdown. We are The Dawn. Goodbye!”

The live stream ended.

[Wow, the guys look like they're in a great mood today.]

[I know!!! So cute.]

[I'm so nervous, but they look so relaxed, ugh ㅠ I guess it's because they've already seen the MVㅠ]

The number of fans watching dropped sharply.

Simultaneously, the staff moved about busily. They prepared to immediately film the music video reaction.

Lee Jihyeon, who checked the situation off-camera, also logged into YouTube.

“Oh, it's starting!”

Wind rustled through the leaves. On a fan-shaped gazebo in the middle of a pond, Jeong Dajun was engrossed in something. Kang Ichae lay on his side next to him.

Both wore modernized hanboks that were easy to move in.

《Lantern processions continue across the country...》

Kang Ichae, who looked at his phone with a languid expression, read an article and grinned. He shot up, grabbed Jeong Dajun's chin, and examined it from side to side.

“Let's see... your entire face is clean and harmonious, and your eyes are clear. This means you have the makings of a king...”

“......” Jeong Dajun's eyes widened.

“......”

Just then, a voice cut in.

“Please just ignore such sweet talk. It cannot be trusted.”

“......”

Seong Jiwon stepped onto the gazebo and rebuked Kang Ichae with a glare. He pushed Kang Ichae's body aside, pulled colored paper from his sleeve, and offered it to Jeong Dajun.

“How about writing down your wish? They say things come true as you believe them.”

The colored paper reflected in Jeong Dajun's eyes. The screen, which had been getting closer, began to spin and suck the viewer in.

【Looking up at what is probably the same moon

We retrace the dawns we spent awake together】

The scene changed and the music began. The sound of a synthesizer overlaid the melody of traditional instruments.

Jeong Dajun, wearing a pastel blue t-shirt and white shorts, stood by a window and watched the setting sun.

The faintly visible day moon gradually drew closer. Then Kim Seonghyeon appeared.

【I wonder how you're feeling right now

It's a restless night, tossing and turning because I'm worried about it】

A shadow fell over Kim Seonghyeon as he tried to shield his face from the glaring light with his arm. In the hazy, backlit view, Seo Hoyun looked down with a blank expression. He held a fan open to block the light.

Next, the screen swept past numerous buildings, pierced through the darkness, and arrived at a river as wide as the sea.

The Dawn members were there. They held lanterns that emitted a soft glow and walked along the riverbank.

【Even if it looks like a tiny dot to you

I'll gladly send as many as it takes

Even if it doesn't reach the coastline

Even if it looks like a dying star】

Kang Ichae put his arm around the slightly hesitant Jeong Dajun's shoulder. He calmly delivered his rap as if reciting a poem.

Jeong Dajun looked at him and smiled as if relieved.

【Because waiting is what I do best】

Seong Jiwon gazed at the moon, which had grown even larger. His long, finely trembling eyelashes seemed to represent the earnestness of the wish he had placed in his lantern.

【I send my heart with a flower

Like a rainbow floating gently upward】

At that moment, the building music exploded. The group choreography began, led by Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae's pair dance.

Then, Seo Hoyun leaped out from between them. As he unfurled the fan in his right hand, the fans of The Dawn and the backup dancers opened up like spreading ripples in water.

【In the wish spreading like a ripple

In the emotions rushing in like a wave

May my lantern ride away on regret】

The riverbank appeared again.

A gentle smile touched Seo Hoyun's face as he floated a lantern on the water's surface.

The lights, each carrying a personal wish, slowly drifted away on the current.

【I send my heart with a flower

Like a rainbow floating gently upward】

Before long, hundreds, then thousands of lanterns gathered.

【Even in the faded morning

Even in the procession of flickering lights

Our days will be dazzling】

Among them, the camera zoomed in on the lotus flower containing Jeong Dajun's wish.

'May everyone be happy.'

【In the near future

Because we will meet again】

Kim Seonghyeon, who had watched him quietly, turned his head toward the members. His gaze met each one and finally reached Seo Hoyun, who was also looking at Kim Seonghyeon.

A slight smile played on his lips. Kim Seonghyeon walked over to Seo Hoyun, patted his back, and then moved on.

【In the near future

Because we will meet again】

The image of Jeong Dajun playfully splashing water from behind and The Dawn members shouting in surprise gradually receded into a dot. The title 'The Dawn – Lotus Lantern Festival' appeared over the sparkling lanterns.

Just when it seemed the music video was over, Seo Hoyun appeared on the fan-shaped gazebo. He threw off his Durumagi.

“Ahem, no, that's not it. It's not about believing it will come true. It's about believing in myself to make it come true.”

At his words, Kim Seonghyeon, who was crunching on a piece of yeot candy, clicked his tongue.

“You think you're so great.”

“I'm just stating the obvious.”

Lee Jihyeon watched the music video to the very end once more. The corners of her mouth curved up confidently.


《Male Idols Spread the 'Beauty' of Korea! Lantern Sales Skyrocket!》

《The Dawn, Targeting Antis with the Lyrics 'Keep Your Distance from Me'?》

《'Lotus Lantern Festival' is Purely for the Domestic Market, International Fans Turn Their Backs, 'Can't Understand the Content'》

《The Reason Foreigners are Going Crazy for The Dawn's New Song! 'It's All in Korean?!'》

Though it had only been a few hours since the music video was released, YouTube was already flooded with videos about The Dawn.

[Trying to weave modern and traditional Korean elements together is really cool!]

[This shatters the narrative that K-Pop aims for Westernization. The racist haters should shut their mouths.]

Notably, the song was so well-received among international fans that even the Noeuls couldn't hide their surprise, despite all the lyrics being in Korean.

[Title: Actually, were we being targeted?]

Putting aside the losers spouting Westernization bullshit...

When the wreckers were attacking Seo Hoyun because PopPop was delayed for a little over 2 weeks, or when people were picking fights left and right about the trainee issue, I was so pissed I was just headbanging like crazy ㅋ. I was wondering if it was even something worth picking a fight over.

But thinking about it now... were we...

That...

Were we actually facing a massive coordinated attack?

└ This is what I'm saying!!!!

The number of psychos suddenly exploded.

└ I know, right;;;; I'm baffled right now too.

└ Look at The Dawn lined up all over the trending videos page...]

[Title: I think I know why The Dawn is so popular overseas.]

They say fan loyalty is relatively high overseas.

Apparently, they send letters to radio stations all the time asking them to play their songs.

They were ready to praise whatever song was released.

└ Oh my god...

Suddenly I love our international fans.

I want to play the song that makes me your prisoner haha;]

[Usually, if a song is easy-listening, the 'no impact' parrots come out complaining that it's weak, but this song is so addictive that I don't see them much ㅋ It's seriously so good. Kang Ichae is a genius.

└ Yeah, Kang Ichae plagiarized.

└└ Looks like your head is a plagiarism of a worm's head.

└└ Plagiarism parrots凸凸凸凸凸

└└ Yep, yep, The Dawn's Kang Ichae plagiarized a song that civilian Kang Ichae wrote as a hobby. They reached an amicable agreement.

└└ An agreement in the mirror ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The response to the digital single, released the day after the music video, was also explosive. People who listened to the B-sides of the full-length album 'Wish' let out gasps of admiration without realizing it.

[Did Kang Ichae go train under a waterfall or something???]

It was because the level of completion was extremely high.

[I like the B-sides more than the title track... I mean, I get why Lotus Lantern Festival is the title, but the B-sides are insane. Why are they so sophisticated? They're so my style.]

[Their voices are a perfect match for the songs.]

The most popular B-side track was 'Dive'.

【In this fractured time

Without weighing the pros and cons

I just wish you'd tell me honestly】

The trendy melody and fast-paced beat combined with the strangely melancholic vocals that stuck to the eardrums.

【Can you be together? or not?

The words I spat out unknowingly are sticky like the heat

Like a wilted lotus flower

Let us dive till the end

Until we come up to the ocean's surface to breathe

Because we can't stay lonely and trapped forever】

The moment Seong Jiwon's high note soared, Seo Hoyun's husky, mid-low tone cut in, creating a harmony.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we come up to the ocean's surface to breathe】

The Dawn was already famous for its great B-sides, but for this album, 'Wish', each song was on par with the title track.

[What does Kang Ichae think about on a daily basis to be able to write something like this?]

[The way it subtly contrasts with Lotus Lantern Festival is so amazing... It feels like I'm watching from a side perspective, and the narrative is insane...]

[It could have been a double title track... This whole album seems really hard to sing, but I'm so, so excited for the live performance...]

[I love that it suits a refreshing concept too... If I watch the comeback show, I'll just die right there.]

[The Dawn's specialty) They suck at singing live, but the post-processing is so insane that their fans push the narrative that they're talented (puke) ㅋ. This is just the audio director reaching a level of artistry.]

[Looking forward to Jeong Dajun flailing around like in Phantasmal Reincarnation ^^ Ah, I wonder if the camera director will get a good shot??]

Even amidst the positive reactions, the controversy over their skills did not die down. Although they knew these posts were nothing more than attempts to hold them back, some Noeuls still seethed with anger.

However, the veterans who had been stanning The Dawn from the very beginning were not particularly worried.

They firmly believed in their idols.

[We'll fucking kill them with our live performance.]

They would do better than anyone else.

.
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On the day of the scheduled comeback show, urgent voices of staff running around leaked into the waiting room.

“The Dawn! Time to get ready.”

“Over here!! The props are here!”

Seo Hoyun glanced toward the door and was met with a scolding from the makeup artist.

He closed his eyes again and felt the ticklish sensation of the brush.

“You have a face that looks like it's never known a single hardship.”

“You think so?” The corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth lifted as if he had heard something amusing.

Kim Seonghyeon nudged Seo Hoyun from the side.

“Hey, let's try it once with the props.”

After finishing their outfit check, The Dawn practiced the title track's choreography in a corner of the waiting room. They were each given a fan, adorned with brilliant embroidery and jewels to match their outfits, as a prop.

Perhaps because of that, the fan felt quite stiff.

“Hoyun-hyung, what are you doing?” Jeong Dajun asked Seo Hoyun, who had suddenly stopped moving.

“This thing is stiff.”

“Huh. Try opening it again.”

Fwap.

“See, it works fine. Just put some force into it.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun repeatedly practiced opening the fan. He brushed away a few strands of hair that had fallen onto his forehead, only to get scolded by the hairstylist and have it fixed again.

As the time to go on stage drew near, Kim Seonghyeon looked over the members who were getting their mics attached.

“Everyone, let's work hard. Just like always.”

It was a statement no different from usual, but it was heavily loaded with implications of the recent controversies.

The other members quickly caught the meaning and just laughed.

Jeong Dajun shot his right hand up.

“What happens if we do worse than usual?”

“What do you mean, what happens? We just go eat dinner.”

“It's good to see you'll at least feed us.”

“And after that, you have a one-on-one meeting with me!”

“The worst punishment, being locked in the practice room with Jiwon-hyung for 48 hours...?!”

Leaving the joking members behind, Seo Hoyun was the first to leave the waiting room.

He kept trying to open and close the fan, but it still wasn't working well.

It's a bit unstable.

Well, it would probably be fine.

It wasn't like he could switch it out anyway, as there were no spares.

Seo Hoyun walked on nonchalantly.


Chapter 324

I can't believe I'm actually going to a comeback show!

A Noeul, who owned a cafe in Hongdae and was an avid fan of 2nd generation K-Pop, entered the venue for The Dawn's comeback show with a trembling heart.

This was her first time seeing them perform live since becoming a fan after their year-end stage last year.

She scrolled through posts on social media.

[I'm here. Who are the Noeuls out to kill today?]

[Ready to fight like dogs.]

She realized the eyes of everyone here burned with the same fire as those words. The talk badmouthing The Dawn had apparently overheated after they were recently compared to trainees.

Although she had no intention of getting involved, the spirit of a keyboard warrior soon possessed her.

This is giving me a bit of a reality check, but...

Her fingers flew across the keyboard until the venue's lights suddenly went out.

“KYAAAAAAAH!!”

Screams erupted from all directions in surround sound as a VCR started playing on the main screen.

【Honestly, I was scared at first. Could I really do this? Could I become someone who wouldn't be ashamed to stand before the fans?】

What's this? It's starting off more sentimental than I expected.

【But now, I think I understand. That every path I've walked has had a meaning.】

A fully bloomed lotus flower reversed time on screen, closing into a bud before returning to a seed. Then, the warm light of midday poured out, revealing the pale blue sky of dawn.

WOOOOOAH~!!

At the same time, a lift rose and revealed the silhouettes of five figures.

An even louder roar erupted from the crowd as Seo Hoyun's voice pierced through the air.

【It was all to meet you.】

She had assumed they prepared the comeback show's opening to match the title track, Lotus Lantern Festival, but the beat that followed was completely unexpected.

【Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance】

“UWAAAAAH!!!”

It was, of all songs, Second Chance, and a grand, orchestral arrangement at that.

What? Was this intentional?

WH Entertainment's opinions strongly influenced everything from albums to concerts and stage composition. The Noeul figured that choosing Second Chance as the opening number must have also been WH Entertainment's will. They couldn't be unaware of the kind of talk directed at The Dawn lately. It was a move they could only make because they were confident they could handle any further controversy.

“LET'S GOOO!!! LET'S GO!!”

The moment the excited fans' shouts pierced the intro, a pin spotlight landed on Seong Jiwon.

【Give me, Give me, Give me Second Chance. This ringing sensation in my head, let me say it again, I'm back】

The perfectly synchronized choreography looked distinctly more relaxed and mature, without a single flaw.

【I will come back everytime. This strange deja vu, you fear it】

From their expressions and gazes to the subtle details in their fingertips, it was obvious The Dawn's practice regimen had been anything but ordinary.

“SEO HOYUUUUUUUN!!!”

After the devilishly captivating performance of Second Chance ended, the members began their introductions.

Perhaps because it was their first comeback since Daepaseong's acquisition by WH Entertainment, not only the album and music video but also the show's venue reeked of wealth. Amidst it all, The Dawn shone endlessly.

My babies, born from my heart...

Next was the B-side track, Dive.

The members, dressed in white silk shirts, walked forward holding pale pink handheld microphones.

【In this fractured time. Without weighing the pros and cons. I just wish you'd tell me honestly】

White smoke rose from the floor like a water mist, and lotus-shaped balloons floated gently upwards.

【Can you be together? or not? The words I spat out without thinking cling like the summer heat. Like a wilted lotus. Let us dive till the end. Until we rise to the ocean's surface to breathe. Because we can't stay trapped and lonely forever】

The Noeul's heart swelled with emotion.

【Let us dive till the end. Until we rise to the ocean's surface to breathe】

She recognized that the beings she had only watched through a screen were suddenly, vividly alive. She realized the love she had sent them was returning to her completely as song, dance, and affection. She felt a sense of pride powerful enough to offset all the reality checks that occasionally washed over her.

This is so good...

The more pride she felt in The Dawn, the more fiercely the Noeul shook her light stick.

If the world ended tomorrow, I'd have no regrets...

The song ended, and she floundered in the darkness, overwhelmed with emotion.

【Perhaps looking up at the same moon】

The performance of their new title track, 'Lotus Lantern Festival,' began.

“UWAAAAAH!!!”

The faint moon on the back screen faded as blue lights illuminated the blackened venue. A ripple pattern shimmered on the stage floor, and the lotus lanterns placed around the stage lit up.

【Retracing the dawns we stayed up for together】

In the very center, Kim Seonghyeon sat staring straight ahead with a blank expression. He wore a tight-fitting sleeveless t-shirt that revealed his muscles, layered under a flowy, lavishly embroidered blue duLUMA-gi. He paired it with ripped jeans and bold sneakers.

While the Noeuls' cheers reached a crescendo at the harmoniously blended modern and traditional outfits, Jeong Dajun appeared. He unfurled a fan to open the intro.

【Perhaps looking up at the same moon. Retracing the dawns we stayed up for together】

Wow, Jeong Dajun is insane.

Jeong Dajun's vocal tone, which had completely transformed from a boy's to a young man's, instantly captivated the fans.

Did they all go off to meditate together or something?

Moreover, his dance lines had changed dramatically. The Jeong Dajun she knew, the one who was just a kid, was nowhere to be seen on stage.

The Noeul was so choked up with emotion that she couldn't even scream properly.

When did our baby elephant grow up so much...?

She covered her mouth with both hands and stared blankly ahead as Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun spun, swapping places.

Just as Seo Hoyun raised one corner of his mouth in a smirk and snapped his fan open with a flourish,

【Even if it looks like a tiny dot to you. I'll gladly send it as many times as it takes】

CHRRRK... THUD.

A section of the wide-spreading fan tore off and fell away. The fan chants continued, but murmurs began to mix in.

However, Seo Hoyun and the other members didn't seem fazed in the slightest.

【Even if it doesn't reach that coastline. Even if it looks like a dying star】

Seo Hoyun dropped the fan he held and kicked it to the side. Then, Kim Seonghyeon, half-hidden by Seong Jiwon in the choreography formation, danced while pushing it to the corner with his hand. The sequence was very natural.

【Because waiting is what I do best】

However, the real problem was what came next. In the music video, Seo Hoyun was supposed to burst out from between the Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae pair and open his fan as soon as their group choreography ended.

Her heart pounded with lingering anxiety, but The Dawn looked completely unbothered.

【I send my heart with the flowers】

The moment Seong Jiwon's clear high notes soared, a dance break followed, led by Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae who had moved to the front.

At the climax, Jeong Dajun's fan suddenly flew into the air.

SNAP!

Seo Hoyun snatched it brilliantly from the air, leaped forward, and unfurled the fan.

【Like a rainbow floating up】

As if on cue, the fans of the other members and backup dancers snapped open like a shimmering wave. CHWAAAAK.

The cheers from the crowd were deafening.

【In the wish spreading like ripples. In the emotions rushing in like waves. May my lantern carry my regrets far away】

“Wow, holy...”

The Noeul rubbed her arms, which were covered in goosebumps, but couldn't tear her eyes from the stage.

【Even in the faded morning. Even in the procession of shimmering lights. Our days will be dazzling】

The fans gathered and scattered, lined up and spread out. They glittered in the lights, looking just like the glow of lotus lanterns.

【Because we will meet again in the not-so-distant future】

Slowly gathering in the center, The Dawn struck their ending pose, looking like a single lotus flower.

【Because we will meet again in the not-so-distant future】

While everyone was still lost in the lingering waves of emotion from the final verse, the Noeul saw it.

Seo Hoyun gently poked Jeong Dajun's cheek with a finger, as if to say, 'Good job.'


[Still collecting and watching all the comeback show fancams]

[The reactions from people who watched it live are hilarious. The fan just ripped apart, is he He-Hoyun (He-Man pun) or what? I'm immediately retracting the Seo Hoyun health issue rumors. I was laughing, thinking 'Hoyun not panicking is so damn cool...' and then my laughter just died.]

[I know, right... I was thinking 'The Dawn is a comedy group, this is hilarious,' and then I just screamed when he snatched the fan out of the air.]

[Watching it from all the angles, I finally get how Seo Hoyun and the members did it. If I had only seen the online live stream, I would've thought it was edited together;;]

[Wow ㅋㅋㅋ how did he catch that? If he had dropped the fan after it was thrown, it would've been so embarrassing]

[But the fact that it was Jeong Dajun, of all people, who threw the fan for Seo Hoyun makes me so emotional... ㅠ]

[Title: Anyone seen Jeong Dajun's growth.zip?

Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋ he was such a baby back when he threw his sneaker at the Japan showcase...

He was the baby whose shoe Hoyun had to put on for him on stage...

And now this baby knows how to throw a fan for his hyung... I'm crying, I tell you ㅠ

└ Jeong Dajun is Jeong Dajun, but... Seo Hoyun catching that fan so brilliantly is also Seo Hoyun. He's so damn cool, I'm watching it on repeat.

└└ Seriously, Seo Hoyun is just built different ㅋㅋㅋ]

Just as the Noeuls were endlessly mulling over, chewing on, and ruminating about the comeback show, a live notification popped up.

【THE DAWN: Dajun tells the story of throwing the fan during the live show.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah TLQKF look at the title ㅋ Did you want to show off our Youngest?! They never miss a chance to brag]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This puppy, seriously ㅋㅋ]

Upon joining, a sunglasses-wearing Jeong Dajun slowly swept his hair back and greeted the viewers.

“Hello, Noeul... That's right. Noeul's Dajun is here.”

He then began to explain everything about the comeback show in painstaking detail.

“...—Hoyun-hyung said the fan was a bit stiff! So I told him to use more force! But of all the rotten luck!! The fan ripped and...!!”

[Baby... you're really telling us everything, aren't you?]

“...Hoyun-hyung pushed the fan aside and looked back, and our eyes met, BAM! I'm not lying, his eyes were saying, 'Jeong Dajun, you're the only one I can count on.' So, with the heart of someone who had to save a member in danger...”

[Baby... that's enough now...]

Like a pleasantly drunk father, Jeong Dajun had been repeating the same story for over an hour as he recounted the fan episode.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been sitting there quietly just showing his face, leaned over and whispered to Seong Jiwon.

“Our youngest would've been cooler if he'd just stayed quiet...”

“Seonghyeon-ah, shh. Everyone's thinking the same thing.”

Pretending not to hear the eldest hyungs' jabs, Jeong Dajun kept talking.

“After the comeback show, Hoyun-hyung said, 'As expected of Jeong Dajun, if it weren't for you, I would've cried on stage'...!”

“I don't think Hoyun would cry...”

“He's lying, of course.”

“Hey! Seonghyeon-hyung! If I say it happened, it happened!”

[Seo Hoyun, who isn't even here and isn't bothering to tell the story, is the first-rate one...]

[He's so cute I could die, our baby elephant...]

By the time Jeong Dajun finally finished his story and quieted down, the fans were wondering about the two members who hadn't shown up yet.

[But where are Hoyun and Ichae??]

Behind the once-again chattering Jeong Dajun, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon exchanged glances.

They had known for a while that something was off between the two, but they didn't want even the Noeul to notice.

Afterward, whenever similar questions popped up, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon would skillfully intervene and change the subject.

[Who doesn't know about the rumors of them fighting?]

However, they couldn't stop all the rumors circulating on the internet.

[KIC said he can't live with SHY anymore so he's moving out of the dorm~]

.

.

.

“Congratulations. At this rate, getting first place will be no problem. The stage accident was handled well, too.”

“It wasn't really a big deal.”

Seo Hoyun smiled brightly as he fiddled with the orchid on Jeong Seonui's desk. It was the same smile that completely charmed cast members, even though he was called the 'Devil of the Broadcasting Station' or 'Smiling Devil,' but Team Leader Jeong Seonui remained unfazed.

Instead, she just wore a wary expression that screamed, What kind of cunning trick is this bastard planning to pull with his silver tongue now?

“You're aware of the recent skill controversy, aren't you, Team Leader-nim?”

“Well, yes. I know it's still making the rounds, but it doesn't seem to have spread to the general public...”

“So book us for a live performance.”

Just as I expected. Here he goes again.

“...What live performance? You're already doing them.”

“I'm saying we don't want to use AR backing tracks. We want to perform with handheld mics at the very least. It'd be even better if we could get on a radio show that makes you sing live for a full hour, right?”

“Wait... a moment. I can't decide that on my own. It'll require some discussion.”

“Oh, come on. Everyone knows this is your specialty, Team Leader Jeong.”

Jeong Seonui let out a deep sigh and began to explain, step by step, why it couldn't be done.

Seo Hoyun, who had been listening quietly, once again curled his lips into a smile and nodded.

“Yes, I understand perfectly.”

“That's a relief, then...”

“Haha, so please book us.”

“......”

Jeong Seonui felt a sharp, twisting pain in her stomach.

Did this kid create the controversy himself just for this?

She would never know that her irritated thought was, in fact, correct.


Chapter 325

I declared I would camp out at the Management Team's office until they gave me permission. Jeong Seonui, likely wanting me out of her sight, waved the white flag sooner than I expected.

She must have judged it wasn't a bad proposal after watching The Dawn's skills for the past few months, and decided to take a small risk on a new challenge.

[The Dawn's handheld mics are insane;;;;]

In the first week of their comeback, The Dawn used handheld microphones on every music show. It was a highly unusual decision for WH Entertainment.

[LMAO Hey Seo Hoyun, why do you keep changing the lyrics on music shows?]

[Who is this aimed at?

Is he dissing Jeong Dajun or the live-performance purists?

└ No one thinks it's a mistake ㅋ

└└ No way the bunny would mess up lyrics ㅋ He's super smart]

The reaction to me deliberately changing the lyrics to show my intentions wasn't bad.

[The Dawn's powerful vocals are amazing

└ Did you see the rehearsal?? Ah... fuck, they could just be handsome... but they're talented too... I'm crying

└└ LMAO your way of speaking is hilarious... It's so cute how they get excited and jump around when they hear the fans cheer]

[I thought they wouldn't be able to sing well since they promised to eat ice cream as a pledge... How are they singing this well ㅋㅋ]

[Guys, congrats on first place ㅠㅠㅠ I'm so proud of you for never losing your original passion and working hard until the end ♡♡]

[The Dawn is getting shit on everywhere these days... but how can you not love a boy group that sounds like they swallowed the CD from the first note to the last]

[Their live is better than the recording???? I'm baffled]

The reviews for their encores were also good.

[Holy shit, my boy group is going on that infamous radio show lmaoooooo WH always avoided it because they only make you sing live... The Dawn is the real deal ㅋ]

[Their real-time harmonizing is insane... They can sing for a whole hour and not get tired]

[All you bastards who were talking about post-processing, come out right now~~~~!!]

They even appeared on a radio show that WH Entertainment had never sent its artists to, though talented idols occasionally appeared on it.

All of this happened in just one week.

“Hmm, the negative public opinion from comparisons with the trainees has died down. There's some talk about whether you're having a war of nerves... but the stronger opinion is that it's good to see you working hard every time, even after achieving a certain level of career success.”

“What about the controversy over your skills?”

“It's quieted down. In fact, it's appealed positively to the public. It seems performing everything live worked out quite well. Short edited clips have been spreading on social media too. You said you're doing a live arrangement of the title track at a schedule in a few days, so I think that will be the final nail in the coffin.”

Lee Jihyeon pushed up her glasses, then swiped a finger across the tablet screen.

Not only did they consistently secure first place, but their album sales also skyrocketed with each release. Despite suffering from overtime for the past few days, all the employees on The Dawn's dedicated team beamed with smiles.

“Hah... I feel full just looking at Seo Hoyun's face... Never mind,” Lee Jihyeon said.

“You're not full because of me. You're full because of the bonus.”

“Keuk, you caught me.”

Lee Jihyeon slapped both her cheeks to regain her composure. I watched impassively. It was something the kids under me often did back in my PD days.

“Ahem, anyway,” she said. “They say a true star drives both haters and fans crazy... Now that we've dealt with one thing, discord rumors are popping up.”

“Discord rumors? Between who?” I asked, leaning back in my chair and checking a text. It was from Seong Jiwon, asking to go back to the dorm together.

“Between Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun.”

My hand stopped typing 'Okay,' and I lifted my gaze.

“They're saying all sorts of things, aren't they? Is there any other group as close as The Dawn?!” Lee Jihyeon grumbled.

After hitting send, I listened quietly to her complaints.

Did I make it obvious, or did they just get lucky?

It was true that I had been avoiding being alone with Kang Ichae. I never showed it in front of the cameras, however, and was careful in many ways.

As I traced back to where the problem might have started, I heard Lee Jihyeon's faintly trembling voice.

“...What, what is it. Why are you avoiding my gaze. Don't tell me...”

“......”

“...No. Whether you really fought or not isn't important. I don't need to know the details.” Lee Jihyeon put down the tablet, her expression unusually sharp. “Whatever it is, I hope you resolve it quickly! And amicably! You know fans are extremely sensitive about this kind of thing, right?”

“Yeah, yeah.” I answered vaguely and crossed my right leg.

It's not something I can resolve just because I want to.

I would have somewhat understood even if that guy, Kang Ichae, tried to flip everything over and sabotage our activities. He had shown signs of doing so whenever I was sick before. I didn't want to needlessly provoke the guy who was quietly carrying out his schedules and smiling brightly for the fans.

Still, a part of me thought he might just go along with me, as long as he wasn't going to ruin everything.

“I'll try my best to get some good shots in the self-produced content scheduled for tomorrow,” I said.

“I'm sincerely! Asking you. Please!”

I waved my hand at Lee Jihyeon, who emphasized her point over and over, and pushed myself up from the chair.

“Yeah, yeah. I'll be going now.”

However, Lee Jihyeon suddenly blocked my path. “Wait! Just a moment! While we're on the topic, there's one thing I want to confirm. Is it true that Kang Ichae is moving out of the dorm?”

“...The dorm?”

“Uh... it's not? I thought it was just a tabloid rumor, but it's been going around not just online but within the company too...”

“Kang Ichae is moving out of the dorm?” I retorted, taking a step closer.

Lee Jihyeon flinched and stepped back. “...You really didn't know?”

“......”

“Don't just stare at me so scarily!” Her eyes darted around as she gathered her tablet and a few documents, then scurried toward the door. “Anyway! I have another meeting! So, please do well with the self-produced content tomorrow!!”

After watching Lee Jihyeon disappear as if fleeing, I stepped out into the hallway.

“Hoyun, wel... Wow, the weather is nice.”

“Seo Ho... Ahem, ahem, hmm! I think I'm catching a cold. My throat is scratchy.”

As I walked, chewing on the inside of my cheek, employees who were about to greet me cheerfully trailed off and walked past.

“Hoyun-ah!”

Seong Jiwon, however, approached with his usual bright smile.

“Did something happen? Why do you look so down?”

“Seong Jiwon. Have you heard anything about Kang Ichae moving out of the dorm?”

"Uh, uh, uh?" Uncharacteristically, Seong Jiwon looked flustered. “Ah... Ah, that's probably a groundless rumor. I only heard about it too, but there's a story circulating among fans that Ichae has several houses, so they're speculating he might be moving out of the dorm.”

“That's going around?”

“Yeah. It's probably just a rumor. ...Probably.”

Oh, really?

Hearing his uncertain answer, I narrowed my eyes at Seong Jiwon. I decided it would be faster to check for myself and turned around, but he grabbed my arm.

“Hoyun-ah, wait! Seonghyeon already went to check.”

“Kim Seonghyeon did?”

“Yeah. If it's something we really need to know, I trust Seonghyeon will tell us. So for now, let's calm down a bit and wait.” The corners of Seong Jiwon's gentle smile drooped for a moment. “Of course, Seonghyeon was a little scared...”

“......”

I had a lot to say, but I held it in and let Seong Jiwon lead me away.

.

.
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About an hour before Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon met, Kim Seonghyeon was alone in Kang Ichae's studio, pacing back and forth.

Why am I so nervous?

In truth, Kim Seonghyeon had no intention of getting directly involved in discord rumors. He thought time would solve it. However, when the rumor that Kang Ichae might move out of the dorm started circulating, he worried that something might have happened to the guy.

Thus, Kim Seonghyeon decided to approach Kang Ichae first.

“But what if he doesn't like me asking?”

“Why? Ichae will probably answer you honestly.”

“You think so? I'm a little scared of his reaction...”

When he hinted at his inner thoughts to Seong Jiwon, whom he had relied on during their long trainee days at Daepaseong, Seong Jiwon gave him a troubled smile.

“Hmm, I'm not sure why you're acting like this... Seonghyeon-ah, but let's not show that we're scared or anything in front of Ichae.”

“......”

“Ichae is a rare, good kid, you know that too. If you talk to him, Ichae will listen seriously.”

Kim Seonghyeon knew that fact well. It was just that understanding something and accepting it were two slightly different things.

Unable to stay still from anxiety, he paced around and was about to start tearing at his hair.

“Huh? Seonghyeon-hyung, what are you doing here?” Kang Ichae asked, surprised to see him as he opened the studio door.

Kim Seonghyeon kept wondering how to start, but he didn't have a knack for beating around the bush.

“Kang Ichae.”

“Yeah?”

So he decided to be direct.

“Are you moving out of the dorm?”

The rustling sound of plastic stopped.

“......” Kang Ichae looked up from the sofa where he was choosing a candy. “Who said that?”

“No, it's just... there's a rumor going around.”

“I have no intention of moving out.” Kang Ichae raised his right eyebrow once, then unwrapped a candy and popped it into his mouth.

As the fierce-looking guy set the mood, Kim Seonghyeon felt needlessly tense.

“Did it come up with the discord rumors?” Kang Ichae asked.

That was the right answer.

Look at how sharp he is...

Since he wasn't good at lying either, Kim Seonghyeon countered with a question. “...Did something happen between you and Seo Hoyun?”

“Nothing.”

No way. Not after exuding such a violent aura.

“Well... you look a bit unhappy when you're with Seo Hoyun, so I was worried. ...And it seems like the fans can feel it too.”

“Ah...” Kang Ichae, who had been listening quietly despite his intimidating impression, swept his hair back and sighed deeply. “I get it. I'll be careful not to let it show to the fans.”

“......”

“I'm going to keep staying at the dorm, so don't worry.”

“...Okay.”

“Are we done talking? I want to get back to work now.”

It was the attitude one would have toward an unwelcome guest.

This isn't it.

Kang Ichae calmly turned his head and switched on his laptop. It felt like if he left now, the guy would misunderstand him.

“No, no. Kang Ichae.”

“What now.”

“I'm sorry. I think I said it wrong. I didn't come here to warn you. I actually...” Seeing the guy's expressionless face, which was worse than a frown, made his mouth go dry. “...Listen carefully. I...”

Kim Seonghyeon took a deep breath and squeezed his eyes shut.

“...I, I hope The Dawn can be your home and your fence!!!”

He threw out the words he had kept in his heart.

Kim Seonghyeon knew it well. He knew the other members would have cackled or teased him if they heard, and Kang Ichae would be no different. However, the words themselves were sincere.

“...What fence?” Kang Ichae asked, momentarily stunned.

“Ah, no! I mean, the order came out a bit wrong!” Kim Seonghyeon frantically rubbed his face with both hands and quickly continued. “L-Listen to the end before you make fun of me. You've seemed uncomfortable lately, so I've been thinking a lot, too. You never call your family, no matter what. You don't even go to your family home on days off or holidays. So... I wondered if maybe you felt awkward about going home. Ah, damn, I'm rambling.”

“......”

“Anyway, what I want to say is, I hope The Dawn can play that role for you, even just a little. We're just strangers to each other, so calling ourselves a family might sound like a business statement or something childish, but...”

This was what he absolutely wanted to tell Kang Ichae today.

“I hope... that this place... that being with us, can be a place you can always come back to comfortably.”

He didn't regret what he'd said, but he was a bit embarrassed by his own appearance, forcing out the words with his neck flushed red. He had a feeling he'd kind of messed up.

Now Kang Ichae will laugh.

What would he say? Since he'd been teasing him a lot lately, he could roughly imagine the scene.

A fence? Then am I a sheep and you're the shepherd, hyung?' or maybe 'Our leader is a quote machine! Shouldn't you publish a book or something?' he'd say.

He braced himself, prepared for whatever he said, and waited.

But strangely, there was no reaction.

“......”

Kang Ichae, who had been silent with his head bowed low, just fiddled with his ear. After a long while, he mumbled softly.

“...Yeah.”

“......”

“Thanks. Hyung.”

While Kim Seonghyeon could only blink, a hesitant Kang Ichae slipped out of the studio. For some reason, his retreating figure looked a little happy.

Kim Seonghyeon stared at the quietly closed door. Seong Jiwon's words echoed in his head.

“He really listened seriously...”


That night.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun couldn't sleep.

Kang Ichae, yeah. Hyung is sorry.

After a sleepless night, as dawn approached, he made a firm decision. During the self-produced content tomorrow, he would thoroughly appease the guy by executing 'Operation: Kang Ichae is Always Right, Uh-huh,' complete with all sorts of sweet talk.


Chapter 326

Idol groups, formed with multiple members, often faced sudden rumors of discord or bullying. Sometimes the rumors faded, but other times they left deep scars.

The Dawn was no exception.

[Title: Seo Hoyun really doesn't read the room at all

Not sure if he doesn't or can't... ㅋ

It really looks like Kang Ichae is about to snap at him but holds back every time, and their damn agency doesn't even clarify anything properly...

└ They used to do livestreams together often, but during this promotion, they seem to be avoiding being left alone.

└└ Seems like something is definitely up.

└ No, ffs, they'll figure it out themselves. Why the hell would the agency clarify something going on between the members;;

└└ Found the try-hard ㅋ ㅋㅋ]

As the baseless rumors of discord between Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae grew, Lee Jihyeon busily prepared to film The Dawn's new self-produced content.

They said they'd get the prettiest shots possible today to quell the controversy. It should work out somehow, right?

I'm counting on you, please... My 5-star Knight of the Rose, my bonus...

She forcibly soothed her anxious heart and hurried the staff.

The first scene began at the fan-shaped pavilion from the Lotus Lantern Festival music video.

“DUNGIDEOG!”

Jeong Dajun stood there with his eyes gently closed, swinging a mallet to beat an hourglass drum.

“DUNG! GIDEOK KUNG DEODEO The Dawn KUNG! GIDEOK KUNG DEODEO The Dawn... Ehei~!! The players are entering!”

The members entered with light, swaying steps that matched the rhythm.

Seong Jiwon led the way, neatly dressed in a pink durumagi with a hint of coral. Kim Seonghyeon followed in an ash-gray silk robe tinged with blue. Next came Kang Ichae, wrapped in a chestnut-colored juui woven with gold thread. Seo Hoyun entered last, draped in silk clothes the color of the dark night sky.

“DUNGIDEOG KUNG... Seo Hoyun en!”

Seo Hoyun cut him off. “Jeong Dajun. You're being loud.”

“Yep. I'll clean it up right away.”

Like a dog at a village school that learns to recite poetry after three years, The Dawn's youngest had become adept at knowing when he could and could not fool around. Jeong Dajun quickly put the drum away.

Seo Hoyun snatched the mallet from Jeong Dajun and tapped his own shoulder. TAP TAP.

Meanwhile, Kim Seonghyeon stepped forward and bowed deeply.

“We, The Dawn, have returned with our new album, 'Wish'. Please give us a cheer, even if it's just for courtesy's sake. Yes, thank you for the half-hearted reactions from the members. I'm your leader Seonghyeon, and I'll now briefly introduce the game we'll be playing for today's content!”

The screen turned black. With a SWISH, the game's rules appeared.

1. The Yut Nori winner becomes king. Other members are ranked by placement. The king gets a Royal Feast, while meal quality depends on rank. The last-place servant gets only plain rice.

2. For one day, the king can freely command all other ranks.

3. A subject with grievances can request a 'rebellion' against the king at any time.

-A 'rebellion' is a one-on-one verbal battle. The goal is to lure the opponent into giving up or provoke them into getting flustered.

The conversation must use a historical drama tone. The person judged unable to continue loses.

A successful rebel becomes the new king, regardless of previous rank. The former king is demoted to the rebel's rank. A demoted king cannot reclaim the throne through another 'rebellion'.

Kang Ichae whined after listening to the explanation.

“Ehh~, I'm not good at that historical drama speech stuff.”

Kim Seonghyeon considered it. “Hmm, then if you use English or foreign words, I'll give you a warning first. If you use them again despite the warning, then...”

“A famous line from a historical drama!!” Jeong Dajun shouted, his eyes sparkling as he shot his right hand into the air.

“If you recite a famous line from a historical drama, I'll pretend I didn't see it just that one time.”

And so, a fourth rule was suddenly added.

4. If a rule is broken during a 'rebellion', the first offense receives a warning. For the second offense, one can avoid a penalty just once by reciting a famous line from a historical drama.

Kang Ichae seemed unimpressed, even though the rule was added because of him. Jeong Dajun, however, was delighted. He even borrowed a sketchbook from a staff member to jot down lines from his favorite historical dramas.

Kim Seonghyeon announced, “Then let's begin.”

With the rules roughly sorted, the game began.

Seo Hoyun, still tapping his body with the mallet, slowly approached the members.

“Ugh!!”

A moment later, Seo Hoyun had completely dominated the game of Yut Nori by himself.

“Gasp! W-What the!”

“Uh, uh, Hoyun-ah, weren't you just over here a second ago?”

“You punk, what trick did you pull?!”

Seo Hoyun just laughed. "Haha."

Wow, Seo Hoyun. He's seriously insane.

Seo Hoyun always dominated strategy games, so Lee Jihyeon had expected this, but Yut Nori also required luck. Lee Jihyeon had seen his hopelessly bad luck many times and had hoped he might struggle a bit.

However, his mind worked incredibly fast, overwhelming everything else as he formulated a perfect strategy.

A staff member marveled, “Seo Hoyun, he's crazy.”

While the staff marveled at how he turned the tables, victory naturally went to Seo Hoyun.

“Is it not a matter of course?”

The corners of his lips rose as he held up the yut sticks and blew a kiss to the camera.

Only the meal for Seo Hoyun, the king, was set on the fan-shaped pavilion. The others' meals were placed on the stairs or the floor according to their rank.

Jeong Dajun, who came in fifth, sniffled at his meal of only a heaping bowl of rice. He took a large spoonful, making his cheeks bulge. As he chewed, Seo Hoyun, who was using his chopsticks neatly, called out to the youngest member.

“You there, child at the very end, come here.”

“Your Maaaajesty!!!”

Seo Hoyun pushed over the braised short ribs, which crumbled softly at the slightest TAP of his chopsticks. Jeong Dajun expressed endless gratitude and began to MUNCH MUNCH on them. Kim Seonghyeon, finding the sight unpleasant, mumbled while chewing his own side dish of spinach.

“Anyone want to strike the king's neck right now?”

Seo Hoyun picked his ear with an indifferent expression and retorted.

“Indeed, I, the king, must look after my lowly subjects who can't even eat. Go on, chatter away as much as you like.”

Everyone's face twisted in indignation, even Jeong Dajun's, who had just been gifted the short ribs.

“Let's start a rebellion!”

“Let's do it!”

An infuriated Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae started to jump to their feet, but Seong Jiwon was faster.

“Your Majesty! I request a rebellion!”

“......”

Seong Jiwon briskly walked into the pavilion and sat.

A staff member explained, “Now, as explained before, the method for a 'rebellion' is simple. You just have to provoke your opponent in any way. The one who gives up first, or gets too flustered to continue the conversation, loses.”

“Yep! I accept the challenge!!”

With the introduction over, Seong Jiwon turned his gaze to Seo Hoyun.

“Your Majesty, this humble servant thinks... ah, believes that you're a truly good person. You're handsome, you take care of the members with great detail, you're always affectionate and kind...”

“Jiwon-hyung, he's just spouting empty compliments. Isn't he a total sycophant?”

“He needs to be cast out to come to his senses. That's not even a provocation.”

The dance line members whispered, thinking they were quiet, but everyone could hear them.

Seong Jiwon ignored them. After performing a 'lovely from head to toe' routine for several minutes, his cheeks flushed slightly.

“Haha, that's all from me.”

How thick are those rose-colored glasses?

Lee Jihyeon and the staff all looked at Seong Jiwon with genuine concern.

Seo Hoyun, who had listened quietly, leaned forward slightly.

“Thank you. Is it my turn now?”

“Yes. That is so.”

“Hmm, I hope you don't remove the mole on the bridge of your nose. It suits you very well.”

He's ruthless, really!

Lee Jihyeon was used to it and knew it was for the broadcast, but she could never get accustomed to this kind of behavior from Seo Hoyun.

“Oh, oh?? Ah... I-Is that so, Your Majesty?”

Of course, unlike Lee Jihyeon, Seong Jiwon was embarrassed but also pleased.

“Why does he live like that, really?”

“That's what I'm saying.”

Seo Hoyun paid no mind as the other members frowned, rubbed their stomachs, or expressed their nausea.

“Truly, Your Majesty is a wise and virtuous king. This servant shall now take his leave.”

Just as Kim Seonghyeon, the leader, was about to ask the staff for help, Seong Jiwon voluntarily gave up and came down from the pavilion. He had not gotten any side dishes or become king, but he looked satisfied.

Seo Hoyun's gaze left Seong Jiwon, passed over Kim Seonghyeon, and landed on Kang Ichae.

Just then, a voice called out.

“Your Majesty.”

Kang Ichae stood up, flicking his clothes.

Jeong Dajun dropped the spoon from his mouth. Kim Seonghyeon's Adam's apple bobbed noticeably. GULP.

“Shall we... have a rousing round together?”

“...Sounds good.”

What was bound to happen had happened.

Lee Jihyeon also swallowed hard. GULP.

They have to create a gentle atmosphere here.

With that desperate wish, she shot intense glares at Seo Hoyun.

“You're good at composing. You earn a lot of money, and your charm for drawing attention is outstanding. I've secretly held you in high regard.”

Fortunately, the start was very smooth.

“I'd be truly grateful if you continue to stay by my side as a reliable younger brother, just like now.”

Seo Hoyun listed Kang Ichae's strengths with a smirk.

However...

“Your Maaaajesty...”

The moment Lee Jihyeon saw the corner of Kang Ichae's mouth twist, she had a gut feeling that things would not go smoothly.

“is so full of venom that you've gone from a klutz to a dance expert. It's truuuly amazing.”

“...That doesn't sound like a compliment at all.”

“Furthermore, your low and rough vocal tone is very unique, so why do you only say things that get people riled up whenever you open your mouth? It's truuuly amazing.”

“This is an insult to the king! Off with his head!”

After getting a few pieces of meat, Jeong Dajun had become a loyal subject and lunged at Kang Ichae. Seo Hoyun's brow also twitched, clearly displeased with Kang Ichae's attitude.

“...Besides, you're exceptionally quick-witted, skilled at acting without needing to be told.”

“And Your Majesty's skill at pretending not to know things, despite being very quick-witted yourself, is truly on par with a real 'actor', isn't it?”

“What, an actor...”

Still, Seo Hoyun seemed to be holding back, immediately schooling his expression.

“Hoo... you...”

Seo Hoyun let out a bone-deep sigh that seemed to come from his core. He looked at Kang Ichae, who rested his chin crookedly on his hand, and forced a smile.

“Your jokes are quite amusing.”

“Your Maaaajesty, the fact that you hear that as a joke shows how truuuly carefree you are. You are truly worthy of the name HouHou.”

In an instant, the atmosphere distorted.

Lee Jihyeon did not know exactly why, but from then on, it was a battlefield without bullets.

“Are you suggesting we see this through to the end?!”

“Of course! Your Maaaajesty is pissing me off, so how did you expect me to react? Why were you pretending to be so accepting?! With magnanimity the size of a soy sauce dish!”

“What did you say about my heart, which is as vast as the sea?! Do you know the saying, 'it takes one to know one'?”

Lee Jihyeon was horrified. She considered turning off the cameras and stopping the shoot.

“Someone like Your Majesty is an incredibly frustrating conversation partner, so why don't you chug a coooool Pine Bud Drink and clear your insides!”

“Then you should mix 2ProX into your soup every time! Since you're 2% lacking in potential!”

“I may be 2% lacking, but isn't Your Majesty 98% lacking!!”

While the two argued fiercely, the other members rolled their eyes and diligently ate their food.

“How is this going? Isn't 'percent' English?”

“That's one warning for each of them~. Next time, it's a famous line for sure.”

“It doesn't look like either of them is giving up yet. They're still sticking to the speech style, too.”

As Jeong Dajun stealthily reached his chopsticks toward a side dish Seo Hoyun had not pushed over, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon also hinted at joining in.

At that moment...

“This is really...! Ha.”

Kang Ichae raised both hands in frustration, clenched and unclenched his fists, then sighed.

“Your Majesty, you don't need to tell me that I'm handsome and good at composing. I already know that very well.”

“......”

“That's not what I wish to hear.”

His voice was calm, but the audio picked up the faint sound of his teeth grinding between words.

“Um...”

Kang Ichae looked directly at Lee Jihyeon. It was a signal, a signal to cut.

“Hey, stop.”

Just as Lee Jihyeon was about to raise her hand, a chilling voice cut in.

Seo Hoyun's cold glare was fixed on Kang Ichae.

Just then, Jeong Dajun spoke up.

“U-uhm, Your Majesty, you just used English.”

Jeong Dajun had been sneaking glances at the situation while shuffling closer to Seo Hoyun on his knees. He poked Seo Hoyun's elbow. POKE POKE.

“So what.”

“Y-you have to recite a famous line for me to let it slide!”

Though his words twisted from Seo Hoyun's cold demeanor, Jeong Dajun clung on. He pointed out the rule he had insisted on, the part he was actually looking forward to the most.

Seo Hoyun looked dumbfounded. He ran a hand through his neatly styled hair, messing it up.

“Kang Ichae!”

“F-Famous line...!”

“......”

Even Lee Jihyeon could tell that Seo Hoyun was acting this way, thinking they could just fix it in editing.

Seo Hoyun tried to ignore Jeong Dajun's nonsense and get up, but Jeong Dajun whimpered, refusing to back down, and thrust the sketchbook at him.

“...Ha, seriously...”

The pages flipped by with a WHIP WHIP, various lines flashing past.

Seo Hoyun brushed his fallen bangs back again and let out a fierce breath. Deciding it would be better to just play along with the youngest, he snatched the sketchbook from Jeong Dajun's hand.

He immediately read the first phrase he saw.

“I never ordered you to stay away!![1]”

away!!

...way...

...way...

...way...

...way...

An echo wrapped around the pavilion and faded away.

Seo Hoyun, the only one who did not notice the rapid silence, shot to his feet.

“Kang Ichae, then how am I supposed to...!”

Seo Hoyun, who was growling with the veins on his neck bulging, suddenly stopped talking. He slowly turned his neck to look around.

“Khck...”

All the staff members clenched their teeth or shook their shoulders, trying to hold back laughter.

“...Did I just.”

You've just created a new dark history for yourself.

“Sh...”

The first syllable of a curse barely slipped out. Seo Hoyun seemed to regain his senses just in time, his mouth gaping open and closed without another sound.

“W-Wait a minute, please edit this out. Just a moment.”

All his visible skin turned red as he rubbed his dry face and pleaded, but they could not just throw away such good material.

Kim Seonghyeon laughed boisterously, slinging an arm around Seo Hoyun's shoulders.

“Your Maaaajesty, we've already got the perfect clip for the edit.”

“Hey! No way, seriously! I hate it!”

“Please have mercy!!”

Jeong Dajun, already stuck to Kang Ichae's side and munching on a yugwa, muttered.

“I am sorry... I tried to forget you, but I could not forget you...[2]”

“......”

Though dumbfounded, Kang Ichae eventually let out a small laugh. PSH.

Damn it...

Before Lee Jihyeon knew it, the members had returned to their usual selves as The Dawn, creating a heartwarming scene.

Lee Jihyeon checked the rough editing outline and subtitles, then closed her eyes with a faintly pissed-off smile.

I can't possibly upload it like this...

Uploading footage of them being so openly hostile would just pour oil on the fire of the discord rumors.

“Lee Jihyeon, please take out that famous line...” Seo Hoyun's shrill voice called out.

Lee Jihyeon shook her head.

Even if she deleted and cut everything else, she was determined to upload that famous line from Seo Hoyun.




1 A line from episode 12 of the MBC drama Moon Embracing the Sun.

2 A line from episode 3 of the MBC drama Moon Embracing the Sun.



Chapter 327

[Title: The Dawn's latest content summary!! I'll try a 3-line acrostic poem with Seo Hoyun

Seo... Seo Hoyun was so nonchalant with his aegyo

Ho... I thought he was a guy who wasn't a pushover

Yun... Turns out he was a bunny

└ That's not an acrostic poem

└└ Trying to live with conviction

└└ LMAO hahahahahahahahaha fuck, that's so Noeul hahahaha

└ Ah, but it was really unexpected hahahahaha. To think I'd see him get all shy again like when Kang Ichae exposed him 2 years ago hahahahaha

└└ Guess he still has a conscience hahahahahahaha so cute]

[Title: About Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun fighting

Just go watch the content already hahaha

They bicker and squabble, but the two of them play so well together, what are you talking about ㅠ

└ Yeah, it's fucking hilarious

But don't you think it was edited a lot?

└└ I felt that too haha. The flow feels really choppy.

└ Is it because they went to a major agency hahaha. The junk food flavor from our Destruction-ie days is completely gone. Seems like they cut out all the potentially controversial parts]

[Title: You can tell The Dawn joined a major agency

They only promoted for 2 weeks

Fuck ㅠ

└ Still, it was nice to see they poured a ton of money into the stages... They set a new legend this time

└ I'm so pissed. The Dawn was a group that always, always promoted for 4 weeks ㅠㅠ If they had done 3 weeks, they would've gotten more wins.

└└ Those Noeul bastards... They've been spoon-fed for so long they don't know how good they have it... They even had a super fancy comeback show, my old favorite group didn't even get a showcase.

└ I think their promotions were cut short because of High Five

└└ High Five only promoted for 2 weeks too, though? haha

└└ (OP) No, I wasn't trying to start a fight, seriously.

└└ Then you shouldn't have brought up the major agency thing hahaha. Your intention is so transparent.

└└ Hey guys, I agree but... let's be nice... Still, it's pretty good that The Dawn kids went to a major agency... They got capital invested... Although they said they'd form an independent label system, it feels like the WH smell has rubbed off on them... The Management Team also worked hard to adjust schedules so they wouldn't overlap with High Five... but they ended up with 2 weeks of promotions, fuck. Suddenly interfering, editing the content, and bossing them around to their liking is also really pissing me off, and now that I've said it all, I'm fucking furious.

└└ Ah, the gradual rage hahahahahahahahahahahahaha

└└ Just be glad they're not sending them on an overseas tour hahahahahahahahaha]


【Let us dive till the end】

About a week passed after I set a new record for my life's most embarrassing moment and finished all promotions for 'Lotus Lantern Festival'.

During a brief moment of free time, I borrowed a company car and headed to Lim Hyeonsu's studio. I wanted to ask about the progress of the B-side tracks for the next album.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the surface of the sea to breathe...】

The B-side track 'Dive' from the album 'Wish' played on the radio.

Driving wasn't so difficult anymore.

I came out in secret from the other members. If I hadn't, they would've undoubtedly clamored for me to take a Manager along.

Time (or money) really does solve most problems.

I entered the familiar building's underground and parked.

I slowly stepped onto the elevator, skillfully pressed the button, and strode toward the studio. I flung the door open.

“I'm here.”

A subtle woody scent now wafted from the place that always reeked of acrid smoke and stale cigarettes.

“Whoa! Look at you, black from head to toe!”

“Did you quit smoking?”

“Nah, I just bought a killer air purifier.”

Lim Hyeonsu replied, lowering her legs from the table.

Kim Heeyeong, who was already there, waved happily.

Joo Woosung also gave a casual nod.

“Oh, Hoyun, hello!”

The 'Let's-Trash-Hoyun' club.

It was strange that these people, some of the busiest in the industry, still kept this club going. They weren't even doing anything productive.

“Seriously, you guys still meet up? Aren't you sick of it?”

“Yeah, time flies when we're trashing you.”

“Wow, thanks for inviting the subject of your gossip.”

At my sarcastic remark, Joo Woosung grumbled as he scooted over on the sofa to make room.

“Whatever. We had to order sashimi for four, so we just included you.”

“Ah, yes.”

Where in the world requires a minimum order for four people these days?

As a good junior, I deliberately played along with the obvious lie and sat down quietly.

Lim Hyeonsu watched High Five's comeback video. Kim Heeyeong saw this, showed interest, and asked.

“Ah, is that High Five's new song? They did a great job with this one.”

Honestly, this High Five album was incredible. I had judged that we would overwhelmingly beat them, but once High Five's new album 'New Rhythm' was released, the tables completely turned.

“It has strong public appeal. There's a lot of talk about a generational shift these days.”

“The era of Black Call is finally coming to an end...”

I said this while soothing my heartburn with a fried shrimp.

Joo Woosung raised an eyebrow.

“Sorry, but could you not compare us? You and I are in different leagues.”

I wanted to dismiss it as nonsense.

Kim Heeyeong chimed in with an innocent smile.

“Black Call is always the number one choice for casting. Even overseas, foreigners are always asking, 'Do you know Black Call?'”

Damn it...

I crunched down on the very tip of the shrimp's tail.

I set aside Black Call, who hadn't promoted yet this year. I thought it would be fine as long as our dates didn't overlap, but High Five's fandom power was much stronger than I expected.

“Ah, this is killing me. Seriously.”

I leaned back against the sofa with an irritated sigh.

Lim Hyeonsu waved her chopsticks around.

“Aigoo, you're so greedy. Why are you so worked up when your team has a cheat code?”

“Who? Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, Seong Jiwon, or Kang Ichae?”

“Who do you think? I'm talking about Kang Ichae.”

Lim Hyeonsu couldn't easily withdraw her affection and still cared for Kang Ichae a lot.

I stared at her with narrowed eyes.

Lim Hyeonsu just shrugged and said nonchalantly.

“I'm being completely serious. His B-side tracks for this album were insane.”

I scratched my head and looked away. It was true. If I ignored the parts that dissed me, they were good enough to give me goosebumps.

I remembered he seemed to have softened up on the day we filmed the self-produced content. He grumbled a little, but his expression was much more relaxed.

I can never figure out what these kids are thinking.

Was he that happy about my embarrassing moment? It seemed I was still a long way from winning Kang Ichae's favor.

“Anyway, I've decided to participate in your next album's B-sides, so bring the files next time you come.”

“They're probably on the dorm computer. I'll ask Kang Ichae.”

While I pondered 'How to Deal with Kang Ichae', Joo Woosung suddenly clicked his tongue.

“The doooorm? Aren't you sick of seeing your members' faces? To think you're still living in a dorm.”

“Yes, we've heard from Joo Woosung, who isn't close with his members.”

“......”

For a male idol in his third year, fourth by The Dawn's standards, living in a dorm was the default. We had no particular reason to move out, and living apart would only make managing the members more difficult.

I ignored Joo Woosung yelling his head off and brushed out my ear.

Kim Heeyeong tilted her head slightly and asked him a question.

“Then when did you move out, Woosung?”

“Me? In my second year.”

“......”

That was an unrivaled speed.

Joo Woosung seemed to realize his mistake and quickly made an excuse.

“Ah, no, I mean! I did move out early for an idol... but actually, the other guys had no lingering attachment to the dorm either, so they moved out on their own when I did! ...What's with those looks!”

“...Uh-huh, right, whatever our Woosung says is riiight.”

“Aish.”

I retorted with an exaggerated nod. He pounded his chest with his fist, looking aggrieved.

However, I felt a slight twist of bitterness inside. Moving out and living independently so soon was synonymous with Black Call's unprecedented success.

“Joo Woosung, have you ever thought about appearing on 'I Live Well on My Own'...”

“I have not.”

Kim Heeyeong, always thirsty for new cast members, heard Joo Woosung had been living alone for a long time, and her eyes sparkled, but Joo Woosung rejected her flatly.

“Besides, I'm busy these days. I have a personal schedule overseas, so I have to leave again soon.”

Even with Black Call's activities on temporary hiatus due to Chae Jeongwoo's throat condition, he seemed busy. He attended events for the high-end brand he was an ambassador for and prepared for his solo.

Just then, Lim Hyeonsu chimed in. She chewed on two pieces of sashimi as if bored.

“Wow, look at Joo Woosung living so diligently. If I were you, I'd be out meeting tons of women~. Or I'd be at home, spending money like water and just playing with my dog and cat.”

In fact, if Joo Woosung hadn't stayed off the path of delinquency, he would have been doing just that.

“Why are you saying that to someone who's living well?”

Lim Hyeonsu picked up a new piece of sashimi and stared at me, bewildered.

“What, what is it?”

“He's gotten his act together and is living diligently. The least you could do is cheer him on, right?”

“Why is this bastard Seo Hoyun suddenly flying off the handle?”

Lim Hyeonsu grumbled, asking why I was suddenly taking it so seriously.

Beside me, Joo Woosung lightly covered his mouth with his hand and muttered.

“What, what's with him?”

“Don't talk like that from now on.”

“A little touched...”

“You're being ridiculous, seriously...”

Lim Hyeonsu looked back and forth between me and Joo Woosung, then slowly raised her middle finger before focusing on the sashimi.

Kim Heeyeong, who had already finished her meal due to her PD habits, chugged a triple-shot americano and opened her mouth to speak.

“Hey, but even if you don't do external activities, Woosung, you still do internal ones, right? I heard from a staff member I'm close with that there's a WH Entertainment workshop soon?”

A workshop?

Come to think of it, I might have heard that word from my Manager, but I tend to tune out things I'm not interested in, so I didn't remember anything.

However, Joo Woosung jumped next to me as if his paws had touched water.

“Ugh, I really, really, really hate workshops!”

At that, Lim Hyeonsu seemed to remember something. She snapped her fingers and added.

“Ah! That's right, that's right. I heard you guys do it really extravagantly. I heard even the directors and the CEO come out and dance? Sounds fun. Hey.”

“Blegh...”

Joo Woosung scowled deeply.

“It's not even helpful for our promotions. They even do it for Halloween and April Fools'! They should just use that money to give the staff a raise. Why do they hold so many events...”

Since when did he care so much about staff welfare?

There was definitely another reason.

“...Anyway, I hate it. I don't even want to think about it.”

“What did you do there?”

“Fuck, don't you dare try to look it up.”

So sensitive.

It doesn't make money. I wouldn't watch it even if you paid me.

I distracted the fuming Joo Woosung by offering him some sashimi. Kim Heeyeong, who had been looking for the chat with her close staff member from WH Entertainment, let out a small gasp.

“Right, right. She said the first-place prize for this WH Workshop is a Hawaii travel package.”

“Hey, your intel is insane.”

Lim Hyeonsu, who had stuffed her cheeks with food, swallowed instantly. She craned her neck to look at the screen with her, her eyes suddenly widening.

“Whoa, holy shit!! Hey, what is this?”

Lim Hyeonsu shot to her feet. She covered her mouth and shrieked loud enough to shatter eardrums.

“T-This is Metal Chemistry Heart Bone!!”

Me... what?

“Are you crazy? MeKeHaBon's first album? A CD signed by all the original members?! This isn't even on auction sites?! Is it a replica?!!”

“What's that?”

“I don't know.”

When it came to music, I was only interested in K-Pop, and maybe POP at most. Back in my PD days, I memorized everything from idol group names to the names of the plants they grew, but when it came to foreign celebrities, I only memorized the really famous ones.

The three of us showed a lukewarm reaction.

Lim Hyeonsu exploded in anger.

“How can you not know this! Anyone who composes music can ab-so-lute-ly! not hate MeKeHaBon! No, of course... it's, uh, not... mainstream... but it's a truly god-god-god! tier band!!!”

“You mean acrid?”

“It's short for Metal Chemistry Heart Bone, you ignorant fools!”

Ah, is that so.

Lim Hyeonsu, the fanboy of Me-whatever, tore at her hair.

“Fuck, so this thing really does exist in the world!”

“Just buy a new one.”

“Fans went crazy demanding they re-release the CD, but they said they couldn't because of copyright issues! Besides, this one is signed by all the original members!”

I wondered who would even like something like this as a prize. It turned out there was another person like Lee Jihyeon right here.

Lim Hyeonsu clung to me and whined.

“Hoyun-ah, if I follow you and dance to White Cherry, don't you think I could get the limited edition CD? What do you think? A genius composer's cute dance, seems like it would generate some buzz, right?”

“Why would you provide a supply for which there is no demand?”

“...You son of a bitch...!”

I was about to shake off the annoying Lim Hyeonsu. She mumbled while chewing on her thumb.

“Kang Ichae would want this like crazy too...”

In that moment, a nonexistent interest suddenly surged.

“...Ichae likes this too?”

“What did you think I was saying earlier? Kang Ichae is a huge fan. He and I once spent a week scouring auctions because we wanted this.”

“You think he'd want it?”

“You punk! He'd go crazy, jump for joy, and make a huge scene!”

That kid Kang Ichae never seemed to have any material desires, but...

Come to think of it, when I secured the IRIX collaboration, he was so happy he projected a letter for me with a beam projector.

This could be good.

I spotted a good opportunity and confirmed it again.

“You said this was the second-place prize, right?”

From the side, I heard a snort, like escaping air.

Joo Woosung sneered at me.

“What, you're going to perform? Forget it. The competition for the workshop stage is insane. The stoic vice president performed a girl group dance and only got fourth place. A klutz like you wouldn't even make it into the rankings, no matter how hard you try.”

Aha. Is that so?

“...Why, what's with that look.”

I leaned in and approached him. Joo Woosung flinched and backed away. I grabbed his shoulders with both hands so he couldn't run any further.

“Joo Woosung, you're not confident?”

“What?”

Then I gave him a very sweet smile.

“Senior, we have to do this together.”

So I can give Kang Ichae his present.

Joo Woosung's expression crumpled.


Chapter 328

It was the day of the WH Entertainment company workshop.

“Ah, ah, mic test. Hello, everyone. I'm Kim Myeonghyeok, the CEO of WH Entertainment. It's a bit embarrassing to introduce myself again like this, haha! This year marks WH's 25th anniversary. To celebrate, we've planned a grand workshop. To everyone who always works so hard—”

Chae Jeongwoo let the tedious speech go in one ear and out the other, but he didn't let it show. He had mastered controlling his expression after years in the entertainment industry, so he simply clapped with a gentle smile.

The youngest, Lee Hanjoo, dozed beside him after an all-night shoot. Chae Jeongwoo didn't wake him, instead shielding him with his body. A camera filming for internal promotions suddenly began to approach them. Chae Jeongwoo stretched his leg under the table and tapped Lee Hanjoo's calf to wake him.

“I'd like to express my gratitude to our pillar, Black Call, who has been actively promoting overseas since last year.”

“CEO-nim! Hanjoo loves you too!”

As if he hadn't been sleeping at all, Lee Hanjoo's eyes went wide and bright. He raised his arms above his head to form a heart.

A warm burst of laughter erupted.

“...Hoo, hyung, thank you so much for waking me up. I didn't say anything weird, did I?”

“Not at all.”

“Aish, calling us out of nowhere...”

Lee Hanjoo's dark circles were noticeable, not quite concealed even by his thick makeup.

The once naive and clumsy kid had developed exceptional wit and quick reflexes after a few years as an idol. Even if Lee Hanjoo had remained asleep, Kim Myeonghyeok would have likely doted on him even more, saying something like, 'He must be working so hard to be this tired.'

Before Black Call's debut, WH Entertainment had been steadily declining. They were a prestigious house of idol groups, but that was a story from a distant past. Just as they were being routinely dismissed in the broadcasting world with comments like, 'Ah, WH?', a group debuted, swept every number one spot, and instantly shot to stardom. That group was Black Call.

How could they not be adored?

Of course, to the youngest member, Kim Myeonghyeok was probably just the guy who held a pointless workshop when they were already busy and dead tired.

“Jeongwoo-hyung, Hanjoo, hi hi~.”

Just then, a cheerful young man with a refreshing appearance and shoulder-length hair tied in a short ponytail strode over and joined their table.

“Oh, Saeyoung, you're here.”

It was Jeon Saeyoung, Black Call's lead dancer.

Today, he, rapper Lee Hanjoo, and lead dancer Jeon Saeyoung were in attendance. The lead vocal member was at a fan meeting in Japan. Joo Woosung was nowhere to be seen, but he was probably in Korea.

Despite being the last to arrive, Jeon Saeyoung confidently pulled a sandwich from the next table and took a bite.

“Ahem, recently, we successfully completed a harmonious merger with Daepaseong. As a result, the acting division of our WH Entertainment has become much stronger. As our independent sub-label, Daepaseong will...”

What's the point of calling it an independent label?

Everyone now saw The Dawn as part of WH, not Daepaseong.

“...I also extend my thanks to The Dawn, and congratulations on successfully concluding your recent promotions.”

Applause erupted as if on cue. Everyone's gaze turned to one spot. Following their eyes, he saw the members of The Dawn.

Jeon Saeyoung shoved the other half of the sandwich into his mouth and let out a small whistle.

They all wore matching outfits with similar designs, differing only in color and a few key points, as if someone had prepared them. Only Seo Hoyun was dressed in black from head to toe.

Come to think of it, I've felt a subtle change in his atmosphere recently, and it's most palpable now. He seems calmer, yet his inner self appears to be burning with passion.

“Jeongwoo-hyung, Saeyoung-hyung. Did you guys see The Dawn's comeback? It was amazing.”

“Ah, they were pretty good.”

“The lights in their practice room are never off. They practice like trainees about to be selected for a debut group.”

“Ugh, if I had to do that again, I'd just quit being an idol.”

Jeon Saeyoung, who had connected with Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun on a dance program, added another comment.

“But Seonghyeon is a really good dancer. Dajun is pretty good too.”

“Oh, really?”

Thanks to the considerable distance between the tables, the Black Call members could gossip freely.

“WH is experiencing an unprecedented boom.”

With Min Jiheon as an actor, and Black Call, High Five, and The Dawn as idols, Kim Myeonghyeok's words were not wrong. It was an exceptional level of success, especially for K-Pop male idols. Black Call broke new records with every album, and even though they were currently on hiatus, they were still raking in money.

“......”

It was late last year, on a day they had all gathered to practice for the first time in a while. Joo Woosung, who had been scowling deeply as if something displeased him, kept glaring at Chae Jeongwoo before following him out.

“You, go to the hospital.”

“......”

He wondered why he was being so random. Annoyed by Joo Woosung's uncharacteristically stubborn attitude, he reluctantly went to the hospital and discovered something was indeed wrong. He had vocal cord nodules.

Afterward, Joo Woosung swiftly led the arrangement of Black Call's hiatus. WH Entertainment was also very considerate.

“But I still don't know how Seo Hoyun managed to make our Woosung-hyung get his act together.”

“Woosung-hyung has really changed a lot, right?” Jeon Saeyoung said while staring straight at The Dawn.

Lee Hanjoo nodded vigorously. “The other day, I saw him hesitantly trying to talk to me and dropped the ice cream I was eating, I'm telling you. It seems he's also broken up with all those people he was seeing, which was obvious even though he tried to hide it. Nowadays, he's just cooped up in the practice room... I swear, it's like he's gone back to his trainee days. He doesn't seem human again lately.”

“That's exactly what I'm saying.”

The two chattered away, no longer even looking forward openly. Chae Jeongwoo kept his eyes fixed on the still-speaking CEO and shifted his chair slightly to create a blind spot for them.

It might have been a slightly conceited judgment, but every executive and employee at WH Entertainment thought that unless Black Call made a comeback in the second half of the year, the Grand Prize would go to either The Dawn or High Five.

Chae Jeongwoo was no different.

Even without my personal bias, it's one of the two.

The group containing the benefactor who made Joo Woosung a new man, or the group with the admirable junior he'd watched since they were fledglings?

Chae Jeongwoo, who had been tapping his fingers on the table, suddenly stopped. He realized that no matter which side he chose, it would have no effect on the outcome.

“...Anyway, is Woosung-hyung not coming? Is he skipping the workshop again this time?” Lee Hanjoo asked as he snatched and ate one of Jeon Saeyoung's sandwiches.

“Who knows?”

In Black Call's first year after debut, their participation in the workshop was mandatory because they were rookies. That experience was so deeply ingrained in Joo Woosung that he never attended a workshop again.

“Woosung-hyung... he really holds a grudge. Was that performance really so embarrassing for him?”

“Hanjoo, what would you have done?”

“I would've just had a blast.”

At the time, after the song was chosen, they were pestered about which Black Call member would perform, so they chose via rock-paper-scissors. The loser, Joo Woosung, had turned deathly pale. Jeon Saeyoung had rolled on the floor, roaring with laughter.

“Even though Woosung-hyung ended up winning first place...”

“My point exactly.”

He'd thrown every tantrum imaginable, insisting he couldn't do it. For someone who had acted like that, he had prepared meticulously, from the outfit to a long, straight blonde wig and even false eyelashes, and perfectly performed a foreign artist's song. Of course, after coming off stage, he grumbled and cursed, calling it his 'fucking dark history,' and would practically convulse at the mere mention of the 'work' in 'workshop'.

Looking back, he was still pretty innocent back then...

Finally, the long speech ended, and it was time for lunch. People moved about busily, getting to know faces and exchanging greetings.

The Black Call members, who had been wearing their public-facing smiles and bowing mechanically, finally relaxed a little when they came face-to-face with the members of The Dawn.

“Ooh, Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun~.”

“Senior, hello.”

“I told you to call me hyung! Hello to the rest of you too.”

While Jeon Saeyoung acted friendly, draping an arm over Kim Seonghyeon's neck, and Lee Hanjoo chatted with the other members, Chae Jeongwoo's eyes met Seo Hoyun's.

Seo Hoyun approached first with a smile.

“Senior Chae Jeongwoo, hello.”

Chae Jeongwoo quite liked Seo Hoyun.

So he, too, responded with a genuine smile that made his eyes curve.

“Seo Hoyun, are you doing well?”

“Of course.”

He glanced around before lowering his voice slightly to a near-whisper.

“Senior, there's something I'd like to ask you.”

“Yes, anything.”

“I heard you're the MC for the talent show tonight.”

How did he know that?

Chae Jeongwoo maintained his smile and answered calmly.

“That's right. How did you know?”

“Then, do you happen to know the list of performers?”

“No, it hasn't been given to me yet. They'll probably give it to me right before it starts.”

“Hmm...”

“Why? Are you performing, Seo Hoyun?”

In that moment, Seo Hoyun made a face like a mischievous seven-year-old plotting something.

“Who knows?”

What on earth could he be planning?

The Seo Hoyun that Chae Jeongwoo knew was a bit peculiar, but he wasn't the type to do anything reckless.

However, from a distance, Kang Yeonhu saw Seo Hoyun's expression and broke out in a cold sweat, growing anxious for some reason.


After enduring all the fu... all the useless procedures and customs of the workshop with a smile, it was already evening.

The auditorium attached to the building, which the company had rented out entirely, was already set up as a stage for the talent show.

This is my Yuyu Bank for today.

Full of confidence, I slung an arm over Jeong Dajun's shoulder.

Jeong Dajun, whose cheeks had gotten even chubbier after devouring eight whole plates from the buffet-style dinner, tilted his head.

“Hyung, you seem to be in a good mood today.”

“Ah, of course.”

I wonder if my Ichae will recognize my admirable devotion.

However, I hadn't told the members I was going to be in the talent show. I figured the emotional impact would be doubled if I presented it as a surprise.

But why isn't he here yet, that bastard.

It was almost time to start, but there was still no sign of Joo Woosung.

“Ah, hyung, hyung! Did you see the prizes for this time?! Travel vouchers, resort vouchers, department store gift certificates... it's no joke. Except for that weird second-place prize CD. I don't know where that suddenly came from.”

How could a normal person understand the tastes of a die-hard fan? And that weird second-place prize, I'm the one who wants it.

I glanced back. I could see Kang Ichae giggling with Seong Jiwon.

“Oh, oh, I heard that usually it's the managers or directors who participate in the workshop talent show, but this time the lineup is supposed to be incredible!”

“What? You heard something?”

“Not in detail... just a little.”

While Jeong Dajun continued to chatter, the seats filled up and the lights came on.

“Hello, I'm Chae Jeongwoo~.”

“Waaaah! Chae Jeongwoo! Chae Jeongwoo!”

“World class! World class!”

If Joo Woosung was the man who built half of the WH Entertainment building, Chae Jeongwoo was said to be the one who had captivated half the population of South Korea. The employees, thoroughly drunk on the wine and champagne that had been served all day, sent him wild cheers.

“Now, today was an especially long day, wasn't it? You all worked so hard. It's time to see something fun, right~?”

I took out my phone and sent a text to Joo Woosung.

[Me: When are you coming, hyung? ha]

[Me: I miss you]

There was still no reply.

So he's going to ignore me even after this.

I closed my phone and looked forward again, only to see a man with a neat appearance and slightly reddened ear tips standing on the stage.

“Hello, I'm Kang Yeonhu of High Five.”

A competitor had appeared.


Chapter 329

Kang Yeonhu? Why?

He was definitely part of WH Entertainment, so he was more than qualified to participate. However, High Five was in the middle of promotional activities. They were so busy they probably only came to the workshop because attendance was mandatory. Why would he even participate in the talent show?

He couldn't have had any time to prepare properly, could he?

My brow furrowed.

He was by no means an easy opponent.

“Kang Yeonhu, over here.”

Chae Jeongwoo smiled brightly and guided Kang Yeonhu to the center of the stage, drawing everyone's attention to him.

“I'm so happy and excited to see Yeonhu, a junior I'm very fond of, here. Come to think of it, you were very active during Halloween too, weren't you?”

“...Hahaha.”

Chae Jeongwoo looked at Kang Yeonhu with eyes dripping affection, like a doting parent who had given birth to and raised him.

“Well then, Yeonhu. Could you tell us why you've come out today?”

“Of course.”

Kang Yeonhu smiled gently. His expression made him look confident and relaxed, even though the tips of his ears were still red.

“Our youngest has been very interested in composing lately.”

Kang Yeonhu squeezed his eyes shut, held up three fingers, and thrust them forward.

“I really want to win third place and get the MIDI controller.”

An image of the third-place prize, a MIDI controller from a famous brand, appeared on the projector screen behind the stage.

I seemed to recall hearing that High Five also had a member who composed, and Kang Yeonhu had mentioned he was a little interested too.

“Ahh~! A MIDI controller! That's a really great gift for people who make music!”

But couldn't you just buy it for him with your own money? Did you really have to come out here for it?

As I felt sour about the unexpected competitor, Kim Seonghyeon whispered in my ear.

“Don't you think Senior Kang Yeonhu will be amazing? That prize looks really good... Don't you think Kang Ichae would want it too?”

“Why Kang Ichae?”

He has probably already decked out his studio with all the latest models.

I did not know much about composing equipment, but I was certain. Kang Ichae would want a rare indie band CD that money could not buy more than a device like that.

I turned my head in displeasure and noticed the other members were gone.

“Where are the guys?”

“The youngest is over there getting food. I don't know about Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae. I haven't seen them for a while.”

Kim Seonghyeon shrugged, saying they were probably around somewhere and nothing was wrong. He then poured wine into my empty glass. Frustrated, I downed it in one gulp.

Kim Seonghyeon scolded me, asking if I was drinking soju.

“Well then, let's begin the first talent show performance! Presented by Kang Yeonhu! It's Lea Purple's——”

Alright, Yeonhu-yah. Go ahead. Let's see just how good you are.

“It's Hard to be Pretty!!”

“WAAAAAH!!”

A roar erupted from the WH Entertainment employees.

“What's with him, seriously?”

I was genuinely disgusted. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been pouring wine into his own glass, stopped and muttered.

“Wow, Senior Yeonhu really came prepared.”

I had expected him to choose a refreshing, upbeat song like High Five often performs, or maybe a medium-tempo ballad that suited his vocal tone. Surprisingly, Kang Yeonhu chose a song by a girl group.

It was 'It's Hard to be Pretty' by Lea Purple.

Back when Lea Purple was not yet popular, this song made them known to the public. It was a massive hit, especially in the military. The lyrics were about how life is tiring if you are pretty, just like the cheesy title suggested.

This song is dangerous.

I had learned that firsthand from the year-end stages. When a male idol sings a Lea Purple song, the reaction is explosive.

While the intro played, Kang Yeonhu pulled an angel headband from his back pocket and fumbled to put it on, shamelessly schooling his expression. Of course, his ears and neck were still flushed red.

“Wow...”

A beat later, Kim Seonghyeon realized Kang Yeonhu was embarrassed and spoke in a pitiful voice.

“Why... did... Senior Kang Yeonhu... go up there... on his own... to dig... his own grave...”

“He's the same type as you.”

“...M-Me?!”

I ignored his retort and turned my gaze back to the stage.

Kang Yeonhu, who had been biting his lower lip with grim determination, suddenly winked and smiled brightly the moment the pin-spotlight hit him.

【Ah, I looked in the mirror and felt bad for being so pretty

You know I'm pretty too (pretty)

Our eyes have been meeting for a while now

You're deliberately walking past me, aren't you (woo)】

Tsk. I could not help but click my tongue.

He enhanced the song's charm by mixing a nasal tone into his smooth yet distinctive voice, while simultaneously building up the performance by showing off the key dance moves.

As expected of a strong competitor.

【You say you don't like me

I don't care, it's hard to play coy

Come a little closer to me】

Hmm.

However, judging him coldly, he was below our team, or to be precise, below Joo Woosung. Since I was aiming for second place, I sipped my wine, debating whether I should hold back or just gauge the situation after seeing the next performers.

【It's Hard to be Pretty, really (pretty)

Ah, it's really so hard (tired)】

“Kang! Yeon! Hu!”

“Kang! Yeon! Hu!”

As time went on, the atmosphere in the hall gradually grew strange.

...Wait a minute!

I thought it was just Chae Jeongwoo, but all the WH Entertainment employees had warm expressions. They clapped loudly and cheered him on as if they were at their grandson's 100-day celebration.

“Senior Kang Yeonhu is really popular, huh. Is it because he was a trainee for a long time?”

Kim Seonghyeon's comment, added while he ate a canapé with his wine, was correct. If Joo Woosung or Chae Jeongwoo were WH Entertainment's proud sons, then Kang Yeonhu was the cute and lovable first grandchild, no matter what he did. He was the idol with the longest trainee period among those who debuted from WH Entertainment, a guy who thoroughly managed himself without being told. Naturally, most of the people sitting here knew him.

Even Jeong Seonui, who had walked around all day with 'We're so busy, why the fuck are we having a workshop' written on her body, now looked at Kang Yeonhu with a proud expression.

【It's tiring if you're pretty, ha (pretty)

It's really, really so tiring (tired)】

A cold sweat ran down my back.

A new variable was being added to my plan in real time.

“Kang! Yeon! Hu!”

Damn it.

How much does the audience's evaluation affect the results?

I still did not think his performance was first-place material, but it was hard to gauge how much I should account for it when planning my own performance.

Just as I pressed my temples and racked my brain, Kang Yeonhu packed his four-minute performance full and threw candy he had prepared into the audience as a finale.

“Waaah! Candy!”

I wanted to sarcastically ask if this was some middle school retreat, but I shut my mouth when I saw our own youngest, Jeong Dajun, snatching a piece of candy right at the front.

Having finished his performance, Kang Yeonhu wiped the sweat with the back of his hand and bowed deeply.

“Thank you! I really want to get third place! Please look upon me favorably!”

Third place, my ass. At this rate, he could even get first.

As Kang Yeonhu came down the stairs, his eyes met mine. He must have known the reaction was good, because he had a triumphant look on his face.

“Senior Kang Yeonhu, he seems like a really good person though, doesn't he... Whoa, shit, you scared me.”

“......”

“Hey, Seo Hoyun. Fix your expression.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been cheering, covered my face with one hand and pressed a glass of wine into my other. However, he was soon busy freaking out when he saw the song choice for the next act.

“Next up is 'I'm Department Head Jang, and backwards it's still Department Head Jang'[1], Department Head Jang-nim from the Planning Team! With Joo Woosung's 'Myth'!”

“WAAAAAH!!”

Department Head Jang from the Planning Team came out and performed Joo Woosung's solo song, 'Myth'.

【Can I stare your eyes】

“S-Senior Joo Woosung's, song?”

Beside me, a shocked Kim Seonghyeon coughed repeatedly.

【I want to be simple in front of you

Can I hold you tight...】

If Joo Woosung himself had seen it, he would have surely made a fuss about seeing something he should not have.

This is crazy.

“AS! EX! PECT! ED! OF! OUR! PLAN! NING! TEAM! HEAD! MORE! HAND! SOME! THAN! JOO! WOO! SUNG...! WELL! MAY! BE! NOT!”

“I want to be!! SIMPLE!!”

For a moment, the image of Joo Woosung sneering with a deflating sound came to mind. Just as he had said, this competition was more fierce than I had thought.

Now, sweat was not just on my back, but on my palms too. At a mere company workshop, I felt more tension than I did during the first broadcast of a program I was the main PD for back in my rookie days.

“...I'll go get more wine.”

“Yeah...”

Kim Seonghyeon stared blankly at Department Head Jang's performance, shook the wine bottle, then stood up, saying he would get a new one.

After that, several more formidable talent show acts followed one after another.

I was waiting for Kim Seonghyeon, who had not returned, and for the wine he was supposed to bring. Just as I was about to get up myself, a voice I did not particularly want to hear spoke.

“Why are you shaking your leg so much?”

A refreshing citrus scent, followed by a sweet coconut fragrance, wafted close. I realized someone was already sitting in Kim Seonghyeon's seat.

“Heyyy.”

It was Min Jiheon.

He grinned, holding up a new bottle of wine.

“What is it?”

“Ah... It was so hard rushing over here. It's a relief the shoot ended earlier than expected.”

I heard he was incredibly busy lately, filming the fantasy historical drama 'On the Day the Daffodils Bloom'. He played Jeonghwon, an illegitimate son (庶子) of a fictional royal family from the Joseon Dynasty, and was apparently breaking viewership records day after day.

In any case, there was no way he had time to attend the WH Entertainment workshop.

“Why are you here?”

Min Jiheon lounged in his chair and flapped his T-shirt as if he were hot. He grabbed a random nearby glass and poured wine into it.

“Well, I'm part of Daepaseong, you know. Or should I say WH now?”

Despite having titles like Hallyu Star and King of K-dramas, the guy was still full of ambition for his work, consistently filming dramas, movies, and commercials without taking any major breaks.

The guy chugged wine like water and wiped his mouth.

“Well, and it's nice to see you too, Seo Hoyun.”

After that pleasantry, Min Jiheon's eyes looked at me. No, to be precise, they scanned the area behind me very thoroughly.

“...But.”

Then, with an expression like he had lost his appetite, he put down his wine glass, rested his chin on his hand, and asked, “Has anything... changed recently?”

I studied Min Jiheon with narrowed, sullen eyes.

What does he mean by that? The System? The frequency he talks to me? A Quest? Or Kang Ichae?

I cut off the thoughts sprouting like mushrooms after rain and answered curtly.

“......”

“Then have you been sick recently?”

“I fainted right in front of you, Min Jiheon.”

“No, not that. More recently.”

“I'm perfectly healthy.”

“Oh... really?”

Min Jiheon's head tilted, and his fingers tapped on the table as if something was bothering him.

“That's strange?”

However, a moment later, the guy scratched his head and tossed out casually, “I must have seen something wrong.”

“...Is that it?”

“It's just that I'm not sure...”

“I'll be the judge of that, so just tell me everything.”

Whenever Min Jiheon showed signs like this, something always happened. I figured it was best to hear whatever it was.

“Seo Hoyun, do you happen to remember last year?”

“We will now take a short break! But we still have to have fun, right?! It's okay if you didn't sign up for the talent show beforehand. Anyone want to volunteer (Jiwon)?! ...Ah, no one, I see.”

“We, at that broadcast station——”

“Then, could the lighting director please pick anyone from the audience!”

Just as he was about to start the story, the pin-spotlight landed on Min Jiheon.

“......”

Along with that, Min Jiheon's awkward face appeared on the projector screen.

“Min Jiheon has been chosen!! Could you please come up to the stage?”

“Haha.”

As he stood up, running a hand through his hair, Min Jiheon leaned down and whispered to me.

“Let's talk later. It's probably nothing serious. ...Probably.”

Then he went up to the stage, making eye contact with each and every person who was cheering for him.

“Hello, I'm Min Jiheon.”

He took the microphone Chae Jeongwoo handed him and introduced himself.

“Personally, as a fan of yours, Min Jiheon, I'd selfishly love to see a performance. Would that be alright?”

“Um, then would it be okay if I sang a song?”

His usual dazed and slow way of speaking was gone. Min Jiheon answered clearly with precise pronunciation, just like when he was acting.

Chae Jeongwoo smiled brightly, looking delighted, and asked, “Yes, of course. What song will it be?”

“I'll sing the OST from the drama I'm currently filming, 'On the Day the Daffodils Bloom'.”

Before the words were even out of his mouth, all the employees went wild, waving their arms.

“Kkyaaaak!! Daffodils Bloom, I'll love you foreverrr!!”

“Min Jiheon! Min Jiheon!”

Of course, our youngest was among them.

Seeing him, Min Jiheon feigned shyness, rubbing his cheek with the back of his hand.

“But I'm a little too shy to do it alone.”

“Ah, yes!”

“My rude PD, with whom I had a connection from my old drama, 'Please Take the Camera'...”

Then, with a faint smile playing on his lips, he began to set the stage.

“May I perform with Seo Hoyun?”

Hell no, you bastard.

However, the excited camera and spotlight turned toward me.




1 Department Head Jang is "Jang Bujang", read backwards it's still "Jangbu Jang".
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“Seo Hoyun! Seo Hoyun!”

My name echoed from all directions, but I had no intention of getting up from my chair.

As if I'd go up there. Am I crazy?

I knew they would use part of today’s video for promotions, but that wasn't enough to make me budge. Not with the trouble I'd have to endure next to Min Jiheon.

I just sat there with a placid smile. Chae Jeongwoo subtly tried to help Min Jiheon.

“Seo Hoyun, if you come up now and sing with Min Jiheon, we’ll give you a Hanwoo Set right away.”

“Ooh! A Hanwoo Set! PD, hurry up and come over he—”

Min Jiheon’s eyes flashed my way, excited at the mere mention of food. I made my intentions perfectly clear.

You're dead.

Fortunately, Min Jiheon’s quick wits saved him. He grasped my meaning and swiftly turned back to Chae Jeongwoo.

“re, and please cheer for us enthusiastically from where you are, hahahaha!”

“Huh?!”

“Now that I think about it, I think I’ll be fine on my own.”

Min Jiheon covered the awkwardness with his face and a dazzling smile. He chatted lightly with Chae Jeongwoo for a moment, then playfully snapped his fingers.

“Well then, shall we start the song?”

Just as the faint pluck of a gayageum’s strings sounded, Kim Seonghyeon returned to our table. He carried two bottles of wine and had Jeong Dajun in tow. Jeong Dajun’s cheeks were puffed out, as if he had been stuffing his face again.

“Whoa, is dat In Iheon Enior-im's rama?”

“Finish eating before you talk,” Kim Seonghyeon said.

“Senior Min Jiheon’s ‘On the Day Daffodils Bloom’?!”

Jeong Dajun, who still kneels before the television with clasped hands when the show airs, now clasped his hands tightly. He gazed at the stage with sparkling eyes.

“Wow, Min Jiheon is singing too? Isn’t he living in a world of his own?”

“Wow, this is so romantic.”

The excited staff members turned on their phone flashlights and waved them to the slow beat.

I sipped my wine and watched them quietly.

It seems they’re all blinded by the drama's brilliance. They can’t remember the special stage Min Jiheon, Yu Jia, and I put on. They should recall it quickly.

【The falling rain washes away the sorrow...】

As Min Jiheon’s voice flowed through the microphone, the lights swaying steadily from side to side momentarily faltered.

【...As the blooming flower bud speaks of love...】

The atmosphere instantly cooled.

“Ah...”

Finally awakened from the dream, even his passionate fan, Jeong Dajun, couldn’t cover for this. He slowly averted his eyes.

Nevertheless, Min Jiheon steadfastly continued the song in a single key.

“Jiheon! Jiheon.”

A staff member, sensing danger, procured a royal dragon robe from somewhere and hastily handed it to Min Jiheon. Though flustered, Min Jiheon took it and clumsily put it on. The moment his instantly dignified appearance flashed onto the screen, gasps of admiration erupted from everywhere.

“Your Majesty!!”

“Our Jeonghwon, Your Majesty! So handsome!!”

He cheaply used a song from the most popular drama right now. When his terrible skills didn't work, he started pushing through with his face and acting.

【...Will you be able to return to me again】

Jeong Dajun was once again overcome with emotion and dabbed at his tears. Since it was just a bonus stage, I indifferently focused on the appetizers before me.

Just then, I heard that ominous call again.

“Hoyun-ah...”

“......”

“Do you see the narcissus you loved so much?”

A field in March, where yellow narcissus flowers bloomed profusely.

It was a line where Jeonghwon held onto his counterpart.

Jeong Dajun had replayed it dozens of times on the living room TV, crying every single time. I couldn't forget it even if I wanted to.

“Yuna, I will protect this place until the day you return.”

Is that bastard out of his mind?

“Until this yellow wave withers in winter, and blooms again in spring.”

Ugh.

The curse I muttered at a ventriloquist’s level probably wasn’t picked up by the audio, but my disgusted expression was captured on camera and displayed behind Min Jiheon.

Laughter erupted from all sides.

“Your Majesty!!”

At that moment, Jeong Dajun shot up and yelled at the top of his lungs.

“What about Mama? How could you say such a beautiful, famous line to a dark, hulking man like him!”

That little brat...

I can’t deny I’m dressed in black from head to toe, but I’m pissed that the maknae of The Dawn betrayed me.

“Juna, come here.”

Before I could grab him by the neck, Jeong Dajun slipped away like an eel. He followed Min Jiheon’s gesture and went up to the stage.

Somehow, the OST for ‘On the Day the Daffodils Bloom’ was on an infinite loop.

【Will you be able to return to me again—】

“Dajun, my narcissus.”

Min Jiheon, a gentle smile on his lips, lightly poked Jeong Dajun’s chubby cheek with his fingertip.

“I never ordered you to stay away from me either.[1]”

At that, an emotional Jeong Dajun covered his mouth with both hands and gasped for breath.

“Your Majesty...”

I had never seen such a spectacle.

I was so dumbfounded I couldn't say a word. Kim Seonghyeon just grinned slyly.

“Senior Min Jiheon must watch our original content closely.”

“Ugh, so creepy,” I said.

As the reactions seemed to overheat, Chae Jeongwoo, who had been standing quietly at the side of the stage, came out with a microphone and began to sort out the situation.

“Waaah, as expected of Min Jiheon! From your captivating voice to your acting that captures the audience’s hearts, we enjoyed it so much!”

He calmed the excited staff, soothed the still-bouncing Jeong Dajun, and even sent Min Jiheon back down from the stage.

At this point, we really should pay Chae Jeongwoo an MC fee.

Anyway, I need to finish our conversation from earlier...

Well, like Min Jiheon said, we can probably make time for it later.

For now, the talent show right in front of me was the bigger problem. I was about to get up to call my partner, who was nowhere to be seen.

“Hey, Kim Seonghyeon. I’m just gonna...”

“Alright! Let’s continue with the performances! Wow, it seems these contestants are going to show us what they’ve got right away through their performance?! Their song choice is very impressive!”

The introduction hit my ears as I leaned over to tell Kim Seonghyeon I’d be right back. I froze.

“From The Dawn, Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, with ‘Chewy’!”

What?

Dun, da-ran, dun-dun-dun.

The stage was bathed in purple light as a sticky yet heart-pounding beat spread through the air.

A huge cheer erupted.

“WOAAAAAH!”

As if by agreement, Kim Seonghyeon and I made eye contact, then looked forward.

“Why are they coming out from there...?” Kim Seonghyeon asked.

Seong Jiwon wore a tight black turtleneck with a studded red leather jacket. Kang Ichae was in a baggy white t-shirt that covered the back of his hands and ripped jeans. They walked onto the stage holding electric guitars.

“When did they say they were going out?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I was wondering why I couldn’t find them earlier...”

Mimicking a swaggering walk, Seong Jiwon grabbed the standing mic and slowly opened his mouth.

“Ba...”

Ba?

“Babies, Jiwon is heeeere!!!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been taking a sip of wine to calm his bewilderment, spat it right back out. A few drops splattered onto my face.

Next to Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae leaned against his own standing mic, his shoulders shaking as he tried to hold back laughter. Even his cheeks trembled.

Seong Jiwon, without a hint of faltering, began the intro.

【Don't give me that ambiguous look, just come to me—】

The song was released by a duet group from a small agency. It had received a lot of criticism for its comical yet provocative lyrics and performance.

Now, five years later, it was being re-evaluated as an artistic masterpiece and was often covered by many celebrities.

【You and I fall in love

It feels like popping a balloon, POP】

I barely managed to pull myself together and shook my head.

No, right. Except for the first part... it’s not too bad... Since it’s Seong Jiwon, he’s singing it well.

However, I had forgotten something.

Seong Jiwon, contrary to his gentle appearance, was quite the greedy one.

【I. want. to. swallow. you. whole. From. head. to. toe. In. one. big. bite.】

And he never knew how to give up.

The rap part naturally began, and Seong Jiwon took over.

【GULP! I wanna swallow you up!】

As Seong Jiwon earnestly and diligently rapped so as not to muddle a single syllable,

【It. might. sting. a little. but. this. is. a warning. I'm. gonna. chew. you. up. in. one. bite.】

【CHOMP! I wanna chew you up!】

Kang Ichae, headbanging while pretending to play his electric guitar which wasn't even plugged into an amp, threw in ad-libs.

“......”

“......”

And every time, the camera kept panning to me and Kim Seonghyeon.

I desperately suppressed my trembling lips and once again resorted to ventriloquism.

“...Kim Seonghyeon, you should have stopped those bastards.”

“My bad...”

It was too much. It was uncomfortably over the top.

And yet, the response from the WH Entertainment employees was soaring, about to pierce the ceiling.

That cheering is surely a reflection of the embarrassment felt by me and Kim Seonghyeon. Jeong Dajun was headbanging near the stage with them.

I suddenly craved soju but settled for wine and tried to clear my head.

I don't think they'll get first place either.

In terms of sheer craziness, maybe, but I'll ignore that for now.

Just how much do I need to hold back?

If I act half-heartedly, I’m liable to end up with a useless travel voucher or a piece of scrap metal.

I tried my best not to look at the stage and busily worked my mental calculator. Kim Seonghyeon’s face, which had been losing its vitality, suddenly brightened as if he’d been possessed by a god.

“Senior!!!”

Following Kim Seonghyeon’s gaze, I saw Joo Woosung in a black t-shirt. It looked like he came straight from home, as white cat hairs dotted his clothes.

His eyes were fixed on the stage.

“...Are your members drunk?” Joo Woosung asked.

“I’m planning to kick them out when they get back,” Kim Seonghyeon replied.

Kim Seonghyeon cleared the messy glasses and pulled out a chair. Joo Woosung sat down as if it were the most natural thing in the world and rested his chin on his hand.

“I’m not late, am I?”

“If you were one minute later, you would have been.”

“Bullshit.”

“You ready?”

“Of course.”

For some reason, he seemed to be in a good mood today.

Suspicious, I watched him closely. He said firmly, “You’ve got that part. You know.”

“Ah, of course.”

“Don’t regret it. You were the one who suggested it.”

His tone was laced with pity, but he couldn't completely hide his twitching lips. He had mentioned an embarrassing memory from a workshop. It seemed he’d decided he couldn’t go down alone and was determined to drag me with him.

Why would I regret it?

Well, delusion is free.

I thought to myself, but on the outside, I just smiled brightly.

“I get it. We’re probably up next. Let’s g—”

“But Hoyun-ah.”

...Hoyun-ah?

Joo Woosung’s eyes blazed as he called me so familiarly.

“I don’t do second place.”

“What?”

“How can I not get first place?”

He smirked confidently.

“Black Call has a reputation to uphold.”




1 A line from episode 12 of the MBC drama, Moon Embracing the Sun.
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From the moment he was born, Joo Woosung was the sole honored one in heaven and on earth.

He was born beautiful and grew up showered with love. His innate talent let him achieve everything with ease. He feared nothing in the world.

That did not change even after he debuted with Black Call.

However, there was one time.

At a workshop he was forced to attend as a rookie, Joo Woosung was dragged into a talent show. He wore a long, clumsy blonde wig that tangled in his stuffy eyelashes. For the first time in his life, he realized some things would never go his way.

It was a relief, I suppose, that the video didn't spread.

“E-hey, if you don't go out there with me, who will?”

After that, Joo Woosung jumped at the mere mention of the word 'workshop', but now, that bastard with the pale, slick face ran his mouth with a silly grin. I couldn't help but wonder what he was plotting.

“Yeah, fuck off.”

I flipped him the bird. Seo Hoyun didn't even blink and just played a song on his phone.

【Holy Shit Your Body

I can't take my eyes off you】

It was a hip-hop track from about a year ago. Its three minutes and forty-three seconds were filled entirely with descriptions of a person's body. I remembered it was popular at festivals, especially for the suggestive chemistry in the choreography with the backup dancers, but it wasn't my taste.

“Let's go with this—”

“Are you crazy? Are you kidding me right now?”

“I can be the backup dancer.”

“So what?”

“Forget your prejudice against the song and the workshop and think about it again. This song will be amazing if you do it, Joo Woosung.”

Lim Hyeonsu had lost interest in the WH Entertainment workshop after failing to find a way to get the CD of that band, Meke... whatever. Kim Heeyeong, who was lounging around after finishing her sashimi, was busy whispering with him.

“Here, look at this. It's the original artist's video. Tsk, no, I mean, it's good, of course it's good, but if you did it, Joo Woosung, it would be five times cooler.”

“...What do you mean, five times? There's no comparison.”

“Ahem, you're something else... Alright, I'll be generous. Ten times, then.”

I knew he was just trying to sweet-talk me. I felt annoyed but also a little excited. It was a strange, ambivalent feeling.

This bastard must really want to perform...

“...I'm busy.”

“Aw, come on. Even if you're busy, this is nothing for the genius Joo Woosung. You can just glance at it and whip it out.”

Seo Hoyun had rarely shown any positive signals toward me before, so it didn't feel too bad. It didn't seem like he was lying, either.

“Joo Woosung, you just have to do one thing. Stand next to me that day and enjoy the stage. Just that one thing.”

Then, with a grin, Seo Hoyun told me to think about it, then got up and left.

When I got home, I played a hunting game with Nyangnyang using a fishing rod toy and quietly mulled over Seo Hoyun's words.

However, no matter how much I racked my brain, there was nothing for him to gain.

A thought suddenly struck me. Maybe this was a great opportunity to royally screw over Seo Hoyun, who had blackmailed me.

[Crazy Bastard: I'll do all the hard parts]

[Crazy Bastard: Don't you trust me?]

A surge of irritation rose in me when I saw the texts that had arrived from Seo Hoyun as if by magic.

[Crazy Bastard: If it's really a no, I guess you could do it with our leader]

Kim Seonghyeon, whose dancing skills had improved by leaps and bounds, was the junior I was keeping my sharpest eye on lately. This bastard definitely knew and was doing this on purpose.

“Son of a bitch...”

After swinging the fishing rod toy incorrectly, Joo Woosung was hit by a familiar Nyangnyang punch. He fell to the side, clenched his fists, and made up his mind.

I can't be the only one to go down.

The plan was to brand Seo Hoyun with a humiliating dark history while simultaneously clinching first place to get the overseas travel voucher.

I had already confirmed through Chae Jeongwoo, a fellow Black Call member who was MCing the talent show, that the first-place prize couldn't be exchanged with prizes from other ranks.

Joo Woosung wore a wry smile.

This workshop will be your funeral!

Once he organized his thoughts, he acted quickly.

He immediately contacted Seo Hoyun to set up a time to meet. Seo Hoyun might need practice, but he himself didn't. He just needed to run through the choreography once or twice to get the gist of it.

To say it again, 'he himself might not need it,' but Seo Hoyun did. On the rare occasions their schedules aligned, he didn't miss the golden opportunity to torment the klutz.

Before he knew it, the day of the workshop had arrived.

Joo Woosung arrived at the venue casually and on time. He changed out of his t-shirt into a white shirt that was slightly sheer, fitting the song's vibe, and cheerfully approached the stage area.

Just then, Chae Jeongwoo stared at him with an expression that screamed, Has this bastard finally lost his mind? Joo Woosung simply raised an eyebrow and looked away.

“Senior, you're shining from head to toe today.”

Seo Hoyun was spouting some pathetic compliments, so I snorted.

“...Haha, next up is a truly surprising combination. The famous duo of our WH! A pair that every WH Entertainment employee has seen bickering at least once, but who are, strangely enough, always together! It's Black Call's Joo Woosung and The Dawn's Seo Hoyun!”

Cheers erupted.

I whistled as I slowly walked to the center of the stage. Seo Hoyun stood facing me. His lips were a slightly darker shade than usual and half of his bangs were swept back and pinned. Unlike what I had done, he wasn't wearing a wig or fake eyelashes.

It was a little suspicious, but I decided to let it slide with the generous magnanimity of a senior.

He was going to be destroyed anyway.

Joo Woosung was about to grin while waiting for Seo Hoyun to be sucked into the scene of his own fucking embarrassing history. Seo Hoyun suddenly looked straight at him and leaned in slightly.

“Joo Woosung. By the way, did you know?”

“......”

A low, deep voice tickled my ear.

“I actually only practiced your part.”

Of course you only practiced my part... what?

The corners of Seo Hoyun's red lips curved up sharply.

“You can do both well, right?”

Before I could react, Seo Hoyun grabbed my arm and pulled. In an instant, our positions were reversed. Seo Hoyun shot forward and started singing.

【Everywhere you go, people only stare at your body, Hoo

Sorry, but I don't remember your eye color】

Even though it was a rap, he delivered it rhythmically, digesting the song with his own unique color.

Suddenly forced into the unwanted position, Joo Woosung squeezed his eyes shut.

However, the option of doing nothing, abandoning the stage, and simply walking off was an answer he could never choose in his entire life.

He lifted his eyelids again, bit the inside of his cheek hard, and began the choreography.


“Fuck... fuck... fuck...”

I, too, applauded Joo Woosung, who muttered curses like a chant.

The audience was in a frenzy. The hall filled with Joo Woosung's name, almost like it was his solo concert.

“Woah~! That was truly the best performance!!”

“Woosung-hyung! You were the besttt!!”

“Me too, our Woosung, phu-heuk, it's like he's rediscovered the passion of his rookie year, it brings a tear to my eye, keu-heu-heut... it really does... Ah, look, Heeyeong over there is wiping her tears and cheering him on... keub...”

Chae Jeongwoo, sensing Joo Woosung's mood, tried his best to hold back his laughter, but it kept weakly leaking out between his words.

“You've got the Black Call pride to uphold, so you have to get first place.”

“Shut up...”

I followed Joo Woosung, who ran down the stairs with his head in his hands, back to our table. I handed him the hat I always keep for emergencies and let him stew in his embarrassment.

It seemed we were the last act, as the talent show rankings were announced shortly after.

“In third place is! Kang Yeonhu!”

Hearing Chae Jeongwoo's voice, Joo Woosung's eyes flashed.

“In second place is! Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung!”

Second place, easy peasy, right?

I hid my joy internally and pretended to be disappointed on the outside.

“They said we got second place.”

“......”

“Aha, so Department Head Jang-nim is first place. His wave skills were certainly no joke. A bit of a shame, though.”

“......”

However, Joo Woosung only sent a quiet gaze from under the brim of his hat, showing no reaction. I thought a guy with his pride would be throwing a fit, screaming about how it was impossible he didn't get first place.

“...Joo Woosung?”

Something felt off, so I leaned down to check his face. The guy, who had been burying his face in his hands and rubbing it furiously, gulped down some water and let out a sigh.

“Seo Hoyun, you idiot, moron, son of a bitch, sea anemone.”

“...Huh?”

“I guess you haven't fully grasped the intel on WH yet?”

What do you mean?

“Department Head Jang-nim is our CEO's cousin. A golden spoon, in other words. Well, it's something only the higher-ups know.”

I blinked, hearing this for the first time.

I hadn't investigated or dug into WH Entertainment as much as I did during my time with Daepaseong. I hadn't felt the need. It wasn't like the old days at Daepaseong, where the company would only move and The Dawn would only get benefits if I made a move myself. Most things were handled by Lee Jihyeon or Jeong Seonui.

“Besides, he's a really good person. He has this belief that you should give back as much as you receive. He even placed third at the workshop I participated in.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“And so.”

The fact that he deliberately droned on with this story felt ominous.

Joo Woosung gestured behind him with his chin.

“Whaat?!”

Along with that, the hall began to stir.

Department Head Jang had refused the first-place prize.

“Ehei, come on now!”

Department Head Jang laughed heartily and waved his hands dismissively.

“I already went last week! I'm sick of it, sick of it. What would I do there? It's better if those pillars of our WH go and get some good rest~.”

Watching my expression sour in real time, Joo Woosung twisted his lips into a smirk and whispered.

“He gave up the prize back then, too. Said he'd rather another employee receive it.”

“Department Head Jang-nim! Department Head Jang-nim! You're more handsome than Joo Woosung~!!”

“Aish, you people!!”

“That's why I quite like Department Head Jang-nim.”

Department Head Jang waved enthusiastically at Joo Woosung.

“Woosung, have a great trip to Hawaii~!!”

“Yess, thank you, Department Head Jang-nim~!!”

Joo Woosung, utterly delighted by my fucking rotten expression, took off his hat, jammed it onto my head, and then made a finger heart for Department Head Jang.

In the end, the rankings were pushed down one by one. Kang Yeonhu received the autographed CD, and Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon received the third-place prize, the composing equipment.

“Congratulations!”

“Woah! Ichae-yah!!”

Seong Jiwon hugged Kang Ichae and jumped up and down.

“We got third place!”

“See, hyung! The rap training paid off!”

“Right! Our hard work was worth it!!”

That was them practicing?

Wait, Kang Ichae, you already have all that stuff anyway.

Even though it was obvious neither of them cared about the prize, their faces melted into silly grins.

Just then, Department Head Jang came over to me and Joo Woosung and patted our shoulders.

“I'm always cheering for The Dawn. Today's performance was really amazing, too. You looked great with Joo Woosung. You should take this chance to rest, travel together, and maybe film a vlog for the fans as a special project. It would be per-fect~.”

The words 'What kind of bullshit is that?' were rising in my throat when someone from the planning team popped up beside us.

“That's a great idea! If we just send a few staff members, it won't be too much of a burden!”

“No, that's...”

“The long-standing friendship of Black Call and The Dawn! Come to think of it, Seo Hoyun, you knew Joo Woosung even before you came back to The Dawn, right?! Awesome! I can already picture it~!”

“......”

“......”

I used my acting stats to their fullest to try and maintain a smile.

A Hawaii travel vlog with a member of The Dawn and a member of Black Call. Who the hell is that for?

We'd be lucky not to get cursed out by the fans.

Since things had come to this, I was about to go find Kang Yeonhu for a friendly negotiation to exchange prizes, but someone beat me to it.

“Yeonhu-hyung~.”

It was Kang Ichae.

The guy approached Kang Yeonhu with a bright smile and held out the MIDI controller.

“Hyung, let's trade.”

“...Huh? Really?”

“Of course! They said anyone who didn't get first place can trade prizes. Jiwon-hyung said it was okay, too.”

Kang Yeonhu, who had been tilting his head in confusion, carefully accepted it. He said thank you and handed over the CD. Then he walked toward the youngest member of High Five with a slightly excited spring in his step.

Joo Woosung, who had witnessed this whole situation, grabbed my shoulder and spoke with a voice full of emphasis.

“Wow! Kang Ichae sure is lucky! Even though Seo Hoyun's stupid stunt! made him miss out on second place! He still managed to get! the prize he wanted!”

“......”

Don't say it.

“Do you have any idea how much Seo Hoyun! tormented me to get you this CD, ack!!”

“Duhn't say iiiiit...”

I told you not to say it.

I gritted my teeth and hit his leg with the prize panel, sending a signal to shut up, but Joo Woosung stubbornly forced the words out.

“He wanted to give you this CD so badly that he royally screwed over his one and only senior, but in the end, he couldn't even give it to you himself. What a shame!!”

“Pardon?”

Kang Ichae, who had just been blinking, answered in confusion.

“I don't like this.”

“......”

“......”

A surprised Joo Woosung pointed at the CD, and Kang Ichae nodded again.

I collected my thoughts for a moment and then asked.

“...Then why did you enter the talent show?”

“Huh? Blue Tiger-nim likes this, so I was going to give it to her as a gift.”

“But I heard you were singing about how much you wanted it while searching auctions day and night?”

“That was also to help the composer, since he wanted to buy it. This song isn't really my taste.”

“......”

My jaw trembled.

In my devastation, the travel prize panel I was holding fell from my hand with a thud.

Joo Woosung, whose ability to hold a grudge was longer than his years in the entertainment industry, glanced at me and spat out.

“The dumbass who's now going to Hawaii...”

Shut up... You...

Kang Ichae looked back and forth between me and Joo Woosung, his eyes narrowing. He tapped the CD against his palm.

“Hoyun-hyung went on stage to give this to me?”
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I had gained nothing and was empty-handed, so I planned to keep my mouth shut. Joo Woosung, however, was excited to have found something to tease me about and showed no signs of stopping.

“Of course. Do you have any idea how much this kid pestered me to give that to you? He begged me to go on stage with me, and what do I get? A junior who suddenly changes his part whenever he feels like it? Is that what we have here?!”

Listening to Joo Woosung's sarcastic remarks, Kang Ichae scratched the bridge of his nose with his index finger.

“Hyung, really... I think I know what you're thinking, but then I don't.”

“......”

“Where on earth did you get the idea that giving me a CD would appease me?” he asked, glancing at the CD in his hand.

“You know. Have you ever heard something like this from Seonghyeon-hyung?”

“What?”

“That this place is a comfortable place to retu...”

Retu...?

“......”

The kid didn't continue. Instead, he just brushed back his red hair and let out a faint sigh.

“You're too materialistic, hyung.”

“...You think the phrase 'materialism is king' came from nowhere?”

I heard Joo Woosung mutter beside me, 'It's probably best to just stay quiet.' The other members nearby glanced over, checking the atmosphere.

“I don't need presents or CDs like this...”

Kang Ichae deliberately shook the CD with exaggeration.

“I'd rather we members just take a picture together every year. To remember.”

“Every year?”

“Yeah.”

We see each other every single day, skin to skin. Is that really necessary?

However, I followed Joo Woosung's advice and stayed quiet. A beat later, the kid added.

“For five years... no, for about ten years...”

“That's quite a long time.”

“Until the members don't even have the strength to press the shutter button anymore...”

“......”

“......”

Joo Woosung needlessly averted his gaze to a distant spot. I opened my mouth to say something but closed it again without a word.

“Anyway, thanks~.”

Kang Ichae chuckled, tapped my arm with the CD, and went back to where the other members were. He leaned on Seong Jiwon's shoulder with a playful look, then pretended to be surprised by the studs on his jacket and whined dramatically.

If anything, I'm the one who has no idea what you're thinking.

How am I supposed to appease him...

As I watched with a sour expression, Joo Woosung poked me from the side.

“Kang Ichae is so damn creepy... but did you do something wrong to him? Why are you walking on eggshells around him?”

“...I did do something wrong.”

“You did?”

Joo Woosung's eyes widened slightly, surprised by my straightforward answer. He shrugged and said, “Somehow, the way he looks at you... it feels similar to how Chae Jeongwoo used to look at me back in the day...”

How dare he compare it to the look one gives a crazy, problematic kid.

Joo Woosung picked up a panel and casually held it out to me.

“Well, anyway. Since we have to go, let's just use it as a change of pace. You're a bit free these days, right?”

“I'll look into how to get a refund.”

“I'd rather get a refund on our relationship, you bastard.”

Was our relationship ever something that could even be refunded?

Ignoring the grumbling Joo Woosung, I turned my attention to the bustling surroundings. The workshop was over, and everyone gathered near the entrance, likely heading for a second round.

“Hyung!”

Black Call was no different. Their youngest member, Lee Hanjoo, called out to Joo Woosung, raising both his hands high.

“...Hmph, let's talk about this later. They're calling me.”

Joo Woosung looked embarrassed yet slightly smug. He straightened his shoulders and was about to take a step when,

“I wanna know your eye color!”

“Lee Hanjoo, that bastard...”

Pissed off by the teasing, he shouted as he walked away in a near run.

“You think you can push me around now? Huh?”

“Aaaah, Woosung-hyung~, you were so cool earlier! Shouldn't we go for a drink, just us?!”

And just like that, Joo Woosung mixed in with his fellow Black Call members, no longer looking out of place. Chae Jeongwoo, who had worked hard as the MC today, gave me a nod with a calm smile.

I returned the nod and turned around.

“Hoyun-hyung! Hurry up.”

Just as I expected, The Dawn was waiting for me.

“I'm going to meet Min Jiheon for a bit. You guys head back to the dorm first.”

“Ack! Are you going to get his autograph?!”

I laughed softly at Jeong Dajun's words and started walking.

The area near the stage was empty, as everyone had cleared out quickly. Min Jiheon sat on the stairs leading up to the stage. Next to him was a large pile of Hanwoo Sets.

“Has our PD arrived?”

I'm not one to regret past decisions, but filming a drama with this bastard is a regret that will linger for a very long time.

Min Jiheon scooted over and patted the spot next to him, but I just stood there crookedly, staring at him.

“For some reason, this makes me feel like I'm back in my theater days.”

“What you were saying earlier.”

No one else was around, so I didn't need to be polite.

“Say it again.”

“...This guy really doesn't know what small talk is. Aah, fine. Do you remember last year, around the time we were filming that variety show together, when you were at the broadcasting station, coughing up blood and trembling?”

How could I not remember?

I nearly died and came back to life.

“You look similar to how you did back then. No, to be precise, it's those sticky, gooey masses clinging to you. They were always bizarre, but they seem more unstable and distorted than usual.”

“......”

I remembered that time clearly.

I had barely restored the system through my subconscious after it glitched from the excessive loan and Seong Jiwon nearly catching me.

And I could easily deduce the source of my current abnormal state.

Is it Kang Ichae...

I thought time would solve the problem since I had cut him off decisively, but the system apparently wasn't patient enough to wait.

“...But you look so perfectly fine...”

“......”

Min Jiheon tapped the Hanwoo box with his finger. He uncharacteristically avoided my gaze and smiled awkwardly.

“It might be a good idea to check your surroundings. Just like how I shared your pain, someone else might be sharing your burden.”

His words suddenly overlapped with what Min Jiheon had said during 'Actor Maker', that if you receive something important, a fitting price will surely follow.

The guy stood up, dusted off his pants, looked at my face, and added with a small sigh.

“Live a long, long life.”

I watched him in silence, then called out to Min Jiheon as he started to take the Hanwoo with him.

“Min Jiheon.”

“What.”

“Leave the Hanwoo.”

“......”

Min Jiheon stared at me with a soured expression.

My runaway conscience hadn't returned yet, so I was fine.

“I won this fair and square.”

“Yep, thanks. I'll enjoy it.”

“They say no good deed goes unpunished... old sayings are never wrong...”

Since he won the prize by mentioning 'Hoyun' and 'narcissus', isn't half of it mine anyway?

The pig kept looking back every three steps, unable to let go, but in the end, he had to leave the meat behind.

Alone in the quiet space, I fiddled with my phone for a long while before dialing a number. The phone rang, and not long after, the other person answered.

[Oh, what's up?]

It was Seo Hojin, whose voice was similar to my own, yet slightly unfamiliar.

“Am I not allowed to call?”

[I thought you were busy today. Didn't you have a schedule?]

“It just ended. Did you eat?”

[There you go again. Of course, I ate. What about you, hyung?]

“I had some wine.”

[What? Alcohoool? A person needs to eat a proper meal!]

Seo Hojin thought I had skipped a meal and only drank, so he nagged me for a long time.

“Seo Hojin, you... you're not sick anywhere, are you?”

[Sick? No?]

“Really?”

[What's with you? Did something happen? I told you, I'm not.]

“Tell me the truth. I won't scold you for hiding it.”

I knew from raising Seo Hojin that my younger brother tended to hide being sick so I wouldn't worry.

[...I'm telling you the truth, and what's there to scold? I'm 25, you know, hyung?]

“You just graduated from the baby bottle yesterday.”

[Agh, seriously...]

I heard Seo Hojin mumble a reply over the phone.

[We're the same age, but you're so fussy.]

To prevent an awkward silence, I looked for another topic and said, “You don't want some Hanwoo?”

[Hanwoo?]

“Want to meet up now?”

[Huuh?]

I told the bewildered Seo Hojin to bundle up and come to the dorm, then ended the call. Thankfully, he sounded fine over the phone.

Scratching my head, I stepped out of the venue and heard the low murmur of conversation nearby.

“No, but really, Seong Jiwon, why on earth did you go on stage? Didn't Kang Ichae say he was going to give this to Composer Lim Hyeonsu-nim?”

“Haha, but I gained a precious memory for us.”

“Hey... I really trusted you...”

I told them to go on ahead, geez.

“Still, Hoyun-hyung got the travel voucher! I'm so, so jealous of Hawaii. Can't we all go together to celebrate our debut anniversary?!”

“I'll have to think about that... Wait, I smell alcohol on Kang Ichae. Who gave it to him?”

“He was drinking with Jiwon-hyung after the talent show.”

“Seong Jiwon...”

“Ah, Ichae was the one who suggested drinking first!”

As I took a few more steps closer, Jeong Dajun noticed my presence, lifted his head, and ran over.

“Our Hawaii ticket has arrived!! Hyung! Hoyun-hyung!! Please put me in your suitcase and take me with you!!”

“You're too heavy now, I can't.”

I pushed Jeong Dajun's forehead away and held out the Hanwoo instead.

“I called Seo Hojin. Should we all eat together?”

“Deal.”

The members who had been waiting for me fell into step, chattering noisily once again.


After the WH Entertainment workshop ended and High Five's album promotions concluded successfully, peaceful days continued, at least on the surface.

[Even though Black Call is on hiatus, it's a relief they're still doing lives and filming commercials... If not, I would've burned WH to the ground]

[I became a fan 3 months ago... and now a hiatus...? Oppas, you're really raising me the hard way]

[Joo Woosung is so so so so so so so handsome]

In particular, Black Call's fandom, the Bloys, was not just peaceful, but quiet and calm.

From a fan's perspective, there was nothing to dig into.

Just then,

[Heard WH had a Workshop]

Before their eyes, which had been wandering daily in search of something new, a very fresh, wriggling piece of bait called the 'WH Entertainment Workshop' dropped with a 'thud'.

[OMG a workshop?!!?! Fuck, I always cursed them for having a workshop when they're not even working, but suddenly I really really really want to see it ㅜ

└ Sorry, but I don't think Woosung would want to see it...

└└ Oh right, Joo Woosung fucking hates workshops ㅋㅋ because he had to cross-dress as a rookie ㅋㅋ

└└ It's seriously the #1 video WH needs to release.

It's like an urban legend now... the video of rookie Joo Woosung's #1 workshop performance that only exists in rumors...

└└ Joo Woosung worked hard...

└└ ㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋ]

[Ah, I'm so curious. Who came this time, what did they do for the talent show, what did they eat, who did they talk to...]

Just as interest was mounting, a post appeared on an anonymous forum.

[Title: My cousin works at WH

He said almost all the idols attended this time ㅋ

The Dawn and High Five had full attendance, Black Call attended except for Lee Beomhyeon who had a schedule in Japan!

He said the talent show was super competitive this time.

└ OMG can you tell us who performed?? They really haven't released a single photo this time.

└└ A lot of employees performed... As for idols, from what I know it was Joo Woosung & Seo Hoyun, Kang Yeonhu, and Seong Jiwon & Kang Ichae < these 3 pairs!!

The MC was Chae Jeongwoo and Min Jiheon also made a brief appearance.]

In response, a flood of disbelieving comments poured in.

[Joo Woosung participated in the workshop?? No way, that's total bullshit.]

[Suddenly lost all credibility.]

[If Joo Woosung really performed with Seo Hoyun, I'll eat my hat. Such a consistent and hilarious friendship.]

After that, things quieted down as everyone seemed to have decided it was a lie, but the original poster uploaded another new post.

[Title: I grilled my cousin and found out one more thing.

Joo Woosung & Seo Hoyun

danced to 'Eye Color'

Joo Woosung did the backup dancer part.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah fuck ㅋㅋ

└ The 'Eye Color' I know?? ㅋㅋㅋ

└ It's a lie... there's no way that Joo Woosung would do the backup dancer part... that guy who fucking loathes the workshop itself...

└└ ㅋ I heard they might release the video later? Let's hold out for it.

└└ Hey if this is real, I'm making a pilgrimage to this post ㅋ]

Seeing this, some High Five fans frowned in frustration.

[Why the fuck are they having a workshop during promotions?]

[These crazy bastards are dying to fool around. They should be suing malicious commenters instead.]

[Ah, they have no fucking sense...]

As various reactions mixed together without any precise information, leaving each fandom unable to get its bearings,

[Wait fuck what is this]

Suddenly, airport departure photos appeared.

Photos of Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung, no less.

Beneath a photo of Seo Hoyun, dressed in black from head to toe, and Joo Woosung, dressed in white from head to toe, both staring blankly in different directions, was the following headline.

《WH Entertainment's ☆s are off to Hawaii... "We'll be back safe and sound"》

[Huh?]

It was the beginning of Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung's Hawaii vlog filming.
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Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun's respective fandoms knew they were close. The problem for the fans was why the two were sent abroad together when they belonged to different groups.

[Seriously, what is this?]

The news officially reported it, which meant WH Entertainment was handling an official schedule.

Before Noeul and Bloys could grasp the situation, eyewitness accounts surfaced one after another.

[I saw Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun at Incheon Airport the day before yesterday!!]

[Title: Whoa, saw Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun at Honolulu Airport

Are those their bare faces? They're so damn handsome

Joo Woosung_Seo Hoyun_Hawaii airport shot.jpg

└ Sasaeng bullshit ㅋ, they even went to Hawaii

└└ What sasaeng bullshit? I live here, what am I supposed to do if Joo Woosung walks by?凸 I'm originally a girl group stan anyway]

[Title: Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun just came into the surf shop

I'm an international student in Hawaii, and Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun came into the surf shop where I work part-time

They were wearing straw hats and just relaxing and enjoying themselves

Looks like they're filming since staff came too?

└ Seriously? Is this real?

└ Whoa, Hoyun likes surfing? That's unexpected

└└ No, it seems like Joo Woosung was the one surfing and Seo Hoyun was just watching]

Even people with no interest in idols knew Joo Woosung of Black Call. Seo Hoyun also had fair recognition from his occasional variety show appearances.

The reactions trickled in one by one, then instantly erupted into a wildfire. They dominated various social media platforms and online communities.

[What is this... They're pretty popular together.]

Naturally, people began to wonder why the two had gone to Hawaii.

[But what reason would they have to go to Hawaii together??]

[Are they filming a travel show or something, but if so, shouldn't they be paired with their own members? Why members from different groups... hahahahahahahaha...]

[Don't tell me it's for a commercial shoot?]

[As if Black Call would be crazy enough to film with an idol from another group

└ No, it's possible ㅋ. Just look at the buzz they're getting now, the public recognition for this pairing doesn't seem bad

└└ True, they're one of the well-known best friend pairs in the entertainment industry ㅋ

└└ Huh? Where?

└└ https://www.neotube.com/watch?v=KStar1net_wor&k Here ㅋㅋ]

The link in the comments led to a short, edited YouTube video. The show ranked celebrities on topics like educational background or wealth.

This particular episode was about celebrity friendships.

【...—And in 2nd plaaace!! It's Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun!

Joo Woosung of Black Call and Seo Hoyun of The Dawn, who have been close since they were like neighborhood hyung and dongsaeng, ended up as a senior and junior in the same industry. Even now, eyewitness accounts of them at various Korean restaurants continue to surface, showing their unchanging friendship!

We hope their friendship remains unchanged and lasts for a long, long time~!】

A panelist's comment appeared in the middle. 'They're often spotted at a kimchi fried rice and Gukbap Restaurant, so I suppose their friendship is just as rich and genuine.'

[What does kimchi fried rice and gukbap have to do with their friendship being genuine...]

However, no one actually knew when Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung became friends, how they met, or why they remained so close.

[But there's seriously no information. They say Joosung-ie and SHY-ie are neighborhood friends, so kindergarten? Elementary? Middle school? High school? Shouldn't they tell us every single detail, down to the minute and second?

└ That's 100% a lie.

└└ Why?

└└ They've never once lived in the same area ㅋ. Besides, during the Tree Wiki reading segment on Yu Jia's Yu-jya Yu-jya, Seo Hoyun couldn't share a single anecdote about being neighborhood friends with Joosung-ie.]

Seo Hoyun normally spat out answers about Joo Woosung in 0.1 seconds like an answering machine, but when asked about their childhood, he would uniquely clam up and just smile. This only deepened some fans' suspicions.

[Well... as long as Woosung is okay with it, I'm OK]

[It's not like they met at a club or were messing around with girls. It's fine. They hang out in a really wholesome way.]

[He seems to be getting along with his members these days too... and Seo Hoyun himself seems to handle himself well, so it's not all bad... ㅋ... It's just a little weird because he's a member of another group...]

In the end, the Bloys were stranded amidst scattered information. They couldn't figure out the reason for the Hawaii trip or why Joo Woosung was so familiar with Seo Hoyun.

Then, a single video was uploaded to the official WH Entertainment YouTube channel.

【WH Workshop Revealed! - Joo Woosung & Seo Hoyun 'Eye Color' Cover Stage】

[What the fuck is this]

The link flowed onto social media and spread in an instant. The curious public, along with Bloys and Noeul, followed it to YouTube.

【Everywhere you go, people only stare at your body, Hoo

I'm sorry, but I don't remember the color of your eyes】

A WH Entertainment employee at the workshop appeared to have filmed the video. Screams and cheers echoed from all directions, and the camera shook wildly.

[Ah, you crazy bastards!!!!!!!!]

[Fuck~~~~Fuck... Fuck... Fuck~~~~~~!!!!!!!]

[Oh, Lord...]

The video was not the full song, just a short clip cut off at just over a minute. It was mostly a full-body shot, but hands frequently popped in from the sides and obscured the view.

Despite that, the view count skyrocketed in an instant.

[Ah, Joo Woosung is soooooo fucking good at dancing ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I zoomed in thinking Woosung was doing the back-dancer part, and look at him clenching his jaw. You can see the veins popping on his chin ㅋㅋㅋㅋ. Hey, how the hell did you even get on that stage? ㅋㅋ]

[I never really understood why people called Seo Hoyun a klutz, but ㅋ, next to Joo Woosung, he really is a klutz...]

[Ah, their workshop looks fun as hell ㅋ]

This was understandable. While people had occasionally seen the two team up on variety shows, it was the first time anyone had seen them perform a dance together.

[Going back to make a pilgrimage to that earlier post ㅇㅇ]

[Seo Hoyun's vibe in the first half was insane, but when he looked at Joo Woosung at the end and smiled softly, I thought I was ascending to nirvana...]

[Woosung-ah, Woosung-ah, Woosung-ah, you're so cute I'm going crazy. You hate this kind of thing, so why are you so good on stage?]

[I said I'd burn my own hand if Joo Woosung really went with Seo Hoyun, and it's real hahaha I'm happily going to heat up the fire now hahahaha]

[Ah please please please please, since they released this year's workshop video, please release Joo Woosung's first-year stage too ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ We all know you have it hidden on the WH hard drives ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Words like 'Joo Woosung madman' and 'First-Year Workshop' started appearing on Twitter's real-time trends.

Perhaps that was why WH Entertainment, famous for never responding to fan reactions, made an unexpected move.

A few hours later, they changed the video's title.

【WH Workshop 1st Release! - Joo Woosung & Seo Hoyun 'Eye Color' Cover Stage】

The timing of the change, along with the new title '1st Release', was exquisite.

The hearts of the Bloys swelled with anticipation. They thought they might finally see 'that' performance, which had only been spoken of in hushed, legendary tones.

[Looks like WH is finally getting the hang of things, good job ㅋ]

[Hurryhurryhurryhurryhurryyyyryryry nextnextneeeextnextnextnext!!!]

[There's no way Joo Woosung would have suggested doing a talent show first, so did Seo Hoyun suggest it?? How the hell???!!??!?!?? Crazy!!!! Fuck!!

└ Me from a week ago who was like, "Seo Hoyun is... eh... not really my thing... haha" is now smashing my own head in.

Seo... He is our god...

└└ The Dawn... I support you.

└└ He is our rabbit...

└└ The comment above is a Noeul, right? ㅋ

└└ That infiltration skill, what the hell ㅋ]

[Since it's come to this, I hope they have a good trip whatever they do ^^ It's so, so nice to see young, handsome friends hanging out.

└ The Bloys' attitude change is fucking hilarious hahahahahahaha

└ Woosung and Hoyun, have a good trip to Hawaii ^^]

[WH, you madmen!

But!

JWS and Seo Hoyun's 'Eye Color' is damn good.

However!

I wish they'd hang out with their own members.

But!

There's something charming about them.

But!

A trip with an idol from another group is crossing the line.

However!

I'm excited to see what they'll do in Hawaii.

Nevertheless!

What about the other 4 members of Black Call, my babies...

What is my heart truly feeling...?]

Negative opinions still existed. Fortunately, the attention of many had already shifted to when WH Entertainment would upload the next video.


“We've received instructions to do some additional filming.”

I tilted my straw hat against the setting sun and looked up at PD Lee Jihyeon.

“Additional filming?”

Surprisingly, Joo Woosung seemed to expect it and calmly sipped his mango slushie.

“Yep. The expected demand is high, so they want us to film a little more.”

Why, though?

There's no way the fandoms would have liked it.

I was practically forced on this trip to Hawaii and already felt reluctant. Still, I went along with it, eating poke with Joo Woosung and strolling by the sea. When Joo Woosung fiddled with the sand to build a sandcastle for screen time, I wanted to kick it over dozens of times.

PD Lee Jihyeon read my expression and began to explain.

“First of all, the public has a very positive perception of the relationship between you, Joo Woosung, and you, Seo Hoyun. You may have appeared together infrequently, but your chemistry on the variety shows you were on was great.”

“...And?”

“Yes. That. A broadcast PD I know was even regretting not planning a travel show for the two of you himself.”

“What about the fans?”

“This is a first for me, so it's a bit fascinating, but the fan reaction isn't bad for now. Like I said, maybe it's because we uploaded the WH Workshop video. They seemed a little uneasy at first, but it doesn't look like a major issue. As you know, what's important for fans is a never-ending supply of content... I am a little worried about the High Five side, though...”

PD Lee Jihyeon trailed off. She shrugged, looking between me and Joo Woosung.

“Anyway, you're both okay with the additional filming, right?”

Joo Woosung scowled, displeased that his embarrassing workshop moment had been revealed to the world, and gave a reluctant nod.

I shifted my gaze from him to PD Lee Jihyeon and said, “Isn't The Dawn's self-produced content in Hawaii scheduled right after this? I think we need to check the schedule.”

“Ah, I'll check with your Manager-nim! I believe there's a day or two of leeway, so it should be fine.”

PD Lee Jihyeon added a few more requests, then left.

“WH is screwed, so screwed. Releasing the workshop video and all.”

“They said that first-year video will probably be released too.”

“Absolutely not! Not until dirt fills my eyes!”

“......”

I kindly scooped up a handful of sand and sprinkled it in his eyes. It was going to be released anyway.

Joo Woosung shot up, spewing curses as he brushed the sand from his hands.

This bastard, so sensitive...

I readjusted my straw hat and stood up. Since filming was over for the day, I figured we needed some time apart.

“I'm heading back to the hotel first. You get some rest.”

“What are you talking about? We have to go for a drink today.”

“Go by yourself.”

“I don't want to be alone.”

“Then go with the staff.”

“I'm shy around strangers.”

Ever since we came to Hawaii, or more precisely, since the workshop ended, Joo Woosung had been unusually on edge and clingy. I leaned on one leg and crossed my arms.

“Why are you being so clingy?”

“What?”

“Persistent men aren't popular, you know? Let's keep a reasonable distance.”

Joo Woosung immediately pouted.

“Bullshit.”

Joo Woosung stepped forward and pointed a finger at my chest as he retorted.

“Hey, you only act all nice and friendly and treat me well in front of the camera, don't you?”

Then he took another step closer.

“Honestly, I only did the workshop because of you.”

Hilarious.

He probably did it because he wanted to create an embarrassing history for me.

However, I did not voice my inner thoughts.

Joo Woosung began to vent the complaints he had been suppressing.

“You even changed the parts however you wanted! And now, somehow, I'm in Hawaii, a place that was neeeever in my destiny, filming a vlog?!”

“Ah, I said I'm sorry.”

I gave a half-hearted apology and patted his shoulder.

He made a choked-up face and coldly slapped my hand away.

“You're so fake! Normally you're casual and informal with me, but the moment other people are around or a camera is rolling, you're all 'sunbae, sunbae, hyung, hyung'! You act so affectionate! The viewers will totally fall for that! How is anyone supposed to find our vlog moving or fun at this rate?!”

Do people really need to feel moved and entertained by our vlog?

However, I once again followed the advice Joo Woosung himself had given me a while ago and just stayed quiet.

Right. His super-fucking-embarrassing past is already out, and another even-more-fucking-embarrassing past is about to be revealed. Of course he'd be sensitive about everything.

I stretched my patience thin like taffy, forcing myself to listen to his pointless ranting.

Then, an outrageous, absurd statement came from Joo Woosung's mouth.

“...—Seo Hoyun, you really don't know the first thing about broadcasting!”

“...What did you say...?”

“......”

“...I don't know about broadcasting?”

I'm Seo Hoyun, though...?

I sent a steady gaze through the silence.

Joo Woosung flinched.

“...Why? What? Why?! Why now?!!”

“......”

“Even when I called you a klutz, you cursed at me but you didn't give me that look... What's with you all of a sudden... Your eyes look like you've just drawn a sword.”

Joo Woosung mumbled, cautiously watching my reaction.

“...Did I... Did I just say something wrong?”

You did. A very big something.

“......”

I deliberately answered a beat late.

“On second thought, I can see how you might feel that way, hyung.”

Joo Woosung's body went rigid, as if he sensed something ominous in my gentle tone.

“...Why are you talking like that?”

“Hm? Like what?”

Then, I smiled brightly.

“I've always been like this, Woosung-hyung.”

If he wants it that desperately, I suppose I have to show him.

What real broadcasting is.
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Joo Woosung fled from the cloyingly smooth-talking Seo Hoyun and hid in his hotel room, sleeping the time away. He buried his face in his pillow, his hand reaching out for Nyangnyang before he remembered he was in Hawaii.

He nudged his charging phone instead. It was still early dawn.

Should I sleep a little more?

He recalled the crew saying they wanted to film realistic, everyday moments and would set up a camera in the living room today. As the thought crossed his mind, his consciousness drifted away.

【Your body is insane, HOO HOO】

Then, the lyrics to 'Eye Color' played from somewhere.

【Wherever you go, people only stare at your body, Hoo

Sorry, but I don't remember the color of your eyes】

“Ugh, why the hell...”

The nightmarish song jolted Joo Woosung awake. He sat up and ran a hand roughly through his hair. He didn't question why it was his ringtone and slowly picked up his phone.

“Yes, this is Joo Woosung...”

He usually blocked calls from unknown numbers, so he answered unguardedly.

[...]

“Hello?” he asked again when there was no response.

The caller remained silent. With his eyes half-closed, he pulled the phone from his ear and glanced at the screen. The name Seo Hoyun was displayed. Joo Woosung pinched the bridge of his nose and switched to speakerphone.

[Not your 'darling,' it's Hoyun.]

A familiar baritone voice flowed from the device.

The words were utter nonsense. His brain took a moment to process them.

“...Seo Hoyun?”

[Did you sleep well?]

A chill shot down Joo Woosung's spine. He kicked off the covers and sat bolt upright.

He didn't need to see him to know. Seo Hoyun's voice was thick with amusement.

[Sleepyhead, time to get up~.]

“Wha, what?”

The line went dead.

Joo Woosung stared at his phone, then cried out in horror and threw it.

“Has he finally lost his mind?”

He furiously rubbed his arms. Every single hair on his body stood on end.

A feeling that something had gone terribly wrong settled over him. He suppressed the urge to curse and went to the bathroom, chanting “They installed cameras” like a mantra.

Was his pride that wounded yesterday?

Was it really such a grave insult not to know about his show?

He walked out, roughly drying his hair with a towel, and saw his Manager and some staff on the living room veranda. He had no idea when they had arrived. As he approached, he saw Seo Hoyun. The man who usually dressed in all black like a creature of the night now wore a white shirt. Seo Hoyun sat at a wooden table, sipping cocoa with his chin in his hands. Two plates sat before them, each with fluffy scrambled eggs, perfectly toasted bread, and a thick, glistening strip of bacon.

The bastard gazed at the beach through the window and greeted him.

Joo Woosung's instincts screamed.

“You're here?”

Today is going to be dangerous.

Joo Woosung forced down the urge to back away, hesitantly approached, and sat down.

Seo Hoyun turned his head, his eyes crinkling into a smile.

“Good morning.”

“......”

This bastard... he's not on drugs, is he?

“Y-you're up early...”

Conscious of the camera aimed at him, he fought to keep his expression neutral. He picked up the butter knife and spread fig jam on his toast, watching Seo Hoyun.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE, SCRAPE— The knife grated against the dry bread.

CRUNCH. He took a bite and spoke before he could taste the sweetness.

“Where do you want to go today?”

“Eh, anywhere is fine.”

“...I'd like to go to the beach again.”

He loathed the workshop and never wanted to do one again, but his travel voucher was certainly paying off. The warm, salty air, the beautiful emerald sea with its white spray, and the freedom to roam all began to loosen Joo Woosung's tense nerves.

“Shall we do that, then?”

Joo Woosung's eyebrow shot up.

What's with this bastard?

Joo Woosung's danger signal flashed like a beacon, yet the Seo Hoyun before him seemed unnervingly like his usual self.

He thought something was suspicious and stabbed a piece of bacon with his fork.

“You've got food on your face.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun's finger suddenly touched the corner of Joo Woosung's mouth and pulled away.

SCREEECH—

The sound of Joo Woosung's scraping chair echoed across the veranda. He almost regurgitated the breakfast he had barely started.

“...Are you crazy?”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head. “......” He looked genuinely innocent, as if he had only tried to help.

To Joo Woosung, the sight was a clear omen of the suffering that awaited him.

.

.

.

“Hoo... let's go.”

After a leisurely morning at the beach, the two headed to a street of shopping malls, pretending to buy souvenirs for their members. People occasionally recognized Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun despite their hats. Most of them asked Joo Woosung for a picture.

Feeling slightly awkward, Joo Woosung pulled his hat brim lower and led Seo Hoyun away.

“Hey, sorry about that. That must've been a bit uncomfortable for you.”

“No, not really.”

Seo Hoyun shrugged as if it was nothing.

“It was nice to see.”

“......”

What the hell is wrong with this guy? In LA, all he did was complain and get irritated, and now he's saying it was nice to see?

“I like it when I get to see how loved you are, hyung.”

“......”

Joo Woosung clutched his head. A perfectly reasonable suspicion formed in his mind. Maybe there had been something in the maple syrup on the bacon.

VROOOOOM!

The roar of an engine sounded in the distance. Before he could turn, a hand grabbed the scruff of his neck and yanked him back sharply.

“Dangerous!”

No, fuck it. What the hell was so dangerous?

After being practically thrown to the ground, he looked up. A motorcycle passed by, diligently following traffic laws and driving in a straight line.

“They should watch where they're going.”

The motorcycle was at least three meters away from the sidewalk.

“Do you have eyes on your feet?”

“That's what I'm saying.”

No, I'm talking about you. You!

That wasn't the end. Seo Hoyun insisted Joo Woosung walk on the inside, away from the street. Joo Woosung first thought it was a coincidence, but Seo Hoyun subtly moved to the outside whenever their positions changed. He also kept repeating ridiculous puns. Joo Woosung's patience finally wore thin.

During a short break to turn off the mics and change the tape, Joo Woosung grabbed Seo Hoyun.

“Hey. Have you actually lost your mind?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are you being so infuriating all morning? Are you crazy? And how the hell did you change my phone's ringtone?”

“......” Seo Hoyun looked genuinely surprised, his eyebrows drooping sadly.

“Hyung, did I do something wrong...?”

“Whaat?”

“...I'm hurt.”

“Wow, fuck, ha! Seriously! Ha! I'm the one who's hurt! Me!”

Joo Woosung blurted out the curse he had suppressed and thumped his chest in frustration. He clamped his mouth shut when he saw a staff member approaching with a mic.

I can't let myself get drawn in by Seo Hoyun's trolling.

He made a firm resolution. No matter what the bastard did, he wouldn't react.

They still managed to enjoy their trip. In the early evening, they entered a small pub for their last stop, their hands full of shopping bags. A small stage stood in the right corner. The pub was filled with foreign patrons, and the gentle strum of a guitar created an exotic atmosphere.

Joo Woosung ordered a beer and whispered to a nearby staff member.

“Is there, by any chance, a secret mission I don't know about? Something like 'Make Joo Woosung Swear'?”

“No, there's nothing like that...”

“......”

“But you two are so close, I think the vlog will turn out really entertaining! It's so nice to see!!”

Joo Woosung forced an awkward smile and walked back to Seo Hoyun with his drink.

In other words, Seo Hoyun was doing this voluntarily. He had been acting like a 'picture-perfect, thoughtful junior' all day, and Joo Woosung couldn't stand it. The most infuriating part was that his pale, handsome face made the performance look convincing.

Just then, the foreigner who had been singing on stage approached and spoke to them in English.

“Are you guys filming right now? The people over there showed me a broadcast release form, so I signed it.”

“Ah, that's right,” Seo Hoyun replied in English.

The singer grew slightly excited. “You're celebrities, right? Actors? Or models?”

“Singers.”

“Oh! Then this must be fate. If it's not too much trouble, could we hear you sing a song?”

It was great content for the show, but an awkward position to be in. As the staff began to look uncomfortable, Seo Hoyun glanced at Joo Woosung.

The memory of the workshop instantly flooded his mind.

“Woosung-hyung gets so shy at times like this.”

As if reading his expression perfectly, Seo Hoyun chuckled and walked up by himself. He picked up a guitar from the side of the stage and stepped to the standing mic.

【No regret

Even if it's far, blurry, or frightening

A smile is all it takes to end it】

Soon, his low, husky baritone filled the small pub. In an instant, all eyes were on him.

Joo Woosung couldn't deny the bastard's strange, captivating charm. He hadn't been able to since the first moment he saw him.

【When I imagine a future with you

Why is it that I feel so lonely?】

With his eyes softly closed, he gripped the mic with both hands, his voice scratching as he hit a high note. The sight was uncharacteristically poignant and heartbreaking.

DRRRING.

Finishing the last line, Seo Hoyun gently plucked the final note from the guitar strings and looked straight at Joo Woosung.

“Hyung...”

“......”

An intense wave of anxiety crashed over Joo Woosung.

“I believe the only reason I've been able to make it this far is all thanks to you, hyung.”

Did he really have to say that on stage, and in Korean, no less? It's like he's intentionally creating an atmosphere that screams, 'This is a story only you can understand.

Joo Woosung wanted to bolt from the pub that very instant.

“I'm always thankful.”

The staff, unsure of what was happening, just looked back and forth between them, bewildered. In the meantime, Seo Hoyun went out of his way to translate what he had just said into English.

“Everyone, this song...”

“Hey, don't you dare! Whatever you're about to do, don't!”

“was sung for my precious person sitting right over there. Please give him a round of applause.”

“NO! IT'S NOT!”

“Thank you. Woosung-hyung, let's enjoy the rest of our trip.”

“Hey! HEEEY!!!”

Joo Woosung's desperate shouts were buried under the crowd's cheers and applause.

“Nice! Nice, man!”

“Whew~!! Whew~!”

“It's not true! I said it's not! I don't even know him!!”

He desperately denied any connection, but his denials were seen as proof of their close friendship. Everyone just nodded understandingly and patted his shoulder.

“Enjoy the rest of your trip!”

The staff excitedly maneuvered the cameras, exclaiming how great the footage was. The utterly defeated Joo Woosung could only down his beer.

“Wow, this narrative is perfect!”

“Should we wrap up for the day? We'll probably get bonuses for this, right? The view count is sure to be amazing!”

Watching Seo Hoyun stride back after returning the guitar, Joo Woosung slammed his empty glass on the table.

“Joo Woosung.”

The bastard sauntered over, leaned his arms on the table, and said in a tender voice, “This is what it means to be on camera.”

“You're a real fucking asshole...”

“Shhh, my little kitty. We have to use nice words for the broadcast.”

Fuck... what... the hell... did I even do...!

Indignation surged through him. He lifted his chin to argue, but the crazed look in Seo Hoyun's eyes, as if they had spun 270 degrees in their sockets, made Joo Woosung quietly clamp his mouth shut.

He knew this bastard was more than capable of unleashing even more insanity right here.

“Answer me.”

“...Yeah.”

Vowing never again to lecture Seo Hoyun about what a broadcast should be, Joo Woosung quietly ordered another beer.
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We finished filming the Hawaii vlog. The moon had set and the familiar red sun had risen, but Joo Woosung still pouted.

“I'm gonna report all the old workshop videos and the stuff we shot yesterday as soon as they're uploaded...”

“What did you say?”

“...No, I was just saying what a broadcast genius our junior is.”

“You should be grateful.”

You should be glad I'm not the one editing it. If I did, your broadcasting career would be over, just like that. Over.

I clicked my tongue inwardly. The guy grumbled, hunched over and leaning his upper body on a large suitcase. He slowly straightened his back and looked down at me.

“Anyway, I'm leaving now.”

For someone not even promoting with Black Call, he was busier than The Dawn. His schedule was packed again. He was dressed from head to toe in luxury brands he was an ambassador for, even though it was early in the morning. Only the black hat he spun on his finger was not from those brands.

“Yeah. It was a really weird schedule, but travel safely. Let's try not to see each other in Korea if we can help it.”

“The way you talk, really. I didn't like it either, you know? Hey, when are your members coming?”

“Probably tomorrow?”

“So you're alone today?”

I answered with a casual shrug. Joo Woosung stroked his chin and brought up something completely out of the blue.

“You, make sure you take good care of your members' mental state.”

“What do you mean?”

“In my opinion, when the content from this workshop comes out properly, you guys are probably gonna get some hate.”

What. Because of you and me?

“I already expected that would happen if I appeared with you, Joo Woosung.”

I did not know if it would be different if one's popularity transcended dimensions like Black Call's, but even if it was a trivial matter to the general public, idols were ultimately inseparable from their fans. Since their love was an essential element, they were sensitive to gossip arising from even the smallest things. The company must have ordered additional filming because the benefits of my relationship with Joo Woosung outweighed the losses.

Still, I did not understand how that led to him telling me to take care of my members' mental state. I narrowed my eyes.

Joo Woosung let out a deep sigh.

“No, not because of me.”

“Then what?”

“Don't you remember? What Lee Jihyeon said the day before yesterday.”

High Five?

Joo Woosung saw my expression, nodded slightly, and continued.

“Around my first year, a competitive dynamic was created, and we clashed a lot. Looking back now, it's just a memory, but the atmosphere was pretty hostile back then.”

“Did you get hit or something?”

“Hey, that's assault. That's a trip to the police station. Still, it was no joke. Things have gotten much more civilized recently. Back in my day, it was so bad I was scared to even leave my apartment. You should probably prepare to get a hell of a lot of hate, too.”

“......”

I snatched the hat from Joo Woosung's hand.

There's no way he was planning to wear it after getting his hair styled. He probably meant to give it to me.

“Yeah, I get it.”

“......”

“I'll take the hate and live a long, long life.”

I replied, pressing the hat firmly onto my head.

Joo Woosung scrunched up his nose and burst out laughing in disbelief.

“You're really something else, in a way.”

The guy lightly tapped the brim of the hat with his fingertips. He waved and left the hotel, pulling his suitcase behind him.

Do I have time to worry about things like that?

I'd rather use that time to practice or run a schedule. I adjusted the crooked hat and returned to my room alone.

I'm a bit tired.

I went straight to the sofa, buried my face in a cushion, and lay down. A moment later, I got up and headed to the veranda. I opened the door and stepped out. The ocean view, now somewhat familiar after a few days, spread out before me. I slumped over the wooden table where I had enjoyed breakfast with Joo Woosung. I closed my eyes and listened to the sound of the waves as background music.

Was it because I have some spare time?

I was suddenly reminded of the time I was dropped alone into 'Actor Maker'.

“......”

I slowly lifted my upper body and called for the System Window.

I tapped the table a couple of times with my index finger.

DING!

[It's been a while!]

The familiar notification sound rang out as the window appeared. It glitched with noise, as if something was wrong.

I stopped my tapping finger and asked the question I had been wanting to ask.

“Show me my points.”

[Points: 174,000]

The number was written in a new window that overlapped the fading rectangle.

The total was quite substantial, perhaps because the compensation for the error and the points from 'Actor Maker' had accumulated.

“...How many points did you say it was for the partial reset to restore Seo Hojin's memory?”

A window popped up quickly, as if prepared in advance.

Partial RESET

A chance to initialize a certain part

Required Points: 300,000

My throat suddenly felt dry as I looked at the shimmering blue window. I acted nonchalant, rubbing the back of my neck as I asked.

“Have you lost interest in me lately? Why aren't you giving me any Quests?”

[No, why would you say that?]

Ever since my conversation with Min Jiheon at the workshop and confirming Seo Hojin's safety, I've been thinking constantly about the System Window. Quests have been sparse lately, but they stopped completely after I returned from 'Actor Maker'. I don't know the reason for this sudden void, and it leaves me feeling uneasy.

[To be honest, it's because I'm exhausted.]

[To be more specific, I had a looooooot of work to do after coming back from over there.]

“Because of Kang Ichae?”

Sometimes, a lack of response feels like a stronger affirmation than any words, and this is one of those moments.

[...It was an unforeseen event.]

I swallowed dryly and lowered my gaze. The notification sound, ding, rang out again.

[Just because I built the framework of this place doesn't mean I can control everything.]

[The only advice I can give you here is not to forget what happened with Seong Jiwon. Because there won't be a next time.]

Is that advice or a threat?

I just lifted my eyes and stared intently at the text.

[Right now, it's already overwhelming just to fulfill the inevitability of 'Idol Seo Hoyun'. If that gap widens any further, you already know who will suffer, even if I don't mention it.]

The answer was obvious. It would be me, or that someone who was supposedly making sacrifices.

“Yeah, well...” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. “I didn't plan on it either.”

It's ridiculous.

I tilted my head back and closed my eyelids. Fatigue washed over me, and my whole body felt heavy.

Seo Hojin's memory, Kang Ichae's suspicion, The Dawn, Joo Woosung's advice, the competition, the grand prize...

As I delved into these tangled elements, my thoughts drifted to what would happen when the game was over.

“......”

My lips twitched at a few unsatisfactory predictions. I pushed myself up and started walking.

SLAM. Only the sound of the sash closing followed me.

.

.

.

“...is hyung, sleeping so sound...”

“I kno... Must be tir...”

I must have dozed off when I only meant to close my eyes for a moment. I was still in a daze, but my sensitive hearing had already woken up and caught the whispering nearby.

“But he's really sleeping well on the sofa.”

“Shh, shh. Don't wake him up.”

“Aw, Jiwon-hyung! What do you take me for? I don't wake people who are sleeping peacefully~.”

Then, an impact.

“...Just kidding!!”

“......”

Weight pressed down evenly across my body. Jeong Dajun had slid right on top of me. I groaned, pinned underneath him. Jeong Dajun, now weighing as much as an elephant, greeted me with a bright smile.

“Good morning, HouHou!”

“Get off, you bastard...”

“Okay!!”

Jeong Dajun, cheerfully cursed at, moved off me right away and winked cutely. He then started whining that I was treating the maknae too harshly these days. His behavior was so reminiscent of a certain rapper that I could not help but sigh deeply.

I wondered if I had slept so long that I did not even notice the members arriving, so I checked the time on my phone. Only a few hours had passed since Joo Woosung left the hotel.

“Weren't you guys supposed to come tomorrow?”

“We came a day early! Surprise!” Seong Jiwon said with a radiant smile.

“...Dressed like that?”

Seong Jiwon tilted his head right in front of me, as if asking what was wrong. Behind him, Jeong Dajun, Kim Seonghyeon, and even Kang Ichae were lined up. They all wore Hawaiian shirts and flower leis, their faces flushed and excited. I could understand the others, since it was their first time, but Kang Ichae was clearly just doing it for fun.

“Don't you guys come near me.”

“Huh~, why?! I'm gonna stick right next to Hoyun-hyung!”

“It's embarrassing. All of you, walk about 10 meters away from me.”

At that, Seong Jiwon gently scratched his cheek. He added cautiously to Kang Ichae's words with a faint smile.

“It's my first time in Hawaii, too...!”

“...Right. The flowers suit you.”

“Boo! Boo! Why is your reaction different for him?!”

I blankly watched the members chatter excitedly about being in Hawaii. My phone vibrated. A text had arrived from Joo Woosung.

[Joo Woosung: https://moonjin.co.kr/article/G18550130]

[Joo Woosung: Aren't you embarrassed?]

《The Dawn Departs as a Group, 'The Scent of Hawaii Already in the Air'》

A news article had been posted with a blatant photo. It showed The Dawn members smiling brightly and waving at the airport before departure. They had meticulously worn everything from sandals to flip-flops.

What's with the three hash marks on Kim Seonghyeon's cheek?

“Let's go get acai bowls!”

“......”

“Seo Hoyun, this hyung, he already experienced it all by himself!”

“Unfair, so unfair~!!”

I casually ignored Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae, who shouted in protest with their hands raised, and flopped back down on the sofa.

However, the members would not leave me in peace. They circled around me and clamored noisily.

“Were you satisfied hanging out with Joo Woosung-sunbaenim!”

“You don't even care about The Dawn members anymore!!”

“Seo Hoyun, who enjoyed Hawaii all alone, repent! Repent!”

“Ah!! Fuck, I'll go! I'm going!”

10 meters. I will definitely keep my distance from those humans.

I reaffirmed my resolve to maintain at least that distance and reluctantly pushed myself up.


[Guys, The Dawn is going to Hawaii too, holy shit ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, these guys, seriously... what is this? ㅋㅋ Aren't you guys... on hiatus right now? Why, for god's sake? Is another album coming out? Did you film a music video?

└ But for that, there are too few staff members...

└└ But their expressions are so excited it's hard to say anything

└└ ㅋㅋ Ikr, even Kim Seonghyeon looks thrilled]

[You guys should do a lot of hotel lives while you're abroad, isn't that the unwritten rule for male idols abroad?

└ Have a safe trip

└ Someone photoshopped Hoyun in like it's a school trip photo

└└ Ah ㅋ they photoshopped him with a sour expression, it's so cute ㅜ ㅋㅋ]

[He's joined up with Hoyun, a picture of the five of them huddled together eating acai bowls and making V-signs was posted on PopPop! You guys are really so close ㅋㅋ

└ Ah, it really feels like my nephews sent a picture of them having fun

It's your auntie~!!! ^^!! Keep in touch!]

The news that all the members of The Dawn were going to Hawaii spread quickly across social media and online communities.

[The Dawn group trip abroad + a short hiatus = legendary content, this is the unwritten rule]

[Plus, look at them going around their debut anniversary, this means something big is coming]

[Gasp, maybe they're releasing a fan song? They release one every year ㅠ]

Just as the fans' expectations were ripening, a teaser was uploaded to The Dawn's official YouTube channel as if on cue.

【THE DAWN - Name This Feeling(self-cam)】

It was a short video, about 20 seconds long.

A guitar sound reminiscent of a blue summer dawn.

A clear, pure vocal tone harmonizing with it.

【Yes I'm asking you】

Lyrics that seemed to be a direct homage to 'Will you go to prom with me'.

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun making a heart with their arms wide open in a square under the bright sun.

Kim Seonghyeon lying on the grass in a white and blue baseball jacket, smiling brightly.

Seong Jiwon turning back to smile brightly against the backdrop of an orange Noeul.

It looked as if the members had filmed it themselves, perfectly capturing their emotions and youth in every moment.

【When you smile at me, I get nervous】

The screen transitioned, and the camera zoomed in on Seo Hoyun, who was squatting on a dark street with sparse lights, looking at his phone with a candy in his mouth.

A faint smile playing on his lips, he took the candy in his hand, met the camera's gaze affectionately, and began to sing.

【How do you name this feeling

Tell me, you know what this is】

'Name This Feeling'

It was the third fan song, just for Noeul.
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[This is like setting up an altar for a rain ritual only for it to start pouring down buckets.]

The teaser for their third fan song, 'Name This Feeling,' dropped, and the already hyped-up Noeuls erupted into chaos.

[I guess there's a real otaku at Daepaseong. Whose idea was it to release a fan song with a campus vibe?]

[Whoa, this has first love vibes~ The kind of handsome senior from the next department that everyone talks about~~ (Of course, that kind of person doesn't exist in real life) Lee Jihyeon... you know what you're doing...

└ Is Lee Jihyeon still at Daepaseong??

└└ Yeah, that person needs to stay with them forever...]

[But I thought since Daepaseong was acquired by WH (who don't release things like fan songs), they wouldn't come out anymore, but they're still releasing one every year ㅠㅠ

└ It's because the members are just releasing it as an unreleased track... This is why it's so important whether a group has a producing member or not...]

'Will you go to Prom with me?' had expressed a prom full of high-teen sensibility, while 'Orbit' depicted a beautiful yet anxious youth against refreshing overseas scenery.

They had filmed their first fan song themselves due to a lack of funds. The reaction was so good that filming with a self-cam became a fixed tradition.

[I hope no kids get fantasies about university after watching this... Reality is just fucking shitty.]

[Does Seo Hoyun give off dating program vibes even when he's just standing still? Your ex-girlfriend did not choose you.]

The broadcasting industry's trends changed frequently with personnel turnover, and dating programs were currently very hot. A dating reality show where ex-couples gathered to face new connections and find love was exceptionally popular.

Because of this, YouTube was flooded with 'ex-boyfriend vibes' videos. These compilations of The Dawn members' clips were filled with a spoonful of beauty, a spoonful of wistful emotion, and a whole lot of lingering attachment.

❬Your X, Seo Hoyun❭

One video, edited with only Seo Hoyun's natural expressions towards his fans, had already easily surpassed one million views.

The video exquisitely cross-cut moments like his cold expression turning to surprise with a slight frown, the rare times he smiled widely for a fan's camera, or the instant his lips deliberately curved when their eyes met.

[Wow, did I break up with Seo Hoyun?]

[... I'm so upset. If he was going to break up with me like this, he shouldn't have flirted with me in the first place.]

Above all, the background music was a song by a famous British singer, said to have been composed after a breakup. It further induced the viewers' over-immersion.

[I cried so much my head hurts... He's probably eating gukbap with Kim Seonghyeon right now... I know that, and yet... (5413 Likes)]

[Even though I know he's probably chugging Sol's Eye right now... it's like he's a person who stopped eating it in front of me because I nagged him for being like an old man... (2144 Likes)]

[Guys, get a grip. He's my ex-boyfriend. (104 Likes)]

Before long, the music video for 'Name This Feeling' was released on The Dawn's YouTube channel.

【THE DAWN - Name This Feeling (Self-cam)】

Noeuls who received the notification clicked on the video. A disco-funk melody infused with a synth bass immediately flowed out. The stylish rhythm and fast tempo made the melody even more Ichae-like.

【How do you name this feeling?】

Kim Seonghyeon's back appeared under a blue sky. He wore a sports bag and quickly ascended a hill as if running. He patted a passing friend on the back in greeting, then spotted Seong Jiwon waiting on a bench. He ran towards him, waving.

【Hey, please tell me

How do you name this feeling?】

The two of them laughed and chatted as they entered the campus.

Time fast-forwarded. A close-up showed Kim Seonghyeon's face, dozing off with his arms crossed in the club room. Next to him, Seong Jiwon diligently worked on an assignment.

【To last a long time, we need patience.

Why do you sit next to me?

A bit of tension makes me a little anxious.】

The screen shifted to Seo Hoyun sitting by a window where sunlight poured in like scattered gold fragments. He twirled a pen and listened to the lecture with a bored expression. He touched his fingers to his bangs, which covered his forehead as if they were bothering him. Jeong Dajun secretly filmed him with his phone but got caught and had his cheek pinched.

【When you smile at me, I get nervous.】

Next, a door burst open. Seo Hoyun, who playfully draped his arm over Jeong Dajun's shoulder, and Kang Ichae, who was engrossed in the music from his headphones, stopped as they were about to enter the club room. The camera filmed them up close as they discovered the deeply asleep Kim Seonghyeon and exchanged mischievous smiles.

The scene shook as if the person filming was also snickering.

Soon, colorful doodles covered Kim Seonghyeon's face.

【I can't control myself, I want to shower you with love.】

A steady drum beat started as the bright sky darkened.

The Dawn gathered at a pub in the university district. They filled the table more with snacks than alcohol and clinked their beer mugs together.

A brief shot showed Jeong Dajun deftly catching a popcorn puff thrown by Seo Hoyun in his mouth. Seong Jiwon tried to copy him and failed spectacularly.

【Hey, Hey, Hey

Focus on me】

Then, the video showed a view of the university landscape, still shining colorfully late at night.

【When everything feels distant, I only see you.

Swallow the orange light and melt even the pale blue.】

It was a beautiful night view of youth honing themselves to bloom beautifully, staying at school late to overcome their uncertain futures.

Kang Ichae perched on the edge of the rooftop and smiled brightly at him.

【My love, I want to see every sky with you.】

The location changed again. As if they had left the pub, Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, and Kang Ichae stood in a neat row at a convenience store, eating cup ramen.

【Because you make me impatient.】

【I do!】

Jeong Dajun stuffed a huge mouthful of noodles, gulped down the broth, then threw both hands up in a 'hurray' pose and looked at the camera. Kang Ichae then held his fingers under Jeong Dajun's chin to form a 'rice-cake skewer' shape and grinned.

【Beyond The Dawn, pull in the twilight glow (Noeul)】

The camera's focus seemed to rotate. It began to approach Seo Hoyun, who squatted in a dimly lit corner, looking at his phone.

He held something long and white in his mouth. At first glance, it looked like a cigarette, but as the camera got closer, it was a lollipop.

【From dawn to dawn

with my glow every day and night】

At that moment, the members' rich vocal tones formed a single harmony and rushed towards the climax.

【How do you name this feeling

Tell me, you know what this is.】

Seo Hoyun's gaze met the camera from beyond the screen.

【How do you name this feeling】

Seo Hoyun soon stood, reached towards the camera, and covered the lens. When the screen became bright again, he grinned with a face full of mischief.

【Or should I call you first?】

In that instant, the scene shook with the sound of Jeong Dajun tackling Seo Hoyun from behind, and the song ended.

【Person who made the song/got drunk: Kang Ichae

Person who dropped the popcorn: Seong Jiwon

Person who ate ramen: Jeong Dajun

Person who got doodled on: Kim Seonghyeon

Person who edited the video: Seo Hoyun】

A short credit text followed, like in a UCC.

[I think we went to the same university...]

The music video maintained the same sensibility as their first year, yet it was strangely cleaner and aesthetically improved.

[sry no I'm a high school senior]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah~~~ I attended Dawnie University too~~]

[Assignments are so horrible I want to die just thinking about them... but for a moment I almost said I wanted to go back to university...]

The buzz about 'Name This Feeling' actively spread to other timelines on social media.

[Wow, the stylists really worked hard too ㅠㅠㅠㅠ The department names written on the university jackets are so cute.]

[Campus The Dawn kids are seriously the best ㅜㅜㅠ]

Department of Media and Information Seo Hoyun,

Department of Physical Education Kim Seonghyeon,

Department of Composition Kang Ichae,

Department of Applied Music Seong Jiwon,

Department of Dance Jeong Dajun.

In the video, the members of The Dawn were presented with their own diverse charms.

[Ah, I'm so pissed... Seo Hoyun is even good at video editing.]

[I made that ex-boyfriend Seo Hoyun video, I think I have to scrap it. No~~~ What am I supposed to do if an idol is better at editing than me? I even have a certification for the program.

└ That's such a huge grin.

└└ I should have known from the Soondaegukbap Vlog ㅠ My man's 'charming' sensibility.]

[Seo Hoyun is seriously so good to Noeul... ㅜㅜ He must have been so busy with activities, where did he find the time to click-clack away and edit this ㅠㅠㅠ]

[How about an idol who diligently releases a fan song just for Noeul once a year...]

[Seo Hoyun is so affectionate, it's cute... The truly absurd part... his personality is actually prickly (it shows) but he watches whatever Noeul does with a warm gaze. As if he's some wise old adult... Oppa, you probably don't know what I'm thinking about you, do you?

└ Even if he knew, he'd probably cover for you and reason with you... because it's Noeul.

└└ ㅜㅜ I'm gonna kiss the hell out of him.]

Not long after the music video was uploaded, a live stream notification popped up.

【[THE DAWN] How do you name debut day celebration?!】

[A debut day celebration... is called a debut day celebration.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As soon as they connected, The Dawn greeted the fans. Each member held a microphone and smiled dazzlingly against the backdrop of a lush green Hawaii beach.

[Wow, the budget is amazing.]

Playing the fan song was a given.

A fun live stream continued for a long time. Everyone listened to Jeong Dajun sing 'I Hate Assignments' to the accompaniment of chords Kang Ichae played impromptu.


“I Hate Assignments~, Professor... I don't only take your class~, ahh~.”

“Don't just copy and paste from the wiki for group projects~.”

They had never even been to university, yet they had heard so much from somewhere.

Even though the live stream had ended a while ago, Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae kept repeating those peculiar lyrics.

I think someone must have drugged the poke they ate before the live stream started.

Why did they all come all the way here in the first place?

I had told them I could just return on the debut anniversary, but they insisted on coming. Now they were all strangely excited.

Jeong Dajun, still holding his microphone, pointed a finger straight at Kang Ichae.

“Kang Ichae~! Congratulations on your debut! And congratulations on being born!”

“Thank you! Thank you! It's a true honor to have been born handsome.”

“Wow~. I think you were born scary, though!!”

Kang Ichae, who seemed to be in a great mood, giggled and ruffled Jeong Dajun's hair.

Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon sat on the sofa, rewatching the fan song.

“The editing in this part is really clean. It's amazing.”

“I know, right? Didn't he do a great job on our vlog last time, too? It was so pretty.”

“Right... That gukbap video...”

The soondaegukbap vlog had played a big part in teasing Kim Seonghyeon, so his face instantly turned pale.

Seong Jiwon, whose lips were curved up more than usual, poked me and asked, “How are you so good at editing?”

“...I'm just naturally good at everything.”

I tried to evade the question by mumbling and using the excuse of eating cake.

Jeong Dajun stood up before me and shouted, “But we're in Hawaii!! And on top of that, it's our debut anniversary and Ichae-hyung's birthday! Isn't it a crime not to go to the beach at least once?!”

“Hey, hey! At least wipe the cake off your mouth before you go!”

“Last one there has to jump in the water!!”

We live in an age where you get criticized for being tactless if you make cast members jump in the water.

Jeong Dajun wiped the opposite side of his mouth with the back of his hand and dashed out of the hotel. Somehow, the scene was no different from the last Christmas live.

“Agh, seriously... Hey, Seo Hoyun, let's go.”

“Wanna make Jeong Dajun jump in?”

“Deal.”

Grumbling, the members sluggishly followed the maknae.

Well, it's better than being alone.

Being with these guys was chaotic.

After going to the beach and first pushing in the fooling-around Jeong Dajun, I took a picture of the slowly setting sun and sent it on PopPop.

I chuckled while looking at the congratulatory messages flooding in like waves. Suddenly, water droplets splattered from the side. It was a completely soaked Kang Ichae, shaking his head and approaching me.

“What the, why are you so wet?”

“It's cold... Ugh, they pushed me in to celebrate my birthday.”

The grumbling guy took the towel Kim Seonghyeon brought and wiped his face.

“Hoyun-hyung.”

“Yeah.”

Kang Ichae had been acting quite mellow ever since the Me-something CD incident, which I still couldn't recall the name of. I kept my eyes fixed on my phone without much thought.

“Can I ask you just one thing?”

“No, you can't.”

“Aw, come on, let me ask.”

I should have been on guard the moment I heard his low, subdued voice.

“When did you learn to edit?”

When I slowly lifted my gaze, Kang Ichae propped his chin on his hand and stared intently at me.

“......” I forced myself to ask back nonchalantly.

The guy's lips curved into an arc. “Because I'm curious if what I'm thinking is right?”
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A person's mind seemed to fill with thoughts the more urgent a situation became.

It was a fleeting moment, perhaps only the time it took for a second hand to click once.

All sorts of thoughts invaded my brain.

But I couldn't show any hesitation or reluctance.

He would surely see it as a weakness and tear me apart.

“Hmph.”

I met Kang Ichae's persistently watchful gaze and raised an eyebrow.

“What, is it because your cool hyung's also good at editing?”

“Haha.”

I watched him burst out laughing but didn't let my guard down.

I can't answer rashly or deny it too strongly.

“Well, our Hoyun-hyung is good at pretty much everything. He even overcame dancing, which he was so bad at they called him a klutz.”

“Are you trying to pick a fight?”

“But hyung, you never had time to properly learn editing.”

That was probably true.

Before our debut, I was removed from the member lineup because I was sick. Afterward, I was tied to the practice room every day, just struggling to keep up.

I feigned an indifferent expression, as if I'd heard something boring, and lowered my gaze back to my phone.

“By that logic, you're good at composing.”

“Hey, I've got a totally perfect and amazing teacher by my side. Besides, I've been learning various instruments since I was a kid.”

Lim Hyeonsu, who usually avoided contact, had recently called me out of the blue to rant about Kang Ichae's personality. It was probably because of that Me-something CD she received as a gift.

I pretended to scroll through my phone while choosing my words. Kang Ichae flopped onto the sand and stretched.

“Or was what Hojin-hyung said true?”

“...Huh?”

Kang Ichae turned toward me, a mischievous smirk tugging at his mouth.

“He said you used to edit family videos back in the day, hyung?”

...He remembers that? That?

Tap, tap... SWOOOSH...

The waves swept away the sound of my fingers tapping meaninglessly on the screen.

It was something I did with clumsy skills back in high school, well over ten years ago.

“...Is that what he said?”

“Yeah. We played IRIX together the day before yesterday.”

“You guys still play games together?”

I strained my ears, checking if my voice trembled.

I didn't know Seo Hojin, who partially lost his memory, would still have something like that left.

“It's really amazing. That you could learn that all by yourself.”

Kang Ichae slowly scanned me from head to toe with a heavy gaze. Then he flopped back down, rested his head on the sand, and looked up at the clear sky.

“I should've started composing back then, too. Mom would've liked it if I played something for her. Right.”

“......”

A drop of water fell from his bangs and trickled down his cheek. I tossed him a clean, new towel from beside me.

“Go on and finish drying your hair.”

Once Kang Ichae's face was covered, I finally felt my back stiffen and my fingertips tingle. It still felt as if his sharp gaze was wrapped around me.

Kang Ichae slowly sat up and ruffled his hair with one hand.

...Am I being too wary?

I clenched and unclenched my fist a few times, then called out to him.

“Ichae-ah.”

After all, today is our debut anniversary and his birthday.

“Yeah?”

“Is there anything you want to eat? I'll buy you something delicious later.”

Kang Ichae grumbled that sand kept falling out no matter how much he shook his hair. He lowered the towel and smiled.

“Then I want to eat Almas Caviar.”

“I'll give you my suitcase when we get to the hotel. You can dig in and eat it.”

“Totally not funny.”

I ignored his grumbling that even department heads get ostracized for jokes like that these days. Just then, a completely soaked Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon walked over.

“...Ichae-ah, Hoyun-ah.”

“Geez, what happened to you guys?”

“Let's just hurry back to the hotel for now.”

It seemed our youngest had succeeded in throwing all his hyungs into the water.

Jeong Dajun peeked his head out from a step behind and grinned. His eyes sparkled as he looked at me, the only one still dry.

“Hoyun-hyung, are you good at swimming by any chance...”

“You'll die.”

“I'm sorry.”


[Aaaaaah, I miss Seo Hoyun]

It had been less than a week since the members of The Dawn had left Korea.

[It's summer in Korea, but it's so cold... because The Dawn isn't here...]

[Don't send pictures of Seonghyeon-oppa surfing... Why do you oppas always go shirtless only when you're abroad?]

[I mean, it's great that you went to Hawaii... it's all great... but it's been a while since you left, what are you doing, please do a live stream ㅠㅠ]

[Your oppas (blegh) went all the way to Hawaii to suck up the WH money Black Call earned like parasites ㅜ Don't you have a conscience flying first class?ㅠㅠ]

[Ah, fuck, looking at their profile, they're just a bastard who goes around picking fights everywhere.]

[Doesn't seem like a Hairi pretending to be a Hairi ㅋㅋ There's no way they'd be so amateurish about it.]

[Seeing the recent tension, it just seems like guys who are neither Noeul nor Hairi are fanning the flames. Get a life... stop living on the internet.]

[The crazies are really stirring things up lately.]

The tense atmosphere that had been subtly building between Noeul and Hairi finally erupted.

To neutralize the fandom's war of nerves, some The Dawn fans began editing and periodically uploading clips from their live streams.

❬~The Dawn kids' Rule: The Unfunny One Does the Chores~❭

One clip was about 'how they decide who's in charge of chores', a story Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun shared during a live stream in Hawaii.

【If you're not funny, you have to do the chores?】

Seong Jiwon read the chat, his already large eyes widening for a moment.

【Ah, that's right. It's been a trend among us lately, how did you know?】

When a comment followed saying Jeong Dajun had told them through PopPop, Seong Jiwon nodded.

【We just naturally exchange jokes while talking, and if the others suddenly get serious, that person becomes the one on cleaning duty for the day. If you say one wrong thing, you get really...】

【Torn to shreds.】

【Haha, right. That's why recently Dajun... did the dishes about twice? Ah, he says it was three times?】

【It's your fault for not being funny.】

【Ahaha.】

[SHOCKING. Jiwon agrees with Seo Hoyun, saying, “I guess Dajun was in the wrong a lot...”]

[The angel has been corrupted after all...]

Seong Jiwon glanced at Seo Hoyun and hesitated a little before speaking.

【Actually... there was one time Hoyun wasn't funny, and I did the cleaning for him.】

【...What?】

The camera closed in on Seo Hoyun's dumbfounded expression. At the same time, it showed Seong Jiwon's slightly blushing, smiling face in detail.

【I was your cleaning black knight...】

[Ah, the skull emoji next to Hoyun exploded ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Before Seo Hoyun could find a retort, the other members appeared with cup ramens, looking like they had just washed up.

【What are we going to do in Hawaii?】

In the end, the situation was glossed over.

Kang Ichae slurped yellow noodles instead of Almas Caviar, wiped his lips with his thumb, and answered.

【Hmm, I do want to do something novel... how about something like rapping while skydiving?】

【You're cleaning here today.】

[Isn't that a hotel? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Geez, Kang Ichae is so shameless, he said he'd order X Ramen for room service ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Amidst a flood of criticism bordering on condemnation, only Seong Jiwon quietly defended Kang Ichae, then suddenly shot his hand up.

【Jiwon! How about we drink until only one person is left standing?】

[How much does Seong Jiwon actually drink? I've never seen it so I'm super curious...]

[According to Seo Hoyun, Seong Jiwon has never been drunk.

└ ㄷㄷ]

【How about we connect it to the fan song and go for a university MT vibe...】

【Let's write a drama script we can film in Hawaii!】

[Ah, too many cooks in the kitchen, it's draining.

└ I think Seonghyeon is getting drained too.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Various opinions popped up from all sides, showing signs of overheating. Kim Seonghyeon, deciding it was getting out of hand, gave a look and mouthed something before the live stream abruptly ended.

[Ah, they're so cute. Our The Dawn kids are so simple and foolish.]

[This is so healing... maybe because I just came from a keyboard war with a psycho.]

Fans watched these fragmented clips, hoping for The Dawn's speedy return to Korea but also wishing they would produce at least one fun piece of content in Hawaii.

[Don't tell me they're just going to end it with the Hawaii vlog with Joo Woosung...]

[No way...]

At that perfect moment, a notification from The Dawn's YouTube channel arrived.

【Seriously, Who Goes to Hawaii for an MT?

~ The Dawn in Hawaii~】

Without any warning, a self-produced content had suddenly arrived.

【Finally, The Dawn has arrived in Hawaii!!】

A glimpse of The Dawn entering the airport flashed by. It was followed by a rapid succession of scenes showing them playing in the water or eating against Hawaii's beautiful scenery.

【Show Me the Skydiving!

Falling in love isn't a sin![1] - An exciting (makjang) drama unfolds in Hawaii!

The Dawn's Drinking Party - Until the last one is left standing!

University Student The Dawn's Hawaii MT?!】

Finally, a short clip showed the members talking about what they wanted to do during the live stream.

【Our production team respects The Dawn's opinions.】

The screen then turned black, and a large caption appeared in a formal script font.

【So we mixed them all together!】

[What do you mean, mixed them?]

[Are the Dawnie production staff out of their minds too?]

[Everyone's been steeped in madness ㅋㅋㅋ]

Like a song from an old radio, the staticky intro of 'Name This Feeling' grew louder, as if someone was slowly turning up the volume.

【-Dawnie University -

~Hawaii MT Special~】

A title appeared in a strangely flamboyant font, the kind seen on a drama poster from a decade ago.

The screen slowly faded in on Kim Seonghyeon gazing wistfully at the emerald beach. He sat on the sand with a jumper that said 'Physical Education' draped over his shoulders. The gentle sea breeze blew his neatly combed bangs over his smooth forehead.

[Wow... fuck... crazy...

Kim Seonghyeon is a truly great-looking man.]

[He gets picked on so much I sometimes forget, but he does look a little intimidating, and he really has that romance male lead vibe. Radiating a cold aura.]

[Right, he totally has that chaebol director who got the job through connections vibe ㅋㅋㅋ because he's so refreshingly handsome ㅋㅋㅋ]

“Haaah...”

Kim Seonghyeon let out a small sigh, brushed back his fallen hair, and said.

“My name is Kim Seonghyeon... Can I really adapt well to Dawnie University, the top university in Korea?”

[I take back my words.]

[No... this isn't it, Seonghyeon-ah...]

[Seonghyeon-ah, put it away, put it away, put the male lead persona away.]

Although Kim Seonghyeon's acting had improved considerably, he still couldn't completely hide his awkward, stumbling, and faltering intonation.

[Well, Jeong Dajun... he... really did like that The HeXrs drama.

└ Was Jeong Dajun even born back then??]

Kim Seonghyeon lowered his gaze and delivered his line quite seriously, albeit in a staccato fashion.

“My family is just ordinary... but when I look at Dawnie University, where the children of the top four business conglomerates all attend... I'm so scared.”

[Why does Seonghyeon talk to himself so much?]

[ㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fuck, I'm clenching my teeth so hard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He then raised a slightly trembling hand and rubbed his eyelids.

“Can I really get along here...?”

Just then, a foreigner holding a surfboard greeted Kim Seonghyeon and approached him.

“Hey, wanna go surfing?”

[Where on earth did they find a foreign actor who looks like he came straight out of Su-O-prise?]

[Their casting ability is insane.]

“No, no. It's okay.”

“How dare you, a commoner!”

[Wait, the foreigner suddenly spoke Korean.]

A startled Kim Seonghyeon quickly shook his head, but the other person suddenly flared up in fluent Korean.

“Why does everyone keep calling me a commoner, a commoner?! Listen up! My name is Kim Seong!”

He clenched both fists, about to shout with a fed-up expression, when someone pulled him back by the shoulder.

“Commoner!”

The chorus of 'Name This Feeling' played as BGM while a sparkling effect covered the screen.

Then, Seo Hoyun's radiant face appeared.

【Beyond The Dawn, pull in the twilight glow (Noeul)】

“I told you I'm not a commoner!”

“Ah, sorry. You're Seonghyeon. Kim Seonghyeon, right?”

【How do you name this feeling

Tell me, you know what this is】

The twitching in Kim Seonghyeon's brow stopped at Seo Hoyun's gentle smile.

“I'm Prince Seo.”

[Damn it.]

The curtain rose on The Dawn's otherworldly university MT-version self-produced content.




1 A line from the character Lee Taeoh in episode 5 of the JTBC drama 'The World of the Married' (2020.03.27.~ 2020.05.16.).



Chapter 338

[This is seriously insane.]

[I'm watching this outside and I almost turned it off from embarrassment.]

Seo Hoyun, who clearly had not let even his big toe touch water, wore a black rash guard that revealed his physique. He tucked a deep blue surfboard under his arm and coolly swept back his bangs.

“You're that... Prince Seo?!”

“Yeah.”

As the foreigner recoiled in surprise, subtitles scrolled across the bottom of the screen.

【Rank 1 in the business world – Eldest son of the Business Successor Group, Seo Hoyun

Department of Media and Information

Felt a sense of curiosity after a chance encounter with Kim Seonghyeon during O.T. and is trying to get him to join the 'Dawnie Club'. Has a painful past.】

[Was that subtitle really necessary...]

[The informational and production value converges to 0.]

“Sorry! I'm sorry!”

The foreigner, whose acting rivaled a reenactment actor's, stumbled backward and scurried away. Seo Hoyun once again pushed his hair back slowly, his intense gaze fixed on Kim Seonghyeon.

“Just leave your hair alone...”

“Commoner.”

Kim Seonghyeon's brow furrowed slightly as he finally let a remark slip out. He took a deep breath, trying to remain as calm as possible.

Seo Hoyun raised an eyebrow with a relaxed attitude and wrapped an arm around Kim Seonghyeon's.

“Why are you in a place like this again?”

“You don't need to know.”

“Stop wandering around and stay within my sight. Don't make me worry.”

At that moment, a phone rang. It was Seo Hoyun's.

“Tsk, tsk, people just won't leave me alone.”

“Hurry up and go, Seo Hoyun.”

Seo Hoyun shook his head at his phone as if he could not take it anymore, then suddenly froze. His eyes turned to Kim Seonghyeon. He stared for a moment before his lips curved into a wide grin.

[Why did Seo Hoyun flinch when his name was called?]

[He's acting like only Kim Seonghyeon is allowed to call him that.]

[And why is he grinning like that?

└ Ah, I bet there's a story behind his name, but I have absolutely no desire to know it...]

Then, he tossed his surfboard aside and casually answered the phone.

“Yes, this is Prince Seo.”

[Seo Hoyun is so damn consistent.]

“No, I won't do a bungee-jump without a rope...”

Seo Hoyun, who spouted whatever nonsense came to mind, glanced at Kim Seonghyeon. He tapped Kim Seonghyeon on the shoulder and leaned in to whisper.

“See you later tonight, at the after-party.”

Not even five minutes had passed since the video started, but the light in Kim Seonghyeon's eyes had already died.

As Seo Hoyun walked away, Jeong Dajun appeared.

“Whoa, whoa, Seonghyeon~! What were you just doing with the number one in the business world?!”

【Rank 4 in the business world, Jeong Dajun

Department of Dance.

Tries his absolute best not to fall behind on trends.】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, these bastards are so ridiculously over the top, it's absurd.]

[The Dawn's youngest, Jeong Dajun, taking this opportunity to drop the honorifics with the leader.]

“Seonghyeonie?”

“Hyung! Hyung, hyung! It's hyung!”

When Kim Seonghyeon grabbed the nape of his neck and pressed down, Jeong Dajun immediately corrected his address and cried uncle. Finally freed, the youngest member rubbed his neck and muttered.

“But really, what were you talking about just now, Seonghyeon-hyung? There's one thing you have to be careful about if you want to join our group...!”

“Is it a club or a group? Pick one.”

“Club!”

[I wonder if Jeong Dajun knows how to spell club...

└ He'd probably write CLUP.

└└ No, he knows how. Seo Hoyun was a bit surprised once when he saw him write it correctly.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Jeong Dajun crouched on the sandy beach and used his finger to draw the structure of Dawnie University's Dawnie Club.

【DAWN CLUP】

[Ah damn it, he really misspelled it right away.]

[ㅋㅋㅋ But at least he wrote the group name correctly without messing up ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun is going to grab the back of his neck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon, who was next to him, silently added another circle to correct it to 'CLUB'. Unaware of his kind leader's consideration, Jeong Dajun passionately continued his speech.

“Now, listen carefully! Excluding me, there are a total of three people you need to watch out for at our Dawnie University! Star, star! First, Kang Ichae of the Stock Successor Group. He likes to joke around and is full of charm, but he's a psycho when he snaps.”

“What kind of stocks?”

“Next is Seong Jiwon of the Honor Successor Group. He's the club president. He's fundamentally kind and gentle, but he's terrifying when he's angry, so you have to be careful.”

“So what kind of honor?”

With each explanation, the screen showed scenes of Kang Ichae leaning against a palm tree to take off his sunglasses, and Seong Jiwon lying on a sunbed reading a book.

“However, the one you must be most wary of is Prince Seo of the Business Successor Group. He's had his eyes on you since O.T.”

“Can't you stop calling him Prince Seo and just say Seo Hoyun?”

“Shh! You can't say that name out loud! Prince Seo gets devilishly angry.”

Jeong Dajun made a fuss as if he were 'He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named' from a famous British fantasy novel. Kim Seonghyeon's lips stretched into a long, thin, displeased line.

“Prince Seo might seem gentle, but once he bites, he never lets go. Why else would they call him a cra—, ahem ahem, ahem? You've already been marked, so your school life is bound to be tough from now on.”

“Could it be any tougher than it is now...”

“Well, as long as you don't get caught by Kang Ichae, it should be bearable! He's a my-pace kind of guy, so you'll be fine as long as you don't approach him first~.”

“What's he doing now?”

“Who knows? Probably off being lonely by himself again? He's the one and only lonely wolf of Dawnie University.”

[Lonely wolf my ass.]

[Jeong Dajun is really something else. How can he be so...

Kim Seonghyeon keeps saying stuff but he's so damn persistent.]

An image of Kang Ichae skydiving was superimposed over Kim Seonghyeon's face, who chewed on Jeong Dajun's words like curses.

【When everything feels distant, I only see you

Swallow the orange light and melt even the pale blue】

At the same time, the song 'Name This Feeling' started playing as background music again, and sparkling effects filled the scenery. Following that, Kang Ichae landed safely with the guide, took off his goggles, and crinkled his eyes into a smile.

“My Love, I want to see every sky with you.”

[Kang Ichae ya ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, he didn't go skydiving just to get this insert cut, did he?ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[If it's Kang Ichae, he 100% enjoyed that for himself ㅠ I'd bet my entire fortune on it ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Ichae is really living his life to the fullest.

Ah, you only live once.

Let's live like Kang Ichae.]

When the screen returned to the present, Jeong Dajun wagged his right index finger back and forth.

“...No one can predict his way of thinking.”

“...Yeah.”

“Anyway, we have to pick the right side at the after-party tonight!”

“If only it were that simple, I'd love to do just that...”

Kim Seonghyeon let out a deep sigh that seemed to carry twenty-five years of weariness from the very bottom of his soul.

“I just want to live my life dancing.”

“Right. Doing some hip-hop when you're sad is one way to go.”

Jeong Dajun replied cheekily to Kim Seonghyeon's somewhat sincere complaint and pushed him on the back.

“Come on, let's go. It'll be evening soon!”

“......”

Jeong Dajun dragged him to a door with 'Dawnie Club' written on a piece of A4 paper and taped on. Kim Seonghyeon wore a wary expression as he grabbed the knob and opened it, only to be met with a piercing, creepy noise. He covered his ears as he entered and saw someone playing the violin.

SCREEE~

As he took another step forward, Seong Jiwon's face filled the screen, his brown hair fluttering.

Screech, screeeech...

[Seong Jiwon... Wow...]

[He's more shameless than I thought...]

[With that beautiful face, you'd think he won first place at the Sibelius Competition.]

SCREEEEEEECH—...

“Oh? Seonghyeon and Dajun are here?”

【Rank 2 in the business world – Only son of the Honor Successor Group, Seong Jiwon

Department of Applied Music.

Always kind, but you must never make him angry.】

Seong Jiwon, who had been engrossed in his playing with his bow raised high, gently lifted his eyelids. He smiled and greeted them as if he had only just noticed Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon.

“That's a beautiful melody as always, hyung!”

“Haha, thanks.”

[But why is the Honor Successor rank 2 in the business world...

Never mind...

Never mind, what's the point of applying logic here...]

While Kim Seonghyeon wore a devastated expression watching the youngest member immediately throw out compliments, having already learned how to survive,

“These are all familiar faces, huh?”

An EDM track resembling a racing heartbeat played as BGM to build tension, and the door burst open to reveal a new person.

However, the person who entered wore a bright red windbreaker, garish blue pants, and ridiculously tinted sunglasses reminiscent of an insect. He even had a green hiking handkerchief tied around his head like a bandana.

[What's with this old man?]

[Who are you?]

[I saw this guy at the hiking club...]

He looked like a character from a comedy sketch, one who might call for a heavenly peach.

“Is this a new member...?”

“Hey!!”

A startled Kim Seonghyeon rushed forward to block the view. He pulled off the sunglasses and bandana, then roughly ran a hand through the man's hair while nagging him.

“You're an idol, you should try to look good on camera...”

“Aack! Seonghyeon-hyung!”

Jeong Dajun grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's arm, his face a mask of horror. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been pulling down the windbreaker's zipper as if he could not stand the sight, stopped talking and looked at Jeong Dajun with a puzzled expression.

“What's wrong?”

“I told you not to approach him first...!”

“Huh...?”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon's head turned to the front with a stiff, unnatural movement.

There, a now slightly more idol-like Kang Ichae stroked his own chin. As Kim Seonghyeon slowly backed away, Kang Ichae grabbed his hand, the corner of his mouth tilting up crookedly.

“You...”

[Don't do it.]

“Are an interesting man.”

【Rank 3 in the business world – Third-generation only son of the Stock Successor Group, Kang Ichae

Department of Composition.

A playful and lovable my-pace kind of guy.】

[Aack, he did it.]

[FUCK my hand!!!!!!!!!!]

The sight was so cringey that even Seong Jiwon could not bear it and slowly averted his gaze.

At the same time, a short scene was inserted.

“That was just... X's natural behavior.”

Jeong Dajun touched his reddened eyes with a finger, a bitter smile on his face.

“It didn't feel good.”

[I can't tell if this is The HeXrs or a dating show...]

[Pick one, Jeong Dajun...]

Just then,

BAM!

The scene returned to the present. 'Name This Feeling', which now sounded horrifying, was inserted again as the door was thrown open with enough force to break it. Seo Hoyun entered.

“......”

【How do you name this feeling!】

“The appearance of Prince Seo?!”

“Prince Seo...?!”

Seo Hoyun strode forward without hesitation, grabbed Kang Ichae's wrist, and pulled him away from Kim Seonghyeon.

“Who taught you to grab someone's wrist so rudely?”

[You're grabbing one right now, you bastard.]

【Tell me, you know what this is】

Then he turned his body, smiled at Kim Seonghyeon, and grinned.

“It's boring here, right?”

“What?”

“Wanna leave?”

“......”

[Crazy, he's so firm ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, look at Kim Seonghyeon muttering 'notleavingnotleavingnotleaving' like he's rapping ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It's so cute how his true feelings come out because he's so disgusted ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As the atmosphere gradually intensified, the self-produced content devolved into a battle of famous drama lines between Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, with Kim Seonghyeon caught in the middle.

[This is the 3rd anniversary Hawaii self-produced content, right?]

[The Dawn kids are the same as ever.]

[Right, Jeong Dajun used to play the Geum Jandi (protagonist of Boys over Flowers) role a lot back in the day, but now it's Kim Seonghyeon.

└ I'd tease Kim Seonghyeon too... his reactions are priceless.

└└ I agree, his reactions are great.]

With about two minutes left, just when it seemed like it was about to end, the screen went black. Then, the clumsy sound of a violin, screech—, was heard. The camera panned over Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun, who were passed out like zombies. The tops of a row of liquor bottles lined up behind the sofa briefly flashed by.

Seong Jiwon, who watched over the younger members, smiled faintly.

“The youngest ones shouldn't have played the black knight.”

“Seong Jiwon, does it not occur to you that you just drank too much?”

Seo Hoyun, crunching on ice, nudged Kim Seonghyeon with the tip of his foot.

“Hey, commoner. Go to your room and sleep.”

"Uh uh..."

“But Seonghyeon-ah, didn't you say you were going to read a letter to Noeul?”

[A letter??]

Kim Seonghyeon's eyes opened sluggishly. He blinked a few times before getting up unsteadily, as if reacting to those words.

“He said this is what Seonghyeon-ah has been preparing since the day before yesterday... Seonghyeon-ah, should I read it for you?”

"Uh uh uh..."

Seong Jiwon took a crumpled piece of paper from Kim Seonghyeon's front pocket and began to read it in a low voice.

“After debuting in pursuit of a dream in a small practice room, the hot summer season has already passed three times...”

Then, Seong Jiwon stopped speaking and just moved his lips a few times as if savoring the words.

“...It would be better if Seonghyeon-ah read this himself. Haha.”

“I agree.”

“Should we write a little something too?”

Seo Hoyun, who looked over the letter beside him, nodded.

After receiving a pen from a staff member, Seong Jiwon was the first to slowly write something at the bottom of the paper. A moment later, urged by their hyungs, Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun barely regained their senses. They also read the lines, clumsily straightened up, and took pens.

After sending the still-drowsy youngest, the half-conscious redhead, and the still-drunk leader to their rooms, Seo Hoyun looked at Seong Jiwon and asked.

“Are you going to sleep?”

“If you say you want to drink more, I'll drink too.”

“Then let's have just one more.”

At that, a bright smile spread across his fair face.

Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon's glasses clinked under the light, and the video faded to black again.

[What was that??]

[What did they write??]

Soon, the letter written in Kim Seonghyeon's handwriting appeared on the screen, with his voice narrating.

【After debuting in pursuit of a dream in a small practice room, the hot summer season has already passed three times.

The fact that it's our 3rd anniversary makes me feel that time is resentfully fast, but I'm endlessly happy to think that it has all piled up to become our memories.

Seong Jiwon, who has been a reliable pillar of support from the very beginning.

Seo Hoyun, who is always busy teasing me, but on whom I rely just as much, no, even more.

My amazing younger brother Kang Ichae, who always surprises me with his outstanding skills and kindness.

Our youngest, Jeong Dajun, who has become noticeably more mature, which makes me feel a little sad but also reliable now.

Thank you all so much.

It would be a lie to say there were no painful and difficult days, but thanks to the people who believed in me without change, I was able to get through those times and come this far.

It might be a common phrase, but I am truly happy because of our fans.

I will continue to be here.

Even when I'm not shining, I will always be here.

Hoping to become a place where our members, and Noeuls, can always return.

Thank you for your love,

and I hope we can all always be happy.

Sincerely, The Dawn's member, Kim Seonghyeon.】

Below that, the sentences written by the members were visible.

【I'm always thankful too, Seonghyeon-ah.】

【I shed a tear reading this. Our members are the best!ㅜㅜ!!】

【I liked that you said you'd be the home we can return to.】

Finally, the page turned, revealing a neat handwriting.

【Our proud leader.】

It was a message from Seo Hoyun to Kim Seonghyeon.


Chapter 339

The Dawn's self-produced Hawaii special started as a comedy but ended with the members' heartwarming letters. The atmosphere in the Noeul fandom felt endlessly warm.

[Hoyun stumbling a little is so cute ㅋㅋ I think he's drunk]

[I will never mess with Jiwon again... Kang Ichae got knocked out after one and a half drinks next to him]

[Look at Seo Hoyun's skill at dumping his drink. Jeong Dajun tried to copy him, but Kim Seonghyeon scolded him, saying not to learn things like that and to just refuse the drink ㅋㅋ]

└ Once the youngest, always the youngest...

└└ Seriously, whenever Seonghyeon does this, he's like the oldest brother... Haa...]

Most importantly, The Dawn's unique character had not disappeared even after WH Entertainment, a major agency, acquired Daepaseong. This fact eased the fans' anxious hearts. Lives and videos were still uploaded as regularly and consistently as before.

[Ah, I was nervous about WH, but it's no big deal ㅋ]

[Well, the company cafeteria food looks super delicious, so that's good~]

[The taste of capital is so damn sweet~ Our boys who used to dance in a practice room with cracked walls are now idols in a major agency that sends them to Hawaii for their 3rd anniversary?!]

└ Our babies worked so hard ㅠㅠㅠ]

However, as The Dawn's treatment improved, the High Five fandom seethed with anger.

Something had felt off ever since WH Entertainment suddenly brought in Daepaseong, claiming they would strengthen their actor management. They played to the media, stating it was a procedural formality and that they would not interfere with Daepaseong's management. Before long, however, everyone used the same building, and even The Dawn received thorough investment and management.

This was a staggering blow for the Hairi fandom, who believed those resources should have gone solely to High Five.

[I don't want to hold a grudge against the newcomers, but... how is this how a major agency does business? I'm so pissed.]

[FR, it's slapdash management... What's the point of Black Call working their asses off to bring in capital when the executives are spouting bullshit and flexing their connections?]

[I don't get why they brought in Daepaseong in the first place. So is the actor management going well?? Are they just keeping them because of their fanboy love for Min Jiheon?]

Just as this subtle tension built, WH Entertainment uploaded a new video to its official YouTube channel.

【WH Workshop Part 3 Reveal! - WH Workshop Vlog】

It was a vlog from the workshop held a short while ago.

[This is crazy]

[Ah!!!! Thank you, WH!!!]

[Uwaah, it's been so long since I've seen Saeyeong ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ And Hanju is so cute]

[I'm so glad Jeongwoo seems healthy. Our Beomhyeon wasn't there at the time, but... Black Call, mwah, love you, mwah mwah]

However, the moment of peace for the fans of The Dawn, High Five, Black Call, and Min Jiheon, who had all attended the WH Entertainment workshop, was fleeting.

[I'm watching the workshop video, isn't this during High Five's promotion period?]

Soon after, posts like this began to appear on anonymous forums.

[ㅋ, you're right. The members' hairstyles are exactly the same.]

[Wasn't there already talk about the promotions and the workshop overlapping? That's why some Hairi were super annoyed.]

[Looking at the date on the desk clock on the table, it's obvious. This was when High Five was promoting, running themselves ragged on music shows with less than 3 hours of sleep.]

└ Let's be accurate. High Five didn't run themselves ragged on music shows. Idols these days only promote for 2 weeks... hehe

└└ You know their schedules are packed tight instead, right? Stop running your mouth.

└└ High_Five_Promotion_Period_Schedule.jpg tlqkf]

[Title: Have the WH executives lost their minds?

Even when the workshop rumors were circulating, I thought, 'no way'.

Why would they hold a workshop during a promotion period, seriously ㅋㅋ ah ㅋㅋ

I'm so pissed my head is ringing.

It seems like WH really treats High Five like a total pushover.

└ The other male idols enjoying themselves there are so~ clueless ㅋ

└└ High Five performed too, you know.

└└ They said the workshop was mandatory.

└└ The workshop might have been mandatory, but the talent show wasn't ㅋ. The guys had a good time, what's with all this sudden bullshit...

└└ Why did JWS and SHY's Hawaii vlog even come out in the first place? There's no demand for it and it's boring as hell ㅋㅋ

└└ There's no demand for you. Don't you see the insane number of views and comments right now... You idiot]

After that, things truly blew up between Hairi and Noeul.

[Title: Just because we did what the company said, do you think we're just happy about everything?

It sucks for us too.

We were just minding our own business when the higher-ups suddenly decided to acquire us. Is that The Dawn's fault?]

└ You said The Dawn was reaping all the benefits at a major agency ㅋ. You were happy they sent you to Hawaii after being in a place with cracked walls, and now this sudden change of attitude is disgusting.

└└ Hey, I think the atmosphere is getting too heated.

└└ Even if the comment above crossed the line, honestly, just looking at this comeback, the timing was too close and WH's handling of it was a mess. It's understandable for Hairi to be upset.]

The ball launched by the WH Entertainment workshop showed no signs of coming down. It gradually swelled in size until the controversy carried over to the next comeback.

[They say H5 and TD's comebacks will overlap next time too~~ Yep, WH is empty-headed~ The male idols are just happy, cluelessly hobnobbing~]

[I heard The Dawn is popular overseas, so how about sending them abroad... ㅜ haha They have to somehow refill the money they sucked out of WH.]

[Wouldn't it be fine since High Five sucked Black Call's money dry? ㅜㅜ Weren't they a one-hit wonder this time too...? They're from a major agency and get so much investment, yet they still lose to a group from a total no-name agency.]

Naturally, the majority of both fandoms tried not to participate in this worthless controversy.

[Let's be calm... This is a fight for amateurs...]

Of course, effort did not always lead to results.

[Your idol is fucking ugly. GG.]

[Fuck off, you bastard.]


Kim Seonghyeon opened the door, entered, and dropped a bomb in a calm voice. “They're saying our comeback might be postponed.”

“What do you mean, all of a sudden...?” I was talking with the planning team, having just given them Honolulu Cookies and Kona Coffee to commemorate our return from Hawaii.

Lee Jihyeon's under-eyes were dark again from preparing for the September comeback. She heard the news and dropped the cookie she was biting into.

“What kind of bullshit is that?”

“I just stopped by the Management Team and happened to hear it. It's not confirmed, but they said it might happen.”

It might happen?

I furrowed my brow in disbelief. Lee Jihyeon trembled and rushed over to Kim Seonghyeon.

“Really? For real? I've never heard anything about this before!”

“It seems the directive came from the higher-ups today. Team Leader Jeong Seonui seemed a bit frustrated about it too...” Kim Seonghyeon also seemed upset, his words interspersed with sighs.

“Then for how long?”

“...I don't know that much.”

“Is it indefinite?!”

Kim Seonghyeon just shrugged at the horrified Lee Jihyeon.

Postpone our promotions?

Who do they think they are.

The grand masterpiece I had painted since the beginning of the year, 'The Dawn's Grand Prize This Year', was supposed to be completed with our next album. Furthermore, my own survival was also riding on it.

I clicked my tongue softly, leaned forward from my chair, and asked, “Why on earth? It's not like this place is short on money.”

“Is it because of the fandom atmosphere?!” Lee Jihyeon, who seemed lost in thought, carefully interjected after me.

Kim Seonghyeon nodded. “Yes. Team Leader Jeong Seonui said that the atmosphere lately is so murderous that they think they need a little time.”

Even as he answered, Kim Seonghyeon tried not to show any major displeasure. He only furrowed his brow slightly and brushed back his bangs.

Hearing that, Lee Jihyeon was puzzled. “The higher-ups are worried about what the fans think? That's strange.”

“What is?”

“Um... back when I was into K-Pop... let's say around the Paleolithic... no, the Iron Age. Anyway, they were famous even back then. WH was known for being reckless, an agency that didn't care one bit even when fans tried to stir up all sorts of public debate. In that sense, we used to say that a small, gutless company might actually be better...”

“Like Daepaseong?”

“Hoo, if we hadn't been acquired, we could have at least remained that way.”

Listening to Lee Jihyeon, the fishy smell grew even stronger.

There's definitely something going on.

I shoved my rising irritation to the back of my mind, stood up, and gestured to Kim Seonghyeon with my eyes. “For now, Lee Jihyeon, let's talk more later.”

“Ah, yes.”

There was still too little information about why WH was suddenly pretending to be cautious or the exact reason for postponing The Dawn's comeback.

I left the planning office and walked, organizing my thoughts. Kim Seonghyeon spoke first.

“...Well, it's not confirmed, so.”

“......”

“I'm thinking of going to the practice room to tell the other members. Didn't you say you have a personal schedule in a bit?”

“Yeah, see you.”

“Yeah...”

As the leader, he did not show it on the outside, but the lack of energy in his voice revealed his disappointment. The other members would surely be the same when they heard the news.

I slapped Kim Seonghyeon firmly on the back a couple of times. “Chin up, man.”

“......”

“Don't worry too much.”

Kim Seonghyeon finally managed a small smile. He waved and disappeared down the end of the hall. I also turned and headed toward the Management Team's office. I intended to have a direct, if brief, conversation with them.

Just as I turned the corner, I saw the back of a familiar head with an unfamiliar hair color. Feeling strangely foul, I was about to pretend I did not see him and walk past, but I took a deep breath and called out his name.

“Senior Kang Yeonhu!”

His eyes met mine. He reacted a beat too late and subtly avoided my gaze.

“...Ah, hello.”

Judging by the look of him, he's already heard the news.

Kang Yeonhu awkwardly scratched his cheek and tried to get away. I grabbed him and moved us to an empty meeting room.

“I heard our promotions were postponed today. Do you know anything about it, Senior?”

“No, um...” Slightly flustered, as if he had not expected me to be so direct, Kang Yeonhu stroked his chin. “That... was it true?”

“I'm curious about that myself.”

“That's strange...” After a moment of contemplation, he glanced up at me and let out a small sigh. “You might already know this, but our company is top-tier when it comes to being terrible at communicating with fans.”

First Lee Jihyeon, and now Kang Yeonhu. They both consistently assessed that WH Entertainment was not a company that would postpone a comeback over a fandom power struggle.

“...Unless something was exchanged among the higher-ups.”

The higher-ups?

I stared intently at Kang Yeonhu. He gave an awkward smile and avoided saying more.

“......”

The person before me was the longest-surviving trainee at WH, a presence like a much-loved first grandchild. On top of that, he was quick-witted and decent at office politics, so even the higher-ups favored him. In the current situation, he could be a better card to play than Jeong Seonui.

To think that even you don't know, Senior Kang Yeonhu...

Having finished my quick calculations, I let my eyebrows droop pitifully and took a step closer. “Then I guess we might not be able to promote at all in the second half of the year...”

“No, it's not yet...”

“Our members were so full of anticipation they practiced until dawn just yesterday. All that sweat and effort will just vanish into thin air...”

“I'm saying it's not confirmed...”

“Well, it's okay. It's a relief that at least the High Five Seniors will proceed with their schedule, unlike us...”

“Ahhh! Wait! Just a moment!”

Kang Yeonhu took my bait like a prize fish. He looked fed up and covered my mouth with his large hand. “In reality, we don't know when our comeback will be either...”

“Mmph, mmph...”

“No, why am I even making excuses right now...” He pulled his hand away from my face and shook it frantically. “Enough. Just get to the point, Seo Hoyun.”

He's a real softie, anyway.

Internally, I tore apart and reassembled WH Entertainment's organizational chart, but on the outside, I just smiled brightly.

Our leader had no reason to worry.

“Please help your pretty junior, Senior.”

How many years have I spent schmoozing directors?


Chapter 340

A line from a movie his older brother loved, which Kang Yeonhu had watched countless times in his childhood, came to mind.

'Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.'[1]

However, Kang Yeonhu wasn't sure if what he was doing now was an extension of that famous quote. He pulled his hat down further and gently opened the practice room door.

“Ta-da! Dadadadan, boom, one, two-!”

Music still flowed from inside. Kang Yeonhu glanced at his watch. He had arrived at the promised time.

When is this going to end?

Should I come back later?

He looked up again at The Dawn, who were fine-tuning the details of their choreography.

It might have been fine if it were just them, but the room was packed with backup dancers and staff filming behind-the-scenes footage.

If even a single strand of his hair were caught in that camera angle...

Horrifying.

Things were already noisy enough about High Five and The Dawn these days. Kang Yeonhu could already imagine the kinds of things that would circulate on the internet.

“No, this part is more like dadadandan, whoosh whoosh, you know?”

“Ah, ah... you're right. Hey, Jeong Dajun is right.”

“Right?! Heehee!”

As Kang Yeonhu pressed his temples and debated turning back, he saw The Dawn's youngest member smile, his eyes curved into crescents.

Jeong Dajun pulled up his T-shirt to roughly wipe the sweat from his face before practicing his steps again. He had a very different image from when they first met. He too now exuded a subtly cold aura when he kept his mouth shut, resembling his hyungs.

The thought of High Five's clumsy and innocent youngest member came to mind, and Kang Yeonhu was about to let out a deep sigh.

“Oh! Senior.”

Jeong Dajun spotted him and ran over with a bright smile.

“What's up?”

At the sight of his innocent expression, Kang Yeonhu unknowingly flinched and stepped back. Jeong Dajun closed the distance again, tilted his head, and asked.

“Are you looking for Hoyun-hyung?”

“...Did Seo Hoyun say that? That I would be coming?”

“Not exactly, but I just figured there's no other reason for you to visit, Senior, unless it's for Hoyun-hyung!”

“......”

...Is he messing with me right now?

Should he be worried about looking close to Seo Hoyun, or should he be concerned that this was a roundabout jab at him for being friendly only with Seo Hoyun while showing no interest in the other members of The Dawn?

Jeong Dajun caught a towel thrown by Kim Seonghyeon. He wiped his hair as if drying it, then turned and shouted loudly.

“Hoyun-hyung!!!”

A dark something uncoiled from the floor in a corner of the practice room and staggered over. It was Seo Hoyun, still clad in black from head to toe.

He rested his chin on Jeong Dajun's shoulder and muttered.

“I'm dying, for real.”

“Ugh, it's hot! Sweat, sweat!! Get off me, hyung!!”

“Seong Jiwon, do something about him.”

Seeing the look of disgust, Seo Hoyun deliberately clung to him even more, rubbing his face on Jeong Dajun's T-shirt despite having a towel right there. Seong Jiwon, who had been watching them quietly from a few steps away with a benevolent expression, finally separated the squawking and screeching Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun after receiving a series of eye, hand, and foot signals from Kim Seonghyeon.

While Kang Yeonhu stood awkwardly, unable to find a place among the close-knit members of The Dawn, his eyes met Seo Hoyun's directly.

“You were so reluctant, but you came after all, Senior.”

Seo Hoyun grinned, his lips curling up as if he had only just noticed him.

“...You told me to come, didn't you?”

“And I'm grateful for that. Hey, I'm leaving first.”

At Seo Hoyun's shout, the voices of The Dawn members poured out all at once from their huddle.

“Huh?! Where are you going?! Bring back a Me*na!!”

“Hoyun-hyung, you know our dorm curfew is 10 PM, right~?”

“Hoyun-ah, what about dinner later?”

“Let's have doenjang-jjigae at the dorm.”

“Whatever.”

Seo Hoyun had asked him to wait just ten minutes. He finished showering in that short time and came out with his hair neatly styled. His attire had also changed from a tracksuit to a white shirt and dark gray slacks with a hint of blue. He looked as if he had properly prepared.

“Shall we go?”

“...Seo Hoyun, let me say this in advance.”

Kang Yeonhu decided to draw a line before he got swept up by Seo Hoyun to a point of no return.

“This is really as far as I go in helping you. Got it?”

If there was one thing Kang Yeonhu had gained from his long life as a trainee at WH Entertainment, it was connections. A few days ago, he had received a message from the higher-ups about having a meal together. At the perfect time, Seo Hoyun had asked him to act as a bridge.

It was not too difficult to guess the reason.

It must be because of the comeback.

The talk of The Dawn's activities being postponed had become almost a certainty.

“I know, I know. I'll just have a qui~et meal and come back.”

“Good grief...”

As if.

Kang Yeonhu watched Seo Hoyun's back for a moment as he retorted leisurely and headed for the WH Entertainment new building's parking lot with long strides. Kang Yeonhu soon followed.

.

.

.

“Department Head Jang, hello.”

“Yeonhu! It's been a while. Sorry for suddenly asking you for a meal.”

“Not at all. I should have contacted you sooner.”

Kang Yeonhu, who had entered the reserved restaurant room one step ahead, greeted him with a gentle smile. Department Head Jang patted his shoulder familiarly, then turned his gaze to Seo Hoyun.

“Did you have a good trip to Hawaii?”

“Yes, thanks to your consideration, Department Head Jang, I had a very fun trip.”

“Haha! I'm just a nosy old man you don't know, so I'm actually grateful you accepted so readily. Seo Hoyun, you probably don't know me well.”

“What do you mean, I don't know you well? I've heard the rumors.”

“......”

“Aren't you the Joo Woosung of the management team?”

“Whaat~?!”

“From what I've seen, sometimes even Woosung-hyung seems to be outmatched by you.”

Astonished by Seo Hoyun's skill at weaving in flattery as naturally as breathing, Kang Yeonhu struggled not to let it show on his face.

“Hahaha! This fellow is interesting!”

There was no way a man who was the head of WH Entertainment's planning department would not know what kind of talent Joo Woosung possessed.

Nevertheless, the obvious flattery was not displeasing. Department Head Jang laughed heartily and offered seats to Kang Yeonhu and Seo Hoyun.

“So, you're close with Yeonhu? It's quite rare for Yeonhu to bring someone along, so this is surprising.”

“Yes, Yeonhu-hyung... ah, Senior Yeonhu...”

Seo Hoyun blushed slightly, having clearly made a deliberate mistake with the honorific. At the sight of that detestable act, Kang Yeonhu felt like the meat in his mouth was about to fly out.

“He's been very good to me ever since we filmed Shining Star Season 2 together. These days, because of the timing and all, we can't easily acknowledge each other outside, but...”

Since when were we...

“Oh, is that so? That's good from our perspective. When artists support each other. Isn't it best when things run smoothly on their own without us having to intervene?”

“Aw, that's only possible because there are people like you, Department Head Jang, working hard from above to make things comfortable for us. Where in the world do things just run smoothly on their own?”

“Haha! The way this fellow talks is extraordinary.”

Department Head Jang, now in a good mood, began to recite his number one repertoire, a string of anecdotes from Kang Yeonhu's childhood trainee days.

The smooth-talking Seo Hoyun played along enthusiastically, showing no sign of displeasure. In contrast, Kang Yeonhu grew so embarrassed that he could not lift his face. He buried his nose in his plate and focused only on the food.

“You must be so proud that High Five debuted.”

“Of course, of course! Even the CEO says there's no one he cherishes as much as our Yeonhu!”

“I feel bad, like I've intruded for no reason.”

“Ahem~, not at all. I really enjoyed seeing a new side of you today, Seo Hoyun. You're not a popular group these days for nothing~.”

Just as the friendly atmosphere reached its peak, Seo Hoyun seized the moment and brought up the main topic.

“I'm so happy you think well of me, but perhaps because I'm still lacking, I've been feeling a little anxious lately... I've been hearing talk that our comeback might be postponed... though I'm sure it's just a groundless rumor.”

As Seo Hoyun put on a faint smile and emphasized the words 'groundless rumor', Department Head Jang stared at him for a moment. His expression then returned to normal as he replied.

“Oh dear, what to do? I don't really know much about that sort of thing.”

Kang Yeonhu had a gut feeling.

“Someone else would know more about that.”

Department Head Jang had drawn a clear line at this point.

Even if he knew about The Dawn's situation, he had no intention of saying it with his own mouth.

Kang Yeonhu quietly shifted his gaze to check on Seo Hoyun. He simply nodded his head calmly.

“Is that so?”

“...Aigoo. Hoyun, Yeonhu. Sorry. I really have to take this call. Just a moment.”

As if to break the awkwardness, a phone rang. Department Head Jang excused himself and stepped outside. After the door closed, Kang Yeonhu leaned toward Seo Hoyun and whispered.

“Yeonhu-hyung? Do you at least wet your lips before you lie?”

Seo Hoyun's eyes widened slightly. He then annoyingly stuck out his tongue and licked his lips.

“Just did.”

“Hah...”

Kang Yeonhu, who had been scoffing in disbelief, suddenly froze.

The expression had completely vanished from Seo Hoyun's face. He seemed lost in thought, staring at the spot where Department Head Jang had been sitting just moments before.

It seems like it'll be difficult to achieve what he wants.

At this rate, it was clear that this would end up being nothing more than a delicious dinner.

Feeling somewhat awkward, Kang Yeonhu could not bring himself to say anything more until Department Head Jang returned.

“Sorry about that. Things are a bit hectic lately because of personnel changes. People call at all hours.”

“Ah, is that so.”

Facing Department Head Jang, who raised a hand in apology, Seo Hoyun looked as composed as ever, as if nothing had happened.

A shiver ran down Kang Yeonhu's spine at the sight.

“Ah, but did you know? The person I was just on the phone with was Deputy Head Kim, and his daughter is a fan of The Dawn.”

“Really? That's an honor!”

“Deputy Head Kim might look really scary, but he's a total softie when it comes to his daughter. If you have time, maybe have a meal with him like this, hm? Give him something to brag about to his daughter... ahem, it's a win-win, isn't it?”

The way he was dragging on with unnecessary talk he never usually engaged in, the nuance of beating around the bush with old-fashioned nagging... something was up.

Kang Yeonhu glanced sideways at Seo Hoyun.

“Yes, I'll try contacting the Deputy Head.”

Seo Hoyun simply replied, calmly maintaining his idol-like demeanor.

After that, the meal continued more normally than expected.

“Seo Hoyun, I like that you're so bright and energetic.”

“Ahaha, thank you.”

Bright and energetic...

While Kang Yeonhu could only click his tongue at Seo Hoyun's behavior, who never let the conversation die down but never overdid it, Department Head Jang finished his final palate cleanser of white tea and was the first to get up.

“Well then, this old man has work to do, so I'll be going. You young folks have a nice chat and enjoy yourselves before you leave.”

“Thank you for today. I'll visit you again later with Yeonhu-hyung.”

“Yes, yes. I cherish Yeonhu a lot, and Seo Hoyun doesn't seem like a bad friend for him.”

“I'm just grateful that you see me in a favorable light.”

What is this, a formal meeting of the families...

Kang Yeonhu stood awkwardly between the two, forcing the corners of his mouth to stay put when they were about to twist into a grimace. Seeing this, Department Head Jang grinned mischievously.

“I'll take care of the bill, so it's fine~, it's fine. You don't have to see me out~. Ahem!”

He added firmly, 'When an elder speaks, you just say thank you and listen,' then patted Kang Yeonhu's back affectionately and left the room.

“Hah...”

Kang Yeonhu let out the breath he had been holding and gulped down some sparkling water, feeling like he was about to get indigestion.

“Excuse me, how can a person be so two-faced?”

“This is my true self.”

“The fans are already saying you're a master of pretense. Who are you trying to fool?”

Kang Yeonhu slumped in his chair and clicked his tongue as he watched Seo Hoyun calmly savoring the remaining dessert.

“Are you going to be okay? It doesn't look like you gained much in the end.”

Seo Hoyun pulled the fork from his mouth and raised the corners of his lips.

“Why? Are you worried?”

“No, why do you say things like...”

“Anyway, I see why Department Head Jang is so popular. His carrot and stick are very clear.”

“What?”

“He draws a clear line and maintains his neutrality...”

Then, he twirled a shine muscat grape with the tip of his fork before stabbing it.

“...but like a fox, he still gives a hint.”

“......”

He was probably right. Department Head Jang's seemingly random mention of Deputy Head Kim was likely a hint, a gift of sorts to show he was pleased.

“Isn't it fun?”

Fun? As if.

“Then Hoyun has to eat it up, yum.”

As Seo Hoyun lifted the grape, swallowed it, and gave a smirk, Kang Yeonhu found himself desperately in need of an antacid.




1 From the movie 'The Godfather' (Mario Puzo's The Godfather), 1972



Chapter 341

I needed to act quickly and decisively.

I decided to handle things quickly before The Dawn's comeback was officially postponed.

First, I used the hint Department Head Jang had given me.

I reserved a table at a famous Gangnam Chinese restaurant and brought Seong Jiwon to meet Deputy Head Kim.

Deputy Head Kim was uncomfortable at first, but when he realized I was telling the truth about his daughter liking The Dawn, he quickly started talking.

“Haha, I'm a bit embarrassed. Please tell your daughter thank you. We gain a lot of strength thanks to her.”

Seong Jiwon smiled brightly and responded warmly. He habitually refilled empty glasses and prompted toasts. Soon, Deputy Head Kim was dead drunk.

“Hic, s-so, Managing Director Jeong is trying to... uhm, delay The Dawn's comeback... I don't know why... Hic, in the first place, well, he was someone who hated the, hic, acquisition of Daepaseong...”

“Oh, really?”

“Shh, shhh, this is a secret. You can't tell anyone!”

“Yes! It's an aaabsolute secret!”

“Theeere's, thaaat, Managing Director Han, hic, who's fighting with Managing Director Jeong, hic, over the vice president position of the affiliate... like this, you know? Anyway, there's someone like that, ah! Who is he? Hic, he's veeery, scary... strict... I'm sorry...”

“Ah, I see. It's okay, it's okay!”

“...Hic, ah! But he's good at his job! And... his wife, slurp, was a fan of Min Jiheon, hic, I think? Something like that... but because she's scared of Managing Director Han, she hasn't been able to get, hic, a single signed poster, sob, I heard, sniffle...”

“Aww, that's too bad. Deputy Head Kim, please don't cry. There, there! Now, would you like another drink?”

“...Seong Jiwon, sob, are you perhaps a devil?”

I watched Deputy Head Kim, who was so pickled he'd spit out answers like an answering machine if poked. I slapped my forehead.

Shit, the higher-ups really are rotten.

An idol's activities were being stalled by an internal company power struggle, ignoring the voices of the fans, the very consumers they should listen to.

Isn't this the kind of bullshit that would make the fans flip out if they knew?

“So this is what you were up to.”

I put an album full of The Dawn's signatures in his hand, put him in a taxi home, and returned to the restaurant. Seong Jiwon was downing kaoliang liquor with a refreshing smile.

“Hoyun-ah, if you need help with anything else in the future, just let me know.”

“This was more than enough. Thanks.”

“Want to drink a little more, just the two of us?”

“......”

Seong Jiwon smacked his lips, disappointed. I pushed his back and hurried to the dorm.

“Huh? Why would I call Managing Director Han's wife?”

“Isn't this also part of managing The Dawn? I heard you were in charge of Min Jiheon's work for a very short time before, right? You should use this opportunity to build some connections.”

“...Huh? I guess so, maybe?”

Now it was time to use the bait Deputy Head Kim had dropped to catch a bigger fish.

The next afternoon, I went to the WH Entertainment Management Team office and pitched my idea to the Manager.

“You know I'm on very close terms with Min Jiheon. I'll advise you from the side, so you just have to relay the message. Simple, right?”

I smiled gently and acted uncharacteristically sweet.

The Manager's eyes narrowed in suspicion, but I eventually dragged him into a conference room. He called Managing Director Han's wife and put his phone on speaker.

I snatched the Manager's laptop and quickly typed in a notepad.

[Oh my, oh my, oh my, thank you so much. How did you know I wanted that?]

“Ha. Ha. Ha. Since they're both from Daepaseong... our Hoyun is very, very close with Min Jiheon, you see?”

The Manager recited my words verbatim. His delivery was staccato, worthy of Seong Jiwon's rap or Kim Seonghyeon's acting.

〔Emphasize Deputy Head Kim when you say it〕

“Deputy Head Kim emphasis... Ack, no, the topic just came up in passing while having a meal with Deputy Head Kim. If you had told us beforehand that you were a fan of Min Jiheon, we would have taken care of it sooner.”

[It's nothing, really, so what could I say? Gosh, thank you for being so thoughtful. To be honest, he seems to be under a lot of stress from work lately, so I'm being careful about even the smallest things.]

“...Yes?”

The big fish took the bait. I poked the Manager's thigh.

The Manager stared at me, dumbfounded. He had genuinely thought this would all be over after sending the Min Jiheon autograph and building a connection.

The important part starts now.

I tapped the laptop screen. The Manager furrowed his brow deeply but hesitantly began to speak again.

“Ah... this might be a slightly rude question, but is it related to... Managing Director Jeong?”

[Oh my, you already know?]

“Haha, with the comeback of The Dawn, the group I'm in charge of, being delayed, we're having quite a headache over here as well.”

My fingers flew across the keyboard as I simultaneously figured out what to tell the Manager and organized the new information.

〔Managing Director Han and Managing Director Jeong are fighting over the vice president position at WH Entertainment.

It was neck and neck, but this year, Managing Director Jeong's power grew stronger.

Then, Managing Director Jeong proposed delaying The Dawn's comeback.

Speculation) Managing Director Jeong and the CEO of Daepaseong are from the same hometown. Their relationship is said to be fucking terrible.

>Is it possible The Dawn's comeback was delayed due to a grudge against the Daepaseong CEO?

>>According to Managing Director Han's wife's personal opinion, it's highly possible.〕

The Manager and I sighed at the same time.

I didn't know Managing Director Jeong's logic, but one thing was clear. The Dawn's activities were restricted because of an internal relationship problem, not any external need.

This is fucked up.

[—I think that's the case... Phew, I wasn't rambling for too long, was I?]

“Not at all! What you said was very helpful. I was actually a little worried because of the activity postponement.”

[You're going through so much, and you still took care of getting Min Jiheon's autograph in the midst of all that...]

“It was really no big deal, ma'am. Well, thank you so much for today. Goodbye~, yes, yes, huh? Ah...!”

The drained Manager tried to end the call quickly, so I poked his thigh again. He flinched and shrank back, then looked at the laptop and swiftly added another sentence.

“D-Don't worry too much. We believe we will be of help to Managing Director Han.”

[Pardon? Yes, thank you.]

Click.

After hanging up, the Manager squeezed his eyes shut. He opened them and rubbed his face vigorously.

“...Hoyun-ah, what is going on right now? Wasn't I just supposed to deliver Min Jiheon's autograph and build a connection? What was all that talk just now, and what was with that cryptic remark at the end?”

“It was all unavoidable.”

“Haaah, but if what she said is true, isn't this a complete mess? What on earth is this company... no, what are we supposed to do...”

“Manager, there's no need for us to do anything,” I cut him off firmly.

“All we did was prepare a small gift and have a conversation.”

“Ugh...”

The Manager hesitated, clutching his head, but I chased him out and organized my thoughts.

So, I just need to dig up dirt on Managing Director Jeong...

The problem was whether to use points on the Item Shop or rely on the paparazzi again.

After a moment of thought, I turned on my phone, entered a number I knew by heart, and sent a message.

[See if you can dig up anything on this person.]

Just as I got up to join choreography practice, a reply arrived.

[Kim Jaeyeon: What's the price?]

I couldn't waste points on something so trivial.

I picked a name from a list I had already compiled, wrote it down, and decided to wait for the results to roll in.


The Dawn's Manager was having another eventful day.

The Dawn was collaborating with a famous domestic beauty brand and holding a fan signing event at a flagship store to commemorate it.

“Seonghyeon-hyung, hyung! We're in big trouble!! Ichae-hyung was just tap-dancing with me and he was about to break his ankle...”

“He broke it?!”

“He was about to! But!! He used the judo breakfall technique I taught him, so thankfully he's fine!”

“Do you want to die?”

The waiting room was as noisy and heartwarming as ever. Seo Hoyun, having finished his makeup first, sprawled on the sofa.

An unfamiliar number called. The Manager quietly stepped into the hallway and answered.

“Yes, hello.”

[Hello, Manager Kim. This is Managing Director Han Jihyeok.]

The Manager's eyes widened.

“Ye-yes? Han, Managing Director Han?”

[I apologize for calling so suddenly. Are you free to talk right now?]

“Yes! I am.”

[It's about the group you're currently in charge of. My wife told me you were very worried.]

“Ah, yes, yes.”

Managing Director Han got straight to the point.

[—However, it seems you won't have to worry too much about that. In any case, WH Entertainment is not in a position to interfere with Daepaseong, is it? Things will return to normal soon.]

But you are in a position to do so.

The Manager blinked, unable to process the words. They were full of favor but sharp with thorns.

[And thank you for your help this time. Thanks to you, things should proceed smoothly.]

“Pardon?”

[However, one thing is questionable. How on earth did you find that out? It's not something a mere Manager should have been able to uncover...]

“...Pardon?”

He replied blankly, completely failing to understand. A sharp response came back.

[You're not asking because you really don't know... Do you really want to make me say it out loud? I'm talking about Managing Director Jeong's embezzlement.]

But the Manager truly had never heard of it before.

“...I'm terribly sorry, but what are you talking about right now?”

He cautiously observed the situation for a moment, then asked back very carefully. This time, Managing Director Han burst out laughing.

[Haha, you're not only capable, but you're good at office politics too.]

“...Pardon? It's really not...”

[I heard you told my wife. That you believed you would be of help to me.]

The voice that followed was thick with irritation, and his body shrank back on its own.

[Well, whatever. If you wish, I'll pretend not to know. However, I'm not the type of person to live with a debt, so I'll push for the group you're in charge of. Let's just call it even with this. I'll be watching you closely from now on, Manager.]

The Manager stared, dumbfounded, at the disconnected phone.

What just happened?

His head was spinning. He had no idea where to even begin to unravel this.

He decided to just focus on The Dawn's imminent schedule and turned around.

“Whose call was that?”

He made direct eye contact with the ghost-like bastard staring intently at him, arms crossed.

“Gyaaaah!”

“Is there a need to be that surprised?”

He clutched his startled, pounding heart and took a deep breath.

Seo Hoyun tilted his head and stepped closer.

“Who called you?”

“Ah, it's nothing. Just...”

“Managing Director Han?”

“Huh?!”

H-how did he know?

“He said thank you to me... Ah! I think the comeback will probably happen as scheduled!”

“Wow, really?”

Seo Hoyun raised the corners of his mouth into a neat smile and patted the Manager's shoulder.

“That's a real relief. You worked hard, Manager.”

The Manager quietly observed Seo Hoyun.

He had no physical evidence, but all his experience as a Manager screamed one thing. Seo Hoyun had done something to cause Managing Director Han's actions.

“...Hoyun-ah, did you do something?”

“I'm terribly sorry, but what are you talking about right now?”

Seo Hoyun repeated the Manager's exact words to Managing Director Han, then walked toward the waiting room. An image of the old Seo Hoyun, the one who argued about the profit-sharing contract, superimposed itself over his back.

“Manager.”

“Oh, uh-huh.”

Seo Hoyun suddenly stopped in front of the waiting room door and asked the Manager a question.

“By the way, what's the CEO been up to lately?”

“...Uhm, I heard he went down to the countryside and is running an orchard as a hobby.”

After WH Entertainment acquired Daepaseong, they went against the initial negotiations, interfering and pressuring the management. The CEO became an unintentional puppet president, gradually reduced his appearances, and had recently all but vanished.

Seo Hoyun's eyebrows shot up, as if he was displeased.

“Has he gone senile? He's really running an orchard.”

The Manager unconsciously muttered the automatically associated phrase 'Like a mango, Fail Fail Fail ...'

Seo Hoyun clicked his tongue. The Manager tensed, thinking the sparks were about to fly toward the CEO, but Seo Hoyun only let out a faint sigh.

“Yes, I hope the CEO runs his orchard for a long, long time.”

The words that followed were also a blessing, if you ignored the sound of his grinding teeth.

Composing his breathing again, Seo Hoyun stepped into the waiting room.

“Seo Hoyun!”

Before he could even take a step, Kim Seonghyeon approached him, shouting with a bright face.

“They said our comeback schedule is back on track! Team Leader Jeong Seonui just contacted me!”

“Is that so?”

“That's what they said~. Seonghyeon was anxious for a few days, so this is great.”

Seong Jiwon also added, patting Kim Seonghyeon's back with a bright smile.

The Manager reflexively looked at Seo Hoyun's face.

Seo Hoyun just wore a faint, unreadable smile. He leaned forward slightly to look into the leader's face.

“Seonghyeon-ah. Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Uh, why?!”

“Don't look so gloomy anymore...”

“......”

“A smiling face suits you better.”

“Isn't this guy a pure madman?”

The touching moment shattered. Kim Seonghyeon's expression instantly turned serious.

After that, The Dawn members joked around and spent some boisterous time together before entering the flagship store under the staff's direction.

The entire time, the Manager's mind reeled in confusion.

No, was it really Seo Hoyun? No way... but how did he...?

He couldn't find any logic or confirmation, and he probably never would. Still, he couldn't shake the thought that Seo Hoyun had done something.

At the fan signing event that had started, Seo Hoyun skillfully put on a prim and proper act and greeted the fans.

Around the middle of the event, a fan asked a sensitive question as Seo Hoyun put on a lop-eared rabbit headband she had requested.

“Hoyun-ah, you know...”

“Yeees.”

“Can I ask when... the comeback is? Just... in case...”

“Pardon?”

Seo Hoyun, stroking the rabbit ears, gave an awkward smile and feigned innocence.

“Uhm, I don't really know about things like that.”

Goosebumps crawled all the way up the Manager's arms.

“Aww, you totally know!”

“I really don't know... what should I do? I'm sorry, but I'll be back as soon as possible.”

“Aah... okay...”

He had a bright smile and a soft-spoken tone, as if he were possessed by Seong Jiwon.

Even though the Manager had witnessed this scene countless times, he never got used to it.

“Hoyun-ah. Please say 'commoner' just once!!”

“......”

The smiling Seo Hoyun's expression instantly hardened.

“Commoner...”

“......”

“...Do I like you?[1]”

“Hahahaha!”

Suddenly, the Manager resolved to remain silent from now on. He judged it would be better not to get any more involved.

.

.

.

After the fan signing event ended, The Dawn followed the Manager back to the dorm.

“What should we eat when we get back??”

“I heard Jeong Dajun is cooking?”

“I'll starve today.”

Seo Hoyun took the phone he had left with the Road Manager and turned it on.

[Bastard Dongsaeng ]

[Bastard Dongsaeng ]

[Bastard Dongsaeng ]

[Bastard Dongsaeng ]

[Bastard Dongsaeng ]

Countless missed calls from his younger brother popped up.

Even as the members gradually moved away, Seo Hoyun stood rooted to the spot, just staring at the screen.

An indescribable anxiety felt like it was chasing him.

“Seo Hoyun?”

Belatedly, Kim Seonghyeon turned back and called his name, but Seo Hoyun didn't hear him.

Just then,

[Bastard Dongsaeng ]

BZZZT— BZZZT...

The phone vibrated in his hand.

Seo Hoyun calmly composed himself and answered the call.

“Yeah, what is it.”

[—Huh? Oh, oh? It finally connected! Are you by any chance Hojin's older brother?]

“...Who is this?”

An unfamiliar voice came from the receiver.

[Ah, I'm not a weirdo, I'm Seo Hojin's university friend! T-That's not what's important! We're at XX Hospital right now! Why haven't you been answering your phone!!]

“...Where did you say you are right now?”

[XX Hospital! Hyung, can you please come quickly?]

The voice, gradually becoming wet with tears, pounded his head like a hammer.

[Seo Hojin is in the emergency room right now.]




1 A line from episode 2 of the SBS drama 'The Heirs'.



Chapter 342

[Where are you]

[Blind date was another disaster]

Woo Kyungwoon sighed heavily, looking at the messages he had exchanged with Seo Hojin a few hours ago. He dragged himself into the club room. The bastard, who would normally send an excited, half-assed reply like 'cgrats', was completely silent.

“Senior Kyungwoon, you're here again?”

After sprawling across the sofa for a while, an unexplainable unease made Woo Kyungwoon sit up. He asked a junior who was killing time at a nearby table before meeting his girlfriend.

“...Hey, why isn't Seo Hojin around? I heard he practically lives here even during the break. Where'd he go?”

“Oh, Hojin-hyung? I think I saw him heading to the department office earlier.”

“Not the library?”

“Looks like he has some student council business today.”

Seo Hojin was famous for two things at the university. His celebrity-level good looks and his exceptionally foul temper.

People who saw him for the first time were overwhelmed by his aura. His pale skin looked like it had never seen the sun, his hair was ebony, and his gaze was cold. All sorts of rumors flew behind his back, that he was a chaebol's son or an aspiring celebrity.

However, even those rumors soon died down. Instead, he earned the title 'son of a bitch' after revealing his true nature.

Woo Kyungwoon quite liked that side of Seo Hojin. Even if Seo Hojin acted like an asshole to your face, he never discriminated and worked hard for what he wanted. Of course, the fact that he was annoyingly good at his studies was a bit irritating.

The one unsolved mystery was why Seo Hojin, who meticulously calculated profit and loss in every action, had voluntarily taken on the role of department representative.

“Why a fourth-year? It's vacation right now. Can't it be handled with an announcement?”

“How would I know? Someone must have caused trouble again. His face looked like a demon's. You should probably lay low too, sunbae.”

The junior shook his head and turned his attention back to his phone.

An incident around last year had made Seo Hojin even more famous, but to those around him, it was less important than the mystery of why he was the department representative.

Woo Kyungwoon flopped back onto the sofa and grumbled. “Hah, no way. The story I've got from today is legendary. I have to tell it over a drink.”

“You're something else, Senior Kyungwoon...”

The junior gave him a sour look, then coldly left to meet his girlfriend.

After wandering through social media and various chat apps, Woo Kyungwoon shot up. He grabbed his bag and headed for the department office. He carefully opened the door and saw the back of a head leaning against a tower of major textbooks piled on a corner desk.

“Hey, Seo Hojin. Why didn't you answer?”

Woo Kyungwoon walked over slowly and nudged the tip of Seo Hojin's shoe with his foot.

“......”

“It's not like today's the only day. Pack up. The exam you were preparing for is pretty much over, you can study tomorrow. I was so pathetic on my blind date today. I don't think I can even talk about it without some alcohol, so let's go disinfect our throats with some soju first. The food was good at that place we went to last time, where was it...”

Shut up, or That's pathetic, but fine. A response should have come long before now, but it was too quiet.

Woo Kyungwoon, who prided himself on being Seo Hojin's closest university peer, sensed something was wrong. He bent over to check on him.

“Seo Hojin?”

At that, Seo Hojin stirred and sat up. The area under his eyes was dark and dull, his cheeks were flushed as if with a fever, and he looked a little thinner.

He clearly looked sick, and Woo Kyungwoon was horrified.

“...What.”

“Ugh, shit! Do you even look human right now?”

“...What about it.”

After the Legal Education Eligibility Test in July, Seo Hojin had blown off their dinner plans, saying he was going to eat meat with his hyung. Woo Kyungwoon thought he would finally have some breathing room, but it seemed Seo Hojin had gotten frantically busy again with his Law School application essay and interview prep, and had finally collapsed from it all.

“Are you okay?”

“Do I look okay?”

“What about the hospital?”

Seo Hojin waved his hand dismissively, pushing Woo Kyungwoon's face away in annoyance. He picked up another book.

“It's fine. I took some medicine.”

“Ah, so our Hojin's goal wasn't to be a lawyer, but a doctor. You should've told me sooner. I had no idea. Since when did you become suuuch an expert on the human body? But you know, a shot is the fastest way to treat sickness. Unless you've found a gravesite with good feng shui, you should go to the hospital now.”

“Shut up, will you...”

Seo Hojin irritably swept his hair back, picked up his pen again, and started scribbling.

Seeing as he has the energy to curse, maybe he's still fine.

Though he had spoken sarcastically, Woo Kyungwoon clicked his tongue. He put water on to boil in the electric kettle, intending to brew a green tea for Seo Hojin's pale face from the mountain of untouched tea bags in the office corner. He thought something warm in his stomach might make him look a little better.

“You disgusting bastard. Who's going to say anything if you take a break? Your schedule is just inhuman. If you still feel like crap after a nap, you have to go to the hospital tomorrow. Is it because of what those department idiots will say? If they run their mouths, I can just cover for you with my handsome face.”

The fact that he's still not responding must mean he's in really bad shape.

He put a tea bag in a cup, turned off the kettle, and turned around.

“No. I'll take you myself, so... Huh? Huh?! Seo Hojin!!”

Seo Hojin's body slowly started to tilt.

CRASH!

He collapsed to the floor along with the textbooks.

“Hey! Hey, Seo Hojin!!!”

Woo Kyungwoon rushed over, pushed the books aside, and checked if Seo Hojin was conscious. No matter how much he shook him or slapped his cheeks, his tightly shut eyes showed no sign of opening. The skin touching his palm was a pit of fire.

Woo Kyungwoon's heart pounded violently.

“Holy shit! You foolish bastard!”

Curses spilled endlessly from his lips, but his trembling hands were already calling for paramedics.

He couldn't remember how things unfolded after that. He just came to his senses inside an ambulance, and then he was in the emergency room.

“What is your relationship to the patient?”

“Ah, uh, I'm his friend.”

“Then are you able to contact his guardian right now?”

“I, I'll, I'll try.”

“Please do so quickly.”

He tried to calm down, but his head was spinning. He regretted foolishly wasting time in the club room and was furious with himself for not dragging Hojin to the hospital right away.

He took Seo Hojin's phone, determined to do something, but the lock screen pattern made his vision go black.

After a moment of deliberation, he pressed the emergency call button. He was grasping at straws, wondering if an emergency contact might be saved because of a story he'd unintentionally learned.

[My Hyung]

“There is one!”

To his immense relief, a contact was registered, and the phone started ringing. The problem was that the person on the other end wasn't picking up.

“Hah, crazy! They're not fucking picking up! Is my friend going to die at this rate?! Seo Hojin isn't going to die, right?!”

“Please step outside, you're in the way!”

“No, wait a minute!!”

Seo Hojin remained unconscious, and the call wouldn't connect.

Kicked out by the nurse, he anxiously bit his nails while trying to connect for the 37th time.

[Yeah, what is it.]

“...Huh? Oh, oh? It finally connected! Are you by any chance Hojin's hyung?”

Despite the cold voice that came through, he felt a sense of relief.

“Ah, I'm not a weirdo, I'm Seo Hojin's university friend! But, that's not what's important! We're at XX Hospital right now! Why weren't you answering your phone!!”

As he gave the hospital's name and pleaded for him to hurry over, a calm response came from the other side.

[——I'm on my way now.]

The call ended. He trudged over to the chairs lined up at the emergency room entrance and plopped down.

“Hoo... What in the world... A legendary moment in Woo Kyungwoon's life.”

The unprecedented experience drained all the strength from his body. He leaned his back against the wall and buried his face in his hands.

Please let him be okay.

Only one thought circled in Woo Kyungwoon's mind. If he were to add another, it would be:

I hope his hyung gets here fast.

The unconscious Seo Hojin was moved from place to place for various tests.

As Woo Kyungwoon watched him with a troubled gaze, a commotion arose near the entrance.

“Isn't that Yun?.”

“...—No way, why is he here?”

He turned his head toward the sounds and saw a man entering with long strides. In that instant, all the distracting thoughts consuming Woo Kyungwoon's mind evaporated.

I thought I would never see anyone more handsome than Seo Hojin in my life...

Does he even look human...

An incident had boosted Seo Hojin's reputation at university, and a rumor spread nationwide that his brother was a famous idol. Since then, Woo Kyungwoon had only seen Seo Hoyun's photos in passing. His impression ended at, As expected of Seo Hojin's brother. Fucking handsome.

However, seeing him in person surpassed any level that words could adequately express.

Seo Hoyun swept his bangs back similarly to Seo Hojin and headed towards a nearby nurse. Woo Kyungwoon belatedly regained his senses, approached him, and shouted.

“Hyung-nim!!”

“......”

“Hyung-nim, your brother, it, it seems to be from overwork, probably! I heard the detailed test results aren't out yet.”

Seo Hoyun only glanced at him once before speaking to the nurse. “I'm the guardian of the patient, Seo Hojin. I'd like to hear an explanation of the situation, if that's alright.”

“Ah, please wait a moment. The doctor will be here soon.”

As the nurse passed by, Seo Hoyun just stood there, silently looking down at his younger brother. The sound of his fingers tapping on the bed's armrest seemed clearly audible even in the noisy emergency room.

Just as Woo Kyungwoon contemplated offering some words of comfort, the doctor arrived.

“Is this the first time he's fainted?”

“Since becoming an adult, yes. He collapsed several times when he was young from severe fevers and colds.”

“Any chronic illnesses?”

“None in particular.”

“For now, nothing significant has shown up on the basic tests and CT scan, but just in case, I recommend he undergo a detailed examination. If you wish, we can proceed with the admission process.”

“Yes. Please do.”

Seo Hoyun seemed extremely calm as he spoke with the doctor.

Thinking it wasn't the right time to interrupt, Woo Kyungwoon just darted his eyes around. Then, another man with a gentle appearance appeared, as if taking over from the doctor.

“You need to take this.”

The man quickly drew the curtain to block others' view and handed a phone to Seo Hoyun.

As he took it, Seo Hoyun's gaze turned to Woo Kyungwoon.

“Seo Hojin's friend?”

“...Huh? Oh, yes!”

Despite being flustered and stammering for a moment, Seo Hoyun simply extended his hand for a business-like handshake, his expression unchanged.

“Thank you for contacting me. I'm Hojin's older brother, Seo Hoyun.”

I didn't want to be reminded that he and Seo Hojin were brothers in this way, too.

They're so damn similar.

Realizing this, he dazedly shook Seo Hoyun's hand.

“I'm his university friend, Woo Kyungwoon...”

“You were the one who called the paramedics, Kyungwoon?”

“Ah, yes. Uh, you know, we were together in the department office...”

“Is that so? Was he okay then?”

“His complexion was pale and he didn't look good. Still, we chatted a little, so... I didn't think he'd suddenly just keel over like this. Ah, ah! I didn't call because I knew the number, it was in his emergency contacts!”

Seo Hoyun nodded as if he understood. “If it weren't for you, Kyungwoon, something terrible could have happened.”

“Ah, no. It wasn't that much...”

“Manager-nim.”

The man next to him must have been the Manager. He pulled a wallet from his back pocket and pressed a business card into Woo Kyungwoon's hand.

“I'll be sure to repay you, and if anything like this happens again, please contact me here.”

“...Yeees.”

As he burned the three-character name and number on the paper into his memory, Woo Kyungwoon looked at the quiet Seo Hojin for a moment before muttering.

“Um, but... Seo Hojin still hasn't woken up... Will he be okay?”

“He'll be fine.”

“Should I stay here too?”

The corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth, which had been set in a firm line, lifted slightly.

“No. You must have been very startled too, so please go home and get some rest. I'll stay.”

“......”

“Don't worry too much. I'll contact you if anything happens. Manager-nim, could I ask you to see him out?”

"Whoa, whoa!"

The well-built Manager wrapped an arm around Woo Kyungwoon's shoulder reassuringly and led him outside.

“The company will also compensate you later. If you have any questions, the number at the bottom of the card...”

He let the Manager's endless talk go in one ear and out the other. Looking back, he saw Seo Hoyun give a polite bow before closing the curtain again. That was the last thing he saw.

He, just a friend, had been a mess of tears and snot, but the older brother, his family, had been calm the entire time.

He seems amazing, but...

He knew they were the same age, but perhaps because Hoyun had started his harsh life in society early, he felt strangely alien. His way of speaking, his attitude, everything.

“...—I'm just saying this just in case, but you can't post this on the internet anywh...”

Is he not that worried about his brother?

Woo Kyungwoon felt a little uneasy as he left the hospital with the Manager.


SWISH.

“Fuck.”

The moment he sent Seo Hojin's friend away and drew the curtain, an irregular breath burst out of him. With a trembling hand, he barely grabbed the head of the bed to steady his staggering body.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

He collapsed onto a simple chair, roughly rubbing his dry face as he bit back harsh curses.

“It's okay, he'll be okay.”

Something like this won't be a big deal...

“He's fi...”

But what if he's not...

“......”

...What do I do then?


Chapter 343

“It's not impossible that it's simple overwork, but it's unusual for someone to be this unresponsive.”

An unpleasant sense of déjà vu hit me.

“Still, it would be better if he did another examination.”

It was just like when I foresaw the Quest's failure near the end of Shining Star Season 2.

“Guardian...”

Just like when I received a penalty for exploiting the system, Seo Hojin was drenched in sweat and limp, his face flushed as he gasped for breath.

“...Guardian...!”

My heart pounded violently, as if it were right beside my eardrums.

“Guardian!!”

“...Ah, yes.”

I belatedly raised my head and looked forward. The doctor wore a troubled expression as he spoke.

“Your brother, are you sure he doesn't have any chronic illnesses?”

It was the next morning, after Seo Hojin had finished another round of detailed examinations.

“...Not that I'm aware of.”

The doctor kept talking, but I couldn't hear a word. I just nodded reflexively before leaving the consultation room.

The Manager, who waited outside, approached me with a worried face.

“Are you okay? Your brother was just moved to a private room.”

“Thank you. I'm going to get some fresh air.”

“How about you go back to the dorm and get some sleep? I'll stay here and watch him.”

“No, it's fine. I'm okay.”

I pulled my hat down and wandered around, searching for a secluded spot.

I passed a dense cluster of small trees and turned past a well-tended flowerbed to find a bench tucked in a corner. I trudged over, plopped down, and leaned my whole body against the seat.

“It might be a good idea to check your surroundings.”

So I did.

“Just like how I shared your pain, Hyung, maybe someone is sharing your burden too.”

He scarfed down hundreds of thousands of won worth of Hanwoo beef.

So, was I relieved?

I let my guard down.

Something disgusting felt like it was crawling in my stomach. Perhaps it was self-loathing.

I pressed the heels of my palms firmly against my eyelids and let out a small voice.

“...Did you do this?”

I don't know how long Seo Hojin's pain has been going on.

All I know is that I'm an idiot for not realizing it sooner.

“Has he been sick for a long time?”

The words I growled through clenched teeth shattered the long silence. A blue light flickered in my vision.

[Does it matter who did it, or for how long?]

[What you want to know, Seo Hoyun, is how to stop your brother from getting sick, not why he's sick now.]

It was infuriating, but it hit the nail on the head, so I couldn't easily refute it.

The System Window took advantage of the opening and displayed a message.

[I'll help you, if you want.]

[But it won't be easy.]

I roughly rubbed my face with my palms, then glared at the text and laughed.

“You're a real piece of shit.”

When has it ever been easy?

I had nowhere left to retreat.


Seeing the IV needle stuck in my arm, it's definitely a hospital...

Seo Hojin opened his eyes to a seagull-patterned ceiling. His first thought was that none of this felt real.

He remembered cleaning up a mess his department juniors made, then studying in the department office. His head had throbbed, and he felt incredibly tired. Then Woo Kyungwoon showed up and was extremely loud. After that, it was just darkness, as if someone had deliberately snipped that part away.

My body feels more refreshed, though.

Seo Hojin sat up, ruffled his hair, and twisted his torso from side to side. He scratched his head. The irregular, boiling fevers that had plagued him at random times were completely gone. The lethargy that had weighed him down had also vanished. He felt amazing.

DRRRK.

Just then, the hospital room door slid open.

He lifted his head and saw Seo Hoyun, dressed in a linen shirt, thin slacks, and a hat. He was, of course, dressed in black from head to toe, as if someone had poured black paint over him.

“...Are you the grim reaper?”

Seo Hoyun's eyebrow twitched, but he said nothing. He just pushed Seo Hojin's shoulder to make him lie back down, seeming to give him a pass since he was a patient.

“Lie down, you idiot.”

“Am I dying? Is it my time to go?”

“You're spouting nonsense, so you must not have been in much pain.”

Though it hadn't been long since they last saw each other, it felt like ages. Seo Hojin even welcomed Seo Hoyun's nagging. He pulled the thin, rustling hospital blanket, shifted his position, and a question suddenly popped out.

“Hyung, aren't you busy?”

“No, I'm not busy.”

Seo Hojin narrowed his eyes and examined his brother carefully.

Ever since becoming an idol, Seo Hoyun had always been busy.

He would squeeze in schedules whenever he had a spare moment and even cut into his sleep to practice.

“I'm sorry. Because of me...”

His friends often called Seo Hojin intense, but he always thought he was nothing compared to Seo Hoyun.

It was obvious his schedule had been messed up today because of him.

“...It's fine.”

Seo Hoyun sat on a simple stool with his legs crossed, his chin propped on his hand. He answered a little slowly, his expression hidden by the shadow of his hat.

Despite his usual tone, a strange hint of anxiety seemed to be in his voice.

“I'm used to it.”

“Used to it?”

“Yeah. This happened a lot when you were a kid.”

“I did?!”

As he shot up, Seo Hoyun pressed a finger to his forehead and added nonchalantly.

“You were such a fool, an idiot, and slow to understand, so you were always in and out of the hospital.”

And so the insults began.

“You weren't even a picky eater, but you were small for your age, and you couldn't do anything without your hyung. Oh, right. Now that I think about it, you were a little ugly when you were a kid.”

This hyung must have really been waiting for this chance.

“...That's a lie, right?”

“The part about you being ugly is true.”

He wanted to argue, but when he tried to recall those days, his surroundings just seemed hazy, as if trapped in a thick fog.

Seo Hoyun grabbed Seo Hojin's hand, stopping him from unconsciously biting his nails, and gave a faint smile.

“When was it? There was a time you didn't come home until late. I went out looking for you, worried you might have been lured away by some guy offering candy. You didn't have a cell phone back then...”

Seo Hoyun paused for a moment before continuing.

“While I was wandering around for a long time, I got a call from the emergency room. I rushed over and found you with your face covered in blood. They said you'd been playing with a friend, tumbled down the stairs, and split your forehead open, so it needed stitches.”

Seo Hoyun's gaze lingered around Seo Hojin's forehead before dropping. He curled his lips into a mischievous grin.

“It was funny watching you try to pretend you hadn't cried with your swollen eyes, looking all cautious.”

Seo Hojin couldn't say anything.

He still couldn't find any such memory, no matter how thoroughly he searched his mind.

“...Did I really do that?”

“......”

“But if I was a kid, why did they call you instead of Mom and Dad?”

Seo Hoyun stood up and let out a small laugh, just like he always did right before telling a joke.

“Well, why do you think?”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Seo Hojin, get some more sleep.”

Seo Hoyun, who had been tapping his forehead, covered his eyes with his palm and forced them shut. He spoke in a low voice.

“Hyung will take care of the rest.”

He had thought he was feeling a little better, but sleep washed over him, perhaps from accumulated fatigue.

Soon, his vision went black. His heightened hearing picked up the sounds of Seo Hoyun moving around the room. The click of the refrigerator door opening and closing, the low sound of a tongue clicking.

“The patient here is awake.”

After pressing the call button by the bed, Seo Hoyun paused for a moment, then moved without delay.

“...—Hey, Min Jiheon. Your place...”

The last thing he heard was the faint sound of Seo Hoyun's voice on the phone just before he closed the door and left. Then Seo Hojin's consciousness faded completely.

Three days later, Seo Hojin was discharged from the hospital, full of energy.

They had run a few more tests, but none of them found anything wrong.

In the end, the hospital's diagnosis was, as usual, a temporary symptom caused by stress.

As he left the hospital, he sent a text to Seo Hoyun to thank him for handling all the administrative matters through the Manager.

[Me: Hyung, thank you so much]

[Me: Can I call you now??]

However, a reply didn't come even after he got home and finished unpacking. Just as he hesitated, about to press the call button, a short response arrived.

[My Hyung: ok bsy]

“...Busy?”

There was no particular reason for his hyung to lie. He closed the text and found Woo Kyungwoon's name in his contacts to call him. He heard that Kyungwoon had reacted quickly by calling the paramedics when he collapsed, so he felt he should at least say thank you.

[Hey! Seo Hojin!!!]

“Are you trying to burst my eardrums?”

The moment the call connected, his intention vanished at the sound of Woo Kyungwoon's boisterous voice.

[Are you okay?! No, seriously, how does a perfectly healthy guy just collapse like that? Was it really stress-related?]

“The results came back negative, so what can I do?”

[Hmm... but anyway, you know I'm your lifelong savior, right?]

“......”

[Shouldn't you repay your savior accordingly? How about you donate some of those precious IRIX points of yours?]

“I'm hanging up.”

[Aaaah! Hey, hey! Are you really going to do this to your savior?]

“Shut up. Unless you want to find out what real 'savior treatment' is.”

He glanced at the clock and saw it was well past mealtime.

Tucking his phone between his shoulder and ear, he went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. It was packed to the brim with various types of porridge and all sorts of side dishes. His hyung must have stopped by at some point.

He let out a dumbfounded laugh and grabbed the first thing he could reach.

His friend's chattering nonsense continued to spill from the phone like background music.

[...—Your hyung is seriously amazing. It's like he has a halo shining behind him! Is it because he's a celebrity?]

“My hyung has always been like that.”

[Always? Like, since you were kids?]

“Probably.”

He tossed the food roughly on the table and was coming back with a spoon when he saw the small mirror hanging on the wall.

Suddenly, he recalled the face-to-face conversation they had at the hospital.

“...Huh?”

He carefully lifted his bangs. A very faint mark sat on his right temple.

It was a scar so faint you could only see it if you looked very closely.

“...It's really there?”

[Huh? What is?]

.

.

.

At that moment.

“...Cough, hack!”

Seo Hoyun was in an unfamiliar bathroom, gripping the sink and throwing up. Red droplets fell onto the pristine white sink, one by one, then became a ceaseless torrent that stained the entire basin a vivid color.

“Ha, fuck.”

This was Min Jiheon's house, who was temporarily away for an overseas shoot.

Outside the bathroom door, the dog Min Jiheon had left in his care barked loudly, as if voicing its anxiety.

“Hey...”

Seo Hoyun clutched his head with his wet hands and collapsed to the floor. He rested his head against the sink and muttered quietly.

“Make the dog stop barking...”

This was the price for his deal with the System Window, the beginning of a tear-jerking month of survival.


Chapter 344

[You have been afflicted with a status effect.]

I spat the remaining blood into the sink. The metallic taste lingered coldly in my mouth. I rinsed it out with water and wiped my face with a towel.

[You have been afflicted with a status effect.]

[You have been afflicted with a status effect.]

[You have been afflicted with a status effect.]

[You have been afflicted with a status effect.]

“I know, I know. Fuck.”

My vision spun, and the chaotically popping System Windows only fueled my irritation.

I braced a hand against the wall and stumbled out of the room. Min Jiheon's dog, Softie, whined and circled my feet.

“...You're really loud.”

I waved a hand to keep him away, not wanting to get anything on his pristine, well-groomed white fur, and flopped onto the sofa.

Then, I slowly pulled my phone from my pocket.

I skimmed the piled-up missed calls and messages, then checked the online communities and social media.

[Haven't seen Seo Hoyun damn much lately, have you]

[Did Seo Hoyun leave the dorm? Seems like he's not around these days, not many sightings either]

[Kang Ichae was also throwing a fit about leaving the dorm. After going to wh, they act like they're all that...]

[Fuck, I didn't want to get confirmation of the discord rumors like this]

I already expected this level of reaction, so it doesn't bother me.

Something else was more important.

I searched for a combination of 'emergency room,' 'hospital,' and 'Seo Hoyun.'

[Title: I saw SHY at the emergency room

Is this guy SHY?

SHY?_emergency_room.jpg

The moment he walked through the entrance, everyone's eyes were completely fixed on him

He passed by in an instant so I didn't get a good look, but his aura was something else... felt like I was watching a drama being filmed in real time ㅋㅋ

He looked incredibly calm

Didn't seem like he was the one who was sick, looked like he was visiting someone he knew?

└ Take the picture down

└└ 2222

└└ Seriously, this isn't some cafe sighting, you're posting an ER sighting. You're a madman.

└ But I'm curious who Seo Hoyun came to see

└└ He rushed all the way to the ER, maybe it's family?

└└ ? His family is dead ㅋ

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ Didn't they say he has a younger brother?

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ Wow, you're a real psycho. Do you really want to post malicious comments about someone else's family like that?

└└ Someone report that comment

└ OP just take it down quickly...]

I sighed in relief that no pictures of Seo Hojin were circulating amid the rampant speculation.

I closed the search portal. My stomach had settled for a brief moment, and I was about to close my eyes when an unsettling contact name appeared on the screen.

Bzzzz— Bzzzz...

“......”

BZZZZZ...

I casually flipped the phone over to ignore it. Just when it seemed to quiet down, the vibration started again. I grabbed my head, which felt like it was vibrating along with the phone, and answered.

“Stop calling me, you bastard.”

[Why're you so sensitive today~?]

Min Jiheon playfully drew out the end of his sentence.

[Isn't that a little harsh to say to the kind Jiheon who even lent you his house?]

Kind Jiheon my ass.

I stared at the shimmering System Window before me.

[Status Effect Time Remaining: 27 days, 13 hours, 21 seconds]

Damn it, time is crawling.

As part of a deal with the system, I had agreed to bear the full brunt of the penalty my brother had been receiving in installments for one month. I had overheard Min Jiheon's schedule while getting his autograph and learned he would be away for a long time for an overseas shoot. I borrowed his place in exchange for a favor to be named later.

[How's your body?]

“Like I'm about to die.”

[Hmm, so you're still holding up fine.]

If there was any silver lining, it was that this was our off-season.

The problem was that our comeback was not far off.

I had used the excuse that I was worried about Seo Hojin to the members. I had told Seo Hojin that I was busy with company work and it would be difficult to contact him for a while.

The only person who knew the real situation was my Road Manager, who accompanied me on my schedules.

Because I can't drive in this state, damn it.

[...You have to brush our Softie's fur regularly... Don't give him too much dried sweet potato. He won't eat his meals properly then.]

“Your Softie is a real general...”

[I like the spirited ones.]

After that, he rambled on about missing his favorite gamjatang restaurant and wanting to smell the nutty scent of Softie's paws.

I let his useless chatter wash over me, only half-conscious, until a name suddenly pierced my eardrums.

[...Yoon-ie hyung, Seo Hoyun!!]

“......”

[Hey, hey, you're still conscious, right?]

For a moment, my vision went black.

My ears grew hot. I muttered, “...Hey, my head is ringing. I'm hanging up.”

[Ah, ah, wait a minute.]

Min Jiheon, who had been spouting nonsense until now, urgently stopped me.

[—So, who was it? The person who was sharing your burden.]

“......”

[That's why you're suddenly sick now, isn't it?]

The bastard is way too perceptive.

I fought the urge to vomit from disgust, even though I knew Min Jiheon was not the fundamental cause.

It felt like a shitty confirmation of what I already suspected.

Why 'Seo Hojin' had been bearing the consequences of the system's instability and the breaking inevitability.

Why a 'part of his memory' had been cut away.

What had been 'sacrificed' for my sake.

The truths I had tried to ignore reared their heads one by one, and endless hypotheses tormented me.

...Not right now.

I pressed my fingers firmly against my throbbing temples, trying to push the complicated thoughts away.

Without confirmation, a hypothesis is just a hypothesis.

It was more beneficial to find what I could gain from my current reality than to dig myself into a hole with unanswerable fantasies.

“......”

[Yeah?]

“I'm going to do a three-line acrostic poem. Give me the first syllable.”

[Suddenly?]

“Yeah.”

[Hmm, okay. Ttuk!]

Ttuk, I hung up.

“Sly bastard.”

I turned off my phone and threw it aside.

Then I stretched out on the sofa again. Below, Softie whined and struggled, wanting to come up.

“Ugh...”

I caught the blood that surged back up with my hand and swallowed another painkiller. I had lost count of how many I had taken. The constant nosebleeds and the fever boiling so high it was hard to think straight were also alarming.

However, a Quest appeared.

[Quest Arrived!

Successfully complete the music video shoot for The Dawn's September comeback.

Success Reward: 10,000 points

Failure Penalty: Status effect extended by 1 week]

The reward points were suspiciously high, like during the 'Actor Maker' quest, and the task was too simple, which made me wary. Still, the Quest sitting in the corner of my vision gave me a slight sense of relief that at least part of the system had recovered.

Will everything go back to normal when this pain ends...?

I placed an arm over my forehead and let all the strength drain from my body.

There were still parts I had not figured out, and my body was not in a normal state.

Even so, just knowing that nothing was happening in a place I could not see put my mind at ease.

There's nothing as easy as acting.

All I had to do was not get caught, no matter what.

Practicing every day was never enough, and the scheduled music video shoot would not be easy, but I was more confident than anyone. Since my PD days, I was as used to getting knocked around as I was to pretending to be fine.

Another headache shot through my head like a sharp awl stabbing me relentlessly. I muttered curses between my teeth.

“Fuck, it hurts so fucking much... Keuk!”

Softie finally managed to climb the sofa and landed squarely on my stomach. The impact forced a fresh spray of dark red water from my mouth.


“Rise and shine!!”

Jeong Dajun shot up in bed and stretched his arms wide even before his alarm went off. He pouted at the sight of Seo Hoyun's still-empty bed.

He didn't come back again today? I thought he would at least sleep at the dorm...

It was the first time they had been apart for over a week since their debut, and the empty space felt even larger.

“Ugh, making people worry.”

Although, it can't be helped if his only family member is sick.

Jeong Dajun muttered as he got up. He brushed his teeth, changed, and went out to the living room, where the other members had already gathered.

“But is Hoyun-hyung really okay? Why isn't he answering his phone? It's not like something else happened, right?”

“Jeong Dajun, where's your morning greeting?”

Kim Seonghyeon pressed a hand on the crown of Jeong Dajun's head, ruffled his hair, then slung an arm over his shoulder and led him toward the door. Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae followed leisurely behind them.

“What could happen to Seo Hoyun? Something happened to Hojin.”

“Still... for him to be out of contact for this long...”

“He's the type who isn't satisfied unless he sees and takes care of everything himself. He's probably busy looking after his brother right now.”

“Hmph.”

Every member knew how much Seo Hoyun doted on his younger brother.

Nevertheless, Jeong Dajun's lips remained in a pout as they greeted their Manager, got into the van, and headed to the filming location.

“Hey, I'm telling you, nothing's wrong.”

“But I still feel anxious about it...”

Jeong Dajun was still grumbling when he got out of the newly parked vehicle. He looked around and spotted Seo Hoyun talking with the Road Manager a short distance away.

“......”

He started running over in delight, feeling like it had been ten years since he last saw him.

“Hoyun-hyung!”

“Hey, Jeong Dajun!!”

Exactly three steps before a collision, Kim Seonghyeon caught him by the scruff of his neck, leaving him dangling.

Seo Hoyun looked uncharacteristically surprised and blinked slowly.

Kim Seonghyeon pinched Jeong Dajun's sulking mouth with his thumb and forefinger to scold him, then looked at Seo Hoyun.

“Seo Hoyun, you okay?”

“...Yeah. Uh, it's been a while, everyone.”

As Jeong Dajun shuffled to hide among the members, Seong Jiwon patted his back.

“Hoyun-ah, how's Hojin doing?”

“Oh, he's gotten a lot better.”

“Mhm. Is that so? And you?”

“Me too. Just so-so.”

Jeong Dajun's round eyes narrowed suspiciously.

Seo Hoyun's usual sharp way of speaking has softened considerably. He seems listless and his answers are too compliant, which is very strange. Moreover, while his cheeks are flushed, his complexion is ashen and haggard, the dark circles under his eyes reach his chin, and he seems to have lost a lot of weight in just a week. It's as if Seo Hoyun himself is the patient.

“Hmm, okay. You worked hard. Get some rest for now.”

There was no way the other members had not noticed what he had, but Seong Jiwon just smiled gently and patted Seo Hoyun's shoulder.

Jeong Dajun tilted his head in confusion, but everyone else subtly avoided his gaze. A short while later, the members held an emergency meeting without Seo Hoyun.

“What's up with Seo Hoyun today?”

“Let's not bother him right now. It doesn't seem like a good day.”

“Is he sick somewhere? Wasn't it Hojin-hyung who was sick?”

“Did he catch it? A cold?”

As the four of them put their heads together and whispered, Jeong Dajun kept sneaking glances at Kang Ichae. Usually, when Seo Hoyun was sick, Kang Ichae's worry would turn into anger and often lead to a fight. In that process, he, the helpless shrimp, was the one who always got caught in the crossfire, so he was extremely concerned. Kang Ichae, however, remained expressionless, his thoughts unreadable.

“The Dawn, please gather over here!”

A staff member called. On a long rectangular table, several printed sheets of paper were laid out. He expected them to be an outline of the scenes for today's filming, but the content was actually about safety training.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was reading through the text, asked a staff member, “Weren't we supposed to be filming the music video today?”

“Ah! Safety training is mandatory for this shoot. We decided to move the schedule up a bit just in case.”

For a second, Kang Ichae's eyebrow twitched.

The staff member took out a tablet, swiped through the concept art, and pointed to one spot as he continued.

“We have an underwater shoot scheduled!”

Simultaneously, all the members' eyes turned to Seo Hoyun's pale face.

However, Seo Hoyun remained impassive.


Chapter 345

Ugh, I have to work at the crack of dawn.

She needed money to live, an obvious fact, but she hated the act of working itself.

Through a relative, she had landed a part-time office job at an underwater filming company. It was a place where her future would be secure if she learned the ropes, though for now she was just in charge of all sorts of odd jobs. She dragged her heavy feet toward the film set.

An idol group today, was it?

Since this was the most famous among the few underwater filming companies in the country, she had plenty of opportunities to see celebrities. They came to shoot for magazines, dramas, commercials, and movies. Because of that, she was indifferent even when an idol group was coming. To her, it just felt like the start of another grueling day of labor, no different from any other.

With a gloomy expression, she entered her workplace and approached her boss, who was also her relative.

“Uncle, is the safety briefing over?”

“You just got here and you're asking if the safety briefing is over? Hey! Didn't I tell you to get here bright and early to learn the ropes?!”

“Yeah, yeah, I'm sorry. So, the shoot is today, right?”

“You sly little brat.”

Her uncle, who had been glaring at her, scratched his head roughly as if to say she was hopeless.

“I scheduled plenty of time just in case, but they followed instructions so well that it ended quickly. The kids are all nice and gentle.”

Feeling guilty for slacking off the past few days, she had come in early on her own. She checked the office supplies and even made sure the hot water ran properly. The things a part-timer managed were just minor tasks unrelated to safety, so after finishing them haphazardly, she yawned and flopped onto the small office sofa tucked away in the back.

“But I'm a little worried. One of the members seemed sick.”

“If he's sick, why doesn't he just rest? Why be so foolish?”

“You, really! It's good to see them being so diligent!”

They should just take it easy. They live such tiring lives.

Weren't their jobs all about looking good on the surface anyway? More than enough people would love them as long as they put on a good act, so why did they have to go out of their way to suffer?

Just as she slurped down the warm lemon tea her uncle had given her, saying she'd worked hard since dawn, the idols scheduled for today's shoot arrived.

“Hello.”

“Hello! We'll be in your care again today!”

Their makeup was a bit heavy, probably for the music video shoot, but they seemed to be the most dazzling celebrities she had ever seen...

“Pfft!!”

“Ugh, hey!”

Her thought was cut short as she involuntarily spat out her lemon tea. Her uncle, who was next to her, recoiled in disgust, but she had no time to worry about that.

“Cough, ah, damn it...”

The people in front of her were undoubtedly The Dawn. They were the very idol group currently skyrocketing in the scene, sometimes mockingly called the 'Miracle of a dogshit small company' by their detractors.

More importantly, there was another reason she was so horrified.

I was a fan of TEW!

TEW. A group that had been on a relatively smooth path until their momentum plummeted after Shining Star Season 2, sending them to the back alleys of the entertainment industry.

Of course, she had only been a fan for half a year, but at the time, she had been so dedicated that she could confidently say she loved them more intensely than anything else. She had even promoted them on the streets, handing out candy to get votes for Shining Star Season 2.

My boy Wonha...

Her type was the shamelessly arrogant young master who had been raised in luxury. The moment she saw TEW's Jeong Wonha, she felt it was destiny. Of course, a string of dating scandals and other problems erupted later, causing her to leave the K-Pop scene entirely.

However, that didn't mean her annoyance toward The Dawn from Shining Star Season 2 had subsided.

Her gaze turned to Seo Hoyun.

Tsk.

As if it were some kind of concept, he looked so pale that his veins were visible. Besides, hadn't he won first place by using his pitiful 'family situation' as an excuse?

He's doing really well. How annoying.

Everyone expected them to face a severe backlash, but as if they were born under the star of the leech, The Dawn didn't fall. Instead, they clung on tenaciously and clawed their way up. Now they were being mentioned as candidates for this year's Grand Prize.

As she was coolly sizing up The Dawn, her uncle, who had moved close again, nudged her.

“Niece, don't just stand there gawking because they're handsome. Hurry up and help out.”

“That's not it!” she shrieked.

Her uncle just laughed heartily and walked to the storage room. She followed him to prepare the equipment, but her ears remained tuned to The Dawn's conversation outside.

“The weather's a bit gloomy today... I'm craving fish cakes!”

“They don't sell fish cakes this season.”

“How about we boil some at the dorm?! Should we ask Hoyun-hyung too?”

“...Just hold on for now. If you boil them, I think I'll get sick even if I'm not.”

Peeking through the crack in the door, she saw the leader, Kim Seonghyeon, and the youngest, Jeong Dajun, bickering. Based on their conversation, they seemed to get along well.

What was the latest gossip about The Dawn?

Although she claimed to have left the fandom, she still habitually browsed various online communities, so she was roughly aware of most of the rumors.

Hmm, was it discord rumors?

WH Entertainment's security was notoriously tight, making it difficult to even spot the shadow of a sasaeng fan near their dorm. However, strange rumors had been circulating recently. It was a rumor that Seo Hoyun didn't seem to be at the dorm.

People said that although it was their break period and sightings were rare, he still diligently participated in official schedules and didn't seem particularly different. Strangely, however, all other sightings of him with the members had completely vanished.

Thinking she had found something interesting to post on the community forums, she watched as Seo Hoyun, who was up first, approached the set. Then, she stealthily crept closer to the waiting area where the other members were.

“Hoyun-hyung, will he really be okay? He's practically a conscious zombie...”

“We have to trust Seo Hoyun. Still, it's a relief that today is the last day.”

“Didn't he overdo it yesterday too? He should have just come to the dorm to rest, but he insisted on going home.”

So the rumor about him leaving the dorm must be true.

She picked up and put down equipment that didn't even need to be touched, straining her ears to listen.

Just then, The Dawn's main vocalist, Seong Jiwon, tucked his silky-looking brown hair behind his ear and cautiously offered his opinion.

“Um, maybe we should watch him a little longer, and if it seems like he's really not okay, we could all take him to the hospital? But like Seonghyeon said, we should trust Seo Hoyun since he said he's fine.”

“Has Hoyun-hyung ever said he wasn't okay?”

The staff will dry him off with hairdryers anyway. They're making such a fuss.

The water for the shoot might be cold, but the showers had plenty of hot water. Besides, once he got out, other people would dry his hair, wipe him down, turn on the heater, and treat him like a king. She couldn't understand what there was to worry about.

“Right, Ichae-hyung?” Jeong Dajun whined as he clung to the main rapper, Kang Ichae, a man with red hair and fierce eyes.

A concise, slightly annoyed reply came back.

“How should I know.”

“......”

“He'll handle it himself.”

“......”

“......”

His voice was so cold it sent a chill down her spine, even though she was just eavesdropping.

Are the discord rumors real?

In the moment she was completely engrossed in the fascinating conversation,

SPLASH!

She heard the sound of something heavy falling into the water. Turning her head, she saw Seo Hoyun swimming leisurely. A few people who looked like WH Entertainment staff held cameras, seemingly filming behind-the-scenes footage for the music video.

Well, look at them, showing off their big-company status now.

She clicked her tongue automatically.

His face was obviously pale. If they uploaded footage like that, what would they do about the fans who habitually wallow in sorrow? They'd probably cause a ruckus with hashtags demanding the artist be protected. If they were lucky, it would end with fans coddling them, saying, "Our babies are so professional."

Either way, it was equally pathetic.

“Ah, good! Great!”

For someone in bad condition, he continued the shoot quite well. After coming up for air a few times, Seo Hoyun took another deep breath and went back under for the final take.

“Now, close your eyes! That's it!” the music video director shouted, smiling in satisfaction as he watched him. “Seo Hoyun, you can come up slowly now!”

However, there was no response.

“Seo Hoyun?”

Seo Hoyun just kept sinking to the bottom, his eyelids shut.

“...Huh?”

He had responded quickly to all the directions until now, but he couldn't hear this one...

“Uncle.”

Regardless of her personal feelings toward The Dawn, the startled girl turned to her uncle. He, too, had a serious expression and quickly gestured to the staff.

“Quickly! Get the gear ready! I'm going in right...”

Just then,

SWOOOOSH...

Seo Hoyun's eyes flew open as he shot out of the water tank.

“Whoa!”

The nearby staff all rushed over. They practically hauled Seo Hoyun out, wrapped him in a towel, and pointed heaters and hairdryers at him.

With a clear face wet with water, he laughed playfully.

“Ahaha, were you surprised?”

“Hey! You can't play pranks like that!”

“Aw, just a little surprise.”

Something felt off. It stopped her from cursing him out as a fucking empty-headed idiot, like she normally would.

Didn't he really lose consciousness just now?

Through the experience she had gained over several months here, she could roughly distinguish between dangerous situations and non-dangerous ones. If you ask a normal person to pretend to faint, they instinctively hold their breath, but just now, air bubbles had risen steadily.

Hmm...

Her eyes followed Seo Hoyun intently.

As the WH Entertainment staff and The Dawn members breathed sighs of relief, seemingly believing Seo Hoyun's words, Kang Ichae, who had been smirking subtly, stood up and changed the atmosphere.

“Alright, alright, let's get energized for the next shoot, shall we?!”

“Let's do it!”

The atmosphere on set instantly became lively. Just as her attention was drawn to the boisterously chattering members of The Dawn, her uncle nudged her in the side again.

“Follow him and give him a new towel. While you're at it, double-check if he's really okay.”

“...Yeees.”

After grabbing a few things from the supply room, she trudged toward the powder room, which was connected to the showers and sinks.

“...Huh?”

SHWAAAAA.

It was only meant for a quick rinse to warm up, so she thought he would be done by now, but she could still hear the water running. Moreover, it was mixed with a noise that sounded like someone retching.

She quickened her pace. As she got closer, Seo Hoyun, who seemed to have finished his shower and changed into a black t-shirt, was leaning over the sink. He turned only his head to look at her.

Gasp.

His sharp, piercing eyes stared directly at her. She had thought the makeup made his complexion look wan, but his bare face was even paler.

She hastily took a couple of steps back, but Seo Hoyun slowly straightened up, his gaze still locked on hers.

“Is there something you wish to say?”

His tone was polite, but sharp.

“...Pardon?”

As she faltered and stepped back again, Seo Hoyun turned off the sink and swept back the hair stuck to his forehead. Water still dripped from the ends.

“You've been watching me for a while.”

Seo Hoyun simply stood there, leaning on the sink with his hands, as if waiting for her excuse.

Danger alarms blared in her head.

“Ah, no! I, it's nothing like that... I just came to bring you this towel...”

What should I do?

A guilty conscience gives itself away. She had been caught paying attention to The Dawn's discord rumors for her own amusement. Even if she said she was just staring because he was handsome, what could he say? But if he filed a formal complaint...

“A-And, I'm, I'm a fan?! Because I'm a fan!”

Feeling dizzy, she decided to just blurt something out. She threw out the common lip service with a drop of calculation, thinking he wouldn't be harsh on someone who claimed to be a fan.

“...A fan?” Seo Hoyun asked quietly.

“A Noeul?”

“...Yes, yes! A Noeul!”

She nodded desperately. Seo Hoyun tilted his head for a moment as if trying to gauge whether she was telling the truth.

Damn it. It's not working. I'm going to get an earful.

If he says something, maybe I can just mumble to my uncle that he's being hostile to a fan.

As she hung her head low, trying to get her rusty brain to work, Seo Hoyun's voice returned, noticeably softer.

“...I swallowed too much water earlier, so I was retching a bit.”

“...Pardon?”

“Felt like I drank several liters.”

The murderous aura he had been emitting just moments before evaporated in an instant.

Seo Hoyun took the towel from her hand and gave a faint smile.

“We're both working hard from the crack of dawn.”

“......”

“Keep up the good work.”

With that farewell, Seo Hoyun walked past her and out the door.

Left alone, she tidied up the not-so-messy powder room and fell silent for a moment. Just a few minutes ago, she had been fully intending to dig up dirt on The Dawn's discord rumors and post it online, but suddenly, she didn't want to anymore. Taking out the phone she had secretly brought, she searched for The Dawn and clicked on the latest post.

[Title: Seo Hoyun is going to be on Woosung Broadcasting

Joo Woosung's solo content ㅋㅋ

They seem like they fight all the time but they're actually super close

└ No Woosung, why...

└ Looks like WH got a sweet taste of Hawaii

└└ It's just business

└└ Still, he called the members first this time...]

She hesitated, writing and deleting several times, but in the end, she gave in to her desire and made a post.

[Title: Who said Seo Hoyun was cute

People kept saying he was cute so I saw him

He's fucking scary in person fml...

He is handsome though

└ Huh?? You saw him?

└ ㅋ what kind of troll]

She never saw the blood that had long since flowed down the drain.


Chapter 346

After the underwater filming, the music video production concluded swiftly.

Managing Director Han's promise to support The Dawn was not just empty words. The newly assigned, competent staff members worked with decisive speed.

When will my nose start bleeding? At what moment will I cough up blood?

Having grown somewhat accustomed to the status abnormalities, I acted skillfully during the rest of the music video shoot. I genuinely thought I would die when I had to stand before a giant fan for a scene that lasted tens of minutes, or when we repeated the intense group choreography dozens of times.

I just have to endure a little more and...

I pressed my index finger firmly against the bridge of my nose.

...Woosung Broadcasting.

Instead of Black Call, whose comeback remained uncertain, Joo Woosung was gearing up for a solo comeback. He had recently started uploading self-produced content to his personal YouTube channel. It was a surprising move, considering he showed flair in variety shows but never seemed to enjoy those schedules, even though he always worked hard once he started.

[Title: Seo Hoyun Joo Woosung Hawaii Vlog

Hawaii Vlog Summary:

If Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun's friendship is fake, I'm never trusting anything in this world again

└ They're seriously best friends

└ It's nice to see how Seo Hoyun really takes care of and seems to respect Joo Woosung ^^

└└ Isn't this just a generous Bloys still high from the workshop?

└└ That's right ^^

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, fuck, but is this what you call taking care of and respecting someone?

└ I clutched the back of my neck when I saw him push Woosung while yelling 'It's dangerous!' when a motorcycle was passing far away

└ Whenever Woosung and Hoyun appear, the views and entertainment are guaranteed. I liked how they edited it like they did for Racing Me last time.]

[Title: Is Seo Hoyun Joo Woosung's only friend?

Let's exclude Jeongwoo for now... since he's a group member

I honestly thought they were just business partners, but after watching the Hawaii vlog, my opinion changed a bit, so I'm asking

Before Seo Hoyun started being nice to Joo Woosung, they were fighting like every 5 seconds

Are they really best friends and not just business partners?

└ If you asked them directly, they'd probably say it's business

└└ I agree

└└ Even that is such a 'best buds' thing to do...

└ They seem like the type who would enjoy it if antis criticized them for being business partners...]

The Hawaii vlog seemed quite popular. When I searched for Joo Woosung's name and mine together, most results mentioned it.

Around that time, Lee Jihyeon, who coordinated schedules with the Management Team, turned to me and said seriously, “Anyone who doesn't go on Joo Woosung's show this time is an idiot. It's just short of flipping over a perfectly set table.”

“Looks like the bonus was pretty sweet, huh?”

“...Yes, well.”

“That's a relief.”

Given my current state, I wanted to postpone the schedule if possible, but a honey-sweet Quest had arrived.

[Quest Arrived!

Film 'Woosung Broadcasting' and increase your recognition!

Success: Receive 15,000 points if the video surpasses 1.5 million views within three days of its YouTube release.

Failure: Status abnormality persists for an additional week]

Joo Woosung's latest video, uploaded just two days ago, already approached 2 million views. Unless the pain had driven me insane, I absolutely had to go.

“Fuck, seriously...”

Pain washed over me like a rising tide. I leaned my head against a hallway wall in the new WH Entertainment building and crunched on a painkiller while waiting for my Road Manager.

Just then, a familiar voice called to me.

“Hoyun-ah, hello!”

I moved my eyes and saw Seong Jiwon's face, a familiar smile on his lips. He held a pristine white paper bag in his right hand.

“...Hi.”

“Hoyun-ah, why do you look so gaunt? Are you eating properly?”

“Are you saying I'm ugly?”

“Hey, of course not,” Seong Jiwon just grinned, playing along with my silly remark.

“I'm sorry I couldn't make it to practice much.”

“It's okay. I heard you're not feeling well.”

The album coming out in September was something we had prepared and looked forward to since last year. Thanks to that, I had already mastered the choreography long ago. The moves would come out automatically if the music played, even in my sleep. Still, I felt a little uncomfortable skipping the practices everyone else attended with the excuse of being unwell.

“It seems to be lasting a long time. Is it an aftereffect from when you were sick before... or was the underwater filming too much of a strain? You weren't well back then, either.”

“If I die, just sprinkle money on my grave.”

“Hoyun-ah. You shouldn't say things like that, not even as a joke.”

In an instant, Seong Jiwon's expression vanished.

I apologized and awkwardly stroked my chin as the phone in my pocket buzzed endlessly. BZZT, BZZT.

[Jeong Dajun: (Photo)]

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, this is the meal we had at our dorm today]

[Jeong Dajun: (Photo)]

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, this is the dessert we had at our dorm today]

[Jeong Dajun: (Photo)]

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, I had to do the dishes again today... ㅡㅡ They said I'm no fun]

[Kim Seonghyeon: Jeong Dajun's phone is dead. He's whining that he misses you]

[Kim Seonghyeon: that was a total lie hyung this is Dajun]

[Kim Seonghyeon: i would never say i miss you hyung]

[Kim Seonghyeon: but hyung when are you coming]

My vision was already dizzy, and the real-time messages in The Dawn's group chat made it hard to read. I switched my phone to silent and suddenly realized Kang Ichae was being too quiet.

He's not the type to just let this slide.

I started to scroll up through the chat but turned off my phone when the world began to spin. I took a slow, deep breath and lifted my head.

Seong Jiwon spoke, looking slightly troubled. “Are the guys bothering you a bit?”

“It's because I haven't been back to the dorm. At this rate, I wonder if they'll just put all my stuff out by the door.”

“What?”

I joked to lighten the mood, but Seong Jiwon grabbed my shoulders and took it seriously. “We would never do that. So you don't have to worry about Hojin and walk on eggshells around us. Just think about yourself right now.”

“......”

“You can come to the dorm whenever you want to.”

Then he returned to his usual self, his lips curving into a pleasant smile. “Ah! Here... take this!”

He extended his right hand, offering me the paper bag. I took it, flustered, and looked inside. It contained a hand-span-sized tumbler and some emergency medicine.

“This is citron tea. It's made from citron marmalade my grandmother made herself. It's really delicious. I went to my parents' house yesterday and mentioned you seemed low on energy, so she packed this for me, saying it's the best thing for body aches and colds. I drank a lot of it when I was young... I thought it would be good for you, too...”

Suddenly, I remembered a day when Seong Jiwon and I sat huddled on a narrow staircase, drinking canned citron tea.

“Thanks.”

I stroked the tumbler once before letting go. Seong Jiwon's smile grew even brighter.

“Call me anytime if you need anything.”

With those last words, he waved lightly and walked away. The face of a young Seong Jiwon flashed in my mind, his image from the hotel lobby—hurt, abandoned, and full of venom.

It was a strange feeling. Something scratched at my chest, and at the same time, I felt like I was about to cough.

Another wave of headache washed over me. I squeezed my eyes shut and stopped thinking.

.

.

.

Right before getting out of the van, I checked my haggard face in the mirror.

...Is that a skeleton?

Not even heavy makeup could completely hide the redness under my eyes or my sunken cheeks.

I decided to insist this was my current concept, grabbed my suitcase and bags, put on a business smile, and stepped outside.

“Ah! Seo Hoyun, it's been a while!”

“Yeees, hello.”

I saw one familiar face after another from the Hawaii vlog filming.

“Wow, you've gotten even more handsome! Your jawline seems sharper, giving you a more sensitive and edgy beauty! Did you lose weight?!”

“It's the makeup. Stage makeup, stage makeup.”

I played along and scanned the surrounding scenery. This was where we had filmed a horror special a few years ago for The Dawn's self-produced content, disguised as a 'Rural Village Healing Program'. It did not seem to have changed much. I slowly took in the sights one by one, from the distant field where Seong Jiwon and I had pulled young radishes, to the wooden platform where we made bibimbap with the members, to the country path where Jeong Dajun had run screaming.

Just then, Joo Woosung sauntered over. “Yo, you're here.”

The sun beat down so intensely that heat shimmered from the ground, yet he wore a baggy white t-shirt and eye-catching, floral-patterned work pants, as if he had been foraging for wild greens. I had no idea what happened to the Joo Woosung I last saw, the born top star draped head-to-toe in luxury brands, to make him look like this.

“You sure did a great job of ignoring my texts, but when it comes to a variety show...”

“......”

“you show up right on cue...?”

Joo Woosung grumbled as he took off the sun cap that covered more than half his face. He paused and scanned me from head to toe. Glancing at the camera, Joo Woosung curved his lips into a smile and tested the waters.

“When did I ever ignore your texts, hyung?”

“Whatever, come here.” He supported me, almost pulling my arm, and led me into a room. He turned on a fan, aimed it at me, and then started rambling.

“I wanted to rest a bit, but I couldn't just do nothing, and then Jeongwoo told me to film some self-produced content to promote my solo album in advance and show my face to the Bloys, but dealing with crowds isn't really my thing. So I thought I'd just invite a few people I know and show my daily life... and that's what I did...”

“What about Nyangnyang?”

“I brought her. She's probably sleeping in the main room. A cat's life is really the best. Better than mine.”

I tensed my trembling body and wiped sweat from the back of my hand. It was a relief that it was summer. No one would mistake this sweat for evidence of my pain. Tiny bugs felt like they were crawling inside my brain, then my consciousness shattered and fragmented like breaking ice.

I weakly approached the wall and leaned against it. Joo Woosung, who had been bustling around, stopped and looked down at me.

“Hey...”

“......”

What.

“Are you sick?”

“......”

“You're sick.”

Why ask a question when you've already decided the answer?

I just checked the camera on the ceiling diagonally across from me and maintained a neutral expression. However, Joo Woosung spotted the emergency medicine Seong Jiwon had given me in my unpacked luggage and questioned me again.

“A cold? Body aches? Gastritis?”

“I told you, no.”

The moment I answered, all the nagging Joo Woosung had ever thrown at me flashed before my eyes like a panorama. At the same time, a creepy ringing started in my ears.

Just as I thought how exhausting it would be to deal with him point by point, Joo Woosung clicked his tongue softly. “......”

He seemed to choose his words, slowly sweeping back his sweat-dampened hair. He asked in a calm tone, “...Seo Hoyun, do you still want to film?”

Do I want to?

I furrowed my brow and lifted my chin. “What are you talking about.”

My points and the promotion for my last activity of the year are on the line.

I curved my lips, feigning my usual self to appear as confident as possible. “I'm not sick, and once I decide to do something, I never stop until I see it through to the end.”

Joo Woosung narrowed his eyes and stared at me for a long moment before finally nodding. “Alright.”

As he headed outside, Joo Woosung shouted back, “Hey, there's kimchi in the back, go get some of that.”

Kimchi fried rice again?

I pushed myself up and followed Joo Woosung's directions to the back of the building, where several earthenware pots were lined up. I took a few heads of kimchi from the largest pot, placed them in a stainless steel basin, and brought them back, only to find Joo Woosung already cooking.

“What are you... Cough.”

I clapped a hand to my mouth and clenched my teeth to suppress the sudden cough, but once it started, it would not stop.

“Cough, cough. Cough...”

After a long bout of coughing, I finally managed to swallow it down and looked up. All the staff members stared at me, their eyes brimming with worry.

“...It went down the wrong pipe.”

“You think it went down the wrong pipe?” Joo Woosung pouted with disgust and shooed me back into the room.

A moment later, he hesitantly brought in a meal centered around a soybean sprout soup with chopped kimchi. “Here.”

“......”

Chewing and swallowing solid food still felt like too much for my stomach, so I just took a spoonful of the soybean sprout soup. Surprisingly, the cool yet warm soup seemed to soothe my cough.

“...Weren't you making kimchi fried rice?”

“Do you think that's all I eat for all three meals?”

You do. You really do...

Even for a top-tier idol, the general public usually did not know their favorite foods. However, the vast majority of the nation knew that Joo Woosung's favorite food was 'kimchi fried rice'. His love for it bordered on madness.

Instead of retorting, I drank the soup.

He's actually a pretty good cook.

He pushed the side dishes toward me, then stood up without even sitting down. “You just eat.”

“...Okay.”

I could hear bustling sounds from outside. I pretended to eat a few more bites, then went to open the door, planning to get some screen time and help with the dishes, but Joo Woosung burst in first.

“Ah, the dishes...”

“Already done. Hey, drink this.”

He abruptly offered me another cup. I looked down and saw it was pear and bellflower root tea this time. Normally, he would have rattled on, boasting about it. Things like, 'Wow, I worked so hard to brew this and only got this much! You should savor every single sip with a grateful heart,' or, 'I'm only giving this to you because it's you. Where else in the world would you find such a great senior? I'm just too perfect.' This time, he just stood there quietly, waiting for me to take it.

“Even if it's hot, don't leave any. Drink it all.”

I took the cup and sipped from it, observing Joo Woosung. It was warm and bitter, but also slightly sweet, so it went down smoothly, but...

“...Why?”

...What's with this guy?

“Is it too hot?”

Why is he being so kind without saying anything? No fuss, either.

I had at least expected him to say something so correct it was infuriating, like how my stubbornness while sick was just causing trouble for everyone and was nothing but reckless bravado.

“...No.”

Once I finished all the pear and bellflower root tea, Joo Woosung pointed to the main room at the back. I nodded, taking it as a signal to follow, and he led the way.

Joo Woosung spread a blanket on the floor, tossed a pillow onto it, and said, “Take a nap.”

“...What?”

I stared intently at Joo Woosung, then shifted my gaze to the blanket for a moment before looking back at him.

“Excuse me.”

“What.”

Then, making sure the mic would not pick it up, I opened the notepad on my phone and typed a short sentence.

[Are you conscious of your 'nice senior' image for the camera?]

In an instant, Joo Woosung's expression changed to that of someone who wanted to kick me right then and there.


Chapter 347

“Haa...”

After a brief struggle, I finally gave in and awkwardly lay on the bedding Joo Woosung had insisted on. He tore open a cooling sheet, slapped it onto my forehead, and rustled to his feet.

“Get some rest. The staff's going to have lunch after they get the interview anyway.”

“Rest? What do you mean, rest? We haven't done anything for the broadcast content.”

“For Woosung Broadcasting, Joo Woosung is the content. So stop going on about the broadcast, PD.”

I almost snapped back, but the 'PD' title he added at the end made my words catch in my throat.

I quietly watched Joo Woosung's back as he left, letting out a deep breath a moment too late. Considering my role during 'Please Take the Camera', it was not a particularly strange joke, but I had nearly overreacted.

I took another deep breath, then slowly opened and closed my eyelids.

It is comfortable lying down...

I turned my body to face the door.

The scent of crackling firewood from the yard and the clanking of staff checking their equipment helped ease my mind. These were sensations I had grown familiar with during my days as a PD.

“Cough, cough...”

I curled up and let out a series of dry coughs, then buried my head in the pillow and gasped for breath.

Right, it was not like Joo Woosung expected anything in return. If he was the type to care about building an image, he would have already built up his connections and acted shrewdly like other celebrities. He would have at least pretended to be on good terms with the Black Call members publicly before the controversy broke out.

If he keeps this up, is he going to end up cosigning a loan for a real friend? How is he going to survive in this harsh world, tsk.

But was it really okay to coast through this self-produced content like this?

I pushed my upper body up and roughly swept back my messy hair. I had to prevent Joo Woosung's 'Woosung Broadcasting' from turning into 'Seo Hoyun's Nursing Home'.

Maybe I should read the room and play along a bit.

I peeled off the cooling sheet, which my bangs had moderately hidden, and opened the door.

Humid, slightly moist air touched my cheeks. I walked a little along the wooden porch and heard Joo Woosung's interview in full swing in another room.

“Woosung, are you close with the juniors at your company? I've felt this since Hawaii, but you seem to take care of them very meticulously.”

“Huh? No, he's not really like that...”

The question's goal was perfectly clear. They had quickly assessed the shoot's early flow and decided on 'a good senior' as this filming's key point.

“It's kind of... not really a junior...”

I plopped down next to Joo Woosung during his interview and smiled brightly. After confirming his bewildered expression with satisfaction, I casually slung an arm around his shoulder.

“That's not enough, right? Wouldn't you say we're more like very close friends?”

“Did you eat something weird?”

I deliberately patted the vehemently denying guy as if to soothe him and curled my lips a little more.

“Our Woosung-hyung is such a mischievous prankster, you know. He doesn't really mean it.”

“......”

Joo Woosung stared at me, speechless with his mouth agape.

“But he really does take good care of me.”

I retrieved my arm and stroked my chin, speaking in a more serious tone.

“Kindness and affection are ingrained in him, so he's always good to other juniors too.”

“What is this now...”

“There are also a lot of people within the company who respect Woosung-hyung. He always takes care of everyone while pretending to be indifferent, just like today.”

“I do? When?”

“......”

Shut up, please.

Can't you feel everyone sitting here shooting daggers at you with their eyes, all for the sake of saving your image?

I relaxed my arm and playfully slapped Joo Woosung on the back.

“Reaaally, the man is just this humble.”

“Oh, please. Who am I even close to?”

“......”

I frantically wracked my brain for an answer to Joo Woosung's retort. Once I excluded the group that loved to diss me, Lim Hyeonsu and Kim Heeyeong, no one else came to mind.

“...The Black Call Seniors?”

The answer that finally came out could not help but be cliché.

Joo Woosung's cheek twitched. He then subtly averted his gaze and muttered.

“...Why... are you stating the obvious...”

Don't get awkwardly shy here.

It's completely obvious that you guys only recently became close.

I somehow managed to pull up the corners of my mouth, wondering if this was already a lost cause and if editing could salvage it.

“Anyway, I'm always grateful to Woosung-hyung. I'm learning a lot from him.”

“That doesn't make any sen...”

“Wahaha, the friendship between you two is truly deep!”

Before Joo Woosung could even reply, the staff jumped in and ended the interview. In an instant, they turned off the cameras and lights and put away the microphones.

“I said I'd handle it myself, so annoying... Should've just stayed in bed. Why is he wandering around while he's all sick...”

Joo Woosung grumbled despite me setting the stage for him. I stood up, stared at him, and then patted him.

“Let's go to the mart. I'm craving ice cream. I'll buy.”

“Häagen-Oazs.”

“He picks the most expensive one.”

He answered immediately and followed behind me.

A staff member gave Joo Woosung the car keys for the vehicle pre-equipped with filming gear. He naturally sat in the driver's seat. I sat in the passenger seat next to him and asked.

“You do know how to drive, right?”

He scoffed, one side of his lip curling up.

“I'm Joo Woosung. You think I can't?”

I nodded as if to say 'I get it' and leaned my body against the backrest. The nausea I had been holding back stirred again. I turned my eyes out the window to look at something in the distance. Soon, I heard Joo Woosung's voice.

“Hey, use your phone to look up where a mart or convenience store is around here. I think I saw one on the way.”

“I didn't bring it. You didn't know that by now?”

“When everything is prepared for me, why would I need to go to a place like that?”

The guy unlocked his own phone from its holder, took it out, and tossed it to me.

I chuckled at the Nyangnyang picture set as the background, then found a portal app among the basic apps and tapped it. The moment my finger touched the search bar to check for nearby facilities using the area name, a list of previous searches scrolled down.

[Cold]

[Good tea for a cold]

[Pear and bellflower root tea]

[How to make pear and bellflower root tea]

“......”

For a moment, I forgot the pain in my body.

My eyes aren't playing tricks on me, are they?

They say when a person changes too much, it is a sign they are about to die. Was it possible that the one who was sick and dying was not me, but Joo Woosung? Or was this all part of his advanced strategy for something I just did not know about...

With narrowed eyes, I slowly scanned the person next to me and called out softly.

“...Hyung.”

“What.”

“Acting all kind is for the broadcast, right?”

“You ungrateful bastard. You'd better shut your mouth before I shove you into a muddy rice paddy.”

I just shrugged and dropped my gaze back to the phone.


[Title: Woosung Broadcasting Seo Hoyun Episode Teaser

The official schedule just came out not long ago, but the teaser is already up

Is WH, the master of taking credit, finally starting to resemble Daepaseong's speed... (Daepaseong's specialty. The quantity and speed of their self-produced content is unrivaled...)

Woosung gathers ingredients from nearby and whips up bean sprout soup and pear and bellflower root tea.

He's so cute I cried ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Title: Woosung Broadcasting Latest Teaser Summary

Welcome to Woosung's Forest

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ FR ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The way he just gets ingredients from wherever and diligently makes things is insane... Woosung is surprisingly capable

Got 'Kimchi' and 'Flour'-!!

└ Seo Hoyun looked a bit pale for some reason... but seeing them bickering and getting along as close as ever was so touching and cute ㅠㅜ]

The teaser reactions seem okay for now.

I had just returned after being nursed for the rest of the shoot without doing much of anything. Because I bought him ice cream, he served me porridge with finely chopped summer vegetables for dinner. For breakfast the next day, I was treated to warm soft tofu with a side of well-cooked braised radish that was easy to swallow.

It felt less like work and more like a real rest in the countryside.

The penalty was still in effect, but my body felt a little refreshed.

However, while I trusted that WH Entertainment would have edited it appropriately, I was a bit concerned about my own haggard appearance and the shoot that had gone completely differently than usual. I checked social media and online communities.

As I scrolled down the screen, I found a title that caught my eye.

[Title: But that place from Woosung Broadcasting

It looked strangely familiar, so I dug through a ton of old videos

Isn't that the same place they went for that self-produced content in The Dawn's first year, the one that was supposed to be a healing rural special but turned out to be a horror special?

There was a lot of talk back then about seeing a ghost in the video...

You know... the one where they wrote a letter to their future selves in 5 years...!!

└ OMG you're right, holy crap, how do you find this stuff? You have the eyes of a hawk

└ They filmed in a place like this?ㅠㅠㅠㅠ JWS-ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ Joo Woosung looked so calm, does he not know or is he just not easily scared?

└└ In an old interview, he seemed like he doesn't really believe in superstitions, mysteries, or ghosts. He said there are so many scarier things in the world, why be afraid of stuff like that.]

The time capsule was no longer there. I had heard the agency retrieved it immediately, judging that it might interfere with other programs or that fans might book the location and take it.

I wrote, 'Everything back to the way it was.

My thoughts on that still had not changed.

And it had to be that way. All of this would end once I completed the Main Quest and Scenario Quest of Idol Maker.

A familiar headache washed over me. I put down my phone and stretched out on the sofa. Near my feet, Softie bustled about with short steps, a toy in his mouth.

Just then, the front door's keypad sounded.

Beep, be-beep, beep...

Someone entered.

“Heeey.”

It was the owner of the house, Min Jiheon. He said he was going on an overseas location shoot, but the guy, who should not even have adjusted to the time difference yet, looked even more radiant and polished.

Min Jiheon tossed his suitcase and luggage aside and approached with a playful remark.

“Let's have a look at our houseguest. Are you alive and well?”

“I was, until I saw your face.”

“Oh dear. What a shame.”

He pretended to be sympathetic with just his words, then plopped down on the floor and asked.

“So, how long are you planning to stay?”

“Until I get back to normal.”

“At this point, wouldn't it be easier to just tell the members to some exten...”

“That's enough.”

Tell them what.

I cut off Min Jiheon's words firmly.

“This whole thing will be over soon anyway.”

The day I confess everything to those kids will never come.

After a moment of silence, Min Jiheon quickly pouted and grumbled.

“Look at you, taking it out on me just because nothing's getting resolved.”

“You noticed?”

I retorted listlessly. Min Jiheon shot me a sideways glance and tried to calm himself by petting Softie. However, Softie quickly escaped his grasp and came prancing over to me.

Ignoring Min Jiheon, who was frozen with a shocked expression, I picked up the dog and stroked its fur in one direction as I thought.

“Softie, you like me that much?”

“......”

Truthfully, there had not been any major problems so far, except for my consistently poor physical condition. The comeback preparations were also somehow continuing without falling behind.

It is a bit unsettling, though.

If I had to pick a part that was slightly bothersome... it was the fact that Kang Ichae had been uncharacteristically quiet until now.


Chapter 348

Kim Seonghyeon had spent his recent nights sleepless.

Was it because he was the eldest of many siblings? Or was it an intuition born from his experience as a leader, after sharing nearly three years of ups and downs with his members?

Something's off with Seo Hoyun lately.

He understood Seo Hoyun's decision to live at home for a while due to his younger brother's health issues. Kim Seonghyeon would have prioritized his family in the same situation.

Besides, Hoyun still participated in practices sporadically and never missed a single music video shoot or album recording schedule. He worked as hard as ever.

Still, the reason Kim Seonghyeon worried about Seo Hoyun was simple.

Why does the kid look more and more haggard?

Judging by his condition alone, Seo Hoyun seemed like the patient, not Seo Hojin.

What on earth is going on?

He tossed and turned, unable to sleep as the dawn moon rose, his worries growing. A cautious knock sounded, and the door creaked open. Seong Jiwon peeked his head inside.

“Seonghyeon-ah, are you asleep?”

Kim Seonghyeon rustled as he sat up and swept his hair back.

“No. Come on in.”

Seong Jiwon sat on the floor near the bed and began to speak carefully.

“You know, back when we did the underwater filming... I think Hoyun might have fainted...”

“You think so too?!!” Kim Seonghyeon shot up, his voice rising unintentionally.

“The members might play rough, but we never joke around about safety. Hoyun is especially sensitive about it. I was so shocked then that I only asked if he was okay, but thinking back on it, it felt strange.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed deeply and roughly scrubbed his face with his hands.

“...Do people usually faint from just a body ache and a cold?”

“I don't know... I've never gone into the water in that condition.”

“Most people haven't...”

He knew Seo Hoyun was an adult who could support himself. At times, he even showed a maturity far beyond his own. Despite knowing what kind of person he was, Kim Seonghyeon couldn't stop worrying. He even felt a bit overprotective.

Right, who told him to get so sick anyway.

After the group went to watch Kang Ichae's mentor performance for Rising Rookies, Hoyun told their Manager he would be right back and vanished. He turned up next in the hospital emergency room.

At that time, Seo Hoyun had already been in cardiac arrest.

How could I not be worried?

Kim Seonghyeon scratched his right eyebrow with his thumbnail. “How about we just ask the company for help? WH Entertainment seems to be pretty good with artist care.”

“No. It could mess up our schedule.”

Kim Seonghyeon's brow furrowed at the unexpected objection.

Seong Jiwon raised a hand, as if to say 'wait a minute', and slowly explained his reasons.

“This might be thinking too far ahead, but they could use this as an excuse to push back the comeback again. Hoyun barely managed to stop the company's pressure to postpone activities—”

“What?! Seo Hoyun stopped it?!”

“Hoyun wouldn't want that... huh, you didn't know?”

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened in surprise. He looked at Kim Seonghyeon, then awkwardly averted his gaze.

“Why didn't you mention anything to me until now?”

“Ah, no, Seonghyeon-ah, well, that's...”

“There was a rumor that someone high up is backing him. Is that true? Is this related to that, too?”

“Wait, wait! I don't know that much either!”

Kim Seonghyeon stared intently at Seong Jiwon as he waved his hands defensively. Then Kim Seonghyeon scratched the back of his head instead of sighing.

“...Alright. Let's put all the secondary issues aside for now. We'll just keep a closer eye on Seo Hoyun.”

Kim Seonghyeon didn't think words could persuade or stop Seo Hoyun anyway.

The smarter method was to support him from the side while drawing a line so he wouldn't go too far. Seong Jiwon nodded, seeming to agree.

Their eyes met, and they both sighed at the same time.

Even though they had reached a conclusion, Kim Seonghyeon felt utterly uneasy.

“I just hope he doesn't overdo it...”


The observation of Seo Hoyun began the next day.

“Seo Hoyun, you're here?”

“Seo Hoyun! Can you come over here?”

“Hoyun~.”

He hadn't noticed when he wasn't paying attention, but people called for Seo Hoyun from all directions.

He was filled with worry that Seo Hoyun might collapse, yet the person in question moved diligently with a composed face.

And despite being told multiple times that he was fine and shouldn't come, Hoyun had stubbornly dragged himself to the practice room.

“One, two...” Kim Seonghyeon led the members from the front, his eyes continuously following Seo Hoyun.

Today, they decided to break down the choreography they had repeated countless times, refining it to emphasize the nuances.

They set up a camera for monitoring and danced through the routine about five times before the music finally stopped.

“AAARGH!” Jeong Dajun, the group's stamina monster, was the first to collapse on the floor. He panted heavily and whined.

“Somehow the choreography seems to get harder and harder...”

“The point choreography is on the simpler side, though.” Kang Ichae jabbed Jeong Dajun and retorted while chugging water.

“That's so it's easy to follow along...”

Kim Seonghyeon tore his gaze from the youngest members, lifted his T-shirt to wipe his sweat, and turned toward Seo Hoyun. The choreographer's feedback had become more detailed and meticulous, perhaps because the album release was truly just around the corner.

“Seo Hoyun, your expression is much better than last time, but is your stamina running low lately? You seem to be lacking power overall.”

“How should I fix it?”

“Hmm, first, right here, at 1 minute and 21 seconds—”

Seo Hoyun repeatedly moved his feet, checking the video they had just filmed. His complexion was deathly pale, without a trace of color.

The choreographer taught him because it had to be done, but he also glanced over with a pitying look.

“Focus more on your isolations, and at the group choreography at 1 minute and 58 seconds, the moment you kick out to the side needs to have a definitively rough feel.”

“...Could you tell me by position?”

“Position?”

“My right foot that's in the air right now, should I move it about 3 centimeters more to the side?”

“...Uh...”

The choreographer stuttered like a computer with an error, watching Seo Hoyun change his movements while asking, '3 centimeters?', '4 centimeters?'. Already used to such sights, Kim Seonghyeon gave the choreographer a look, pushed Seong Jiwon forward to take his place, and pulled Seo Hoyun back.

“You, come here.” He patted Seo Hoyun's back. “Here, watch closely.”

Normally, he would have flashed a mischievous smile and thrown in a playful joke, but right now, he just scrambled to follow the movements.

What am I going to do about this?

The choreography was definitely improving. However, he had no sense of ease, which made Seo Hoyun's inherently smooth dance lines and unique atmosphere look shabby.

I wonder if he'll still do well on stage.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun.”

If Seo Hoyun was in this state during the actual performance, it would be worse than not performing at all.

“Are you going to be okay to promote?”

Seo Hoyun stopped moving and exhaled raggedly. He lifted his chin and focused his blurry eyes on Kim Seonghyeon.

“...Oh.”

Then, he lifted the corners of his lips into a smirk.

“Look at our baby. You know how to worry about people now?”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon paused for a moment, then shook his head and walked away.

That day, too, the lights in The Dawn's practice room did not turn off until late at night.

.

.

.

“Just kill me, kill me now.”

I used my last ounce of strength to press the passcode, then collapsed the moment I entered the front door.

“Ugh...”

My body slammed onto the floor. It didn't hurt much, since the entire house was fitted with non-slip mats for Softie.

“Shit, Softie, thanks...”

I tossed my hat and mask aside and rolled over.

[Status Abnormality Time Remaining: 5 days 12 hours 16 seconds]

“...This is relentless.”

I frowned at the System Window informing me of the penalty period, which occupied one side of my vision. I took a deep breath.

My body wouldn't move how I wanted it to while dancing. It was impossible to dance well when my head pounded and my stomach churned even when I was just standing still.

I ran my hand through my hair and felt a sudden unfamiliarity in the house's silence.

Did he say he was going to his parents' house.

Min Jiheon had gotten a vacation after his overseas filming ended and had fled with the dog. He claimed a crisis had come to his and Softie's bond of affection.

I repeatedly told myself I needed to wash up, but I just lay there silently. The phone shoved in my pocket began to vibrate.

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, after practice, we all bought the ice cream that I don't get why you like]

[Jeong Dajun: It was on clearance so the expiration date is super short. You have to come quick, hyung]

[Seong Jiwon: Hoyun-ah, here's the video the choreographer sent. Watch it when you have time haha]

[Seo Hojin: Hyung, at the dorm?]

I lifted my trembling arm to check the messages on the lock screen.

[Min Jiheon: Seo Hoyun~ha]

Min Jiheon's name popped up.

[Min Jiheon: You're home right now, right?]

[Min Jiheon: Um... you see...]

[Min Jiheon: I'm really sorry]

[Min Jiheon: I'm a person who extremely dislikes conflict, so I couldn't help it]

[Min Jiheon: That friend was a little scary...]

[Min Jiheon: Anyway, fighting]

[Min Jiheon: (praying hands emoji)]

What kind of trick is this now?

I squinted at the screen, then tossed the phone aside and closed my eyes.

If it were important, he would've called. I'll just ignore it.

I feel like I'll die if I close my eyes right now.

Fatigue and pain washed over my entire body in turns.

I tried to forcefully hold onto my fading consciousness, but my body kept going limp.

Beep, bee-beep- beep...

Just then, the door opened, and the sound of footsteps came through.

It's too early for him to be back.' But since they knew the passcode, I naturally assumed it was the owner of the house.

“Hey, what was that text, cough, about earlier.”

“......”

But there was no answer.

Instead, they just poked me.

“I have no strength right now... so don't touch me and just get lost.”

When I felt a poke on my thigh again, I shouted in annoyance and lifted my eyelids.

“Ah, hurry up and get...”

Then, I saw a pair of very familiar red shoes. The very same sneakers that Jeong Dajun had gifted to one of the members on his birthday.

“lost...”

I slowly raised my head. The face of the guy I had been practicing with just a moment ago appeared.

“What should I do?”

My eyes met Kang Ichae's. He looked down on me disdainfully.

“Ichae doesn't want to get lost.”


Chapter 349

Kang Ichae's dilated pupils stared coldly at me.

“I had no idea Hoyun-hyung moved without telling us.”

How is he here?

Senior Min Jiheon's apartment was famous for its tight security. In fact, outside visitors couldn't even enter the complex without a resident's permission.

It wasn't for nothing that I chose this place.

My thoughts wouldn't connect, like a buffering program. I just stared as Kang Ichae walked past me, sat on the sofa, and crossed his legs.

“Why are you just standing there? Do you need me to help you up myself?”

Hearing Kang Ichae's strangely twisted voice, I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again.

...I'm so fucked. Fuck. Why is he here?

I ignored my dizzy vision and tried to act as casual as possible. I got up and walked to the kitchen. My hand trembled as I opened the fridge and took out a water bottle. I subtly steadied my hand with a bit of force and glanced over at Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae had his head tilted, tapping the sofa's armrest with his index finger as if counting the seconds.

How did he know where I was? Did he follow me?

However, I was sure I'd seen the members leave first when we parted ways at the company. Besides, Kang Ichae wore different clothes.

I took a sip of water, placed the bottle on the table, and asked nonchalantly, “...How did you know the passcode?”

Kang Ichae's finger stopped moving.

He feigned innocence and tilted his head.

“Senior Min Jiheon was kind enough to tell me.”

Right. Who else would it be?

That disloyal son of a bitch.

I suppressed the anger seething inside me and calmly tried to ask my next question.

“That's strange. How did you get in touch with Senior Min Jiheon—”

“Is that important?”

Kang Ichae cut me off. He deliberately turned his head and slowly surveyed the apartment.

“Nice place. You must have been living pretty comfortably for the past few weeks, hyung.”

I decided to try playing dumb first.

“Kang Ichae, I think there's a misunderstanding... I just stopped by for a bit on an errand.”

“Senior Min Jiheon told me everything. That you've been staying at his place for a few weeks.”

“......”

That damn bastard!

Now I fully understood the meaning of the text I'd received from Min Jiheon earlier.

No wonder Min Jiheon said he was even taking the dog with him.

Damn it, let's just deal with what's in front of me first.

I started recalling Kang Ichae's spectacular track record, trying to remember if I'd said anything today that might have triggered him.

“Kang Ichae, about that...”

Just as I wondered how to handle the situation, Kang Ichae's face tilted to the side. His red hair, which had grown quite long, fell around his cheek.

“Just be honest with me. I already know everything.”

This isn't the first or second time you've tried to bait me like this.

When I kept my mouth shut at his obvious ploy, Kang Ichae shrugged and added, “When I heard Hojin-hyung had collapsed, it didn't seem strange that you were going home.”

“......”

“But if you were going to make up a story, you should have been more thorough. Hojin-hyung said you were so busy he hasn't even seen you since they met at the hospital.”

Kang Ichae's eyes, which had been persistently fixed on me, took on an even colder glint.

“Why tell a lie you're going to get caught for?”

Of course I couldn't go see Seo Hojin. I couldn't let Seo Hojin see me in this state.

I mostly checked on Seo Hojin through text and occasionally called to hear his voice when his condition improved.

I let out a small sigh.

I completely let my guard down.

I knew that Kang Ichae and my younger brother contacted each other from time to time as gaming buddies. It was only a matter of time before a shallow lie like this would be exposed.

However, there was only so much I could do in front of Seo Hojin, who was lying there with his eyes coldly shut.

Even if I went back in time, I'd make the same choice.

...Whatever, I'll think about it later. The biggest problem right now is...

...Kang Ichae getting pissed off and delaying our activities.

All Kang Ichae had to do was expose that a member or he himself was sick on social media or a live stream, and it would all be over. It wasn't like Kang Ichae couldn't fabricate evidence if he wanted to.

Most people wouldn't even think of doing something like that, but Kang Ichae had long since surpassed the level of an ordinary person.

I need to talk him down and send him away.

Having sorted my thoughts, I forced myself to ignore the sharp, stabbing headache and poured more water down my throat.

“...Were you very worried?”

I closed the cap on the water bottle and carefully took a step.

“Ichae-ya, I'm sorry for not telling you.”

Then I sat on the single-seater sofa placed diagonally from Kang Ichae. Naturally, his attention followed me.

“However, this decision wasn't easy for me either. I've already worried the members several times, and I didn't want to make them worry again over something trivial.”

That was, to some extent, my true feeling.

Kang Ichae remained still and narrowed his eyes as if to say, 'Go on.'

“This album is incredibly important for us, you know that. So—”

It was truly a desperate matter for me.

At this crucial moment that would decide whether I could overcome this crisis, a hot sensation filled my nose, followed by a warm liquid trickling down. Drops of blood splattered onto the palm I quickly placed underneath.

Fuck.

Of all the fucking times, my nose started bleeding at the most perfect moment.

I frantically looked for a tissue, then lifted my t-shirt to roughly block the blood while adding my last words.

“...So there can't be any disruptions whatsoever. That's what's important to me.”

I looked at Kang Ichae, my expression filled with desperation.

“You can understand that, right?”

“......”

Kang Ichae stroked his chin once, then slowly stood up. He then grabbed some tissues from beside the TV and handed them to me.

“Hyung, I think you're misunderstanding something right now.”

His suddenly gentle tone made my head snap up. The curve of Kang Ichae's eyes was strangely unsettling.

“I didn't exactly come here to give you a hard time.”

“...What?”

“Hmm, not that I'm not disappointed.”

Kang Ichae sat back down on the sofa. Seeing me just staring silently, he tore off a piece of tissue and pressed it into my hand.

“I have no intention of telling Hojin-hyung or the other members that you lied and are dying alone here.”

What the hell is he plotting...

As I frowned and clumsily wiped under my nose, Kang Ichae added with a grin, “I just came here to help.”

“......”

“See what a good, obedient dongsaeng I am?”

What's with this bastard?

He clearly knew what state I was in. Seeing Kang Ichae use such a gentle tone at a time like this was not just unfamiliar, but alien.

When I couldn't answer and just stared, Kang Ichae smiled faintly.

“You asked me for a favor before, hyung. Remember?”

“......”

“I'll do it. The clean-up.”

Tense, I tried hard not to lose my grip on the situation, which spiraled in a strange direction.

As if he knew my exact predicament, Kang Ichae casually propped his legs up on the table.

“But I'm not the type to just do volunteer work.”

“...Should I co-sign a loan for you or something?”

“Hyung, do you have more money than me?”

I didn't even need to do the math. It wasn't even a contest.

As I maintained my silence while inwardly fuming, Kang Ichae spoke as if asking for something very simple.

“It's nothing big. Just promise you'll grant me one favor later.”

However, a strange chill ran down my spine, and sweat trickled down with it.

I couldn't tell if it was from the pain or from what Kang Ichae had just said. Considering who I was dealing with, the words didn't come easily.

“...Th...”

“......”

“......”

After several moments of hesitation, only a question came out.

“...What kind of favor?”

“Nervous? It's okay, hyung. When the time comes, if you really don't think it's right, you can refuse.”

Then couldn't I just refuse now?

Why is he adding a condition like this?

The moment I felt that sense of doubt, I realized it when I saw the glint in Kang Ichae's eyes.

“......”

“You don't like that either?”

He's pretending to be calm, but he's not in his right mind.

Having experienced Kang Ichae losing his sanity several times before, I knew the look in his eyes at times like this better than anyone.

Damn it.

If I ignore this offer too, he'll really run wild.

I touched my throbbing forehead, swept my bangs up, and forced out a reply.

“...Fine, I get it. I'll hear you out.”

“Good.”

Kang Ichae's expression instantly brightened. He looked like a cat that got the cream. My anxiety only intensified.

Satisfied that he'd gotten his answer, Kang Ichae changed the subject.

“By the way, hyung, will you be okay for the promotions? What do you think, will you still be sick then?”

Normal people can't control their health conditions, you know.

Is he trying to bait me into saying something?

“I don't know... but even if I'm sick, I have to get on stage.”

“How long will it take for you to get better?”

“How would I know that?”

I was careful not to get swept up in his absurd, nonsensical talk and calmly retorted.

“Then when are you coming back to the dorm?”

“...Before the comeback show.”

I should be fine by then.

“Aha, is that so?”

Kang Ichae took his feet off the table, sat up straight, and gave me a playful smile.

“Then Ichae will have to come here every day starting tomorrow, too.”

“What?!”

“There's no point in telling you to go to the hospital, you'll just sneak away again. Still, if you're sick, you need someone by your side to take care of you.”

“...What...”

“Let's make sure you eat well, take your medicine on time, and have a great comeback together.”

“...No...”

“Wow, the view here is amazing! Senior Min Jiheon must be rich.”

Kang Ichae rattled off everything he wanted to say and then feigned innocence, looking out at the balcony.

“Why are you here...”

My brain, feeling like it was being pounded by a hammer, couldn't keep up with the rapidly changing situation.

There's no point in telling me to go to the hospital, I'll just sneak away again?

So does that mean he's not going to take me? For real? And this is Kang Ichae we're talking about?

If I could, I would have grabbed Kang Ichae by the collar, shaken him, and demanded to know what he was doing.

In reality, however, my lips merely trembled. If Kang Ichae had a change of heart and decided to blow everything up now, I would be the one to lose.

“Anyway, I'll be back tomorrow.”

“...Uh...”

“Aren't you going to say goodbye?”

“......”

Seeing me not respond, Kang Ichae let out a short laugh.

“Bye, hyung.”

Looking pleased, Kang Ichae headed for the door, waving his hand lightly.

Soon, I heard the sound of the digital lock engaging. All the strength drained from my body at once.

I leaned back against the sofa, stared at the ceiling, and muttered, “Ah, fuck...”

Even with my brain not working properly, I could tell that Kang Ichae was suspicious.

That bastard, there was no way he'd let this go so easily.

“Fuck, what is this.”

He was definitely setting some kind of trap.

Tiring!

[I was so scared I couldn't even breathe properly...]

A thing with no physical form is talking about breathing.

“This is all your fault.”

I grumbled and slumped sideways. A beat later, the blood-soaked tissue rolled out of my hand.

“Ah, so annoying. Min Jiheon, that son of a bitch...”


Chapter 350

Lim Hyeonsu finished her work at sunrise and woke up late in the afternoon. Exhausted, she headed to the studio while sucking down a red ginseng packet.

She pushed open the glass door. “I'm here~.”

A staff member immediately blocked her path.

“Composer-nim, you have a visitor.”

“Kick them out.”

“There you go again. It's Kim Heeyeong today, though.”

“......”

It was a well-known fact in the industry that Blue Tiger practically lived in her studio. All sorts of people showed up unannounced, which was why Lim Hyeonsu shuddered at the word 'visitor'.

“So what if it's Kim Heeyeong.”

Fate was a strange thing, however. Her ill-fated connection with 'Seo Hoyun', one of those very people, had persisted. Through a group dedicated to criticizing him, Lim Hyeonsu had befriended Kim Heeyeong. They got along surprisingly well and shared a similar sense of humor, so they had been hanging out often lately.

Lim Hyeonsu told the staff member she understood and entered the recording studio. The room was dark. She thought it was strange and scanned the pitch-black surroundings until something stirred on the sofa.

“Agh, fuck, you scared me!”

She yelped in surprise as the rustling figure slowly sat up.

“Oh... Hyeonsu, you're here.”

Looking closely, she saw it was Kim Heeyeong. The brightly lit laptop suggested she had been completely absorbed in her work. She quickly turned on the lights and closed the door.

“I thought you were a ghost. Aren't you on vacation? What are you doing working again?”

“I'm so busy cleaning up other people's messes that I have no time for my own stuff... I have to use my vacation as an excuse to at least work on a proposal.”

“Ah...”

Do all PDs live like that?

Having never been tied down to a company in her life, Lim Hyeonsu couldn't empathize in the slightest. She just scratched her cheek awkwardly.

Kim Heeyeong, who had been sulkily pounding the enter key, ran a hand through her hair. She caught her trying to pull out an ashtray she had hidden in a corner.

“...Hey. You think this is a smoking room?”

Kim Heeyeong flinched, then turned around with a sly grin.

“Huhu... Hyeonsu-yah. Do you still vape?”

“I quit.”

“Seriously, that's not going to last three days anyway...”

“Don't jinx it.”

She snatched the ashtray and put it far away again. Kim Heeyeong let out a deep sigh and morosely tapped at her keyboard. She looked so pathetic that Lim Hyeonsu threw out another suggestion.

“Let's go for a drink.”

“Hmm, let's go after 6. They said The Dawn's music video is coming out then.”

“Music video?”

“Yep, new song. The new teaser has been getting a lot of buzz at the broadcast station,” Kim Heeyeong said without taking her eyes off her laptop.

At the end of September, the chirping of cicadas had faded, and the sky had grown a deeper shade of blue.

That's right...

She remembered hearing that a new album would be released around this time.

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been about to browse her own songs on a music site as usual, hesitated for a moment. She turned on her computer and searched for the sample track Kang Ichae had sent her months ago.

Until now, she had deliberately avoided listening to it. It wasn't that she disliked Kang Ichae. On the contrary, she cared for him enough to risk the disadvantages and step up when he was embroiled in the plagiarism controversy. When Lim Hyeonsu found out that Kang Ichae had even participated in a talent show just to get an album of the band his teacher loved, his actions were so endearing that, with a slight exaggeration, Lim Hyeonsu felt he was the apple of her eye.

However, separate from all that—

I'm scared.

she was afraid to confirm the possibility that Kang Ichae might have surpassed her.

But it was a burden she would have to bear someday anyway.

“Hoooo...”

After taking a deep breath, Lim Hyeonsu put on her headphones, pressed the play button, and closed her eyes.

It was a song with a catchy, mainstream melody. It created a unique rhythm that sounded captivating without drastically twisting the conventional progression, which could have sounded cliché.

Could I have made something like this?

The answer was 'no'. Something similar, maybe...

“...The song is good.”

...but it would ultimately turn out different. Because we have different colors.

The self-esteem she had painstakingly rebuilt crumbled with the melody that flowed through her eardrums. Lim Hyeonsu, who had listened to the very end with her head buried on the desk, slowly took off her headphones.

Just then, an alarm went off on her phone.

[Kang Ichae: Composer-nim~~♡]

[Kang Ichae: Are you doing well?]

As if he had been watching from somewhere, a message from Kang Ichae arrived at the perfect moment.

“...If you were me, would you be doing well after hearing a song like this, Ichae-yah?”

[Kang Ichae: It feels like we haven't been in touch much lately]

[Kang Ichae: I always respect and thank you, Composer-nim.]

[Kang Ichae: I'll come visit you with the album soon!]

The message, filled with affection and sincerity, instantly melted Lim Hyeonsu's heart.

“Keuk, I'm such a pathetic and worthless teacher... I'm sorry, Ichae-yah...”

“What's with her, really?”

[Me: Ichae-yah, get that number one.]

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been moping with her head hung low, finally looked up with a sigh and sent a reply. Then she pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket, put one in her mouth, and lit it.

“I thought you said you don't smoke...”

“When did I say that?”

Kim Heeyeong shook her head at her shameless retort, but she couldn't miss this golden opportunity and quickly grabbed a cigarette.

“By the way, Hyeonsu, you're still in touch with The Dawn's members.”

“He's my true disciple. Seo Hoyun is a son of a bitch, though.”

“Why? Seo Hoyun is nice.”

“...Kim Heeyeong, are you serious?”

“Hmm, he might have a reckless side, but he takes good care of the people around him and is a good person.”

Lim Hyeonsu snorted in disbelief at Kim Heeyeong's opinion.

“Crazy. You... are you wearing rose-colored glasses? I can't believe I'm hearing this. Hey, that kid isn't just dark on the inside, he's a whole coal mine. If he's a good person, then all the good people in the world are dead.”

“Why are you so worked up? Celebrities are supposed to have a bit of a calculating side. If they didn't, do you think that group could have gotten this big? There's even talk of the Grand Prize this year.”

Exhaling a long stream of smoke, Lim Hyeonsu's eyes darted around as she retorted, “Well, if not them, it'll be High Five. My disciple's song is killer, but mine was... well, it was no slouch either.”

Kim Heeyeong watched Lim Hyeonsu for a moment before stubbing out her cigarette in the ashtray. “Hey. You've been in this business long enough to know. The song isn't everything.”

That was true. Talent, looks, songs, trends, and even timing or luck. A combination of various things produced the final result. In any case, this year it was almost certain to be a one-on-one showdown between The Dawn and High Five.

“Anyway, I think The Dawn might have a sliiiightly better chance. In my opinion, they're ahead in a crucial area.”

“What?”

“Buzz.”

Why bring up something so basic now?

As Lim Hyeonsu furrowed her brow, Kim Heeyeong placed her laptop on her lap, went to YouTube, and typed in Seo Hoyun's name.

“Here, look.”

[Seo Hoyun personality]

[Seo Hoyun dance]

[Seo Hoyun song]

[Seo Hoyun variety show]

[Seo Hoyun funny videos]

[Seo Hoyun fancam]

“Let's check out Seo Hoyun's personality.”

“Agh, seriously.”

Kim Heeyeong ignored Lim Hyeonsu and clicked on the last keyword in the list of predicted search terms. The legendary Japanese fancam of Second Chance, still considered a classic among Noeul, appeared at the very top.

“What's this?”

“My assessment of Seo Hoyun's buzz.”

【Seo Hoyun Second Chance Japan Fancam】

On the screen, Seo Hoyun appeared. His damp bangs clung to his forehead and his complexion was pale. He panted heavily and occasionally frowned, yet whenever he moved to the center or his part came up, he would meticulously control his expression and perform the live vocals.

【Come to me, Come to me

Don't be afraid, come to me】

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been watching with a bored expression and her chin in her hand, tilted her head.

“So, what about it?”

This bastard, he performed while he was sick? The company must be out of its mind.

Kim Heeyeong scrolled down to show Lim Hyeonsu the comments.

[Found my trash can...]

[Oppa... I'm sorry for being this kind of Noeul...ㅜㅜ♡]

[When I first saw this, I cursed him out for having a Daepaseong, but watching it again after some time, there's no masterpiece like it...]

[The era when he was so damn sensitive and full of venom... I sometimes miss these days...]

“What the?! Have they all gone crazy?”

Covering her mouth with both hands, a horrified Lim Hyeonsu leaned back as if to get away from the laptop. In contrast, Kim Heeyeong seemed unfazed and added nonchalantly, “Come closer and check the view count. Even though he was at a stage where he was gradually making the group's name known by winning Shining Star Season 1 and building his individual recognition with a significant role in Please Take the Camera, it wasn't a time when Seo Hoyun particularly stood out compared to other idols. Ah! Except for his face, his face. His face is truly irreplaceable.”

“......”

“Ahem, anyway. Back then, he wasn't exceptionally talented in dancing or singing either, but this one video was enough to prove it. That Seo Hoyun has a certain charm that draws people in.”

Patting the shocked Lim Hyeonsu's shoulder, Kim Heeyeong soon found and played something else.

“There's this too.”

It was the final competition of Shining Star Season 2.

“...Honestly, even if he had decided not to go on stage at that time, I was prepared to understand and edit it out.”

Because Seo Hoyun's family situation had been leaked, the comments were disabled to prevent any potential issues, yet the view count was astonishingly high. Moreover, there were quite a few derivative videos, such as re-uploads with the comment section enabled, or videos combining highly-liked comments with the footage.

At the time, Seo Hoyun had chosen to appear without a moment's hesitation, and he had gained popularity as a reward.

Letting out a small sigh, Kim Heeyeong swept back her bangs, which were still long enough to obscure her vision, and added bitterly, “...The timing was good, like a scene from a drama. Though it's a bit much that his personal affairs were spread to the entire nation.”

“...Do you realize you're saying something completely trashy right now?”

“I probably know that best... I know it so well it's agonizing...” Kim Heeyeong clutched her head with both hands as if tearing her hair out, then thrashed about. “But, Seo Hoyun definitely knows. How to attract people's attention.”

She muttered, her eyes meeting Seo Hoyun's through the monitor.

“Maybe it's a little creepy how well he understands it...”

Kim Heeyeong didn't say anything more.

Lim Hyeonsu took one last deep drag from the filter, exhaled, and pressed the spacebar to pause the video.

“Well, in the end, nothing beats the fundamentals. The song is the most important thing.”

“Oh, is that so.”

At the very Blue Tiger-like response, Kim Heeyeong finally laughed. She leaned back on the sofa and glanced at the clock. It was past 5:30 PM.

“My dear Hyeonsu, want to watch the teaser for the good Seo Hoyun first?”

“I don't want to.”

She retorted grumpily for no reason, but Kim Heeyeong didn't seem to mind at all. Lim Hyeonsu never had a choice to begin with.

【THE DAWN - 'Level S2' Official Music Video Teaser】

The teaser started with a vast desert, dyed in a blue-gray hue as dawn settled.

【Our dawn that will never come again

I don't care even if the sky falls

Come to me before you change your mind】

From somewhere, 'Our Song of the Radiant Dawn' could be faintly heard. The camera swept quickly over the desert sand, where someone's footprints had not yet been erased. The destination was an arcade building with a semi-circular ceiling supported by numerous columns, glowing neon pink. The entrance, with 'Level S2' written in large letters, sparkled with light.

【You promised on the day the milky way poured down】

The back of a man in a red jumper appeared, and he entered through the wide-open glass doors. The interior, lined with various game machines, was strangely dark, as if it were not an arcade. Following the slowly moving footsteps, the camera revealed Kang Ichae sitting on a game machine. Next to him, Jeong Dajun stood still, holding a giant toy gun in one hand. Then, Seong Jiwon appeared, sitting in a chair and holding a controller. In front of a claw machine, Kim Seonghyeon's eyes rolled as he glanced over his shoulder at the intruder.

【How can I live without you?】

The man took a small coin from his pocket and inserted it into a game machine's slot.

【I'm always—】

Click.

The music stopped at the same time. On the flickering CRT screen of the game machine, broken letters soon appeared.

【 WARNING 】

【―...THE D■■N IS COMING】

【T■E DA■N ■S CO■ING】

【TH■ ■AWN I■ COMI■G】

【THE DA■N IS CO■ING―...】

When the man kicked the machine with his foot,

【THE DAWN IS COMING!】

the power that was cut off returned, and the lights of the machines turned on all at once. As if regaining their former glory, a variety of colors brilliantly illuminated the members' faces.

VWOOM—

VWOOM—

VWOOM—

At that moment, sirens blared from all directions, and a rough yet powerful beat flooded the soundscape. Before even a single bar of the melody could play, the tune was cut short, and darkness fell upon the screen once more.

【This is our last.】

And Seo Hoyun's low voice flowed out.


Chapter 351

[Ah crazy, what do you mean last]

After the teaser for 'Level S2' was released, all sorts of speculation ran rampant about Seo Hoyun's final line.

[The album name is 'Last Round'... Isn't this them declaring war, saying they're going to bring home the Grand Prize? Aren't they declaring that they're going to take the Grand Prize?]

[Seo Hoyun is so fucking cool fr he's saying he's gonna devour everything, damn. To think the clumsy Seo Hoyun from Second Chance has grown this much, my heart is overflowing]

[How much do idols care about their image, does that even make sense ㅋㅋ... but... fuck...ㅋ...ㅋ... thinking back to the old Seo Hoyun who threw tantrums with no filter, even if he had narrated 'I'll take the Grand Prize with this', I'd totally accept it

└ Ah, I miss the no-filter Shining Star era when he called out Today ㅋ]

Although the true meaning of 'This is our last' was unknown, making a comeback three times in one year made their goal clear, and there was no way the fans wouldn't notice. A powerful rival named High Five existed, but their songs had always exceeded expectations, and their fandom was currently growing exponentially. The timing was perfect, not too close and not too far from the award ceremonies.

Following the highlight medley that came out next, happy scenarios automatically began to form and spin wildly in the Noeuls' minds.

[I've only heard a tiny bit of Level S2 but it's already a legendary hit!!! This is crazy!!]

[I was so nervous during the teaser, but after hearing the highlight medley, I'm so fucking excited for this Lala album ㅜㅜ]

[I was going to forgive them even if it was a repackage of their previous stuff... but how can they bring a new song every time... their manners are insane, how can you not love them...]

This title track, 'Level S2', was a medium-tempo hip-hop song with a unique rhythm and an addictive hook.

[Wow, to think the guys are coming back with a song like this]

[But the more I listen, it feels like they've thrown away their own color and are trying too hard to follow a mainstream path, so I'm not a fan...]

[Isn't it too much speculation after listening to just a few seconds? Who even looks for mainstream appeal from male idols these days]

[Whatever, I'm just going to trust Kang Ichae Tbh it doesn't seem like he made it while completely suppressing himself... For me, I love seeing them release a song that will be a hit with the public, it's so idol-like

└ fr Kang Ichae's specialty) he subtly slips in his own tastes by brilliantly breaking up the rhythm in the middle...

└└ It's like a parent who chops up carrots so small that their picky kid can't see them

└└ What's with that analogy ㅋ]

And so, the Noeuls' interest naturally shifted to the song that would soon be released.

[Isn't the way the guys pronounce Level S2 so fucking sexy... I was listening to it in the living room with my family and got so startled I quickly put on my earphones

└ ㅋㅋ please just listen to it proudly]

[But why Level S2? The title is so unique I was taken aback for a moment]

[Since S2 is used for love, I think it's a love song

└ I'm just speculating wildly based on the concept photos, teaser, and highlight medley... but the vibe is strangely cold, so maybe our babies are going for a bad boy concept S2... pretending to be love, but it's not real love...

└ Ah fuck, an idol daring to be a bad boy... I'm drooling...

└└ You're always drooling, I think your salivary glands are broken

└ ㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋ]

A few days later, the music video was released.

[The MV is out!!!]

Fans who quickly logged onto YouTube were able to witness the fresh, newly uploaded video.

【THE DAWN - 'Level S2' Official Music Video】

As they clicked on it with pounding hearts, they were met with a vast desert, dyed in a blue-gray hue as dawn unfolded.

[Hot, the beginning is similar to the teaser]

From somewhere, 'Our Song of the Radiant Dawn' could be faintly heard. The camera quickly swept over someone's footprints that had not yet been erased.

【You promised on the day the milky way poured down】

In front of the entrance of a neon-pink, semi-circular arcade building labeled 'Level S2', stood a man in a red jumper.

[It's probably Seo Hoyun, right? He was the only one whose face wasn't shown in the teaser]

He immediately stepped through the glass doors, and the dark interior came into view. He passed by various game machines, brushed past Kang Ichae, and walked past Jeong Dajun, who was frozen holding a giant toy gun. He then moved past the back of Seong Jiwon, who was sitting in a chair holding a controller, and walked beside Kim Seonghyeon, who was standing in front of a claw machine. Kim Seonghyeon's eyes rolled as he glanced over his shoulder.

【How can I live without you?】

Suddenly, the man's footsteps halted in front of a game machine. He took a small coin from his pocket and inserted it into the coin slot without any hesitation.

【I'm always—】

Click.

The music stopped at the same time. On the flickering CRT screen of the game machine, broken letters appeared.

【 WARNING 】

【―...THE D■■N IS COMING】

【T■E DA■N ■S CO■ING】

【TH■ ■AWN I■ COMI■G】

【THE DA■N IS CO■ING―...】

The man's black loafers kicked the game machine.

【THE DAWN IS COMING!】

All the lights turned on at once. Simultaneously, the screens of all the game machines moved chaotically before displaying the same phrase in unison.

【LEVEL S2】

Noise completely covered the letters. When it disappeared again, Jeong Dajun, who had been motionless, appeared. Wearing a headband and a loose anorak, he blinked a few times as if brought to life, then got into a crouching start position and leaped towards the game machine's screen.

【Stop buzzing off my head!】

Then, the rooftop of a tall building under the scorching sun appeared. In a changed outfit, wearing a black turtleneck and a bulletproof vest, Jeong Dajun lay prone on the floor. He aimed a gun somewhere with a mischievous expression.

【Don't think too deeply, it's my round】

His unique vocal tone, somewhere between a boy and a young man, not too thin yet refined, opened the song. The intense beat and mysterious tempo intertwined, making the track even more unique. Slowly closing one eye, Jeong Dajun aimed at a target marked 'S2' on the building across the way.

The moment he pulled the trigger with his right index finger,

【Blow away your complicated worries

Leave everything to me this dawn】

CRASH!

A bullet, moving in slow motion, embedded itself in a window. Inside, Kang Ichae's lips curled into a smirk.

【You say this doesn't feel like a game

Even if it feels real, pretend you didn't see】

Casually turning his face, Kang Ichae staggered leisurely down a hallway lined with magnificent chandeliers. The people lined up around him took a step back, saluting him sharply.

【Don't worry my love

Just drop everything and hold me tight for now】

Reaching the end of the hall lined with murals, Kang Ichae grabbed a mannequin placed in the center and began to waltz with it.

【Cut the useless talk

And just tell me about love for a bit

We don't need difficult words tonight】

Their shadows danced, seeming to envelop the murals.

【Just keep whispering to me endlessly】

Along with the thumping beat, the silhouette gradually closed up, and the angle was pulled into a mirror in a masterpiece painting. There, numerous circular mirrors were arranged. Seong Jiwon, sitting with his legs crossed in an antique chair, tilted his head.

【But let's keep it under level S2

So I can split these letters before it gets too deep】

Nothing was reflected in the mirrors rotating around Seong Jiwon.

【Don't ask, just come out and dance with me Babe

I'll tell you I love you tomorrow too, maybe】

As Seong Jiwon stood up with a deep smile, the mirrors all toppled outward at once, shattering into pieces. The floor he was standing on folded inward, and the scene flipped like a page in a book, revealing a damp and dirty street. Kim Seonghyeon, wearing a leather rider jacket, leaned casually against a motorcycle parked on the side of the street.

【Stop playing with words, I just wanna dance

Before it gets too serious at the end

Don't ask, just come out and dance with me Babe】

Kim Seonghyeon's low, deep voice contrasted with Seong Jiwon's clear voice from just before, further enhancing the song's immersion.

【Like it's our last

Because the dawn is entirely ours】

Frowning slightly, Kim Seonghyeon soon started the motorcycle and turned on the headlight. The bright beam transformed into the light of a projector, and the scenery changed. Only Seo Hoyun was in the small, old movie theater with its striking red seats.

【Me, who spun around as if broken

Your color, the only one among the monochrome】

The cold-faced man in a dark navy suit rested his chin on his hand with a blank expression. On the screen, footage of The Dawn laughing and talking brightly was playing. Just then, water began to leak onto the floor from somewhere. However, Seo Hoyun stared straight ahead as if he knew nothing.

【Let's keep it under Level S2

Before I find meaning between the numbers】

GUSH!

【Let's not call it love

Before I fall for cliché words】

The water that was slowly filling the floor soon rose to his ankles. The theater doors burst open, and a torrent of water rushed in, striking Seo Hoyun. Submerged in the dark water, bubbles escaped from his lips.

VWOOOM.

VWOOOM.

The song continued to play, but it couldn't be heard clearly, muffled by the surrounding water. One by one, scenes of the other members sinking with their eyes closed were interspersed with the sight of Seo Hoyun. Just as everyone was about to be submerged in absolute darkness, Seo Hoyun's closed eyelids fluttered open.

“Cough, cough...”

Seo Hoyun was back in the arcade. Only the water droplets falling from his red jumper and the liquid he coughed up proved that what just happened was not a dream. Clutching his head as if in pain, Seo Hoyun staggered to his feet and looked around. Only colorful lights flickered. The members were motionless, and the game machines were completely inoperative. It was the exact same state as when he first entered this place.

Seo Hoyun swept his wet bangs up.

【...】

Then, twisting his red lips into a smirk, he found a bottle of champagne that had been there all along, shook it, and popped it towards the ceiling.

【It's Dawn!】

Foam sprayed everywhere. Kim Seonghyeon, the first to be touched by it, flinched and took a step back. Following him, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun woke up and regained their vitality.

【Don't ask, just come out and dance with me Babe

Like it's our last

Because the dawn is entirely ours】

The scenery changed. Outside the arcade building, Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon playfully held hands, spinning and dancing, while Kang Ichae gave Jeong Dajun a hard push in a shopping cart. Kim Seonghyeon stood to one side, watching the members while sipping a drink decorated with a cactus.

【Just drop everything and grab my waist

Just remember, keep it under level S2】

The youngest pulled a Polaroid from his pants pocket and shouted to his hyungs with a bright smile. After setting the timer, he ran to where everyone was gathered. Shortly after they posed, the flash went off.

【Let's keep it under level S2!

Because the dawn is entirely ours】

The flash went off one more time, and the arcade lost its light again.

FZZT—

FZZT—

Instead, only the water-drenched machines remained, emitting a creepy, noisy static. As the camera rewound as if retracing the footsteps, a Polaroid photo, carried by the wind, flew in and stuck to the screen. A slanted script, as if hastily scrawled, was visible.

[You said it's love!]

On the other side of the flipped photo, another sentence was written. This time, in a neat font.

[What did you expect?]

The pitch-black screen filled up with encrypted numbers.

【―...121 101 115】

【105 032 108 111 118 101 032 121 111 117 032 097 115 032 097 108 119 097 121 115―...】

And the moment the title finally appeared, the Noeuls were frozen, unable to move from the thrill that swept through their entire bodies, from the tips of their toes to the tops of their heads.

【 Level S2 】

The Dawn had returned.




Chapter 352

[Did you hear what the numbers mean...

It's YES I LOVE YOU AS ALWAYS...]

Soon after the Level S2 music video was released, fans flooded social media with their interpretations and theories.

[Holy shit, I just made a pilgrimage to the original post. This is insane, I fucking love it.]

[So the bad boy theory from the teaser was right after all.

But when you dig into the meaning of the numbers, it was true love...

└ KYAAAAAK

└└ KYAAAAAAK]

The lyrics described enjoying the perfect dawn together by casting aside complicated thoughts and useless words. However, by slipping in coded numbers at the end, they subtly revealed this was not their true intention.

[Planning to grab Kim Seonghyeon by the pants and demand he take responsibility.

└ He'd probably actually do it...

└└ True, but Seo Hoyun would splash water on you to snap you out of it, so you'd fail.

└└ Getting water splashed on you by Seo Hoyun would be an honor for the family.

└└ I'd have it written on my tombstone ㅋ 'Got water splashed on me by Seo Hoyun'

└└ LMAO hahahahahahahahahahaha]

[The mission isn't complete until you see Seong Jiwon smile awkwardly and say, 'Sorry if I confused you.']

Just as the Noeuls' hearts overflowed with love for the perfectly targeted song, a string of good news followed.

[Congrats on entering the US Chart 200♡]

[Let's go for the Grand Prize!]

[The Dawn is 4th on the brand reputation index. As expected of our artists♡]

Naturally, negative opinions followed.

[Isn't that a chart K-Pop fandoms always get their groups into?]

[These days, any Tom, Dick, and Harry who releases an album gets on it.]

[I asked my friend, and even idols they've never heard of get on that list all the time ㅋ And they're happy just for entering.]

The Dawn's song 'Connected', a collaboration with Charis Games, remained popular among IRIX fans. Because of this, international radio stations frequently requested the song, and every album The Dawn released this year had successfully entered the US charts.

Of course, their domestic digital chart performance was also quite outstanding.

[Title: Isn't Reptu's high rank on the domestic charts right now thanks to muggles?

The streaming numbers seem the same as usual.

I thought the firepower was just incredibly strong, so I assumed it was just a huge influx of new fans... but I don't think so.

Surprisingly, it seems like muggles are actually listening to it now.

└ Is that true??...

└└ You believe this?

└ Ah, another male idol 'mainstream appeal' stan... Sorry, but this is a fandom party here...

└└ I'm not kidding, it's real??ㅜㅠㅠ Fuck, I can't believe it either.

└ I think the OP is running their happy-circuits at full blast right now.

└ No lie, for real, muggles are listening to the song... My non-fan friend even contacted me to say the song is good...

└ There are probably a lot of naive kids who'll actually believe this. You shouldn't lie to your fellow fans... Tears are blurring my vision...]

[Title: ㅋ The charts are ridiculous right now

The Dawn is a digital chart powerhouse...

What is this, some kind of talk you'd hear about a failed group like Black Call?

└ Are you a Noeul... You don't have to be so defensive, just be happy...

└└ (OP) Sorry... I just... can't believe it...

└ Hahahahahahaha, ah, I came in here ready to be mad but I'm leaving after laughing my ass off.

└└ ㅋ For real, pretending not to be a Noeul just to check the reaction... why does this feel so relatable?

└ I'm all for it. Male idols' songs are so good these days but their chart rankings are too low... I love that things are going back to how they used to be.]

This result would have been one thing for the globally beloved Black Call, but for a male idol group, a demographic whose digital chart performance had generally declined, it surprised not only The Dawn's fans but also many K-Pop followers.

[Title: The MV is more straightforward than I thought

If the concept is too dense, no one but idol stans will bother to analyze it, but I like that the plot is easy to understand.

I really love The Dawn, but their early concepts were so, so niche (which, of course, super-stans like me loved) that I thought it would be hard for them to find mainstream appeal...

Nope, I was wrong.

The moment the tide came in, they slapped on a motor and went full throttle~

└ They're doing this now that they're in their 3rd year ㄷㄷ

WH's capital + members' skills + Daepaseong Planning, I approve.

└└ I've lived long enough to see someone praise the failing Daepaseong.

└└ Excuse me, The Dawn kids are in their 4th year now.

└└ Glow, which no one counts.

└└ What do you... what do you think our memories are!!

└└ Then again, even the fans push the 3rd-year narrative. For idols, being young with fewer years under their belt is king...]

Moreover, the Level S2 chorus choreography, first shown at the comeback show, began trending on TikTok as if caught in a rapid current.

[Title: The reason 'keep it under level S2' is spreading on TikTok

There's the version where they smile prettily and break a heart.

And the version where they draw an 'S' with their fingers then make a V and extend it forward.

It's super cute!! ♡

└ Plus the lyrics about not falling in love easily, and the vibe of just enjoying the moment for now...

It's totally the kind of thing that's popular these days.

└ The song is so addictive ㅋ I want to see Jeong Dajun do the challenge soon, he'd be so good at it ㅜ

└ Kang Ichae is also super super super cute, and he's a good rapper too...

└└ Ah, sometimes the hip-hop scene disses male idols, starting with Kang Ichae, but it's hilarious how Kang Ichae is completely unbothered.]

The song was sleek and well-produced. The reactions were surprisingly hot, and the Grand Prize already seemed to shimmer before their eyes. The Noeuls' hearts flushed with excitement.

[Ah~ the fansign entry cutoff is going to be higher, huhha]

[Looks like my savings are about to be wiped out. I've been working like a dog for this day.]

Just then, a post appeared on The Dawn's official Twitter.

[OMG, a pre-notice for a mini fan meeting just dropped.]

[What?!?!?!]

〔The Dawn @DPS_THE_DAWN

We will be holding a mini fan meeting on Saturday at Yuyu Bank. You can participate in the mini fan meeting if you receive an entry number for Yuyu Bank on the day of the event.〕

It was an announcement for a mini fan meeting, the kind of event only rookie groups held.

Their spirits, which had soared to the sky, plummeted back to the ground.

The Noeuls felt a dizzying shock.

[I'll just die...]


"Wow, it's been a really long time since I've been hooked on K-Pop."

She had sworn never to look back after leaving the K-Pop scene and had consistently ignored The Dawn, who kept annoyingly popping up, but late last year, she gave them a tentative look and, as if by fate, was instantly hooked.

Amidst all that, the new album was released.

While she waited with a pounding heart for the music show promotions, she saw the pre-recording audience application announcement on SNS. It even included a mini fan meeting.

The chances of winning a spot for just the pre-recording were like finding a needle in a desert. With the mini fan meeting added, the competition became endlessly fierce.

However, as if by destiny, she beat everyone else and won a spot.

Everything unfolded as if her becoming a fan of The Dawn was only natural.

[Jeongmin: You still haven't quit K-Pop? The idols will call you 'auntie' if you go.]

[Me: Yep, I want them to call me auntie♡]

[Jeongmin: They'll ask when you're giving them an allowance.]

[Me: Yep, they can take all my money♡]

[Jeongmin: This kid is seriously something else.]

[Juyeong: Hey, she even took a half-day off work to see the pre-recording. The check-in is at 4 AM.]

[Jeongmin: If a working adult born in 'nn' is going that far, it must be true love...]

Mini fan meetings were usually held by rookie groups to make a name for themselves and promote their albums.

Perhaps this might be the last mini fan meeting The Dawn would ever do.

At that thought, her heart pounded even harder.

For a moment, her friends' advice came to mind. 'You're a K-Pop grandma now, and all the knowledge you have has vanished into history.' She shook it away with a single toss of her head.

I'll be sure to burn their handsome faces into my memory...

The entry method was different than before, so she wandered a bit, but she safely found the gathering spot for the Noeuls and was able to wait.

She cautiously glanced around before picking up her phone. She searched SNS for terms like 'Yu-Bank', 'The Dawn', and 'mini-fanmeet'.

[I didn't want to learn about our harsh, competitive society from something like this.]

[Fuck, why the fuck are a group that isn't even rookies holding a mini-fanmeet ㅈ└ I'm so jealous I could die.]

[What do you think about an idol who's a candidate for the Grand Prize holding a mini-fanmeet? I feel like they're just going to do them regularly from now on.]

[They said they'll hold it indoors if the weather is bad, are you kidding me?

Give us the natural light mini-fanmeet.

└ It's supposed to rain, what natural light?

└└ Because I want to see wet handsome men...]

It was as if WH Entertainment had truly changed. They uploaded workshop videos to YouTube that they had never released before, and they held more self-produced content and live streams.

In many ways, their recent actions were suspicious.

Have they finally come to their senses?

Even while thinking there was no way that could be true, a sliver of hope sprouted in a corner of her heart.

After a long wait, she entered the building. Her mood lifted even more upon seeing the stage.

Oh, looks like they've earned quite a bit of money.

While she meticulously examined the splendid decorations, she overheard nearby Noeuls whispering.

"Oh, I heard Seo Hoyun was really sick during the music video shoot..."

"He still doesn't look to be in great condition these days."

"I can't really tell, though. He's not the type to show it..."

Now that she thought about it, she remembered hearing rumors that he had been sick.

Just as worry began to creep in, the members came up on stage, guided by the staff.

"KYAAAAAAAK!!"

It seemed they would film the title track before the B-side. They wore the exact same outfits from the music video. Walkers with a subtle sheen, black latex pants, and over a black turtleneck with side cutouts, each member wore a racing jacket with a different accent color.

Wow, the styling is pretty...

She scanned them from the bottom up and lost her words the moment she saw Seo Hoyun's face.

"Hello!"

"Hello, Noeul."

He was handsome. So incredibly handsome.

Most importantly, the pale and sensitive version of him from the music video was gone. His skin was so white that his veins were visible, but rather than looking sickly, it was clear and radiant. He looked full of life.

"Wow, fuck..."

She instinctively understood the meaning behind the low curse she heard from beside her.

After the group greeting, Seo Hoyun casually draped his arm over Jeong Dajun's shoulder. He then whispered with Kim Seonghyeon, an eye-smile playing on his lips.

An idol is their face...

She stared, mesmerized, muttering the absolute truth. Then she came to her senses and realized the intro had already begun.

【Stop buzzing off my head!】

A thrill from the opening shot up her spine.

【Blow away your complicated worries

and leave everything to me this dawn】

Her eyes met Jeong Dajun's through the screen. The relaxed confidence in the slight curl of his lips showed a new maturity, different from their previous promotions.

Next, Seong Jiwon, who was in the back, took Kang Ichae's hand and popped forward as if drawing a circle.

【But let's keep it under level S2

So we can split this letter before it gets too deep】

Seong Jiwon's voice added another layer of depth to the song.

The area filled with cheers.

【Don't ask, just come out and dance with me, Babe

I'll tell you I love you tomorrow too, maybe】

She held onto her fading consciousness and widened her eyes.

It was then that Seo Hoyun came to the center.

【Let's keep it under Level S2

Before I find meaning between the numbers】

Seo Hoyun stood to the side, shielding his eyes with one hand as if blinded, and sharply thrust his hips to the beat.

【Let's not call it love

Before I fall for those cliché words】

His red jumper fluttered, offering fleeting glimpses of the bare skin underneath.

Suddenly, screams tinged with madness erupted.

Holy fuck is this real! What kind of male idols act like they're on a survival show during their comeback!

She knew that when she got home, she would replay, examine, scan, and lick the official Yuyu Bank fancam.

She lamented that her eyes lacked a recording function and tried not to miss a single minute movement.

As Seo Hoyun took a step back, Kim Seonghyeon stood facing him like a mirror. On the opposite side, Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae struck a symmetrical pose.

【Don't ask, just come out and dance with me, Babe

Like it's our last night

because the dawn is entirely ours】

The pair choreography blended exquisitely. Kim Seonghyeon showcased powerful, sharp movements with possessed-like control, while Seo Hoyun danced as lightly and flexibly as a feather.

Jeong Dajun, standing alone in the center, did three consecutive turns on the spot and grinned.

【Forget everything and just grab my waist

Just remember—】

CHWAK!

At that moment, as if on cue, silver confetti burst and fluttered down.

【keep it under level S2】

The song hit its climax. During the final chorus, they all spun, then brought their index and middle fingers together to draw an S. They then spread them into a V and extended their arms forward.

【Let's keep it under level S2!

Because the dawn is entirely ours】

The final shot went to Kim Seonghyeon.

His chest heaved with heavy breaths, but as soon as the signal came that filming was over, he bowed at a ninety-degree angle.

"Thank you!"

The intense gaze he had shot just moments before was completely gone.

They repeated the stage several more times. After another forty minutes, the pre-recording for the title track finally ended.

The members went down below to change, their arms around each other's shoulders.

"I love you..."

"I fucking love you too... Please, just take responsibility for me..."

Just as everyone muttered similar things to themselves as if possessed, The Dawn appeared once again.

They were dressed in thin, dark blue pinstripe suits with slightly different details, wearing belts over their jackets.

And they wore them directly over their bare skin, with no shirts underneath.

She squeezed her eyes shut at the intense stimulation.

This is the end...

The title of the B-side they would sing next was 'Candies'.


Chapter 353

I'm just... going to pass out.

While the other members slicked their hair back with pomade or styled it wet, the youngest, Jeong Dajun, wore a black beret to maximize his cuteness. He waved his hands from side to side.

“We're back~.”

True to his nickname 'Bouncy', he bounced around and chattered excitedly. Her mind grew distant, and she could not grasp what Jeong Dajun said.

This B-side track, what on earth is it...

Reactions cropped up among Noeuls right after the album's release. They found something unusual about the lyrics of the B-side track, Candies. The Dawn had performed many powerful stages before, but they had never released a song so dangerously sultry.

The fans murmured endlessly as The Dawn took their positions in provocative outfits.

WAAAAAH―...

The lights went out, and a flood of cheers erupted. A groovy EDM track mixed with an emotionally rich bass sound began to flow.

Jeong Dajun stood at the far left and bobbed his head to the rhythm.

【What's the problem today

Don't be so difficult

Don't speak with your guard up

Let's be nice to each other, sweetly, Ah, you get it】

Jeong Dajun walked over with the song and placed a hand on Seong Jiwon's shoulder.

Seong Jiwon flinched as if startled. As he was about to turn his head, Kim Seonghyeon snatched his arm and stepped forward.

【Babe, Babe I didn't mean it】

Kim Seonghyeon smiled faintly and leaned his upper body toward Seong Jiwon.

In contrast, Seong Jiwon leaned back and tilted his face away.

【Even while we argue endlessly, I want to check what time it is】

“Uwaaaaaaah!!”

The choreography flowed like water. Kim Seonghyeon reached out from behind Seong Jiwon and tapped his wrist, as if checking the time.

【It's a waste of time

Don't check your phone

Grap my waist and hold me tight

It's okay to be prickly, just smile for me once】

Kim Seonghyeon's deep, resonant low voice blended with the trendy beat, enhancing its sinister charm.

Seong Jiwon avoided Kim Seonghyeon, spun half a turn, and slightly furrowed his neat eyebrows.

【Your problem is that you're pretty when you smile】

The gradually quickening tempo WHOOSH, slowed down.

Seong Jiwon's delicate yet firm voice layered over the low-lying melody.

【You are such a mess

Sometimes it's so overwhelming I want to take a step back

But the candy we shared is too sweet】

Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, who had stood still until then, lifted their heads at Seong Jiwon's gesture. They swiped their thumbs and index fingers across their mouths as if putting candy inside.

【Filled with sweet, pleasant moments

Babe you are such a big problem】

Jeong Dajun also brought his right hand to his mouth as if whispering to the camera, and his eyes narrowed.

【My problem is that I love you】

The formation changed with the melody. Seo Hoyun held Kim Seonghyeon's hand, spun lightly, and made a brilliant entrance to the center.

【Breathlessly

Heart beating fast】

Next, Seo Hoyun caressed his own neck and did a wave with Kim Seonghyeon. The cheers from all sides were now almost screams.

【Our time, that only the two of us can share

Still lingers in my mouth】

Seo Hoyun lightly shrugged his right shoulder and moved back.

Kang Ichae brushed past him and walked forward, as if naturally crossing paths.

【Whatever you want, I'll match it for you

What's so hard about swallowing a little pride】

Then, Kang Ichae playfully twitched his left eyebrow. He tossed the mic in the air, caught it upside down, and began to rap.

【Was it sour? Was it sweet?

I don't know if you understand what I'm saying right now

It's okay, actually, I'm nervous too, No I mean it

For now, just say ah and take my candy】

The lyrics, whispered in a rough voice, made the song feel even more dangerous.

The corners of Kang Ichae's mouth curved into a smile.

【Whatever happens, let's make this moment thrilling】

A new formation was created with Seo Hoyun at the front. They all crossed their hands and slowly thrust their hips up.

【Breathlessly

Heart beating fast】

For a moment, she felt like time moved in slow motion. The song stretched out, and the cheers of the surrounding Noeul reached her slowly. The Dawn's rough breaths felt vivid, as if she were right beside them. She could even see the bead of sweat that trickled down Seo Hoyun's chin and fell to the stage floor.

And then, the frenzied roar of “Uwaaaaaaah!!!” pierced her eardrums once again.

【Our time, that only the two of us can share

Still lingers in my mouth】

This was not her first time as an idol fan, yet she struggled not to lose her mind to this unfamiliar and strange sensation.

Is this a choir of angels...

But weren't they too bewitching to be angels?

They recorded this two more times, but she never got used to it. She just shook her light stick half-heartedly, and before she knew it, the filming was over.

“Ah, uh... Oh, it's over.”

She belatedly followed the staff's guidance and trudged outside. Lost in the performance's afterglow, she stood blankly for a moment before pulling out her phone to check the time. There was still a little while until the mini fan meeting.

When she opened her social media app, real-time impressions of the music show's pre-recording flooded in.

[This comeback is seriously... seriously... seriously...

Unbelievable...

Is this even allowed to be broadcast?]

[When did our country become so lenient...]

[Feels like South Korea suddenly became the number one country to live in]

[What's with these reactions... were the stages that good??

└ I wanted to stay there forever...

└└ Damn it, I'm so curious]

Apparently, she was not the only one who had received such a shock.

She scrolled through a few more reactions before closing the app, trying to figure out what to say. She repeated the same worries she had countless times. Then the murmuring chatter suddenly stopped, and cheers erupted.

“Noeul~! You all worked so hard today!!”

The Dawn had entered the mini fan meeting venue.

Oh my god...

They looked cool under the bright lights, making expressions that fit the song, but...

The fan service today is insane...

Seeing them smile brightly under the natural sunlight was so wonderful that all her work stress completely evaporated.

Even better, they were still wearing their Candies outfits from the B-side track recording, which made it absolutely perfect.

“You all went through so much trouble since early this morning...”

Seong Jiwon said something pretty in a soft voice, but she was too mesmerized by his face to hear him well.

Seo Hoyun stood indifferently beside him, occasionally waving his hand as if responding only to the fans' calls. It was obvious Seo Hoyun consciously acted affectionate, even though that was not his true personality. That made it even better.

“We'll just say a quick hello to Noeul!”

The Dawn told the staff and came right up to where the Noeul were gathered before they could be stopped.

“How have you all been?”

The security guards hurriedly followed them.

At that moment, a fan glanced at Kang Ichae fooling around with his arm around Jeong Dajun's shoulder. She stomped her feet and shouted.

“Oppa, Ichae oppa!”

Kang Ichae craned his neck to look.

The fan made a finger heart and blew it his way.

“Oppa! Please accept my heart!”

Kang Ichae's eyes crinkled into a smile as if amused, and he waved his hand.

The startled fan waved back, so Kang Ichae made a heart. When the fan made a heart again, Kang Ichae waved.

He was clearly teasing her on purpose.

“Hey, Kang Ichae! Come on!!”

“Ahaha, okay, I'm sorry~.”

At the outburst that tossed aside formal speech, Kang Ichae chuckled, apologized, and blew a kiss.

Holy sht...*

For a moment, she was almost completely won over by Kang Ichae. Not only him, but there was also Seong Jiwon, who spoke kindly with a radiant face, Kim Seonghyeon, who meticulously remembered each fan, and Jeong Dajun, who responded with cheerful and lovely aegyo. It was deeply moving how all the members of The Dawn genuinely tried to connect with their fans.

It was sad that the short time for the mini fan meeting was almost over.

“Hoyun-ahhh!!”

Someone let out a lion's roar around the time Seo Hoyun came near where she was.

“I like cats betterrr!”

Laughter rippled through the crowd at the powerful declaration.

Seo Hoyun replied with a bright smile. “I like cats too!”

“But oppa, you're a bunny!!!”

“I like bunnies too~.”

His preferences changed every ten seconds. At this rate, if a Noeul said they liked 'turtles', he seemed ready to declare, 'I'm a turtle.'

This is crazy, crazy, crazy.

Normally, she would have joked about how he was a natural-born idol with no backbone or sense of self, but she could not do that now.

She was slightly overwhelmed by Seo Hoyun, who got closer and closer while sucking on a lollipop he must have received from a fan.

Is he... really human?

“......”

She saw Seo Hoyun trying his best to make eye contact with the fans. She composed herself and carefully opened her mouth.

“...Hoyun-ah.”

It came out as a quiet mumble.

Seo Hoyun lifted his head to answer the voices of people farther away and was about to move on.

“Ah, Hoyun-ah...!”

She mustered her courage, held out a half-heart with one hand, and called his name once more.

However, Seo Hoyun did not seem to hear and walked right past her.

Aww, he's just leaving...

It was a little disappointing, but things like this were common for an idol fan.

I should have called out louder, and more persistently.

Just as she was looking forward to a next time that might never come, Seo Hoyun took a step back.

Huh?

She was so surprised and flustered that she could not do anything. Seo Hoyun's gaze landed on her hand, still held out in the shape of a half-heart.

“Sorry. I almost missed you.”

Even his voice, slightly slurred from the candy in his mouth, was insanely good.

Seo Hoyun reached out his right hand and completed the other half of her heart. Her heart pounded violently at the touch of their fingers, feeling like it would leap out of her throat.

Seo Hoyun bent down slightly to meet her gaze, and his eyes curved into a wide smile.

“Here's a heart.”

The people on either side of her screamed on her behalf while filming with their phones.

After that, requests for hearts flooded in for Seo Hoyun.

However, Seo Hoyun blocked the Noeul with a smile and only offered high-fives or fist bumps.

“Bye! Let's see each other again!”

Just when she had resigned herself to not seeing him again, Seo Hoyun made a large heart with both arms as a final farewell and pretended to blow it toward the fans.

Then, as if it were nothing, he returned to his usual self, slung an arm around Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder, and left.

“...Hey, why does Seo Hoyun seem so happy today?”

“I don't know, look at that push and pull. His idol game has been on another level lately...”

“Who said Hoyun was sick? His face is literally glowing.”

Amidst the commotion of the Noeuls, she felt as if she were floating in a dream. Everyone else quickly disappeared, but she stood there alone, completely dazed. A staff member's urging that she was blocking the way finally made her move.

“......”

She staggered a few steps, pressed her temples against a dizzying headache, and took out her phone to message her friend.

[Me: I don't think I can ever date again...]

[Jeongmin:?]

[Jeongmin: Did Seo Hoyun give you a peck on the cheek or something?]

Her plan had been to get some handsome-guy therapy to lift her spirits and work harder. However, looking at her erratically beating heart, it seemed this life was a lost cause.

With trembling fingers, she slowly typed a reply.

[Me: He's a real man...]


Back in the waiting room, I leaned on Jeong Dajun and pressed down hard on his shoulder with my chin.

“Hoyun-hyung, why are you in such a good mood lately?”

“Do I look like it?”

“Yes... Uwaaack!”

“Hyung, that hurts, it hurts, stop pressing! Lately, your chin is on the level of a Jeulmun pottery vessel!”

“Wow, you're so knowledgeable, our little one.”

But does Jeong Dajun... even know what that was?

I thought about teasing him but decided to be a generous hyung and let it slide. I looked at the System Window that had floated in the corner of my vision for the past few days.

[Congratulations!

Status Abnormality Remaining Time: 0 Days 00 Hours 00 Seconds]

I did not bother to stop the corners of my mouth from curling into a grin.

“I've been in a pretty good condition lately.”


Chapter 354

“Ehh? Really?”

We were in the middle of promotions, so I had not even slept two full hours while carrying out our schedule. When I said I was in great condition, Jeong Dajun tilted his head, confused.

But I felt refreshed and high-spirited, finally free from the sudden nosebleeds, coughing fits, and the never-ending headache. Meeting the fans in person for the first time in a while made me even more satisfied. I just felt a little sorry that everyone looked so worried while telling me to stay healthy.

To my right, Kim Seonghyeon took a large bite of the famous sandwich from the Yuyu Bank cafeteria and spoke.

“But it's probably true he's in good condition. Seo Hoyun's been smiling so brightly lately that the company staff are starting to avoid him.”

“Well, it's creepy when people suddenly do things they don't normally... Ack!”

I gave Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun each a light smack on the head. When I turned, Seong Jiwon smiled prettily from his seat in front of me.

“It's probably because he got to spend time with his family after so long.”

“Ah, right! Has Hojin-hyung gotten any healthier?”

“That's right. Ichae, you met Hojin too, right? How was he?”

Despite the trivial question, the members' eyes all turned to Kang Ichae, who was sprawled in a corner of the waiting room playing a game. A small crack appeared in my smile.

“Oh, yeah. I saw Hojin-hyung.”

Kang Ichae glanced at me, raising one corner of his mouth as if to show off.

“He's gotten much healthier, and I had a ve~ry nice and comfortable time, too.”

Nice? Comfortable?

I was so dumbfounded I had to suppress a scoff.

That bastard, really...

The guy had stubbornly crawled into Min Jiheon's house, lugging his laptop and electronic piano. He stayed with me for five days, claiming he was nursing me.

I tried to kick him out, but he uncharacteristically groveled, promising to be as quiet as possible. I was too tired to argue, so I had no choice but to let him stay.

“Uwaaah, Ichae is so sad because he has no talent.”

He clung to me and whined whenever I felt a bit better, but the moment I coughed up blood, he would go quiet and hide somewhere out of sight.

Then, I would look over and find a few painkillers left on the table.

What a foxy bastard.

He repeatedly pushed my buttons, then backed off, careful not to completely exhaust my goodwill.

He bustled around the kitchen, declaring he would cook for me as if to create a nursing atmosphere. The sight of him clumsily dicing an onion with thick tears streaming down his face was so absurd I momentarily forgot my pain.

“...Kang Ichae, aren't you going back to the dorm?”

“The do~orm?”

Kang Ichae tilted his head like I had asked a strange question, then grinned.

“This is a secret, but... the work flows really well here.”

“......”

“Maybe the feng shui is good because the land prices are high here.”

Enough, just get the hell out of here already.

I sighed deeply, deciding I should at least feed him before sending him back. I pushed Kang Ichae aside, picked up the knife, and started making porridge, reworking the ingredients he had messed up.

Kang Ichae watched me for a moment, not the least bit embarrassed. He moved to the electronic piano, started plinking the keys, and spoke.

“Hyung, you must be bored while cooking. Should I sing for you like I'm on an audition show?”

“No, I don't need that.”

I refused immediately.

But Kang Ichae was not one to shut up obediently.

His long fingers moved dazzlingly, as if trying to press all 88 keys at once, and he opened his mouth to sing.

“Jiwon won't even be reinforcements, He′s no supporter.”

“......”

“Even if I ask How How, there's no answer, oh, man. you know who I′m talking about.”

It was a sincere waste of talent.

“He′s shameless.”

DING DING DING DING!

DANG DANG DANG DANG!

“Whoa~ ooh whoa ooh whoa~.”

The moment his sob-like vibrato peaked, I was completely pissed. I threw the ladle into the sink and stomped over.

I yanked the plug from the electronic piano and warned him in a low voice.

“Kang Ichae, cut it out.”

“......”

“Go back to the dorm before hyung gets really angry.”

After a moment of silence, Kang Ichae pressed the silent keys.

“...Man, it′s challenging life...”

He even cleverly rhymed it with his own name, singing with his eyes closed in a perfect, wistful pretense.

Thump thump.

“You bastard, don't even think about going home in one piece.”

“Gyaak~!”

In my wretched state, I did not have the patience for such a childish provocation. I took a step forward, and Kang Ichae shrieked and fled.

Those days repeated. Then one morning, I opened my eyes, expecting the same dreadful start.

But I realized my condition had completely returned to normal.

It was exactly the fifth day since Kang Ichae had invaded Min Jiheon's house.

My arm moves fine, my legs are okay too.

The constant smell of blood and the metallic taste on my tongue were also gone.

I decided to check on Seo Hojin. I threw on some clothes and was about to leave when I stopped. I saw Kang Ichae curled up like a shrimp on the living room sofa. He must have worked until dawn and fallen asleep with just a jacket thrown over him.

“Hey, Kang Ichae.”

I nudged him with my foot. He woke with a rustle, took one look at my face, and started packing his things without me saying a word.

Then he grinned and spoke.

“Hyung, should we get jajangmyeon with the members today?”

Could I even stomach that in the morning?

He seemed flushed with excitement for some reason, so I just sighed.

After that, I went to check on Seo Hojin from head to toe, then returned to the dorm. Of course, Kang Ichae followed me the whole time.

In any case, looking back with a clear head, the situation was not all bad.

Joo Woosung's self-produced content video got decent views, so I completed the Quest without a hitch. I also completed other missions during the comeback show, music broadcasts, and mini fan meeting.

If things continued this well, my plan was unlikely to go awry.

[Quest Arrived!

Achieve 3 appearances on a major broadcast network's entertainment show by the end of the year.

Success: 30,000 points awarded

Failure: Sudden status abnormality occurs and lasts for one month, logout from Idol Maker disabled]

Why has the Quest balance gone crazy again?

“Tsk...”

My condition was restored, but the penalty had also reverted from the sweet 'Actor Maker' days to the usual shitty one.

I glared at the System Window shimmering above the waiting room mirror, then snatched Kim Seonghyeon's mango smoothie and gulped it down.

“Ah, hey, yours is o-over there. It's the same thing, why are you drinking mine?”

“Is our baby shy?”

“And please, I'm begging you, just shut up.”

I ignored Kim Seonghyeon's whining and looked at Kang Ichae. He was laughing loudly while chatting with Seong Jiwon, his roommate, who he had recently grown closer to.

“Ah~ hahaha, Jiwon-hyung is so funny these days.”

So now you're having fun, are you, Kang Ichae?

Laugh a lot while you still can.

I decided to wait calmly and carry out my schedules. I would wait for the moment he let his guard down completely.

You're dead.


[So damn addictive, the lyrics are repeating in my head like a round]

[Please designate this as a forbidden song for exams. KeepitunderlevelS2... Aaargh, stop]

The Dawn's songs echoed from every corner of the streets.

The title track was popular, but the B-side, Candies, in particular, received tremendous praise from K-Pop fans.

[Plz trust the recommendation of a 10-year K-Pop stan and just listen to Candies once...

Remembering the sweetness I shared with you...

I can't believe they're doing a concept like this in their 4th year]

[Your problem is that your smile is pretty...

My problem is that I love you...]

[Ah fuck, I think my salivary glands are broken...

└ I'm the opposite, my gums are bone dry from smiling so much while watching the B-side performance...]

After the 'Last Round' album promotions began, various videos were uploaded to The Dawn's official YouTube channel. Among them was the fanchant guide for the title track, 'Level S2'.

[Kang Ichae's diction is unnecessarily damn precise]

[The maknae ㅋㅋ our Puppy is seriously driving me crazy ㅋㅋ he's practically making us rap during the instrumental ㅋ but what do we do when he stumbles while demonstrating the fanchant himself ㅋ so cute ㅋㅋ]

[While Jeong Dajun moves dozens of times, Seong Jiwon barely moves an inch lmao ㅋㅋ]

The video was packed with behind-the-scenes moments, including the members cramming in practice before the actual shoot and a small incident where Jeong Dajun almost poked Kim Seonghyeon in the face while excitedly waving the inverted pyramid-shaped light stick.

[They were all singing however they wanted so Kim Seonghyeon told them to do it properly before he hit them with the light stick but no one listened

└ ㅋㅋ look at Seong Jiwon quietly saying 'Don't wanna...' on the side

└└ ㅋㅋ Jiwon is so cute ㅜ]

In another video, they all gathered to search for each member's name on the Mango Wiki site. Jeong Dajun was the first to type in 'Seo Hoyun' and read the contents.

【Appearance. A cold and handsome man with an innocent and delicate face. Because of this, the difference between when he smiles and when he doesn't is huge. Even the members acknowledge his looks. In fact, when Kang Ichae was asked about Seo Hoyun's strengths during a live stream, he said, 'It's hard to talk about Hoyun-hyung without mentioning his face.' Ooooooh~.】

【When did I say that?】

【Sorry, but that was seriously the only strength of yours I could think of.】

Seo Hoyun chuckled at Kang Ichae, then switched places with Jeong Dajun to take over the laptop.

He scrolled down with the mouse wheel, skimming the text.

【Seo Hoyun... Nickname: Klutz. Who wrote this?】

【Hey, hey. There's a dance section. Seo Hoyun, go to the dance part.】

【Although he is in the vocal position, his dance lines are smooth and he moves very lightly. Noeul who became fans late thought he was a good dancer from the start. He makes up for his shortcomings with an overwhelming amount of practice and always shows an improved version of himself... What, I don't think this is right.】

Kim Seonghyeon furrowed his brows. He looked away from the monitor at Seo Hoyun's quiet reaction and turned his head.

【...Seo Hoyun, seeing as you're not admitting to it, at least you still have a conscience, huh?】

Instead of answering, Seo Hoyun opened a new notepad in a corner of the screen.

【Seo Hoyun, who was born with extraordinary talent, turned his household upside down by showcasing his amazing dance moves around his 100th day.】

[Lmao look at Seo Hoyun opening a notepad and just going at it]

[Is this a myth?]

Kim Seonghyeon, speechless with disbelief, stared blankly at Seo Hoyun's hands.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋ you're really cute and shameless ㅋ]

[That's what I'm saying ㅋㅋ I remember you being a huge klutz during Second Chance!! ㅋㅋ]

By the time Seo Hoyun had nonchalantly typed, 'As baby Seo Hoyun's mysterious powers grew stronger and stronger...' Jeong Dajun let out a pure exclamation of admiration.

【Hyung, you could be a drama writer.】

【Thanks.】

【Hmm, our Hoyun is truly multi-talented. I see he was overflowing with talent in this area as well.】

【...】

Seo Hoyun's relentless fingers stopped.

Soon, having lost interest in his own narrative, he searched for Seong Jiwon's name on Mango Wiki.

【As if not satisfied with his heavenly singing skills, he persistently challenges himself with rap, but he is incredibly bad at it. As you can see by comparing his self-produced content from his debut year with the recently released workshop, his skills have barely improved.】

【Hey!! Why are you saying that about our baby!】

As Seo Hoyun calmly read the next part, Kang Ichae flared up and covered Seong Jiwon's ears. Seong Jiwon, whose eyes were wide with surprise, muttered his rap part from Candies.

【Was. It. Sour? Wasit Sweet.

Do. You. Un.der.stand. what I'm say.ing. now.】

【We'll stop here.】

Seo Hoyun cut him off quickly with a stern face.

Seong Jiwon looked at Seo Hoyun with a hurt expression. Jeong Dajun jumped in front of him to intervene and wrapped up the situation.

【Well then, bye! See you again!】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, this group is so cute I can't even think straight]

[ㅋㅋㅋ the way he looks at him with a betrayed expression ㅋㅋㅋ but... our Hoyun-jjang is just... the honest type, you know?]

While Noeul were devouring the non-stop content,

[The Entertainment Powerhouse, The Dawn, is Back!]

a teaser for the self-produced content they had poured their heart and soul into for this promotion period was released.

[This is because of the Daepaseong thing, right? They're really churning out self-produced content so fast, it's practically a factory]

[Ah, I'm so, so excited]

The first scene showed Seong Jiwon rapping in a dark place. Opposite him, Jeong Dajun wore a low-brimmed hat and nodded to the beat.

【First, ah. and take, my candy.】

As the verse ended with a grand gesture, Jeong Dajun handed him a necklace engraved with 'Level S2'. Seong Jiwon accepted it with a bright smile.

【Thank you!】

[Uhh...?]

The screen cut to a pile of fallen leaves. The pile heaved, and something suddenly popped out. It was Seo Hoyun, wearing a camouflage suit covered in leaves and twigs.

He grimly loaded a paintball gun.

【Do you really have to do this?】

【Yes. I really have to do this.】

Seo Hoyun's eyes glinted dangerously.

【Because I can't live with just taking it lying down.】

[Ah, right...]

The scene changed again to Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae riding a tandem bicycle. The setting sun cast a long afterglow behind them.

As their figures grew smaller in the distance, a large title appeared over them.

[They were handsome, but a little weird...]

It was the beginning of The Dawn's maddening self-produced content, 'Unlock My Code'.
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Within the K-Pop fandom, impressions of The Dawn were varied but could be condensed into two main categories.

A group that mainly plays amongst themselves.

Handsome, but weird guys.

Although it was publicly known that Seo Hoyun was close with Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon, and that Kang Ichae was on intimate terms with Blue Tiger, they actually spent about 348 days a year revolving solely within The Dawn's orbit.

This was particularly evident in the Level S2 dance challenge videos that spread across TikTok and YouTube Shorts.

[Jeong Dajun is so damn good ㄷㄷㄷ]

This was because of frequently spotted clips of Jeong Dajun, The Dawn's youngest member. He was the very personification of 'liveliness', dancing brightly and cheerfully with other idol groups, but the moment the dance ended, his expression would turn awkward as he bowed deeply at a ninety-degree angle.

[The amazing thing about Jeong Dajun...

Inside the group, he still acts like a 21-month-old baby.

Outside the group, he suddenly becomes a cold, handsome guy.

└ Ikr, he's getting more shy around outsiders, seems like he's taking after his hyungs.

└└ fr?

└└ Yeah, I think it was during a music show broadcast, another idol was filming a vlog and their waiting room was briefly shown ㅋㅋㅋ

It looked like he was a bit annoyed by male idols his age trying to talk to him to build connections.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah damn that's hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Fr this kid knows what's up now and has gotten a strong personality... though it seems he mostly learned the bad parts from his hyungs...

Please cherish our baby Puppy...]

Even Jeong Dajun, who once loved being around people, eventually started to stick only with his group.

The other members were no different.

[The youngest stepped up to give a serious presentation during a meeting, then he saw Ichae's face and suddenly burst out laughing.

It was so random, he just started cracking up.

Even Ichae, who was just spinning a pen with a blank face, saw Dajun and started laughing so hard he bent over, sputtering...

What's with these two...]

[What did you two communicate secretly behind my back...]

[They say they laugh just by making eye contact these days...]

[Still, our babies are true pros. During the part in Level S2 where they face each other and hold hands, their expressions don't waver one bit, they're dead serious.

└└ Did you see the fancam? When they turn their bodies away from the camera, they're trying to hold back their laughter.

└└ ㅋㅋ They're so cute, seriously.]

Perhaps that was why even the smallest crack could be greatly exaggerated, allowing discord rumors to spread so easily.

As The Dawn began their official promotions, their appearances across various broadcast media showed them to be as close as ever.

[It was weird that they had discord rumors in the first place.]

[Fr, that's why I ignore all that clickbait.]

Just looking at the chats Kang Ichae or Jeong Dajun occasionally posted on UseVerse, or the text messages rarely caught on camera, revealed how comfortable they were with each other.

[Rap Machine: Guys~ Gather at the practice room at 5 o'clock!!]

[Shameless: ok]

[Boiled Dumpling: Seong Jiwon... you mean 17:00, right?]

[Me: Aw, hyung, why ask something like that?]

[Youngest: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I know right ㅋㅋ Hyung, of course it's in the afternoon.]

[Rap Machine: Huh? 05:00]

[Me: Oh...]

[Youngest: Oh...]

[Shameless: ok]

Messages like that.

[Shameless: Jeong Dajun, get your ass over here right now.]

[Youngest: Ah, hyung ㅜㅜ it's not like that ㅜㅜㅠ]

[Youngest: wait wait wait hyung, calm down a bit]

[Youngest: I'll be there in a bit]

[Youngest has left the chat.]

[Shameless: Kang Ichae]

[Me: Ichae Ichae]

[Boiled Dumpling: What's up with him?]

[Rap Machine: Dajun apparently didn't listen to Hoyun and left...]

[Rap Machine: So Ichae said he's going to catch him.]

[Boiled Dumpling: What is Kang Ichae... Seo Hoyun's PokXmon?]

[Boiled Dumpling: He's so obedient.]

Or stuff like this.

Every sentence dripped with closeness.

[Ichae Ichae lmao ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Look at how Kang Ichae saved their names.

Seong Jiwon Rap Machine

Kim Seonghyeon Boiled Dumpling

Jeong Dajun Youngest

Seo Hoyun Shameless ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kim Seonghyeon's joke is fucking witty.

└ Kim Seonghyeon is my little comedian, he's so damn funny.]

[How did Jiwon translate the situation like that?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[So what happened with the discord rumors between Ichae and Hoyun??

└ They didn't really clarify anything... it's pointless to do that anyway.]

[They're close, what are you talking about ㅋㅋㅋ Seong Jiwon said that Seo Hoyun went to a workshop to get some album as a gift for Kang Ichae.

└ Fr??? He's the model of a good hyung.]

Contrary to the covertly spreading rumors, the relationship between Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun was not much different from usual. In fact, Kang Ichae seemed to be acting even friendlier, sticking close to Seo Hoyun affably.

Just as fans poured out all sorts of speculations about what such behavior might imply, a new piece of self-produced content was uploaded.

【THE DAWN - Unlock My Code 】

BZZT― With a burst of static, a color bar test pattern appeared on the screen. It then cut to The Dawn, engrossed in games inside an arcade filled with purple lighting.

【The Dawn kids casually enjoying games at the arcade ♡】

They were all dressed casually in combinations of windbreakers, sweatshirts, or hoodies paired with cotton pants or jeans.

[Hoyun must have had an official schedule today, he came out in a white outfit.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Determining his schedule by the color of his clothes...]

Kim Seonghyeon had taken off his windbreaker, as if he was a little warm, and tied it tightly around his waist. He stared blankly at the claw machine.

“The production staff told me to get the rabbit...”

As Kim Seonghyeon moved around with pouting lips, trying to figure out an easy way to get it, Seo Hoyun sauntered over.

“Think you can do it?”

[This guy next to him keeps being sarcastic.]

Kim Seonghyeon snapped that he couldn't see at Seo Hoyun, who peered over with crossed arms and blocked his view. Seo Hoyun just sighed and shook his head as if in pity.

“Baby, you'd be better off just making a donation.”

“...Be quiet.”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ But Kim Seonghyeon is amazing, he's concentrating even with that face staring at him so intently.]

[If that were me, I'd throw away the doll and everything else and just stare at Hoyun. Shit, he's so damn holy.]

In reality, Seo Hoyun's looks didn't have much of an effect on Kim Seonghyeon, but his sabotage attempts were relentless. Because of Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon would narrowly hook the ball chain only to lose it time and again.

Kang Ichae had ignored the youngest member whining right next to him that he wanted a Pompom Ourin. Instead, he won an armful of elephants for Jeong Dajun and now wore a look of incomprehension.

“You still haven't gotten it?”

“Just stay still for a second.”

“You know, Seonghyeon-ah. I don't think you have a talent for this...”

“Seong Jiwon, don't you start too...”

Even Seong Jiwon, who had just returned from passionately singing Level S2 in a coin karaoke booth for promotional purposes, wore a troubled smile.

After the same failure repeated several times, Seong Jiwon watched Kim Seonghyeon push a crumpled bill into the claw machine for the twelfth time. He then stealthily glanced toward Seo Hoyun.

“Hoyun-ah, want to give it a try? I think you'd be good at it.”

“I can't do it.”

Seo Hoyun just rolled his eyes to look at Seong Jiwon and shrugged.

“Besides, why waste money on something like this? It's a waste.”

Since all of The Dawn had gathered to watch Kim Seonghyeon waste his money, Jeong Dajun, who was squatting nearby, lifted his chin. He asked Seo Hoyun with an innocent face.

“Hyung, but couldn't the fans do it?”

“When Noeul does it, it's for the domestic economy.”

[That was such a smooth deflection ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun ignored the members' stinging glares. He pointed directly at his designated camera and gave a light, charming smile.

Seeing this, Kang Ichae's lip quirked up. He approached Kim Seonghyeon and tapped him to move aside.

Taking Kim Seonghyeon's place, Kang Ichae snatched the doll in one go.

Kim Seonghyeon took the rabbit from the prize chute, looking a little sullen, and sat on a chair in the middle of the arcade. The other members followed, sitting in the empty spots.

Kim Seonghyeon looked over the prize in his hands and discovered a zipper on its back. He pulled it down, revealing several small notes.

When he unfolded the largest one, it contained a message about the self-produced content they were filming today.

“The Dawn members each have a secret. Complete missions to find out your secret code and take first place.”

“It's my secret, but I don't know it? Is my concept supposed to be a bit dumb?”

“Hold on, shh. Anyone who scores 10 points in the mini-games can get a code from the production staff. The first person to obtain the code will seize first place...”

Seong Jiwon, who had been handed the next note, continued to read it slowly.

“...All members except for the winner will receive a penalty.”

“Woah, isn't that too harsh?”

“Boo, that's right! You should give a prize to the winner instead of a penalty!”

The youngest members were the first to protest, each adding a word.

“Of course, there's a prize too. The winner will be given a 'Freedom Pass,' allowing them to do anything they want for two weeks, and it must be accepted.”

“So I don't have to clean?”

“Nope, anything! You can think of it as your own 'Two-Week Reign'.”

At the production staff's hastily added words, Jeong Dajun's momentum faltered a bit. He muttered, “Then aren't the rest of us just slaves...”

Even amidst the noisy chatter, Seo Hoyun just covered his mouth with one hand and quietly observed the situation.

Kim Seonghyeon found his behavior strange and repeatedly glanced at him from the side.

“Why do you keep looking?”

“I wasn't looking.”

“It's hard for me to pretend I don't notice when you're so obviously sneaking glances.”

“......”

[He's really so detestable.]

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon's fist trembling right now ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun, aren't you scared seeing those bulging veins?]

“Alright, I'll read the penalties now. Hmm~.”

Seong Jiwon first scanned down the paper, then gave a slight smile and continued speaking, ignoring the members' complaints.

“First, our youngest, banned from watching dramas for two weeks.”

“Aaargh!”

“Ichae, banned from all games, including IRIX, for two weeks.”

“Aaaaaargh!”

“That's fine.”

“Isn't that something you can live without?”

[Seong Jiwon is so creepy ㄷㄷ

“Practice will go well then.”]

[Whenever Jiwon is like this, I find it kind of heart-fluttering for some reason...]

The named members screamed, but the rest were very calm, their expressions saying it didn't matter as long as it wasn't them.

“Seong Jiwon, must use a rough, thuggish way of speaking for two weeks. ...Huh?”

“Huh?!”

[Ah, Kang Ichae, fuck, look at him immediately imitating the thuggish accent ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fucking hilarious, shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Haha, this penalty is a bit difficult...”

“How is yours the only easy one!!”

“Hey, I said it's difficult! Anyway, Hoyun... banned from teasing or being sarcastic to others for two weeks.”

As competitiveness gradually filled them and their eyes began to gleam, Kim Seonghyeon's penalty was finally revealed.

“...Kim Seonghyeon, for two weeks, must tell the members 'I love you' once a day, and on top of that, give them a goodnight kiss on the crown of their head every night.”

Simultaneously, Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun shot up with a shriek.

“Make Seonghyeon-hyung the winner!!”

“I don't even have to watch dramas, can't we just give him first place? Hurry, hurry!”

At their intense reaction, Kim Seonghyeon's brow furrowed deeply. He growled back just as fiercely.

“Hey! What's with you two?! I don't want to do it to you either! Me too!!”

“If you keep this up, I'm moving out of the dorm!”

“Seriously! This is unfair!”

“Let's be quiet, guys. Quiet!”

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Look how much they all hate it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The place instantly became as chaotic as a gathering of excited apes. The role of handling the members, who chattered like monkeys and couldn't seem to calm down, naturally fell to Seong Jiwon. At his firm voice, Jeong Dajun, Kim Seonghyeon, and even Kang Ichae flinched to a halt.

[But why is Seo Hoyun so quiet? It's scary.]

[That's what I'm saying.]

Seong Jiwon continued to speak, glancing over at Seo Hoyun, who was unusually quiet today.

“Anyway, if you win first place, you get a privilege. If you want, you could probably avoid someone else's penalty...”

For a moment, their gazes met.

No sooner had Seong Jiwon trailed off than the corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth crept upwards.

“This is interesting.”

At his ominous voice, the other members' gazes also landed on Seo Hoyun.

The thoughts of everyone, except Seong Jiwon, appeared unfiltered on their faces.

Weren't we supposed to eliminate that damn lead vocalist to seal his terrifying mouth, and make Kim Seonghyeon the winner to ensure a peaceful outcome?

At that moment, Kim Seonghyeon was the quickest to notice the ominous feeling, perhaps because he was the most frequent victim. He looked horrified as he tried to stop Seo Hoyun first.

“Don't you dare. Absolutely do not.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun didn't even pretend to listen. He leisurely crossed his legs before leaning in close to Kim Seonghyeon.

“You should prepare some good lip balm.”

His eyes curved into a deep smile.
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Everyone's expression stiffened at Seo Hoyun's non-warning.

Seo Hoyun, however, just smiled brightly. He rose from his seat, approached a staff member at the arcade entrance, and received a piece of paper.

“Guess Hoyun will be on his way?”

He fluttered the paper and walked right out.

“......”

【Seo Hoyun, departing for the mission location!】

A brief silence swept over the members. They quickly huddled together for an emergency meeting with a shared purpose.

“Who did something wrong to Hoyun-hyung?!”

“The person who didn't do the dishes yesterday, step forward now.”

At Kim Seonghyeon's words, Seong Jiwon's gaze shifted to Kang Ichae. Jeong Dajun's and Kim Seonghyeon's attention followed.

“Why, what, why.”

Kang Ichae retorted bluntly. He ignored the comment about the dishes and continued.

“Anyway, since Hoyun-hyung seems to be acting on his own... should we stick together and make Seonghyeon-hyung number one?”

“I'm all for it!”

“I desperately want to do that too.”

Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon eagerly voiced their approval. They had decided they absolutely could not let Seo Hoyun win this self-produced content.

Only Seong Jiwon stood slightly apart, a serene smile on his face.

Kang Ichae got to his feet, narrowed his eyes slightly, and invited Seong Jiwon.

“Hyung, want to go together?”

“Hm, sure.”

The members exchanged a look and quickly dispersed. Kang Ichae, holding the mission paper, also left the arcade and headed elsewhere.

【Please enter the Room of the Avatar, located to the right outside the arcade.

※For multiple people】

“Oh, it's close.”

Seong Jiwon trotted along behind him. He peeked over Kang Ichae's shoulder and read the instructions on the table aloud.

“Imitate the words and actions of your fellow group member, Seo Hoyun. The one judged by the production staff to be the most similar will receive bonus points...?”

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae's eyes met for a moment.

Seong Jiwon was the first to pull out a chair and sit. He slowly rubbed the back of his neck with his left hand.

“Um... then I'll go first.”

He furrowed his fine brow, looking slightly troubled. After a pause, he spoke.

“...Seong Jiwon, you're pretty good at singing.”

【?】

A small question mark appeared as a caption.

Next, Seong Jiwon stroked his chin and seriously delivered another line.

“Why are you doing this? Make the other kids do it.”

【Is this The Dawn's Seo Hoyun's usual speech and behavior...?】

“...I-Is this right? What else is there to Hoyun's way of speaking?”

A staff member holding a xylophone mallet looked unsure what to do with the bizarre scene. The staff member cautiously asked Seong Jiwon.

“He actually said that, right?”

“Yes, these are all things I've heard...”

“Uh, um, well... are there any other versions?”

“...Other versions?”

Hmm. He hummed softly and tilted his head. Then, he smirked with one side of his mouth, just like Seo Hoyun.

“...Seong Jiwon, sometimes you're a real handful.”

[No, fuck, is that all he says to you???]

[It's like Seo Hoyun has a romance male lead's scriptbook flowing through his veins instead of blood...]

Kang Ichae watched from the side with a displeased look. He nonchalantly raised his hand.

“Ichae Ichae will go.”

A staff member nodded. Kang Ichae swept his hair back, lowered his voice, and began to mimic Seo Hoyun.

“Kang Ichae, get your ass over here now.”

“Ahaha. You're good~.”

“I know, right! Ichae is exactly the same.”

Laughter quickly spread through the group.

Kang Ichae's expression, however, did not change in the slightest. He was merely imitating Seo Hoyun.

“You really...”

The moment Kang Ichae started to speak again, the video fast-forwarded. Captions scrolled up from the bottom of the screen.

...Kang Ichae, are you out of your mind? Are you kidding me? What? Telling me to stop acting like an old boomer? The ink on your ID isn't even dry yet, why won't you listen to your hyung? If you've got a problem with it, go eat more rice cake soup to make up for what you lack. Stop whining and come do your work. You think this is good enough? The Hook isn't catchy. There's no impact. I can't remember a single thing already. Do it again while I'm still being nice. Again, again, again. Again, again...

“......”

The corners of Seong Jiwon's lips slowly turned down. The "haha" sounds gradually faded.

[Ichae-ya... just what kind of life are you living with Hoyun...]

Kang Ichae smiled slyly and crossed his right leg confidently. As if to seal the deal, he looked at Seong Jiwon and added one more thing.

“Jiwon-ah, you're not confident you can win?”

[I just felt an overwhelming sense of terror. I can see the real Seo Hoyun in Kang Ichae]

“No, that's, uh, um...”

“Why, you have to say it for me to know.”

“...Wow, but Ichae, you're really good.”

Seong Jiwon blinked in surprise and immediately gasped in admiration.

[How can you be impressed by that, you]

[You guys are seriously crazy. No, I mean I like it... so cute...]

【Kang Ichae, overwhelming victory by staff judgment. 1 bonus point + 1 participation point, total 2 points acquired.】

【Seong Jiwon, 1 participation point acquired.】

After checking the results, Kang Ichae stood up with a relaxed attitude.

“Hyung, please do a good job supporting Seonghyeon-hyung next. I'm going to go interfere with Hoyun-hyung.”

“Ah, okay. I got it.”

As Kang Ichae headed out, he turned back just before the door closed, holding it open with his hand.

“...Seong Jiwon, I believe you'll do well.”

“Ahaha, are you still imitating Hoyun?”

Seong Jiwon wrinkled his nose and showed a refreshing smile.

“Yeah, I'll do well. Hoyun-ah, but do you really think you can beat Seonghyeon? All the kids are targeting you.”

“Don't worry.”

The corner of Kang Ichae's mouth lifted, and his eyes glinted fiercely.

“I never fight battles I can't win.”

It was the very same expression Seo Hoyun wore when he was confident.

Seong Jiwon watched with wide eyes as Kang Ichae's figure quickly receded with long strides.

“Wow...”

He then touched his lips and muttered.

“That was actually kind of like the real Hoyun and cool...”

【What part of that was cool?】

[No, the caption, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[What is wrong with the captions for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seong Jiwon stood there blankly for a moment, then gave his head a slight shake and hurried to the next mission location.


The screen naturally transitioned to a paintball survival game field on the outskirts of Seoul.

【Be the Last One Standing – Paintball Survival 】

Kim Seonghyeon, who had already finished one minigame, had arrived ahead of him.

“Oh, Seong Jiwon, you're here?”

“Yeah.”

Seong Jiwon still did not feel the same desperation as the other members to make Kim Seonghyeon the winner. He obediently nodded, however, and relayed in detail what he knew.

As the two moved to grab their safety vests, text appeared over them, and the scene changed again.

【Meanwhile, what about this group's elephant maknae...?】

“...Hoo.”

Jeong Dajun appeared from between the trees, his entire body concealed. He was wrapped in military camouflage netting with green cream slathered on his face, a sight so questionable one might doubt he was an idol.

“For the peace of the dorm...”

[Aww]

The moment the maknae cried out for peace, the fans' peace was shattered in real-time on social media.

[Ah, fuck, are you telling us to make gifs of this or not]

[Jeong Dajun are you kidding me]

[You're an idol]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at all the Noeuls getting mad in unison]

【He said he absolutely did not want to lose...】

“No, Jeong Dajun. What on earth are you wearing?”

“A net that helps me become one with my surroundings. I found it in that warehouse over there earlier. It said I could rent it if I used the premium service.”

He chuckled, hoisted the camouflage netting over his shoulder, and wrapped it meticulously around himself again. He then dropped to the ground to survey his surroundings.

“I can't fail here. It's practically my theme for this The Dawn album promotion! Besides, I've already talked it over with Ichae-hyung and Seonghyeon-hyung.”

[Don't tell me you're talking about the part where you shoot a gun in the music video]

[Please give me back my baby elephant ㅠㅠ]

“Even if I can't watch my dramas for two weeks, isn't that better than hearing our leader tell me he loves me every single day?”

[Look at Jeong Dajun getting all serious suddenly]

[Look at him suddenly adopting Seo Hoyun's way of speaking]

[Did you hate hearing him say he loves you that much...]

Jeong Dajun whispered quietly. His eyes, the only clean part of his face, darted around busily.

[But does our Puppy not think that Ichae might betray him?

└ I know right, he seems like he'd be really good at it]

At that moment, a low rustling sound came from nearby.

Jeong Dajun frowned, staring somewhere. He readjusted his grip on his gun and aligned the sights with his target.

As the focus shifted to where the barrel was aimed, Kim Seonghyeon's face was revealed.

Jeong Dajun watched the front with one eye closed as if timing it. He slowly bent his right index finger.

[Ooh, Jeong Dajun is the traitor?!]

And then,

TAK!

The trigger was pulled.

Just as the game headed in a completely unexpected direction, Jeong Dajun lowered his gun a step too late and put on a mistaken expression.

“Oops! I wasn't supposed to shoot Seonghyeon-hyung, I did it by accident!”

[Not the strategist type]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ you crazy bastards I'm drooling with laughter]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ are you sure you shot him by accident?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

When the screen switched back to Kim Seonghyeon, however, Seong Jiwon was the one rolling on the ground. Seong Jiwon had sensed the danger with his quick wits, pulled Kim Seonghyeon aside, and taken the hit instead.

【Seong Jiwon, eliminated from this mission!】

“Seong Jiwon!!”

“Seonghyeon-ah...”

Seong Jiwon clutched his unblemished chest with one hand and groaned. He grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder with the other.

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

The usual Kim Seonghyeon would have freaked out and backed away, asking why he was acting like this too. Moved by Seong Jiwon's sacrifice, however, he stayed put with moist eyes.

“Leave me and go on ahead. Quickly.”

“Hey, are you hurt?”

“I'm fine.”

A faint smile flickered across Seong Jiwon's face and disappeared.

“Seonghyeon-ah... you didn't want to do the penalty, right?”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon's mouth slowly fell open. The hand on his shoulder patted him at a steady, comforting rhythm.

“Seonghyeon-ah, run and don't look back.”

Kim Seonghyeon squeezed his eyes shut once, then opened them. He clenched his jaw as if he had made a decision.

“Before this effort goes to waste.”

After hearing Seong Jiwon's words, Kim Seonghyeon nodded grimly and stood up.

Swept up in the atmosphere, The Dawn's leader failed to notice the corners of his opponent's mouth twitching upwards.

[What is up with Seong Jiwon these days]

[Jiwon's just been tainted by Kang Ichae]

[Shouldn't the Seo Hoyun penalty have been given to Seong Jiwon...

└ I agree for real]

[Aigoo... how does Kim Seonghyeon survive in this world being so naive...]

Jeong Dajun observed them from behind a large tree. He sighed in relief after confirming Kim Seonghyeon's clothes were clean.

“Hoo, still, I'm glad things seem to be sorted out...”

But hadn't someone once said that the safest moment is the most dangerous?

SPLAT!

A paintball burst on the back of Kim Seonghyeon as he turned to leave. The gray vest was stained red.

【Kim Seonghyeon, eliminated from this mission!】

“Wha, what?!”

While Kim Seonghyeon was in shock, alarms blared in Jeong Dajun's head.

Jeong Dajun sensed the crisis and struggled to escape. The net wrapped around his body restricted his movements, so he began to roll spectacularly.

TAK!

PANG!

Red paint blossomed in the middle of his chest.

【Jeong Dajun, eliminated from this mission!】

Jeong Dajun stopped after a few more tumbles and stared blankly at his chest. He had been spinning wildly but hadn't sensed his opponent at all.

At that moment, something stirred in the bushes.

“Elephant.”

A clump of fallen leaves suddenly rose. A familiar, low-pitched voice reached his ears.

Soon, what appeared to be a hand pulled back the dry leaves. Jeong Dajun's face slowly filled with horror.

“No way...!”

Seo Hoyun, his body just as thoroughly concealed in camouflage as Jeong Dajun's, flashed his trademark one-sided smirk.

“A shame all your efforts went to waste.”

[No, fuck, why a Ghillie Suit]

Jeong Dajun puffed out his cheeks and shrieked.

“Hyung, what on earth are you wearing!”

[And you thought it was okay for you to wear a camouflage net...]

Seo Hoyun answered the pointless 'Me? You?' retort with a cold stare. He brushed fallen leaves off his gun.

“Kang Ichae, where did that bastard go.”


Chapter 357

Around the time Seo Hoyun appeared at the Paintball Survival arena in camouflage, Kang Ichae was supposed to be interfering with him. Instead, Kang Ichae was sweeping the mini-games elsewhere.

【Test Your Sense of Pitch - Room of Perfect Pitch

※For 1 Player Only】

The mission took place in a vocal training room at the new WH Entertainment building.

A staff member behind a partition pressed a piano key. Kang Ichae stroked his chin and slightly furrowed his brow.

“F#, F, G, B, C.”

[Huh?]

[No way... Come on...]

Behind Kang Ichae, who waited leisurely for the verdict, the staff murmured like background music.

“Th-That's correct.”

The rules clearly stated that bonus points would be awarded for correctly identifying one or two notes. Kang Ichae answered too easily, however, so the difficulty kept rising. The staff eventually resorted to pressing multiple keys at once.

[This is insane.]

[If that were me, I would've flipped the table, for real.]

[How did he even get that right;;]

“...How about this one?”

The staff member asked cautiously, as if testing Kang Ichae's reaction after playing a blatantly difficult chord. The corners of Kang Ichae's mouth curved deviously.

“Ichae Ichae, B, E♭, F#, A, B♭.”

Kang Ichae, who had been rattling off the answers, deliberately dragged out the end of his sentence to build suspense, then slowly continued.

“Hmm, F#, A♭, E♭, A... and D?”

He made no errors.

Just then, a clip of the youngest member struggling in the Room of Perfect Pitch was inserted. Jeong Dajun did not get single notes wrong, but the moment the test moved to two notes, he became completely lost with a question mark hovering over his head.

[Ah, Jeong Dajun is so cute I could die.]

[But how did Kang Ichae get that right? ㅋ]

[Whoa, suddenly feeling so proud of our composer member...]

【Kang Ichae earns 1 bonus point from the staff and 1 participation point, for a total of 2 points.】

“Thanks~!”

Kang Ichae flashed a refreshing smile with his thanks. He took the note from the staff, pinched it between his index and middle fingers, and gave it a little shake. He then moved to the room right next door.

【Just Enjoy Yourself - Room of Macau】

Three tables stood in the room, each with a person in a suit standing beside it. Kang Ichae approached the nearest table, sat down, and the blackjack dealer smiled.

“Check.”

He showed dazzling skill.

“Raise.”

He maintained a completely unshakable poker face.

“All in.”

He even made a bold, unhesitating bet.

【Not an idol, but the return of a tazza?】

Kang Ichae, having effortlessly swept two tables in an instant, flashed a charming smile at the astonished staff.

“Ehei, it's not over yet. Don't back out now. I'll bet all the points I've earned so far. How about we raise the bonus points to 2? Call?”

“...Call.”

And, of course, he achieved a complete and utter victory in the end.

【Kang Ichae earns 2 bonus points and 1 participation point, for a total of 3 points.】

【Kang Ichae's current points: 7.】

[Kang Ichae is a god...]

[Why is he an idol? He should have gone to Macau.]

[Isn't this room made just for Kang Ichae?]

Kang Ichae had easily won not only the one-on-one blackjack game against the dealer but also poker against the staff and finally Hula. He tossed a chip toward the ceiling, caught it, and raised one corner of his mouth.

“Thaaanks~”

[Why has Thug Chae been trying so hard since earlier? Isn't he basically in first place?]

[Is he really going to make Seonghyeon number one? For real? Seriously? Can I trust him this time?

└ Are you perhaps Mr. Boiled Dumpling? To think a human would believe that...]

Unaware of what the Noeuls were discussing, Kang Ichae whistled as he headed to the next mission location.

He walked quite a way down the hall and turned several corners before arriving at what was originally the WH Entertainment monitoring room. As soon as he entered, he saw two large one-person sofas. A projector screen was pulled down on the front wall.

He thought the game would start right away this time too, but Kang Ichae simply leaned back in the chair and took out his phone.

“...Kang Ichae, aren't you going to start?”

“Hmm, let's just wait a little.”

In response to the staff's question, Kang Ichae only tapped out a text to someone and twitched his eyebrow.

“I'm sure he'll be here soon.”

Tick-tock. The sound of the second hand pierced the silence for a while. The door finally opened again.

The camera slowly panned up from the bottom to reveal the newcomer. The man wore chunky sneakers, black jogger pants with many pockets, and a black turtleneck underneath. His cheeks and jawline were slick with sweat.

“......”

【The hot guy who was wearing a ghillie suit appears!】

[Damn, it would've been so much better if he'd dressed like this earlier.]

[My point exactly!!!! RAGE!!!!!!]

Unaware of the fans' fury over their unintentionally blocked 'creation of cool gifs of my baby', Seo Hoyun blew his bangs out of his face. He plopped down on the empty chair next to Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae subtly covered the area under his nose with his index finger and wrinkled his eyes.

“Smells like fallen leaves.”

[Kang Ichae has animal instincts, how did he know?ㄷㄷㄷㄷ]

[He can guess the smell of fallen leaves but doesn't know what he was wearing...

└ Of course he wouldn't know.]

“Why didn't you come to the survival game?”

“I was busy earning points.”

“That's a shame.”

【The one who hasn't served in the military was lucky enough to escape the sniper who has.】

A fake smile hung on the lips of the two members as they sized each other up. Kang Ichae was the first to provoke Seo Hoyun.

“Hoyun-hyung, are you all ready to be a slave for two weeks?”

“Then are you prepared to get a kiss from Kim Seonghyeon?”

“Hahaha! Me? Not you, hyung?”

The words they exchanged were smooth, but sparks seemed to fly from their clashing gazes.

A staff member, who had been cautiously observing the atmosphere, spoke up.

“...Then let's begin.”

【Remain Poker-Faced No Matter What You See - Room of Holding Back Laughter

※For 1 or More Players】

【You fail if you laugh or get embarrassed while watching the videos of The Dawn that the staff plays. Maintain a blank expression no matter what you see!】

【If participating alone, you get 1 participation point for enduring until the end of the video. If participating with others, bonus points are only awarded if the opponent laughs first. However, in this game, the person who doesn't receive bonus points also gets no participation points.】

[Ah ㅋ, what is this? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[tlqkf ㅋ, I haven't even seen it and it's already funny. I'm giving up on holding back my laughter now.]

[I don't think Kang Ichae can hold it in. He's the type to fail at holding back laughter just from looking at Jeong Dajun.

└ Right? Our Ichae lives life to the fullest, ㅋ.]

Seo Hoyun kept brushing at his hair, as if he could still feel something foreign in it. Kang Ichae simply stared at the screen. The first video began to play.

It was a talk show variety program with the concept of finding the true 'jjang' [top dog] in a school setting, with them wearing school uniforms.

This is a shocking true story I experienced. This time, the main character isn't me, but HouHou-hyung.

It was the very program where Kang Ichae had exposed Seo Hoyun's most embarrassing moment.

Hoyun-hyung was practicing his aegyo.

You're so lovely, God-Tier Character...

Seo Hoyun could be seen with his face buried in the desk, pretending to be dead with only his beet-red ears showing.

[Ah~~~ I miss those days, I miss them~~~]

[The fact that Seo Hoyun had a time like this feels like an urban legend.]

[Kyaa, Seo Hoyun was so cute back then ㅋㅋ. The look on his face when reality hit because he wasn't used to aegyo was so freaking adorable.]

At that moment, the screen switched to a close-up of Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae watching the broadcast.

“......”

“......”

Both of their faces were endlessly cold.

Kang Ichae propped his chin on his right hand and stared straight ahead with a frosty expression. Seo Hoyun also just watched silently with his arms crossed and a chilly face.

[We're sorry...]

[We're sorry for laughing...]

Sensing something was amiss, the staff decided to go for a powerful blow all at once.

Hoyun-ah, am I a fool? Just how long are you going to make me wait?!

It was an FNL episode filmed when the Seo Hoyun Disease and Kang Ichae Disease were trending.

A clip played of Seo Hoyun sitting on the edge of a bed. He gently brushed aside the black bangs of Seong Jiwon, who was afflicted with the Seo Hoyun Disease.

How long will I make you wait?

Until the signal lights change 200 times...

[Aah, the Seo Hoyun Disease, this was funny too ㅋㅋ.]

[Kang Ichae will 100% laugh at this. That rascal really enjoyed the Kang Ichae Disease back then.]

However, even in the newly switched scene, they remained still.

“......”

“......”

Neither of them moved even a millimeter of their lips.

[We'resorrywe'resorrywe'resorry]

[This isn't about holding back laughter anymore. I've become a child frantically trying to read the room between my parents.]

[Please let me out of this room.]

[No, the blank expressions make it even scarier.]

【This Room of Holding Back Laughter... doesn't seem like it will end easily.】

A caption appeared below Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, who stared straight ahead in the same unwavering posture.

Yes, hyuuung...

After the video on the screen had been changed several times without any reaction, Kang Ichae spoke first.

“...Hyung, you were embarrassed when I caught you practicing aegyo in the practice room, weren't you?”

Seo Hoyun, his gaze still fixed forward, replied indifferently.

“Bbuing bbuing?”

“......”

[It's not working at all.]

[ㅋㅋㅋ, so frustrating ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He then leaned back deeper into his chair and added another comment.

“Kang Ichae, your rank in IRIX has been dropping.”

“That's just me having fun on my alternate account.”

“Your main account's rank dropped too.”

“...Thaat's also just me playing for fun.”

[Kang Ichae's reply was a beat too late.]

Just then, Seo Hoyun's lips curved into a fine line.

“That was because of me.”

“......”

“You were playing a ranked game in IRIX and the power suddenly went out, right?”

“...Are you talking about the final match of my promotion series?”

Kang Ichae's eyes flickered toward Seo Hoyun before stopping. Kang Ichae's face was sharp and fierce, but Seo Hoyun remained nonchalant.

“I unplugged the power cord and plugged it back in.”

“What?!...Why?”

“As a hyung, I was trying to prevent my little brother's gaming addiction.”

[Seo Hoyun Shutdown System]

Kang Ichae's eyebrow twitched at the words, so malicious that even a demon would shudder and shake its head in disgust.

“...You know your stocks have plummeted, right, hyung? Your stock app has been looking pretty grim lately.”

“I know, but I like the color blue.”

“Hey, hyung, my hair color is red.”

“That's why.”

At Seo Hoyun's calm response, Kang Ichae's expression hardened even more.

“Then what if I dye my hair blue?”

“I'd probably start liking red.”

[What is this childish fight...]

[This isn't even about holding back laughter anymore, it's a nonsense battle.]

His expression almost crumbling, Kang Ichae touched the corner of his mouth and let out a small sigh.

“You could just say anything looks good on me, you know?”

On the projector, a clip was playing from their self-produced content, 'The Dawn Corporation'. It showed Seo Hoyun getting annoyed because Kang Ichae wanted to go eat Pyeongyang naengmyeon.

“Is it that hard to give me a compliment just once?”

“......”

[Whoa, he's saying it like a joke, but he seems a little hurt.]

[But if that's true, I would've cried. ㅠ When Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae were imitating Seo Hoyun, what they each heard was completely different.]

Though he had already lost interest in the video, Kang Ichae kept his gaze stubbornly fixed forward as he spoke.

At that, Seo Hoyun's head, which had been motionless until now, turned to the side more easily than expected.

“......”

“What.”

“You don't believe me when I praise you openly.”

“...I don't?”

A trident formed between his brows as Kang Ichae looked at Seo Hoyun a step too late.

“And the reason I'm stingy with compliments is because I have high expectations for you. You know that.”

“......”

“That I'm meaner to the people I have high expectations for.”

Seo Hoyun was smiling slightly.

“Should I stop, if you don't like it?”

Surprised, Kang Ichae blinked. In the moment he missed his chance to reply, the staff spoke to Seo Hoyun first.

“Seo Hoyun, you're eliminated for smiling.”

“Okay.”

Seo Hoyun stood up from his seat and strode out without a hint of regret. Kang Ichae, who had been staring blankly at his retreating figure, clicked his tongue a beat later and straightened up.

【Kang Ichae earns 1 bonus point and 1 participation point, for a total of 2 points.】

【Kang Ichae's current points: 9.】

Above that, the results of this mini-game and Kang Ichae's current point total were displayed.

“...How absurd.”

Kang Ichae pressed a hand to his forehead and grumbled, not even noticing his original way of speaking slipping out.

“He just left without even making an excuse that he didn't smile. Isn't that just him bluffing? It's not even cool. Don't you agree?”

Grumbling as if lamenting, Kang Ichae once again drew a mission note from the staff. He checked the location, and then, with his lips jutting out, called the person saved as 'Boiled Dumpling' on speakerphone.

[What. What is it.]

Before long, a wary voice came through the phone.

“Seonghyeon-hyuuuuung.”

[...Wh-What is it? Kang Ichae, what's wrong with you?]

“Let's do a mission together. Give me a ride on your bike.”

Seemingly very flustered by the whiny tone, the phone was silent for a moment. Then, a response befitting the leader of The Dawn finally came.

[...Did something happen to you?]


Chapter 358

The sky in the video already showed the approaching dusk.

Beneath crimson-stained clouds, Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae rode a tandem bicycle given to them for the mission. They stopped pedaling to amicably share an energy drink.

“Are you okay?”

Kim Seonghyeon looked back at Kang Ichae, who seemed unusually drained, and asked with concern. He did not get an answer, but an odd question instead.

“Hyung, how many points have you collected?”

Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head, a little suspicious, but answered faithfully.

“I'll have 10 points after this. Then I just need to find the code.”

“Ah... right. Then we can take our time.”

“Yeah. ...Why? You want me to buy you something?”

Kang Ichae ruffled his hair and trailed off as if revealing a deep thought.

“Ice cream? I'm craving something sweet.”

“Hold on.”

Kim Seonghyeon got off the bike, grabbed his wallet, and patted Kang Ichae's shoulder lightly before striding away. The gesture told him to wait patiently.

A camera quickly followed behind Kim Seonghyeon.

“......”

His quick pace soon began to slow, and then it stopped completely.

“...Wait a minute.”

【Just then, the leader suddenly turns around?!】

He started running like mad back the way he came. The wildly shaking camera seemed to prove his urgency.

“Hey, Kim Seonghyeon, why are you running?!” a member of the production crew asked, panting for breath.

“Hurry and follow me!!” Kim Seonghyeon looked frantic and urged them on.

“He never eats ice cream after exercising!”

By the time they arrived back where he had left Kang Ichae, no one was there. Only the lonesome tandem bicycle remained.

At that moment, Kim Seonghyeon's phone vibrated.

[Kang Ichae: Hyung]

It was a text from Kang Ichae.

[Kang Ichae: Sorry heh]

[Kang Ichae: I have 10 points too]

Kim Seonghyeon stared blankly at the bicycle, now securely chained and locked to the wheel.

Just then, Kang Ichae zipped right past him on a kickboard.

“Hyung, sorry!” he shouted.

“Hey, hey! Hey!!”

Kim Seonghyeon desperately called after Kang Ichae, but he could not stop his figure from disappearing smoothly into the distance.

“That, that, that little fox...!”

Kim Seonghyeon stared with empty eyes at Kang Ichae, who was now just a dot in the distance, and wiped his dry face with his hands.

[Seonghyeon-ah...]

Of course, amidst all this, the Noeuls were just having a blast.

[Go buy lip balm♡]

.

.

.

“My secret is that I was born sexy!”

【Kang Ichae, Secret Code Complete!】

Kang Ichae arrived at the arcade, the opening location for the self-produced content 'Unlock My Code', and approached the staff with a swagger. After hearing the secret code, he flashed a sly smile and swept his bangs aside.

“My, my, can you even call this a secret...”

[They really should have changed Kang Ichae's secret code to something like 'My secret is that I'm freaking annoying but lovable'...

└ So true...]

Just then, Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun entered the arcade, having finished an awesome rap battle. Seong Jiwon hummed the chorus of Candies while Jeong Dajun, decked out in every accessory he could find, swayed his body, drunk on excitement.

“Oh, it's Ichae-hyung?!”

“What's that? The 'pass' necklace?”

“I just had a rap battle with Dajun. It was pretty good, right?!”

“Honestly, Jiwon-hyung, part of the reason I gave it to him was because I wanted him to stop,” Jeong Dajun suddenly said with a straight face, stopping his dance.

Surprisingly, Seong Jiwon turned his head away—a bit awkwardly—and shamelessly pretended not to hear.

The two then realized that because Kang Ichae had arrived first, Kim Seonghyeon had not managed to get first place.

“So the plan didn't work out after all.”

“It can't be helped... Still, isn't this better than Hoyun-hyung getting first place?”

[Jeong Dajun saying 'No drama, but variety is okay!! >.ㅇ!!' is so cute I could die]

[Look at Kang Ichae running over to Seong Jiwon and telling him to practice his delinquent speech pattern LOL

Kang Ichae: Try saying 'Aahng', like 'Aahng'.

Seong Jiwon: Okay. Aah. Ng.

Jeong Dajun: Hyung, have you been saying it in staccato on purpose?

└ LOL this combination is so cute it's driving me crazy]

Just as the three members chattered, already anticipating the outcome, the arcade door burst open again.

“Hey, Kang Ichae!!”

Even though his name was clearly called, Kang Ichae deliberately acted relaxed. He waited until Kim Seonghyeon was right in front of him before letting his eyes curve into a smile.

“Kang Ichae, you bastard...!”

“Oh? Looks like you managed to unlock the bike?”

“You set the code to your own birthday and ran off? Do you have any idea how long that took me?!”

“It was our debut date.”

Kang Ichae leaned against the wall with a grin. Kim Seonghyeon shot him a fierce, blazing glare before scratching the back of his head and plopping down on a random chair.

“Just you wait. I'm gonna give you a real, deep kiss on the crown of your head.”

【A rare sight. The genuinely sulking leader of The Dawn.】

[LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO]

[Ah, Kim Seonghyeon is so cute ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[If our leader committed any crime, it was genuinely worrying about and caring for his members...ㅠㅠㅠ... To think the reason he failed was because he was trying to buy Ichae ice cream...]

[Look at him trotting over to his members even though he's annoyed. I want to put our Boiled Dumpling in my mouth and just gobble him up]

Kang Ichae sidled up to Kim Seonghyeon and started poking him in the side.

“Hyung, don't be mad. Let's trick Hoyun-hyung instead.”

“What?”

“We get tricked by Hoyun-hyung all the time. Don't you want to get him back?”

It was not untrue, but considering Kang Ichae had also tricked him quite a bit, his gaze toward him was nothing but cold.

“Kang Ichae, where's your conscience?”

“Hyung, I'll exempt you from the penalty.”

“Deal.”

[Kim Seonghyeon really is a member of The Dawn...]

Desperate to find a way out of the penalty, Kim Seonghyeon accepted the offer without a second thought. Kang Ichae grinned as if he knew it would happen and spun around. He then asked the production staff, who were busy filming Jeong Dajun beatboxing and Seong Jiwon laying down a clumsy rap over it.

“Can we change Hoyun-hyung's secret code a little?”

“Pardon?”

“Isn't it a bit boring to just end it like this? I think we need a grand finale.”

A moment of awkwardness passed, followed by some hesitation and deliberation. Soon, with a sigh, a small slip of paper was handed to the fox with a hundred tails.

【Seo Hoyun's Secret Code - My secret is that my smile is pretty】

“My smile is preeetty~~?! Hah, give me a break.”

After reading the line, Kang Ichae burst into a disbelieving laugh. He crumpled it in one hand, took a new piece of paper, and began writing something different.

[Seo Hoyun's Secret Code - My secret is that I'm smart]

Jeong Dajun, who craned his neck to watch from the side, let out a high-pitched scream, his cheeks subtly flushing.

“Aack, it would be so embarrassing if he fails after this!!”

“I know! Aack!”

[What are you guys doing LOL]

[LMAO the discord rumors about these bastards are going to flare up again]

Just as Kang Ichae folded the note perfectly and handed it to the staff, Seo Hoyun arrived at the arcade.

“Ah, I'm late.”

“Ooh, you were so confident, what happened?” the youngest member jeered.

Seo Hoyun, despite arriving much later than usual, walked with a nonchalant gait. However, in a corner of the camera's view, Kim Seonghyeon was caught flinching.

Seo Hoyun just shrugged with an unfazed expression and approached the staff, whispering to them.

“Here, Seo Hoyun's secret code.”

“Thank you.”

He then unfolded the paper the staff gave him.

[AAH HE'S GETTING IT]

[Oh no, I'm the one who's nervous... (actually laughing)]

“Hmm...”

Seo Hoyun's eyes moved slowly as he scanned it. Then he neatly folded it and stuffed it into his pocket.

【Will Seo Hoyun be able to guess the answer?!】

“Well, that I'm smart...”

[Gulp]

“...is not exactly wrong, but...”

He slowly drew his lips into a smile as he looked around at the members.

“it's not really a secret, so my secret code is that my smile is pretty.”

[???]

[What, he got it right]

“...W-Wait.”

[Ehh?]

While everyone was frozen, unable to act in the face of the sudden turn of events, Kang Ichae alone shot a hand up and shouted.

“Who's the winner of the final mission?”

As if he had already guessed something, Kang Ichae's eyes narrowed. Beside him, Jeong Dajun looked around with a bewildered face and mumbled.

“First place... it's Ichae-hyung.”

“Is it Kang Ichae?” Kim Seonghyeon leaned forward and cut in at the same time.

Before the staff could answer, Seo Hoyun's chuckling laughter was heard.

“Kang Ichae.”

“......”

“You're all ready to be my slave for two weeks, right?”

As soon as the scene showed Seo Hoyun crossing his legs on an arcade game table, the footage rewound, going back several hours.

【◁◁◁】

【Seo Hoyun, who was the busiest one today!】

“Hoyun is leaving first, okay?”

The scene returned to the very beginning, after the penalties were announced. It showed Seo Hoyun being the first to leave the arcade, fluttering a slip of paper with mini-game information.

【How much do you know about broadcasting? - Broadcasting Trend Test 】

After arriving at the mission location, Seo Hoyun read the test paper and instructions on the table and smirked.

[Ah, they must have taken a lot of these from the PD recruitment exam, there's a lot of overlap LOL

What is the title of the Korean film released this year that drew over ten million viewers?

Calculate the number of members in Black Call + White Cherry + Lea Purple + The Dawn.

Write down the event that was discontinued from Victory is Mine the year before last.

LOL it's surprisingly confusing

└ I know, right LOL]

Soon after, he sat down properly, cracked his neck from side to side, twirled his pen, and began writing down the answers without a hint of hesitation.

[Shivers]

[Look at the speed Seo Hoyun is solving these problems]

[What is this?...Seriously, what is this?]

And he did not get a single one wrong.

【Seo Hoyun, with a perfect score, earns 1 bonus point from the staff and 1 participation point, for a total of 2 points.】

[...He must have memorized it heh]

[...It's probably scripted hehe]

Just as fans were about to think, Well, he's the guy who only gets one question wrong on the CSAT English section, so I guess this is possible, they started tilting their heads, wondering if he could really know all this.

【Prove Your Memory – Room of Memories】

“Please memorize the twelve zodiac signs in 5 seconds.”

This time, an intelligence-related test appeared.

“Seo Hoyun. Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Sheep, Monkey, Rooster, Dog, Pig.”

When they briefly showed him the genealogy of the Joseon Dynasty and had him memorize it, one might have thought these were just ordinary, plausible problems.

“Next, please memorize and recite the first 30 digits of pi after the decimal point. You have 1 minute to memorize.”

However, when Seo Hoyun answered this flawlessly as well, they started giving him problems that were blatantly designed to make him fail.

Seo Hoyun held a styrofoam panel, glanced at it briefly, and handed it back to the staff. He let out a small laugh before opening his mouth.

“Seo Hoyun. 3.141592653589793238462643383279.”

Having recited the required answer in an instant, Seo Hoyun lightly got to his feet.

“Wait, Seo Hoyun... how did you memorize that so fast?”

“I memorized it in elementary school to win first place in a school competition. I wanted to get my allowance raised.”

【This man... what is he?】

[This bastard is so freaking cute... LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO]

[I desperately need to see elementary school Seo Hoyun right now right now right now]

【Afterward, with a combination of amazing luck, overwhelming speed, and outstanding skill, he conquered the mini-games one by one, earning 6 points in an instant.】

【Finally encountering the members in Paintball Survival, he quickly subdued Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon, earning 2 points.】

【It seemed like he would quickly rise to first place, but he suddenly declared his withdrawal in the Room of Holding Back Laughter when he faced Kang Ichae.】

【Through the final Pancake Mid-air Flip Game, he ultimately claimed first place.】

【He obtains the secret code faster than anyone else.】

The scene returned to the present. An excited Jeong Dajun thrust his right hand under Seo Hoyun's chin as if holding a microphone.

“When you realized the secret code was fake, why didn't you immediately correct them and say you were the winner?!”

“It seemed like everyone wanted to see me fail, so is there any reason why I shouldn't want to see everyone else fail?”

[What is this, what a petty man?]

[He was cool up until the Room of Holding Back Laughter...]

Kim Seonghyeon, still not having given up hope, lingered nearby. The thought of having to kiss the fluffy crowns of his members' heads every night for two weeks filled him with endless worry.

“Seo Hoyun, cancel my penalty...”

“Ahh, of course. I'll have to think about it.”

Seo Hoyun patted Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder and gave a smirk.

“Start an acrostic poem with my name. I'll tell you my intentions through it.”

“...Your name?”

Kim Seonghyeon found his compliance very suspicious and untrustworthy, but he had no other choice. He raised an eyebrow and quietly started the poem.

“...Seo?”

“Wandering over to your forehead.”

[Already getting nervous]

“...Ho.”

“Blowing a 'ho~' before giving you a kiss, right?”

[Kim Seonghyeon was about to say 'son of a b...' but held it back]

[The other members are also on the receiving end of the kisses but they're cracking up next to him LOLOLOLOL It's like they're all living like there's no tomorrow LOLOLOL]

Kim Seonghyeon already did not want to continue, but from behind the camera, the staff frantically gestured for him to go on.

“...Yun.”

“Is that a glossy lip balm?”

[YOOOOO LMAOOOOOOOO]

[LMAOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO FCK]

Seo Hoyun exquisitely caught the sound that Kim Seonghyeon let out like a sigh of resignation and used it to finish the poem.

[Kim Seonghyeon finally grabbed Seo Hoyun by the collar. Hey, I'd grab him too, I'd totally grab him!!!]

Seo Hoyun gently pried the leader's hands off, chuckled, and turned to Kang Ichae, who was moistening his throat with a sullen expression.

“Kang Ichae.”

“What is it.”

“Get me some water.”

“......”

“You know I don't drink anything but French water, right?”

“......”


Chapter 359

[Title: The 2-week Seo Hoyun reign is insane

Who the hell gave this madman a sword...

I thought Seo Hoyun would just laugh and act like his usual self...

Nope...

Absolutely not

Did this guy go through something recently?

He's tormenting the kids like he's venting all his frustrations

Hoyun: Lemonade

Dajun: Yes, sir!

Hoyun: Strawberry cake

Dajun: Yes, sir!

Hoyun: Rap Machine

Jiwon: (Doom chit doom chit)

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha what is this, for real?

└ I thought I was going to lose my mind just from Seong Jiwon rapping on Find My Code... For real, if I were a judge on Show Me the Swag and Seong Jiwon was a contestant, I would have eliminated him in three seconds.

└ What is up with Seong Jiwon just starting to rap on command...

└└ Seems like he's gone crazy with his recent greed for gags...]

[Title: But they're consistently good at carrying out their penalties feat. today's live

Our The Dawn kids, who go live whenever they're bored...

And on today's live, Seo Hoyun was on another one of his madman rampages.

Unable to watch Seo the Rascal's power trip any longer, the leader steps up...

Seonghyeon: Hey, Seo Hoyun. Seriously, stop it.

Hoyun: Oh? But did you do your penalty today?

Seonghyeon: (Fuck, I poked the wrong bear)

The chat goes wild

Hoyun: Hehe, the Noeuls are telling you to hurry up.

Dajun / Jiwon: (Avoid eye contact)

In the end, The Dawn kids carry out their penalty on a live broadcast...

Seonghyeon: (Fuck fuck)

Ichae: (Fuck fuck)

Seonghyeon: ...I'm doing it.

Ichae: ...Yeah.

(...Kiss on the crown of the head♡)

Seonghyeon: Leuehjdeomeoh; AAAAAAAACK

Ichae: Uwaaaahdej; Heoaaaaack

Seo Hoyun: Haha (serene)

Hahahahahahahahahahahaha

└ Look at Kim Seonghyeon doing the crown kiss for literally 0.00000001 seconds before scrambling away and running to the bathroom.

└ Looks like he's going to throw up, fuck hahahaha

└└ Hahahahaha we're the only ones having fun, for real hahahahaha

└└ Seong Jiwon keeping up his thug-like way of speaking is so fucking funny. I'm crying watching him get the goodnight kiss from Kim Seonghyeon and saying, "Aang?! Thanks!!"]


Seo Hoyun checked the online community on a tablet PC next to Lee Jihyeon during a mid-term report on The Dawn's current album promotions.

“The response to Level S2 has been quite positive. In particular, the album sales trend and digital music performance, unlike last year...”

The Daepaseong Planning Team was all smiles, even though they had pulled an all-nighter just a few days ago. The year-end bonuses for those in charge of The Dawn were practically guaranteed.

They had acquired Daepaseong to strengthen their actor lineup, but a joke circulated that it only solidified WH Entertainment's male idol group line. From Joo Woosung's solo to High Five, and then The Dawn, they had completely dominated the music scene this year.

Yeah, well, it's good. It's good, but...

My gaze swept across the conference room and stopped on Jeong Seonui, who sat quietly in the very back.

What's with her?

Her work was still as professional and clean as ever, but her attitude had become a bit suspicious lately. She did her best to avoid my eyes, always sat far away from me, and clearly tried to never be alone with me. Her efforts were so obvious it was almost pitiful to pretend I didn't notice.

Should I test the waters?

The meeting, which had tediously rehashed points about The Dawn's direction, finally ended. People began to get up one by one. My eyes remained fixed on Jeong Seonui.

Jeong Dajun, who had been fanning me from the side, grumbled. "Hyung, can't I use an electric fan instead of a hand fan?"

"Are you going to make your hyung feel an artificial breeze?"

"This is an artificial breeze too, hyung."

I ignored the clever maknae and turned my head toward Kim Seonghyeon. "Hey, I want some coffee."

"Should I get it from the convenience store?"

"No."

"...Then from the cafe inside the company building?"

"There's a small cafe with a red sign in the alley across from our company. I like that one."

"..."

"You know what I usually drink, right?"

I had learned firsthand over the past few days that he would deliberately mess with me by ordering for all the members if I didn't give specific instructions. Because of this, Jeong Dajun's expression soured along with Kim Seonghyeon's. Places like signal in front of WH Entertainment were also famous for their long waits.

"Why don't you just tell us to make it for you?"

"The whipped cream there is delicious."

I ruffled Jeong Dajun's hair as he grumbled, "They're all the same," now that he was a bit older. I pushed Kim Seonghyeon's back, told him I would see him at the practice room later, and sent them out.

I watched the members leave while chatting loudly, then leaned my back against the wall by the door and crossed my arms. I nodded to the employees, including Lee Jihyeon, who quickly exited the conference room, and tapped my fingers on my forearm.

"Team Leader-nim."

"...!"

Jeong Seonui tried to slip away with the crowd, but she jumped as if she had seen a ghost. I caught the documents that were about to fall and handed them back to her.

"Be careful."

She's reacting so openly. It's no fun.

"...Thank you."

"You worked hard at the meeting. You must have gone through a lot coordinating between Daepaseong and WH."

"...It wasn't hard work. It's just my job."

Her replies were a beat too slow.

"Come on. I heard you were a great help to the planning team leader here and to Lee Jihyeon. That alone must have taken up a lot of your time."

"Not at all. It wasn't a particularly difficult task."

Hmm, it doesn't seem to be a problem with Daepaseong.

"Oh, by the way, I heard from our Manager-nim that Managing Director Han has been looking out for us in various ways..."

"...!"

Jeong Seonui's eyebrows twitched ever so slightly. I smiled brightly and continued, scrutinizing her subtle change in expression.

"We need to wrap up our activities well this year too..."

Not just this year. It will be the grand finale of my idol career.

"..."

Jeong Seonui looked a bit tired and wiped the corner of her eye with her ring finger. "...That's right. There's always next year."

What next year.

I retorted indifferently in my head while Jeong Seonui gathered her papers and bowed her head. "Yes, I understand. Well then, I'll be on my way..."

I figured I wouldn't get anything out of her even if I held her back longer, so I just watched her retreating back.

"Hmm..."

Although she was a team leader in WH Entertainment's planning team, I didn't think a person like Jeong Seonui could have a significant impact on The Dawn's plans at this point. Still, with the big event just around the corner, even the smallest things got on my nerves.

Is there something going on with Managing Director Han?

I started walking, wondering if I should dig into it a little, when someone grabbed my shoulder from behind.

"Look who it is."

I turned my head at the familiar, fresh yet sweet citrus scent and saw Min Jiheon's face. He had dark circles under his eyes all the way down to his chin, likely from being busy with filming.

"Thankfully, you seem to be in very good health."

"..."

I stared at his brazen face for a moment, then snatched his arm and dragged him to a corner of the hallway.

"Gyak!"

He staggered like a piece of paper. I grabbed the scruff of his neck, pressed him down, and hissed through my teeth. "Do you want to die?"

"Aack! Why, why all of a sudden!"

Why all of a sudden?

"I even lent you my house, so where are the nice words like 'it's been a while' or 'how have you been?' Why are you getting physical first?"

I decided to kindly inform the great, clueless sinner of his crime. "How dare you reveal the location to my member?"

Kang Ichae had been quiet lately, perhaps because things had eased up, but that didn't erase Min Jiheon's fault.

"Ah... Haha, well... couldn't that happen...?"

"Don't tell me you did it on purpose to screw me over..."

The guy finally seemed to remember. He stammered, waved his hands, and vehemently denied it. "What?! Absolutely not! No, if I was going to do that, why would I go through all the trouble of setting this up? Besides, you were the one who threatened me to give up the house first, but how was I supposed to know I'd get threatened again by someone who's a member of the same group..."

"What on earth did he say to you?"

"...He was scary..."

Min Jiheon avoided my gaze, reluctant to go into detail. "...It feels like we're polar opposites."

I stared pathetically at Min Jiheon as he mumbled, scared of a kid seven years younger than him. Then, as if feeling wronged, he suddenly started pouring out excuses. "You act like you're not scared of him... I know you walk on eggshells around him too, you know?!"

True. There are some troublesome moments.

"So, what."

Even so, I didn't have an ounce of sympathy for the guy.

"No, I'm just saying... Ah, speaking of which, your album came out recently, right? Are you still promoting? Your body seems to be in... one piece."

Min Jiheon quickly changed the subject, reading my mood. "From what I hear, your group's momentum this year is no joke. They're saying you might even win the Grand Prize if you play your cards right."

"We have to."

The guy chattered on by himself, then paused for a moment and wiped his mouth with his palm. "...But hey, is winning an award that important?"

Min Jiheon loved acting itself and thought of trophies as mere byproducts. He wore an expression that showed he couldn't understand what was so important about it. "...Well, being loved by many people is a good thing. In any case, Jiheon will cheer you on hard..."

"Hyung."

Kang Ichae, who I thought had gone to the cafe with the other members, suddenly appeared. He held a coffee in one hand, its whipped cream topping and absurd caramel drizzle making his displeasure obvious.

"Ah..."

Min Jiheon let out a small sigh and subtly stepped back behind me. He couldn't ignore Kang Ichae, however, who bowed to him first. In the end, the guy also offered a greeting with an awkward laugh.

"...Kang Ichae, it's been a while."

"Yes."

"Um, you must like sweet coffee. I like it too."

"It's not mine, Senior."

"Ah, yeees..."

Min Jiheon mumbled and shut his mouth, faced with Kang Ichae's blatant insolence despite his polite language. Seeing him fidgeting, stiff as a board, it seemed his excuse that he couldn't help it because he was scared wasn't a complete lie.

Seeing the unusual glint in Kang Ichae's eyes, I spoke to Min Jiheon before the situation could get any more annoying. "You should go. I'll contact you later."

"Mm."

The guy looked up at me stealthily, clenched his fist slightly, and whispered a small, "Fighting."

Hurry up and get lost.

Only after Min Jiheon had turned the corner at the end of the hall and was completely out of sight did I turn to Kang Ichae and ask, "...Where are the others?"

"They went to the practice room first. I came looking for you since you weren't coming."

"Is that so."

"But hyung, didn't you hate that Senior?"

Instead of answering, I took a slurp of the coffee Kang Ichae handed me. "You're my slave."

I called him by another one of his titles. In response, his long, red eyebrows twitched.

"Is this three pumps of chocolate syrup?"

"What?"

"Feels like two and a half."

"..."

Kang Ichae let out a long sigh, his face clearly saying, Just take what you're given and shut up.


Chapter 360

I stuck the straw in Kang Ichae's mouth and started walking.

“It's too sweet,” Kang Ichae complained.

He's so childish. Coffee is supposed to be sweet.

I clicked my tongue inwardly and headed for the members' practice room. When I stepped onto an elevator that had stopped on our floor, the glass walls revealed a clear view of the outside.

Kang Ichae leaned over to press the button. “Hyung, do we have a schedule tonight?”

“We have to check the unreleased concert songs and then go to the radio show.”

The busy period had passed. We no longer had to snatch moments of sleep in the car and could finally catch our breath. The promotion period was longer and more grueling than the last, but the trophies piled up one by one as a result.

“I think they'll even play our B-side tracks on the radio,” Kang Ichae mused. “Hmm, but I'd like to try changing up the genre a bit more.”

Even amidst all this, Kang Ichae never stopped working on music. He even registered a few nearly-completed songs on the composer association's website.

“For next year's comeback, I want to maintain our popular appeal but also try various new things. While also enhancing the artistic aspect...”

I remained silent.

DING―. The elevator chimed and stopped. Kang Ichae walked out first, then suddenly turned to look back at me. I caught the closing door with my hand and stepped out.

“...Yeah, next year's songs will be good,” I belatedly chimed in.

The Dawn will exist even if I'm not here.

Just as I planned from the beginning, I'm going to make sure these guys are well taken care of.

“Hey, Kang Ichae. How about we compose the next title track for some really sharp, synchronized choreography?”

“Huh? I'm all for it, but what's the occasion?”

Because I won't be here anyway.

I rubbed the back of my neck and shrugged. The door to a nearby training room suddenly burst open.

“UWAAAAAAH!”

Black Call's lead dancer, Jeon Saeyoung, popped out with a bizarre scream.

“Waaaah, the choreography is sooooo intense!”

“You can say that again.”

The rapper Lee Hanjoo and Chae Jeongwoo followed him out.

“No, hyung. I think Saeyoung-hyung has lost his touch! He's gotten totally complacent, I'm telling you,” Lee Hanjoo insisted.

“What do you mean, complacent? Hey, I'll be fine if I just practice for another week, you'll see,” Jeon Saeyoung shot back.

This was Black Call, a group whose online mentions never decreased despite having no major promotions. Even bare-faced and in simple clothes, they each radiated the brilliant aura of top idols.

“Anyway, Woosung-hyung is really amazing,” Lee Hanjoo continued. “He said he was going to the mountains for a variety show, but did he secretly train in dancing instead? His form isn't rusty at all.”

“If anything, his lines seem even more fluid... uh...”

Chae Jeongwoo, who was placating his whining members, stopped talking when he finally noticed us. Kang Ichae and I bowed in greeting.

Chae Jeongwoo approached with a pleased expression. “It's been a while!”

It had been a while. This was the first time we had seen them since the workshop, though I saw their main dancer far too often.

“Hello.”

“I heard you've been busy lately. Looks like today is a practice day for you?” Chae Jeongwoo asked kindly, his dazzling smile radiating good character.

Behind him, curious gazes landed on us.

“Ooh! The Dawn!”

It was unlucky that someone like Joo Woosung was the group's biggest headache, but there was nothing to criticize about the other members' skills or character.

Jeon Saeyoung, his hair in a small ponytail, gave a thumbs-up with a mischievous face. “Your latest song was a huge hit. Congratulations.”

“Ah, thank you.”

“Kang Ichae composed that one, right?” Lee Hanjoo peeked his head out from behind Chae Jeongwoo and directed the question at Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae, who had been indifferent even to his seniors, finally showed a change in expression.

“Ah, yes.”

“Could you maybe tell me what equipment you use?” Lee Hanjoo asked.

“Equipment?”

“Well, they say a master doesn't blame his tools, but I'd like to at least get a boost from my equipment...”

“Our youngest has been really interested in composing lately.” Jeon Saeyoung ruffled the slightly embarrassed Lee Hanjoo's hair and laughed heartily.

Kang Ichae, perhaps finding the sight pleasant, was surprisingly forthcoming. He smoothly shared his knowledge, which was more detailed and professional than I expected.

He'll probably turn around and ask who they were again later, though...

In the middle of their long conversation, Jeon Saeyoung stared at me intently. “By the way, I really like Level S2. I listen to it often while driving. I wonder if The Dawn will really take home the Grand Prize this year.”

“Ahaha, thank you.”

Can you guys really just say things like that, even inside the company building?

“Saeyoung-hyung, what about Yeonhu? How can you say that?!”

“Eh, we're all part of the same company family anyway. What's good is good.”

It seemed not everyone at WH Entertainment doted on Kang Yeonhu like a grandchild.

I glanced at Chae Jeongwoo, who was just smiling gently.

“That's right, what's good is good.”

I had no idea what he was thinking.

I wondered if you had to be so thorough with self-management, even hiding your true feelings from your members, to stand at the top.

“Right, Seo Hoyun.”

A calm, charming, low voice reached my ears as a heavy weight settled on my shoulder. It was a person so familiar I could identify him with my eyes closed.

“We graciously cleared the way for you this year, so what's so difficult?” Joo Woosung emerged from the training room a step behind the others. He wiped his chin with the towel around his neck, his eyes crinkling as he smiled and whispered, “If you can't take this one, you're a fucking idiot.”

This bastard.

I shook off his arm and brushed my clothes.

“Yeah, yeah.”

I agreed that this year, without Black Call, was a golden opportunity to seize the Grand Prize, but still.

Joo Woosung smirked, then whined to his members. “Hah, guys, let's do a better job, okay? My body isn't what it used to be. My bones ache just trying to look after each and every one of you.”

“Hyung, you were practically flying around the practice room using teleportation. What nonsense are you talking about?”

Seeing Black Call gathered and practicing again meant they were slowly preparing for next year's comeback. Chae Jeongwoo's condition also seemed much improved. Witnessing this firsthand made me even greedier for this year's Grand Prize.

There'll be even less of a chance next year.

Joo Woosung snatched the sports drink from Chae Jeongwoo's hand and chugged it. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and casually changed the subject. “Well... anyway. Ah, speaking of which, I heard we might be filming a variety show together.”

“Pardon?”

“PD Kim Heeyeong said she came up with a good format,” Joo Woosung explained. “She wants to film a program with an MT feel, featuring all the artists from WH Entertainment. It's not confirmed yet, but maybe you guys, other junior groups, and even the actors will all be on the show.”

My first thought was awe at PD Kim Heeyeong's planning and casting abilities.

My second thought was, Why? Why would the successful mega-agency WH Entertainment do this now?

“I'm so bored these days,” Joo Woosung complained. “I just want to hang out with someone, anyone is fine. Seo Hoyun is too busy with promotions to meet up, and Nyangnyang finds me annoying. There's no joy, no joy at all.”

“Hyung, you're not supposed to fill that emptiness inside with people,” Lee Hanjoo said lightly.

“Wow, the youngest is dropping some wisdom.”

Lee Hanjoo, now quite comfortable with Joo Woosung, offered a light rebuke. Joo Woosung threw an arm around Lee Hanjoo's neck as if to tackle him, about to flick his forehead.

“...Huh?”

Chae Jeongwoo, looking at his phone, widened his eyes slightly and sighed.

“Hey, Joo Woosung. What is this?”

“What is what.”

A sharp edge hid in Chae Jeongwoo's soft voice, but Joo Woosung remained unfazed.

Chae Jeongwoo shoved the phone toward him. Joo Woosung took it with a displeased look and read aloud.

“...Joo Woosung... in a rosy romance with actress Shim Jeongyoon...”

“......”

“......”

“......”

“...I'm dating?”

All the Black Call members except Chae Jeongwoo wore expressions that said, 'Ah...'. Kang Ichae and I probably looked no different.

“What, what the... What is this?!” Joo Woosung was even more shocked, his mouth gaping. He pulled out his own phone and frantically checked it.

“Haaah... He said he was bored these days...”

“Ugh...”

I guess this is the vibe that comes from experience.

Still, they had all been through dating rumors before, so no one panicked or demanded immediate action. It was just that Black Call's gazes toward Joo Woosung grew colder than the South Pole.

“Hyung, when did you start dating this person?” Lee Hanjoo asked coldly.

“Hey! It's not true!!” Joo Woosung jumped, desperately shaking his head. “I've never, ever dated this person!”

But Lee Hanjoo didn't believe him.

No, it seemed no one from Black Call present believed him.

They had been burned too many times.

“What dating rumor! Aish, I've never even met this Shim Jeongyoon person. On TV? I saw her on TV! That's it!”

“...Yes, I'm sure that's what you'd say about the previous ones now, too.”

“No, I'm telling you, we're just fellow celebrities!”

“I understand, hyung.”

Frustrated by the cold, dead-end replies, Joo Woosung thumped his chest. Jeon Saeyoung and Lee Hanjoo leaned in and whispered to each other.

“Yeah, of course he wouldn't change...”

“People don't change that easily, do they?”

“Aish! I said no!”

Honestly, aside from my lack of interest, the rumor didn't sound credible. For someone who dated around and got caught by me so easily, Joo Woosung was actually meticulous about his private life. Besides, WH Entertainment was ironclad in its defense against such things.

Joo Woosung read the article in detail and gritted his teeth. GRIND.

“Look at this, it's a complete fabrication! I'm only saying this because I don't want you guys to misunderstand, but I'm not this kind of person. You know that!”

As if.

I was thinking this was Joo Woosung's just deserts when Chae Jeongwoo slung an arm over Jeon Saeyoung's shoulder. He smiled a troubled smile. “I think what was bound to happen has happened.”

“What was coming has come.”

“Please accept it humbly, hyung,” Chae Jeongwoo continued. “I'll also clear my mind and proceed with our upcoming schedule. Let's be as careful as possible today.”

“Ah, fuck! You guys don't believe me?! I've never even seen her!!” Joo Woosung threw a fit. “If it were someone I actually dated, I wouldn't even feel this wronged. It's because I don't know her at all that this is so absurd!”

“......”

“......”

“What, why is everyone looking at me like that!”

Is that the problem?

Even Kang Ichae, who was looking over the article beside Joo Woosung, seemed fed up. He pointed to a spot with his finger and asked me, “...Hyung, didn't you meet Senior Joo Woosung on this day?”

At that, everyone's attention turned to me.

I hadn't read the article properly yet, so I craned my neck to see where Kang Ichae's finger was pointing.

“You're right. The day I went to see Nyangnyang.” I remembered having trouble getting the white fur off my black hoodie.

My testimony made Joo Woosung triumphant again. He raised his voice. “See! Look! What do you mean I was on a date! You didn't even believe innocent me, I'm so wronged...”

“Joo Woosung, be quiet. Let's look into this a little more.” Chae Jeongwoo covered Joo Woosung's mouth and scanned the article. “The early morning of June 28th... Wasn't that when you were preparing for the workshop with Seo Hoyun?”

“Woah, shit! You're right, you're right!” Jeon Saeyoung made a fuss, covering his mouth with both hands. He looked back and forth between me and Joo Woosung. Then, he pinched the black, palm-tree-printed t-shirt Joo Woosung was wearing.

“This ugly t-shirt! This is the one Woosung-hyung bought in Los Angeles!”

“That's right!” Lee Hanjoo exclaimed. “I was wondering why he was wearing black when it doesn't suit him. It's because he bought a matching one with his junior...”

An ugly t-shirt? That's a bit harsh.

The misunderstanding among the Black Call members seemed mostly resolved, but they didn't look particularly sorry for Joo Woosung. I figured he was reaping what he sowed.

I didn't want to waste any more time, so I nudged Kang Ichae.

Hey, let's go.

K.

After getting a nod from Kang Ichae, I threw a half-hearted parting comment at Joo Woosung to wrap things up. “Anyway, Sunbae, I understand. Good luck with the dating rumor...”

“Hey, hey!”

Joo Woosung hurriedly grabbed my arm.

“Seo Hoyun!”

I lowered my gaze, staring at his hand on my arm, and furrowed my brow. Joo Woosung looked up at me with the eyes of a wronged cat.

“I squeezed juice for you and even made you soup when you were sick. You're not thinking of just ignoring this and pretending you don't know anything, are you?”

That's exactly what I was thinking of doing.

“We have all this affection we've built up... R-right?!”

What is he expecting from a junior right now?
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“I've looked after you so much since you were a rookie. A sunbae is about to have his career ruined by a dating scandal, and you're just going to ignore me like this?”

In case you've forgotten, you've dated a hell of a lot.

And I'm your blackmailer, you bastard...

I stayed quiet and didn't retort. Across from me, Jeon Saeyoung and Lee Hanjoo whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Right now, Seo Hoyun is looking at Woosung-hyung with a pathetic expression...”

“Seriously, our hyung is an embarrassment no matter where he goes.”

“Hey, I can hear you.”

Oops, it seems I was being obvious.

I slowly raised a hand to stroke my chin, then opened my mouth.

“...I don't think your career will end.”

“W-Well, that's true, but... it'll still cause problems!”

My eyes narrowed as I scanned Joo Woosung.

There was only one reason I had helped Joo Woosung in 'Actor Maker'.

Because he seemed unstable.

The sense of listlessness that enveloped him felt precarious, as if he couldn't feel anything. It was so unbecoming of a guy born to be flashy.

Should I just help him? Or not.

Just as he said, there would be problems. They wouldn't be huge, however. WH Entertainment would block it appropriately, and the truth would come out over time.

“I'm having a solo comeback at the end of the year, what am I supposed to do if this happens, huh?!”

“Hoo...”

...Fine, whatever.

He was a guy who had changed his mind and was trying his best to be an idol. It wasn't like I couldn't help him just this once.

It wasn't, but...

Judging that the conversation would drag on, Kang Ichae stepped to the side and quietly texted The Dawn members.

“Are you sure you've never met her? You look pretty close here.” I pointed to one of the photos to confirm again.

Joo Woosung waved his hands dismissively. “Never. This is all just photoshopped.”

“Hmm, I see. Well, let's say that's true. If it's a photoshop, the companies will handle it. I don't think it's necessary for me to step in.”

It was strange for me, an uninvolved party, to interfere in work the agency should be doing.

At that, Joo Woosung's lips jutted out as if he were genuinely hurt. “I didn't really expect you to solve it for me, but you should at least pretend to care. Think of everything I've done for you.”

So this is why you did it, this is why. To hold it over my head.

I clicked my tongue internally and put on a business smile.

“Joo Woosung-sunbaenim.”

“What!”

“I believe life is more beautiful because it has its ups and downs. Please consider this incident as one of those processes.”

“You're basically telling him to take a fall,” Kang Ichae said, perfectly reading my mind.

I jabbed him in the side with my elbow.

“Well then, Ichae and I are busy, so we'll be on our way. Fighting, Senior!” I bowed my head and started to leave.

Joo Woosung cocked one eyebrow, crossed his arms, and spat out a blunt remark. “You bastard, you won't lift a finger unless there's something in it for you, seriously... What, you want me to do a variety show with you or something? Will you help me then?”

Wait, what's with his tone right now?

As I slightly furrowed my brow, Jeon Saeyoung and Lee Hanjoo started murmuring behind Joo Woosung again.

“Didn't they say earlier that all the WH Entertainment artists are getting together to film a variety show anyway...?”

“I know, right, and it's amazing how he acts like he's doing him a huge favor, when he only ever calls Seo Hoyun because he has no other friends.”

“Are you guys even on my side?!” Joo Woosung flared up.

He then let out a deep sigh and mumbled in a small voice, “It's unfair, but I really want to do right by my fans... I don't want to disappoint them either...”

“Ho...”

“Ooh... Hyung has such a commendable mindset...?”

Unlike Jeon Saeyoung and Lee Hanjoo, who started looking at Joo Woosung with slightly warmer eyes, I stared at the scene with a displeased gaze.

“...Seo Hoyun.” A voice tinged with difficulty called out to me.

Standing a few steps away, Chae Jeongwoo gestured with a gentle smile. As I approached, he began his careful persuasion. “Could you perhaps play along a little? After looking at the articles carefully, it seems like this would be resolved much faster if you helped with the clarification, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“It may not be a huge problem, but if a member takes a hit during a long hiatus, it will affect the entire group, and, if it's okay, could you appear on my radio show again? The response was great last time.”

The last offer was probably compensation for my cooperation.

He's really good at handling people.

I mulled it over for a moment, weighing the pros and cons, before deliberately clearing my throat and speaking loudly. “...Ahem, the radio show? With all of The Dawn?”

“Hmm, I'll check and let you know, but you probably don't need to worry.” Chae Jeongwoo met my eyes and grinned. “Because when I say something, it almost always happens.”

I immediately turned my head toward Joo Woosung. “Woosung-hyung, when are you free today?”

Joo Woosung's eyes had already turned sharp, filled with resentment.

What. Why. Why are you glaring at me.


[OMG Joo Woosung dating]

The dating rumors between Joo Woosung and the actress spread quickly.

[LMAO fuck, I knew it. You should have hidden it better, Woosung. You put on this whole homebody image, but you were living with your girlfriend, bringing her to your house. What a class act.ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fangirls are legendary for getting way too invested ㅜㅜ It's kinda sad seeing them insist it's photoshopped...]

[While you're fiercely defending them, your oppas are using your money to go on ♡dates♡ with their girlfriends~~]

[Looking at the photo, it's undeniable. Joo Woosung is smiling from ear to ear.]

The photos used in the articles were all exquisitely timed. A closer look, however, revealed a strange awkwardness.

Fans guessed they might be photoshopped, but they couldn't find the original images anywhere.

[Ah fuck, it's really not Woosung.]

[So fucking frustrating. Even if he clarifies, they'll just say we're fiercely defending him. How are we supposed to explain this?]

[It's so fucking hard to find the originals fuckfuckfuck I think this is from an eyewitness account.]

Just as the Bloys were losing hope, thinking this absurd rumor was impossible to quell, a PopPop message from Seo Hoyun appeared to the Noeuls, who were continuing their fan activities as vigorously as ever.

[Hoyun: (Photo)]

[Hoyun: Noeul, hello.]

[Hoyun: Have you eaten?]

[Seo Hoyun's photo is top-tier.

└ Looks like someone took it for him?? They're a great photographer.

└└ Yeah, it has that trendy Stargram vibe ㅋㅋ]

[Hoyun's black clothes are covered in cat fur.]

Among those who saw it, a few fans who had followed the WH Entertainment lineage long enough could immediately tell where he was just by the wallpaper and the sofa cushion. They immediately logged into their private accounts and exchanged information.

[But isn't this house JWS's house?]

[Oh, looks like he's with Joo Woosung.]

Until now, Seo Hoyun himself had rarely revealed his personal friendships first through SNS, PopPop, or live streams.

[Seo Hoyun is really close with Joo Woosung.]

[They had some connections in the past. Sometimes Seo Hoyun would show up to unofficial schedules with white fur on his clothes and everyone would be like, what's that?

└ Yeah, because of that, rumors went around that Seo Hoyun was seeing a girl, but they said it was from JWS's Nyangnyang.ㅋㅋㅋ]

However, on this day, as if he had made up his mind, Seo Hoyun didn't hesitate to mention his relationship with Joo Woosung.

[Hoyun: Ah, is this lint?]

[Hoyun: It's cat fur  It tends to stick to black clothes...]

[Hoyun: I'm sorry. I should have cleaned up before taking the picture.]

While the Noeuls were simply delighted by Seo Hoyun's coy act, the Bloys who saw the circulating screenshots sensed something was amiss and their eyes glinted.

[Wait a minute... if you look at SHY's photo, his clothes are covered in cat fur, but Shim Jeongyoon's aren't. Isn't that weird? When I go to my friend's house who has a cat, I get fur all over my clothes.

└ OMG you're right;;

└ True, if she had gone to his house, there should have been white Nyangnyang fur on her clothes... Why didn't I think of that?]

[We shouldn't be digging into Joo Woosung, we should be digging into Seo Hoyun.]

From that moment on, Black Call fans began to dig up and document everything from The Dawn's official YouTube and Twitter accounts to their SNS, PopPop, and more.

[OMG, Joo Woosung's outfit in the article photo with Shim Jeongyoon... it's the same one he wore in the vlog of Seo Hoyun preparing for his workshop on The Dawn's YouTube channel.

That means JWS was at the practice room.ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah, you're right!!! At that time, Joo Woosung sent a PopPop saying he was with Seo Hoyun. The times match up.

└ FUCK, if you look at the selfie Joo Woosung sent back then, he's in the practice room. You can even see the time on the wall clock.ㅋㅋㅋ]

After organizing everything chronologically, they cross-referenced it with posts on Black Call's official account or those Joo Woosung occasionally uploaded.

[Aaaahhh, I even found the original, unedited photos. fuck This was all just composites made by international fans ㅜㅜ You guys are so good at photoshop. What editing program do you use? Let's use it together. ㅋㅋㅋ]

Once they even added fan eyewitness accounts, an alibi was created for all the times mentioned in the articles. Aside from a few minor personal schedules, he was with Seo Hoyun for most of the time.

[Wow, Joo Woosung...]

[He really only meets Seo Hoyun.]

[Ah fuck, what is this friendship?]

[I just went through the drama staff's Instagrams and found out ㅋㅋㅋ The actress from the dating rumor was even filming a drama in Bali at this time.

└ Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ this dating scandal is truly absurd ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ The truth revealed by cat fur ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As the situation turned into a funny incident, Twitter's real-time trends flooded with 'Joo Woosung dating', 'cat fur', 'what is this', and 'Seo Hoyun PopPop'.

[Woosung Kun... 5252... Besides, looking at his movements, he went to WH to practice all those times...]

[Sigh, so it was all just trashy articles that picked up some photoshops.]

[OK, I've chain-blocked them all this time. Let's sue all those bastards with the PDFs we saved and get some money.]

And so, Joo Woosung's dating scandal gradually died down.

On the other hand, among the Black Call fandom, Seo Hoyun's favorability and reputation grew higher and higher.

[This man named Seo... is he like JWS's Guardian Spirit? or something?]

The post was quickly deleted after being quoted on countless private accounts, but the words 'Guardian Spirit' became firmly lodged in the hearts of the Bloys.

[Seo Hoyun is a 'god'...]

.

.

.

I monitored the reactions at Joo Woosung's house in case of any unforeseen situations. After sincerely replying to the messages from fans, I put my phone in my pocket.

Then, I looked at the still-pouting Joo Woosung and tossed out a remark. “What do you think of a junior who wrapped everything up in half a day?”

Joo Woosung, slumped in a single-person sofa, retorted sarcastically, “Sooo impressive.”

“Aren't you glad to have such a capable junior?”

Well, it's not like WH Entertainment is a major agency for nothing. They would have handled it just fine even if I hadn't stepped in.

I just sprinkled a little bait to get things resolved a bit faster.

The longer things like this dragged on, the more disadvantageous it became. If an official statement was released, even people who had been quiet would start to suspect that there was something to hide.

In any case, even though I stepped up to help, Joo Woosung was sulking for some reason.

“Now, where is your thank you?”

“Thaaanks a loooot.”

His magnanimity was as small as a gnat's. Shaking my head, I picked up Nyangnyang, who was prowling around my feet. The cat stretched out like a spring, purring contentedly and rubbing its face against my neck. I felt its warm body and let out a small laugh.

“By the way, you said we're going on a variety show together.”

“Probably? It's not confirmed yet. They said they have to coordinate with the company.”

“Ah... But Joo Woosung, do you have any ex-girlfriends within WH? It would be awkward to meet them for filming.” As I gently scratched under Nyangnyang's chin, Joo Woosung's eyes blinked rapidly.

“Then again, I guess you said it's fine as long as you're not dating several at once?”

“......”

“It was fine when Ha Seoyeon and Cherry Han were around, wasn't it?”

However, an ominous silence followed.

I narrowed my eyes and stared directly at Joo Woosung.

“...What is it. Are there more?”

But even to this question, Joo Woosung gave no answer.

“Don't tell me it's not two, but three...”

“......”

“...Four?”

“......”

I immediately stood up and headed for the door. Nyangnyang, who had been loafing on my lap, was startled and ran into the dressing room.

Joo Woosung, who had been avoiding my gaze and fiddling with his fingers, hurriedly chased after me. “Seo Hoyun, where are you going?!”

“I'm leaving because this place is filthy.”

“Hey! Hey! No, it's not like that! It's not what you think! Don't imagine weird things! I sincerely swear I haven't dated anyone or brought them home!”

“Ah, yes.”

“It was just a... a slightly strange vibe? But I never hit on them first or anything. There were just a few people who had one-sided crushes on me, so I just thought it would be a little! awkward if we met again... You, you! Seriously! Stop looking at me like that! I've turned over a new leaf and am living the life of a dedicated idol! Is it a crime to be popular without even trying?!”

Move, you crazy bastard.

“I really haven't dated anyone for the past three years...”

BAM!

I pushed aside the guy who was endlessly spouting excuses and slammed the door shut.

As I left the apartment, I sent my silent condolences to Chae Jeongwoo and the Bloys and muttered to myself, “Wouldn't it be better for that bastard to just retire now?”

Ding!

[For once, I agree.]

Brushing the Nyangnyang fur off my black hoodie, I made a new resolution.

Even if I went back to being a PD, I would never cast Joo Woosung.
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The autumn monsoon ended, and the sweltering heat finally gave way to a string of cool, pleasant days.

After finishing a personal schedule, Kang Yeonhu sat in the van heading to his next location. He rubbed his forehead with his palm and stared at his phone.

[Title: PD Kim's new variety show is hilarious

Let's Go on a School Trip

↑I cracked up the whole time

Since the first guest was LV Entertainment, I figured they must have pulled some strings for that insane lineup...

And I already felt the White Cherry girls were a bit unusual during Victory is Mine, but ㅋㅋ they were even more entertaining than I ever imagined.

PD Kim: What do you usually do in your free time?

Liz: We're just focusing on our promotions!

Cherry: (muttering) IRIX...

PD Kim: What are you most interested in these days?

Liz: Hmm, I've been enjoying rewatching our old performances lately. We're trying to get back to our fresh rookie mindset with the members!

Woobin: (muttering) Promotion matches...

Liz: (dies)

Liz was so mercilessly cold to her members... but she was so cute getting all shy in front of Yu Jia.

Liz: Jia unni... I really enjoyed your recent drama.

Yu Jia: Wow~, really? I listen to your songs a lot when I'm driving~.

Liz: (face turns red) I listen to your songs a lot too...

Cherry: Oh my gosh~!

Cherry Han is gorgeous. I thought she had a crazy streak since her debut, but now that she's a veteran, she's completely unleashed.

└ Liz is so calm but gets suddenly shy in front of Yu Jia.

└└ Liz is famous for liking Yu Jia ㅋ

└ The Fruit Punch girls look so innocent, why are they so boisterous? Woobin snaps at Cherry but gets all awkward with the staff. It's so cute.

└ I heard all the Fruit Punch girls are crazy about gaming, rain or shine... They treat anyone below Platinum like trash.

└└ ...How much more perfect can this woman Cherry Han get?]

[Title: I think I'm in love with PD Kim Heeyeong

She's mostly done survival shows, so I thought she'd be super strict, but she was surprisingly gentle, and the show itself was so fluffy and warm. It was really good.

There's no competition, and everyone looks so excited. It's so cute ㅠㅠㅠ

└ Look at her excitedly hitting the 'Ding!' sound effect in front.

└ I was so surprised when she took off her mask. She has such a round, beautiful face...

└└ Unlike her appearance, I heard she's a heavy smoker ㅋ

└└ Fuck, don't make me love her more.

└ Unni, I'm sorry for cursing you out so much during Shining Star... I was completely smitten with a drugged-up guy back then...]

The new program launched to overwhelmingly positive reviews.

He took his hand from his forehead, scrolled to the top of the page, and hit refresh.

[Title: Heard WH is also appearing on Let's Go on a School Trip. Are they insane?]

*

Look at this reaction.

*

The warm atmosphere vanished, completely reversed.

Kang Yeonhu sighed softly at the backlash he had already anticipated.

WH Entertainment's recent moves were a clear departure from their past. The once-insular company had adopted a more aggressive stance after acquiring Daepaseong. Sending all of WH Entertainment's artists to a large-scale variety show, which they never would have appeared on before, was part of this change.

[Title: The Dawn, Black Call, High Five, Min Jiheon

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Just listing the names is insane

└ A whole legion of bitter fangirls is about to show up ^^

└ Now? Really? At a time like this, just a few months before the award shows?????

└└ I'm so happy about it ㅜㅜ... Seeing the guys just having fun is so cute... but instead of seeing all the speculation about every glance and action, I'm just going to quit social media and rewatch the original clips ㅜ]

[Title: Black Call is the real winner

They're on another level, so they won't even get checked.

└ What bullshit. Other K-Pop fans are always bashing Black Call.

└ You know Black Call hasn't had a comeback in a year and a half.

└└ Fuck, but Black Call is still... doing crazy well.

└└ Yeah ㅋ. Maybe because the members are all seasoned veterans, they seem so relaxed.

└└ Every time Joo Woosung acts like a senior artist, it's fucking sexy ㅜㅜ]

[Title: But seeing everyone get this fired up over one variety show appearance, the Grand Prize race is set, huh? ㅋ

The Dawn vs High Five

└ I'm betting on The Dawn to win...

└ Personally, I'm for Hi5 ㅋ. They always get bashed for being the 'legitimate successor', but it's rare to find a group that treats their fans as well as they do ㅜㅜ. Thinking about how much our Yeonhu has suffered makes me tear up.

└└ Are you really a Hi5 fan?

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ Saying it like that makes the rebel in me want to support The Dawn.

└└ Well, I'm an even bigger rebel, so I'm for Hi5. You were probably going to support The Dawn anyway. Stop using rebellion as an excuse.

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ For real, it's rare for a group from a shitty small agency to climb this high.

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└ I'm genuinely curious, why do people post things like this? Are you trying to start a fan war?]

Kang Yeonhu read that far and turned off his phone.

*

This is dizzying.

*

Kang Yeonhu was tormented in his own way.

If they failed to win the Grand Prize, they would be ridiculed for absorbing all their seniors' money only to lose to a group from a small agency. If they did win, it was obvious they would be put on trial and judged on whether they truly deserved it.

*

...Still, I want to win. No, I have to win.

*

No matter how much love he received, to the company, he was ultimately a product and a consumable.

In Kang Yeonhu's opinion, High Five didn't have much time left. If they missed this chance, the company might not support them any further.

He didn't want to be forgotten by the public and fade into obscurity.

Kang Yeonhu had endured his long, uncertain trainee days not because of tenacious patience, but because of his clear goals and high ambition.

A knot formed in his stomach. He buried his face in his hands and rubbed it dryly just as the road manager called out.

“Yeonhu, we've arrived at the set.”

“...Ah, yes. Thank you.”

He quickly composed his expression. By the time he stepped out of the van, he was the usual Kang Yeonhu again. He greeted everyone he saw, familiar and unfamiliar, with a gentle smile.

“Oh, Yeonhu. Hello.”

“It's been a while, Audio Director-nim.”

Kang Yeonhu entered the auditorium on the amusement park's outskirts and looked around. Staff bustled about, preparing for the shoot.

They had rented the entire amusement park for the evening, but a quick negotiation also secured the auditorium for the day.

“......”

Just then, his eyes met Kim Heeyeong's. The program's main PD was in the middle of directing the scene.

“You're here quite early, Yeonhu.”

“I'm not too early, am I?”

“It's much better than being late.”

She blew her long bangs from her face. “You must be having a hard time being so busy these days, Yeonhu?” she asked, her tone suggesting she wasn't particularly curious.

Anyone could tell the question was purely for show.

Despite her attitude, Kang Yeonhu didn't particularly dislike Kim Heeyeong.

*

She seems to be enjoying herself these days.

*

She still looked weary, but she seemed much better than she had at the end of Shining Star Season 2. Back then, her brow was always furrowed, and she was so irritable that the entire cast tended to avoid her.

But Kang Yeonhu had not forgotten what she said when she shook his hand after filming ended.

“Kang Yeonhu, thank you for making our program shine.”

She had said that to every single idol, making eye contact with each one.

Kang Yeonhu still remembered that moment and replied with sincerity.

“Being busy is a good thing. You must be having a tough time too, PD-nim, with so many people looking for you these days.”

“Wow, you've really learned to butter people up since I last saw you.”

After a few more lighthearted exchanges, Kang Yeonhu went to the cast waiting area that Kim Heeyeong had pointed out.

Someone had already claimed a spot in the space, where only a row of chairs was lined up.

“Hello.”

The man wore an ivory turtleneck, ankle-length black slacks, and neat oxford shoes. His hair, a light ash brown, shimmered in the autumn sunlight streaming through the window.

“...Hello.”

“......”

When no response came, he greeted him again. Only then did the figure lift his head and scan Kang Yeonhu from top to bottom.

“Hello, Yeonhu.”

The man was Min Jiheon, the origin and cornerstone of Daepaseong.

He was a true actor, unafraid of being typecast, who challenged himself with diverse roles. That was the public's assessment, experts included, but the reality was that until The Dawn rose to fame, he had been treated as Daepaseong's Boy Breadwinner.

Contrary to his gentle appearance, he exuded a cold aura, but when the corners of his mouth lifted, it created the illusion of flowers fluttering around him.

*

So Min Jiheon really came.

*

Kang Yeonhu swallowed hard, bowed his head once more, and sat in a chair a short distance away.

*

...But did he really not hear my greeting earlier?

*

A belated unease washed over him. Kang Yeonhu swept his hair back and snuck glances at Min Jiheon, who responded to a staff member's questions half a beat too slow.

*

...He must not have ignored me. It's just my imagination. I shouldn't be so sensitive.

*

Just as he was hoping for the other High Five members to arrive and fill the awkward silence, the auditorium door opened.

“Hello.”

"Whoa."

First, the leader, Kim Seonghyeon, entered. The youngest, Jeong Dajun, stumbled in after him. Kang Ichae followed, catching the stumbling Jeong Dajun's arm and chuckling. Finally, Seong Jiwon appeared, lightly chiding him.

“Oh, it's The Dawn.”

Seo Hoyun entered last with a refreshing smile and a relaxed gait.

“...Wow, your face is blooming.”

Min Jiheon's mutter reached his ears.

Indeed, for some reason, Seo Hoyun's skin seemed to have an even healthier glow than the last time they met.

“Hello. I'm Seo Hoyun.”

Even though it would be hard to find someone here who didn't know him, Seo Hoyun politely stated his full name as a sign of respect. After greeting even PD Kim Heeyeong, Seo Hoyun sat next to his members.

At that, Min Jiheon whipped his upper body around to face Seo Hoyun.

“Seo Hoyunii~.”

Min Jiheon, expressionless just a moment ago, now wore a mischievous look.

“Hey, running into you on set after so long feels different, doesn't it?”

“Yes, Senior. It feels nostalgic for me too, seeing you after so long.”

“......”

“Have you been well and out of trouble?”

“...What's with the formal talk? I just got goosebumps. Just call me Pig Heon like you usually do.”

Startled by the potentially controversial remark, Kang Yeonhu instinctively glanced around. Fortunately, they weren't wearing mics yet and the camera lights were off. The staff also seemed too busy to have heard.

It was just a short exchange between Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun, but for a moment, he felt like he had just seen a preview of the variety show's 'despair version'.

*

...I need to get a grip. I have to be really careful.

*

He had a premonition that the moment he let his guard down, he would be on an express train to rock bottom.

“When have I ever done that, Senior.”

If a scene aired showing the close friendship between High Five and The Dawn, which had been mentioned frequently, it would not look good. Seo Hoyun was surely aware of this.

Just as he was thinking they should keep as much distance between the groups as possible, Seo Hoyun shifted his gaze from Min Jiheon to him. Meeting those low-saturation eyes head-on, he felt a needless wave of tension.

“Seo Hoyun, hello.”

Kang Yeonhu hid his discomfort behind a friendly smile.

“Have you been well?”

“...Yes, more or less.”

*

Huh?

*

Puzzled by Seo Hoyun's behavior, which seemed more distant than usual, he maintained a calm exterior and continued speaking.

“That's a relief. You seemed busy lately, so I was wondering if you were okay, Junior-nim...”

“Junior-nim?”

“......”

“What's with that tone?”

A familiar sense of deja vu struck him like a blow to the back of his head. At that moment, the corners of Seo Hoyun's eyes curved up innocently.

“You're supposed to call me Hoyun.”

Kang Yeonhu wanted to forget about the shoot and everything else and just go home.
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“...Seo Hoyun, let's be careful. You know this is a sensitive time for us.”

He's still the same as ever.

After tossing a word of warning at me, Kang Yeonhu put on a prim act, trying to pretend like nothing had happened.

I casually tuned out the chatter of my other members. They were too busy talking amongst themselves to feel even a sliver of excitement at the familiar scene of me getting on someone's nerves. I tilted my head and feigned innocence.

“What did I do?”

“......”

His brow twitched as his expression faltered. Kang Yeonhu gritted his teeth and whispered like a ventriloquist.

“Stop talking in that weird, ominous way, and let's just get through today's shoot quietly. Please.”

“I didn't do anything.”

At that, Kang Yeonhu looked up, sighed deeply, and walked toward the High Five members who had just arrived. I watched him for a moment, resting my chin in my hand, then stood up and left our maknae telling some lame joke.

Once the shoot preparations were mostly finished and the auditorium quieted down, I scanned the room and stepped outside.

“Ah, damn it...”

Bingo.

I had only taken a few steps before I saw Kim Heeyeong near a row of vending machines, rummaging through her pockets.

“PD Kim.”

I put a bill in the machine for her, pressed the button for the coffee she usually drank, then took out the can and handed it to her.

“Is there anything else you need?”

“...Wow, Seo Hoyun, you looked just like a commercial model right then. If I were the advertiser, I'd definitely extend your contract for six months, for real.”

It'd be a relief if she didn't just hit me with that can.

I hid my true thoughts behind a bright smile and got to the reason I had sought out Kim Heeyeong.

“I was really surprised this time. Not only did you manage to cast all of Black Call, which is hard enough to get even one member, but you also persuaded the notoriously proud WH Entertainment to let you broadcast under their name. I'm truly amazed by your skills, PD Kim.”

“......”

“It was LV Entertainment before, right? Is this kind of thing common? I've never seen such a groundbreaking project from anyone but you, PD...”

“Seo Hoyun, we both know what's what. Stop beating around the bush and just ask me directly.”

"Ahaha."

Kim Heeyeong swept her bangs back with her fingers, popped the tab on her can, and spoke nonchalantly.

“WH contacted us first.”

From WH Entertainment?

Seeing my expression, Kim Heeyeong laughed softly.

“Try to hide that 'did the executives get shot in the head?' look on your face, will you? It's common for an entire group to go out for promotions.”

“But not for a whole crowd of a company's celebrities to appear.”

“Well, I guess... it is a bit strange for rival idols to appear together.”

Kim Heeyeong tilted her head slightly, then shrugged and brushed the topic aside as if it were nothing.

As I thought.

I already had a rough idea of why WH Entertainment was acting this way.

Hearing that their side had contacted Kim Heeyeong first, the pieces of how the situation unfolded fell into place.

WH Entertainment was proud. So proud their noses practically pierced the sky.

They never sold out their celebrities on the cheap.

It was also a place where everything came down to money.

In other words, those bastards intended to put us and High Five on a scale to see which of us would bring in more money.

And even if problems arose, they probably figured the attacks wouldn't be too fierce since they could hide behind the armor of being 'WH Entertainment,' the company that put forth a large number of award candidates.

It's not surprising... but it's still fucked up.

Kim Heeyeong glanced at me and scratched the back of her neck.

“Our production team is also on high alert this time. I'll do my best to edit it beautifully... I really don't want any more controversies on my show.”

“Really?”

“I'd bet 10 packs of my cigarettes on it.”

She looked sincere, putting up her cigarettes with such a solemn face.

“...Anyway, it looks like you'll have a tough time until the end of the year, Seo Hoyun.”

“I know, PD. My heart is already aching.”

Kim Heeyeong burst out laughing and crushed the empty coffee can in one hand.

“Anyway, I put a lot of effort into planning the WH special and I'm confident I can make it great, so please work hard. Though I don't need to waste my breath telling you, you'll do well anyway.”

“I'll do my best.”

With her piece said, she gave a little wave and disappeared back into the auditorium.

I let out a small breath and put new bills into the vending machine. This was to create an excuse, in case anyone saw me, that I had just come to buy a drink and happened to run into the PD.

As I repeatedly pressed a button, I caught my reflection in the vending machine's glass. My face looked so familiarly like that of an idol.

Well, it has been a long time.

Thinking that this too wouldn't last much longer, I stacked the cans neatly and returned to the cast's waiting area.

“Guys, let's do well today.”

“Yeah! We'll definitely get first place in everything!”

“Can we promote our songs?”

I watched Kang Yeonhu instruct his naive group members. I smiled slightly, then turned my gaze and tossed a drink to each of my members.

“Hey, drink this.”

“Oooh, what's this, what's this~. Our Hoyun-hyung, being so thoughtful for once... Whoa, they're all Pine Bud Drink...”


“Unfortunately, High Five's Kim Chaejun had to drop out due to personal reasons. Therefore, we will be dividing you into four teams of four.”

Some actors were unfortunately unable to appear due to scheduling conflicts, leaving only Black Call, Min Jiheon, High Five, and The Dawn on 'Let's Go on a School Trip'.

After the cast gathered, changed into school uniforms, and filmed the opening, they exchanged light greetings and introductions before being divided into teams.

I checked the paper I had received randomly and sat down next to Min Jiheon. Among the Black Call members, Chae Jeongwoo was apparently chosen for the same team, but I spotted him discreetly passing the paper to Joo Woosung.

“Oh, Woosung-ah. You're the odd one out?”

“......”

Joo Woosung hesitated, looking at Chae Jeongwoo, before finally ambling over. When our eyes met, he mumbled an excuse.

“Hey, Chae Jeongwoo told me to go...”

I raised a single eyebrow before turning my head without a word. From High Five's side, Kang Yeonhu snatched the paper from their maknae and approached.

Kim Heeyeong deliberately pretended not to notice the teams weren't forming as drawn, acting as if it was fine.

“...Joo Woosung, hello...”

“Ah, yes, hello. Min Jiheon...”

Contrary to their appearances, the incredibly shy Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung exchanged awkward words.

I worried that all the highly recognizable members were concentrated on one team, but considering those two would probably keep their mouths shut, it seemed like a decent arrangement.

It wouldn't be good to stand out too much here.

The ratings were already guaranteed just by the news that Black Call was appearing on a variety show after a long time.

I was already involved in enough gossip. If I acted out carelessly, it was obvious my image would take a hit. I even imagined a post titled [Title: Seo Hoyun is being a total ass to Kang Yeonhu lately ㅋ] and clicked my tongue internally, shaking off the stray thought.

It was definitely a time that required the skill of knowing when to strike and when to back off.

“Senior, I'll be in your care.”

“Yes, you too.”

Kang Yeonhu seemed to be thinking along the same lines, but he had a look of grim determination, as if something was incredibly serious.

Just as the teams were all sorted and things got a little noisy, Min Jiheon pulled his chair forward slightly.

“Alright, alright, should we decide on a team name?”

“Weren't we Team Outcasts?”

Min Jiheon grinned at my indifferent reply. The guy seemed to find the current situation rather amusing.

“Ahaha... Let's pick a cute name.”

Kang Yeonhu chimed in, trying to mediate between Min Jiheon and me with an awkward smile. Joo Woosung seemed completely uninterested in things like team names.

“Hmm, let's see... How about we take the first syllable of each of our last names and call ourselves Seo-Min-Kang-Joo?!”

“......”

“......”

Lame.

Just as everyone was about to ignore Min Jiheon, who looked at us with an expectant expression, Kim Heeyeong tactfully announced the start of the game.

“We will now begin the first mission, the Conditional Run!”

Conditional Run.

It was a mini-game where you spun around once at the starting line, then found a person or object that matched the requirement on a slip of paper. The first one to cross the finish line won.

The game consisted of three rounds, with one person from each team participating in turn. Running more than once was not allowed.

“You've all probably done this at least once during a school sports day when you were kids, right?”

“Yeees.”

“The team of the person who finishes in first place will receive 3 points! Second place gets 2 points.”

The rules were very simple.

I shifted my gaze to where The Dawn members were gathered.

I could already predict the kind of talk that would get stirred up depending on who was picked for which phrase.

Kim Seonghyeon took off his school uniform jacket, seemingly intending to be the first-round runner.

“Maknae, hold this for me.”

“Huh?!”

Jeong Dajun took it, lowered his head, and blushed with needless shyness.

“That's what you call a man being foxy...”

“Maknae, stop messing around with Kang Ichae.”

Having cut off the nonsense decisively, Kim Seonghyeon stood at the starting line. With the whistle signaling the start, Kim Seonghyeon spun around quickly and picked a paper. His speed was incredible compared to the others.

After checking it, Kim Seonghyeon immediately ran toward Joo Woosung.

“Senior!!”

“Huh? Ah? Me?”

Joo Woosung, who had been lounging indifferently in his chair, stammered in slight bewilderment. Kim Seonghyeon shouted, “It is a great honor to do a three-legged race with you, Senior!” and proceeded to drag him to the finish line.

Ugh, I hate the sight of this.

Even the sight of Joo Woosung belatedly checking the paper, scratching his cheek with one hand while patting the shoulder of a 90-degree-bowing Kim Seonghyeon, was annoying.

I didn't even have to see the paper to have a good idea of what was written on it.

“Hey, hey, Seo Hoyun.”

Joo Woosung, now beaming with excitement, made a point of bringing the scrap of paper over to show me.

“Looks like your member likes me more than you.”

“Ah, really.”

“What are you going to do? I'm more popular.”

“Ah, is that so.”

“Aren't you jealous? I'm so perfect, even as a senior. I'm amazing.”

“Ah, I suppose so.”

“...Are you going to keep giving me these half-hearted answers?”

In the following round, a High Five member read the mission paper for 'someone who is good at stage performances.' His glance toward Kang Ichae made Kang Yeonhu's face turn pale. However, the member hadn't completely lost his senses, as he ended up taking Black Call's Chae Jeongwoo, settling the matter.

This much is nothing.

So far, nothing seemed like a major problem.

If things continued like this, the program seemed like it would turn out nicely.

“What are you going to do, not being called even once~.”

At that moment, I was ignoring Joo Woosung's gloating voice and was busy doing calculations in my head.

“Hoyun-ah!”

Seong Jiwon, the runner for the final round, came running toward me, calling my name.

As expected, raising a Boiled Dumpling baby was completely useless.

“He definitely just cursed me.”

“He's probably thinking, 'Raising Kim Seonghyeon is useless, Seong Jiwon is way better...'”

“Cut the side chatter.”

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun hovered near me, whispering to each other. I shot them a look to be quiet, and Seong Jiwon panted heavily.

“Hoyun-ah! Can you come with me?!”

“Of course.”

I immediately sprinted with Seong Jiwon and clinched first place.

“Thanks! Hoyun-ah! I was able to get first place because of you!”

“Don't mention it.”

But Kim Heeyeong, who was checking the paper, let out a wheeze of amusement.

“Uh, Seo Hoyun, do you know what's written on this paper?”

“Huh? Uh, uh? Wait a second!”

At that, Seong Jiwon's face rapidly turned red, and he waved his hands in bewilderment.

“Um... PD, do we really have to reveal what's on the paper?”

“Seong Jiwon, it's okay.”

“Umm...”

As if there was any need to be embarrassed between us.

I crossed my arms and said leisurely.

“Let's see, 'Bring the smartest person here'?”

“Wrong.”

“'Bring the most handsome person here'?”

“Wrong.”

What other adjectives are there to describe me?

No matter what compliment came up, it was all within my expectations.

“'Bring the person you like the most'?”

“Wow, Seong Jiwon. You've carried out the mission perfectly.”

Kim Heeyeong laughed heartily and held out the paper.

While I unfolded it, Seong Jiwon kept fidgeting. I put on a benevolent smile.

“Hey, it's fine. I won't make fun of you no matter what it says...”

RUSTLE.

[The most shameless person here]

“......”

The sound of The Dawn members, who had craned their necks to see the contents, bursting into laughter echoed loudly through the auditorium.
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“Wow, Seong Jiwon is really something else.”

“Just as expected of someone Hoyun-hyung cherishes! He knows you so well, hyung!”

So there was really no one I could trust.

I could understand Kim Seonghyeon, whom I usually teased, or Kang Ichae, whom I always picked on. However, seeing even Jeong Dajun, whom I had cherished so dearly, burst out laughing filled me with regret.

I lowered the hand holding the slip of paper and turned to leave. Seong Jiwon hurriedly chased after me.

“No, no, wait a minute, Hoyun-ah! Hold on! It's not like I could take this note and bring someone else. I... I didn't have any other choice but you...”

“Ah... right...”

“I-I really respect you! Hoyun, you're so cool!”

“Yep. This shameless guy is on his way now.”

“Ah... Hoyun-ah...”

When his excuses failed completely, Seong Jiwon didn't know what to do.

Kang Ichae, who had been watching and laughing, gestured for Seong Jiwon to come back. He finally trudged back to his members.

When I returned to the troublesome duo of Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung, they smirked unpleasantly.

“Well, well, has the smartest junior here returned?”

“Hoyun, I respect you too. Being handsome and shameless is your obvious charm, ahaha!”

“Keukhat, Senior Min Jiheon, you have a great sense of humor.”

Look at these people, supposedly the tops of their respective industries, giggling at such lame jokes.

Kang Yeonhu, whom Chae Jeongwoo had called over during this round, muttered quietly from a step behind me.

“Even his own group members aren't defending him...”

“......”

Even this guy wasn't missing the chance.

I wondered if I had lived my life so wrongly, surrounded by piranhas rushing to attack at the first sign of weakness. Just then, Kim Heeyeong declared the end of 'Conditional Run' and announced each team's ranking.

“Now, I'll announce the scores. Conditional Run consisted of three rounds. First place, with 6 points, is The Dawn team. Second place, with 5 points, is the High Five team, and Black Call and the SeoMinKangJoo team are tied for last place.”

“SeoMinKangJoo, it's a great name, isn't it? Isn't it cute?”

At some point, the team of outcasts, which consisted of everyone but the four picked out members from each team, had been officially transformed by Kim Heeyeong into the 'SeoMinKangJoo' team, a name born from Min Jiheon's terrible sense.

“As a prize for this game, we'll be providing snacks only to the first and second-place teams.”

“...!!”

“I'm sorry, Black Call team and SeoMinKangJoo team.”

Next to Joo Woosung, who muttered, "I think she called us the wrong thing...", Min Jiheon looked as if his world had just ended.

Tsk, they shouldn't be doing anything foolish.

I glanced at the two of them, moving only my eyes.

This hodgepodge team was supposed to work hard but not stand out, just making its presence known before disappearing.

Min Jiheon was obsessed with food, and Joo Woosung was a self-centered bastard who thinks he's the only one in the universe, so they wouldn't know. However, Kang Yeonhu and I had been extremely careful about every combination throughout 'Conditional Run' to avoid any controversy.

“Next is the Figure Quiz! You'll see a photo and must answer with the person's name within three seconds.”

Min Jiheon's competitive spirit ignited when he realized food was on the line as prizes.

Joo Woosung, who had somehow bonded with him while teasing me, stood up.

“Senior Jiheon, I'll take this round.”

Something feels incredibly unsettling.

However, I had no valid reason to stop Joo Woosung, who had already stepped forward. Kang Yeonhu seemed hesitant, likely worried about the possibility of not recognizing a senior if he participated.

Nothing will happen... right?

He was the type to be glued to the TV when he wasn't working.

A representative from each team was chosen, and Joo Woosung came forward as the first contestant.

Kim Heeyeong raised the prepared panel, and the Figure Quiz began immediately.

“Woosung! Ha Seoyeon.”

Joo Woosung shouted the correct answer without batting an eye at Ha Seoyeon's latest fall magazine cover.

My admiration for his smooth, unhesitating answers was short-lived.

“...Cherry Han... Lee Jugyeong... Jeong Jueun...”

“One second, two seconds...!”

“...Kim Haeyoung...”

The people in the photos, flipping by one after another, were all strangely familiar.

“...Two seconds! Three seconds!! DING!! Joo Woosung. You don't know?”

“...Yes, I don't think I know...”

I was inwardly horrified.

Are they trying to screw with him?

However, even if he had regularly attended the 'Anti-SHY Club' meetings, the probability of romance being discussed was low, considering the members. The current parade of Joo Woosung's ex-girlfriends was likely a coincidence.

Nevertheless, Joo Woosung, already feeling guilty, could only stutter. His face screamed, I'm so screwed, aren't I?

“Ahh, the unstoppable Joo Woosung suddenly crumbles here, unfortunately ending with only 5 points.”

Lee Sehyeon of High Five and Jeong Dajun of The Dawn fought well, but in the end, they couldn't overcome Black Call's accumulated experience.

“Oh my, what's with the atmosphere in this team?”

Having missed out on snacks twice, Min Jiheon had become even more on edge. Joo Woosung, who had taken a direct hit in the Figure Quiz, huddled in a corner with a dark cloud over his head. Because of those two, even Kang Yeonhu looked uncomfortable.

Kim Heeyeong's eyes widened. She raised and lowered her eyebrows before continuing in a soft, slightly placating tone.

“The amusement park has been reserved for us, so we'll be moving locations for the rest of the shoot.”

“...Yes.”

“Come on, cheer up. The next game is 'Heart-pounding Ferris Wheel'!”

The upcoming game was a 1-on-1 match. A representative from each team would ride the Ferris wheel for about ten minutes, trying to provoke their opponent to raise their heart rate higher than their own.

Cameras were installed inside the Ferris wheel, and it was possible to monitor them in real-time from a tented waiting area below and give advice via radio.

“The Black Call team will face the High Five team, and The Dawn team will face the SeoMinKangJoo team.”

Facing The Dawn will be a piece of cake.

I observed the situation, weighing whether it was better to stick to the 'lay low and get out' strategy. Then, Kim Heeyeong's explanation caught my ear.

“The penalty for 4th place is entering the haunted house!”

“Kyaak!”

“Whaaat?”

I quickly schooled my expression.

This changes things.

We have to win, no matter what.

If we end up in 4th place, get extra screen time, and get entangled with Kang Yeonhu, all my efforts to lay low will be for nothing.

I turned my head toward Kang Yeonhu. For some reason, his face was pale.

I nudged him with my elbow, and his gaze landed on me.

The Dawn has to go down, no matter what.

Deal.

Our opinions aligned instantly.

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun clung to Kang Ichae, whining. Even Kim Seonghyeon joined in with his big, pleading eyes.

“Hyungs, hyung, I really, I mean, I'll work hard if I have to...! But still, if possible!”

“Hahaha, our Dajun-ie, you really don't want to go in, do you?”

“...Is there no way to win?”

With an amused smile, Kang Ichae led the two away to strategize. Just then, Black Call and High Five boarded the Ferris wheel first.

High Five's Jeong Chaehyung trembled uncontrollably, nervous just being in the same space as Black Call's Lee Hanjoo. In the end, Black Call easily secured the victory without doing anything.

Lee Hanjoo swept his hair back with a flick as he stepped out of the door.

“S-Senior Lee Hanjoo, it was an honor!”

“Hmph, good work.”

“What's wrong with him?” Joo Woosung grumbled from the side, clearly displeased by the sight and oblivious to his own behavior.

I saw Chae Jeongwoo encouraging Lee Hanjoo with a faint smile. They might be relaxed, but I was starting to feel anxious.

“Alright, The Dawn, please come forward.”

“Jeong Dajun, deploying.”

At Kim Heeyeong's words, Jeong Dajun raised both hands and stepped forward. Seeing Kang Ichae quietly get up behind him, it seemed Kang Ichae would be the one giving advice.

“Oh! Jeong Dajun?! Then for the SeoMinKangJoo team, will Seo Hoyun be participating?” Kim Heeyeong asked as I shot up from my seat.

“......”

Having dealt with me for the past three years, Jeong Dajun had built up a tolerance and wasn't easily fazed by most things.

However, if the opponent is the maknae, our team has the ultimate counter.

“Senior Min Jiheon.”

“Yes, I'll go.”

Min Jiheon's expression was a little stiff, perhaps because he hadn't eaten.

I went to the tent set up next to the Ferris wheel entrance and looked back and forth between the monitor screen and the heart rate data.

Jeong Dajun, an ardent fan of Min Jiheon, already showed a considerably high heart rate before the match even began.

【...Dajun, it's been a while.】

【Ah, yes. Y-yes.】

Min Jiheon curved his eyes into a gentle smile and greeted Jeong Dajun. Because he was so on edge, he attacked with the same sincerity he used when acting.

【I've always wanted to talk more with you, Dajun, but we were both so busy that the timing was never right.】

His intention is so transparent it's embarrassing even for me to watch.

However, Jeong Dajun didn't notice. In fact, it worked perfectly. He was so flustered he couldn't even make eye contact, his face bright red.

Just when I thought he was all grown up, seeing our maknae being so innocent in moments like this, I picked up the radio.

“...Senior. We don't have much time, so let's proceed quickly. Please say the line from 'Please Take the Camera'.”

Receiving the instruction through his earpiece, Min Jiheon raised the corners of his mouth into a relaxed smile, crossed his legs, and looked directly at Jeong Dajun.

【Dajun, I'm good to people I like.】

【Yes... Y-yes?】

【But you have to come over quickly.】

Perfect.

His heart rate fluctuated like a wave.

【I'm not patient enough to just stand by and watch someone take what's mine.】

It was a line spoken by Min Jiheon's character, 'Min Seungtae', in the drama 'Please Take the Camera'.

Having witnessed the vivid performance up close, the successful fan Jeong Dajun covered his mouth with his hands, unable to tear his eyes away.

I decided we had to ride this momentum and secure our victory completely.

“Senior Jiheon, follow up with a quick attack. Give him the famous line from 'On the Day the Daffodils Bloom'.”

【Juna...】

【Sob... This is amazing...】

The moment the words left my mouth, Min Jiheon immediately channeled his emotions and uttered, “Juna...” At this point, Jeong Dajun looked possessed, his eyes even welling with tears.

Confident of our victory, I shot a smiling glance at Kang Ichae.

“Looks like we're going to win.”

Then, Kang Ichae, who had been quietly observing, tilted his head slightly and looked at me.

“...Is that so?”

He then picked up his radio and spoke leisurely.

“Maknae, can you hear me?”

【...Uh, uh, yeah!】

“Maknae, why don't you tell me any food you're craving right now?”

【Anything??】

Just as I was wondering what kind of bizarre advice this was, a lightning-like realization struck me.

“...Hey, don't tell me!”

I quickly checked the heart rate.

No matter how much of a glutton he is, surely this won't be enough...

“Whoa, no way!”

“The numbers are going up!”

Damn it.

I'd overlooked the fact that he was currently a starving pig.

【Beef bone soup, blood sausage soup, gimbap...】

【...Hah...】

【Pork back-bone stew?!】

【That's the most delicious one...】

“Wait, wait a minute! Senior. Can you hear me?”

【I-I can hear you...】

【Omelet rice, spicy rice cake soup, jjolmyeon...】

【Ugh...】

He said he could hear me, but it was clear he couldn't.

As I watched the numbers shoot up in real-time and forced myself to swallow a sigh, something heavy landed on my shoulder. It was Kang Ichae's hand.

“Sorry, the maknae and the eldest hyung really don't want to go in.”

It wasn't entirely untrue, but having seen Kang Ichae flinch when the ghost dropped during the first mission of Shining Star Season 2, I knew his claim wasn't the only reason.

“Hoo...”

Hiding my irritation by pretending to blow my bangs out of my face, I focused on strategizing for what to do next, even though the Ferris wheel hadn't come down yet.

I coldly pushed away Min Jiheon, who came running out whining about being hungry. As we moved to the location for the penalty, I approached Kang Yeonhu.

“Senior. Let's cooperate.”

“......”

“Once we go into the haunted house, the passages will be narrow, so we'll have to move in a single file. Let's try to stay as far away from each other as possible. We don't want any weird rumors starting because we're reacting next to each other...”

“......”

What's with him? He looks so pale he could pass for one of the ghosts himself.

“But if anything major happens, Joo Woosung-sunbaenim is experienced, so he'll cover for us. Don't worry too much.”

“...Yes...”

Strangely, Kang Yeonhu, who was always so passionate about his work, was barely listening. He just stared blankly at the haunted house.

With a sinking feeling, I asked.

“...Senior Kang Yeonhu.”

“...Yes?”

“You're not scared of haunted houses, are you?”

“What?!”

Kang Yeonhu jumped. He literally hopped.

“O-o-of course not?!”

Is he lagging?


Chapter 365

Kang Yeonhu looked embarrassed. He slowly turned his head away and cleared his throat.

“...Ahem. Anyway, we should go in and try not to talk to them as much as possible, right?”

His stiff neck and darting eyes made him look genuinely terrified. For some reason, I was suddenly reminded of Kang Yeonhu's age. He finally seemed like someone his own age.

“Yeonhu-hyung, even if you're scared, don't cling to me too much.”

“...I'd rather die than do that.”

Kang Yeonhu's expression immediately hardened. He spun around and headed toward the staff to get his mic reattached.

He knows it's fake, so what's there to be scared of?

I didn't really get it, but since he always looked out for himself, I figured he'd manage. He was a grown man, after all. At worst, I expected a reaction similar to Kim Seonghyeon's or Jeong Dajun's. They had both genuinely sobbed, but not so much that it couldn't be broadcast.

Jeong Dajun, who had fully used his privilege as the youngest to get snacks from Black Call with all sorts of cute acts and flattery, cautiously approached me.

“But hyung, are you gonna be okay with the penalty?!”

Kim Seonghyeon suddenly interjected from the side. “Hey, why are you asking him? When he said he thought he saw a ghost at our old dorm, Seo Hoyun just told him to shut up, throw some salt, and go to sleep.”

The color had returned to Kim Seonghyeon's pale face, perhaps because he had escaped last place. I shooed away the two of them who were annoyingly clinging to me, along with Seong Jiwon, who had been trailing me whenever he had a spare moment.

I glanced at the other teams crowded around the monitoring area to watch the penalty, then walked to the front of the haunted house with Joo Woosung, Min Jiheon, and a still-pale Kang Yeonhu.

❬Delivering the Ultimate Fear! 'Horror Hospital'❭

Ah, I remember this place.

Broadcasting stations were notorious for using tradition as an excuse for harsh discipline and hazing. Naturally, newcomers had to go through an initiation. I couldn't avoid it either.

One of the many useless tasks that fell to me was scouting 'scary locations' to use for variety shows.

I remember meticulously checking if it was usable before leaving.

This 'Horror Hospital' was one of those places.

Back then, I had checked how long it took to get through, how many ghosts usually appeared, and where the props were placed. I even suggested changing a few parts to make it more original, but I was shot down hard.

Anyway, the program ended up using it quite well. The ratings were decent, too.

I was lost in a trip down memory lane that I couldn't share with anyone. A staff member placing a camera helmet on my head spoke up as if he just remembered something.

“Ah, come to think of it, this place is super famous. They say real ghosts often mingle with the actors. Sightings are so frequent that there are rumors they hold a ritual before opening every time...”

Is this some kind of marketing?

I thought it was a pretty effective way to grab people's attention. Just then, Joo Woosung spoke, his face slightly horrified.

“Do you really have to say that right before we go in...”

“Is that for real?!”

I was about to say no, but Kang Yeonhu's voice drowned me out.

He seems genuinely terrified.

Joo Woosung looked at Kang Yeonhu for a moment, then sighed and scratched the back of his neck.

“...Yeonhu, do you want to be in the middle?”

“Ye-yes? Ah... no, no, Senior. It's okay. I'll stand at the front.”

Kang Yeonhu stiffly lifted his chin and stepped forward, trying his best to act unfazed. However, his tightly clenched hands were already trembling.

“...Alright, Team SeoMinKangJoo, you can enter in the order you're standing, right? Kang Yeonhu, Joo Woosung, Min Jiheon, and Seo Hoyun. Please line up along the line on the floor.”

I took my place at the very back and glanced at the guys in front of me. For some reason, Min Jiheon was staring at the haunted house with a strange look in his eyes.

“...Senior, you need to get in formation.”

I was about to let it go, but the radar in my head detected a faint sense of unease, so I spoke up. Min Jiheon, however, didn't even look my way and just stared into space.

“Senior?”

"...Huh?"

“You need to get in formation.”

“Ah, sorry.”

Min Jiheon, who had been dazed to the point of blinking several times, gave a slight smile and said quietly.

“Something feels off...”

“...Are you laying the groundwork for something?”

“Ahaha. Not at all. There, is this good?”

As Min Jiheon straightened his body, which had been sticking out of the line, PD Kim Heeyeong gave an OK sign with her hand.

“Alright, have a good trip!”

The official filming began. One cameraman and four celebrities entered the haunted house.

The smell of disinfectant wafted to my nose. After walking a little further, a small waiting room with a monitor on one wall appeared.

FZZT, FZZZT...

Static filled the air, as if waiting for someone. Soon, a man in a white gown appeared on the CRT screen.

【...—Reporter, didn't I tell you, fssht, not to come? This place, fzt, is just a closed-down, fssshhhk—, ward...】

“What, am I a reporter in this place?” Joo Woosung muttered, his eyes fixed on the screen.

【...As I've told you many times, I used to work at that psychiatric hospital but eventually ran away. Fssshk—, even after that, because of the gloomy energy, fzt, I suffered from sleep paralysis for three years... Unlike you, reporter, fssht, I don't want to know anything more about that place...】

【...Hah. Seeing the look in your eyes, you won't give up, will you? Fzt—, you're a funny one. Anyway, I warned you. Fssshhhk, however, I'll warn you about this one thing.】

【Absolutely, absolutely do not go too deep inside.】

“What's with the look in my eyes? Do I really look that full of a sense of duty?”

Joo Woosung turned his head back to ask in disbelief. I waved my hand, signaling him to get a clue and face forward. That bastard was definitely the type to talk to himself while watching TV at home.

【Then, I wish you a safe return...】

With that final warning, the entrance on one side of the waiting room opened with a CLUNK.

CREAAAK.

Kang Yeonhu stiffened at the eerie sound. He hesitated for a long time before cautiously taking a step forward.

Hoh.

At the same time, the flickering fluorescent light sparked like a blown fuse and went out. I was observing the differences with interest, thinking it had been updated quite a bit since last time, when,

SLAM!!!

“Whoaack!!”

The door we had just come through automatically slammed shut.

“...Wow, even I was surprised. Yeonhu-yah, why are you such a scaredy-cat?”

“Ah, th-that... I'm sorry, Senior.”

That guy... and he's managed to push a calm image all this time...

Joo Woosung clutched his chest, startled by Kang Yeonhu's scream. Kang Yeonhu quickly apologized, but his performance was only just beginning.

“Uwaaah!”

“Aaack!”

“Euaaagh!”

Whenever we made a little progress, he would see something and shriek. Whenever he discovered something new, he would hastily backpedal.

He must be getting some great screen time for High Five, I thought, craning my neck to check ahead.

Hmm... is this the Kang Yeonhu traffic jam section?

HONK HONK.

I sounded a car horn in my head.

We had already been stuck in the same spot for five minutes. If this wasn't being broadcast, I would have had a blast teasing Kang Yeonhu. It was a shame I had to give up on that fun.

“Gurgle... gurgle...”

The part-timer, wrapped in shabby bandages, had been limply waving his limbs and enthusiastically rattling the iron bars. He seemed to have lost his energy and was now just staring at us blankly.

“Excuse me. Are you open late nights these days? Or are you working overtime because of us?”

“Gu-eok... cough, over, cough, time, cough...”

“So it was overtime. I'm sorry.”

Joo Woosung turned to scold me. “Seo Hoyun, stop chattering in the back.”

He faced forward again and said to Kang Yeonhu.

“Hey, it's okay to go slow...”

“Gah! ...Ah, ye-yes, yes.”

Joo Woosung was trying to lighten the mood, but the moment he patted Kang Yeonhu's shoulder, Kang Yeonhu flinched violently. He sank to the ground, clutching his head with both hands. Joo Woosung looked down at him for a moment, then tilted his helmet back slightly and asked the cameraman.

“...This isn't working. Excuse me, can we give up halfway?”

“I'm sorry, but it's a penalty. You have to complete it to the end.”

“Haaah...”

“I'm... fine.”

Kang Yeonhu calmed down a bit and staggered to his feet. He clenched his fists, pretending to be okay. Joo Woosung decided it was useless to stop him, wrinkled his nose slightly, and casually added a word.

“If you're scared, just sing a song or something.”

“...A s-song?”

Kang Yeonhu hesitated, swallowed hard, and slowly opened his mouth.

“If my wishes come true... AACK! Ha-happily, the two of us together-aaagh!”

He sang 'Us', the song all WH Entertainment idols inevitably sing at the end of their concerts. Such incredible company loyalty.

The cameraman focused on Kang Yeonhu, who was putting on a spectacular performance that was seventy percent screaming and thirty percent singing.

“Seo Hoyun.”

Min Jiheon, who had been quiet the whole time, came close and called to me in a low voice.

“I think we need to move a little faster.”

“Ah, yes. I'd like that too.”

“No, really... I'm starting to feel sick.”

What am I supposed to do about it?

I shifted my gaze from Min Jiheon to Kang Yeonhu. Right now, Kang Yeonhu looked like a walking corpse.

“It's already scary enough, so please don't make creepy comments, Senior.”

I whispered, pretending to be scared. There was no way Min Jiheon wouldn't realize I was talking about Kang Yeonhu. However, Min Jiheon, who would normally have backed off by now, hardened his expression and added in a low voice.

“I'm not kidding.”

“Just look straight ahead and walk.”

I wondered what kind of trick this was and glared at Min Jiheon. His behavior was very suspicious. His head couldn't stay still and kept looking around. One hand kept pointlessly stroking his bare wrist.

I thought for a moment, then let out a deep sigh.

Right, we've probably gotten enough screen time.

Once I made my decision, I didn't hesitate.

“What's that? Senior Min Jiheon is hungry?”

“Huh? I am?”

Before Min Jiheon could open his mouth again, I hurried past Joo Woosung.

“Oh no! We can't have that!”

I went straight past everyone to the front. Kang Yeonhu was startled by my sudden appearance.

“......”

“Senior, let's switch places. I'm gonna pick up the pace from now on.”

“...Yes?”

“Because Senior Min Jiheon said he's hungry.”

Pushed aside in the confusion, Kang Yeonhu shuffled to the back with a bewildered expression.

After that, it was smooth sailing.

I continued the song Kang Yeonhu had started and stopped. I sang passionately as I moved forward.

“I'll always be by your side... Bathed in the warm light of love, let's move forward together.”

After walking like that for about five more minutes, I saw an exit marked 'EXIT'. I reached out and pushed it open forcefully.

“......”

A flood of white light blurred my vision for a moment. Soon, multiple cameras, lights, and the staff standing around them came into view.

“Woooow!! You worked hard!”

Applause and cheers poured down on us.

Kang Yeonhu realized he had safely completed the penalty, and his legs finally gave out. He collapsed to the floor and leaned his back against the wall.

“Min Jiheon setting the mood earlier was absolutely amazing!!” the cameraman who had moved with us inside said as he put down his equipment.

“...Ah, ahaha, I guess it's because I'm an actor?”

“I was seriously scared~! You know, it felt like the beginning of a horror movie?! If we had been in there a little longer, I might have actually cried.”

“Wow, then maybe I should try filming a horror movie next?”

What is with him?

Something felt off, but it was too much of a hassle to dig into it. I ignored it and took off my mic. Kang Yeonhu looked exhausted, still in the same position as before, gulping down water.

Just then, Joo Woosung sidled up and nudged my side with his elbow.

“Hey, you were pretty cool back there.”

“......”

“You finished it quickly because Kang Yeonhu was so scared, right? You avoided even talking to him the whole shoot, saying you wouldn't get involved... You punk, you've got loyalty, huh?”

What is he talking about?

Joo Woosung spouted nonsense like, 'He's still a lesser man, but he's our Seo Hoyun, right?' He disappeared with a strange, pleased look on his face.

Just when I thought I could finally rest, Kang Yeonhu approached me hesitantly.

“...Seo Hoyun, you worked hard.”

“Yes, you too, Senior.”

“...Do you think this will be edited out?”

“Do you think this will be edited out? After you used your voice that much.”

Kang Yeonhu rubbed his haggard face with his hands.

Now that he had come to his senses, he was finally starting to worry about how he would look on screen.

“...Weren't you scared, Seo Hoyun?”

“There's nothing in the world scarier than people.”

At my firm answer, Kang Yeonhu ducked his head and mumbled something.

“...you.”

“Pardon?”

“...I said thank you for taking the lead.”

Even with just a simple thank you, Kang Yeonhu was so embarrassed that his neck and ears turned bright red.
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“Oh, it's Hyung!”

After a brief chat with Kang Yeonhu, I approached the tent where the other teams were gathered.

Jeong Dajun spotted me first and waved his hand enthusiastically.

Next to him, Kang Ichae clung to a slightly sulky Seong Jiwon, giggling to himself. Kang Ichae grinned when he saw me.

“Welcome back.”

“How was it? Give us the details.”

“Hoyun-ah, was it scary in there?”

“Yeah.”

Huh? What's wrong with him?

The members, surprised by my unexpected answer, just stared at me without a word.

I laughed softly, patting their backs and pushing them forward.

“I'm hungry.”

“O-oh. Let's, let's go...”

“They said we're having dinner together in the auditorium, Hyung! It's a catered buffet!”

Jeong Dajun instantly grew excited again, jumping around giddily.

As expected, I feel most at ease when I'm with these guys.

.

.

.

Although we were a little late, all the cast members had to change their clothes after a hearty meal. The cast, now in white jumpsuits instead of school uniforms, murmured in confusion. Kim Heeyeong clapped her hands to draw everyone's attention.

“Alright! Forget everything about the team battles so far. We will now begin the final game that will mark the finale.”

It seemed Kim Heeyeong was determined to get as much screen time as possible, going so far as to borrow WH Entertainment's name and even bring in Black Call.

She gestured toward the large screen set up in the amusement park and shouted.

“Repair the Amusement Park at Midnight!”

Text then scrolled up the screen.

She's really having a blast, isn't she.

[In the final game, 'Repair the Amusement Park at Midnight!', you will each be assigned the role of either a Repairman or a Ruffian.

The Ruffians can't stand to see others having fun and being happy! They have arrived at the amusement park. If they have their way, the park's rides will be destroyed, and the citizens won't be able to enjoy them tomorrow.

During the three hours remaining until the park opens, the Repairmen must fix the broken machines, identify the Ruffians, and ensure the park can open safely.

Complete the mission for each ride to finish the repairs, and then ride it yourself to confirm it's working properly.]

“Whoa, the scale of this is insane.”

“I've always wanted to try something like this!!”

Jeon Saeyoung, positioned a step ahead and diagonally from me, muttered with a fascinated expression.

Jeong Dajun must have felt a sense of closeness after getting snacks from him. He excitedly trotted over and chattered away.

[Conversely, the Ruffians must obstruct the Repairmen.

Using the provided trackpads, you can cut the power to the streetlights in specific locations to hinder the Repairmen's movement.

Additionally, by using a pointer filled with paint to shoot their name tags, you can 'kill' the Repairmen.

Eliminate all the Repairmen without revealing that you are a Ruffian!]

[Anyone, regardless of their role, can make a 'Report'.]

[When everyone gathers in one place due to a 'Report', you can vote to identify a Ruffian and kill them.]

[The Repairmen win if they identify all the Ruffians before more than 2/3 of the Repairmen are killed, or if they successfully complete all the given tasks.

The Ruffians win if they kill more than 2/3 of the Repairmen or if the Repairmen fail to complete their missions within the time limit.]

[※ The mission assigned to each ride only needs to be completed once.]

[※ Completed missions will be announced via broadcast at regular intervals.]

[※ The time taken to travel to the meeting place for a 'Report' is not included in the time limit. You cannot start repairing a new ride immediately after a 'Report' is called. For five minutes after a 'Report' is called, Ruffians can kill Repairmen, but not after that.]

[※ Repairmen can restore the electricity each time they succeed in a mission.]

[※ Ruffians cannot kill Repairmen while they are on a ride.]

Kim Heeyeong continued the explanation verbally.

“The prize money will be gold bars, which will be divided among the members of the winning team. There are a total of 4 Ruffians and 12 Repairmen. Please follow the staff to the designated location to confirm your role.”

The staff quickly handed out name tags. As I attached it to my back and stood up, I heard my members talking beside me.

“Hey, guys. I think it'll be dangerous to be alone. Wouldn't it be better if we gather in one place later and move as a group?”

“Hmm, Hyung, is that a good idea? Even if we're members, there's a chance one of us is a Ruffian.”

“First of all, I don't want to go with Seo Hoyun. His very existence just screams Ruffian.”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had historically suffered the most at my hands, narrowed his eyes, warier than anyone.

I watched this spectacle with my arms crossed.

Then Seong Jiwon, who first suggested we stick together, looked over the members. He smiled brightly and asked me.

“Then Hoyun-ah, do you want to move with me? I'm fine even if you're a Ruffian.”

“......”

“Aack...”

After my firm rejection, Seong Jiwon's face fell again.

I patted his shoulder a couple of times, as if to remind him of the cold world of competition, and headed to my assigned location.

After arriving near the bumper cars and roller coaster, I received a note from a staff member.

[Repairman]

The staff member took the paper back, and I immediately started walking. My destination was a ride not too far away, one that would be easy on the body.

“Seo Hoyun, those dolls look really scary. Will you be okay?”

“I'm not a big fan of rides.”

It was the 'Attraction', where various dolls were lined up in rows.

Before I had taken more than a few steps, however, the surrounding lights went out with a pop. The power had been cut.

Looks like the obstruction has already begun.

I moved to the side of the path and waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness before slowly walking again. That's when I noticed a silver-haired figure sitting before a computer installed near the Attraction's entrance.

“Hey, Jeong Dajun.”

“...!!”

At my voice, Jeong Dajun, who had been typing furiously, jumped in surprise and shot to his feet.

“H-Hyung...!”

“Repairs going well?”

If he was working on the mission that diligently without knowing who was coming, he probably isn't a Ruffian.

I thought he'd be with the other guys, but there was no one else around.

Just as I was about to tell him not to move around alone since the power was out and it was dark, I called out.

“Jeong Dajun, if you're alone, you're a perfect target... Hey, hey!!”

“Hyung, don't come any closer!!”

“...What?”

Jeong Dajun held both hands out in front of him and slowly backed away to put distance between us.

“My three years of experience with The Dawn's self-produced content, which is like the ecosystem of a jungle... my intuition is telling me. That you're the Ruffian...”

“......”

“I'm sorry, but don't come any closer.”

With that, he turned and ran away.

Feeling like some third-rate villain, I couldn't even refute it. I just watched him go before muttering belatedly.

“...But I'm a Repairman?”

Following the baby Boiled Dumpling incident, I clicked my tongue, thinking once again how raising an elephant with utmost care was completely useless.

I suppressed the urge to look down the passage Jeong Dajun had fled to and went to the computer instead. First, I carefully read the repair instructions on a memo stuck to the monitor. The task was to complete a long-text training exercise using a typing practice program.

Looking at the list, I saw a few songs by WH Entertainment idols. It seemed they had been deliberately included.

Are they giving us a chance to promote ourselves?

Well, if they're giving it for free, I should gratefully accept.

Aware that the longer I stayed, the more I'd be exposed to danger, I still set the lyrics of our newest song, 'Level S2', as the text and loaded it into the typing practice program.

“It's a shame there's so much English.”

Since only Hangul could be entered, the lyrics were drastically shortened, which was a waste.

It had been a while since I'd done office work as an idol, so my hands were a bit stiff. However, since I could type at nearly 800 characters per minute, the mission was over in no time. The moment I typed the final period and hit enter, the lights in the Attraction came on.

Wow, it's so flashy.

I was about to ride the attraction without much excitement to quickly complete the mission, but a clear voice reached me from behind.

“Oh? Have you fixed it already?”

When I turned my head, I saw Chae Jeongwoo scratching his cheek as he entered.

“Hello, Senior.”

“I came to fix it too... um, if it's okay, could I ride it with you?”

If he was a Repairman, he should be busy running around doing missions. I didn't understand why he would insist on staying here.

I subtly took a step back and watched him warily.

Chae Jeongwoo smiled awkwardly.

“Ahaha, you're being too cautious. It's not like that. I just have something I'd like to discuss with you alone, Seo Hoyun...”

It was highly suspicious.

However, the moment a senior asked like that with his eyebrows drooping, no, the moment a person like 'Chae Jeongwoo' of Black Call did that, I had no other choice but to agree.

I composed my expression while getting on the boat. By the time I faced Chae Jeongwoo again, I nonchalantly patted the seat next to me.

“Get in.”

“Thank you.”

Chae Jeongwoo didn't hesitate and quickly slid into the seat.

The staff member I expected to follow us only checked the camera installed at the front of the boat one more time before waving at us.

“Alright, here we go!”

An amusement park employee checked that the safety bar was down and then released the brake. The boat, floating on the water, bobbed and then slowly began to move with the current.

The purple, dim lighting, spreading fog, and old dolls creaking into bizarre shapes created a very gloomy atmosphere.

...Is this really something kids can ride?

Chae Jeongwoo scanned the scene with an indifferent gaze and said.

“...This could have passed for a penalty game.”

I was just staring straight ahead when Chae Jeongwoo threw a direct question at me.

“I came here right after the haunted house. Aren't you scared?”

“Yeah, it's just... whatever.”

“Haha, Woosung said that Yeonhu was trembling like a leaf.”

Chae Jeongwoo crossed his arms and leaned back leisurely against the seat.

“He was praising you the whole time during dinner, Seo Hoyun. Said you took great care of Yeonhu.”

“Senior Woosung must have exaggerated. We all just came out scared together.”

“Is that so? To me, it looks like you're still keeping that promise from back then, Seo Hoyun.”

This small talk seems to be turning into slander.

I furrowed my brow for a moment, then glanced at the camera and quickly smoothed my expression.

“...Senior, I'm not sure what you're talking about.”

Chae Jeongwoo laughed softly, looked toward the camera, and tilted his head slightly.

“Mmm... haha, they'll edit this out, right? I trust our company will do a good job.”

Seeing him specifically mention the 'company', it seemed a preliminary review by WH Entertainment was scheduled. In return for that, Kim Heeyeong had practically booked the entire company.

“Anyway, I wanted to thank you, and I wanted to congratulate you on the success of your recent album. I heard that for the year-end stage order, The Dawn and High Five will be taking turns closing the show.”

“......”

“Our company is more fair than I thought. As long as the results are good, there's no discrimination. This is the first time someone from the outside has come in and achieved results beyond expectations, so I'm just learning this now myself.”

I'll pretend I didn't hear that either.

I turned my head completely to the other side, sending my gaze far away as I responded dryly.

“We still have a long way to go to catch up to our seniors.”

“Come on, I consider you a rival too, Seo Hoyun. I can't let my guard down either.”

“...Hahahaha.”

I'll pretend I didn't hear this either.

“Thank you for keeping the promise I asked of you all this time. Especially regarding our Woosung. I think I know why the members of The Dawn like you so much, Seo Hoyun. It's because you treat people so well.”

“......”

There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world.

Everything has a purpose.

I grumbled the inner thoughts I couldn't say out loud.

“Ah, we're here.”

The waiting staff had already moved to the exit and were filming us as we returned.

For a moment, my head spun at the thought of the fallout if our recent conversation were to be broadcast, but Chae Jeongwoo's expression didn't change at all, as if he was certain it would be edited out.

“Shall we go?”

“...Yes.”

I followed Chae Jeongwoo, who had stood up first, out of the Attraction and stood under the brightly lit streetlamps.

Facing me, Chae Jeongwoo's eyes crinkled gently as he smiled.

“By the way, Hoyun, I'm sorry.”

“......”

“Because I don't think this next part will be edited out.”

As expected, my ominous premonitions are never wrong.

The moment Chae Jeongwoo's hand went into his pocket, I quickly backed away, searching for a place to hide.

Chae Jeongwoo slipped the pointer attached to a keychain onto his finger, lifted it, and made a "Ta-da!" sound. “Hmm, I don't think there's anywhere to run.”

If I turned my back and ran now, I would definitely be killed.

I was rapidly calculating how to get out of this situation when a shout rang out.

“Hyung!!!”

In an instant, a black shadow lunged from somewhere and tackled Chae Jeongwoo.

Staggering from the embrace, Chae Jeongwoo couldn't handle the weight and fell backward.

“Don't touch my hyung!!”

The person who had shrieked was, surprisingly, Jeong Dajun, the one who had seen me and scurried away.

The maknae held on tightly to the stunned Chae Jeongwoo, who could only stare blankly, and sent me a look of fierce determination.

“Hoyun-hyung! I believed in you from the very beginning!!”

Don't feed me that line.


Chapter 367

“What are you doing?”

Jeong Dajun held onto a quietly observing Chae Jeongwoo with both arms. He struggled and glanced nervously at me.

“I-I thought I might've been a little too harsh on you, hyung, so I came back! If you're really a repairman, I was going to stick with you...”

“Why? So you could report me immediately if I wasn't?”

“N-No, that's not it!”

Looks like I hit the nail on the head.

His true intentions exposed, the youngest member turned to the staff with a beet-red face and shouted, “A-Anyway, I'm reporting! I'm making a report!”

Wouldn't it have been better to just leave me and report right away?

I wanted to call him out on it, but the situation wasn't over. I scanned my surroundings and slowly backed away.

【A report has been filed. All repairmen and hooligans, please gather at the assembly point.】

An announcement came through the speakers installed throughout the park, confirming the message had been relayed.

Chae Jeongwoo, who had been quiet until now, burst out laughing. His shoulders shook as if he couldn't hold it in any longer.

“Haha, The Dawn is really close, aren't you?”

He then effortlessly stood up, lifting Jeong Dajun who was still holding him down.

“But Dajun, you shouldn't throw your body around recklessly. What if you get hurt, Dajun?”

“Huh? Yes, yes!”

Jeong Dajun, pulled up in the confusion, could only blink. Chae Jeongwoo freed his arms, diligently dusted off the youngest's clothes, and then pressed the pointer with a smirk.

“...!!!”

“And sorry, sorry.”

【Jeong Dajun is out. Jeong Dajun is out.】

Hey, you idiot...

Chae Jeongwoo patted the shoulder of a devastated Jeong Dajun, whose face fell at his futile elimination. He then turned his eyes to me.

“I can still catch a repairman within five minutes of a report, right?”

I quickly looked for cover. I found a side path not too far away and sprinted toward it.

【...—ease. All repairmen and hooligans, please gather at the assembly point.】

I knew Chae Jeongwoo was following from the sound of footsteps behind me. Taking a cart to the meeting spot would have been faster, but it would have restricted my movement. I would have surely been caught by Chae Jeongwoo. I rounded another corner, deliberately swaying my body from side to side as I ran.

Just then, Kang Yeonhu popped out from another corner, heading to the meeting spot. His eyes widened when he spotted me a beat later.

“Wh-What is it? Seo Hoyun, why are you running?”

“I'm being chased by Senior Chae Jeongwoo, hoo. The Senior killed Jeong Dajun.”

I answered without slowing down. Kang Yeonhu fell in step beside me and quickly checked behind us.

“...There's no one there.”

At his words, I turned my head. There was no sign of him. It seemed he had given up the chase.

I caught my breath and arrived at the rose garden, the designated gathering spot after a 'report'. Everyone except for me, Kang Yeonhu, and Chae Jeongwoo was already there.

Joo Woosung, who was talking with Kim Seonghyeon, furrowed his brow slightly and asked, “What's wrong? Why are you so out of breath?”

“Hah... haah.”

“Cough, hah...”

I just waved my hand a few times before collapsing into an empty chair. The chairs were arranged in a semicircle. Kang Yeonhu deliberately walked a couple of seats away from me and also sat down with a tired expression.

“Let's vote quickly. Senior Chae Jeongwoo is the hooligan.”

“What?”

Everyone's attention turned to me. Just as I was about to explain, Chae Jeongwoo burst in, riding an electric cart.

“Guys~, seriously, Seo Hoyun was so scary...”

The gazes that had briefly shifted to Chae Jeongwoo returned to me. Chae Jeongwoo skillfully set the mood, wiping away fake tears.

“Seo Hoyun let his group member Jeong Dajun's guard down, killed him, and then reported it to frame me.”

Hey, excuse me.

“My god, that sounds exactly like something Seo Hoyun would come up with, doesn't it?” Joo Woosung stroked his chin and nodded.

My words cut off. I glared at the guy for a moment before turning my head toward The Dawn.

“You guys believe your hyung, right?”

“This is pretty plausible...”

“That's what I'm saying...”

It was incredibly frustrating, but if you compared the credibility of Chae Jeongwoo, a kind and genuinely good person, and Seo Hoyun, a master of pranks, teasing, and hiding things, even I would have sided with the former.

Kang Yeonhu, observing the flow of the game, cautiously took my side. “But a moment ago, Seo Hoyun looked really desperate, and he was running like crazy... Judging by the situation alone...”

“So did you see Jeongwoo chasing Seo Hoyun?”

“...No, but... if Seo Hoyun was the hooligan, it'd be advantageous to reduce the numbers by at least one more person. In that case, shouldn't he have killed me?”

“It might've been because it was unclear whether five minutes had passed since the report. Or because the meeting spot wasn't far, so he didn't finish you off, considering he might be seen.”

Joo Woosung, why don't you just openly declare that you want me dead.

“Still...”

“Ahem!” Joo Woosung wagged his index finger sharply and whispered to Kang Yeonhu. “You haven't suffered enough at Seo Hoyun's hands yet.”

“......”

You just wait until filming is over.

The High Five members, excluding Kang Yeonhu, seemed to genuinely believe Chae Jeongwoo's excuse. The Dawn members, having apparently reached a firm conclusion, exchanged glances and nodded among themselves.

“When he lowers his eyebrows and acts pitiful like that, it's a lie ninety-eight percent of the time. Should we start by voting out Hoyun-hyung?”

“Seems reasonable.”

“Wait, you guys! Aren't you being too harsh on Hoyun?”

Amidst it all, Seong Jiwon alone stepped forward to object with an indignant expression.

“Hoyun is our member. We should be on his side.”

“......”

“Hoyun-ah, even if you are the hooligan, I won't vote for you! I promise.”

In the end, it seemed even Seong Jiwon believed with absolute certainty that I was the hooligan.

I had only confirmed my team's distrust and lost all will to fight. I slumped into the chair with a dejected look.

Since I refrained from even making an excuse, the votes were quickly tallied. Kim Heeyeong announced the results.

“Ah, for 'Repair the Amusement Park at Midnight!' the historic first vote has resulted in Seo Hoyun's expulsion. However, oh no! Seo Hoyun was an innocent repairman!”

“What?!”

“Huh??”

A flood of disbelieving reactions followed.

Kim Heeyeong raised her hand as if to calm them and continued in a bitter tone. “...Repairman Seo Hoyun had precious memories all over this amusement park. In his childhood, whether celebrating happy moments or needing strength during sad times, he spent those times here with his close friends. However, betrayed by his colleagues and now out of a job, Seo Hoyun can no longer see this place as a happy one. Due to this bitter experience, he will never be able to come to an amusement park again.”

“Ah...”

“Seo Hoyun...”

Honestly, I had no idea what she was talking about, but seeing The Dawn members instantly tuck their tails between their legs and sidle over, I crossed my legs and spoke with maximum sarcasm.

“Hey guys, they say I can never come to an amusement park again. What should I do?”

“Ah, sorry, hyuuung.” Kang Ichae grinned with a face that showed no remorse at all, blocking the others.

In the meantime, the voting was more or less sorted out. Another 'report' was triggered, leading to Chae Jeongwoo's elimination. However, Chae Jeongwoo just laughed heartily, saying it was worth it to take two repairmen with him. He then offered me an apology.

“I'm sorry, Hoyun.”

When the game resumed, the cast scattered even faster than before.

Jeong Dajun had been treated as 'dead' from the start. He could only watch anxiously without any right to speak during the vote. He finally spoke to the staff.

“Can't a dead repairman do any more missions? I'll be reeeally quiet.”

“Uh, Dajun, I'm sorry, but that might be difficult. According to the rules, it's not allowed.”

“Keung, then can't I just quietly follow the hyungs around? Please?!”

“I mean, why go that far...”

“It's really, really, really rare for me to come here... I want to ride the attractions...”

They looked troubled, but when Jeong Dajun's eyes drooped and he mumbled cautiously with a pitiful expression, they soon surrendered.

“Alright, but you absolutely cannot talk! And you can't interfere with the game.”

“Wow, thank you! Hoyun-hyung, do you want to come too?!”

“No thanks. You go on.”

I ruffled the excited Jeong Dajun's hair, his eyes sparkling, and gave his back a push.

So young, so energetic.

Playing around also required stamina. For me, who was actually in my mid-thirties, it was strenuous. It was far more beneficial to just stay next to the staff and check out the latest filming techniques.

“Hoyun, I'm going to take your mic off.”

“Okay.”

It was impossible for me to talk during the game anyway. I took off my mic to charge the battery and prevent audio overlap until it was time to film the closing scene.

Afterward, I chatted with a staff member who had been instructed to wait at the 'report' gathering spot. I wanted to say it had only been a few years, but the new equipment and editing techniques that had popped up in that short time were quite unfamiliar.

The staff member, who had been explaining for a while, glanced around furtively and then lowered his voice to ask, “...So the rumor I heard was true. They said you're very interested in the broadcasting side of things, Seo Hoyun. Why are you so curious?”

“You have to know a lot about everything. Learning it will definitely help me, and it'll help me make a living for a long time.”

“What? Hahaha! Hoyun, you're a top idol, what are you talking about?”

The staff members laughed heartily as if they had heard a funny joke. I just smiled and glossed over it, pretending to ask various questions out of curiosity.

“Ugh, being a hooligan is no easy task. I tried to catch Kim Seonghyeon, but he was so fast I lost him right when I was about to get him.”

“What? Beomhyeon-hyung missed?”

After some time passed, eliminated players started to appear. They were all members of either High Five or Black Call, so I decided to leave before I got involved.

Looks like my members are doing a great job hanging in there.

It wasn't for nothing that Noeuls said those guys would survive even if you threw them on a deserted island.

I informed the assistant director beforehand and started walking. A short distance away, there was a hill with a railing. Although it wasn't very high, it offered a panoramic view of the amusement park. With the power out in various places, however, it was hard to spot any signs of people.

As I calmly looked down below, someone suddenly spoke to me.

“Ugh, hyung... I'm here...”

Of all people, it was Min Jiheon.

“Good work, Senior Min Jiheon.”

“I'm not wearing a mic. You can be casual.”

“Pardon? What do you mean?”

Walls have ears, you punk.

When I feigned ignorance, the guy shrugged and came closer. Being here meant he was eliminated, yet he looked suspiciously neat from head to toe.

“Were you eliminated?”

“Mhm, I was a hooligan, but I got caught by three people while killing Jeon Saeyoung, so I was hauled off just like that. Haha.”

Seemingly having no regrets about the game, Min Jiheon playfully made a throat-slitting gesture with his hand. He then leaned against the railing and gazed into the distance. A desolate yet clamorous sound echoed from afar.

“...Looks like the game is about to end,” he muttered, watching the lights flicker all around like Christmas tree lights.

I was also staring at the sight when a laugh suddenly erupted from beside me.

“My, my, look at Seo Hoyun's face. Are you disappointed you got out of the game early? Why are you staring with such longing?”

He's spouting bullshit again.

The guy grinned as if he had caught onto something good.

“Do you know how strange you've been lately, Seo Hoyun?”

“What do you mean, Senior.”

“It's not that you lack energy, but you've become strangely... mellowed out. Like someone who's relaxed a little because they can see the end?”

Min Jiheon turned around, leaned his back against the railing, and curled his lips into a smirk.

“Why? Is it time to go back to your original world now?”

...This bastard's biggest problem was that he knew too much about me.

It was ironic that now, with Seo Hojin's memories a mess, the only person who knew my situation most objectively was the detestable Min Jiheon.

Just as I was inwardly clicking my tongue and ignoring his words, the speakers attached to the unlit streetlights let out a static crackle.

CHK-CHK.

【Ah—, ah... Mic test.】

Kim Heeyeong's voice came through.

【To all artists of WH Entertainment, you've worked hard. The Dawn's Kang Ichae has succeeded in repairing the carousel as the final attraction, and all the rides are now operating normally.】

It was the announcement signaling the end of the game. Simultaneously, lights turned on all at once in the dark surroundings.

【—The repairmen are victorious!】

“Woaaah!”

The cheers of the cast and the applause of the staff mingled and spread.

Brilliant lights twinkled and roamed. The giant Ferris wheel began to turn slowly. A hopeful theme park song drifted from the spinning carousel.

“It's such a pretty place. Won't you miss it?”

I slowly took in the scenery and said, “...I suppose I will.”

Despite having asked the question himself, Min Jiheon looked surprised, as if he hadn't expected such an answer. I took my hand off the railing and swept my hair back.

“Let's go, Senior. We have to wrap up filming.”

Min Jiheon, who had been blinking blankly, suddenly spread his arms wide. He then exclaimed with an exaggerated, theatrical tone.

“...Seo Hoyun, do you see these beautiful, brilliant lights? I rented this whole amusement park for you.”

Fuck off.

I conveyed the curse with a glare. I heard Min Jiheon cackling behind me.

I walked quickly down the hill and headed back toward the staff. Just then, some familiar figures spotted me from nearby and ran over, waving their hands wildly.

“Eek! Hyuuuung!!”

“Ah, Hoyun-ah~!”

They looked like they had an absolutely fantastic time. Their neatly styled hair was now equally disheveled.

Jeong Dajun was the first to cling to me and chatter away. “Aaaah, Hoyun-hyung, where did you go!! Did you see?! Our repairman team won! Our whole team was repairmen, isn't that awesome!”

“Hey, you should have seen Kang Ichae. Honestly, Kang Ichae was so cool. I'm telling you, I thought he was filming a spy movie by himself.”

“Hah, Ichae is truly afraid of his own abilities...”

“Hoyun should have been here too! It was so much fun!”

The other members then chimed in one by one, chattering boisterously.

“It's fine.”

I simply smiled along with them.

“I had fun, too.”


Chapter 368

【I will always be by your side

Let's move forward together, bathed in the warm light of love...】

Before TV released the trailer for the year-end variety show 'Let's Go on a School Trip', WH Entertainment preemptively uploaded a video to their official YouTube channel. The video featured Black Call, High Five, and The Dawn singing in front of a carousel.

[I love WH (crying emoji)]

[You cheap bastards, WH... I came here ready to curse you out and tell you to get your act together, but you hit me with a preemptive attack of perfect harmonies in front of a sparkling carousel at night... A true WH stan like me just gets KO'd and cries...]

[OMG crazy crazy crazy Chae Jeongwoo is singing~~~!! His throat must be much better now]

[Seeing Jeongwoo sing, this Noeul suddenly burst into tears... I guess I really love you more than I thought...]

The majority of comments were about Black Call, especially Chae Jeongwoo, but mentions of High Five and The Dawn were scattered throughout.

[The High Five babies all look so nervous & excited, it's so so cute, but why does only Kang Yeonhu look so exhausted ㅋㅋ]

[Why do The Dawn babies look so much like a family? The way they joke around with each other is so so cute]

[Right? ㅋ Look at Kang Ichae poking Seo Hoyun while he raps. At this point, it's a habit for you, a habit]

[Sehyun-ah, I love you ㅜㅜㅜ High Five is so crazy cute just for breathing tlqkf]

[Meanwhile, our leader looks like his energy is being drained...]

“......”

I slowly scrolled down the screen, scanning the comments that seemed mild on the surface, regardless of the reality.

Soon, High Five was scheduled for their last comeback of the year. Meanwhile, The Dawn planned to have activities in Japan for a while.

It was just a few broadcasts, a K-Pop concert, and a fan meeting after the album release.

As their domestic popularity grew, their recognition in Japan had apparently risen as well. The company was actively discussing a concert in Japan for next year's schedule. Furthermore, Seong Jiwon's participation in an OST for a drama starring a famous actor was confirmed, and Jeong Dajun had recently been selected as a fixed MC for Yuyu Bank.

I swiped quickly through my phone, turned it off, and lay down on the practice room floor.

In the air at the edge of my vision, a fancy-looking trophy that had appeared some time ago spun around and around.

[Idol Maker Clear Condition!

Win the Grand Prize for Tier 1 at one of the top 3 music award ceremonies held between December and February. (0/1)

Clear all Main Scenarios. (0/1)]

Beneath it, phrases were listed as if counting down to the end of this world.

The Grand Prize for Tier 1 at one of the top 3 music award ceremonies.

“...Get rid of it.”

I waved my hand. SWISH. The spinning trophy instantly scattered like smoke. Just then, Kim Seonghyeon opened the door and flinched when he saw me.

“Wha-what? You're already here?”

I gave a lazy wave with my raised hand and closed my eyes. I heard the rustle of clothes beside me. It seemed Kim Seonghyeon had settled down nearby.

“Seo Hoyun, are your private lessons over?”

“Yeah.”

“Really? Did you eat?”

“Yeah.”

“What about your vitamins and red ginseng?”

“Yeah.”

“...Hmm-hmm.”

After a bothersome flood of questions, a warm touch landed on my forehead. I lifted my eyelids and met Kim Seonghyeon's gaze as he studied my face. His palm covered my bangs as if checking for a fever.

“What are you doing?”

“...No, it's just. You're being so compliant, I wondered if you were sick...”

The guy mumbled and watched my reaction, then averted his gaze. He got up and started moving his arms like a neighborhood ahjussi on his morning exercise.

Just then, a vibration came from Kim Seonghyeon's back pocket. Kim Seonghyeon quickly took out his phone as if it were a welcome distraction and soon had a peculiar expression.

“Who is it?”

“Jeong Dajun.”

[Jeong Dajun: (Photo)]

[Jeong Dajun: ☆Jeong Dajun, deploying☆]

On the screen turned toward me, I saw a selfie Jeong Dajun had posted in The Dawn's group chat. He wore a white beret and struck a pose to show off his Yuyu Bank 'Bank President' card, making the cutest face he could.

[♥SuperCutiePatootieSexyHandsomeKang Ichae♥: Keuh... Our maknae is a man, a man ㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun: Acknowledged ㅋ]

[Seong Jiwon: Heheheh, Dajun, be careful and do well!]

“...You saved Kang Ichae's name like this?”

“Like what... Ack! What is this! Ugh, Kang Ichae...”

A disgusted Kim Seonghyeon hurriedly started to change the contact name. Then he suddenly looked up, his eyes crinkling as he spoke with a slight hesitation.

“...Seo Hoyun, the maknae's doing okay, right?”

He needs to learn to handle things on his own now.

I kept my inner thoughts to myself and replied nonchalantly.

“Consider it a success if he doesn't break any equipment.”

“Ugh...”


“I'm Jeong Dajun, the new MC for Yuyu Bank!”

Meanwhile, contrary to his leader's worries, Jeong Dajun diligently carried out his schedule without any major issues.

He also perfectly executed the special MC performance he had prepared for days. Of course, that was aside from almost causing a broadcasting accident at the start. He had lightly tapped a fluffy, cloud-shaped prop, which made the studio wall shake.

“Jeong Dajun, that stage just now felt like you were completely immersed in a cloud!”

“Like a fluffy cloud and sweet as cotton candy, I, Jeong Dajun, as the new Bank President of Yuyu Bank, will continue to provide a soft and warm hosting experience from now on!”

“I'm already so, so excited~!”

Kim Seonghyeon's patience, a heap of Seong Jiwon's meticulousness, a spoonful of Kang Ichae's slyness, a pinch of Seo Hoyun's shamelessness, and a whole cascade of his own freshness!

Jeong Dajun even appropriately utilized the strengths of his hyungs, which he had learned by watching over their shoulders. It was still his first day, so there were some awkward moments, but he made even those feel like part of his fresh charm.

He smiled brightly and energetically read even the potentially embarrassing lines without hesitation. Because of this, even his co-MC, a senior by one year famous for being strict, praised Jeong Dajun whenever the camera lights went off.

“Wow, Jeong Dajun. Your ability to deliver the script is no joke. You're great~.”

“Ahaha, really?! Thank you! I'll work even harder!”

Jeong Dajun already knew all too well that being an idol was a profession where one was judged mostly by their visible image.

So he greeted prominent cast members as politely as possible and repeatedly memorized the script whenever he had a spare moment.

He clapped enthusiastically for the rookie group that won first place. He even gave a bright smile to TEW, with whom he had not had a very good relationship during Shining Star Season 2.

“Man, we did a good job picking Jeong Dajun as the MC.”

“Whaha, when I get back to the company, I'm going to brag that the PD said that~.”

When the PD said, “Let's keep working together!”, he responded, “From now on, I'll only use the 'ㅠㅠ' emoticon!!” The main PD, who seemed to like such silly flattery, cackled and patted Jeong Dajun's shoulder gently before leaving.

“Thank you for your hard work!!”

After bowing 90 degrees behind him, Jeong Dajun remembered his Road Manager's instructions and headed to the waiting room. The manager had told him to wait there until he came to pick him up.

He sat on the sofa, took out his phone, and found a string of messages from his members.

[Hoyun-hyung: You doing okay?]

"Hrmmm."

Reading the message at the very top, Jeong Dajun propped his chin on his hand and stared intently at the words.

Lately, Hoyun-hyung... is acting a little suspicious.

The fundamental parts of him were the same. He was still cynical about the world, spoke in short replies, and would occasionally play mischievous pranks.

However, he exuded an uncharacteristically gentle aura.

Just thinking back to the recent variety show filming proved it. Normally, Seo Hoyun would have thrown out a teasing remark or a nagging comment. Instead, didn't he just smile and say he had fun too?

“...Ugh, eugh.”

The thought alone gave him goosebumps.

It's probably nothing.

He shook his head to dispel the needless anxiety, then stood up. Thinking he would just go to the restroom, he stepped into the hallway. When he opened the emergency stairwell door, he heard someone on a call.

“Ah, this is so annoying, seriously.”

He had barely taken a step before he came face-to-face with TEW's main vocalist, Jeong Wonha.

“They said they were giving me the MC spot, but what the hell is so special about that damn WH. I can't stand how he acts all high and mighty, riding on the coattails of his agency and his members' talents when he can't do a single thing on his own. I'm out here bowing so low my head hits the floor, and that bastard just gives a little nod because he's got some seniority now, it's pathetic...”

The blatant bad-mouthing flowed from Jeong Wonha's lips. It was not a surprising sight in the ever-turbulent entertainment industry, and not wanting to get involved, Jeong Dajun tried to slip away quietly.

“I mean, just like him.”

Just then, Jeong Wonha's hand grabbed Jeong Dajun's shoulder.

Startled, Jeong Dajun quickly turned around. Jeong Wonha, who had ended his call, tilted his head and looked down at him.

“Hey, aren't you going to greet me?”

“...Me?”

Jeong Wonha answered with a jerk of his chin. After scratching his head for a moment, Jeong Dajun did as he was asked. It was not a difficult task, after all.

“You were on the phone. I'm sorry. Hello.”

“Right, it's been a while. You must be happy, Jeong Dajun? Getting lucky and landing the Yuyu Bank MC gig.”

The more The Dawn's name became known, the stronger the backlash of envy and jealousy became. At the same time, perhaps because he seemed like the easiest target, most of the provocations were directed at him.

So, at some point, Jeong Dajun had learned to interpret the hidden meaning behind the nitpicking.

“Come to think of it, you didn't do much of anything, just happened to get into a humble agency, rode the bus well to get the title of a competition winner, and ended up transforming into an idol at a major entertainment company.”

Translation: I'm jealous you achieved a miracle.

“So, are you still managing not to be a burden to your hyungs?”

Translation: I'm jealous you have talented hyungs who reliably support you.

“I could understand if it were the other members, but I don't think Jeong Dajun is at the level to be an MC...”

Translation: It just means he's jealous his spot was taken.

Faced with a stream of completely useless nonsense, Jeong Dajun began to sing the national anthem in his head.

The East Sea's waters and Baekdusan, until they dry and wear away.

Even after reverently singing from the first to the fourth verse and then reciting the Icarus version of Connected, the temper tantrum disguised as a lesson in greetings showed no sign of ending.

When is this going to end...

In truth, Jeong Dajun had always been wary of Jeong Wonha. He remembered how he had completely fallen for Jeong Wonha's provocation right before a performance on Shining Star Season 2 and forgotten an entire line of lyrics.

He had never told the members, but since then, whenever they ran into each other at broadcasting stations, Jeong Wonha would always sneer at or ignore him.

He pretended to touch his ear while discreetly digging in it, resolving to give his hyungs a clear and concise report of his day when he got back.

Still, it's probably better to leave out the part about this person, Jeong Wonha, right? It would just add to their worries...

Even if he told them, Seong Jiwon would probably see from his expression alone that he was not too affected and would gently pat his head, telling him he endured well. Kim Seonghyeon would hover around, worrying if he was okay, and Kang Ichae would be curious about how he responded.

And Seo Hoyun...

“......”

...Would he flash a smile so chilling it would make my knees weak?

When something got on his nerves, Seo Hoyun had a habit of twitching one corner of his mouth up.

When his thoughts reached that point, Jeong Dajun's eyes suddenly flashed. His face was that of someone who had just thought of something fun.

Oh, could this be...?

Is Seo Hoyun sensitive to provocations directed at him? = O

Does Seo Hoyun enjoy running wild? = O

Does Jeong Dajun want Seo Hoyun to return to his usual self? = O

“...Wha-what? Why are you making that face?”

In this situation, is Jeong Wonha a good sacrifice? = O? X?

As if sensing the strange atmosphere, Jeong Wonha looked at Jeong Dajun coyly with narrowed eyes.

He was clearly bad-mouthing me and then grabbed me right away, so it's not like I could be recording him or anything.

Besides, while it was quiet for now, once people started moving in earnest, the elevators would be crowded, so people would definitely use the emergency stairs.

“...Buuut, Senior.”

Jeong Dajun, who had been looking for an opportunity, slowly began.

“I didn't mean to listen in... but what you said on the phone just now is bothering me a little. By any chance, did you want to be the MC, Senior, but couldn't because of me?”

“...Wha-what?”

A corner of Jeong Dajun's lips crept up, strikingly resembling a certain someone's smile.

“Ummm, then how about appealing directly to the PD?! That Jeong Wonha is the true talent for Yuyu Bank, that a fluffier cloud or a sweeter cotton candy than him cannot exist! Something like that... hehe.”

“Are you crazy?!”

Just then, with perfect timing, the emergency exit door burst open. For a moment, a few music show staff and rookie idols passing through the hallway heard Jeong Wonha's voice.

As Jeong Wonha reached out his arm again, Jeong Dajun deliberately flinched in an exaggerated manner and ducked behind a horrified staff member.

“Jeong Dajun... ssi, is it okay for you to speak so carelessly to a senior?”

“Jeong Wonha, what are you doing right now?! Did you just shout?”

“Hey, do you know what he said? Look at him pretending to be innocent.”

“I get it, I get it, so please just calm down for now!”

Jeong Wonha, his face flushed red, pounded his chest in frustration.

The one who had actually caused this whole situation, Jeong Dajun, was a little bewildered.

Uh-oh...

He falls for provocations so easily...


Chapter 369

“What? You're saying Jeong Dajun got into a fight yesterday?”

I was in the conference room, discussing our upcoming trip to Japan with the planning and management teams. Kang Ichae, who had arrived from the studio first, had just told me the breaking news. I furrowed my brows, then relaxed them.

He was snoring in his sleep, so I thought nothing had happened...

When I returned to the dorm after my personal schedule, Jeong Dajun was already fast asleep. We were both so busy this morning that we didn't have time to talk.

Kang Ichae's fingers flew across his phone as he played a mini-game. He added impassively, “He said it happened on the emergency stairs after the Yuyu Bank filming. The other guy was shouting so loud that quite a few people saw it. A music show staff member apparently freaked out and stopped them.”

“Who was the other guy?”

“That main vocalist from Shining Star's TEW. Remember him?”

Jeong Wonha? Why is he popping up now?

“They said Jeong Dajun made some harsh remarks... well, I don't know the details. It seems our company and TEW's agency handled it to keep it from leaking to the public.”

I crossed my arms and leaned back in the chair.

I thought he was proud and ambitious, but not a complete idiot.

Although he was a bit gullible and easily swayed by a little flattery.

I tried to recall the faint memory of Jeong Wonha fawning over me, then asked, “So, what did Jeong Dajun say.”

“I don't know. I haven't had a chance to talk to him yet either.”

As I roughly pieced together the incident in my head, Kang Ichae put his phone down on the table. He narrowed his eyes and looked straight at me.

“Why don't you relax your face? We're going to see him soon anyway, you can just ask him then.”

“...Well, that's true.”

I sighed and swept my unstyled bangs from my eyes. Just then, the conference room door opened cautiously.

Through the gap, Jeong Dajun's face peeked out.

“I'm here...”

The guy who usually announced his arrival with a bold “Jeong Dajun has arrived!” instead tiptoed in and hesitantly sat next to Kang Ichae.

“...Hey.”

“Ye, ye, yes?!”

I called out to him, wondering what was wrong, but Jeong Dajun jumped in surprise. His overreaction was unsettling. Even Kang Ichae shot the youngest a suspicious look.

I decided to be direct.

“Jeong Dajun, I heard something happened yesterday when you went for your Yuyu Bank schedule.”

“Ah... tha-thaaaat... yes...”

Jeong Dajun, who had been blinking rapidly, lowered his gaze.

“Spit it out.”

“No... it wasn't a big deal... Senior Jeong Wonha was just a bit harsh with his words... so I got a little angry too.”

“Why, what did he say.”

I didn't ask just to hear the story from the source. Something about it felt unsettling, and I couldn't understand it just from a secondhand account.

I could see Kang Ichae frowning at me from across the table, but I waited only for Jeong Dajun's answer.

“...He just asked if I wasn't too inexperienced to be an MC... and if I wasn't being a burden to the hyungs...”

“......”

“......”

...Is that it?

“Wa, wait!”

Jeong Dajun checked my expression, then wiggled his fingers and hurriedly added more.

“And he, he said I've been transformed into a major idol, and, and...”

Isn't that something of a compliment?

“He also said I was acting innocent!”

Hearing the youngest's story only made the situation more confusing.

He got worked up over just these reasons?

Of course, to me, Jeong Dajun always felt innocent and young, but that wasn't objectively true. The kid had already carved out a place for himself in The Dawn and was solidly doing his part. In other words, he had become someone who wouldn't even blink at most things.

Jeong Dajun once ran into an idol in the bathroom who snidely asked, 'Is the WH Entertainment bus comfortable?' He had just laughed and retorted, 'The seats are so plush, it's super comfy!'

“And... and!”

“And what.”

His cheeks flushed red as he slammed both palms on the table.

“That Hoyun-hyung babies me so I can't do anything! He was spouting such nonsense!”

“Were you perhaps angry because of that?”

“......”

If he had said he was angry about it, I would have believed him. What a shame.

Kang Ichae, who had been listening quietly with his chin propped on his hand, finally spoke.

“You didn't talk back?”

“Uh...”

Jeong Dajun's eyes darted from side to side as if searching for an excuse. At the same time, the corner of Kang Ichae's mouth twitched.

“...No, well, it was a little like that... but I just listened. ...Yeah.”

“...Ah~, is that so?”

He turned and scanned Jeong Dajun up and down with a blank face. Jeong Dajun's shoulders instinctively shrank. Soon, however, he grinned, spun his chair around, and gently rested his head on Jeong Dajun's shoulder.

“All grown up, aren't you, our maknae?”

I could clearly see Jeong Dajun's back stiffen as Kang Ichae stared up at him with a cold gaze.

“So mature~. So proud~. As long as you handled it well, that's all that matters. You weren't hurt, were you?! Should hyung kiss it and make it better?”

“N-no, ugh, I'm fine...”

“Look at this kid, pretending to gag?”

Kang Ichae chuckled and finally pulled away from Jeong Dajun.

Jeong Dajun dragged his chair back with a screech, creating some distance from Kang Ichae.

“Hey, guys!”

“Hello...”

Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon appeared, having come from vocal lessons together.

Kim Seonghyeon looked pale and haggard, as if Seong Jiwon, the Practice Machine, had completely drained him.

“Hello!”

The meeting officially began after Lee Jihyeon's team from Daepaseong, WH's planning team led by Jeong Seonui, and each Management Team had entered.

Jeong Seonui rubbed her stomach, picked up the microphone, and began in a dying voice.

“We would like to confirm all matters regarding The Dawn's Japanese activities for the second half of the year. As we are challenging a new concept, I believe even more thorough preparation is necessary.”

“Yes, yes~. Team Leader-nim~.”

“...Have you all been practicing your instruments a lot?”

“Of course!”

At Kang Ichae's cheerful reply, Jeong Seonui sighed softly and displayed a chart on the projector screen analyzing Japan's album sales trends.

Meanwhile, under the table, the tip of Kang Ichae's shoe tapped my shin.

I glanced over. Kang Ichae, arms crossed nonchalantly, pointed his index finger at the youngest and mouthed a word.

'Lying.'

I turned from the fox-like curve of Kang Ichae's eyes and looked at the projector screen.

Right. I also think Jeong Dajun is lying.


[omg The Dawn kids are going to Japan]

In early October, news spread that The Dawn was heading to Japan, a time that should have been busy with wrapping up the year and preparing for year-end stages.

[Info on The Dawn kids' flight to Tokyo is out

└ omg they must be going for a concert ㅋ

But then you realize... The Dawn kids are releasing an album...

└ They had 3 comebacks this year and now Japan too...ㅜㅜㅜㅜ fuck do these boys have one body or two]

[Wha~~?? Releasing a Japanese album to coincide with a K-Pop concert schedule is amazing―! WH-san... just how far into the future were you looking?

└ fuck this Noeul has been watching a ton of otaku anime ㅋ their Japanese is so good

└└ I'm actually Japanese.

└└ Ah... I'm sorry...]

However, the backlash was not as big as expected.

This was partly because The Dawn had built a solid domestic fanbase, but also because they had released music all year without a major break and had consistently shown their faces through individual schedules.

Moreover, it was revealed that this time they were only going for about ten days to attend a K-Pop concert, which made the atmosphere within the fandom even more peaceful.

[That's right, that's right, our babies have to become yen princes~]

[But isn't The Dawn really popular in Japan? Especially the black cat Hoyun-chan...

└ What cat?;;

└└ Japanese Noeuls have insane conviction, they're still pushing the cat moe-ification for Seo Hoyun...

└└ Still??????

└└ Yep. They're ridiculously persistent]

[The Japanese Noeuls' isolationist policy... refusing to accept the bunny moe-ification trending in Korea and stubbornly pushing the cat for domestic consumption... amazing.

I need a proper phrase to explain this situation

└ 'Because that's just Japanese Noeul'

└ ㅋㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just then, another piece of news was delivered to the fans.

The Dawn's documentary, 'From Dawn to Dawn', would be released in theaters as a movie.

[OMG the documentary From Dawn to Dawn that came out during the Our Song of the Radiant Dawn promotions is getting a simultaneous theatrical release in Korea and Japan!!!

Looks like they made it into a movie with unreleased footage and recently filmed additional scenes ㅜㅜㅜ]

[Ah fuck it, I'll be there with my Inverted Pyramid Lightstick]

[Clerk: Yes~ what movie would you like to reserve?

Me: ...D-Dawn to Dawn...

Clerk: Pardon??

Me: From Dawn to Dawn... the... The Dawn... the idol movie...

Clerk: Ah... yes~^^

└ Why can't you say it proudly

I'm here to see my Dawns' youth, I'm here to see my man!!! Say it properly!]

[Ah fuck the photocards given in Korea and the Japanese trading cards are different... but both are fucking beautifully made...]

[Guess I have no choice but to scour Japanese second-hand trading apps... fuck...]

Not long after, promotional videos for The Dawn members' documentary film began to pop up.

【Hello~. This is Seong Jiwon.】

Seong Jiwon started first, wearing a cozy-looking white knit sweater. With a bright smile, Seong Jiwon spoke fluent Japanese.

[Crazy, his looks, his voice, his speech, isn't Seong Jiwon a total Ghibli X male lead? My heart is fluttering like crazy. What is Ghibli X doing, not snatching up this talent?! Wow fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck

└ He probably learned it at his former agency, so it might not be a good memory for Jiwon...

└ Sigh... I'm on my way to murder his former agency's CEO]

All of The Dawn members promoted the film with similar greetings, but the reaction to Kang Ichae alone was explosive.

[Ah Kang Ichae's Japanese pronunciation is so fucking funny I'm crying ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ichae is literally just a foreigner. Arigato! Konnichiwa! ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fuck I'm gonna watch this whenever I'm depressed. When Ichae first went to Japan he kept using English so I had no idea ㅋㅋ ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[I'm crying right now. My baby humor-spoon... my baby comedians... I love you so much]

This time, however, strangely little information was released about the actual Japanese broadcast schedules or the songs.

[But why is there so little info this time? I'm trying to find out about the Japanese album but it's like a spy operation... fuck they released the teaser images so late too ㅜㅜ

└ Looking at the tracklist, it seems to be a translated version of Our Radiant Dawn with one original track?

└ That's what I'm saying, I'm so hyped for that original track... The B-sides on Colors were legendary...]

While Noeul eagerly waited for new material, The Dawn had just arrived at the airport.

“The Dawn!! Please look over here!”

“Seonghyeon-ah! Jiwon-ah~!”

“Seo Hoyun!”

Reporters and fans saw Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon get out of the van first and set off a continuous barrage of camera flashes.

The members got out one by one. Seo Hoyun appeared last, wearing a boxy navy duffle coat over a black turtleneck, a dark blue plaid scarf wrapped tightly around his neck.

He heard his name, smiled brightly, and pulled down the scarf that nearly covered his face.

“Hello.”

[The standard of an idol...]

[A god... Seo Hoyun is a god...]

Low gasps echoed for a moment, followed by a shower of shutter sounds.

But those engrossed in Seo Hoyun's face failed to notice.

They did not see the WH Entertainment staff following behind, carefully transporting the instruments The Dawn members would use in Japan.


Chapter 370

[Ah, Seo Hoyun, holy shit... Seong Jiwon's face is insane...]

[Why did he suddenly get all wistful and even more handsome right when he's going to Japan...

└ Because that's the unwritten rule of idols... They suddenly become beautiful when they're about to leave your grasp...

└└ But he'll be back in a few weeks...

└└ 'Return of a national treasure']

It was the second day after The Dawn arrived in Japan.

【THE DAWN - Our Radiant Dawn MV (Japanese ver.)】

The Japanese version of the 'Our Radiant Dawn' music video was uploaded at the perfect moment, as if sensing the fandom was about to lose its self-control and erupt.

[Kaaah, it's out!!]

[Our Song of the Radiant Dawn! Our Song of the Radiant Dawn! Our Song of the Radiant Dawn! Our Song of the Radiant Dawn! Whisper your faith to me, just as you promised, can you hold me, hold me tight!!!]

[The start of this year's legendary triple-hit combo... Our Song of the Radiant Dawn...]

[They filmed a new Japanese MV, I thought they'd just use the old one ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I really wanted to see Our Song of the Radiant Dawn with a black-haired Seo Hoyun, thank you... thank you... thank you...]

During The Dawn's promotions for 'Our Radiant Dawn', Seo Hoyun had abandoned his trademark black hair for a dramatic transformation, dyeing it a silvery ash-gray with the tips lightly tinted purple. That look was also fantastic, of course, but the fans were more than satisfied that he had once again created a timeless record with his bluish-black hair.

[Ah, I'm so full...]

[Thank you for the meal.]

The Noeuls obsessively watched, rewatched, dissected, and analyzed the 'Our Radiant Dawn' music video until they had memorized the Japanese lyrics. Just as their attention began to wander...

【[SPECIAL] THE DAWN (The Dawn)- 'Superhero' Band Live Session】

[Ah, fuck.]

A live session video for their B-side track, 'Superhero', appeared on The Dawn's official YouTube channel without any warning.

[What is this? Wait... what, what is this?!]

[Are they crazy!!!!]

[A band session for a Japanese B-side?!?!?!]

The video opened on a rooftop, set against a crimson evening sky.

[Ah, a familiar sky... they must have filmed this in Seoul beforehand. I guess they wouldn't have had time to film in Japan...!!]

[But isn't this the WH rooftop?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, how did you even know that ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Ah, my WH otaku experience is showing.]

Jeong Dajun, dressed in light-colored jeans and a loose hoodie, twirled a drumstick once and struck the cymbals, starting the song.

[Ha, ssp, I'm already drooling.]

[The vibe from the intro is explosive, it's insane for real.]

Seong Jiwon's fingers moved across the electric piano. Melodies from Kim Seonghyeon's and Kang Ichae's electric guitars rang out, and Seo Hoyun's bass notes weaved through them.

【Just making eye contact with you makes me so nervous

I stutter like a fool】

ZIIIING— Kim Seonghyeon strummed a long note on his electric guitar. He then grabbed the standing microphone and opened the song with his low, soft voice.

【My hands are trembling, but I want to keep holding on

Even if we're not meant to be in this moment

Can you promise again?

That we can make our dreams come true again】

The song began with a wistful atmosphere but did a 180-degree turn into an exciting, hopeful melody as it moved to Jeong Dajun's part.

【Because I can find you

Among the countless people at the crossroads

I can spot you!】

Jeong Dajun drummed passionately, and for a moment, it felt like your eyes met. The corners of his mouth curled up. He threw his stick into the air and snatched it back down.

Then, he aimed it at the screen.

【Locking on my gaze!】

The synthesizer enriched the song as Seong Jiwon's head bobbed along to the beat.

Behind The Dawn, the setting sun scattered its last traces across the sky.

Seo Hoyun saw Seong Jiwon's cheeks tinged with a red glow. He smiled faintly and opened his mouth.

【I want to be your superhero

I don't mind getting lost on unknown roads to find you

I want to be your superhero

The ordinary me, for you

Becomes a hero who can do anything

I want to be superhero】

When the chorus ended, Kang Ichae's solo electric guitar performance followed.

ZIIING...

Kang Ichae showed off his dazzling fingerwork, then threw off his electric guitar and snatched Seo Hoyun's microphone.

【That my efforts weren't enough

Or that the timing was bad】

Kang Ichae shot a playful look at the bewildered Seo Hoyun, who stared back in disbelief. Kang Ichae made a finger heart and continued his rap.

【Don't say such painful words

It's better not to utter uncertain words

These conditions, this situation, I can overcome it all

I want to be your superhero】

Kim Seonghyeon burst into pleasant laughter at the sight of the two.

【It's still too early to say goodbye so cheerfully】

Seong Jiwon's clear, refreshing voice soared high above the bright piano sound.

【I want to be your superhero

I don't mind getting lost on unknown roads to find you

I want to be your superhero

The ordinary me, for you

Becomes a hero who can do anything

I want to be superhero】

Seo Hoyun's slightly rough yet clean mid-to-low voice followed, creating a harmonious chord.

【The dream we painted behind the stage】

The screen transitioned, circling around The Dawn in the center.

This time, Kim Seonghyeon's electric guitar took center stage, leading the performance.

【Your color that painted the colorless me】

A raised drumstick glinted in the sunset light before it fell. At the same time, Jeong Dajun's head bobbed.

Seong Jiwon's hands flew across the keyboard. Kang Ichae, his electric guitar once again slung over his shoulder, also fretted the chords swiftly.

【Is melting into the Noeul, lighting up my world】

A bead of sweat fell from the tip of Seo Hoyun's chin onto the fiercely thrumming bass. Finally, Kim Seonghyeon's brilliantly moving pick struck the guitar strings hard.

【You know what I will say...】

For a moment, it grew quiet as if all sound in the world had vanished. Kim Seonghyeon's lips curled up, and a deep dimple formed on his cheek.

【I will be your superhero!】

.

.

.

“It hurts.”

We dove straight into live practice for 'Superhero' as soon as we set foot in Japan. The next day, this morning at 7 AM, we finally got some rest after finishing a live broadcast filming.

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, who seemed to get along great when it came to instruments, were still excitedly plinking away in another room. Jeong Dajun had just stepped out to go to the convenience store.

I lay on the sofa and examined my hands. They were red and swollen from blisters that had formed and popped. Because it had been a while since I'd held a bass, there were even spots where blood had faintly pooled.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun, are your hands still bad?”

Kim Seonghyeon poked his head through the open doorway and threw a towel as he asked. I didn't answer and just snatched the towel.

“Should I find you a bandage? But will that be enough? Want to go to the hospital?”

“You're overreacting. This is nothing.”

The idea to perform a B-side track live in a band format was Lee Jihyeon's suggestion.

She said that since we'd emulated an American teen band, we should also try a band concept that captures the youth of Japan.

Because of that, The Dawn members hadn't picked up their instruments in a while and were forced to practice on their own for a week to meet the tight deadline.

It probably wasn't that difficult for Kang Ichae, who knew how to handle most instruments, or Seong Jiwon, who was as skilled at the piano as a pro.

❬A typical K-Pop idol's debut in the archipelago❭

❬Is this a live performance that's possible at 7 AM❭

❬The calluses on Kim Seonghyeon's hands that show how much he practiced when they zoom in ㅜㅜ❭

In any case, the positive reactions made the hardship feel worthwhile.

[Wow, I don't know much about the instrumentals, but their live vocals are fucking amazing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at the panelists' expressions changing, they weren't expecting this.]

[Is this a song you can sing at 7 AM?... They're idols, but they must practice a hell of a lot.]

[The red-haired guy here seems insane... he's so fucking good at the electric guitar;;;]

[Just a person who plays electric guitar as a hobby passing by. I'll keep passing by.]

After checking the YouTube comments, I moved to social media, which was also filled with praise.

[I think Jeong Dajun was just pretending to play the drums 2 years ago, but now... ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[Kang Ichae is soooooo fucking good at the electric guitar... You can feel the other members are still a bit inexperienced, but Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon are on another level... It's crazy, they killed it...]

[Suddenly I'm so fucking jealous of the Japanese Noeuls... shit... Do a Japanese-vibe band live in Korea too...]

[They captured the vibe well...~^^ is what I want to say to be cool about it, damn it.]

[Give us back our The Dawn.

Come back to Korea right now.]

I turned off my phone and threw the towel on the floor. I nudged Kim Seonghyeon with my foot. He was still rummaging through his suitcase, even though I'd said I was fine.

“Hey, have you talked to Jeong Dajun lately?”

“Jeong Dajun? What, because of Jeong Wonha?”

This is why it's so much easier to talk to someone perceptive.

When I raised an eyebrow, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been peeking at me, tilted his head slightly.

“Well, not really with me.”

“Hmm...”

“Ah, the one thing that was a little strange was, I heard Jeong Dajun also got a warning from the Manager after that incident, so I went to check if he was okay.”

“Yeah.”

“But, he was totally fine. No, that's not what's strange. He was muttering something to himself, something about how he's scared of himself now...”

What kind of chuunibyou nonsense is that, like 'the black dragon in my right hand'?

No matter how I thought about it, something was suspicious.

If the Manager had scolded him, his normal reaction would be to run to the members and whine for ages about how unfair it was and how he just held back.

He's definitely hiding something.

It didn't seem like a big problem if I left it alone, so I was just wondering how to handle it when Jeong Dajun's energetic voice rang out.

“I'm back!”

Craning my neck, I saw Jeong Dajun enter with his arms full of snack bags.

“Hoyun-hyung, want to try this? I had a little taste on the way here, and it's so sweet it makes your tongue tingle! Exactly the kind of flavor you like!”

The kid tossed the bags onto the table, took out a small box, and walked over to hold it out to me. When I just stared at it, he said he'd eat it himself if I didn't hurry up, opening his mouth and pretending to swallow it without even unwrapping it.

I sat up straight and called to Jeong Dajun.

“Maknae.”

I patted the spot next to me. Jeong Dajun stopped talking.

Suddenly, Kim Seonghyeon started clearing his throat, shooting glances at Jeong Dajun.

“Ahem, ahem, Jeong Dajun! Didn't you say you had to call your parents?”

“Ah, ah! Yes! I, I think I did... That's right! I did!”

Nice try.

“It's still way too early for lunch. Call them a little later.”

“......”

“......”

“So, what was it that's so delicious?”

I deliberately put on an even sweeter smile. Jeong Dajun looked pleadingly at Kim Seonghyeon with a 'save me' expression, but Kim Seonghyeon just shook his head as if to say it was already too late.

Observing every little detail, I took the box from Jeong Dajun's hand.

“Our maknae went and bought all this food for his hyung. I'm truly touched, you know?”

Opening it revealed a pudding. I scooped up a large spoonful with the tiny spoon that came with it and lifted it into the air.

“Bouncy, you said you were going to say ahhh~.”

I presented it in front of his mouth, but Jeong Dajun didn't budge.

My fully raised smile fell, and my expression hardened coldly.

“You won't?”

“...Ah, ahhh!!”

I fed a few more spoonfuls to Jeong Dajun. He trembled but obediently opened his mouth. Then I shoved the entire spoon into his mouth and stood up.

“...There's still some time until the next schedule, right? I'm going to get some rest.”

“Uh, hurry and go. Yeah, go.”

Kim Seonghyeon's face was pale. He hurriedly pushed my back, afraid the fire might spread to him. As I walked away slowly, I heard their quiet whispers.

“Is the inside of your cheek okay? Jeong Dajun, did you do something wrong to Seo Hoyun? Why is he being so mean? He was just jabbing you with the spoon...”

“Ugh, it hurts here...”

I left them behind and entered an empty room.

I think I've got a rough idea now.

Prodding Jeong Dajun made it clear.

From past experience, his subservient and cautious behavior—like a puppy that made a huge mess and is now just rolling its eyes—meant there was a one hundred percent chance he'd done something wrong. A normal Jeong Dajun would have freaked out at my kindness, wondering what my scheme was.

It takes two to tango, which means it wasn't just Jeong Wonha who provoked Jeong Dajun.

Whatever. That's all fine, I can understand that...

I just don't understand why he's lying.

I flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling, then smirked as I recalled the anxious Jeong Dajun.

“He's grown up a bit, is that it.”

“Alright, let's see just how far he'll go.”


Chapter 371

“Alright~, let's begin The Dawn's! Binary Choice!”

The Dawn's fan meeting, held in a Yokohama stadium, was massive. It proved the popularity The Dawn had built over the years.

'Binary Choice' was a mini-game where the members moved to a spot corresponding to a phrase they chose from options on the left and right screens.

“Here is the first Binary Choice!”

〔If you had to endure one person's pranks for the rest of your life, who would it be?〕

〔Seo Hoyun, who calls you 'baby' at the end of every sentence vs Kang Ichae, the unstoppable aegyo runaway train〕

“Isn't this something we already go through every day...?”

“I'll choose Hoyun!!”

“I'd rather do it to someone else than have it done to me, so I'm picking Hoyun-hyung!”

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae quickly ran to Seo Hoyun's side and gave a thumbs-up. Cheers erupted from the audience.

Amidst the chaos, The Dawn's youngest, Jeong Dajun, could not shake his unease. He quietly walked toward the Kang Ichae option, sneaking glances at Seo Hoyun.

Something's... strange...

However, even Jeong Dajun could not pinpoint what bothered him.

Jeong Dajun beamed at the fans, careful not to let his inner turmoil show.

“Alright, here's the second one!”

〔If you had to live with one for the rest of your life, who would it be?〕

〔Seong Jiwon, who's a practice fiend permanently in 'one week before comeback' mode vs Jeong Dajun, who lovingly feeds you his creative dishes for all three meals every day〕

“I'll go with Seong Jiwon.”

Everyone shot up and flocked in one direction. Even Kim Seonghyeon, who had avoided Seo Hoyun just a moment ago, quickly turned his back and went to Seong Jiwon.

Watching his hyungs, Jeong Dajun pouted inwardly.

Just then, a voice spoke.

“I'll take the youngest.”

“...?!”

Seo Hoyun alone leisurely walked over to Jeong Dajun.

Jeong Dajun stared at Seo Hoyun with a horrified expression. Among The Dawn members, Seo Hoyun tormented Jeong Dajun the most about his cooking.

“If he keeps at it, he'll eventually come up with something edible,” Seo Hoyun said.

“Wow, is this true memberly love?! How heartwarming!”

Jeong Dajun's eyes trembled wildly.

After a few more questions, the Binary Choice segment ended. It was time to take questions from the Noeul in Japan watching the fan meeting live.

〔Q. Ja Don!! Thanks for coming. What's the most memorable thing that's happened with your respective dorm roommates?〕

The members took turns sharing small anecdotes. Then it was Jeong Dajun's turn.

“I share a room with Hoyun-hyung, but he usually falls asleep the moment his head hits the pillow. So I don't think there are any particular stories. Ah! But I really like sharing a room with Hoyun-hyung!...He might find it a little uncomfortable, though...”

“......”

Jeong Dajun, who had been chattering away, stopped and turned his head with a creak. He saw Seo Hoyun smiling gently at him.

“I like it too.”

While cheers erupted from the fans, a scream of terror erupted inside Jeong Dajun.

Seo Hoyun was being terrifyingly kind.

Jeong Dajun clenched his fists, endlessly reminding himself that this was being broadcast live.

Hoyun-hyung must have noticed something.

Did Senior Jeong Wonha contact Seo Hoyun too? Or was my lie too obvious?

Jeong Dajun grew extremely anxious as various possibilities rose and fell in his mind.

After that, he could not remember how the rest of the fan meeting went. When Jeong Dajun came to his senses, they had finished filming the group video and returned to the hotel.

I guess not just anyone can imitate Han Chaehyeok...

Han Chaehyeok was the ultimate schemer protagonist played by Min Jiheon in 'Campus Thrill Love'. He always manipulated those around him to achieve his goals in the drama.

Jeong Dajun had planned this whole affair with Han Chaehyeok as his role model, but it seemed he could not even act out the tip of the character's toes.

He dragged his listless body, washed up, and carelessly threw on the yellow hoodie from his suitcase. Then he turned on his phone.

[Senior Jeong Wonha: Jeong Dajun, if you really want to wrap this up, you should at least offer a single word of apology...]

A message from Senior Jeong Wonha was at the top of his chat list.

It was a repeat of the past few days, so he could guess the contents without looking. He ignored it and opened a portal app, where a news headline immediately caught his eye.

【Min Jiheon, Cast as Lead in Super-Luxurious Letflix Original Drama 'Before the Moon Wanes'... First Filming Imminent!】

“Gasp!!!”

Jeong Dajun clapped both hands over his mouth and hurriedly checked the article.

He read the description 'A Korean-style fantasy drama that solves mysterious cases based on Exorcism '. Jeong Dajun's fingertips trembled. He put his phone on the floor, jumped onto the bed, and punched the cushion repeatedly. Then he got back down and started hopping up and down.

A moment later, after finally calming himself with a deep breath, Jeong Dajun fell into thought.

Can I... text him?

Unable to contain his joy, he picked up his phone and searched through his contacts.

[Me: Senior Min Jiheon! Congratulations on being confirmed for the drama. As a fan, I'm so happpy.]

“Ah, a typo!!!”

In his haste, he only noticed the mistake after hitting send. He quickly tried to delete and resend it, but the number next to the message disappeared.

Right away, a call came from Min Jiheon.

Jeong Dajun checked the caller ID several times, took a deep breath, and answered reverently.

“Yes, Senior!”

[Dajun. Have you been well?]

The voice he had heard countless times through various devices suddenly felt strangely familiar.

“Yes!! I've been doing great!”

[Aha.]

“I'm in Japan right now...”

Min Jiheon listened to his updates, occasionally chiming in with affirmations.

Then, a person they both knew suddenly came up in the conversation.

[Is Seo Hoyun doing well too?]

Jeong Dajun's mood, which had been soaring, came crashing down.

“Yes, well... probably.”

[What's this? Why don't you sound sure?]

He did not know what to say.

While he stammered, Min Jiheon waited quietly for an answer instead of pressing further.

“...Senior Min Jiheon, you... you contact Hoyun-hyung often, right?”

[Hm?]

“Uhm, has he said anything to you, Senior Min Jiheon? How has he seemed lately?”

[Huh? How would I know that?]

A hint of disbelief colored Min Jiheon's voice.

[Aren't you in Japan together anyway? You can just check for yourself.]

“Uh... ah... yes, that's true...”

Instantly deflated, Jeong Dajun perched on the edge of the bed and slumped his shoulders.

[Your voice sounds like you've gotten into some trouble.]

“...I think I have.”

[HAHAHA.]

Min Jiheon's laughter rippled through the phone, finding the situation amusing.

[I don't know what it is, but Seo Hoyun hasn't mentioned anything to me. If you're curious, it'll be more effective to ask him directly.]

“...Huh?”

[Seo Hoyun likes honest people, doesn't he? Just like you, Jeong Dajun?]

...Like me?

As Jeong Dajun blinked, repeating the words as if he could not understand, Min Jiheon added in a small mumble.

[I'm super honest too, so why does he hate me, I wonder?]

However, Jeong Dajun was too busy racking his brain to hear what Min Jiheon said.

“O-oh, yes! Goodbye! Good luck with filmiii...ing...”

They exchanged a few more light words, and the call ended.

Jeong Dajun stared at his phone for a moment before looking away and lying on the bed.

An honest person...

That was right.

Setting traps and waiting for the other person to react was not his style. Honestly, he did not even regret talking back to Jeong Wonha.

However.

At the very least, I shouldn't have lied to hyung!

Shaking his head, Jeong Dajun shot up from his seat.

He went to Kim Seonghyeon's room, where all of The Dawn members were likely to be. Whenever they stayed at a local hotel or had an overseas schedule, they always gathered in the leader's room by unspoken agreement.

Sure enough, the members were huddled around the living room sofa. Kang Ichae was in the center, strumming a guitar.

“Hyung!”

There were no cameras, and it did not look like they were doing a live broadcast.

His eyes darting around, Jeong Dajun rushed inside and cried out for Seo Hoyun.

“Hoyun-hyung! Hyung! I have something to tell you!”

Seo Hoyun, casually half-lying on the sofa and eating snacks Jeong Dajun had bought the day before, raised an eyebrow.

“Alright, say it.”

However, now that he had permission, the words would not come out.

Faced with the moment, he was scared.

“So, you and I, can we just talk over there for a second...”

“Say it here.”

Jeong Dajun, who had been fidgeting and mumbling, met Seo Hoyun's gaze and quickly changed his plan. It seemed better to confess with everyone present and seek their help, rather than confronting the cold-looking hyung alone.

“I, hyung, hyungs... uhm, last time, when you heard that Senior Jeong Wonha said something to me... I said I didn't talk back and just endured it...”

“Yeah.”

Jeong Dajun squeezed his eyes shut, as if avoiding Seo Hoyun's jet-black pupils.

“...Actually, that's not true. I, I told him that if Senior wanted to be an MC, he should appeal for it... that no cloud fluffier or cotton candy sweeter than me could possibly exist! That's what I told him!”

“What, what did you... cough...”

Flustered by the sudden, 100% pure confession, Kim Seonghyeon choked and coughed. Seong Jiwon looked at him with a worried expression and handed Kim Seonghyeon some water. Kang Ichae simply watched with an amused expression, waiting to see what would happen next.

Feeling burdened by the focused attention, Jeong Dajun finally bowed his head and apologized.

“I'm sorry for lying...”

“I see.”

“...Huh?”

For a moment, Jeong Dajun thought he had misheard and awkwardly raised his bowed torso.

“Good job. From now on, don't just let yourself be ignored. Handle yourself so you don't get into too much trouble.”

He's not scolding me...? No, I mean, it's a relief, but...

Hesitating, Jeong Dajun mustered the courage to ask.

“...You're, you're not going to say anything?”

“Why would I?”

Seo Hoyun, licking cookie crumbs off his fingers, shrugged and added, “It's about time you learned to handle things on your own.”

“......”

“The conversation stopped because Jeong Dajun came in, right? So, a moment ago...”

Just as Seo Hoyun started to speak and the members' gazes were about to shift, Jeong Dajun spoke up again.

“Wait a minute, hyung.”

“Why are you talking like that? It's hurtful.”

As his steps brought him closer to the sofa, Jeong Dajun's voice grew proportionally louder.

“Hyung... are you okay with this? It's a fact that I was criticized by Senior Jeong Wonha...”

“......”

“So why aren't you getting angry?!”

Seo Hoyun slowly scanned Jeong Dajun. His skin had turned red and he trembled, overwhelmed with emotion as he bit out each word.

“Haaah...”

Then Seo Hoyun let out a deep, annoyed sigh.

The sound seemed to ring particularly loud in Jeong Dajun's ears.

“Jeong Dajun, how old are you?”

“...Huh?”

“If you're an adult, you should know how to handle that much on your own.”

Jeong Dajun detected the irritation seeping from deep within his tone.

“...I...”

Where did the person who carried me to the hospital on his back when I fell during 'Victory is Mine' go?

“I did it for you, hyung...”

The person who had warmly comforted me when I fell for Jeong Wonha's tricks, messed up the competition, and shed tears, saying that everyone makes mistakes...

Something surged inside him, reaching the top of his head. He felt he would go crazy from frustration if he did not do something. His face grew hot and his breath came in short, stuffy gasps.

So, in that moment, Jeong Dajun blurted out the true feelings he had been keeping inside.

“I got into a fight with Jeong Wonha for you!!!”

Silence fell among the members.

While everyone was stunned by the completely unexpected truth, Jeong Dajun clenched his fists and glared at Seo Hoyun with blazing eyes.

“...Me?”

Utterly bewildered, Seo Hoyun pointed a finger at himself a beat later and asked.

“Yes! For you! You've been seeming different lately, so I got into a fight with Jeong Wonha hoping you'd go back to normal!!!”

“Wait, wait. Jeong Dajun.”

Kim Seonghyeon stopped Jeong Dajun, who was passionately ranting with his hands raised, and pressed a palm to his own forehead.

“What does getting into a fight have to do with wanting Seo Hoyun to go back to normal?”

“Because if I get into a fight!”

Jeong Dajun puffed out his chest triumphantly.

“Hoyun-hyung gets happy!!!”

“......”

“......”

Even though it was a reason valid enough to deserve praise, the atmosphere strangely became even more solemn than before, Jeong Dajun thought at that moment.

“...Heh.”

Seo Hoyun's previously composed face twisted. However, Jeong Dajun did not shrink back, as he had nowhere left to retreat. No, he tried not to. The fact that his fingertips trembled was a secret.

“...Heh heh, heh... Ha...”

Seo Hoyun, who had suddenly burst into laughter, swept his hair back. He then stared straight at Jeong Dajun with a serious expression.

“Jeong Dajun. Sit back down.”

“Hmph! A-Are you pretending to care now? I saw you sighing earlier!”

“Don't talk back. Shut up and sit down.”

“No, you told me to handle it myself! Don't you tell me what to do!”

Even as he slowly backed away from Seo Hoyun's increasingly fierce demeanor, Jeong Dajun clenched his teeth and shrieked.

“I'm sorry for lying, but I don't regret it! I'm not reflecting on it either! Even if you tell me to go die, I won't! I won't die! And you're in the wrong too, so I'm going to be confident!!”

After rattling off his words, Jeong Dajun dashed out of the room at lightning speed before Seo Hoyun could move.

“Ahahahaha, puhahahaha...”

Kim Seonghyeon, in shock, placed a hand on his chest and stared blankly at the front door. Kang Ichae laughed so hard he could not breathe, pounding the arm of the sofa with his fist. Seong Jiwon, who had been smiling awkwardly, stood up.

“Hoyun-ah, I'm going to go check on Dajun,” Seong Jiwon said.

“...Seong Jiwon, I'll go with you.”

“Ah, you will?”

Seong Jiwon gently patted the drained and staggering Kim Seonghyeon and led him out.

Only then did Kang Ichae, who had been giggling to himself for a while longer, wipe the tears from his eyes and stagger to his feet.

“Ah, my jaw hurts from laughing so much... Ha.”

“......”

“Isn't the youngest really cute?”

Kang Ichae's lips curled up as he watched Seo Hoyun, who clutched his forehead and exhaled.

“Should I go get into a fight somewhere to cheer you up too, hyung?”

“Get lost.”

“No, maybe it'd be better if I started one myself?”

Seo Hoyun's expression soured. As if pleased by this, Kang Ichae laughed even louder and disappeared out the door with a jaunty stride.

“Ah, fuck...”

Left alone in the quiet silence, Seo Hoyun tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling.

“I never would have guessed that was the reason.”

Around the time the second hand on the table's wristwatch had made a couple of rotations, Seo Hoyun buried his face in his hands with a long sigh. He roughly washed his face with his dry hands and straightened up.

“Alright, I'll do as Our Puppy wants.”

Seo Hoyun's eyes shone brilliantly.


Chapter 372

The day after Jeong Dajun stormed out, The Dawn carried on with their schedule as usual.

“Ah, that last pose was great. Look this way!”

“......”

“Wow~, Jeong Dajun is on fire today.”

That morning's schedule was an interview with a famous Japanese fashion magazine.

An interpreter joined them, so the photoshoot went smoothly.

Jeong Dajun tried not to show his emotions, but he lacked the confidence to face Seo Hoyun calmly. He positioned himself as far away as possible during group photos. Seo Hoyun must have noticed, but he said nothing.

While taking individual shots, they took turns in a Q&A session.

“Right now, your original track 'Superhero' is incredibly popular in Japan! I love it too and listen to it often. I was so surprised by Seo Hoyun's high-level bass playing skills.”

“Haha, thank you.”

Seo Hoyun said smoothly, wearing his polite, business-like smile.

“I remember how much all the members struggled with their instruments. Still, it was a new challenge, so it was fun.”

“Oh my, is that so!”

“Dajun in particular had a tough time. It was his first time playing the drums. He practiced whenever he had a spare moment, and in the end, he played so naturally. I'm really proud of him.”

Jeong Dajun got his makeup touched up a short distance away. His ears perked up, and he pouted with resentment.

He practiced until his own fingers were bleeding.

Even with his busy schedule, Seo Hoyun never put down his bass. When Kang Ichae gave him advice, he would listen quietly and then silently repeat the part to fix it. Watching him had motivated Jeong Dajun, too.

And what's the point of praising me like that in public.

When he doesn't even know what I really want.

He saw Seo Hoyun finish his answer and rise from his chair. It was Jeong Dajun's turn next. He turned his head to avoid eye contact, walked past Seo Hoyun, and sat before the reporter.

However, the more he consciously tried to ignore him, the more his attention was drawn to Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun now seemed to be talking with Seong Jiwon in a corner of the studio, but Jeong Dajun couldn't hear their conversation.

“jun, Jeong Dajun?”

“Ye-yes! I'm sorry!”

Jeong Dajun's mind was elsewhere, and he missed the question. He quickly apologized.

“What did you say?”

After that, he tried to focus on the task at hand, but it wasn't as easy as he'd hoped.

“Thank you for your hard work...”

The interview finally finished. A worn-out Jeong Dajun bowed repeatedly to the staff and headed for the waiting room.

He packed his things and returned to the hotel. While he took a short break before the next schedule, his door opened. Seong Jiwon peeked his head in.

“Dajun-ah, you worked hard.”

“...Jiwon-hyung.”

A bright smile hit him directly.

Jeong Dajun's head drooped for no particular reason.

Looking back, he knew he had acted too childishly by storming out yesterday. Nevertheless, Seong Jiwon had followed him with Kim Seonghyeon to offer comfort.

“Have you calmed down a bit? I thought you cried, but I'm glad your eyes aren't swollen.”

“...I didn't cry.”

“Really?”

In fact, he had cried a little.

“I talked with Hoyun for a bit. It seems he didn't really mean to say things that way to you.”

“...Yeah...”

The reply came out sullenly.

If that were true, Seo Hoyun should have told me himself.

Jeong Dajun looked down, puffed his cheeks, and blurted out what he had been mulling over.

“...Hyung, isn't Hoyun-hyung acting strange lately?”

“......”

“It's just... his vibe has changed, right? He seems weirdly affectionate.”

“Ahaha, is that a bad thing?”

It's not that.

Jeong Dajun mumbled, his eyebrows furrowed.

“But... hyung, we've spent so much time together, you can tell something is fishy! I just wanted Hoyun-hyung to act like his usual self, that's all...”

He was sure Seong Jiwon cared deeply for Seo Hoyun, but his nonchalant attitude frustrated Jeong Dajun until he felt like he was suffocating.

Seong Jiwon stroked his chin and tilted his head.

“Hmm, so what do you think is the best thing to do, Dajun?”

“...Huh??”

Jeong Dajun's eyes widened at the sudden question.

“Is it right to get into trouble to get Seo Hoyun's attention like you did? Or should we pester him right now and ask what he's thinking?”

“...Uh...”

Recalling Seo Hoyun from yesterday, his own method wasn't right, but the latter option didn't seem like the right answer either...

“...Uh, well...”

Seong Jiwon watched Jeong Dajun hesitate for a long while, then burst out laughing and added refreshingly.

“Actually, I don't know what the right answer is either.”

“......”

“So I'm just going to wait.”

He felt even more frustrated.

Whether Seong Jiwon knew how he felt or not, he just gave him a gentle push forward, as if patting him on the back.

“Well then, go have a good talk.”

Seong Jiwon said that Seo Hoyun was waiting and led Jeong Dajun outside. He pressed a hotel room key into Jeong Dajun's hand, announced he was going to rest, and walked away.

Watching his retreating back, Jeong Dajun scratched the back of his head.

No matter how much I mature, I don't think I could ever be as magnanimous as Seong Jiwon. They were only a few years apart, but today, that gap felt wider than ever.

He walked slowly and stood before Seo Hoyun's room, his heart trembling slightly. He took a deep breath and knocked, which was unlike him. He heard no response. He knocked again, but still, there was no answer.

He opened the door with the key he was given. The still-bright sunlight streamed through the large window and illuminated the room.

“Hyung...”

The room's occupant was nowhere to be seen. Just as he was about to look for him, a voice as sharp as a cold blade pierced his ears.

“You'd think you would have gotten the message by now.”

Jeong Dajun flinched, startled for a moment, thinking the words were for him. Then he saw a shadow on the terrace and realized Seo Hoyun was there. Jeong Dajun tiptoed closer. Seo Hoyun came into view, leaning against the metal railing and looking down at the city.

“Jeong Wonha, I warned you clearly not to do this.”

...Jeong Wonha?

Jeong Dajun clamped a hand over his mouth to block a scream.

“You dare touch our maknae? Do you really think you can stay in this industry after that?”

His brow was deeply furrowed, and he spat the words out as if chewing them, full of irritation.

“Ha, you just don't get it.”

Seo Hoyun sighed as if suppressing his temper, then quirked one corner of his mouth up.

“Whatever, don't contact Jeong Dajun again. Things will get unpleasant.”

He immediately ended the call, tossed his phone onto the small table beside him, and roughly swept his bangs back.

“...Shit, I did something so unlike me.”

The line sounded just like something Han Chaehyeok would say. Jeong Dajun's hand tightened over his mouth.

...This isn't a hidden camera, is it?

Just then, Seo Hoyun turned his head, and their eyes met directly.

Jeong Dajun was flustered and didn't know what to do. Seo Hoyun walked closer and pushed the terrace sash.

“...Jeong Dajun?”

“...Uh, hy-hyung! Ha, haha. I heard you were waiting for me... Anyway, who were you talking to?”

Jeong Dajun quickly straightened up and glanced furtively at Seo Hoyun, trying to read his expression.

Seo Hoyun walked past Jeong Dajun into the room and replied calmly.

“It was nothing important.”

“R-really?”

“Yeah.”

“I see?!”

Jeong Dajun's cheekbones rose, and his cheeks flushed. He believed he wasn't showing it too obviously. After all, Seo Hoyun's expression hadn't changed at all.

“Jeong Dajun, come sit here.”

Seo Hoyun plopped down on the sofa and gestured. As if he'd never been upset, Jeong Dajun quickly sat next to him.

“About yesterday, I called you over because I think there was a misunderstanding I'd like to clear up.”

“Okay!”

Seo Hoyun's eyes narrowed for a moment.

Jeong Dajun wondered if he seemed too suddenly friendly. He scooted back a little and forced his brain to calm down.

“First, let's get one thing straight. Jeong Dajun, I don't get happy when you get into trouble.”

“...But...”

“Answer me.”

“...Yes.”

Even though you do.

“So you don't have to go out of your way to create those kinds of situations. It doesn't make me happy at all when you do that.”

Jeong Dajun just fidgeted with his fingers.

“And how could I be okay with you getting cursed at? I just believed you'd be fine because I trusted you.”

“...Me?”

“......”

Seo Hoyun didn't have the overly sparkling smile he used to lure someone in, nor the gentle tone he used for persuasion. Jeong Dajun naturally accepted that Seo Hoyun was speaking truthfully.

“Because I knew you could handle it on your own.”

Jeong Dajun's eyelids slowly closed and opened.

The unwavering trust in Seo Hoyun's eyes made his heart feel like it was floating. If he was wished for and expected to do so, he felt he could advance endlessly.

Only then did Jeong Dajun carefully reveal his true feelings.

“...Actually, I wasn't that angry.”

“I know.”

“I can just let it go now...”

“You've grown up a lot, our maknae.”

Jeong Dajun had been grinning foolishly at Seo Hoyun's agreement. He soon hardened his expression, hesitated slightly, and spoke.

“...But, hyung. Then why have you seemed a bit different lately?”

Seo Hoyun tilted his chin, as if telling him to explain.

“I mean, you've been treating me so gently lately... It's not like you...”

“Why, are you unhappy with that?”

A chuckling laugh lingered and then faded.

With a mischievous smile, Seo Hoyun raised his hand and playfully ruffled the hair of the wary Jeong Dajun.

“I didn't know you had a hobby of getting yelled at, Bouncy.”

“I don't have a hobby like that?!”

“Really? That's a relief then.”

It seemed Seo Hoyun had vaguely changed the subject, but Jeong Dajun was now in high spirits. He had confirmed he had Seo Hoyun's attention, so he let it slide.

“So, are we done talking?”

“...Yeees.”

“And you've sorted out your feelings?”

“Yes... I'm sorry for causing a scene.”

“Alright.”

Jeong Dajun had just been rolling his eyes. At the simple forgiveness, he shot to his feet.

“Th-ahem, hyung! We have another schedule soon, aren't you tired?! Should I go buy some snacks to get our sugar levels up?”

“Do what you want.”

Jeong Dajun clattered toward the door with rough movements and suddenly stopped. He turned and called out to Seo Hoyun.

“...—Hoyun-hyung!”

At the same time, a bright, pure smile spread across Jeong Dajun's face.

“I'm so glad you're in our group, hyung!”

The doorknob turned, followed by the sound of running footsteps.

“Good grief...”

Left alone, Seo Hoyun sighed and went to the terrace to grab his vibrating phone. BUZZ, BUZZ. Messages from Lim Hyeonsu arrived in real-time.

[Lim Hyeonsu: You crazy bastard]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Have you lost your damn mind? I asked you to buy some sake and Japanese cigarettes, why are you spouting random bullshit on the phone凸凸凸]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Jeong Wonha? What's that about? Don't fuck with a busy person]

“It's hard for me to play with puppies too.”

Seo Hoyun looked at the texts and replied with a sigh.

He had stayed up all night watching 'Campus Thrill Love'. He had even imitated the cringey way Han Chaehyeok, the character Jeong Dajun liked, spoke. As a result, he was exhausted in both mind and body.

“How the hell does that bastard Min Jiheon act in a role like this?”

He clicked his tongue and started back into the room. He suddenly noticed Jeong Dajun's phone on the table in front of the living room sofa. He decided to leave it, figuring Jeong Dajun would barge in again soon anyway. Just then, the screen lit up.

[Senior Jeong Wonha]

It was a call from Jeong Wonha of TEW.

After counting a few seconds in his head, Seo Hoyun pressed the answer button.

[You finally picked up. Hey, Jeong Dajun. You keep ignoring your senior's words...]

“Wonha-yah, hello.”

[...Huh?]

“It's me, Seo Hoyun.”

Silence hung over the other end of the line.

Soon, a hesitant greeting came with a clearing of the throat. Ahem.

[Ah... yes. It's been a while.]

“It has. Have you been well?”

Jeong Wonha's breathing grew audibly rougher. He seemed to find it absurd that Seo Hoyun would offer such friendly words after ignoring his calls countless times.

[...Seo Hoyun, I'm a bit flustered. What does a greeting like that matter now?]

“Why are you angry?”

[How can you even say that...!]

A wave of fatigue washed over Seo Hoyun. He pressed his throbbing temples with his fingers and deliberately put a hint of laughter in his voice.

“Is it because of the trouble our maknae caused?”

[So you know.]

“Well, I heard enough.”

At that, Jeong Wonha's response became even sharper.

[I don't know what Jeong Dajun said, but don't you even think about blaming me. If anything, you guys coddled him, and that's why he became so ill-mannered he doesn't recognize his seniors. Besides, you have no right to say anything to me, Seo Hoyun, do you? Not considering the mistake you made before.]

“A mistake?”

[Don't you remember?]

Jeong Wonha snorted as if in disbelief and gradually raised his voice.

[Right before the Shining Star unit competition, you asked if I was dating. Thanks to that, I completely bombed the stage. I still grind my teeth when I think about it. I trusted you, Seo Hoyun!]

Everyone makes mistakes in life. The same was true for Seo Hoyun.

However, he could state with certainty that the incident Jeong Wonha mentioned was not a mistake.

“Wonha-yah.”

And Seo Hoyun had no intention of hiding that fact.

“That wasn't a mistake. It was intentional.”
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[...W-W-W-What did you just say...]

Jeong Wonha's flustered, stuttering voice leaked through the phone.

Seo Hoyun spoke again, his calm tone deliberately provoking. “It's true you were dating back then, wasn't it?”

[What! That never!]

“Do you really think I was the only one who knew? Your group members were walking on eggshells.”

They hadn't been obvious, but a palpable caution had surrounded the TEW members back then.

He threw it out as a wild guess. Judging by Jeong Wonha's sudden silence, he had struck a nerve.

[...So, what's that got to do with you running your mouth?]

“I wonder. Why do you think I did it?”

[It's obvious. To screw me over. What other reason could there be?]

“Pfft. Excuse me, Jeong Wonha, but what do I possibly gain from you getting screwed over?”

[You snatched first place in the competition.]

The smile vanished from Seo Hoyun's face. He put force into his voice. “I was confident I would've gotten first place even without that.”

It was the truth.

If Jeong Wonha had never touched Jeong Dajun, Seo Hoyun would have never interfered, and he would have achieved the same results regardless.

“Honestly, Jeong Wonha, did that incident even ruin you? If anything, you're promoting just fine, aren't you?” Seo Hoyun sighed between his words, sounding tired.

“Don't get emotional. Think about it carefully. Why would I, someone who could've just ignored you, bring this up?”

[...]

He deliberately left the rest unsaid, giving Jeong Wonha room to let his imagination run wild.

When the right amount of truth, pretense, and fiction intertwined, even nonsense could sound convincing.

“...The reason I answered a call I could've ignored just now wasn't to blame you, Jeong Wonha.”

[...Then what is it?]

“It's just...”

This kind of verbal manipulation was Seo Hoyun's specialty.

Just like now.

“Wonha, it's because I'm worried about you.” Seo Hoyun let his words trail off. He sounded a little uncertain, a little shy.

[W-What? What did you say?] Jeong Wonha's voice shot up, trembling.

[Geez, are you sleep-talking or something... This guy is... is really strange. Ahem...].”

Sprawled on the sofa with the phone to his ear, Seo Hoyun waited patiently. The voice on the other end gradually softened.

It was nothing new. One corner of Seo Hoyun's mouth twisted into a smirk.

Jeong Wonha was the type to judge others by their fame. He was weak to the goodwill of those more popular than him, a classic case of someone strong against the weak and weak against the strong. Since The Dawn was now far more successful than TEW, Jeong Wonha was wary of Seo Hoyun's interest but couldn't easily push it away.

[A-Anyway! Even if you say that, I can't completely trust your words.]

This should be enough.

Sensing Jeong Wonha was properly primed, Seo Hoyun decided to cast his bait. “Really? That's a shame. I was going to tell you something good.”

[What?]

“It seems Blue Tiger-nim is a little interested in TEW. No, to be precise, in 'Jeong Wonha'. Well... if you're not interested, I can't help it.”

[R-r-really?]

Since Lim Hyeonsu had just asked, 'Jeong Wonha? What's that?', it wasn't a complete lie.

“I just happened to overhear—” Using Lim Hyeonsu's name, Seo Hoyun began his sales pitch.

Though still suspicious, Jeong Wonha seemed deeply tempted by the story.

[—So you're saying Blue Tiger-nim wants to give us, no, me, a song?]

“Try contacting her.”

[Ahem... Well, I'll handle it myself.] Perhaps unable to completely lower his guard, Jeong Wonha drew a prim line before casually adding something.

[Anyway, it must be tough for The Dawn, having to carry a good-for-nothing troublemaker. Is that some kind of talent too? How did he even pass the audition?]

“......”

[I'll need to confirm it, but since you shared some information, let me know if that Jeong Dajun kid causes trouble. I'll help you out as much as I can.]

A small laugh escaped Seo Hoyun. He threw Jeong Wonha's own words right back at him. “Well, I'll handle it myself, too.”

[Excuse me?]

“Well then, goodbye.”

[What? Hey, wait a minute!]

He hung up while Jeong Wonha was still sputtering. He immediately deleted the call history and placed Jeong Dajun's phone back where it was. Then he picked up his own phone and sent a text to Lim Hyeonsu.

[Me: Composer-nim, TEW will probably contact you soon. Give them a welcome in your own style.]

[Lim Hyeonsu: 凸]

[Me: Japanese cigarettes.]

[Lim Hyeonsu: 凸凸]

[Me: And sake.]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Sake plus a cigar, and it's a deal.]

[Me: Deal.]

[Me: And be careful not to leave a trail.]

[Lim Hyeonsu: Get lost, I'm Lim Hyeonsu ㅋ]

She was awfully cocky for someone so easily swayed by cigarettes and alcohol.

“Going in circles is so annoying.”

He had laid all the groundwork. If the cautious Jeong Wonha avoided the bait, nothing would happen, but if he approached Lim Hyeonsu full of hope, he would fall to the very bottom, a fall as deep as his inflated expectations.

If he followed his temper, he would have personally destroyed Jeong Wonha so he could never crawl back up, but his own profession, so exposed to the public, was a nuisance.

Seo Hoyun hoped this incident would at least serve as a warning to Jeong Wonha. It was a taste of what Jeong Wonha would feel if he ever dared to touch Jeong Dajun again.

“Haa...”

He clicked his tongue, ruffling his hair as he stared blankly at the ceiling.

He hadn't expected Jeong Dajun to be so hurt by his words about handling things himself.

The day would come when that kid would have to stand on his own anyway...

Still, this much should be fine.

It wasn't like he had completed any Quests.

There was still time to watch over him.

Knowing full well this was all self-justification, Seo Hoyun decided to bury the thought.

As he lay listlessly on the sofa, the door burst open. Jeong Dajun stormed in, his arms laden with plastic bags.

“Hyung, hyung, hyung! Didn't you see my text?! Why didn't you reply~!!”

The kid plopped onto the floor, his cheeks flushed from the cold wind, and started pulling out a stream of snacks. “Lookie here, this is the one you said was delicious last time! This one is a pastry with choux cream and red bean paste, so I just grabbed it! And... uh, what's this? It looked tasty, so I put it in...”

Seo Hoyun blankly watched the maknae chatter away, then pinched and stretched the boy's plump cheek.

“AAH! What, what is it!”

“When are you going to lose this baby fat?”

“It hurts! Why are you suddenly picking a fight with me?!”

As Jeong Dajun whined, Seo Hoyun used his other hand to pull the opposite cheek.


While The Dawn was busy with their schedule in Japan, bits of news trickled into Korea.

[Did the kids go to Japan and learn the ninja shadow clone jutsu? How are they handling such a packed schedule?]

[Went to The Dawn pop-up store. The stage outfits displayed on mannequins are so freaking cute... but for real, the boys' proportions must be insane. I'm on the taller side, but the pants came up to my ribs.

└ There's a reason they're called model-idols.

└ The height inflation is crazy ㅋ]

The Dawn's special pop-up store, planned to commemorate their new Japanese single, opened in four locations, including Tokyo and Osaka.

≪Went there quietly~!! (brightly smiling emoji) #DAJUN≫

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun visited the pop-up store in Shibuya, Tokyo, and posted verification photos on Instagram. They wore loose hoodies and comfortable clothes, their faces covered with caps, beanies, and masks.

[Did they go separately just in case ㅠㅠㅠ So cute ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Unnies... please turn around...]

[Aaaah, I missed my chance...ㅜㅜ]

However, while The Dawn members might have thought they blended in, an idol's aura could not be completely hidden.

[Of course we knew. Logically, what are the chances of two tall, handsome men coming to The Dawn pop-up store...]

[Even though they were bundled up, you could feel that unique vibe. Plus, Dajun-kun was... bouncing around.]

[I desperately pretended not to know (laughs)]

Just as the Noeul community heated up with talk about the pop-up store, a promotional video for the documentary's theatrical version appeared on The Dawn's official YouTube channel.

【THE DAWN BEHIND – From Dawn to Dawn Group Viewing】

[Ahhhh the movie promo is up on the official YouTube!!]

[OMG a group viewing!!]

The video began with The Dawn entering a building in bustling Tokyo. They must have rented the entire theater, as the members walked past empty seats and sat in a neat row in the middle.

[Look at them bringing in caramel popcorn and churros ㅋㅋ]

[ㅋ so cute]

The promotional clip was not much different from the documentary previously released on YouTube. It showed scenes of the members practicing together or joking and laughing.

【...Ah, his voice was so good I dozed off for a second.】

[Ah, he's so shameless ㅋ]

[Still cute no matter how many times I see it ㅋ]

【First of all, in The Dawn, I'm the Most Handsome Man~! I'm cool and I make great music too!】

When they ganged up to tease a target, they instantly united. Watching themselves, The Dawn members burst out laughing.

Towards the end, a brief clip showed them preparing for the 'Last Round' album.

[Aww, so cute]

[I want to see it soon too. Release it quickly~~~]

[I feel like I'm going to laugh my ass off watching The Dawn's documentary and then end up crying by the end.]

[Damn... meanwhile, all the Japanese Noeul are like... 'Oioi... to be able to see my bias's face so huge... Kuso... tears of emotion are flowing, aren't they?' It's hilarious ㅋㅋ

└ The Japanese Noeul unnies are so serious about this.]

Just as Noeul's anticipation for the theatrical version reached a new high, Seo Hoyun's interview, inserted at the end of the main documentary, appeared.

【At first, all I thought was that I had to be the one to get my act together. That I had to do well.】

【I don't know. Maybe I was foolish. A person can't do everything alone. From the start, my members' individual abilities are so outstanding that I rely on them a lot, and they all do so well on their own. Maybe that's why...】

The camera closed up on each member's face as they watched him.

【Now, I feel a sense of relief that they can do anything well even without me, and I like that.】

The camera passed by each member, finally landing on Seo Hoyun's neat profile as he stared at the screen with tranquil eyes.

【It's a dawn that must be sent off without regrets.】

The slightly incongruous expression on Seo Hoyun's face vanished in an instant. Once the movie ended, only his usual sparkling smile remained.

The video concluded with The Dawn's charming message asking for lots of interest.

[What was that... I just feel weird]

[All the other Noeuls were smiling because they liked it, but I was the only one who felt a bit... nauseous, so I turned it off.]

[So it wasn't just me. For some reason, I feel a bit... uncomfortable too ㅜ What is it... It feels like I'm the only one left behind after the end credits rolled.]

While The Dawn's fans felt a strange unease and replayed the video over and over, the music industry faced a new, powerful wave.

【High Five - New Thrill Official Music Video】

High Five had made their comeback.
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High Five's 'Complete' was a full album with five tracks. Renowned composers and lyricists participated in its production, including the title track 'New Thrill', into which Blue Tiger had poured their heart and soul.

【High Five - New Thrill Official Music Video】

The music video began with shadows falling over a classical art museum built in the Romanesque style. In the quiet stillness, the regular clack of heeled shoes echoed, and a high, arched ceiling revealed its grandeur.

A colossal, out-of-place statue of a demon rested in the center of it all.

The camera pulled back, showing a man in a white silk shirt who slowly approached it.

It then closed up again, focusing on High Five's main dancer, Lee Sehyeon.

Lee Sehyeon gently took the demon's outstretched fingertips. He softly closed his eyes and brought his lips to them in a reverent gesture.

CRASH!

The statue simultaneously exploded and scattered into pieces. One fragment flew toward the screen, hitting it, and the scene transitioned to a dazzling, neon-lit night street.

【Brrrr...】

Under a blue light, Kang Yeonhu appeared, leaning against the hood of a red sports car.

He wore a white shirt with a black suit vest, layered with a leather harness made of multiple belts.

Kang Yeonhu loosened his tie and delivered the first line.

【New Thrill—】

A funky rhythm spread out in all directions, using his line as a signal.

【I can't pretend to be calm in front of you

I'm swept up in even more excitement】

As he tilted his head slightly, Kang Yeonhu's curly, black-dyed hair fell against his milky skin. At the same time, the corners of his upturned eyes curved into a wide smile.

【New New New New Thrill】

The song's lively, bouncing beat maintained High Five's signature refreshing energy while also exuding a somewhat sexy atmosphere.

【A Spark ignites in the middle of the circuit

Thrilling and precarious

A Racing just for us two

Make me cry a little more】

VROOM. The rough sound of an engine mixed with the melody. Rapper Jeong Chaehyung took off his helmet on a racing circuit with a smirk on his lips.

【A breathtaking Thrill】

Then came the group choreography.

Amidst the clear, soaring voices, restrained point moves were arranged in a regular pattern. This created a mysterious harmony between the song and dance that made it feel even more captivating.

【I don't need any brakes

My fiercely pounding heart is calling for you

You are my new thrill】

The song featured a rich and luxurious melody, lyrics that compared love to a car race, and a music video with lavish visuals.

[This Hi5 comeback is fucking legendary...]

The scent of success already radiated strongly.

[Hot-Five, I love you guys so much ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I thought Jeong Chaehyung was a baby angel, but look how much he's grown... His physique is insane... and isn't Kang Yeonhu with black hair so damn sleek? Fuck...]

[I love how Riyeong has a super deep voice that doesn't match his cute face ;;;]

[I love Riyeong and Chaehyung, the shorties... They'd probably get mad if I called them that, but ㅋ]

[Are Lee Sehyeon's abs for real]

Until last year, High Five had not escaped the shadow of being Black Call's juniors.

However, that image was completely overturned when all of Black Call's activities for the year were canceled. While this was partly thanks to WH Entertainment's capital flowing to the successor group, it was also because the High Five members' innate talents exploded like untapped potential, blossoming dazzlingly on stage.

Among them, Kang Yeonhu's transformation was especially overwhelming.

[Yeonhu is insane]

[Kang Yeonhu is the god of K-Pop]

[You can really feel a different kind of veteran aura from the long-term trainees ㅋㅋㅋ Are you listening, WH! Debut all your hidden long-term trainees right now, I'm telling you]

[But that's not something you can achieve just by training for a long time. Kang Yeonhu is just the real deal...]

He possessed vocal skills that were second to none, a calm demeanor that allowed him to handle unexpected situations without panicking, and an attitude as strict with himself as he was with others.

All of these were points of affection for High Five fans, but there was more.

[Kang Yeonhu is so damn lovable]

Above all, Kang Yeonhu's most lovable trait was the rare glimpses of his pure side.

As the confrontation with The Dawn intensified ahead of the year-end awards, everyone was reluctant to mention it. In that sense, the program 'Will You Sing With Me?' was a treasure for Hairi. One could witness Kang Yeonhu's ears turning red throughout the video from his joint appearance with Seo Hoyun.

[In my subjective opinion, the person with the biggest difference between when they're on stage and when they're not is Kang Yeonhu!]

[Maybe because his experience is maxed out, he knows how he'll look on camera and makes the prettiest expressions... I love you]

[I think idols need a bit of fierceness to be lovable...

Kang Yeonhu... You drive women crazy]

After the album's release, 'New Thrill's popularity skyrocketed even before their official promotions began.

【Congratulations! First place goes to High Five's 'New Thrill'!】

With every music show schedule, High Five clinched a new trophy and became the stars of the final paper confetti shower.

[I'm going crazy ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ I'm so happy right now]

[At this rate, isn't the Song of the Year award a sure thing?]

[This year is truly the golden age of male idols, haaah, the song is so good. Yeonhu-yah, your hard work is paying off...]

They were also scheduled to attend the K-Pop concert in Tokyo, so their schedule wrapped up faster than expected.

Still, the concert was famous for its growing scale each year and its grand stage production, even for what was essentially a one-off event. Fans' expectations were slowly rising.

[I'm so excited for the Hi5 K-Pop concert ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Let's dominate, guys

└ They said The Dawn is coming too

└└ Ah...]

Meanwhile, the Noeuls were not taking this lightly.

[Ah...? What do you mean, "Ah..."? Fuck, this is so infuriating.]

[ㅠㅠ It can't be helped...

They pushed Hi5's comeback this time... so our year-end stage will be the best, right...

My ass.

Shut up.

The Dawn has to be "number 1" in everything.]

[High Five... they're cute, honestly. I admit it.

But The Dawn. Is a. Global. K-Pop. Star.]

[I can't be satisfied with them being number 1 only in my heart.

Let's go, The Dawn.]

Watching High Five's soaring success right before the year's end, the Noeuls burned with fighting spirit.

.

.

.

"What's the order?"

The performance order the Manager handed me was not to my liking at all.

I glanced at The Dawn's name, listed third from the end, then lowered my gaze. After a special stage by a Japanese singer, High Five was written as the final, finale act.

I clicked my tongue softly. Kang Ichae, who was next to me, suddenly popped a piece of chocolate into my mouth.

"Eat this and cool off."

I knew that just as The Dawn had received significant company support during our 'Level S2' promotions, this time it was High Five's turn.

However, knowing that didn't stop my gut from twisting.

[Quest Alert!

The K-Pop concert in Tokyo is a great opportunity to further solidify The Dawn's position this year!

Achieve the highest number of views among the performance videos uploaded to the official YouTube K-Pop channel with The Dawn's stage.

Success: 10,000 points awarded

Failure: Unable to participate in the December year-end stages]

I glared at the newly appeared Quest for a moment before sweeping back my unstyled hair.

I had no ill will toward Kang Yeonhu, but I was staking my life on being an idol. I couldn't just look at a rival favorably.

As if on cue, I saw High Five entering the waiting room corridor.

"Hello!"

"We're looking forward to working with you today."

Look at them all shining.

A glossy sheen radiated from each of their faces as they politely greeted the staff. They couldn't hide their agency's unique atmosphere, and it vaguely felt like I was looking at Black Call.

Other groups' idols instantly swarmed toward Kang Yeonhu as if they had been waiting.

"Whoa, whoa, look who it is! Yeonhu Hyung-nim! It's been a while~."

"Ahaha, it has. Senior, have you been well?"

Kang Yeonhu must have known they were acting this way hoping for some scraps, but he maintained a relaxed smile and treated them with a friendly attitude.

It was the High Five members around him who fidgeted, their eyes darting around. They soon hurried Kang Yeonhu away.

...What was that?

Something was highly suspicious, but the Manager urged us to go to rehearsal. I dismissed the thought, took off my outerwear, and headed to the stage.

【...—Don't ask, just come out and dance with me, Babe

Like it's our last time...】

We had practiced the choreography hundreds of times, but the stage was a long, extended shape, so the formations were different from usual. I continued the run-through, checking everything meticulously.

After finishing one performance, Kim Seonghyeon wiped the sweat from his chin and gathered the members.

"Guys, I think we can come out a little further."

"Right, Seonghyeon-hyung! This space is way bigger than I thought!"

"Yeah, it would be good to use the stage more widely after the band part ends."

Following Kim Seonghyeon's directions, we made small adjustments and successfully completed the general rehearsal. I was exchanging some silly jokes with The Dawn members on my way back to the waiting room when I heard the intro to High Five's 'New Thrill' from behind.

"Hyung, do you need anything to drink?"

"No."

I ruffled the youngest's sweaty hair and left the waiting room. For some reason, High Five's reaction from earlier felt unsettling.

When I walked backstage, sure enough, High Five, who should have been deep in rehearsal, were huddled in a circle. In the center stood Kang Yeonhu in a boxy, ivory-colored sweatshirt, a troubled expression on his face.

"—good work—..."

"Hyung, your foot— is it okay—..."

"So that choreography———..."

After listening to them chatter for a while, Kang Yeonhu sighed and waved his hand dismissively. The High Five members' faces instantly fell.

As they turned to leave with looks of resignation, they spotted me. They quickly smoothed over their expressions and bowed their heads.

"Oh, Seo Hoyun! Hello."

"Hello."

"Good luck with your stage today, The Dawn!"

Only then did Kang Yeonhu notice my presence and furrow his brow slightly.

I slowly approached him, assessing the situation.

"Congratulations on your comeback."

"Yes, thank you."

His face was bright, but his complexion was strangely pale.

I glanced down and saw his swollen left ankle under the rolled-up hem of his pants.

"The smell of a medicated patch is filling the entire waiting room."

"...What, should I apologize or something?"

"An injury?"

After a moment's hesitation, Kang Yeonhu gave a slow nod.

Is he unable to move because it hurts?

That's why he sent his members away first, so they wouldn't find out.

"...Did you get hurt during practice?"

"...Yes, right before coming here. It's a proper sprain."

Kang Yeonhu's eyes were wary as he looked directly at me.

There was no trace of the smile he so freely scattered at any given time.

He's going to perform in this state?

Then again, it would cause a significant stir if Kang Yeonhu, the leader and the main pillar of High Five's popularity, were to suddenly drop out now.

Why did he even do the choreography?

The kid was a bit soft, but his head was screwed on right.

For someone like Kang Yeonhu, just checking his positions would have been enough to perform without issue. Seeing him catching his breath, it looked like he had danced from beginning to end.

"Why did you do the rehearsal? It's just going to swell up more."

"Seo Hoyun."

Kang Yeonhu, who had been touching his bright red ankle, pulled his pant leg back down.

"Of course I had to. Getting hurt is my fault for not managing my condition, and this is my job."

......

"It's something that has to be done."

Oh, is that so?

I swallowed the irritation that was inexplicably rising within me and just shrugged.

"Right. Good luck."

"Yes... thank you for your concern."

Kang Yeonhu took a slow step forward, and his face contorted in an instant.

Just watching him seemed to transmit the pain, and my nose wrinkled on its own.

So it was just pride.

Look at this young punk, all full of grit.

I watched Kang Yeonhu disappear with a limp, then tore my eyes away and returned to the waiting room.

It wasn't my business to worry about anyway.
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"Yeonhu hyung, are you okay?"

Kang Yeonhu ignored the throbbing pain in his ankle and nodded at Lee Sehyeon's question.

It felt like only a moment had passed since they finished their rehearsal. The audience seats had already filled, and the K-Pop concert had begun.

His kindhearted members, who had followed the grueling schedule without a single complaint, gathered around the monitoring TV set up in a corner of the waiting room to watch the live broadcast.

"Let's see, The Dawn is doing three songs, right?"

"We'll be able to watch their stage before we go on, won't we?"

"Probably? They said there's a Japanese artist performing between The Dawn and us, so we should have some time."

The company had told the members to avoid watching The Dawn's videos as much as possible. They claimed it was to prevent them from being influenced and developing a similar image.

I believe it was a preemptive measure to prevent them from being shocked and having it affect their activities.

Kang Yeonhu had completely ignored that advice until now.

He had to see for himself.

Where this year's Grand Prize would end up.

Could it really go entirely to The Dawn... No...

Kang Yeonhu shook his head, scattering the negative thoughts that tried to take over.

He didn't dislike seeing the boys, who were once pure and a little timid, now always smiling happily, flushed with excitement over their rising popularity.

Kang Yeonhu tore his gaze away from his members and looked to the side. On the screen, an idol group he had often seen on broadcasts was performing on stage.

This group isn't the problem.

"Oh, it's starting."

It's the one after this.

The lights went out, and darkness fell over the venue. Colorful numbers flooded the stage. Then, lifts began to rise one by one, revealing faint silhouettes. Cheers filled the concert hall.

【THE DAWN】

The jumbled numbers formed ASCII code before transforming into letters, announcing the group that had appeared.

【Don't think too deeply,

it's my round】

Just as Kang Yeonhu swallowed nervously, a specially produced intro began to play along with Seo Hoyun's low narration.

【Forget everything else and just hold me tight

Cut the useless chatter

And just tell me about love】

Matching the concept of their recent album title, Level S2, The Dawn wore tight, form-fitting black t-shirts with racing jackets that varied slightly in detail and color for each member.

【We don't need difficult words tonight

Just keep whispering to me endlessly】

Even though it was a song he had checked countless times, Kang Yeonhu felt his nerves tighten.

【But let's keep it under level S2

So we can split this word before it gets too deep

Don't ask, just come out and dance with me, Babe】

Above all, his shoulders flinched involuntarily every time Seo Hoyun's smiling face appeared on screen.

Seeing that guy, who was usually so unsettling and gave off a weird vibe, now looking like he was born to be a celebrity under the glittering lights was enough to make the pain in his ankle vanish for a moment.

【Because the dawn is entirely ours】

Kang Yeonhu, who had been staring at the TV while practically holding his breath, could only let out a sigh of relief when the melody ended.

Just then, he heard Lee Sehyeon mutter as he rubbed the back of his neck with his palm.

"...He's the same as ever."

Unlike his slightly shaken voice, Lee Sehyeon's expression was calm.

He wasn't oblivious to the meaning behind those words.

The feeling of helplessly watching a rival group that improved day by day...

Still, it wasn't particularly better than before.

No, for The Dawn, who had already finished their promotions, there would be a limit to how much more buzz they could generate.

At this rate, High Five, who had recently captured everyone's attention with 'New Thrill', is in a much more advantageous position.

Just as Kang Yeonhu calmed his erratically beating heart after roughly sorting things out in his head, a new VCR appeared on the main screen, and instruments rose to the center of the stage.

It looked like they were about to perform their B-side track, 'Superhero'.

"We should get going—"

"Huh?"

A short gasp escaped from Riyeong, who couldn't take his eyes off the screen.

The sound struck him as incredibly ominous. He planted the foot he had lifted back on the floor and turned his head.

In that brief moment, The Dawn appeared on the screen. They had only changed their outerwear and were now in casual suits.

The moment Kim Seonghyeon, with an electric guitar strap slung over his shoulder, seemed to lock eyes with the camera, his Adam's apple bobbed. A deep voice spread through the microphone.

【Drop.】

Simultaneously, Kang Ichae's pick scraped hard against the strings of his electric guitar.

SHREEE-!

The lights scattered brilliantly in time with the stormy melody.

"Woaaaaaah!"

【Because I can find you

Among the countless people at the crossroads

Because I can spot you】

The soft, lively, and refreshing B-side track with its hopeful feel was gone, replaced by new, powerful music.

Seo Hoyun, who scrunched his nose slightly as if bothered by the glasses he wore as a prop, sang with a powerful, raspy voice.

【I want to be your superhero

I don't mind wandering unfamiliar roads to find you

I want to be your superhero

The ordinary me, for you

Becomes a hero who can do anything】

"Wow..."

For the following second verse, they even changed the lyrics to Korean.

The sense of foreboding seemed to be taking a tangible form. Overwhelmed by a sudden wave of dizziness, Kang Yeonhu couldn't watch anymore and squeezed his eyes shut.

Unaware of their hyung's feelings, Jeong Chaehyung and Riyeong chattered excitedly.

"Them playing instruments is so freaking cool."

"I know, right! They really do everything they want to do."

The atmosphere grew even more intense as Jeong Dajun's sticks beat fiercely against the drums.

【The dream we painted behind the stage

Your color that dyed the monochrome me

Is melting into the Noeul, illuminating my world

You know what I will say?】

The vibrantly sparkling stage momentarily faded to gray as thunder rumbled and dark clouds gathered.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had taken a handheld microphone from its stand, opened the intro to the next song.

【I'm not mature enough】

What is this?

Kang Yeonhu's brow furrowed slightly. Beside him, Jeong Chaehyung also seemed to have sensed something was off, his eyebrows knitted in confusion.

Why are the lyrics...

However, as the intro began in earnest, all the members of High Five, except for Kang Yeonhu, shot to their feet and let out a roar.

"Whaaaaaa!"

It was the mega-hit song by 'Levi', the 2nd generation girl group that led the Hallyu wave in Japan and was so popular it was no exaggeration to say every Japanese person knew their name.

"I Can't Mature!!"

Witnessing his members' over-the-top reaction, which could have been used for a variety show, Kang Yeonhu felt a chill run down his spine.

Damn it.

No wonder they suddenly changed their outfits.

That song had an even better reception because it came out with a mannish concept, which was uncommon for girl groups at the time.

【Yeahh!】

As a warning bell rang in his head, Seong Jiwon's clear high notes stretched out coolly.

In the meantime, The Dawn members put down their instruments one by one, grabbed their mics, and strode out onto the extended stage.

【I thought I'd feel better seeing you

But my intuition was bad the moment I sat down】

Seo Hoyun, standing center stage, tossed his glasses aside and brought his lips to the microphone.

【The scent of a perfume I don't know

You ordering coffee without a word

I've got a bad feeling today】

Kang Yeonhu was once again forced to realize it. Seo Hoyun had a talent for commanding attention.

【Why did you take off your couple ring?

Why are you looking at me so coldly?

I don't understand you saying we should break up】

Following him, The Dawn's youngest member ruffled his hair and put on a puzzled expression. He still had a youthful look, which somehow made him even more eye-catching.

【There's no beauty in breaking up

But I should have at least given you flowers】

Seong Jiwon, who had been off to the side, switched places with Jeong Dajun. Jeong Chaehyung, who was listening to the lyrics, blinked a few times before speaking.

"...Huh, wasn't the original lyric 'I should have at least thrown flowers at you'?"

"They changed it all a little."

It seemed that while arranging the cover by combining the medium-tempo blues genre with rock, they had also revised the lyrics to suit themselves.

Lined up in a row, the members of The Dawn performed the trademark hip dance from 'I Can't Mature'.

【Ooh Ooh Ooh Ooh...】

The endless cheers could be heard vividly even in High Five's waiting room.

Just then, Kang Ichae grabbed Seo Hoyun's wrist and pulled him closer.

【"Can I have some of your time? What's your number?"

Everyone asks me that when I walk down the street

But you don't know my worth?】

Waaaaah...

The original performance used a necktie, but it seemed they had slightly modified the move due to the different outfits. Still, as they followed the girl group's original choreography, the screams from the audience grew even louder.

Kang Ichae smirked, lifting one corner of his mouth, and then let go of the hand he had pulled as if shoving it away.

【This situation is just absurd】

As Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae spun around and moved to the back, Kim Seonghyeon charged forward to fill the space.

【It's the first time I've felt this frustrated

My heart hurts so much】

He followed with a wave, thrusting his hips. The loosely worn jacket slipped off his shoulder with the movement.

【Ooh Ooh Ooh Ooh...】

"Wooooow..."

【I'm enduring this pathetic feeling

And trying to keep my pride intact

But you just coldly push me away】

Now, even the members of High Five had fallen silent.

Kang Yeonhu could guess what the reaction was like without having to check.

【I'm not mature enough

Ooh Ooh Ooh Ooh...】

...So you're determined not to lose the public's attention until the very end, is that it?

"They killed it..."

"Wow, sssip. They really tore the whole concert apart."

Seeing Seo Hoyun catching his breath, his chest heaving, before breaking into a smile, Kang Yeonhu forcefully suppressed the sigh that was about to escape.

I made a mistake.

Even though he had checked the setlist beforehand, he had thought they wouldn't be outshone. Even though he had already experienced firsthand how strong they were in a live performance with Shining Star.

At that moment, the pain in his left ankle became more pronounced. Kang Yeonhu deliberately stepped down harder on the floor and spoke to his members.

"Let's go up, too."

He headed backstage, weaving through the bustling staff.

Ahead, a song in an unfamiliar language was playing, indicating that the Japanese artist's special stage was in progress.

Kang Yeonhu carefully surveyed the stage, making sure his expression didn't crumble.

"High Five's VCR is up next! Performers, please get on the lifts in three minutes!"

Just as the High Five members were warming up, half excited and half nervous, a voice called out.

"Wait a minute."

Kang Yeonhu's arm was yanked back.

When he turned his head in surprise, he saw Seo Hoyun, his face a mask of irritation, panting for breath.

"Give me ten seconds."


Chapter 376

Kang Yeonhu stood speechless and flustered. Seo Hoyun glanced around, then pulled Kang Yeonhu's arm to a less crowded space. He pushed Kang Yeonhu's shoulder against the wall, bent down, and started spraying Kang Yeonhu's left ankle with a can from his other hand.

PSSSHT.

“W-What are you doing?”

A potent cloud of vapor burst from the spray, making Kang Yeonhu cough. He frowned and covered his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Look, Seo Hoyun, cough, I appreciate it, but I've already used enough pain-relief patches. Stop doing unnecessary things.”

“Don't raise your voice and draw attention.”

Who's the one drawing attention right now?

Even while busy with their work, the staff glanced over, wondering if something was wrong.

The Seo Hoyun that Kang Yeonhu knew would not lift a finger unless he gained something from it. Kang Yeonhu wanted to demand what this bizarre act was about, but the words wouldn't come out easily. Seo Hoyun just stared irritably at his ankle.

“That's enough. Move.”

“Stand up straight.”

“Are you dropping formalities with me now?”

Kang Yeonhu sighed deeply at Seo Hoyun's calm dismissal and decided to move away himself. He put his left foot forward to step past Seo Hoyun.

“...Huh?”

The pain, which had felt like an ice pick stabbing him just moments before, was gone.

“What is this... huh...?”

He stomped his foot again, defying common sense. A staff member from behind called out to Kang Yeonhu, almost shouting.

“Kang Yeonhu, standby!”

Kang Yeonhu walked as his reason dictated, but he couldn't take his eyes off Seo Hoyun, feeling possessed.

Seo Hoyun waved his hand dismissively, as if annoyed.

“Hurry up and go.”

“...Y-yes?”

Seo Hoyun then turned and left first. Kang Yeonhu watched until Seo Hoyun was out of sight before finally boarding the lift.

“High Five is going up. 3, 2, 1...!”

Kang Yeonhu felt a vibration that matched his heartbeat. He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly.

I don't know what Seo Hoyun just did, but right now is the moment to greet the fans in perfect form.

When Kang Yeonhu opened his eyes, he was the usual idol again.

.

.
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Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun passed through the backstage area and entered the restroom. He clicked his tongue in displeasure.

DING!

[You don't regret it?]

“What.”

[Using an item from your inventory that had been collecting dust for almost half a year, just to save points, for someone else.]

Seo Hoyun just shifted his eyes to the side to look at the floating blue window.

[Main Item: World, Give Me Strength!

In the eventful entertainment industry, your body is your asset!

Applying this spray can restore an injured part of the body to its original state.

Enjoy a safe and fulfilling idol career with a strong body!

※The effect lasts for 15 minutes after application.

※Can be used multiple times.

※Unlike temporary items, this main item can reduce pain.

Points per use: 4,500]

It was the 'upgraded' version of the temporary item Seo Hoyun had used at The Dawn's solo concert.

[You used the one that doesn't get rid of the pain because you wanted to save points, but you gave the main product to someone else...]

[That one is three times more expensive...]

Right, why did I do that?

He was definitely not the type of person to take a loss. Helping someone with no immediate benefit made his temper flare, but leaving the person alone made something unpleasant nag at his nerves, so he couldn't help it.

“Whatever.”

Seo Hoyun wasn't the type to cling to the past with messy regrets.

“The kid said he was in pain.”

And someone like Kang Yeonhu would probably be useful someday.

He turned on the sink to wash the medicinal smell from his hands. The System Window insisted on adding another comment.

[...This is why I like you so much, Seo Hoyun.]

“You really need to shut up.”


[The National Treasure Has Finally Been Returned]

The Dawn returned to Korea after finishing their activities in Japan.

The K-Pop concert heated up the local scene and the domestic one. Among the full videos quickly distributed on YouTube, The Dawn's cover of Levi's 'I Can't Mature' was the most-played performance.

[kpop_Dawnie.jpg

Is the stylist a crazy genius

└└ Maybe it's because the other outfits are so flashy, but this one really stands out ㅋㅋ]

[Kim Seonghyeon's physique is so damn sexy... His dance moves are insane... With that build, he should be stiff, but what is this...]

[But Seo Hoyun... in my head I know he's an idol... but maybe because I know his personality, why does that exhausted-office-worker-vibe suit him so well?

└ He's younger than me, but why does he give off... boss vibes. The moment he took off his glasses, I got chills, for real, like I was about to get scolded.]

As Noeuls grew excited about The Dawn's outfits and concept, videos showing their Japanese activities began appearing on various platforms.

【We'll try a surprise interview with The Dawn, who are passing by the broadcast station!】

“Hello! You must be surprised by the sudden interview request, right?!”

“Ah, no! Our Manager-nim told us in advance, so it's okay!”

【This popular Korean idol is a little too honest...】

It started with an interview for a terrestrial variety show. An overly honest Jeong Dajun revealed a miscommunication must have happened somewhere.

[AHHH!!! The kids went to karaoke there ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

...all the way to the self-produced daily life vlog content posted on The Dawn's official channel.

[Is it for real that they recorded and uploaded the entire karaoke session from start to finish

Jeong Dajun is over there like, 'Are there any tambourines? Tambourines?!'

Ah, it's so funny because they're like K-high schoolers. How old are you guys~~~!!]

An excited Kang Ichae sang a string of Christmas carols. A drained Kim Seonghyeon squatted in a corner, just clapping his hands.

Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun had their heads together. They continuously refilled the ice cream provided at the Japanese karaoke place and took turns drizzling it with chocolate and melon syrup.

[Look at Seong Jiwon singing a Japanese song over there... I'm seriously going to die...]

[Look at Kim Seonghyeon, he acts like he doesn't want to when the others ask him to dance, but he does it in the end... Seo Hoyun was sneering while stuffing his face with ice cream and got smacked on the back by Kim Seonghyeon ah ㅋㅋㅋ

└ The two of them are really close. Seo Hoyun getting hit and still giggling is so cute.]

Most official content was already on the WH Entertainment homepage, YouTube channel, or social media. Fans aimlessly reviewed old content and searched for new clips. Then, a clip on Twitter started getting viral.

【Clip of The Dawn on the Japanese Terrestrial Variety Show 'Tokyo Warai'】

[??? The Dawn appeared on another variety show?]

[Was it on the schedule?

└ No? Not that I know of.]

[Isn't that a pretty famous program? If they were on it, we would've known from the schedule.]

Someone quickly translated and quote-tweeted the original post, which also spread rapidly.

【Today, we'll try pretending to be a model.】

It was a social experiment program. They cast a not-so-famous middle-aged male comedian in Japan to play a world-famous model. Then they checked if people who encountered him at the broadcast station truly believed he was a model.

The comedian had a hefty build, far from a typical model's. He wore sunglasses with a pink teddy bear pattern and had a blue lunchbox cloth tied around his neck like a scarf. He struck a pose and stared seriously at the camera.

A large caption appeared behind him.

【Global Super Model – O. J. S!!】

[Does the acronym O.J.S stand for Oh Jisang??? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋ ah, this program is hilarious]

The panelists in the studio continued to cheer for the comedian.

【The experiment began immediately!】

“Wow... Is Tokyo Warai filming an experiment?”

“You're working hard...”

However, when they asked people who met the comedian during the actual filming, everyone just smiled faintly and showed a "fighting" pose with a clenched fist.

【A warm-hearted society... but is the experiment a failure?】

It seemed no one would believe him at this rate.

Just as the staff were about to discuss changing the guest or the outfit, a man in a simple outfit with a black hat pulled down low walked past behind them.

“Excuse me, I'm sorry. You can't go this way.”

The actor playing the comedian's Manager showed quick thinking and hurriedly blocked his path.

【Acting skills that have suddenly improved thanks to this harsh world!】

The man, his path blocked, turned his head with a surprised look. He frowned slightly, as if he didn't understand Japanese. Gasps erupted from the panelists and the viewers who saw him.

“......”

The person in the close-up was none other than Seo Hoyun.

[???]

Beneath his flawless, fair, bare face, supplementary explanations were listed.

【The lead vocalist of the Korean idol group THE DAWN, Hoyun!】

【The star who gathered tens of thousands of fans at the K-Pop concert!】

Archive footage of Seo Hoyun playing the bass and shooting an intense gaze during the K-Pop concert was inserted.

【Will the real global star be fooled...?】

The Dawn's interpreter approached and translated for Seo Hoyun. As Seo Hoyun listened intently, Kang Ichae walked up and rested his chin on Seo Hoyun's shoulder. Seo Hoyun pushed Kang Ichae's forehead with his index finger and gestured with his head.

“Hey, let's go. They're in the middle of a model photoshoot.”

【He's fooled!】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[What, our Hoyun really has no prejudice ㅋㅋ]

[Why does he look so innocent and soft ㅋㅋ]

Kang Ichae's eyes widened. He soon walked away, leaving a 'Arigato~!' behind.

Next, a scene showed the program's staff rushing over to talk to The Dawn's road Manager.

【The active Korean idol had no prejudice!】

【For protecting O.J.S's dream, ARIGATO!!】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ARIGATO!!]

[My god, this show is chaotic]

[The panelists who were cheering for OJS being so moved and thankful to The Dawn is hilarious]

A debate arose about whether it was staged or real. In the end, opinions like 'It's real, that's why we can see the un-styled appearance of Seo Hoyun, who's a master of feigned innocence,' and 'Can't you see him walking like an old man on his way to use the exercise equipment on a hiking trail? That's a sight you can't get unless it's real,' gained the upper hand.

[Highlights of this video...

Un-styled, old-man-walk Seo Hoyun

But a face that turns 4K the moment it appears

Innocently fooled Seo Hoyun

└ +Rapper Kang Ichae's perfect ARIGATO English diction

└└ But is 'arigato' the only Japanese Ichae knows?

└└ Seems like he forgot 'konnichiwa'

└└ Ah, understandable

└└ Ah, Noeuls are so ruthless ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]
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“What is this?”

Seo Hoyun had thus completed the terrestrial broadcast appearance Quest by chance. He stared dumbfounded at the System Window before him.

[Quest Complete!

You have achieved 3 appearances on terrestrial variety shows.

Success. 30,000 points have been awarded.]

[Quest Complete!

Among the clips from the K-Pop concert held in Tokyo, The Dawn's performance video achieved the highest number of views.

Success. 10,000 points have been awarded.]

[Current Points: 239,500]

With the points he had painstakingly collected through various missions and the two new additions, his total instantly soared to the mid-200,000s.

Seo Hoyun quickly threw out a question, not wanting to miss the opportunity.

“So, does it count even if I just appear on a show like an extra?”

[Trying to get a freebie, are we! It's only possible if it generates buzz.]

“......”

He shot a displeased look at the system, which acted friendly and clingy again after he helped Kang Yeonhu. Then he flopped onto his bed.

Still, this kind of luck must be coming my way because I've lived a good life.

He calmly thought that and was about to close his eyes.

DING!

An unpleasant notification sound rang out.

[Quest Arrived!

Make a cameo appearance in the blockbuster Letflix drama 'Before the Moon Wanes' and achieve 1 million views on a YouTube clip within 2 weeks!

Success: 10,000 points

Failure: A sharp drop in recognition due to a discord rumor with famous actor M, and a one-year ban from appearing in video media.

※The period is calculated from the day the YouTube video is uploaded.]

“......”

It seemed Seo Hoyun himself hadn't lived a good enough life for only good luck to come his way.


Chapter 377

[What, a cameo appearance?]

I finally got in touch with Min Jiheon on the day of my preliminary meeting with the staff of 'Before the Moon Wanes'. The offer for a special appearance came through my Manager a while ago, and I had texted Min Jiheon about it even earlier.

We were busy with year-end stages and collaborations, so I wanted to sort it out quickly. Min Jiheon's reaction, however, was lukewarm.

[Do I have to act with an idol again?]

“......”

He acted just fine with me, a complete rookie idol, so why is he being such an ass now?

[...It's just a cameo, so there's not much merit to it. Why not just turn it down?]

Min Jiheon sighed faintly and said something completely out of character again.

I glanced at the blue Quest window in the corner of my vision and replied nonchalantly.

“I've already agreed to meet them today.”

[Haa... Of course, you wouldn't listen even if I tried to stop you... I have to go to a shoot, so I'm hanging up.]

“What?”

[The life of a top star is always busy.]

CLICK.

The line went dead.

“What's with this bastard?”

I muttered, staring at my phone's home screen.

This bastard... he seems to be hiding something.

The guy who usually dragged out his words and pestered me about visiting the set was being overly curt. Min Jiheon had hidden things before, but this felt different.

I packed my things for the pre-meeting, wondering if I should dig into it when we met.

BAM!

The practice room door flew open with incredible force.

Jeong Dajun then burst in, cheeks flushed and breathing heavily.

“Scri!!”

Scri?

“pt, please!!”

“Yeah, no.”

I ignored him and lifted my bag, but Jeong Dajun slid across the floor and clung to my pant leg.

“'Before the Moon Wanes'! The Korean-style fantasy drama based on Exorcism that solves mysterious cases!! The very same hit drama written by Kim Sookhee and starring Senior Min Jiheon!! Filming has already started and it's airing soon, but that's still all the information we have!”

“No spoilers.”

“Hyung, hyung, Hoyun-hyung! Please! Don't you feel sorry for me? I heard from the road Manager that you were making a cameo in that drama, and I ran all the way up the stairs from the first floor! I even abandoned Seonghyeon-hyung, who was with me!”

“You could have just taken the elevator.”

“Who has time to wait for an elevator!”

So you abandoned the leader to rush here alone?

I tried to pull my leg away, but the elephant was too strong and didn't budge. He was clearly resolved not to move until he got the script.

I couldn't just kick Jeong Dajun away.

“...Hey, I don't have the script.”

“W-What?”

“They said it's being revised, so it'll take some time. I'm supposed to get it at the meeting today.”

“Can you show it to me when you get it?”

“We'll see how you behave.”

“......”

Jeong Dajun finally let go of my pants. He carefully smoothed out the wrinkles he had made, then grinned.

“Dajun will wait patiently like a grown-up.”

I left without another word. Jeong Dajun followed a step behind, chattering away.

“Hyung, hyung, hyung, so you agreed to do it without even seeing the script? That's so unlike you, what's up?!”

“It's a role that's only on screen for a few seconds anyway.”

“Hoh~.”

Besides, I'm just part of the background.

From what I heard, they were gathering high-profile celebrities who had acted with Min Jiheon to boost the drama's recognition. I was just one of them.

Many cameos would appear, all mobilized to highlight the spiritual abilities of Min Jiheon's character, Won Jaewook.

“We're busy too. I can only invest a few days.”

“Ehh?! Then hyung, won't it be hard for you without time to practice? What if people criticize you for your wooden acting?!”

“Ahem. From which mouth is such nonsense coming from?”

“Uwaah, don't press my cheeks. I'm just worried... So, is it really okay like this?? What kind of role is it?”

“Want me to tell you?”

“Yes!! Please-uwaaack!”

The youngest, his cheek pinched once more, cupped both his cheeks and glared at me sulkily.

“The ghost-possessed PD Lee Jeonghun.”

Jeong Dajun's jaw dropped.


I shoved Jeong Dajun, who was wailing about rewatching 'Please Take the Camera', back into the practice room. Then I went to the parking lot, got into the van, and headed to the pre-meeting for 'Before the Moon Wanes'.

“The overall schedule probably won't be too tight. I think you'll just receive the revised script today and make some simple schedule adjustments.”

“Yes, thank you.”

I thanked the road Manager for the explanation and looked out the window. It was at Studio Olio, the production company I had visited during Actor Maker. I believed the meeting would be quick and dry, just as the road Manager described.

Reality, however, was different.

When I arrived at the building, three staff members were already waiting in the lobby.

“Seo Hoyun, hello!”

“Ahaha... Welcome!”

“...Ah, it's nice to meet you.”

“Wow~, you're even more handsome in person?”

One of them, however, shot a piercing gaze at me.

What's this?

It was clearly not a look of goodwill.

I schooled my expression, pretending not to notice, and followed them into the meeting room.

We sat facing each other at a long, rectangular table. The staff member with the gentlest impression spoke carefully.

“Thank you for accepting our offer. You've heard the general synopsis, right? Here's the revised script. It would be great if you could look it over here and let us know right away if you have any opinions.”

“Yes, I understand.”

I took the script he handed me.

[Before the Moon Wanes]

I glanced at the title and flipped the page. Sticky notes marked every scene I appeared in.

Seong Donghyeong's funeral. With his parents long gone and no children of his own, his sister's son, his nephew Lee Jeonghun, becomes the chief mourner.

“The first scene is a funeral?”

“...Hahaha, yes. The-the screen time isn't much, but since the location is what it is, the acting atmosphere might be a biiit heavy.”

So his dead uncle was the ghost that possessed him?

I narrowed my eyes and turned another page of the script.

PD Lee Jeonghun, wearing an armband, bows to the people who have come to the funeral, and a mourner offers him condolences.

Lee Jeonghun, his head bowed, sheds thick tears.

A crying scene, too?

“...I-Is that okay?”

I calmly checked the script. The part where I confronted Min Jiheon was just a brief conversation, and the lines were nothing special.

In the quiet meeting room, a staff member swallowed nervously. I closed the last page and smiled.

“Yes, it's fine.”

“......”

This role seems to require more acting ability than I thought, but this is nothing.

When I responded lightly, the anxious staff members' faces instantly brightened.

“Wow, Seo Hoyun is so cool. Great, great.”

Everyone looked relieved.

I looked around at their faces.

Strangely, they had been watching my expression intensely since we first met.

After the meeting, they rattled off soulless compliments, like how much they enjoyed 'Please Take the Camera'.

“Ah! We happened to have booked a nearby restaurant for the staff to have a light drink. Would you like to join us, Seo Hoyun?”

“Hey, Seo Hoyun must be busy with public and private matters. The end of the year is an especially hectic time.”

The man who had been staring at me unpleasantly smirked and tried to answer for me, but my schedule was free, so I exchanged a look with my road Manager, nodded, and said,

“I'd love to join if you'll have me.”

The man's expression soured for a moment, and he looked like he was about to speak, but another staff member quickly blocked him.

We followed them to a nearby pub already filled with the production crew, including the director. About fifteen people were there in total.

A few of them looked familiar. I had worked with them on 'Dead after Hope' and 'Shining Star' during 'Please Take the Camera' and Actor Maker.

“A staff member I know told me that Seo Hoyun is quite the heavy drinker.”

“Ahaha, I get drunk just from the smell of alcohol.”

“Oh dear, should we pass on it today then?”

“Still, if it's a drink from the director, I'll gratefully accept it.”

After one courtesy drink, I played along with the mood, and people's lips started to loosen.

The most frequent topic by far was Min Jiheon.

“How can Min Jiheon be so perfect?! Not a single bad rumor about him!!”

“He's really amazing. I don't think there's any actor his age who can match his acting.”

“Weren't there times when his movies didn't do so well at the box office?”

“But he's never been criticized for his acting. In fact, he's only been praised for taking on experimental roles.”

I pretended not to hear the conversation.

In moments like this, I can physically feel Min Jiheon's level of recognition.

Just then, a blunt voice cut through the chatter.

“But isn't Min Jiheon a bit cold sometimes?”

It was the same guy who had been openly showing his displeasure.

Flustered staff members glanced at him, but he was quite drunk and didn't notice, busy sneering.

“Is it because he knows too well how great he is? He meddles in everything. Sometimes he oversteps his authority. Recently, he even told the writer to change the script's setting, this and that.”

The lighting director smiled awkwardly, poured beer for the grumbling man, and patted his back as if to tell him to get a grip.

“Hey now, what are you saying? Min Jiheon has worked with Writer Kim Sookhee for so long. Writer Kim-nim likes proactive actors, you know~, and it's natural for an actor to have his own opinions.”

“Even so, he went too far this time.”

The man, however, was completely oblivious. He raised his voice and turned his eyes to me.

“He even said to cancel the casting offer for Seo Hoyun. Are you two not that close?”

“Ah, ahaha, haha, hey, they were on a variety show together. The whole world knows they're close, right?”

“Really? Then why would he do that? He even meddled with every single detail of the setting.”

He couldn't read the room and just muttered complaints. When I showed no reaction, he took a sip of beer and spoke again.

“Oh, right, speaking of which, did you know it was originally a funeral for your parents, not your uncle? It was changed because Min Jiheon said it would be better to make it a relative.”

“Huh? Really?”

This seemed to be news to most people. Everyone looked surprised.

“Even Seo Hoyun's agency asked for cuts, so the writer had to remove a ton of stuff.”

“Ah, is that so.”

“With Min Jiheon, WH Entertainment... so many cooks in the kitchen for just one Seo Hoyun, we couldn't tell which way the ship was sailing, and we, the staff, were the ones who suffered trying to coordinate everything.”

Aha. So that's why they were so desperate earlier.

It seemed the man's resentment over the excessive interference had piled up, and it all exploded upon meeting me.

“You've worked hard.”

“Ahem.”

I didn't want to clash with him, so I answered concisely.

The man grinned and poured soju gushingly into my deliberately unfilled beer glass.

“Aah, but no matter how much I think about it, I don't get it. Why did they scrap the funeral scene? We threw out almost 10 pages of the script because of it. Is it because you're an idol? Or because you're young, Seo Hoyun? Have you never been to a funeral before? Is that it?”

“...Hey, Hyeongju. You're drunk.”

“Nooo, I'm! I'm totally fine. I'm not drunk yet.”

The buzzing pub gradually quieted until it was silent enough to hear an ant walk.

Because of my well-known family history, everyone shot the man horrified looks, sending a clear signal to shut up. He was drunkenly pointing his finger, and of course, the message wasn't received.

“So, how old was Seo Hoyun? Twenty-two? Twenty-three?”

I slowly lifted the beer glass and downed it in one go. Then I calmly answered his question.

“I'm twenty-five.”

“Ah, I was close. Anyway, you have experience, right?”

“Yes, I do.”

“That's a relief, at least...”

“When my parents passed away.”

The man blinked blankly, as if he couldn't comprehend my words.

I opened a new bottle of soju, poured it into his glass, and added softly,

“Thank you for your concern, but I'm fine. I'll do my best in the role I've been given.”

“......”

“Shall we have a toast, then?”

I filled my own glass and raised it, but the other man was frozen stiff. I shrugged and drank it all myself.

I could feel everyone's gazes fixed on me.

“Soju in a beer glass...”

“Haha.”

Then I picked up my coat. I placed a hand on my cheek, which wasn't even warm, and said,

“Ah... I'm feeling a little drunk. I'm going to get some fresh air.”

“...Yes, take your time! Leisurely! Enjoy the outside air, haha... ha.”

As soon as I stepped out the door, I heard someone behind me scolding the man for being tactless.

He'll probably shut up during filming, at least.

He had been getting on my nerves from the beginning.

Now that I had the upper hand, I figured the short filming period would go smoothly.

I stood in a shadowed alley next to the restaurant and took out my phone. New messages were in The Dawn's group chat.

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, why is the meeting taking so long]

[Jeong Dajun: Hurry back... I've become a giraffe waiting for writer Kim Sookhee's script...]

[Seong Jiwon: Hoyun, fighting!! (smiling emoticon)]

[Jeong Dajun: And hyung, don't lose your spirit]

[Jeong Dajun: If you do, I'll run over right now and do a butt-shaking dance]

[Kang Ichae: Let's go together rn]

[Jeong Dajun: (butt-wiggling emoticon)]

[Kim Seonghyeon: That would probably kill his spirit instead...]

I laughed quietly as I read the messages.

I was about to reply that I didn't need that kind of support when a sweet citrus scent wafted over. A shadow fell at my feet.

“Seo Hoyun.”

I looked up at the familiar voice. Min Jiheon stood there, the long corners of his eyes curved into a smile.

“Did you come out for a smoke?”

The bastard claimed to be so busy, so how did he know to show up here?

I clicked my tongue and corrected Min Jiheon's nonsense.

“Fuck off, I'm an idol.”


Chapter 378

“Ah, I guess idols don't smoke?” Min Jiheon murmured, stepping forward.

His styled hair, fresh from what looked like a photoshoot, swayed in the late autumn wind.

“Why are you here, Senior? I heard you were busy.”

“Me? A staff member just called about the get-together. I was on my way home and thought I'd stop by to see you, Seo Hoyun.”

He switched back to formal speech. When I didn't respond, the brightly smiling man looked me up and down before making his move.

“It's boring here, isn't it? Should we leave?”

“I'd think you'd be tired of me cursing you out by now.”

“Ahaha.” Min Jiheon snickered, his eyes fixed on me.

I knew what that gaze meant. I shoved my phone into my back pocket and crossed my arms.

“Seriously, why are you here?”

“......”

“Afraid you'd get caught for changing the script yourself?”

Min Jiheon's smooth brow furrowed for a moment.

“...Who did you hear that from?”

“Who knows.”

He looked troubled, rubbing the back of his neck with his palm and sighing deeply.

“If anything made you uncomfortable, I'm sorry.”

Seeing him look so uncharacteristically dejected was unpleasant.

I clicked my tongue inwardly out of habit and changed the subject.

“Forget it. Why did you do it?”

“Do I have to spell it out for you?” Min Jiheon vaguely avoided the question.

The reason for his actions was obvious. It must have been his own way of being considerate. It was surprising, since he hadn't cared at all during the last drama filming.

I shrugged. Min Jiheon hesitated, his mouth opening and closing before he finally spoke.

“...So, junior, you're really set on appearing in it?”

“Of course. You want me to back out now?”

Do you think 10,000 Points is a joke?

Besides, the agreement between WH Entertainment and the drama production company was finalized today. It was a situation that was not easy to back out of without a special reason.

“Are you sure you're okay with it, Senior?”

Right now, he was more of a problem than I was.

'Before the Moon Wanes' was a mainstream work with plenty of comedic elements, but the actors' emotional arcs were not shallow. A quick glance at the script showed that Min Jiheon's role, 'Won Jaewook', seemed quite difficult. He was a gray character who straddled the line between good and evil, appearing at times like a flawlessly innocent child and at others, endlessly harsh and rational. The role even included flashy action scenes, meaning he would have to endure serious hardship. Moreover, the subject matter was exorcism. For another actor, it might be different, but this guy actually saw strange things.

“Are you worried about me?” Min Jiheon asked, tilting his head slightly.

I answered with a silent, scathing glare.

Min Jiheon feigned shrinking back, a slight smile on his lips. “Haha, well... what can I do? I have to do it. An actor can't be picky about roles, can he?”

If that's what he thought.

I gestured with my head for him to follow me back inside, but he showed no intention of joining the get-together. He just stood there, took out his phone, and reverted to his usual self, muttering in a sing-song voice.

“...Well, if you insist on doing the cameo, who am I to stop you~. Since you're doing it, work hard, Seo Hoyun~. Try to shed a single tear, too, have it trickle down~.”

“Ah, yes.”

“Somehow, I feel like you won't be able to do it...”

I laughed softly.

“It's a piece of cake.”

Full of confidence, I spun around. With my experience from Actor Maker and a short acting lesson from WH Entertainment scheduled before filming, I was sure there would be no problem.

I realized that was pure arrogance the very next day, thanks to a single, harsh comment from my acting coach.

“You can't do it at all.”

“......”

This is fucking...

The tears won't come out.


I struggled in the training room for over two hours, but my eyes remained embarrassingly dry.

The chatty acting coach tried various methods, but he couldn't produce any results.

“...Hmm, why isn't it working... It's so simple... Usually, even aspiring actors can do this...”

“The future of our country's entertainment industry is bright, then. To think aspiring actors are so full of emotion.”

“Even people as dry as a withered branch in winter can do it just fine...”

The coach took a deep breath, clenched his fists, and spoke with determination.

“Hmph, alright! Let's try to revive the emotions from deep within your heart. It surely can't be a completely excluded area for you, Seo Hoyun. We'll approach it step by step, starting from very old memories~!”

Is this hypnosis?

I suppressed the urge to retort and did as he told me.

“Try to remember the last time you cried.”

“......”

“...Don't tell me you can't remember?”

When I remained silent, the coach flew into a rage.

“No, is it really that bad?! While working in this harsh entertainment industry?! Stop joking and hurry up and recall a recent time! There must have been at least one!”

“...When I yawn?”

“We don't call that crying!”

How merciless.

If crying could solve everything in this industry, I would have cried every day. In reality, the moment your eyes well up, you're just marked as a pushover to be cut down.

The coach sighed as if he had given up and scratched the back of his head vigorously. “Hoo... I had high expectations for you, Seo Hoyun... I really enjoyed watching 'Please Take the Camera'.”

“Can't I just use artificial tears?”

“I heard the director is Kang Jeonggun. Not a chance. He's the type who would rather cut the entire scene than have someone squeeze out fake tears.”

Kang Jeonggun, the director of 'Before the Moon Wanes', was widely rumored to be a perfectionist. Although rumors claimed that Kang Jeonggun, who was praised in the film industry, had mellowed after moving to the longer format of dramas, his fundamental nature remained. His nickname was 'Kelp,' a pun on his habit of hounding actors by shouting 'Again!' until he got a satisfactory scene. It was that bad.

I'm screwed...

I thought I just needed to rack up YouTube views with a special appearance, but the more I learned, the harder the Quest seemed. I quickly gave up on winning through acting and started wondering how to increase the view count instead.

Just then, another sigh escaped the coach.

“And above all, you're filming with Min Jiheon. You absolutely cannot be a burden! The moment he steps in front of the camera, everything must be perfect!”

“...Ah, yes.”

“Seriously, every actor wants to work with Min Jiheon at least once. Didn't you feel it while filming 'Please Take the Camera'?!”

“Ah, right, right.”

I tried to brush him off by vaguely agreeing, but the coach showed no signs of stopping.

“He's a monster whose skills improve the more he does it! That's why people who have even dabbled in acting know just how amazing he is. How does he keep improving from there?!”

I pretended to listen intently while discreetly opening the script. I tried to squeeze some moisture from my eyeballs by thinking about my pitiful situation, having to listen to this story and practice acting while I was already busy preparing for the year-end stage.

Naturally, not even 0.1ml came out.

“...—heon is completely different from birth! He's a real genius, I tell you?! Ah! And Seo Hoyun, do you know this?!”

“Yes, I know.”

My reply was meant to shut him up, but it had no effect. The coach continued without missing a beat.

“He's mysterious now, but in his early debut days, his interviews were published quite often! There was even an anecdote about how he started acting, aren't you curious?!”

“I'm not interested.”

“Hup! That's practically a legend?!”

He seemed shocked by my indifference and started the story anyway.

I had already heard the reason he started acting from the man himself, so I was about to ignore the story, which had no value to me. Then, a jarring phrase caught my ear.

“that when Min Jiheon was young, he used to stare into empty space and talk to himself a lot!”

“...What?”

Seeing a proper reaction from me for the first time, the coach grew even more excited and slapped his knee.

“The details weren't fully released, but it was written that because of it, his parents took him to the hospital for quite a long time.”

“......”

“And then, after some time passed, he confessed to his parents that it was all an act! In the end, he was scolded severely for the serious prank, but he said it all became the foundation for who he is today... My goodness, isn't he a genius?”

...I don't think so.

I felt uneasy as I faced the coach, who was showering Min Jiheon with praise, spittle flying from his mouth.

I lost the will to practice and put down the script. The coach, who had been chattering excitedly to himself, glanced at me and poked my side.

“By the way, how did you get close to Min Jiheon?”

“We're not that close.”

“Aww, don't lie. Min Jiheon is famous for not meeting people outside of work, but it seems like he sees you often, Seo Hoyun.”

How does he know that?

At this point, I couldn't tell if he was an acting coach or a die-hard Min Jiheon fan.

“After Daepaseong was acquired by WH Entertainment, I had the super, super, super great honor of coaching Min Jiheon's acting for a very brief time. It was more like I was the one learning, haha!”

“Yeees...”

“Anyway, back then, seeing Min Jiheon holed up in the practice room, completely absorbed, I thought, this person will succeed no matter what he does!”

I raised my phone to check the time and was carelessly tossing the script into my sports bag when a strange word caught my ear.

“Ah, no, that's not right. I did see him meet someone other than his Manager around that time. Just once. It was a woman...”

Sometimes, a trivial thing gets under your skin and bothers you.

Seeing my expression, the coach backed away, waving his hands defensively. “I-It was a coincidence, a coincidence! I'm not a stalker! I just happened to be passing by and saw him talking to someone in a cafe!”

I let go of the zipper pull I was holding and straightened up.

“...When was this?”

“T-That, well. Hmm, it was peak university festival season, so around May?”

A sunken memory surfaced, and my heart began to beat faster.

“What did she look like?”

“Uh... her? Why do you ask?”

“I was wondering if it was someone I might know.”

"Ah..." He had chattered on about useless things so easily, but now he hesitated and answered evasively.

“Uhm, she looked a bit young... and was as pretty as any WH trainee... I think she had a mole under her eye? Ah, I remember Min Jiheon said her name on the phone. It was a bit unusual... Jeong...”

The more I heard the description, the colder my head felt.

“Jeong... Cheong... what was it? Cheongjeonggi? Hahaha, like an air purifier, what a name!”

“......”

“...W-Why are you looking at me so scarily?”

Son of a bitch.

Ignoring the flustered coach, I burst into an empty laugh.

Min Jiheon, that son of a bitch.

Jeong Cheongyeon.

The person he met was the trainee I encountered just before getting swept up in Actor Maker. She was the last person I met before coming to this world, the one who had rained curses down on me.

It was definitely her.
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“Huh, Hyung?”

Min Jiheon stared at me, his eyes wide with surprise.

After the acting coach's story, I claimed I didn't know the person. I stormed out of the practice room and immediately called Min Jiheon to find out where he was. Before I knew it, I was punching in the code to his house. The little white dog that always greeted me first was nowhere in sight. Min Jiheon sat in the middle of the messy living room, surrounded by scattered scripts.

“The doorbell exists for a reason, y'know. Just punching in the code and walking in... you treat this place like your own home, you really do.”

I ignored him and strode forward. Looking haggard, he tilted his head slightly.

“Huh...?”

“......”

“...Why do you look so angry?”

“Min Jiheon.”

“Umm, I haven't done anything recently—aaack!”

I lunged forward, grabbed Min Jiheon's collar with both hands, and yanked him to his feet. The tall bastard went limp, dangling like a paper doll.

“Are you crazy?”

“What—what's wrong with you?!”

This bastard wasn't the type to listen to reason.

They say the law is far, but the fist is near.

“No, are you crazy?! Barging into someone's house and causing a scene like this! You've been so calm lately, why are you suddenly acting like a thug...”

“Jeong Cheongyeon.”

“...—I think I see the reason now...”

Min Jiheon, who had been trembling and squawking while clutching my fists, quickly backed down.

“Tell me everything.”

“Ah, I get it, so just let me go first.”

I shot him a displeased look and shoved him away. Min Jiheon stumbled to the floor and brushed off his collar, sneaking glances at me.

“...Uhm... who did you hear it from...”

“......”

“No, no, that's not what's important right now. I'm sorry.”

Min Jiheon muttered, avoiding my gaze. He clearly had a guilty conscience.

After returning from Actor Maker, I had once asked him over the phone about Jeong Cheongyeon's whereabouts.

At the time, Min Jiheon's answer had been this.

“But, I'm not sure... To be honest, I was out of it back then too... After I took you to the hospital, Hyung, I went back to look for her, but she was gone. It felt like I'd seen a ghost...”

A bastard who lies as easily as he breathes.

“You said you couldn't find her. That you looked, but she was gone.”

“Haha, well, I forgot to tell you... W-Wait! Okay. I'll be honest!”

As I glanced around for something to use, he raised his hands to stop me, his face twisting in reluctance.

“The truth is... I talked with her for a bit after I took you to the hospital. She seemed really confused, so I just got her contact info, told her we'd talk later, and sent her off. I didn't know anything back then, so what else could I do?”

“......”

“Well... I met her once after that, while you were unconscious...”

“......”

“...She couldn't remember anything.”

Min Jiheon sighed deeply and roughly swept back his long bangs.

“She just looked bewildered and said she had no idea why she was there that day. She didn't seem to know anything about you, Hyung.”

It wasn't entirely unexpected that Jeong Cheongyeon wouldn't remember me.

The system at the time had clearly made me run into her on purpose, and it had sent me to Actor Maker.

“Why didn't you tell me until now?”

“What's the point of bringing up someone who doesn't even remember anything?”

“......”

“Besides, it felt awkward getting more involved. When I saw her again, she seemed a bit unstable and was incredibly hostile. She was yelling and snapping at me, even at me... You weren't in a good place then either, Hyung. I thought it'd be better if you two didn't meet...”

I listened to his pathetic excuses for a moment, then held out my hand.

“...Huh?”

I flicked an eyebrow at the flinching Min Jiheon.

“Your phone.”

“...Why?”

“Give me Jeong Cheongyeon's contact info. You said you got it.”

Min Jiheon hesitantly picked up the phone from the table before the sofa, unlocked it, and handed it to me. The wallpaper was a picture of his younger sister, Kang Chaeyeon, with the fluffy Softie. I opened his contacts and found the three characters of Jeong Cheongyeon's name among countless entries.

“...Where did you meet her?”

“...The cafe where she works.”

“Where is it?”

“Near the company...”

The detailed location he gave me was not too far from the new WH Entertainment building. I memorized Jeong Cheongyeon's number and tossed the phone back onto the sofa. Then, ignoring Min Jiheon, who looked like he had much more to say, I walked toward the entrance. A loud question came from behind me.

“Are you going to meet her?”

Who the hell did this bastard think he was, constantly interfering with my actions?

I turned my head in annoyance and looked at Min Jiheon.

“......”

Min Jiheon's shoulders flinched visibly.

“You've been getting on my nerves for a while. Don't cross the line.”

Whether Jeong Cheongyeon is strange, or her memories are gone, or whatever.

“I'll judge for myself.”

I had to confirm it for myself.


"Uuuugh-aaaaah."

"Ughhh..."

One by one, the members of Dawn collapsed.

They still had five year-end stages to prepare, and creating a unique fifteen-minute performance for each was draining them fast.

“Can humans even do this?”

“Well, we're doing it, so...”

“This reminds me of the hell we went through in Second Chance...”

Rolling around as if they were trainees again, everyone looked half-dead.

Kang Ichae, who had been tormented for a long time by the practice room's ruler, Seong Jiwon, whined with a pale face.

“Ugh, my blood sugar's dropping...”

“Is there anything sweet?”

“I haven't been able to leave the company lately because of year-end preparations. Every time I try to go out, Jiwon-hyung tells us to do it again.”

“Where did our human rights gooo?”

True to his name as a Practice Machine, Seong Jiwon was the only one smiling, showing no hint of exhaustion.

“Haha, hmm, should we take a break then?”

“......”

“Please! Hoyun-hyung is dead over there!”

“Be quiet. I'm so tired my head is ringing...”

While the others clamored, I lay alone in a corner with my head buried in my sports bag. Jeong Dajun crept over and poked my arm.

“Hyung, hyung, you're really not gonna show me the script?”

“They said I'll go to jail for spoilers if I show you.”

“What kind of nonsense is that!”

Jeong Dajun's cheeks puffed out.

The truth was, I was hiding it because he would obviously make a huge fuss if he knew one scene was a funeral. The moment the youngest found out, it would be impossible to keep it from the other members.

Fortunately, WH Entertainment seemed to consider it my solo activity and hadn't relayed the detailed situation to the kids.

I forced strength into my sweat-drenched body and willed my trembling legs to move. This was the perfect time.

“I can't take it anymore. I'm getting some fresh air.”

“Can you even stand up?”

I gave Kim Seonghyeon's thigh a light kick for his sarcastic remark. At that, Seong Jiwon half-rose to follow me.

“Hoyun-ah, want me to go with you?”

“It's fine. You must be tired, so get some rest.”

I stepped outside, figuring they wouldn't find a thirty-minute absence suspicious. Through the crack in the door, I could hear Jeong Dajun's whining.

Things like, "Why are you only letting Hoyun-hyung off?" and "I want to get some cold air in my nostrils too."

Hearing Seong Jiwon's amused voice telling him to just leave if he was going to leave, I pulled my cap down low and went up the stairs.

That cafe...

It was a relief it was close.

The System Window, which had been pestering me quite a bit lately, had been quiet ever since I went to see Min Jiheon.

Well, there shouldn't be a problem.

If seeing Jeong Cheongyeon was dangerous, a System Window would have popped up, just like when it warned me not to meet Min Jiheon back then.

The place Min Jiheon mentioned was a cozy, private cafe not far from the company. It was pretty empty, perhaps because it was an odd time in the afternoon.

In my drab sweatsuit and mask, no one paid me any mind.

I slowly scanned the shop's interior, wondering what I should say first.

Even if her memory is gone, she might remember something when she sees me.

I planned to coax her into telling me what she experienced.

As I organized my thoughts and turned toward the menu, Jeong Cheongyeon emerged from a side door carrying small boxes.

“Oh, a customer!”

She spotted me, set the boxes on an empty seat, and hurried over.

“I'm sorry to keep you waiting! I'll take your order.”

With Jeong Cheongyeon right in front of me, the words I had rehearsed vanished.

Her once-long hair, always tied up high, was now cut short at her neck. Her face, once heavily made up, was bare and smooth.

I took in her unfamiliar appearance before quietly pointing at the menu.

“...One citron tea, please.”

“Okay~! Would you like that hot? Is it for takeout?”

“......”

Jeong Cheongyeon handled the POS system with practiced ease.

After a moment's hesitation, I reached for my mask.

At that moment, Jeong Cheongyeon asked another question.

“Sir, would you like a stamp card? You get a free americano after ten stamps.”

“No...”

“Pardon?”

I habitually started to say no but stopped. I could see Jeong Cheongyeon giving me a puzzled look.

With a faint sigh, I pulled down my mask. With my other hand, I took off my cap and ruffled my hair.

“Oh... oh oh! Uwaaah!”

She recognizes me. I knew it.

What does he mean, she doesn't remember?

“Excuse me, Jeong...”

“Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god! Seo Hoyun!”

I was grinding my teeth internally and had just opened my mouth to calm Jeong Cheongyeon down when she covered her mouth with both hands and started jumping up and down.

“No waaaay! Seo Hoyun! My friend is a huge fan! I can't believe I'm seeing you here! I swear, the moment you walked in, I thought I'd seen you somewhere before! This is crazy, what do I do!”

“......”

“Oh, oh, oh, I'm sorry, was I too loud?!”

Jeong Cheongyeon glanced around quickly, stamped a coupon card multiple times, and lowered her voice.

“I heard the WH building was around here, and it must be true! I never thought I'd see such a famous idol here, though! Please, please come back to collect stamps. This one's on the house! We're a private cafe, so we use really good beans. It tastes great! I'd love to brag that you're a regular, but~. Oh, right, your citron tea! I'll get it right away. Just a moment.”

I couldn't find a trace of the hurt, on-edge trainee Jeong Cheongyeon in her friendly, polite demeanor.

“...Yeah.”

It seemed pointless to force the conversation. I started to leave, but my feet felt heavy.

“...The atmosphere here is really nice. Do you run this place yourself?”

I asked Jeong Cheongyeon as she transferred what looked like homemade citron marmalade into a disposable cup.

“Gosh, where would I get the money for that? It's one of my aunt's cafes, but I've been the full-time Manager for almost five years, so I guess you could say I'm the one in charge.”

Five years. Even excluding my time as an idol, that was a long time.

Min Jiheon's autograph was displayed on the wall by a clock.

“Thank you, please come again~!”

I took the warm citron tea from Jeong Cheongyeon and walked out of the shop.

She looked like she was hoping for my autograph, but I wasn't composed enough to be that brazen.

I put my cap back on, walked down the street, and ducked into a narrow, deserted alley to take a deep breath.

No matter how good an actor Min Jiheon was, he couldn't turn someone else into an acting genius overnight. In other words, he had told me the truth.

Jeong Cheongyeon had really lost her memories.


Chapter 380

I returned to the company, put away the barely warm citron tea, and went back to the practice room. The members were as noisy and boisterous as ever.

“Hoyun-ah, have a good shoot!”

After running through the performance a few more times, I headed to the underground parking lot for my special appearance schedule. The Manager was delayed gathering the director's courtesy gift, so I got into the van first and sank into a seat.

Fatigue washed over me like along with the encroaching darkness.

I could fall asleep just by closing my eyes.

I leaned my head against the window. The chill on my skin helped chase away the drowsiness. I wanted to check the script one more time before resting. However, because I was alone in a quiet place, the thought of Jeong Cheongyeon surfaced again and brought a headache with it.

“Haa...”

It wasn't surprising that the system could manipulate anyone it pleased, not just me. It was a bit surprising that the target now included Jeong Cheongyeon, whom I never expected to see, but it wasn't an important matter as long as it didn't affect my future.

What bothered me more than any of that was something else.

“...Good grief.”

Jeong Cheongyeon looked much happier now that she had escaped her trainee status after her appearance on my show was erased.

Didn't she say she'd sell her soul just to debut?

The image of the brightly smiling present-day Jeong Cheongyeon overlapped with her younger, more venomous self.

I didn't regret what I had done. Even if I went back in time, I would have edited it the same way, spurred on by her request.

However, seeing the gentle Jeong Cheongyeon, I couldn't stop the tangle of emotions that rose and fell within me.

Just as my thoughts deepened,

DRRRK.

The van door suddenly slid open.

“......”

It was Kang Ichae.

He immediately started searching between the seats, acting as if he didn't notice me at all.

“What is it? Why?”

“Uhuh~, I left my game console in the van.”

He gestured for me to move to the side seat, then took my spot and began rummaging through everything, front and back.

“Here it is.”

Kang Ichae searched next to the basket that was always full of candy, found the game console, and pulled it out. Then, instead of leaving, he plopped down heavily.

I put up a wall of caution and narrowed my eyes, studying him.

What's with him now?

Did he find out I met Jeong Cheongyeon?

No, there's no reason for him to find out.

I had managed my expression well enough. I even deliberately played around with the maknae. I clung to Kim Seonghyeon like usual and chuckled while listening to Seong Jiwon's rap.

If he still managed to sense something, he should've been a fortune teller in Gangnam, not an idol.

“...Hyung, I just heard from Manager-nim...”

I focused on Kang Ichae's lips, bracing myself for what he was about to say.

“The scene you're filming is a funeral, right?”

“...Ah.”

What actually reached me, however, was his cautious concern.

Kang Ichae tapped the game console's joystick with his fingertip and asked.

“Will you be okay?”

Instead of telling him it was better than being banned from video media for a year, I put on the sly smile Min Jiheon makes when he's scheming.

“Why? Are you worried about your hyung?”

“Yeah.”

“......”

...Our Ichae, you've gotten so honest.

I realized my tricks wouldn't work on him anymore, so I dropped my smile and waved my hand dismissively.

“There are a ton of other special guest stars. I'll probably be on screen for about three seconds. The shoot will be over in a flash.”

Kang Ichae looked unconvinced. His gaze dropped as he asked.

“Then, hyung, when are you coming back?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Okay.”

I watched Kang Ichae obediently get out of the van, then closed my eyes. Soon, I felt the door close with a thud.

He's leaving.

I felt uneasy about how obedient he was, when I expected him to say something more. Just then, I heard a knock, knock.

I moved my eyes toward the sound and saw Kang Ichae, who had returned, gesturing for me to open the window.

“You know, I don't really like it when you act.”

What's with this sudden, random confession?

“Come back quickly. I hate being alone.”

...Aha.

I had unintentionally isolated Kang Ichae for nearly a year in Actor Maker. My long-lost conscience would suddenly make its presence known whenever he showed remnants of that time.

Kang Ichae scratched his head awkwardly, hesitated for a moment, then started to leave.

“...Hey, Kang Ichae.”

After briefly debating whether to just let him go, I called out to Kang Ichae.

I grabbed a handful of candy and held it out. Kang Ichae accepted it, looking bewildered.

“You were whining that you ran out of candy during practice. Take this, at least.”

Kang Ichae blinked.

“Ah, and make sure you eat your meals.”

Then I raised the window again.

In this day and age, you can't even make a child happy with just candy, but I didn't want to send him away empty-handed.

I sighed and leaned back against the seat.


“Ah, Hoyun. Thanks for coming.”

The filming for 'Before the Moon Wanes' took place at a set near Gyeonggi Province.

I greeted every staff member I saw. It must have been break time, because Director Kang Jeonggun was outside. Our eyes met, and he raised a hand in acknowledgment first. I also hurriedly bowed my head.

“The atmosphere last time was pretty bad... I had a separate talk with that employee. I gave him a stern warning, so there shouldn't be any more trouble. I'm sorry about that.”

“Not at all, it's fine.”

“And there's one more thing I have to apologize for...”

He explained sheepishly that Min Jiheon's scenes were taking longer than expected, causing all the subsequent scenes to be delayed.

“Why? Is there a problem with the equipment?”

I had worked with Min Jiheon twice already, so I knew very well how he operated.

He never faltered in any performance, so the set always wrapped up quickly. Thanks to that, praise from the staff always followed Min Jiheon like a bonus.

“Um, that's not it...”

The director had gone back inside for filming. The assistant director spoke on his behalf, answering in a cautious whisper.

“...Um, Min Jiheon keeps making NGs.”

“What?”

That 'Min Jiheon'?

As I furrowed my brows in disbelief, the assistant director led me to a corner of the set.

Against a backdrop decorated as a funeral hall, Min Jiheon stood in a black turtleneck, looking haggard. He offered an apology to the actor opposite him with an awkward smile. The other actor shook his head in surprise, insisting it was really okay.

Meanwhile, the director checked the previously filmed footage. He stroked his chin with a serious expression and spoke to Min Jiheon.

“...Min Jiheon, this part needs to be a little more...”

From the looks of it, there didn't seem to be any particular problem aside from Min Jiheon's complexion.

“What scene are they filming that's so serious?”

The assistant director laughed awkwardly and said quietly.

“Scene 27. It's a relatively simple part...”

I opened the script in my hand and found the part marked '#27'. It was the scene where the rookie detective 'Kang Joohwan', who follows the protagonist 'Won Jaewook' around, is shocked to learn about his spiritual abilities.

[Kang Joohwan: What, you've been like that since birth? H-how... Does your family know? Don't they think it's strange?

Won Jaewook: (Casually) Is it strange? My family understands everything... They're good people, right?]

“Alright, let's go again!”

While I examined the content, filming started again.

Normally, reshooting the same scene over and over would fill the set with the staff's sighs, but since it was Min Jiheon, famous for never making NGs, who was fumbling his acting, everyone stared as if they were witnessing a miracle, unable to look away.

“What, you've been like that since birth? H-how... Does your family know? Don't they think it's strange?”

Min Jiheon's gaze slowly turned to the other actor. At the same time, all the cameras focused on him.

“Is it strange?”

A calm voice followed, but I could feel a strange edge to it.

“My family understands everything, you know?”

Min Jiheon's drooping eyes lifted slightly, and the corners of his mouth twisted crookedly.

“They're such good people, aren't they?”

The director called cut and slapped his forehead. Min Jiheon's expression immediately became docile.

“...Min Jiheon...”

“...Yeees.”

“You read the stage directions carefully, right? This isn't a sarcastic scene.”

“I'm sorry. I'll do it again.”

“Please get it right this time.”

Min Jiheon bowed in all directions before approaching the other actor. It seemed he was apologizing again. However, the actor in question seemed thrilled to be able to act with Min Jiheon for longer.

...Hmm.

Even when they started again, Min Jiheon was the same.

When his tone was right, his gaze was off. When his gaze was right, his expression was a mess.

Sensing that the shoot would drag on, I took a seat at a temporary table set up on one side of the set.

It's fascinating to see him struggle like this.

I stared blankly at the scene with my chin in my hand. Then I noticed a script on the empty chair next to me. I opened it. It seemed to be Min Jiheon's, as only 'Won Jaewook's lines were highlighted. Moreover, he had meticulously jotted down his own opinions as notes here and there.

Why can't he act even after all this?

The guy who played other roles so easily.

SWISH, I flipped through the pages, and they naturally stopped at one spot. It was as if it was the most frequently opened page, leaving a mark.

It happened to be the scene Min Jiheon was currently filming.

Above the line he was messing up countless times, a single phrase was scrawled in handwriting with a heavy, pressing pressure.

What's this crap?

.

.

.

“Great work, everyone. We need to prepare the set for the next shoot, so let's take a short break!”

At the assistant director's shout, the staff began to move busily.

After talking with the director for a moment, I wandered around the set. When Min Jiheon needed to practice his acting, he would usually spend time alone where no one was around.

When I reached the vending machine I had spotted earlier, quite a distance away, I finally faced a very annoyed Min Jiheon.

“Min Jiheon.”

He must have been chugging caffeine, as several paper cups were stacked next to him.

I rummaged through my pockets and asked.

“...Got any coins?”

“......”

He surprisingly held his wallet out obediently. I snatched the whole thing from him and pushed the coins into the vending machine's slot.

Even while I pressed the button for Pine Bud Drink and waited, Min Jiheon said nothing.

Tsk.

To think he's in this state.

Judging from his past work on 'Please Take the Camera' and 'Dead after Hope', Min Jiheon wasn't the type to get this irritated from fatigue or emotional triggers from a role.

Looking at Min Jiheon slumping his shoulders with a menacing glare, I nudged his leg with the tip of my foot.

“Hey, shitty actor.”

That remark seemed to piss him off. Min Jiheon blew his bangs away with a 'hoo'.
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Min Jiheon faced the lonely wind and let out a faint, belated laugh.

“...Yeah, I've done some reflecting.”

It was amusing to see the guy who always wore a mischievous smile and evasively answered questions looking so dejected.

“About what? How you suck at acting?”

“No, about how I messed with you during PTTC. Having your own story turned into a drama, it really sucks.”

“You only get it once it happens to you, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so. I'm sorry.”

I don't know what he made of my persistent stare, but Min Jiheon mumbled an excuse.

“...Don't look at me so pathetically. I have to be convinced to be able to act.”

“I heard you even played a role where you were in love with a frog.”

“The feeling of deeply loving something wasn't that difficult. The object of affection just happened to be a frog.”

I was about to retort, asking what kind of bizarre nonsense that was, but for some reason, the thought of Lee Jihyeon made me shut my mouth.

He lowered his gaze and continued sullenly.

“And honestly, the environment of the protagonist in 'Before the Moon Wanes' doesn't make sense from a common-sense perspective. Even though he's a kid who sees strange things, the people around him accept it so naturally. So I mentioned to Writer Kim Sookhee-nim a few times that the plot seemed a bit weak.”

“......”

“And you know what the writer said? That the character is the lucky type. That there are people in the world who are born lucky and don't have to go through such things. ...What was I supposed to say to that?”

One corner of Min Jiheon's mouth lifted as if recalling that moment.

“Ah, yes... I see.”

“......”

He let out a deep sigh, as if he was more frustrated with himself for saying it.

These were things I had never experienced, and I couldn't particularly sympathize or understand. I had no intention of comforting him, but there was one point I needed to address.

“...Well, I guess that can happen, but you have a younger sibling, too.”

“So what?”

What came back, however, was a sharp, edgy reply.

“She doesn't know anything. How could I tell her something like this unless I was crazy?”

As I stared at him with my arms crossed, Min Jiheon needlessly tapped the stack of paper cups with his fingertip and said.

“...Do you know what I thought when I first saw her?”

That she was lovable?

During the filming of Dead after Hope, my feelings for my own brother were so intense I couldn't get a grip. Min Jiheon had come over and pestered me, listing things about his own younger sister. Putting it all together, that was the only conclusion I could reach.

“Ah... so annoying.”

“...What?”

“It was, 'This is so damn annoying it's twisting my insides.' We're supposed to be half of the same blood, but what do you know. She was perfectly fine.”

I was dumbfounded.

In my head, the Min Jiheon who had said things like 'her fern-like fingers wriggled...' and 'that was the first time I knew a scent that was the literal meaning of warmth existed...' was still vivid.

“Didn't you say that the moment you saw your sister, you were filled with love for the world?”

“Did I say that? I don't remember.”

You did. In Actor Maker.

Min Jiheon rolled his eyes and added nonchalantly.

“I was probably just messing with you, hyung.”

“......”

Can I just punch this bastard?

“Anyway, you crazy bastard...”

And I can't even prove I actually heard it.

As I was just clicking my tongue, Min Jiheon let out a small laugh beside me.

“What made you believe that? I don't know what I said, but my sister and I aren't that close. She hates me, you know.”

I ran a hand through my unstyled hair, meant to look natural, and sighed.

“You're almost thirty, can't you use your head like an adult?”

“What?”

“Your sister likes you. You should take a teenager's grumbling as a sign of affection, what are you doing?”

Min Jiheon, who had been blinking in surprise, soon broke into a gentle smile. Then, looking a bit more relaxed, he leaned his upper body against the side of the vending machine and faced me directly.

“...What? Are you trying to cheer me up?”

What part of what I just said and did suggested that?

“I know I'm twisted. That the world isn't always fair, and that I was just a really, really unlucky case. Anyway, were you really worried about me? You're someone who never speaks informally in a place like this.”

“Get lost.”

He didn't flinch at my harsh attitude and just grinned.

“I see why you're so popular, hyung.”

I raised an eyebrow as if to ask what he meant. Min Jiheon lifted his index finger, slightly red from the cold, and poked me lightly in the chest.

“You say the thing people want to hear most, at just the right time.”

I slapped his hand away and asked.

“What's with you these days?”

“......”

The guy rubbed the back of his hand as if it hurt, tilted his head slightly, and looked at me.

“I'm asking why you're going around doing useless things.”

Until now, you've only been a bystander or only helped when my life was on the line, but lately, you seem to be trying to eliminate all variables in advance.

Like preventing me from appearing in this useless drama, or stopping me from meeting Jeong Cheongyeon.

You might even be pulling more strings behind the scenes.

“Hyung, can't you try to say things a little more nicely?”

Min Jiheon grumbled and awkwardly avoided my gaze.

“...It's just an impulse.”

And he said in a low voice.

“I got the script a few months ago. As I delved into the character, I thought a lot about you, hyung. I figured it must have been really hard for you.”

“......”

He shrugged once and met my gaze calmly.

“It's my own way of cheering you on. Telling you not to have any lingering attachments and leave the brother you'd die for alone for too long.”

Even though I was so thoroughly deceived recently, the words coming from Min Jiheon's mouth right now didn't sound like a lie.

I let out a small laugh and retorted.

“Why? Because that's something only guys who are unlucky from birth do?”

“...Ayy.”

Min Jiheon flicked his hand, snatched the cup of cold Pine Bud Drink from my hand, and downed it in one gulp.

“...Let's just say I don't want to interfere with someone who's already made up their mind. So just do as your heart tells you, without hesitation.”

With a playful smile, he cleaned up his own paper cup and threw it in the trash. Then, as if to change the mood, he looked at me and added one more thing.

“Wow, I guess I like you more than I thought, hyung. Seeing as I'm telling you all this.”

.

.

.

After changing into a black suit and returning to the set, the funeral altar was already filled with white chrysanthemums and seasonal flowers.

A wardrobe staff member attached an armband with two black stripes to my left arm.

At this rate, there was no point in Min Jiheon going through the trouble of changing the script. Whether I was the son or the nephew, the fact that I was standing here as a chief mourner was the same.

Perhaps having gotten a heads-up from the acting coach, the Manager worriedly asked if I was okay with filming a crying scene like this. I just smirked and stepped into the camera's angle. In truth, I didn't have a proper solution either.

The staff, anticipating the start of filming, fell silent in an instant.

“33, 1, 1.”

CLAP!

The slate clapped, and a red light on the camera turned on.

The extras playing the mourners approached me. I gave them a silent nod with a weary expression.

However, for some reason, I couldn't immerse myself in the acting. It was even more so as I looked at the photo of the unfamiliar figure surrounded by white flowers.

The moment one of the mourners lit an incense stick and was about to place it in the incense burner,

“...Ah, sorry. Sorry. Let's go again.”

The signal to stop filming came from Director Kang Jeonggun.

It seemed he wasn't satisfied with some of the camera positions and was reassigning them.

I hadn't even done anything serious yet, but I felt a little frustrated.

“Seo Hoyun, I'm sorry. Just one more time...”

I nodded along to the director's voice, but I couldn't hear what he was saying. It was because the memories I had kept hidden were flooding in between his words.

I only realized filming had resumed when a mourner came very close. In an instant, the thick scent of incense hit my nose.

“Telling you not to have any lingering attachments and leave the brother you'd die for alone for too long.”

I was grateful for Min Jiheon's consideration, but there was one thing he was mistaken about.

The person, having finished two bows in front of the portrait, turned and bowed to me.

Even if I have lingering attachments, what can I do about it?

The ten-year-old Seo Hojin, whose eyes were red and raw from crying, is still so vivid in my mind.

I also bent my knees and bowed in return.

“I don't know what to say... My deepest condolences.”

I let my gaze fall and faintly tugged at the corners of my mouth.

“Thank you for coming.”

At the same time, Director Kang Jeonggun's cut signal fell.

For some reason, the attention of not only the extras but also the staff and everyone on set was focused on me.

We'll have to shoot this again.

Just in case, I wiped my cheek with the back of my hand. It was dry.

As expected, there was no way a miracle would suddenly happen.

I waited in place for a moment. When there was no reaction, I walked over to Director Kang Jeonggun, who was monitoring, to get some feedback. The atmosphere was even more serious than when Min Jiheon was making NGs.

The director just stared intently at the screen, while the assistant director and other staff members whispered amongst themselves.

“He didn't shed any tears, what should we do?”

“...Hmm, right...”

Just as I thought. It was obvious the situation was fucked.

At that moment, Director Kang Jeonggun, who was scratching his head, spotted me and gestured.

“Ah, Seo Hoyun, just now.”

“......”

I was seriously considering using eye drops, but the director's expression softened as our eyes met.

“It was unexpected, but I think we got something amazing. I was debating whether to shoot it again, but I think it's much better to just go with this.”

“...What?”

“This is the most satisfying part of today's shoot. I really like it.”

He laughed heartily, patting my shoulder, then discussed the next scene with the assistant director.

I took a step back and slowly moved away from the funeral hall. Only then did the heavy feeling in my chest seem to lighten a little.

Just then, Min Jiheon, who had been watching from among the staff, approached with his eyes curved into crescents.

“Shall we get going, then?”

The following scene was one where Min Jiheon performed an exorcism as he brushed past me in the funeral hall corridor.

Although we repeated it a few times, Min Jiheon, who had been whining just a few hours ago, surprisingly got into character quickly. Thanks to that, the shoot was able to wrap up early.

“Now I can go home and rest... It's gotten so late. I'm sorry, Seo Hoyun.”

“Not at all. You've worked really hard.”

“And if you ever think about becoming a full-time actor later, give me a call. I'll be the first to film you.”

I just smiled at Director Kang Jeonggun's business-like comment.

I was about to head to the van, but Min Jiheon, who had regained some of his energy, called out to me.

“Wait a moment, Seo Hoyun.”

I wasn't thrilled, but I stopped. He brought his lips close to my ear and whispered.

Listening to what he said, I narrowed my eyes before returning to a blank expression and bidding him farewell.

“Yes, Senior. Thank you for today.”

“Yes, you worked hard too, Seo Hoyun.”

After bowing repeatedly to the staff, I finally boarded the van and slumped into my seat. The shoot wasn't that long, but I was as tired as if I had performed three or four stages in a row.

I reclined the seat as far back as it would go and closed my eyes. A moment later, the driver's side door opened.

“Hoyun-ah, good wor—, ah, you're sleeping...”

The Manager came in humming after giving the gift to Director Kang Jeonggun. He saw me and quickly shut his mouth. Soon, the engine started, and I heard him mutter.

“...Why is this kid so dried up?”


“Hoyun-hyung, give us some spoilers!!!”

“......”

“Hngh!!”

Due to my tight schedule, I had to head straight to the studio where the members were gathered as soon as I arrived in Seoul.

The moment I opened the door, Jeong Dajun rushed at me.

“I'm really, really, really curious about how it went! Manager-nim said, like, you were totally amazing, hyung?! He said everyone forgot to even breathe and just stared at you!”

“Bouncy, stop exaggerating~.”

“...Stooop.”

I pinched the maknae's lips shut with my thumb and forefinger. Jeong Dajun grumbled that he'd check it on TV later while dodging my hand. He stretched out his arms and held up the magazine he was hugging to his chest.

“Look at this! This month's MQ Magazine cover is insane! I think they matched the atmosphere to his role in 'Before the Moon Wanes'!!”

Any Korean would know that the normal thing to do when you see a sofa is to lie down on it. I ignored his story and focused on sprawling out to chase away my fatigue, but Jeong Dajun insisted on shoving the magazine in my face.

I could see Min Jiheon strolling on a bridge on a dark night, with lights twinkling like fireflies in the distance and white snow fluttering down.



He was smiling, but perhaps because of the black waves shimmering on the other side, a gloomy feeling seemed to seep out.

His face was indeed flawlessly smooth, but the words he'd said just before we parted came to mind, and I felt a surge of irritation for no reason.

“Get that out of my face right now.”

“What, why are you angry?”

"Let me see, let me see?"

Kang Ichae, who had been perched on the armrest of the sofa by my feet, popped a candy into his mouth and sauntered over.

“Let me see too.”

“It's no joke, can't you already feel the dignity of the character??”

“Ooh~! Senior is so handsome.”

It was a compliment completely devoid of soul, but Jeong Dajun nodded with a pleased face. As if he had already forgotten that I'd scolded him, Jeong Dajun started chattering again, full of anticipation for the drama. Kang Ichae giggled and played along.

As I watched them, Min Jiheon's whisper from that time echoed in my ears.

“I know you're the type to not care about the means to an end, hyung. You'll probably do whatever it takes to get what you want. Because that's the kind of person you are.”

At that moment, I turned my head and my eyes met Kang Ichae's head-on.

“But be careful with Kang Ichae.”

He looked slightly puzzled, but then his eyes curved into a wide smile.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“In my opinion, I think he's going to cause some real trouble one day.”
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[Title: Did you guys watch episodes 1 & 2 of Before the Moon Wanes

It's seriously insane

The actors, directing, and writing, what's with this perfect trifecta

It's like they took Exorcism and sprinkled a ton of Min Jiheon's handsomeness all over it

This ship is guaranteed to sail

Kim Sookhee... you are my god

└ It started out light and comedic, but by the end of the episode, it made me cry...ㅠㅠㅠㅠ So damn good

└ I was a little worried it would be too niche, but after seeing Min Jiheon's acting, all my worries disappeared. Holy shit, it's amazing

└ In a recent magazine interview, he said this was the hardest role he's ever played... and now I see why

└└ I love Min Jiheon's character gap ㅜㅜ He doesn't show much emotional fluctuation, but the glimpses of his pure side were nice, and then seeing him be merciless to villains just drew me in even more. So sexy ㅜㅜ]

In 'Before the Moon Wanes', Min Jiheon played the character 'Won Jaewook', who was endlessly innocent in some ways and mercilessly harsh as a blade in others. This contrast provided viewers with great entertainment and, at times, immense catharsis.

[Maybe it's because the director and writer are such an intense combo, but the final product turned out incredibly well.]

Amidst all this, the information about cameos scheduled for 'Before the Moon Wanes' caught the public's attention most.

[PD Lee Jeonghun

He finally appeared... When the rumors were going around, I just ignored them, thinking they were bullshit, but I screamed when I saw it was real.]

As if aiming for early buzz, special appearances followed one after another in episodes 1 and 2.

Seo Hoyun was no exception.

The rookie detective, 'Kang Joohwan', realized 'Won Jaewook' was an extraordinary individual after a minor incident. Kang Joohwan started following Won Jaewook around like gum on a shoe to solve a cold case. One place they passed through was a funeral hall, which was the scene where 'Lee Jeonghun', played by Seo Hoyun, appeared.

【Hey, why on earth did we come here?】

As Kang Joohwan chattered behind him, Won Jaewook waved a hand dismissively, annoyed. Won Jaewook, walking ahead, signed the guest register at the entrance and stepped inside.

In a space filled with weeping, one person stood alone among the people in black suits, exuding an out-of-place aura. The armband on the man's left arm marked him as the chief mourner as he stared endlessly at the floor.

【...】

Sensing someone's approach, his head slowly lifted.

The camera simultaneously closed in on his bloodshot eyes, which looked like he had not slept well. Light slowly seeped into his dazed pupils, which seemed to wander through the past. A mixture of exhaustion and anger surged within him.

【I don't know what to say... My deepest condolences.】

The man had seemed consumed by his own emotions just moments before while listening to the visitor's condolences. He tilted his chin and twisted his lips. The corners of his chapped lips drew into a smooth arc.

【Thank you for coming.】

His tone was overly detached.

Won Jaewook, who had been watching him, turned and walked back outside.

【Is the person you wanted to meet that chief mourner over there?】

【...No, the one I'm here to see is his uncle.】

Won Jaewook slowly swept his hair back. He seemed to sense something and quickly shifted his gaze toward the funeral hall's entrance.

【...If you mean his uncle... isn't he the deceased... the reason for this funeral?】

【Mm.】

Then, he slightly raised the corner of his mouth and pointed somewhere with his index finger.

【But it looks like we can just follow that person.】

Following his finger, the man with the chief mourner's armband, their subject of observation, was coming outside.

Won Jaewook raised his index finger to his lips, then stealthily followed the man. Won Jaewook gradually picked up his pace, closed in on the man, and lightly tapped his shoulder. A blue energy rippled from the empty air before quickly vanishing. The man's cold gaze landed on Won Jaewook instead.

Won Jaewook smiled sheepishly and held up both hands.

【Ah... sorry, I thought you were someone I knew.】

The man rolled his eyes as if a flash of irritation surged through him, then left with a sigh.

Kang Joohwan appeared a moment later, his jaw dropped as he made a fuss.

【Whoa, whoa, look at that glare! See the goosebumps on my arm? He looks like he could actually kill someone~. B-But what did you just do?】

【I caught the uncle.】

【...W-What?!】

Kang Joohwan pressed him with a horrified face, demanding to know what he meant, but Won Jaewook only laughed meaningfully before the screen transitioned. More comedic scenes followed, and the episode ended with a preview for the next one.

On the same day, after the drama ended, a video was uploaded to the official YouTube channel for 'Before the Moon Wanes'.

❬Wait, hyung, why are you here...? Can't you act with Min Jiheon again? ㅜㅜ Cameo compilation♡ #Before the Moon Wanes ❭

[3:01 Is this person a rookie actor? His acting is too good for that

└ No, that's Seo Hoyun

└└ An idol?

└└ OMG holy shit, you're right

└└ He looks completely different from when he's on stage, I didn't recognize him;;]

[Seo Hoyun's acting is insane... His total screen time probably isn't even 5 minutes, but he's completely seared into my brain

└ The writer said the original script had him crying, but the director called OK on the first take right after filming it.

└└ Yeah, his eyes already said it all ㅇㅇ]

[Honestly, it's a waste for him to only be an idol]

[This was the best scene I've seen recently. I hope our PD Jeonghun gets to do a proper drama or movie again sometime.]

The video surpassed one million views less than 48 hours after its release.

The delighted production team then released behind-the-scenes stories about Min Jiheon and the cameos.

[Title: Heard Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun were close, and it seems to be true

Summary of the new video:

1.

Min: Aren't you cold dressed so lightly, Seo Hoyun?

Seo: Are you going to give me that hot pack if I say I am?

Min: (Confused expression) Nope?

Seo: (Dumbfounded) Then why did you ask?

They both look at each other weirdly ㅋㅋ

2.

Min: Gamjatang after we finish filming?

Seo: I have to go back to the dorm.

Min: I'm so hurt...

Seo: You'll forget all about it once the food arrives.

Min: That's true, but...

The staff around them burst out laughing

After that, they shared some inside jokes, but I was genuinely flustered when I heard Min Jiheon's puppy misses Seo Hoyun so much it just stares at the front door...

└ Ah, the atmosphere on set is so good ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Min Jiheon is somehow more affectionate than usual

└└ Yeah ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He seems to get along with the other cameos too, but those two really give off best friend vibes. Their bickering is so cute...ㅠㅠ]

At that time, not everyone was basking in happiness.

[Trash drama]

The majority of The Dawn's fans ground their teeth at Daepaseong and WH Entertainment. They already knew Seo Hoyun's family history because of Shining Star Season 2.

[Trash production company

Trash writer

Trash agency...]

[FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK Are you insane? Did you really have to tell him to film something like that? The CEO should just get shot and die.]

[The moment Seo Hoyun appeared, I started sobbing in my living room... My family was confused and asked why I was crying when it wasn't even a sad scene.]

[It's harder because he's so good at acting...]

As if it were a matter of course, posts mocking Noeul's opinions and tearing into Seo Hoyun appeared alongside them.

[Ah, here we go again with the 'my baby is the most pitiful' bugs. Seo Hoyun must have been fine with it, that's why he said OK. You shouldn't worry about celebrities. Think how much money he's getting for filming that ㅋ]

[Seo Hoyun, you running out of money? Suddenly selling your family tragedy again?]

[What was he thinking while filming this? If he had a brain, shouldn't he have known to avoid something like this... It's a little scary.]

The Dawn's fans, filled with rage, did not hold back.

[Give me your address so I can come kill you]

[Cameos usually don't even get paid, you fucker. Keep running your mouth acting like you know everything about the entertainment industry until you get a lawsuit and have to show up at the police station. Just you wait, you bastards.]

[thinkingaboutfuckingcrackingyourheadopen]

Just as the atmosphere grew more hostile, WH Entertainment posted a notice about legal action against the infringement of their artist's rights. The Noeuls who saw it tried to calm their hearts. Although WH Entertainment lacked communication with fans, the company was well-known for thoroughly managing its artists and had a history of taking swift legal action against malicious commenters.

The Dawn's fans tried to find solace in that fact and had only one wish for Seo Hoyun.

[Don't suffer, just look at good things, Hoyun-ah...]


[Quest Completed!

You have successfully appeared as a cameo in the blockbuster Letflix drama 'Before the Moon Wanes' and achieved 1 million YouTube clip views within 2 weeks.

You have been awarded 10,000 points for your success.]

I had successfully completed the Quest.

Up to that point, there were no problems.

However,

Why is the atmosphere like this?

After I finished the schedule for 'Before the Moon Wanes', and with the first episode's broadcast just around the corner, Jeong Dajun had been singing the praises of watching the premiere together.

However, Kang Ichae uncharacteristically shot down the suggestion. Kang Ichae claimed he was busy with work, which made the sulking youngest's mouth clamp shut.

Last night, Jeong Dajun seemed to be watching the rerun on his phone under his blanket via an OTT platform app. Soon, the sound of him sobbing his heart out filled the room.

“What's wrong? Why are you crying?”

My eyebrows furrowed. I groggily sat up and lifted the youngest's blanket. I had been dead tired when I fell asleep and was quite displeased at being woken up against my will.

“Hyung... hic, I-I'm so sorry for whining all the time... Hwaaaaaa.”

“You being so loud right now is more annoying.”

As I looked for my earplugs, I saw Jeong Dajun weeping with snot dangling from his nose. I threw a box of tissues at him and lay back down in bed.

The next morning, Jeong Dajun's eyes had inevitably swollen up like macarons.

Shit, why did the penalty have to be something like that.

It was not even a significant part, just a scene that passed in an instant, so I had not thought much of it.

It was not even a role that demanded incredible acting skills. All I did was stand there and leave.

Before we headed out for our morning schedule, we all sat around the table for breakfast for the first time in a while. Everyone's chopsticks seemed to move sluggishly.

“Ah... h-have some of this too, Hoyun-ah.”

“Okay.”

Even so, they watched how quickly my bowl emptied and kept moving side dishes onto my plate.

I watched him for a moment before scooping some soup with my spoon. Kim Seonghyeon, who had just been counting rice grains, hesitantly spoke up.

“S-So, you know. We watched the drama yesterday...”

“......”

“...Phu-heung.”

Instantly, Jeong Dajun's eyes malfunctioned again, and tears began to stream down.

I let out a deep sigh. I felt more mentally and physically exhausted than when I was working.

“Let's stop talking about it.”

“Okay, I will.”

“...Right.”

Everyone nodded.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had a troubled expression, repeatedly pushed the plate of meat toward me.

Seong Jiwon observed the members, then turned on the TV to try and change the mood. With awful timing, 'Before the Moon Wanes' appeared on the screen.

“Phu-heuk.”

Jeong Dajun buried his face in his soup bowl as if to hide.

Kang Ichae's shoulders twitched. He acted awkwardly as if he had not seen anything. A startled Seong Jiwon fumbled with the remote a few times before hastily changing the channel.

“Ah, uh... this, this one looks more fun!”

This time, a preview for 'Let's Go on a School Trip!' was showing.

“Wow! I wonder what's going to happen?”

“Jiwon-hyung, that's the show we filmed...”

Watching the awkward guys, a sigh escaped me automatically.

I was the first to get up from my chair and return to my room. The screen of my phone, which I had tossed on the bed, flashed nonstop with text and call notifications from early in the morning.

There were messages from Joo Woosung, Lim Hyeonsu, and a whole variety of people.

I tapped the contact name at the very top, Seo Hojin.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: You're an idiot, hyung]

I replied, telling him to study instead of sending useless texts, and scanned through the other messages.

Then, I found Lee Jihyeon's name and checked the message.

[Lee Jihyeon: Seo Hoyun, are you interested in a part-time job at the company cafe? ☺]


Chapter 383

A few days later, we gathered in the WH Entertainment meeting room.

【A Real-Life Part-Time Job Experience for My Boys!】

I sat down and immediately looked at Lee Jihyeon. She was already shoving a PowerPoint presentation onto the projector screen.

“What is this?”

Isn't self-produced content about part-time jobs a bit too cliché?

“Is this content idea really any good? Haven't we done quite a few part-time jobs already?”

“Well, most idols don't work part-time at a fish market, so the vibe won't overlap, and what the fans want to see is a little different.”

She wasn't wrong. I leaned back deep in my chair and signaled for her to continue.

Lee Jihyeon flipped to the next slide and explained.

“As I planned this, I realized my own preferences might have gotten in the way. Because of that, The Dawn has rarely filmed typical self-produced content. I'm reflecting on that.”

“Aha...”

Lee Jihyeon clapped her hands once to get the members' attention and continued her brief explanation. The plan was simple. We would film the 'part-time job' content that fans wanted to see, set in a cafe.

“Me, me, me! I really want to do it!”

Jeong Dajun was the first to vote in favor of the plan. He looked ready to be an inflatable tube man in front of a barbecue restaurant if it meant escaping the hellish year-end stages.

“Shall we split into teams then?”

She explained we would draw lots for two teams. Two people would run the 'store' at the cafe inside the WH Entertainment building. Three people would handle 'delivery,' bringing drinks directly to employees.

I was about to check my slip of paper, but Kim Seonghyeon, who hadn't even unfolded his own, peeked at mine.

“Ah, Seo Hoyun is in the cafe.”

He then looked over Seong Jiwon's, Kang Ichae's, and Jeong Dajun's slips in order before slapping a hand to his forehead.

“...I'll just volunteer for the cafe team.”

It seemed none of the others were cut out for cafe work.

I thought the filming would be postponed, but Lee Jihyeon had no intention of wasting our rare, empty schedule. She had us change into white shirts and half-wrap aprons and started rolling the cameras immediately.

“Have you ever worked a part-time job?”

“......”

“Right, that's that...”

I had worked part-time giving special lectures at a school and tutoring during vacation, but no record of that existed in this world. Kim Seonghyeon, unaware, just shook his head and pushed me toward the counter.

While a cafe employee taught me the POS system, the manager taught Kim Seonghyeon how to make drinks. He must have had prior cafe experience, because he understood everything perfectly after just a brief explanation.

“We're now open for business!” Lee Jihyeon shouted after she finished instructing the delivery team.

The deliberately placed curtain was drawn back, and WH Entertainment employees flooded in. While I greeted them and took orders, Seong Jiwon, Jeong Dajun, and Kang Ichae huddled in a corner, put their heads together, and started whispering.

Then, with his chin held high, Jeong Dajun strode over and slyly took a spot at the end of the line.

When our youngest member finally arrived in front of me, I delivered the line I had memorized.

“...Yes, sir. I'll take your order.”

“Uh, I'll have! Huh?! I only have a thousand won, wait a sec!”

Jeong Dajun frantically searched his pockets, apologized to the people behind him, and scurried over to Seong Jiwon to whine. He returned to the counter clutching a crumpled thousand-won bill and a crisp five-thousand-won bill, then shouted.

“Me, me, me! Hello! I'd like a warm Iced americano! A warm Iced americano!”

“Sir, do you know what 'Iced americano' means?”

“A warm and cold americano!”

“...Do you know how to speak Korean?”

“Hurry, hurry! I said give me a nice, warm Iced americano!”

Jeong Dajun switched into tantrum mode. I glanced at Kim Seonghyeon, who was rinsing a blender in the back. As if reading my mind, our leader understood. He filled the portafilter with ground beans, attached it to the machine, and extracted the coffee.

Kim Seonghyeon filled a cup with ice and water, added the two shots of espresso, and handed the finished drink to me.

I stood in front of Jeong Dajun, popped the cap off a marker with my teeth, wrote on the corner of the transparent cup, and held it out.

“Hoyun-hyung, what's the point of just writing 'HOT' on it! It's full of floating ice!”

“I wrote that because you're hot.”

“Ugh...!”

Jeong Dajun, who was about to throw a fit like a rampaging elephant, looked secretly pleased. He hesitated, then backed away.

Next was Seong Jiwon's turn. I nodded for him to order, and he reflexively smiled.

“Uhm... I'll have a vanilla latte without the vanilla syrup and—”

“Yes, a regular latte.”

“and your number. Haha.”

“Jiwon-ah, I'm going to get angry.”

“Ah, yeah, sorry...”

Seong Jiwon looked so dejected over such a small thing that I inwardly clicked my tongue. I scribbled my number on the corner of the receipt and tossed it to him. Seong Jiwon blinked as he caught it, his face lighting up. He ran over to Kim Seonghyeon to show it off. I could see Kim Seonghyeon retort with a confused expression, asking what the point was of getting a number he already knew.

That takes care of Seong Jiwon, more or less.

I didn't let my guard down and shifted my gaze to the last person.

Kang Ichae leaned against the wall, his expression clearly displeased with the situation. He leisurely pushed himself off the wall, walked slowly toward me, and looked me up and down. His lips curled into a smirk.

“Oho, this cafe is pretty nice,” Kang Ichae said with a greasy smile.

“Then I'll have a white mocha shake base, with half the java chips blended and the other half on top, five pumps of mocha syrup, plus four pumps of hazelnut syrup... oh, wait! No, make the hazelnut syrup three pumps, please. My tastes have changed a tiny bit recently~.”

“...How will you be paying?”

“By card.”

He pulled out a character coin purse Jeong Dajun had forced him to buy in Japan, took out a card, and grinned.

I felt bewildered by the suspicious order. Just as I was about to relay it to Kim Seonghyeon,

“We have an order. A white mocha sha—”

“Eheeey.”

Kang Ichae leaned his upper body over the counter, almost vaulting over it, and grabbed my arm.

“Not that big hyung over there. I want the hyung who took my order to make it for me~.”

“Sir, you can't specify which employee makes your drink.”

“Hoyun-hyung, you should know just how difficult it is to make what you usually drink.”

This pain in the ass, seriously.

I glanced at the staff members filming diligently around us, ground my teeth, and mentally flipped him off as I trudged over to Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon sighed deeply as he watched me struggle with the portafilter. It was already prepped and just needed to be inserted into the machine. “...Mr. Seo Hoyun, who can do anything, what are you doing right now?”

“I'm showing my human side.”

“You and your words...”

Somehow, I made the drink exactly as Kang Ichae ordered, though Kim Seonghyeon did ninety percent of the work. For the final touch, I tried to add whipped cream, but it wouldn't come out. I shook the can and pressed the button, but it exploded, splattering cream all over my hands and face.

“Here's the drink you ordered.”

THUD!

I slammed the cup down, looking like a frowning Santa Claus. Kang Ichae, who had been watching my struggle and giggling with the youngest, casually remarked, “You drink it, hyung.”

“What?”

“My life is bitter enough as it is, so an americano is plenty sweet for me.”

Fuck, is my life some pink cotton candy then?

I chugged the now-lukewarm iced coffee that had taken so long to make. Meanwhile, Kang Ichae took the steaming americano Kim Seonghyeon had prepared and leisurely disappeared with Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon.

I could only glare at the spot where they had left, chanting 'we're filming' like a mantra. Kim Seonghyeon nudged me with his elbow.

“Hey, hey, there's no way Kang Ichae would drink something like that. You're the only one who eats things this sweet.”

He then snatched the empty cup from my hand and walked to the sink.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and turned to take the next order. A murmur spread through the staff, followed by a familiar voice.

“Hello, what are you filming here? Oh, Mr. Seo Hoyun?”

Chae Jeongwoo emerged from the crowd.

“What are you doing here?”

“Working a part-time job.”

“A part-time job?” Chae Jeongwoo chuckled, amused.

A moment later, Kim Seonghyeon spotted him, hastily ripped off his red rubber gloves, and bowed at a ninety-degree angle. Just then, the other Black Call members appeared one by one.

“Wow~, it's Mr. Seo Hoyun?”

“Ooh, our Kim Seonghyeon~ is here too. You been well?”

Even for WH Entertainment employees, one Black Call member was enough to make them glance over. With four of them swarming the place—Chae Jeongwoo, Jeon Saeyoung, Lee Beomhyeon, and Lee Hanjoo—even the other customers kept their distance, as if behind an invisible barrier.

Kim Seonghyeon, a devout follower of Joo Woosung, looked around cautiously and asked quietly, “But... um, what about Ju Woosung-sunbaenim?”

“Ahh, the practice room. Once Woosung-hyung holes up in there, he usually doesn't come out. Says it's a hassle.”

At Jeon Saeyoung's answer, Kim Seonghyeon's eyebrows drooped slightly. I was about to change the subject to lift the mood when Chae Jeongwoo suddenly held up his phone.

“...What are you doing?”

“A fancam.”

At a time like this?

I wanted to say something, but as a junior with no power, I could only furrow my brow briefly before relaxing it.

Meanwhile, Jeon Saeyoung stroked his chin while perusing the menu and chimed in slyly.

“Hey handsome hyung-nim, what's good here? Give me a recommendation.”

“We're famous for our bottled water.”

“Ahaha, you're funny.”

It seemed the entire company had gathered to see Black Call, as the crowd of onlookers grew larger. It was obvious that a flood of orders would rush in once they left.

I sincerely hoped they would show the courtesy of a group order and pick one item, but after a long chat, Jeon Saeyoung, Lee Beomhyeon, and Lee Hanjoo each ordered a different, complicated, and time-consuming drink.

Chae Jeongwoo, who was texting on his phone beside them, paused and said, “I'll just have a hot chamomile tea.”

At least Chae Jeongwoo has some conscience.

“Yes, I'll ring you up.”

“By any chance, when does your shift end? How about a drink after~?”

“I'm not planning on clocking out for the rest of my life.”

They seemed past the age where they'd laugh at a rolling leaf, but Black Call burst out laughing.

Just then, Chae Jeongwoo leaned toward Lee Hanjoo and whispered in his ear. Lee Hanjoo's eyes widened. He nodded, then draped an arm over Jeon Saeyoung's shoulder with a mischievous smile, as if hanging off him.

“If you pick the most handsome member among us, we'll pay with that person's card!”

Part-time jobs are fucking hard...

It was obvious one wrong choice would send me straight to hell. While I contemplated how to escape, Lee Beomhyeon spoke up urgently before I could.

“No, Jeon Saeyoung, Hanjoo-yah! Calm down! This is a question that could make Mr. Seo Hoyun uncomfortable! We're filming, too.”

Wow. A guy with his head screwed on straight.

“How about who you respect the most among us instead?”

Never mind.

I didn't know him well, but the fact that Lee Beomhyeon was a member of Black Call meant he was no ordinary person.

“Ooh! That's a great idea?!”

“I like it, I agree! That's absolutely perfect~.”

Go away, you bastards. I'm already tired enough.

The flood of orders trickled to a stop because of Black Call. Kim Seonghyeon, having no intention of stopping his respected seniors, openly plopped down next to me to watch, grinning.

“What are you doing, Seo Hoyun. Hurry up and choose.”

Four cards were lined up on the counter. I pretended to play along, waving my hand back and forth over them before randomly picking one up.

“Ooh~~!”

“Yeeeah~!!”

Simultaneously, Lee Beomhyeon's face turned bright red while gasps of admiration erupted from the other Black Call members.

“Kuh, as expected of Lee Beomhyeon-noona~.”

It must have been Lee Beomhyeon's card.

Lee Hanjoo clapped loudly and joked around.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun respects our Beomhyeon~. The most in our company~.”

“Mr. Seo Hoyun, ahh, and I had no idea...” Jeon Saeyoung and Chae Jeongwoo joined in the chorus of approval.

If I had a pair of scissors, I would have cut up all those black cards and thrown them on the floor.

However, the best way to deal with these pains in the ass was to get rid of them as quickly and quietly as possible. I swallowed a sigh and tried to act nonchalant.

“Yes, please wait over there...”

No, I tried to brush it off.

The moment I took the card to complete the payment,

“WAIT!!!”

BANG!

A figure pushed through the crowd, slammed his hands on the counter, and panted heavily.

“Hah, cough, heok...”

The person who lifted his head was Joo Woosung, his hair a mess from dance practice.

“How dare these guys try to drink sy...rup-filled drinks without me...”

He just cursed, didn't he?

While the Black Call members snickered and laughed, Joo Woosung shot them a sharp glare. He pushed Lee Beomhyeon's card aside and pulled a card from his own wallet to hold out.

Then he met my eyes and forcefully enunciated every word.

“You know whose card you're supposed to pick, right?”

Fuck, can't I just pay with my own card?
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Four pairs of eyes sparkled with anticipation, one pair burned fiercely, and countless other curious gazes fixed on me.

I sighed quietly, stuck my hand in my back pocket, and pulled out my card. I inserted it into the card reader.

“...27,600 won. I'll pay.”

The members of Black Call had looks of utter confusion on their faces. Conscious of the camera, I smiled brightly.

“I wanted to treat my seniors.”

“...Aha...”

Chae Jeongwoo exclaimed in delayed admiration.

“So the person you respect the most is yourself, right? Love myself. That's cool.”

“My, my. As expected of Seo Hoyun.”

Jeon Saeyoung played along, smirking and wagging his index finger.

I thought Black Call would be mature, but they aren't at all.

Maybe it was because they knew WH Entertainment would edit everything nicely, or maybe they were just experienced enough, but their words and actions were completely unrestrained.

“Respect? Weren't we just picking the most handsome person?”

Joo Woosung threw a fit, acting like someone who had rushed over just for a card draw, and tilted his head up stiffly.

Hearing him, Lee Hanjoo tilted his head.

“Huh? What are you talking about? We followed Senior Beomhyeon's suggestion and changed it to the member we respect the most...”

“What? Hey! Then you should have picked me even more!”

Seeing Joo Woosung acting so frantic, I could guess what words had been used to lure him here.

No wonder Chae Jeongwoo had been uncharacteristically holding his phone the whole time.

Lee Hanjoo narrowed his eyes and asked Joo Woosung, “So, Senior Woosung, did you run out of the practice room just because you wanted to be called handsome?”

“N-no, that's...”

A flustered Joo Woosung took a step back from the Black Call members.

Then Lee Beomhyeon strode forward and grabbed his shoulder.

“...Senior Woosung, is your self-esteem low these days? To think you'd run all the way here just to hear something like that... Don't your fans tell you you're handsome?”

“...Hyung, Senior Woosung is handsome~.”

“He's handsome~.”

Jeon Saeyoung and Lee Hanjoo whispered loudly on purpose, as if to say they should at least do it amongst themselves.

With his face flushed red, Joo Woosung tried to act nonchalant as he shouted, “O-of course I still hear it! Why are you guys looking at me so pitifully!”

“Joo Woosung.”

Chae Jeongwoo pressed his index finger firmly against Joo Woosung's lips to shut him up, a seemingly familiar gesture.

“Stop being so loud and let's go. The more you open your mouth, the weirder you look.”

After giving me a smiling-eyed greeting, Chae Jeongwoo grabbed the scruff of Joo Woosung's neck and led the way. The other Black Call members trotted along behind him.

A moment later, everyone except Joo Woosung received their drinks in disposable cups and returned to the practice room. Only Joo Woosung, holding a mug, moved stealthily to a camera blind spot and settled down.

Figuring he would go back on his own, I stopped paying attention and focused on my part-time job.

I took orders from about a dozen people in a row, and Kim Seonghyeon endlessly pulled espresso shots. Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun, and Seong Jiwon also bustled back and forth in the cafe.

Just as the number of customers finally started to dwindle, Lee Jihyeon informed me that not much time remained for the scheduled filming.

Only after a now-relaxed Kim Seonghyeon glanced over at Joo Woosung with some excitement while making a few more drinks, and after the three members who had gone out for deliveries returned, could we finally begin the closing remarks for this tedious and difficult self-produced content.

“Good work, everyone~.”

“Yes, good work~.”

The red light on the camera turned off, and the staff busily began to pack up.

Onlookers still surrounded the area, but many had left compared to the beginning.

I walked to a corner of the cafe. Joo Woosung had already fallen asleep, slumped over. I tapped his back with my fingertips.

“......”

He immediately lifted his eyelids and groggily pushed his upper body up.

“Aren't you going back to practice?”

“Ugh... I don't wanna go back...”

Since when does madman act all cute?

I rubbed my arm, which was covered in goosebumps, and brought up the topic that had bothered me ever since I ran into Black Call.

“Are you making a comeback next year?”

“How did you know?”

“Of course I know. Who wouldn't, seeing you all gathered like that?”

These were people who had scattered for individual schedules after announcing a temporary hiatus. If a clip of all of Black Call together was revealed through The Dawn's self-produced content, rumors about a comeback next year would surely spread like wildfire.

“Should we edit Black Call out of this self-produced content?”

“Ah, it's fine, it's fine. Seeing how that bastard Chae Jeongwoo brazenly waltzed in with the members even with the cameras rolling, he probably did it on purpose because he secretly wanted to drop a hint.”

Chae Jeongwoo is definitely better at managing fans than Joo Woosung, or even me.

I was once again amazed that he had calculated everything in an instant and acted with that intention from the very beginning.

Joo Woosung, who was rubbing under his nose with his index finger, lowered his gaze and muttered, “He's just antsy to get back on stage. He should be taking better care of his own health.”

“...How are practices?”

“A total mess. It's been so long, nothing's in sync. We're grinding away at it, but... Ah, but Lee Hanjoo, that kid is hilarious. He fell over during choreography and then asked if he could take a break since he was already down, you know?”

For someone who was grumbling, Joo Woosung's face was flushed with excitement.

What is he, a coy teenager going through puberty?

He couldn't hide his affection, yet he still grumbled with his mouth.

His solo activities weren't bad, but he looked more natural and radiant now, preparing an album with his members.

“We're coming back next year, huh? You guys won't even see the shadow of a Grand Prize.”

“......”

“If you miss it this time, it's really over for good. Aigoo, what a shame, I feel so bad for you!”

...Fuck, he'd be much more pleasant to look at if he'd just cut the bullshit.

I'll let it slide this time. It's not the first or second time that bastard has acted up.

Just as I was about to generously show him mercy, Joo Woosung grinned and covered my eyes with his palm.

“Hoyun-ah. Now, what do you see?”

“...I can't see anything.”

“Right. That's your future.”

Since people were still bustling around, I maintained my smile, clenched my teeth, and spoke like a ventriloquist.

“I hope a huge discord rumor breaks out with your Black Call members.”

“Sorry, but that's already happened.”

The guy, who was giggling with an expression similar to Chae Jeongwoo's, tapped my shoulder a couple of times and left the cafe.

I clicked my tongue inwardly and decided I should also drop by the practice room with the kids. The year-end stages were just around the corner. Thinking I'd grab them each another drink, I headed toward the counter, but Kang Yeonhu was walking down the hallway from the direction of the elevators.

Is he okay now?

After the K-Pop concert in Japan, we hadn't even run into each other at the company. I didn't have any particular business with him, so I was about to let it go, but a sudden mischievous urge took over and I called out to Kang Yeonhu.

“Senior Yeonhu!”

Kang Yeonhu's rapidly moving feet stopped for a moment.

Even though he was quite far away, I could clearly see Kang Yeonhu's eyes trembling uncontrollably.

I raised my voice even louder.

“Hyung, it's been a while!!”

Seeing familiar staff members scattered about, packing up equipment, Kang Yeonhu assumed filming was still going on and trudged over with the eyes of someone being led to the slaughterhouse.

The Dawn members, who had already realized Kang Yeonhu was nearby from my voice, bowed their heads in greeting. It was as if 'There goes Seo Hoyun again' was written on all of their faces, but I ignored them and raised the corners of my mouth.

“I missed you.”

“...Hello... haha, what are you doing here...?”

Kang Yeonhu replied, trying to sound calm, while his eyes darted around busily.

“We're filming.”

“Aah, ah... wh-what kind of filming? The Dawn's self-produced content? A recording?”

“Oh, does it look like a recording?”

Kang Yeonhu's fair skin instantly turned ashen. Even in the confusing situation, he quickly tried to assess his surroundings.

I crossed my arms and leisurely waited for Kang Yeonhu to reach a conclusion.

Too few staff for a live broadcast, folded tripods, and most importantly, cameras without their red lights on.

“...It's a recording, right? Is it already over?”

“It's been over for a while, but I'll still take you as a customer, Kang Yeonhu.”

“Ah, really...”

His shoulders slumped as if the tension had drained out of him, and Kang Yeonhu grumbled.

“Please stop teasing people... I thought it was live, my heart almost dropped.”

“......”

“'Kay'...”

“What do you want to drink?”

As I acted nonchalantly with a bright smile, Kang Yeonhu, who had been sighing, hesitated for a moment before mumbling softly.

“Chamomile tea.”

He's drinking the same thing as Chae Jeongwoo.

I tore open one of those expensive tea bags, threw it into a disposable cup, filled it with hot water, and handed it to Kang Yeonhu. I thought he would disappear right after taking it, but Kang Yeonhu just fiddled with the cup in his hands.

“...Seo Hoyun... but. How did you do that back then?”

“......”

“I mean, at the... K-Pop concert. When I hurt my ankle.”

Then he lifted his gaze from his fingertips and looked straight at me.

It was in moments like this that his unnecessarily upright and firm character was revealed.

“I was at the point where I'd scream if I moved even a little, but after you sprayed that pain relief on me, I suddenly became so fine that I could dance without any problem...”

I know, I know.

After returning to Korea, I had checked High Five's performance while monitoring the stage recordings.

The moves that Kang Yeonhu must have repeated endlessly were clean and elegant.

“...I guess the medicine was just really effective?”

As if dissatisfied with my answer, Kang Yeonhu's nose wrinkled.

“Do you think I'm an idiot? I tried everything too, but nothing worked... What was it, really?”

I stared at Kang Yeonhu for a moment before bursting into laughter.

“This is a little embarrassing.”

“...Yes?”

“Is this, by any chance, the new trendy way to confess your feelings?”

Kang Yeonhu looked bewildered, as if he didn't understand what I was saying.

“'My pain completely disappeared after a junior I cherish sprayed a pain relief patch on me once...' Hmm. I guess it's more novel than the cliché 'Thanks for your help, can you spare some time for dinner?'”

“W-Wh-what?”

His face instantly turned beet red with bewilderment and embarrassment.

“No, no, no! It's not like that, I'm saying something was strange. It looked like a normal spray on the outside, but I couldn't find the brand anywhere...”

“Yeees, yeees.”

“...Forget it! It's my fault for asking you, Seo Hoyun!”

Scratching the back of his head, Kang Yeonhu couldn't hide his lingering suspicion.

He was definitely smart and quite perceptive. However, he was too rational.

That's why he could easily get close to the answer, but couldn't quite grasp the problem once it deviated from common sense.

Besides, whenever I acted shamelessly, he would get embarrassed and clam up, which made him easy to handle.

“...Anyway, I... thank you.”

He scratched his reddened cheek.

“I finished well, thanks to you. Whether it was the Placebo Effect or something else. Anyway, the result was good.”

After bowing, Kang Yeonhu, who was about to leave with his chamomile tea, turned back and asked.

“By the way, none of my members have passed by here, have they? You know it's risky to mention High Five in The Dawn's self-produced content at a time like this, right?”

“Well, I don't know. I think my answer might change depending on your attitude, Kang Yeonhu.”

“......”


Around mid-November, the first part of 'Let's Go on a School Trip' was finally broadcast.

Despite WH Entertainment's strict censorship, Kim Heeyeong produced a masterpiece of a variety show with her amazing editing skills.

Thanks to her, reviews and reactions to the program poured in from various online communities and social media.

[Title: Hey guys, did you watch Let's Go on a School Trip

Let's Go on a School Trip had so much drama around it.

I've been out of the K-Pop scene for a while, so I was like, 'Hey, hey... a great clash of male idols, my heart is pounding―!' ㅋ. I watched it just to see the drama unfold...

but huh

It's surprisingly harmless and fucking cute.

└ You read my mind

└ I love that there's a next part. PD Kim is really milking WH for all it's worth ㅋ

└ The boys are so cute ㅋㅋ]

[Title: I know a lot of people are gonna hate on this variety show but

I like it because it's cute...

I'm so excited for the next part coming out next week...

└ Me too... I was planning to curse it out when it aired, but it was unexpectedly not bad...

└ I saw a lot of people dissing the male idols for fooling around, saying they have no sense ㅋ. So what, are the boys supposed to just sit there like statues? ㅋ Hey, idols are people too.

└└ They're just working hard at what their company tells them to do...

└ I'm just tired of this... The static is less severe because the boys are the type not to show it, but how long do we have to keep them in check? T_T ㅋ

└└ That's the fate of popular idols...

└└ Actually, sometimes it's thrilling...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: They made good use of BC

Instead of editing it as H5+TD, they focused a lot on BC + each group.

The difference in their weight class is huge...

They did a good job of framing it as juniors who like and respect BC, so it doesn't feel disjointed ㅋ

└ I haven't seen many Bloys fans hating on this ㅋ

└ Yeah, and BC fans are so starved for content they're grateful for anything ㅠ I want to grab them by the collar and demand a stage performance, but this is because Jeongwoo is sick...

└└ Chae Jeongwoo managed his image so well that it's extremely rare to see anyone dissing him ㅋㅋ even though they're basically taking a year off because of him

└└ What bullshit is this? When did WH ever confirm that? They didn't. Stop spouting your headcanon like it's a fact ㅋ

└ The editing was good... for real...]

Amidst all this, there was one team that was receiving the most attention from the public.

[Title: I don't know anything about idols but I watched Let's Go on a School Trip

The SeoMinKangJoo team is insane

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋ that's what I'm saying ㅋㅋ

└ Ah, just seeing their team name makes me laugh]

It was, of course, the SeoMinKangJoo team – Seo Hoyun, Min Jiheon, Kang Yeonhu, and Joo Woosung.


Chapter 385

Even after excluding members absent for other schedules, each team had one person left over. After everyone gathered at the meeting spot, a random draw selected one person from each team. They formed a spare team with Min Jiheon.

Joo Woosung, Kang Yeonhu, Seo Hoyun, and Min Jiheon stood side by side. The strange team name 'SeoMinKangJoo' appeared as a caption below them.

[Heol, crazy, a team of four for real? How can a random draw be this perfect?]

The members had no particular connection to one another, other than being part of WH Entertainment.

The only common ground, if any, was that Joo Woosung, Kang Yeonhu, and Min Jiheon had each been on a broadcast with Seo Hoyun before.

So, in the early part of the program, most viewers' reactions were limited to thinking it was just an interesting combination.

“...Joo Woosung, hello...”

“Ah, yes, hello. Min Jiheon...”

As soon as they finished their greetings, they immediately turned their heads in opposite directions and stared into the distance.

【The very busy Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung haven't gotten close yet.】

Short clips of Min Jiheon's passionate acting and Joo Woosung's solo performance flashed by, as if supporting the caption.

Afterward, the sorting of the other teams continued.

In the meantime, the SeoMinKangJoo team occasionally appeared on screen. Whenever they did, Kang Yeonhu, stuck between Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung, was the only one looking restless.

“Uh, Senior, I'll get it...”

“Hm? No, no, it's okay~.”

When Min Jiheon got up from his chair looking for water, Kang Yeonhu also shot up and fidgeted, making a fuss. He wasn't helpful in the slightest.

Joo Woosung, who had been watching him with lazy indifference, hooked his foot on Kang Yeonhu's chair leg. He pulled it closer and gestured for him to relax. Kang Yeonhu's eyes trembled as if an earthquake had struck.

“Hey, just sit.”

“Ah, ah, uh, yes.”

【A rookie's portrait.jpg】

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, it looks like he's trying to do something, but he's not actually doing anything at all ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kang Yeonhu shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ so pitiful ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I mean, if it were me, they'd be really hard to deal with too... Even if there isn't a big age gap with Kang Yeonhu, it's 'Joo Woosung' and 'Min Jiheon'ㅋㅋㅋ They're the two top figures in the industry right now]

[A celebrity's celebrity...ㄷㄷ]

While people deeply sympathized with Kang Yeonhu's position, their eyes naturally shifted to Seo Hoyun, who stood expressionlessly beside them.

【Min Jiheon, who finally succeeded in getting water, carefully returns to his seat...!】

“...Seo Hoyun, here.”

“Thank you.”

Min Jiheon returned after visiting the other teams, bending low to avoid the camera. The camera captured him handing a bottle to Seo Hoyun. Seo Hoyun, as usual, bowed politely.

However, that was all. He wasn't anxious or flustered like Kang Yeonhu.

Even when Joo Woosung put an arm around his shoulders, or when Min Jiheon poked him and cracked jokes, he simply remained calm and responded nonchalantly.

【Is this person... a seasoned veteran who's been through it all?】

[What's with this kid's confidence?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[They said he was something else, and it's true. He's so confident.]

[But in the first place, Seo Hoyun is super close with Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Huh, for real??

└└ Yeah, there are still people who don't know... He's especially famous for being best friends with Joo Woosung!

└└ Isn't he actually being extra polite right now because he's in front of the camera?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just then, Min Jiheon pulled his chair forward slightly and spoke.

“Alright, alright, should we decide on our team name?!”

The faces of Joo Woosung, Kang Yeonhu, and Seo Hoyun, all looking like uninterested Tibetan foxes, drifted by. Among them, only Min Jiheon grinned excitedly.

“How about SeoMinKangJoo, using our last names?!”

The camera angle panned past Kang Yeonhu, who forced the corners of his mouth up, and Joo Woosung's incredulous gaze. It then zoomed in sharply on Seo Hoyun.

[Ah, Seo Hoyun is cursing with his eyes ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, I heard our Hoyun didn't even get that mad when his stage name was HouHou, but he must really hate SeoMinKangJoo]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Min Jiheon is taking that murderous aura head-on and still just grinning ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Is Joo Woosung really mouthing 'endure it, endure it' next to him?]

The first mission, 'Conditional Run', quickly began. Seo Hoyun, who had stayed in his spot while Joo Woosung was constantly called away, was summoned by Seong Jiwon. He rushed out with a pleased look, without even checking the condition on the note.

It was belatedly revealed that Seong Jiwon's mission was to bring 'the most shameless person here'. The entire cast burst into laughter.

Seo Hoyun showed no reaction, as if in shock, then soon turned and trudged back.

“Hoyun, I respect you too. Being handsome and shameless is your obvious charm, ahaha!”

“Pfft, Senior Min Jiheon, you have a great sense of humor.”

“It's Fun Fun, right?”

“Bwahaha!”

However, it was one thing after another.

Back with the team, Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon, who had been awkward with each other, had suddenly become close friends. They giggled as they teamed up to tease Seo Hoyun.

【The two of them, showcasing high-class gags worthy of a department head at a mid-sized company...】

Kang Yeonhu, who had also been called away by Chae Jeongwoo, witnessed the situation a step too late. He tried to pretend he hadn't heard and averted his gaze.

Seo Hoyun closed his eyes and took a deep breath. A scene of a waterfall flowing peacefully was then superimposed behind him.

【The n-th year veteran rookie who has adapted and reached a state of enlightenment.】

As Kang Yeonhu hesitantly sat down, warily checking his surroundings, Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon tapped his arm affectionately.

“Yeonhu, that was a killer joke just now, what'd you think~?”

“Hahaha, wasn't what Min Jiheon said funny?”

“Ha, haha... Yes, uhm, as expected, you have a great sense of humor!”

As Kang Yeonhu replied, his eyes unfocused and the corners of his mouth pulled up as far as they could go. A CG of a bucket of water suddenly dumping on him was added.

【And the 1st-day rookie...】

[Is this a skit?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Shit, Yeonhu is gonna go home and cry]

[Damn, I feel like I'm watching something like 'Surviving the Jungle Called an MZ Generation Company']

The show was edited to make it seem that as Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung's friendship deepened while completing missions, the sense of solidarity between Kang Yeonhu and Seo Hoyun also gradually grew stronger.

Before long, they started the third mission, 'Heart-pounding Ferris Wheel'. Min Jiheon, who had participated as their trump card, was miserably defeated by a food counter-attack. He returned to the team even more sensitive.

Min Jiheon, with a stern expression that didn't suit him, whined about being hungry. The camera cut back and forth between Kang Yeonhu's and Seo Hoyun's faces.

【 - This is it, the rank-and-file employees must survive, no matter what...! - 】

However, contrary to the caption that seemed to show firm resolve, Kang Yeonhu's screams were endless as soon as they entered the haunted house for the penalty.

“I-I'm oka— Aaaargh!”

【But a 1st-day rookie's social life was not easy!】

[Yeonhu...

The more he appears on variety shows, the more his calm and composed image shatters

Ah, of course, I love it]

[Regular people probably see Kang Yeonhu and think, that clumsy and cute kid? But in High Five, he's the quick-witted and reliable head of the family (ㅋ)]

Of course, even then, Seo Hoyun was perfectly calm. It was a famous place with detailed makeup, a cruel backstory, and even people who claimed to have experienced strange phenomena there. Despite this, he approached the props to examine them, scanned every corner with interest, and even started talking to a part-time worker.

“Are you open late at night these days? Or are you working overtime because of us?”

【(Why are you saying that during a 'Horror Hospital' experience)】

Joo Woosung was advising the endlessly screaming Kang Yeonhu to sing a song if he was that scared. Just then, Min Jiheon, who had been quietly following behind, moved close to Seo Hoyun. He whispered with a stiff expression.

Their conversation was drowned out by Kang Yeonhu's voice, but just by looking at Seo Hoyun's expression, it was as if a lightbulb had suddenly appeared over his head.

【The boss's condition doesn't look good...!】

Then, a clip was inserted showing Min Jiheon, who kept losing games and having his snacks taken away.

【In this situation, what should the n-th year veteran, Seo Hoyun, do?!】

Suspenseful BGM started playing, and all sorts of mathematical formulas flashed behind Seo Hoyun. Finally reaching a conclusion, Seo Hoyun shouted loudly.

“What? You're saying Senior Min Jiheon is hungry?”

In a flash, Seo Hoyun overtook Joo Woosung and then sped past everyone to take the lead.

Seo Hoyun gave a light smile to a surprised Kang Yeonhu as he was inadvertently pushed aside. He then strode fearlessly through the haunted house.

【This is the vibe that comes from experience!】

[Wow, look at him take action ha ㄷㄷ]

[Is he crazy?

He took a terrified rookie & a boss in bad shape and sorted everything out in an instant]

“I will always be by your side... Bathed in the warm light of love, let us move forward together.”

【He's even singing the company anthem while following Kang Yeonhu!】

[Shit, what insane social skills ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Amazing, the ultimate ass-kissing skill ㅋㅋㅋㅋ If I were his boss, he'd be a shoo-in for a promotion ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[At this point, isn't he not a rookie?ㅋㅋㅋ큐ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ He's past the assistant manager level, almost a team leader ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[Joo Woosung and Kang Yeonhu quietly singing along beside him are so cute ㅜ

Meanwhile

Min Jiheon is the only one who doesn't know the song, right?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Well, Jiheon was just... Daepaseong's breadwinner...]

A few more minutes passed like that. They found the exit marked 'EXIT', allowing everyone to get out safely.

Cheers and applause erupted from the production staff.

At the same time, the camera briefly caught a glimpse of Seo Hoyun, who responded with a bright smile. He glanced over at Kang Yeonhu, who had collapsed onto the floor as if his legs had given out.

[This man is perfect, right down to the finish...]

Most viewers, who were purely enjoying the show as a variety program, were unaware of the rivalries between idols. They happily immersed themselves in the 'rookie's social life' frame created by the editing.

[The combination of a rookie who thinks, 'Gasp, I must have done something terribly wrong,' when scolded by a boss, and the jaded n-th year veteran who thinks, 'Ah, fuck off.'... So damn good...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah shit, so relatable ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Did you say Yeonhu? Shit ㅜㅜㅜ It's like watching myself a year ago, makes me want to cheer for him so much ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ It's tough... company life...]

[The way Min Jiheon pats everyone on the back at the end, asking if they're okay and suggesting they go eat, even mentioning gamjatang, gives off such 'our department head' vibes...]

[Look at Joo Woosung watching Seo Hoyun's actions with a pleased face as if he's proud of him ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ It instantly brings to mind a senior-junior relationship at a company. I fucking love it!!!!!!]

In the short preview for the next episode, the focus seemed to be more on the charms of each group rather than the 'SeoMinKangJoo team'.

[Yeah... whether you're an idol or whatever, life is the same for everyone...]

[I hope these four do a year-end special stage together]

[No way, their pay grades have gone up. If you call all of them together, you'll go bankrupt ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

People who had experienced an unexpectedly fun time through 'Let's Go on a School Trip' basked in the afterglow. While they thought it was unlikely, they sincerely wished to see the combination of Min Jiheon, Joo Woosung, Kang Yeonhu, and Seo Hoyun again somewhere.


“Ugh, it's so, so, so cold.”

In the period when schools bustled with noise after the CSATs had ended, the first snow of the year appeared.

Why is it already snowing?

Bloys fiddled with the lukewarm hot pack in her pocket and quickened her pace. She exchanged some small talk with a friend she met at the school gate, then opened the door with the '1-3' nameplate and stepped inside.

She took off her coat, put down her bag, and rubbed her frozen hands together to warm them up. Just then, another friend crept over with her upper body bent. The friend's silver metal glasses frames stood out as if to prove her intelligence. She whispered in a hushed voice.

“Hey, hey, you know my cousin works at WH, right.”

“Yeah, why?”

“She said The Dawn sold coffee at the company cafe this time.”

“Heol, crazy. They must have been filming their own content.”

They work so hard.

A bitter feeling welled up inside her for no reason.

She tried not to be envious of the content The Dawn released daily. It was because Black Call, who were already infrequent with their updates, had recently cut off almost all official activities and news, aside from individual live streams.

It was a relief that they at least appeared on 'Let's Go on a School Trip'.

She had already rewatched it dozens of times, to the point where she knew which scene appeared at what minute and second. She could even recite it like lines from a play.

They're not going to suddenly announce they're enlisting in the military, are they...?

Overwhelmed by a sudden rush of negative thoughts, she slapped her own cheeks hard and opened a book. She thought she should be studying instead. Her goal was to get a perfect score on the CSAT, and she wanted to say in an interview, 'I was able to get here thanks to Black Call!'

As she tried to focus on the words that kept slipping away from her, a certain word from her friend's continuing story caught her ear.

“The official video isn't out yet, but I heard all of Black Call were gathered there...”

“What?!”

“Aren't they preparing for a comeback?!”

“Ha, fuck! The Dawn, thank you so fucking much! Thank you! My babies are alive, after all!”

She resolved to watch The Dawn's self-produced content as soon as it was uploaded.

Seo Hoyun, who always seemed annoying for clinging to Joo Woosung one-sidedly without being much help, felt like a fairy godmother today.

As she firmly stored the schedule in her mind, her friend pushed up her glasses with her index finger, clicked her tongue, and grumbled.

“My boys' pay grade has gone up, so they don't do many regional events these days. Back in the day, their nickname was 'The Dawn Again' because they'd do any and all events... I miss those days...”

“You're so spoiled.”

To say such a thing in front of Bloys, who had been doing nothing but waiting for nearly a year.

They were her first idols, and her entire fangirling experience was colored by Black Call.

“Come to our school... please...”

Bloys gave her anxiously muttering friend a sullen look. She was about to turn her gaze back to her book when she suddenly spotted something out of place beyond the window.

An unfamiliar vehicle was parked in the lot next to the school auditorium. It was a black van.

“......”

Her brow furrowed slightly.

No matter how you looked at it, it was the most suspicious thing she had ever seen.


Chapter 386

SLAM!

“Hey, hey, hey! Did you guys see our homeroom teacher's hair today? He used wax!”

“Yeah, it's hilarious. Is that suit for real? Is he actually going on a blind date? Someone ask him, quick.”

A classmate burst through the front door, shouting loudly and drawing Bloys's attention. She realized it was nothing important and glanced back at the parking lot, but the van was gone. A strange unease settled over her, but she dismissed it and prepared for class.

After morning assembly, the students handed in their phones, and the first period began. She fought through waves of boredom and sleep until, finally, it was almost time for fourth period.

“Hey, are we moving for art class today too?”

“Yeah, they said to come to the art room. I heard there's a special lecture.”

“A special lecture for art at this time of year? Since when was our school so cultured?”

“Ah, who knows. Maybe the lecturer is related to the chairman or something.”

The students grouped up and moved to their elective classes.

Bloys yawned and moved slowly. The class wouldn't affect her grades much, so she sat in the very back and opened a separate math workbook. A photocard of Joo Woosung from his 'Get Over' era slipped out.

She had tried to study the night before but couldn't focus, so she reorganized her photocards instead. It must have gotten stuck there by accident.

“Whoa, what's this? Kang Hyejin, you even have Joo Woosung's debut photocard?”

“Awesome, right?”

“He looks so fresh-faced. What's the market price?”

She laughed and replied that it wasn't very expensive. As a little elementary school kid, however, she had spent all her precious New Year's money and allowance to buy it.

Her friend with the silver glasses followed, pulling a card holder from her pocket.

“Ta-da! If my opponent shows their hand, it's only polite for me to reveal mine, right?”

It was a Seo Hoyun photocard from his 'Second Chance' era.

Its market price was considered on par with Gangnam Banpo Xi.

“You're crazy!!”

“Ah, holy shit!!”

“You-you-you, you didn't have this! How did you get it?!”

Photocards taken by others were usually less valuable than selcas, but that particular photo of Seo Hoyun was so rare and popular that it was still hard to find a place to buy it.

“Well, let's just say I practically begged my mom, signed a slave contract, and put my life on the line to get this card!”

Just as her friend's voice swelled with pride, a strange whisper came from the back of the art room.

“Hmm. Putting your life on the line is a bit much...”

Everyone's eyes followed the sound.

“Seo Hoyun, guarantee us this and that...”

“Guarantee it, guarantee it!”

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun, who had snuck in through the back door, crouched next to Seo Hoyun and protested. They all wore matching white shirts and navy slacks despite the cold day.

Seo Hoyun saw the students frozen in surprise and smirked.

“...Then shall we take a picture together?”

The moment he finished speaking, a deafening scream erupted and shook the school.

“Insane! Insane!”

“Quick, slap my cheek.”

A high school swarming with teenagers was already a jungle, but adding one of the hottest idol groups intensified everything. For a moment, even Bloys was almost swept up in the frenzy.

Soon, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon appeared at the front door. Seo Hoyun stood and led the way down the center aisle, with Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun following to stand beside their members.

“We are the rising dawn, The Dawn! 'The School Bell Goes Ding Ding Ding!' has rung, so shall we all have some fun?!”

No wonder there was an unfamiliar van in the parking lot!

Hearing the fixed opening line from 'The School Bell Goes Ding Ding Ding!', a program K-Pop fans knew as 'Early Admissions Reject', felt like a hard blow to the back of her head.

The show featured idols who secretly visited schools that had applied in advance to create memories for the students.

A few students who had lied and kept their phones quickly pulled them out and started filming. The teacher standing next to The Dawn naturally looked very displeased.

“Aaaah!”

Of course, no one paid any attention.

They were apparently filming minor content in a random classroom before their main performance for the whole school in the auditorium.

“Seonghyeon-ah, aaah!”

“You're so handsomeeee!!”

Her friend with the silver glasses, a Noeul, clearly couldn't miss an opportunity better than a fan sign event. She shot up and shouted.

“Oppa, Hoyun oppa! I'm a 1st Generation Noeul, can you please solve just one math problem for me?!”

Seo Hoyun smiled awkwardly. “Aw, I don't know anything about that.”

“Aww, just once! Please?”

Since when were you interested in math...

However, she kept her mouth shut for her friend's sake.

Seo Hoyun looked at the friend pleading with her index finger raised in prayer, then slowly approached.

“...Hmm, try substituting 1 for x here. Then b becomes 0, so—”

After briefly examining the book her friend pointed to, Seo Hoyun solved the problem in an instant and began explaining the solution.

Her friend's obvious goal was to admire Seo Hoyun's handsome face up close, so she looked flustered at first, but then she became engrossed in the explanation as if she had an epiphany.

“Ooh...”

“Got it?”

...What is this? Why is he so much like a private tutor?

Suddenly, the atmosphere turned into a study session.

“Hmm, this word needs to be pronounced with a long vowel, so it needs an 'oo' sound at the end, which makes this option incorrect...”

Seong Jiwon interpreted the Japanese options, and Kang Ichae explained a difficult English passage.

Kim Seonghyeon also tried to help, but the students only asked him mischievous questions that made his ears turn red.

Jeong Dajun enthusiastically told everyone to ask him anything. After one question, however, he said, “Sorry, I'm an idol...” and sheepishly retreated among the members.

A broadcast staff member checked their watch and shouted, “Alright, alright, the bell is about to ring. Let's hand out the gifts and move quickly before that.”

At that, The Dawn wrapped up what they were doing in an orderly fashion. They split into groups of two and three and started handing out hot packs and candy.

...He really is handsome.

As Bloys, she had never seen a celebrity in person, not even Black Call. Her heart pounded wildly as they drew closer.

Seong Jiwon came right up to her face and asked with a bright smile, “Hello. Would you like a hot pack?”

“......”

A firm refusal came from Bloys's lips.

She realized at that moment that she went deadpan when she was too surprised.

Seong Jiwon's eyebrows furrowed in concern but quickly relaxed. He offered another suggestion with a gentle smile.

“Hmm, then do you like candy? Hoyun and Seonghyeon are handing them out.”

Bloys couldn't bring herself to coldly refuse his kind face, so she hesitated and nodded.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun slowly weaved through the desks, responding to the random things students said to him.

“Hey, hey! I bought this mechanical pencil because this year is the Year of the Black Rabbit!”

“Oh, it's cute. It suits you well.”

“It's your theme, oppa! I agonized so much between a cat and a rabbit!”

“Did you really think of me when you bought it? You're not just saying that?”

“Really, really! I have two, should I give you one?!”

His skill at handling the situation, hitting all the right notes without crossing any lines, was impressive.

So this is why Seo Hoyun is so popular.

Bloys kept glancing at the approaching Seo Hoyun, waiting for her turn.

Her turn came sooner than she expected.

“Here, have some candy. Enjoy it and have a happy day today.”

Until just a moment ago, she had resolved to just take what she was given and act cool.

She was a fan of Black Call. She didn't believe she had anything to gain or take to heart from The Dawn.

“Uh, um...”

Seo Hoyun looked at her, puzzled. “...Hm? Yes?”

She could feel her friends around her filming the situation with their phones.

Nevertheless, Bloys just clutched the candy stick tightly, her lips quivering.

“Ah, well...”

Is Black Call having a comeback? The company keeps sending our boys on overseas events, can't anything be done about it? Why is Joo Woosung closer to you, Seo Hoyun, than his own members? And, and...

“...It's just that...”

...Is our Woosung healthy and not hurting anywhere?

Shit, get a grip, brain.

All the laments she had bottled up erupted in her mind like a volcano, but she could never say them out loud. No matter how true and devoted a fan of Black Call she was, she would become a nuisance the moment she spat those words out.

“...Do the artists at WH... eat well?”

“Pardon?”

And so, out of everything she could have said, a general question about their well-being came out.

“I asked if you all eat well.”

At the random question, Seo Hoyun's head tilted. Then his gaze dropped. She followed it and lowered her head. The Joo Woosung photocard, left on her textbook after The Dawn's sudden appearance, was peeking out.

Agh, this is so embarrassing.

Seo Hoyun chuckled lightly. He clicked the rabbit mechanical pencil he had just received and scribbled something on the corner of her notebook.

“...Well, I think the food in the company cafeteria is quite delicious.”

After replying, he gave a faint smile and moved on to the next student.

Requests for autographs then flooded in from the other students. Seo Hoyun silently signed the gym clothes and pens thrust at him without a hint of annoyance, only stopping when a broadcast staff member intervened.

“We'll see you all in the auditorium. Sorry~.”

The Dawn left the art room before the break bell rang.

The news had already spread. Even though the waiting teachers immediately tried to control the situation, the students, unafraid of demerits, created utter chaos.

In the end, it took quite a while for all the grades to gather in the auditorium and for the performance to begin.

【I'll tell you I love you tomorrow too, maybe

Stop playing with words, I just wanna dance】

From the perspective of another group's fan, The Dawn's subsequent performance was quite good.

“Don't ask, just come out and dance with me, baby!! Like it's our last time!!”

The Dawn performed five stages in a row, including 'Level S2', one of the year's most beloved idol songs.

After it was all over, laughter erupted from all sides when Jeong Dajun mentioned that he got so excited he wanted to throw candy like he was at a school trip talent show.

It doesn't seem like that funny of a joke.

Still, she understood the students' reactions. They were always starved for handsome men.

After finishing all their scheduled activities, The Dawn left the school. They gave a final farewell, telling the students to eat a hearty lunch and study hard.

It was two or three hours at most.

The situation felt as unreal as a daydream. The only thing heard from the dazed students returning to their classrooms was talk of The Dawn.

“Haa, that was seriously crazy.”

“I'm suddenly feeling some school spirit...”

“I... I think I finally get why the third-years are so crazy about Kim Seonghyeon...”

After a little time passed, the students who had regained their senses talked even more animatedly about The Dawn.

Among them were students from other grades who had won Polaroid photos of The Dawn in a lottery.

“On TV, Kang Ichae just seemed like a playful, immature kid, but up close, he had this intimidating older-brother vibe.”

“No, it's not just that. I went to a The Dawn fan sign event about a year and a half ago, and guess what? Kang Ichae remembered it!”

“I heard The Dawn's fan service is damn good...”

After pushing through the crowd, Bloys finally reached her classroom. Her friends gathered around her to continue their chatter. The head teacher of the third grade had shouted from the auditorium entrance for everyone to return to their classrooms, as the delayed lunch order would be announced over the school broadcast.

Her friend with the silver glasses pressed a palm to her flushed forehead, still looking drunk on The Dawn.

“I feel kind of bad, like I'm the only one who became a successful fan. Don't you think Black Call might appear on 'The School Bell Goes Ding Ding Ding!' someday?”

Another friend with a sharp bob cut, who had poked her head in from the side, retorted with disbelief.

“Hey, hey, are you kidding? There's no way. Don't you see the scale of the stadiums Black Call played in during their US promotions? Hyejin can't even dream of it.”

“......”

“Gasp, hey. Hyejin's pissed.”

Bloys, who had been looking at her notebook, turned her sullen eyes toward her friends.

“...Ahaha, Hyejin-ss... sorry.”

“Hah...”

She wasn't particularly angry.

She just had complicated feelings.

Bloys's gaze fell downward again.

Her gaze landed where Seo Hoyun's answer to her question was written.

He's doing well

“...He seems like a good person, which makes it hard for me too.”

“Huhh?”

For a while after that, the members of The Dawn were worshipped like gods at Bloys's school.

Even so, the youngest, Jeong Dajun, was just 'Dajun-ging'.


Chapter 387

Christmas carols already spread through the streets. It was a time when the entire nation was busy wrapping up the year.

The Dawn was also incredibly busy, supplying their own self-produced content and engaging in various activities.

[The saying 'strike while the iron is hot' was made for The Dawn]

[I heard the school in the latest Early Admissions Reject was a friend's school. ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ I'm so jealous, for real. ㅜ]

[Why do only students get to enjoy this kind of infrastructure?

Office workers have feelings too.

Office workers are Noeul too.

Office workers want autographs too.

Come visit our companies too.

Share if you agree.

Give it a boom-up.

└ What does 'boom-up' mean??

└└ (Author) Are you for real?

└ Calm down, auntie...

└└ (Author) Auntie? That's so mean. (*´□')ﾟ How old are you!! Let's bet photocards and have a real-life fight at a PC bang.

└└ I'm 12...

└└ (Author) Ah... I'm sorry... This auntie was being immature...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey, you think they're really 12?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Don't back down so fast. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: The fact that they appeared on Early Admissions Reject already spread everywhere

People kept asking for stories during the live, but they skillfully avoided it, saying it would be a spoiler.

In the end, they changed the subject by asking people to ask for advice instead. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Noeul 1: I want to become a very big problem for you, oppa.

Noeul 2: Have you ever thought that a fan could become your biggest worry?? It can happen, so be prepared.

When the chat flooded with messages like this, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly pretended to drink his beverage with a troubled look. (feat. Kang Ichae, who was cackling beside him and almost fell backward)

Ichae: Let's make it happiness instead of a worry~ You should live seeing only good things. ㅋㅋ

Jiwon: That's right, that's right. haha

Dajun: Woah~~~ That's a great quote.

Ichae: (Pleased)

└ No, why has our Dajun grown up so much? He used to be so good at giving spoilers... ㅠㅠ... Now he's good at changing the subject in a fun way without them... ㅠㅠ He's max level at avoiding things.

└└ The Dawn kids' moves these days are insane.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ The part after this is even more legendary.

Seo Hoyun, who had been quiet the whole time drinking his choco frappuccino... When Ichae said, "A fan wants to be your worry, hyung?" he nonchalantly remarked, "Want to give it a try?"...

└└ Screaming

└└ Screaming 222

└└ thisbastardstilldoesntknowhowscarywomenare

└└ Seriously, be prepared, Seo Hoyun.]

The Dawn appeared everywhere. They showed up in videos on the YouTube algorithm, various broadcast programs, and even advertisements for a wide range of products. These included the carbonated drink Ranta, for which they had consistently modeled since their early activities, a luxury brand's men's beauty line, and a bank commercial.

[Title: The Dawn is the only thing on TV these days

I'm a fossil fan from The Dawn's... Glow era...

Sometimes I feel like the world is deceiving me.

└ You look happy...

└└ Yeah...

└└ Good for you (laughs)]

[Title: I'm proud of The Dawn's bank commercial, but it's hilarious

The ad is basically about handling all your banking needs with just one app, whether it's stocks, payments, or whatever. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

The lines Kim Seonghyeon throws out while popping up unexpectedly are the absolute killing point.

“Are you still using that?”

I knew the intention was to get people to switch to their new app, so at first, I just thought, 'Oh, okay.' But after seeing the members tease him, I'm also in the middle of a try-not-to-laugh challenge. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Every time Kim Seonghyeon does something, they interrupt with, “Are you still using that?”

In the end, as if he reached enlightenment, Kim Seonghyeon just openly advertised it during a live.

Seonghyeon: Please use MJ Bank a lot, everyone...

Dawnie: ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Kim Seonghyeon for real. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He looks like the type who wouldn't know how to use anything on the app besides savings, so seeing him recite the lines so fluently is so unbalanced and cute.

└ If Seo Hoyun had done this, everyone would've just accepted it without a word...

└└ If it were Jeong Dajun, he probably would've spammed it everywhere without knowing what it meant.

└ Did everyone catch this? In the group shot for the ad, when they're all cheering, if you look closely at Jeong Dajun's mouth, he's going "Hoo~~~" ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Then Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae also raise their hands and go "Hoo~~~" ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I didn't know.

└└ These guys are still having fun together. ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Dawn was particularly famous for diligently using and promoting the products they advertised.

Someone who came across these reactions admired them. It was Yu Jia, idly looking at her phone in the GMA (Green Music Awards) waiting room.

I guess The Dawn really is the trend these days.

The GMA (Green Music Awards) was an awards ceremony attended by both actors and idols. Yu Jia, having made her mark as both a singer and an actress, had held the MC position for several years.

Maybe it's because I've been resting for so long, but I can't seem to get a feel for it.

She turned off her phone and flipped through the script she had already seen countless times.

Thanks to her connection with PD Kim Heeyeong, she had participated in the filming of 'Let's Go on a School Trip', but aside from personal broadcasts on her YouTube channel, she had not done any other activities until now. She had simply spent her time leisurely at an acquaintance's empty house on Jeju Island.

There was a time she thought proving her existence meant wearing heavy makeup and fancy clothes, surrounded by many people, and enjoying her popularity. Now, however, the time spent reflecting on herself in a quiet place and gradually being forgotten by the public felt quite nice.

Then again, that might have been because she was still confident that she had a place like this to return to.

“Senior Yu Jia! You look beautiful today as well!!”

“Hahaha, I feel like I've just gained weight from eating all the time.”

Before the rehearsal, most of the junior idol groups and actors stopped by her waiting room to greet her. Yu Jia tried her best to be as kind as possible to them, while also offering necessary advice.

“Hello, Senior.”

Just when it seemed no one else would come, familiar faces appeared. It was The Dawn, who would perform the finale of this awards ceremony.

Yu Jia saw them for the first time in a while and shot up from her chair in delight.

“Wow, it's really been a long time. Have you all been well?”

Among them, Yu Jia had a particular fondness for types like Seong Jiwon, who stood at the far right. He had a gentle appearance but was actually sharp and decisive. He was fundamentally good and upright, yet not so rigid like bamboo that he would simply break.

“Have you been well?”

“Of course.”

Of course, Seong Jiwon was not the only one who caught her attention. There was one more, for a different reason.

It was Seo Hoyun.

Some of his bangs were left down on one side, and the rest was slicked back with pomade. He wore a gray suit with a striped pattern on only the left sleeve.

She was reminded of the time they were filming 'Please Take the Camera'.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun, I enjoyed watching 'Before the Moon Wanes'.”

“It's an honor. Was it any good?”

“Oh, it was no joke.”

Even though he did not seem to be actively pursuing acting, his skills had matured even further. Rumors that Director Kang Jeonggun had his eye on Seo Hoyun had even reached Yu Jia, who was resting far from the industry. The person in question, however, seemed completely uninterested.

“It goes without saying for Mr. Min Jiheon. As for you, Mr. Seo Hoyun, the emotional depth you conveyed in that brief moment was incredible.”

“Haha, it's all thanks to the consideration of the director and Senior Min Jiheon.”

His expression did not change, but Yu Jia's mind spun with complex thoughts.

What is this?

He had always worn a sly, artificial smile, but something felt different. The Seo Hoyun that Yu Jia remembered was a person who wore a social mask but was prickly and sensitive inside. A prime example was during Shining Star Season 1, when he smiled at Today without a single change in his expression while unhesitatingly spewing vitriol.

He did seem a bit softer on recent broadcasts.

However, she was not naive enough to believe everything she saw in the media. The entertainment industry was a place particularly full of people who were different on the inside and out. Besides, the Seo Hoyun she knew was frozen two years in the past.

“......”

Yu Jia finished her observation of Seo Hoyun and deliberately threw a playful joke at him.

“PD, you worked me so hard. It looks like your fortunes have improved quite a bit.”

“Pardon?”

“Now you're even decorating the end of an awards ceremony.”

At that, Seo Hoyun's eyes curved into a wide smile.

“Ms. Yu Jeonghwa, please don't joke around. If a great Senior like you says things like that, I'll get fired.”

“......”

“You're not going to take responsibility for me, are you?”

At his response, Yu Jia stared at Seo Hoyun with a slightly surprised expression.

Seo Hoyun began to find the brief, ensuing silence strange. Then, a bewildered voice escaped from Yu Jia.

“...You've gotten a lot softer...?”

“......”

A strange sound popped out of Jeong Dajun, who had been listening quietly.

“Since you feel that way, I suppose I must have gained some experience. Well, you must be busy too, Senior, so we'll take our leave now.”

Seo Hoyun simply brushed it off nonchalantly, bowed, and led The Dawn out.

Left alone in the waiting room again, Yu Jia leaned back on the sofa and propped her chin on her hand. A gentle smile, a relaxed atmosphere, and yet something about him seemed more unguarded...

“...Has he changed?”

Somehow, he seems to sparkle more than before...


Was she just testing me?

I don't know why she would do that, though.

It did not seem worth worrying about, so I was about to let it go. Then I heard Seong Jiwon's voice, higher than usual, as if he were flushed with excitement.

“Senior Yu Jia is just as cool as ever, even after all this time. Right?”

Seong Jiwon had long admired, no, still admired Yu Jia. He chattered on in excitement before he suddenly looked at me and frantically waved his hands.

“Ah! Ah, o-of course, I admire Hoyun too!!”

“Ah, right.”

Well, anyway.

He also gave a fitting response and asked the question I needed.

“So, Seong Jiwon, how many grand prizes are there today?”

“Uhm, they said there are eight in total for singers and actors combined.”

“Woah.”

The GMA (Green Music Awards) was not included in the list of award ceremonies designated by the main Quest. However, its importance suddenly skyrocketed. A new mission had just appeared.

[Quest Arrived!

The year-end stages are a festival for the fans and a turning point to look back on the year!

Through the next two year-end stages, generate the most buzz out of all existing idol groups!

※The measurement period for each is three days after the year-end stage broadcast ends.

※Buzz will be measured by the total volume on SNS, news, and comments. Keywords will be counted for 'The Dawn' or 'Seo Hoyun'.

Success Reward: 10,000

Failure Penalty: Banned from all future year-end stage appearances in idol activities]

Well... this Quest isn't as difficult as I thought.

If things went well, it seemed I could recover Seo Hojin's memories within December.

As soon as we returned to our assigned waiting room, Jeong Dajun slid onto the sofa. He asked with his cheeks flushed bright red.

“Hyungs, do I look really scary?”

“What nonsense are you talking about?”

“No, it's just... when I was walking down the hallway, some people who looked like rookies got startled and avoided me... I was flustered too...”

The Dawn now held the responsibility for the finale at this year's GMA, a spot they used to alternate with High Five. It was rare for a group from a small-to-medium-sized agency to rise so sharply in their fourth year, so various people approached The Dawn. However, some idols with fewer years of experience just hesitated and hovered at a distance.

Kim Seonghyeon was also secretly disappointed, but he gave stern advice to the youngest member.

“Jeong Dajun, you need to get used to being a senior now. You have to be more mature.”

“Uuu... but I still don't like it when people avoid me.”

Jeong Dajun puffed his cheeks, scrunched up his face, and pointed a finger at Kang Ichae.

“And even if I'm at this level, the people who run into Ichae-hyung run away like they've encountered a disaster.”

“Rumors have been going around that he's scary ever since Rising Rookies... It can't be helped...”

“Ahaha, that's because they don't know~. I'm such a sweetheart.”

“Ugh...”

“......”

The self-proclaimed sweetheart, Kang Ichae, turned his head toward me and smiled brightly.

“We have to fill the end of the year with lots of love, right?”

I snickered and shrugged in response.

The curtain was about to rise on the year-end stages in earnest.


Chapter 388

“Hey, toss me a tangerine.”

“I'm throwing it.”

“Yeah.”

Her younger sister, hair tied in a topknot, threw a cold tangerine from the veranda. She then plopped down next to her sister, hugging the entire basket herself.

The two were sisters in their early twenties, born a year apart, and they stanned different groups. The older sister liked The Dawn, while her younger sister liked High Five.

“Did the second part of the GMA start? When are our boys supposed to be on?”

“I don't know. In about an hour?”

“Why do you always say 'I don't know' first when you actually do?”

They were watching the GMA, the Green Music Awards. It had eight grand prizes in total, with three for acting. Because the show covered so many fields, its prestige was slightly lower than other award shows, but an award was still an award.

The older sister popped a peeled tangerine into her mouth and reached for the basket her sister hugged. Her sister tried to block her with her body but failed, sighing as if she was giving up.

“Whatever. How about this? Whoever's group wins a grand prize today buys chicken.”

“Hmm, what if they both win?”

“Then we eat two chickens. What else.”

“Deal. At least we'll avoid the worst-case scenario.”

“We're all just doing this to get by, aren't we?”

“Damn, you got a part-time job and suddenly you're all profound?”

Weren't our boys last?

She had already found the performance order in an online community, so she could time it perfectly to switch the channel right when High Five and The Dawn were about to perform.

Just then, an interview in the artists' waiting area began.

【Yes, hello! This is Seong Jiwon of The Dawn.】

“Holy crap, Seong Jiwon!!”

The moment his fair, handsome face filled the screen, she spat out her tangerine. She grabbed a light stick and started waving it around.

Her horrified sister shrieked, telling her not to touch the official High Five light stick with her dirty hands.

【It's snowing heavily today, so I want to thank all the fans who came to see us. I also want to tell all the Noeuls watching from home that I miss you all very much.】

“Hey, hey, isn't he seriously handsome?”

“That pretty-boy face isn't my type. Kang Yeonhu behind him is a hundred times better.”

“Yeah, whatever~.”

She had to admit Kang Yeonhu was pretty decent.

However, a true man possessed a handsome face with a powerful physique, and a gentle voice with a resolute demeanor.

She shook her head at her sister's youthful ignorance.

Her sister grumbled from beside her. “If you're going for the earnest one, you should like Kang Yeonhu. He was a long-term trainee, and even with all his experience, where else are you going to find someone who works that hard and is that desperate?”

“Hey, was he from some shitty, small-time agency? Was he ever practically forced out of his company? Seong Jiwon is the best.”

“Huh? What?! So it was true that Seong Jiwon left D.Go on his own?”

“It's practically official.”

A fan who had liked Seong Jiwon since his trainee days shared the secret story on an anonymous forum. Because of that, most of The Dawn's fans knew about it.

She did not know much about Seong Jiwon during his D.Go Entertainment days, but the Seong Jiwon of today always seemed happy. That made her want to support him even more.

I can see why Seong Jiwon loves and cherishes his members so much...

She tossed the light stick to her sister, popped the fallen tangerine back into her mouth, and scratched her stomach. The camera angle then shifted to Seo Hoyun.

For a moment, she unknowingly held her breath.

Even the award ceremony venue seemed to stir, a feeling she could sense through the screen.

【Hello, this is Seo Hoyun of The Dawn.】

Seo Hoyun is really strange.

Among actors, he definitely looked like an idol, but among idols, he gave off an actor's aura.

Perhaps because he had such a unique and different feel, he immediately drew one's gaze.

Her sister, who had gasped while peeling a tangerine, tilted her head and asked a question.

“Unni, why didn't you pick him based on looks? If I stanned The Dawn, I would've liked Seo Hoyun. His smile is pretty.”

“No, um... he's great and all, but he's kind of scary sometimes...”

“Scary?”

“It's like I'm dealing with my supervisor at my part-time job sometimes...”

“What kind of bullshit is that?”

A tsking sound accompanied a fierce glare.

Her sister, though he was a rival, was quite tolerant of Seo Hoyun, who got along well with Kang Yeonhu and often brought out a different side of him.

While Seo Hoyun answered a question from the MC, Yu Jia, the camera would occasionally show Min Jiheon. It seemed like a deliberate move, aware of their friendship.

Min Jiheon, who had a somewhat cold impression, met the camera's gaze. His eyes softened into a smile as he waved. As if responding, Seo Hoyun gave an awkward smile and bowed his head.

“But Unni, are Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun still close?”

“Less close... more like acquaintances who know each other well?”

“Isn't that what being close means?”

Her sister snorted, then suddenly gasped as if she remembered something.

“Ah, did you know? Seo Hoyun's nickname is Star Catnip. Apparently, even top celebrities famous for being snobby chase after Seo Hoyun, saying they like him.”

“Catnip...”

For some reason, it sounded like a nickname created by the minority faction that pushed the Seo Hoyun-as-a-cat agenda.

Seo Hoyun is a rabbit, she thought.

She soothed her displeasure by snatching and eating a tangerine her sister had meticulously peeled, even removing the pith.

【...—Let's take a look at the nominees for this year's Actor of the Year!】

The final grand prize for the acting category began.

【They are all such formidable candidates! Now, we will announce the Actor of the Year!】

As it was the most honorable award, everyone naturally thought 'Min Jiheon' would receive it.

【—Ha Seoyeon! Congratulations!】

However, the name that came out of Yu Jia's mouth was someone else.

“What?! Ha Seoyeon? Not Min Jiheon?”

She shrieked with excitement, not even noticing the orange-colored juice spraying from her mouth.

“N-No, of course, the weekend drama Ha Seoyeon was in was ridiculously good, and she acted well, but if this was going to happen, they should have at least given Min Jiheon one of the earlier awards! Honestly, isn't everyone else basically a nobody compared to Min Jiheon?!”

“That's what I'm saying! Isn't it Min Jiheon, no questions asked?! I mean, when he shows up at a traditional market, everyone, young and old, male and female, runs out in their socks to greet him!”

“You think it's just there?! He can just be walking anywhere and the whole neighborhood comes out to give him food and cheer him on!”

Min Jiheon worked diligently and swept up numerous awards every year, yet no one ever complained.

The reason was simple.

“Wow! This is so ridiculous! They're ditching Min Jiheon?!”

It was because the person in question was Min Jiheon.

This year, not only 'On the Day Daffodils Bloom' but also 'Before the Moon Wanes', which was still airing on a cable channel, had become massive hits, earning him immense popularity. Even a critic who always gave him harsh reviews wrote, 'It felt like witnessing the holy moment of an actor, who seemed to have become stagnant, breaking his own mold and being reborn,' and that he looked forward to his future.

And yet, he did not receive a single award at the GMA.

Even though she was not a fan of Min Jiheon, she felt a sense of injustice and her anger flared for no reason.

【Yes, hello... This is Ha Seoyeon. This is such an undeserved award for me, so it hasn't sunk in yet and I feel a little... dazed...】

“Don't tell me it's because his drama isn't over yet?!”

“He has other dramas and movies he filmed. They could have given it to him for one of those!”

Ha Seoyeon's expression was stiff as she gave a brief acceptance speech and walked off the stage. Even she, who was fully deserving, looked uncomfortable.

As if to mock them, the camera cut to Min Jiheon. He smiled brightly, appearing to congratulate Ha Seoyeon with genuine sincerity.

Her being upset would not change reality.

Pouting, she rummaged through the tangerine basket again. An unfamiliar male idol group came out and started their performance.

“Who are they?”

“No idea.”

If she did not know them, it meant their recognition was rock bottom.

She wondered who on earth they were to be performing in the latter half of the second part. She scrolled through the cue sheet she had screenshotted earlier.

“Ah, they're them. The boy group from White Cherry and Lea Purple's agency. They've been around for quite a while, huh?”

“Huh, they're from LV? As expected from an agency famous for throwing money around.”

Since it was a group she had no interest in, she barely watched the TV, half-listening to her sister's chatter.

Album of the Year, Performance of the Year, Global Artist of the Year, Song of the Year, Artist of the Year.

Surely, The Dawn will get at least one of these many grand prizes.

If possible, I hope it's Artist of the Year, she thought to herself.

【Album of the Year! Lea Purple's 'Like too'!】

The first grand prize in the music category went to Lea Purple, who had recently achieved excellent results. The moment their name was called, Lea Purple's Yeonri burst into tears.

“Aww, good for them, good for them.”

“It's touching to see her cry like that. You're not supposed to worry about celebrities, but still.”

There was not a single K-Pop fan who did not know how much Lea Purple had struggled since their debut, so both she and her sister applauded from their living room couch.

After that, two more awards were announced in quick succession.

Performance of the Year went to TEW, and Global Artist of the Year went to Bercy.

Just before the biggest awards, Song of the Year and Artist of the Year, were revealed, High Five's performance began.

Her sister went wild for the rock version arrangement of 'Reels', swinging her light stick like a madwoman.

She had kept saying it was okay if they did not win, that this was just the start of the awards season, but now that only a few awards were left, her leg trembled with anxiety.

They can win something, right? I mean, High Five is good, but...

As Kang Yeonhu leisurely curved his eyes under the glittering lights, a wave of anxiety spread through her chest even faster.

“...Is it time for our boys to get an award now?”

“Yep, only two awards left now.”

“Damn it, we're on the verge of either happily buying chicken or bitterly chewing on a free drumstick...”

Her sister, who had opened a delivery app to order chicken in advance, seemed strangely calm.

Yu Jia, back at the MC podium, picked up her microphone.

【Next, we will see the nominees for the Song of the Year category.】

“Ah, please, please, please!!!”

She squeezed her eyes shut and clasped her hands together.

Still, our boys worked so hard this time. They should take home a grand prize from the very first award show...

But her hopes were spectacularly crushed.

【...——Song of the Year is! White Cherry's 'Bossy'!】

“Huh?!”

“What?!”

The baffling part was that White Cherry had not even attended the GMA.

An announcement followed, stating, “Unfortunately, White Cherry was unable to attend this awards ceremony due to an overseas schedule.”

“Wait, does this make any sense?”

“No, fuck, so there's only one grand prize left now?!”

She had been so sure that The Dawn and High Five would share the grand prizes at this year's award shows.

Was WH really just going to back one side? As she stared at the screen with eyes burning with rage, the winner of the final grand prize was revealed.

【—The Artist of the Year is...! Congratulations, Lavish!】

“......”

“......”

A grand BGM blared.

The members of Lavish, who had been sitting in the artists' section, jumped up and screamed with joy.

However, a fleeting shot caught the audience, and it was a sight to behold. Everyone looked bewildered.

“...Who?”

It was the same for her and her sister.

“Do you know them?”

“No, I don't... ah, wait! Aren't they the ones from before? The boy group from White Cherry's agency that you mentioned?”

“What?! You've got to be kidding me!!”

Whether it was High Five or The Dawn.

If one of them had won, she would have been annoyed, but she would have called it a good fight. She would have prepared to hold a grudge until the next awards show and bought the chicken.

But, Lavish.

It felt like she had been sucker-punched from a completely unexpected direction.

As she slumped to the floor in devastation, she saw The Dawn, scheduled for the final performance, take the stage.

【I send my heart on a flower

Like a rainbow floating gently in the sky】

The Dawn sang 'Lotus Lantern Festival' from their full-length album 'Wish' and the B-side track 'Dive'.

On a set where blue lights rippled like waves, Seong Jiwon's clear voice overwhelmed the audience, his presence almost sacred.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the surface of the sea to breathe

We can't stay trapped in loneliness forever】

And he was incredibly beautiful. Beautiful, but...

Shiiiit...

Was that why?

Her heart burned even blacker.


After the GMA awards ceremony ended, she logged onto social media and saw a flood of obvious search terms.

'Grand Prize Winner'

'What is this'

'Hidden Camera'

'What the fuck'

'The Dawn awards'

'High Five'

'Lavish who'

'Some nobody'

And so on.

“...Can this be explained without LV paying them off?”

“Impossible.”

The chilly atmosphere in the house was not one for eating chicken.

Muttering curses, she stood up and jerked her head. Her sister immediately straightened up and grabbed her coat.

“Agh! Fucking LV!”

“Did they pick a fight with WH?!”

The two moved to a neighborhood bar and spent a long time spewing curses about LV Entertainment and Lavish.

Their lament started with, “I had a bad feeling when Min Jiheon didn't win any grand prize.” It continued for five full hours before they concluded, “Well, the GMA isn't that important of an awards show anyway...”

And the next day.

[But does Lavish hate Kang Ichae?]

A new controversy was added to the pile.


Chapter 389

[Fuck... They just used The Dawn for ratings.]

This was before the controversy over Kang Ichae erupted.

The Dawn, High Five, and Min Jiheon each received a meaningless participation trophy from the GMA (Green Music Awards). They posted photos holding the trophies on their official social media, but the fans' anger did not easily subside. As expected, suspicions about the GMA awards flooded the internet.

[Didn't they already decide who to give the awards to when they made the cue sheet? They knew full well, so what was the point of putting The Dawn at the very end? Why not give them the Grand Prize? Are they telling them to go screw themselves? What is this?]

[Did our WH representative Kyungsoo stab the GMA production staff with a knife or something? Or was it the CEO of Daepaseong? What in the world is going on?]

[I know it's a bullshit, baseless awards show, but does this even make sense? It's like they planned it. All the artists from WH were completely left out. Hahahahaha. At this point, they should launch an investigation.]

[At this point, I'm more curious about how much money LV must have paid. All the Grand Prizes went to LV right now. Hahahahahahaha. Ah, I'm so pissed off.]

[Bring out the predicted scores, dammit. I'm sure when I was voting on the homepage, The Dawn and High Five were neck and neck.

└ The funny thing is, we don't even need the scores to know it was rigged. Hahahaha.

...Actually, it's not funny.]

Even Min Jiheon failed to win a single Grand Prize, which made the general public question the results.

[Look at the actors' eyes going wide, unable to control their expressions... Of course, the one who didn't win the Grand Prize was Min Jiheon...

└ Ha Seoyeon deserved a Grand Prize too, but the timing was just... I feel bad for her, having to be so cautious...ㅜㅜ

└└ What's there to feel bad about? Hahaha. Ha Seoyeon totally lucked out. She came down after thanking everyone in her acceptance speech.

└└ No, honestly, it's not like Ha Seoyeon was completely undeserving, but did you see her face stiffen? She must be frustrated too.]

Still, the actors' side was relatively tame.

The idol side, however, was just short of drawing swords. It was absolutely brutal.

[The proud Grand Prize singer, Lavish ^^ (feat. the waiting area asking, "Who is Lavish?")

└ Hahahaha, wow, that's insane.

└ You should be ashamed, LV...

└ Meanwhile, High Five and The Dawn's expressions don't change one bit. Hahahahaha. Everyone else is shocked, but they don't even flinch and just clap.

└└ Idol skills. Hahahahaha.]

Lavish ran to the stage, overjoyed when their name was called. The camera captured the bewildered, shocked, and horrified faces of the other singers. These moments were edited into short clips and spread across various video content sites. The comment sections below filled with mockery.

[My babies ㅠㅠ Our Lavish... I'm so proud. You are the Grand Prize singers. Congratulations so, so much♡

Likes (494) Dislikes (5184)]

High Five and The Dawn's fandom power was superior, so it wasn't easy for Lavish to sway public opinion, bury the reactions, or pretend it never happened.

However, at this point, everyone quietly vented their anger behind the scenes instead of confronting it head-on.

That precarious peace shattered the next day when a new controversy involving Kang Ichae was added to the mix.

❬Green Music Award The Dawn Performance Reaction Fancam❭

A proxy photographer released a full shot of the GMA waiting area to get YouTube views. In the video, members of Lavish were discovered pointing and snickering at The Dawn's performance.

Lavish's fans felt a sense of dread as they watched the video spread rapidly. They simultaneously tried to do damage control.

[Ah, they must be in a good mood after winning the Grand Prize. The babies are full of laughter haha It's all something you guys achieved!!]

[If you look closely, aren't the Lavish kids pointing?;;

└ If you're interested, you can point while talking. Fuck, what are they supposed to do, point with their toes? The Dawn fans are really showing their true colors.

└└ I'm not a The Dawn fan...ㅋㅋ;; Why are you so angry?]

[Our Yeonghyeok ㅠㅠㅠ He must really like Kang Ichae. Hahaha. Maybe he wants to get closer since they're of a similar age. He can't take his eyes off him.

└ How does that look like the eyes of someone who wants to get closer...?

└└ 222

└└ 3333 He's laughing at him.

└ Look at Ichae's eyes. He looks like he's about to kill someone. Who are you to criticize someone's eyes?

└└ 22

└└ This comment section is so damn dirty. Everyone, take it outside.]

[He can act like that to a junior. It's not like The Dawn is their senior...

└ Suddenly a magnanimous person appears. ㅋㅋ

└└ So you'd be fine if a senior stared at you like that? You wouldn't say a thing and just do whatever the senior tells you to? Because you're a junior?]

[Ah, I've been holding it in, but Lavish is more than qualified to win the Grand Prize, okay?? There's no proof of manipulation, but those fandoms are spouting nonsense about them paying money. It's ridiculous. Hahaha. Yeah, well, our boys still won the Grand Prize~

└ So who is Lavish again??

└ I'm genuinely curious, were they even active this year...?

└ Hey, go look at the predicted scores. No matter how high the judges' scores were, they were completely wiped out in the fan vote. If that's not evidence, then what is? Hahaha.

└└ Seriously, it's a 'who the hell are they' party with Noeul and Hairi. Then go whine at the police station~ Tell them you're there because you're upset your singer didn't get the Grand Prize. ㅋㅋ]

As Lavish fans' defenses made The Dawn fans' blood pressure skyrocket, a Noeul who had been rewatching the proxy photographer's video multiple times discovered something. It was a scene right before the GMA ending shot. Lavish's main rapper, flushed with excitement from winning Artist of the Year, glanced at Kang Ichae, whispered to another member, and then smirked.

[But isn't his attitude toward Kang Ichae particularly weird?

└ Yeah, haha, I felt that too...]

Sensing there was definitely something more, the Noeul immediately started digging and found a connection with surprising ease.

[Did you see this? The bastard who laughed at Kang Ichae, his younger brother was a trainee on Rising Rookies.]

One of the trainees on Rising Rookies, where Kang Ichae had been a mentor last year, was the younger brother of Lavish's main rapper, Jang Younghyeok.

He had drawn attention in the early days of Rising Rookies with the title 'younger brother of an active idol', but he showed an insincere attitude throughout the program and ultimately went home without achieving good results.

Having discovered this, the Noeul uploaded a post to Twitter, hoping people would judge for themselves. The post included an edited clip from the 6th episode of Rising Rookies.

The segment showed a session where the trainees, divided into teams with mission songs, performed for the mentors before the main stage.

However...

【...But.】

Jang Younghyeok's brother held the microphone with a face full of dissatisfaction, unable to accept the evaluation given to them.

【We didn't have enough time... sir. It's also true that our team was at a disadvantage. We didn't even have a single member who had rapped before, our ideas were shot down as soon as we proposed them, and we couldn't even get clear advice from the mentors...】

With every word he added, the expressions of the surrounding trainees crumbled into shock.

Kang Ichae, who had listened silently, asked in a low voice with a steady gaze.

【So?】

At that, Jang Younghyeok's brother's lips pressed into a firm line.

【...】

【What's your conclusion?】

【...T-That is...】

He faltered, as if he hadn't prepared an answer for that. Kang Ichae leaned forward slightly and smiled faintly.

【Why don't you finish what you're saying? Someone is listening.】

He was clearly smiling, but his eyes were sharp. Contrary to his gentle tone, his voice was ice-cold.

Whether he was intimidated or not, Jang Younghyeok's brother couldn't argue back. He just mumbled before lowering his head.

Kang Ichae let out a small sigh, as if his energy was drained, and stood up.

【...Alright, alright, even if it's tough, let's try our best again.】

The video stopped there, with Kang Ichae seemingly trying to move on by patting the trainees' shoulders with a toothy grin.

Since Kang Ichae had already been shown giving generous advice to many trainees during episodes 1-5, this part only served to further solidify his favorable image when it aired on TV.

Noeul and Hairi, who learned of this through social media, united and blazed with fury.

[What, so he was acting like an ass because of his little brother?]

[I want to refrain from making speculative comments, but there was something that bothered me before. I didn't care because they weren't even a candidate for 1st place, but... if you dig through old music show clips, you can see Jang Younghyeok glaring at Kang Ichae or The Dawn...

└ But isn't this too much speculation based on circumstance? Please refrain from attacking a trainee who's now a civilian;

└└ Did the comment above say anything about the civilian? They pointed out that Jang Younghyeok's conduct was problematic.

└└ Jang Younghyeok's behavior is famous... I was slightly interested so I looked into Lavish, but I got sick of him and dropped them.]

[The Hairi girls are calling Lavish 'trash'.]

[Kang Ichae's fans are calling them 'Trash Lavish Holy Fucking Goddamn Bullshit'. Ah, as expected of a rapper's fans, the rhyme is insane.]

[This Dawn fandom... they were so annoying when they were the enemy, but in times like this, they're doing great. I'm giving them a standing ovation by myself.]

[You have to acknowledge Noeul's combat power.]

[Suddenly, I'm starting to like Hairi.

Hah... I shouldn't let my guard down.]

As the two fandoms, now suddenly close, warmly acknowledged each other, a rumor briefly circulated. It would have been better to let their rival group take the Grand Prize rather than lose it to some nobody group. However, the post was quickly deleted once it started getting quoted, ending as a minor incident.

.

.

.

The GMA (Green Music Awards) had ended. I was cooped up in the training room with Kim Seonghyeon for hours, preparing for the year-end stage unit performance just four days away. Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun had formed their own unit, so they were probably practicing separately.

Panting heavily, I looked at my phone and then washed my face with my dry hands. The Dawn and Kang Ichae were still trending on social media.

The buzz volume is going to be through the roof.

The GMA had nothing to do with the main Quest, and this year's award ceremonies had only just begun, so I thought it would be fine. However, things had taken a completely unexpected turn.

Thanks to that, it seemed I would be able to get some points easily, which was a relief, but two things bothered me.

The fury of Noeul and Hairi, who were grinding their teeth and vowing to take care of Lavish and LV before the drinks in their hearts grew cold.

And,

Kang Ichae.

I had unintentionally dragged him into this.

He wasn't the type to pay much attention to others, so I wondered if it would matter, but he was also a surprisingly sensitive guy, so I was a little concerned.

I took the towel Kim Seonghyeon handed me, wiped away my sweat, and spoke.

"I'm going to go find Kang Ichae."

"Yeah. Drag him here. He needs to practice for the unit too."

Kim Seonghyeon grumbled, but he was clearly worried about how Kang Ichae was doing after being caught up in this controversy. I grabbed the still-grumbling Kim Seonghyeon by the nape of his neck, gave it a firm squeeze, and headed straight for the studio.

"Hey, Kang I—"

I punched in the familiar door code and called his name as I stepped inside.

"Waaah! Hyung, hyung! The pot is burning!"

"Should I have put the egg in first?!"

"No! You should have put the ramen noodles in first!"

I saw Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae with their heads together in front of a 17-inch laptop, sweating profusely as they played a game.

I closed the door. The two, who were whispering and about to restart, finally noticed something was off and quickly looked up.

"Hyung??"

"Aah, Ho-Hoyun-hyung!"

As I got closer, I saw a character with pink pigtails sobbing behind the 'GAME OVER' text. It was a cooking game whose service had ended long ago.

How did they even find it?

"W-We weren't slacking off and playing games instead of practicing! We were working!"

As expected, there was no way Kang Ichae would be affected by something like this.

He was perfectly fine, calmly sitting there trying to cook ramen.

At my narrowed gaze, Jeong Dajun was the first to get up and slowly back away.

"Looks like Hoyun-hyung is in a bad mood today—"

"..."

"—Who am I to say such presumptuous things?! Hmm! Ah, since you came to the studio, you must be looking for Ichae-hyung! So that you two can have a deep conversation, I shall take my leave!"

"Woah, Dajun, you're just going to leave your hyung behind?"

"Bye! I'm going to go practice with Jiwon-hyung for our unit!!"

Jeong Dajun promptly abandoned his comrade-in-arms from the virtual culinary battlefield and scurried away. Kang Ichae chuckled, amused, and looked at me.

"Why does ou~r Hoyun-hyung have such a deep frown on his face? It's not that Dajun and I weren't working! We were just trying to find inspiration from within the ramen, you could say~?"

"Don't you have anything to say?"

"Huh?"

Kang Ichae tilted his head for a moment, then asked.

"...Did I do something? Is it because I pestered Jiwon-hyung to bet on who does the dishes today?"

"No."

"Then is it because I ditched Seonghyeon-hyung with Dajun when he wanted to practice?"

"Besides that."

"Then what is it?"

Dumbfounded, I clicked my tongue and plopped down on the sofa, staring at him. He spun around in his chair, muttering, 'What did I do wrong,' for a while before snapping his fingers.

"...Ah, Ichae, got it. Lavish."

"..."

"Right?"

I gestured with my chin for him to continue. Realizing I wasn't pointing out his own misdeeds, Kang Ichae unwrapped a piece of candy and leaned back deeply in his chair in an arrogant pose.

"I heard they laughed at me... but so what. Things like that can happen in life."

He replied as if he didn't really see them as human. He followed it with a smirk and added some nonsense.

"Why, did you come to see if Ichae was crying?"

"I came to see how good you are at a ramen-cooking game, why."

"Pfft."

The cackling guy stretched his legs out, hooked his heels on the table in front of the sofa, and pulled it to bring himself closer to me.

"Honestly, with someone much more amazing right here in front of me, do you think my attention would be drawn to something so trivial?"

Oh, is that so.

I was about to ignore him, but Kang Ichae added with a mischievous smile.

"But this is unexpected. I thought you'd be more hung up on not getting the Grand Prize than on something like this. You made it pretty obvious."

"..."

"Hoyun-hyung, this isn't the time to worry about me. It's time to look at yourself."

My gaze dropped for a moment. I took a deep breath and kicked Kang Ichae's chair with my left foot.

The wheels spun with a soft whir. He was pushed back helplessly, crashing into the opposite wall with a yelp. "Ack!"

"Right, glad to see you're okay. Let's go."

"Waaah, it hurts. Sob sob."

"Stop being gross. Stand up straight."

I grabbed Kang Ichae by the scruff of his neck and dragged him straight to the training room, offering him as a sacrifice to Kim Seonghyeon.

Our leader welcomed him, unleashing a barrage of nagging. "Do you know how hard this unit's concept is!" and "You need to practice this much, much more!" Of course, in between, he seemed to be checking on Kang Ichae's mood.

Kang Ichae, keenly aware of Kim Seonghyeon's soft heart, narrowed his eyes like a fox and whined even more.

"But I didn't want to practice... sniffle. Seonghyeon-hyung, you might not know, but Hoyun-hyung is glaring at me so scarily~."

I stared at him blankly for a moment before blurting out.

"So, Kang Ichae. What's your conclusion?"

"..."

It was the exact line Kang Ichae had said as a mentor in the 6th episode of Rising Rookies. Kang Ichae's eyebrow twitched, and he grumbled, 'This is why I hate people with good memories.'

That's right, I have a good memory. So don't you worry about revenge.

Because someone with a good memory never forgets a grudge, and would be offended to be considered second-best when it comes to being petty.


Chapter 390

Mango Music Awards.

The Mango Music Awards took place four days after the GMA (Green Music Awards) ended. Though surrounded by various rumors, it was still one of the top three most prestigious music award ceremonies.

[Ugh, the more I think about the GMA, the more pissed I get...]

[Making them perform at the very end and then just giving them a participation award. I've never seen anything like it in all my years as a K-Pop fan.]

[WH, what's going on...ㅠㅠ Where did all your pride go...ㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋ]

Naturally, the anger of the High Five and The Dawn fandoms had not yet subsided.

The Mango Music Awards organizers, as if conscious of this, thoroughly managed the performance order to prevent leaks. Fans had to gather in front of their TVs having only seen articles confirming that The Dawn and High Five would appear.

[Are our boys doing Level S2 or Lotus Lantern Festival this time?]

└ [I have a feeling it's Level S2. Dajun was dying to give spoilers about the year-end stage. He told us to look forward to it on PopPop ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

└└ [Aigoo, so cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Our maknae is still a baby.]

Part 1 of the Mango Music Awards mainly featured solo artists and rookie groups with less experience.

Lavish decorated the end of Part 1 and disappeared.

[I wonder if I can even focus on The Dawn kids' performance... I'm so drained from all the keyboard wars lately.]

└ [Still, LVS2 is a legend...]

Just as the Noeuls muttered while waiting for The Dawn to appear, the screen changed.

【 SPECIAL STAGE

The Dawn Jiwon & Dajun Skate Kiss 】

[What?!?!?!!!!!]

At a completely unexpected moment, the names Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun appeared for a special stage.

Under bright lights, an alleyway covered in colorful Graffiti unfolded. Jeong Dajun, who had been sitting on a staircase railing and swinging his legs, stood up and came down. He then hopped on a skateboard placed at the bottom and rode to the center of the stage.

[Is his outfit insane?]

[Ah fuck, I gave birth to Jeong Dajun.]

Jeong Dajun wore a fluffy white knit hat, pure white arm warmers, and blue sneakers that looked much larger than his actual size.

He gripped the handheld mic tightly, spun his body in a half-turn, then kicked the skateboard up with his left foot to bring it to a stop.

【Come on!】

Then, he winked at the camera and began to sing.

It was 'Skate Kiss', a B-side track from the 2nd album of W.O.W, the first-generation male idol group that shook the 1990s.

In contrast to their dark, heavy, and powerful title track, the song had a lively, refreshing melody and lovely lyrics.

【Ay, Ay, Ay!

Wanna ride skateboard with me?】

[Jeong Dajun, you're trying to reel me in?!?!!?!? Get over here, I'll give you a Skate Kiss!]

[Wow, Jeong Dajun is really the best at this kind of mischievous concept.]

[He seems to have the best interpretation of this song among all current idols ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ A guy who rides a skateboard to an awards ceremony?!!?]

[I'm just repeating 'no way' over and over right now.]

A pin spotlight shone on the left corner, revealing Seong Jiwon in the driver's seat of a yellow sports car.

He wore a short-sleeved knit made of thick ivory yarn and a pair of fluffy, low-saturation sky-blue earmuffs. With a gentle smile, Seong Jiwon opened the door, walked out, and sang.

【With my heart that loves you

I want to fill this entire sky

My Skate Kiss Kiss Kiss】

[Was this song always this comfortable to listen to?]

[Excuse me, Mr. Seong Jiwon, if you keep this up, you'll have no choice but to become my husband.]

[Ah, after listening to all that lip-syncing, hearing a real voice mixed with breaths is so comforting.]

A dance break not present in the original song was added, and Jeong Dajun clearly showed off his presence.

[Jeong Dajun is something else.]

[Is he crazy? His dancing is superhuman. When did he improve this much? ㅠㅠ Our genius baby.]

[Ah, I'm crying because I'm so proud. The child I raised with my bank account...]

Following the escalating melody, Jeong Dajun spun in a large circle and pointed at Seong Jiwon with both arms. In response, Seong Jiwon's lips curled into a grin as he tossed his mic into the air and caught it upside down.

[Huh?]

[No way...]

[Excuse me, just a moment.]

As if confirming what the Noeuls were half-expecting, Seong Jiwon's rap followed.

【You failed to get into the place you wanted, you broke up with your lover

But don't be depressed!

We can do anything in life

As long as our spirit isn't broken, anything is possible】

[Life suddenly became fun ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The effect of a rapper's absence on stage ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【Don't listen to what the adults say. We'll always ride our skateboards and roam the earth freely!】

With a serious face and slightly furrowed brows, he recited the straightforward lyrics. They contained the kind of social commentary typical of first-generation idol songs.

[Seong Jiwon becoming Jekyll and Hyde is hilarious.

A moment ago he sang like a god of K-Pop.

But his rap...

His rap...]

└ [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ The way he's trying so hard with the staccato is cute ㅠ I love that he's doing it so earnestly with a completely straight face. That kind of rap was popular in the 1990s.]

└└ [Now no one can suspect him of lip-syncing ㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

└└ [Hey, where's Kang Ichae! Someone get Kang Ichae over here, quick!]

[Just a little... a tiiiny little bit, Jiwon's rap skills have improved...]

[Hey, Jeong Dajun is a real pro. How is he holding back his laughter?]

└ He's biting his cheek and smiling.

└└ Kang Ichae had the exaaaact same expression when his shoe flew off during their Japan showcase ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

[I desperately need a reaction cam of Kang Ichae, Seo Hoyun, and Kim Seonghyeon. Please someone tell me they're filming the waiting area right now.]

Compared to his dancing and singing, his overwhelmingly lacking rap skills caused laughter to mix with the cheers.

The music gradually headed towards its finale. The stage ended with Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon giving each other a high five and then a thumbs-up to the front.

[Ah, that was fun.]

[To think they'd entertain me all the way to the end of the year.]

[They're such a good group... our Dawn-ies...]

The screen then faded to black, and everyone expected another idol's performance to begin. However, the set, now lit by ashen red lights, was still the same back alley that Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon had just left. It just exuded a grim atmosphere, unlike before.

【 SPECIAL STAGE

The Dawn Hoyun & Seonghyeon & Ichae Good Driver 】

In the darkness, the figure's face was not visible. Only a silver chain around his neck glinted, reflecting the dim light. As he limply lowered the hand holding a thin flip phone to his ear, a black leather jacket slipped down his right shoulder.

[Heol...]

[asdfghjkl;asdfghjkl]

A faint sigh escaped as a puff of white breath. The person who stepped forward was Kim Seonghyeon.

[Heol, fuck, I almost threw my phone too.]

[Crazy Sexy Boiled Dumpling...]

After tossing the flip phone behind the railing, Kim Seonghyeon swiped a thumb across his lips and pulled an old car key from his pocket. At the same time, a heavy beat began to pound.

【I think I like you dancing

Maybe you are trouble, not too sure

Well, I'm a good driver

(I like the way you dance

You might be trouble, but I'm not sure

Well, I'm a good driver)】

It was 'Good Driver', an American hip-hop song released in the same year as 'Skate Kiss', which Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun had performed.

The song had gained explosive popularity for its heavy Boom Bap-based beat, which used a dull and strong drum loop. It also featured a driving rap, a melody with a hint of R&B, and provocative lyrics.

【Sit next to me

(Sit next to me)】

Kim Seonghyeon, who danced with sharp shoulder movements, grinned and twirled the key on his index finger before pressing the power button. A BEEP BEEP sound was heard on cue, and the headlights of the yellow sports car that Seong Jiwon had been in turned on.

As the camera angle moved to follow the signal, it revealed Seo Hoyun leaning against the hood. Pushing himself off the car, Seo Hoyun met the camera's gaze from behind his sunglasses and scrunched his nose.

【I am good at something that you like

(I'm good at what you like)】

[Is he crazy?]

[Fuck, is he really crazy?]

【I don't hit on someone so much

If I say so, will you believe me?

(I don't do this for just anyone

if I say that, will you believe me?)】

Then, he smoothly pushed his sunglasses up onto his head, reached out a hand as if to touch the screen, and turned to the right. Just then, Kang Ichae appeared, wearing a black cap pulled down low.

【Ride on my car Call your friends

We can do this everyday if you want

(Get in my car, call your friends

We can do this every day if you want)】

Only his firm jaw and thin lips were prominent, and fans could not hide their excitement.

[The cap is fucking awesome.]

[He looks so damn cool with the hat on.

But take it off.

No, keep it on.

What does my heart even want?]

【Show me how to dance

Oh yes yes yes that's how we work it

(Show me how to dance

That's our way)】

After performing a group choreography with the backup dancers, all dressed in black, they knelt on the floor and did a pelvic thrust. Kang Ichae then threw off his hat and unleashed a torrent of rap, riding the off-beat with a gravelly voice.

[Kang Ichae!Kang Ichae!Kang Ichae!Kang Ichae!Kang Ichae!]

[Is he crazy for real?]

In that moment, any worries about the Grand Prize had vanished from the minds of The Dawn's fans.

[Make them president...]

[The units were divided so fucking well...

Innocent-cute vs. Mature-sexy...]

[The lyrics are insane. Kang Ichae understands all of it...]

└ [Is it just Kang Ichae? Seo Hoyun can probably interpret it all too...]

└└ [Even if Seonghyeon understands, he'd probably pretend he doesn't...]

└└ [It's unfair that they're making my eyes wide open.]

└└ [ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fck ㅋㅋㅋ]

Just as the Noeuls were losing their minds over The Dawn's special stage, an unexpected name was called at an odd moment in the ceremony.

【Global Popularity Award, High Five!】

[Ehhhhhh~~~?]

With bright faces and polite bows, High Five walked to the center of the stage.

[Huh, here...? If they get this, doesn't it make the Grand Prize ambiguous? They don't usually give out the Global Popularity Award and the Grand Prize together, unless it's a Top Ten award;;]

[Since when did they change the name of the Grand Prize to the Global Popularity Award?]

[Twitter is going crazy with anxiety right now ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, the leading theory is that Kyungsoo stabbed the production staff with a knife.]

[Ah, no way. Does it make sense for High Five to have the last stage but not get the Grand Prize? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

After High Five's acceptance speech, The Dawn's performance of Level S2 followed.

Since High Five had already received the Global Popularity Award and The Dawn's main performance was placed later than their special stage, the Noeuls naturally thought the Grand Prize from the Mango Music Awards would go to The Dawn.

However,

【Global Artist Award, The Dawn!】

The award given to The Dawn was the Global Artist Award.

The Dawn, their name having been called, quickly rose from their seats. Cheers and applause erupted around them, but the hearts of the fans stirred with anxiety. They had been massively betrayed once before.

[They got the Global Artist Award... Can they receive both this and the Grand Prize??]

[Hmm, there was an idol group (BC) that got a Top Ten and the Grand Prize, but it's basically up to the awards show.]

[Mango Music only has Best Artist of the Year and Best Song of the Year, but... still ㅜㅜ I know because my old favorite group won the Grand Prize, and with these results, they more than deserve to win...]

[Haa, fuck, why is WH so powerless these days? It's fine for fans to curse out the agency, but I hate seeing WH get beaten up everywhere they go... I'm even feeling a sense of camaraderie with Hairi these days, which makes it harder...]

[It's okay, guys. There's no way The Dawn won't get it this year. Their digital and physical album sales were legendary.]

└ [Is WH on good terms with the Mango Music Awards??]

└└ [Seems like they're just so-so, not bad.]

└└ [Mango Music has been sucking up to LV a bit lately, but they'll probably lay low because of that GMCompany A incident... There are also rumors that the performance order was changed this time.]

└└ [So it's all just rumors, right??ㅋㅋㅋ]

└└ [Yeah, who knows if it's true or not ㅋㅋㅋ]

“The rising dawn! Hello, we are The Dawn.”

As if on cue, The Dawn bowed deeply in unison.

Kim Seonghyeon stepped up to the microphone. He first expressed his gratitude to Daepaseong Entertainment, WH Entertainment, the members, their families, and the production staff of the Mango Music Awards.

“And, our beloved Noeul!!”

A roar of cheers erupted.

With an incredibly pleased expression, Kim Seonghyeon slowly parted his lips.

“Thank you for giving us such an undeserved award. We really, truly love you!!”

Next, Seo Hoyun, who stood nearby, received the microphone.

[The boys aren't crying ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ayy, look how experienced they are ㅋㅋㅋ They'll probably cry if they get the Grand Prize, though. Even if it's the award right before the Grand Prize.]

[Seonghyeon's eyes look a little teary, though.]

└ [As expected, Seonghyeon is our best filial-dol.]

└└ [Look at Dajun grinning from ear to ear ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

With his head slightly bowed, Seo Hoyun remained silent for a moment.

“......”

It was a short time, not even a few seconds.

A moment of silence lingered.

[No way...]

Just as the fans grew flustered at the sight of him looking down,

[Seo Hoyun, that thing that starts with eyes and ends with water...

That...]

[Is Seo Hoyun crying??????]

Seo Hoyun's head slowly lifted.

His face was not just clean but sparkling, without a single trace of tears.

“To be honest, we were sometimes anxious.”

He activated his 'infamous contestant-charming smile'.


Chapter 391

Seo Hoyun's smiling eyes held a sincere gaze, and his lips curved into a gentle smile.

The audience stirred the moment Seo Hoyun's face filled the large screen.

[Whoa...]

[That face...]

Seo Hoyun's gaze fell as he slowly opened his mouth again.

“In the letters our fans sent us, I read one that said they'd never wished for someone else's happiness more than their own, but that changed after watching us...”

This speech didn't seem planned, as the other members all looked at Seo Hoyun with slightly surprised faces. They soon relaxed their stiff expressions, however, and listened intently to his story.

“...I was always anxious about whether we could ever repay such sincerity. At the same time, I often pushed myself, thinking that instead of worrying, I should just practice more and pay you back by showing a better side of us.”

Seo Hoyun tilted his head slightly and looked at Kim Seonghyeon, as if seeking agreement.

In response, Kim Seonghyeon's eyelashes trembled faintly.

[Whoa, it looks like he and Seonghyeon have these kinds of talks a lot lately...]

[So touching...ㅠㅠ Look at Seonghyeon getting choked up by Hoyun's words]

But the fans could not know the truth. The trembling was only from fear, from not knowing what kind of bomb was hidden behind that gentle face.

Having set a heartwarming mood, Seo Hoyun looked straight ahead and put more strength into his voice.

“We still don't know how to return this love in equal measure... but I want to make one promise so that we won't be ashamed of the award we've received.”

He placed a hand on his chest and carefully enunciated each word.

“So that you can proudly say you love a group called The Dawn, and so that Noeul can feel fortunate to like this group, we will strive even harder.”

Everyone listened to his low, firm voice as it trembled slightly at the end. Even those who disliked or were wary of him focused on him in this moment, as if mesmerized.

“Thank you for the fact that we, who might have remained mere strangers, miraculously reached you and became your idols.”

Seo Hoyun stepped back from the microphone and bowed deeply. The rest of The Dawn followed suit.

The camera then followed them as they came down from the stage. As Seo Hoyun walked with his gaze slightly lowered, a seemingly stiff Kim Seonghyeon patted his shoulder. Seong Jiwon wore a gentle smile, and Jeong Dajun beamed brightly.

[Wow...]

[Damn, I can't even think straight...]

Only Kang Ichae kept his head bowed, covering his mouth with his hand. He then leaned over and whispered something to Seo Hoyun. The BGM, however, drowned out his words.

The last shot showed Seo Hoyun letting out a soft laugh as he ruffled Kang Ichae's pomade-styled hair. The screen then transitioned to the Noeul lightsticks filling the Mango Music Awards venue.

[It's like a scene from a movie...]

The lightsticks cast a gentle glow, like stars faintly illuminating the darkness.

.

.

.

In the end, neither High Five nor The Dawn won the Grand Prize at the Mango Music Awards.

Everyone found it strange, since both groups had more than earned it, but what drew even more attention at this awards ceremony was Seo Hoyun's acceptance speech.

[Honestly, it was really like a movie. Seo Hoyun speaking calmly, the members showing expressions of trust towards each other, and then the final shot of the fans waving their blue lightsticks. It was just so damn beautiful.]

[I'm jealous of the Noeuls...]

[Ultimate Stan Pledge Seo Hoyun is a legend...

└ What's that??

└└ It's short for “Thank you for the fact that we miraculously reached you and became your idols.”

└└ You guys abbreviate everything.

└└ Memorize it, it's on the next exam.]

Seo Hoyun's words were clearly an affectionate thank you to his own fans.

However, perhaps as a testament to his popularity, all sorts of labels were attached to every single word.

❬After winning the Global Artist Award at the Mango Music Awards, Seo Hoyun says, 'I was sometimes anxious.' A bold statement!❭

❬'So that you can proudly say you love a group called The Dawn?!' Is he talking about the idol who won through dishonest means?❭

Sensing an opportunity, excited cyber vultures spliced clips from the Mango Music Awards, added subtitles, and overlaid machine-generated voices to manipulate and frame the situation as they pleased.

[The whole thing was just him thanking his fans from start to finish. Calling this a diss is just reaching.]

[Wow, to get all that from this, can you even function in daily life??;; I was just watching TV thinking he speaks well.]

[Next they'll say he's controversial just for breathing ㅋ]

However, the fans and the majority of the public did not blindly believe such content.

Of course, among them were those who enthusiastically agreed with these videos.

[Hey guys, do you think Seo Hoyun's acceptance speech was throwing shade? Let me know your opinions.

└ Of course he was throwing shade ㅋ. It was so blatant. Look at his word choice.]

[Wow, this guy's temper is still the same. He's just gotten better at throwing shade elegantly (so shady ^^)... This man is still my type.]

[Still, I was honestly surprised... I saw a post from a Noeul who thought it might be their letter and uploaded a part of it as proof... It means he genuinely remembered it. I was touched.

└ He's famous for reading all his letters ㅋ

└ That was just a prepared comment. What's there to be so touched about?ㅋ]

Naturally, the Grand Prize acceptance speech from Lavish at the GMA (Green Music Awards), the group Seo Hoyun was accused of targeting, also resurfaced. Since they won nothing at the Mango Music Awards, their previous speech was brought up.

【To the CEO of LV Entertainment, thank you from the bottom of our hearts for leading us to this point. We always respect and love you. Ah! Thanks to the fans, too.】

It was one thing to thank the company staff who groomed and helped them, but they spent a long time thanking even the GMA staff, only to offer a single "thanks" to their fans at the end.

Even those who had let it slide at the time began to turn their backs on Lavish now that they were being compared to The Dawn.

Simultaneously, issues that had been spreading secretly for a long time began to burst out one by one.

[They say the scariest thing is a fan who becomes an anti-fan...]

[For real... The Lavish fans were saints. Looking at everything they've put up with until now.]

Above all, the controversy raged even more fiercely because voting for the GMA was only open to paid members.

《Unfair Award Ceremonies and the Tyranny of Large Corporations... Can We Let This Continue?》

《An Event for Themselves, Full of Lies and Pretense - On the Current Trend of Award Shows》

As major media outlets also took notice of the incident, the situation grew increasingly serious.

In the meantime, Noeul and Hairi confirmed that the topic was circulating through enough mouths and hands without their own efforts, and swiftly cut ties with each other.

[It was fun while it lasted. To the Hairi girls, it's snowing a lot these days, so be careful.]

[Sigh, I can't deny it felt reassuring to be on the same side as Noeul.]

[Go.

The next time we meet... we are enemies.

Two_boys_standing_back-to-back_like_rivals_in_the_middle_of_a_crosswalk_in_the_rain.jpg

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Ah, the Noeuls are so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


[Quest Complete!

Following the year-end stages of GMA (Green Music Awards) and Mango Music Awards, you have generated the highest buzz volume among all existing idol groups for four days each.

Success. 10,000 points have been awarded.]

[Current Points: 259,000]

Nice.

Three days after the Mango Music Awards ended, the Quest was completed.

It seemed the buzz volume had been sufficiently tallied, so I could collect the points.

LV Entertainment had been too greedy from the start. They must have fully expected a backlash, yet they pushed Lavish so hard. In the end, a single small crack led to irreparable damage to their image.

They should have at least managed their members better.

If they had shown even a minimum of sincerity to their fans, the repercussions wouldn't have been this severe. This would probably be their most painful mistake of the year.

Whether it was back when she was with a small-to-medium agency putting on a joint year-end stage, or now after being absorbed into LV Entertainment, it seemed Lea Purple had consistently ambiguous luck with her agencies.

Mango Music Awards would be busy dealing with complaints, and Lavish would have to lie low for a while.

See, why drool over someone else's rice bowl?

So annoying.

I clicked my tongue and repeatedly counted the points, noting how close I was to resetting Seo Hojin's memory.

Jeong Dajun, who had been lazing around in the dorm living room, suddenly shot up, clutched his chest, and said in a pathetic tone, “We, who might have remained mere strangers...”

“......”

“...Thank you for the fact that we miraculously reached you and became your idols. Khaaaaa!!!”

Stop milking it already.

Despite my cold glare, our Mr. Elephant didn't stop chattering.

“Hoyun-hyung, you're soooooometimes really cool!! My heart was beating so fast that day, I thought I was going to die... Right, Ichae-hyung?!”

“Ah, totally. I thought my heart was going to drop, too~.” Kang Ichae apathetically played along, tapping his crossed leg.

Jeong Dajun still didn't seem to know, but Kang Ichae had definitely understood my intentions back then.

“Overprotective.”

That's what he had whispered as he came down the stairs.

My gaze, which had rested on Kang Ichae for a moment, soon moved to the phone in my hand. I needed to double-check the schedule for the Season's Greetings and original content filming we had on Jeju Island tomorrow. When we returned, we were scheduled to record the WH Entertainment Concert on January 1st.

In the kitchen, Seong Jiwon opened a decaf drip bag and put water on for coffee. He then asked Kang Ichae, who was giggling with Jeong Dajun, “Ichae-yah, have you finished packing for Jeju Island? Dajun said he's all done.”

“Nah, can't I just borrow your clothes? From head to toe, everything~. Down to a single sock.”

“Hmm, if you're really that lazy, I guess you can.”

“...No. On second thought, I kind of hate that idea...” Kang Ichae mumbled and trailed off after getting nothing for his trouble poking at Seong Jiwon, who had calmly retorted with a pale smile. He then flopped onto the floor.

“Well, I can just pack rouuughly tomorrow morning.”

“Hey, get up,” Kim Seonghyeon said. “The youngest of my cousins is nine, and he's more mature than you. Even he packs his bag the night before school every day. What are you doing?”

“Wait, Seonghyeon-hyung! I'm the youngest, Jeong Dajun!!”

“There's no one with the surname Jeong on my family register.”

After dealing with the squawking youngest members a little longer, Kim Seonghyeon finally grabbed Kang Ichae by the scruff of his neck and headed to his room to pack his suitcase.

Seong Jiwon walked over to the sofa and handed me a mug of decaf coffee.

“Hoyun-ah, have you packed everything?”

“I was planning to borrow your clothes too.”

“Huh? Oh... uhhh...”

I had said it as a light joke, but Seong Jiwon looked surprisingly flustered.

I observed Seong Jiwon getting restless in real-time while sipping the warm coffee.

CRASH! CLATTER!

A loud sound of someone falling came from the room Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae had entered together.

...What was that?

“Gah!! Woah!!” Kim Seonghyeon's scream immediately followed.

The door then flew open, and Kim Seonghyeon practically tumbled out.

“...What's wrong?” I asked.

Thinking Kang Ichae might have pulled a nasty prank, I looked inside, but he also had a dumbfounded expression.

“Hey, I, I, I...”

Kim Seonghyeon trembled with a beet-red face, repeating the same word. I snatched the phone from him. On the screen was a text from Jeong Seonui, the team leader of the WH Management Team.

[Special collaboration stage added for Black Call's Joo Woosung, The Dawn's Kim Seonghyeon, and Seo Hoyun. Song selection to be discussed later.]

What a supply without any demand.

Just as I was thinking I should send a request to Jeong Seonui for reconsideration, a dazed voice, as if intoxicated, drifted from my side.

“...Me, me and Ju Woosung-sunbaenim are doing a special collaboration stage together...?”

“...Excuse me, I'm here too.”

Even when I waved my hand right in front of his face, Kim Seonghyeon just muttered blankly, as if he couldn't see anything.

“I-Is this for real...?”

“Hello? Mr. Kim Seonghyeon?”

“Can you slap me once??”

This is getting quite annoying again.


Chapter 392

To Kim Seonghyeon, Joo Woosung was the sun itself. This was only a slight exaggeration.

Living together for years meant learning useless things about each other. Kim Seonghyeon's devout admiration for Joo Woosung was one such thing.

After quitting school to focus on dancing while working part-time, Kim Seonghyeon happened upon a man's dance video and was instantly captivated.

That man was Joo Woosung.

He said that afterward, he studied Joo Woosung's choreography in every spare moment.

Kim Seonghyeon could not hide his feelings, his face an open book. Even the fans had long known about his earnest heart.

[Seonghyeon, who says he respects Joo Woosung the most ♡

Look at him, his cheeks get all red and he starts rambling whenever Joo Woosung is mentioned... So cute]

Sarcastic remarks often surfaced. People asked if he was happy to finally be in the same company as Black Call after starting as a nobody and using Min Jiheon to force his way into WH Entertainment. However, Kim Seonghyeon was such a fool for Joo Woosung that he would likely ignore the insults, focus on the 'same company' part, and just grin.

Well, in a way, I guess Kim Seonghyeon is the one who's succeeded the most in life...

I looked at Kim Seonghyeon sitting below the sofa. Dark circles shadowed his eyes. He must have stayed up all night after hearing the collaboration news yesterday.

We arrived on Jeju Island for the Season's Greetings photoshoot. After unpacking at the villa, all the members naturally gathered in the living room.

As usual, I lay on the sofa, enjoying the leisure.

Just then, the phone I had placed on the table vibrated.

Kim Seonghyeon saw the caller ID before I did and shrugged his shoulders excitedly. It was obvious who was calling.

I decided to let him take the call and put it on speakerphone to snap him out of it.

[Ah, the WH Concert collaboration? I know. I already heard. It's pretty common for a senior artist to get bundled with a junior artist...]

Look at this bastard's arrogant tone.

My brow furrowed, but Kim Seonghyeon nodded his head like a madman, a true fanatic agreeing unconditionally with Joo Woosung's over-the-top nonsense.

[Since it's come to this, let's work hard and do well~.]

“Yes, Senior! I'll work myself to death!”

[Haha, don't die. Let's just do our best without it affecting our schedules.]

“I'll manage my condition perfectly and make sure I don't drag you down in any way!”

...Ha, this is so fucking annoying to watch.

Kim Seonghyeon's admiration for Joo Woosung was not new. I tried to let it slide, but listening to them was infuriating.

[By the way, what's Seo Hoyun doing?]

“He's right next to me, listening intently to your words, Senior!”

[I bet he's making a fucking pissed-off face.]

“Uh... about that...”

Wow, how did he know?

[Did you hear that, Seo Hoyun? Seonghyeon's this enthusiastic, so what are you doing?]

Joo Woosung never passed up a chance to poke at someone.

I picked my ear and ignored him. Kim Seonghyeon grew anxious and nudged me with his elbow, his eyes darting around as if to rush my response.

[Huh, that's strange. Why can't I hear anything? Even though you get to work with your god-like Senior?]

"Working hard."

I clicked the phone off.

Kim Seonghyeon started squawking beside me. I thought I did him a favor by saying one word before hanging up.

I covered my ears and gestured with my chin. The System Window, only sharp at moments like this, promptly displayed Kim Seonghyeon's stats.

[Kim Seonghyeon]

[Even I would respect Joo Woosung more than Seo Hoyun!]

[Vocal: B+

Dance: S0

Variety: B+

Acting: D0

Charm: A+

???:???]

I ignored the useless snark and scanned the contents.

His variety skill had risen sharply thanks to my constant teasing, but besides a slight increase in his vocal and charm stats from a year ago, the rest seemed stagnant.

His dance stat, in particular, was unchanged.

Why?

The Dawn was not lazy. Everyone complained about Seong Jiwon being scary, but they all dragged themselves to the studio and practice room. Kim Seonghyeon was no exception, so his stat should have gone up.

Does he need something more special?

Joo Woosung's stat soared to EX-Class after his LA trip. Perhaps Kim Seonghyeon also desperately needed a flash of inspiration.

I relaxed my unconscious frown and slung an arm around Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder.

“Let's use this chance to squeeze everything we can out of Joo Woosung.”

“Squeeze everything out of him! Of course, it'd be great to learn from Senior Joo Woosung in many ways... it'd be an honor... no, I'm also excited...”

“Kim Seonghyeon, I'm starting to get genuinely worried about you...”

Kim Seonghyeon shoved my arm off. He looked dumbfounded and pointed a finger at me.

“Hey, you should be worried about yourself right now. What're you gonna do, stuck between Senior Joo Woosung and me?”

“......”

He was right. Being stuck between an EX and an S stat would put me at a great disadvantage.

The grades showed only a one-level difference, but the numerical gap was enormous, just like how it gets harder to level up.

To put it simply, the gap between an EX and S stat was like heaven and earth, while the gap between an S and A- stat was like the ground and the inner core.

I had lived my life without being too conscious of it, but I only realized it after becoming an idol.

True talent really did exist in this world.

The Item Shop could close the gap a little, but it would not make a huge difference. The Grand Prize was close, and I did not want to waste points on this.

I'd rather just cut down on sleep and practice more.

“Hoyun-hyung, it's easier if you just give up~.”

Kang Ichae said, shaking his head. He had just walked in with the yellowtail sashimi we ordered for delivery.

“Besides, Jiwon-hyung raised such a fuss trying to turn you into a dancing machine back then and still failed. What can you do about it now~?”

“Hey, I'm not that bad, you know?”

My accumulated effort and natural talent were different, but my dancing skills were still better than most idols.

I puffed out my chest confidently. Seong Jiwon defended me with a gentle smile.

“Yes, Hoyun's dancing has its own unique charm.”

“The unique charm of a klutz...”

I smacked Kang Ichae on the back. He cried out, “Owowow,” and tried to rub the spot he could not reach.

Kim Seonghyeon unwrapped the food on the table and cleared his throat. 'Kmm, kmm.' He picked up a large piece of yellowtail with his chopsticks, dipped it generously in chili sauce, and offered it to the youngest.

“...Maknae, I'm sorry... You probably wanted to do the collaboration with Senior Joo Woosung too...”

“Hwuh??”

Jeong Dajun snatched the sashimi and munched on it. He tilted his head from side to side before answering brightly.

“I'm okhay!”

“Chew before you speak.”

“Uhm, I'm fine! Of course, it would've been awesome to do it together... but this isn't the only chance, and our styles are so different that if I got influenced, I'd be too swept away. So unless I absolutely have to, I want to avoid it for now.”

“Oho~, our maknae has such deep thoughts?”

“Heh, of course.”

“Wow, our Dajun is so cool!”

Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon showered the youngest with praise and applause. Kim Seonghyeon gave a stoic nod.

But that was it.

All the members then returned to the food, continuing their meal in a cheerful atmosphere.

I glanced at Kim Seonghyeon.

Kim Seonghyeon was definitely influenced a lot by Joo Woosung.

His dance lines, his sense of rhythm, his overall feel.

He had his own style, but he exuded a very similar vibe.

And if his dance stat was stagnant despite his diligent training...

Isn't it time for a change?

I continued lazing on the sofa. Suddenly, Kang Ichae wrapped a piece of yellowtail in seaweed and pushed it into my mouth.

“Here, hyung~. Eat up~.”

I took it without thinking and chewed. The guy grinned and asked a question.

“By the way, hyung, can't Woosung-hyung fix your clumsiness? Is it an incurable disease?”

“Hey, couldn't you tell from the workshop? We practiced together, but nothing improved.”

“Ah, right... Seonghyeon-hyung has a point.”

“Fuck, I'm telling you, I'm actually a pretty good dancer!”

I immediately retorted, but my words did not reach anyone.

.

.

.

[At the airport after a long time ♡

#ICHAE]

Airport sightings started popping up. Around that time, Kang Ichae posted a photo on Instagram, confirming The Dawn was heading to Jeju Island. No one knew their schedule.

Numerous speculations began to spread.

As if aware of this, a live notification titled 'Join us for our Jeju Island MT' soon rang out.

[Hi ♡♡♡♡]

[Guys, you're contacting us more than my parents these days]

“Ahaha, our goal is to be seen more often than commercials.”

“We don't have a schedule today, so let's hang out all day!”

An entire wall of sash windows revealed the Jeju Island nightscape behind The Dawn.

The members started by sharing vivid impressions of the yellowtail sashimi. They then told small stories about the cool, salty air of Jeju Island, the taste of tangerines from a local resident, and the badminton game they played upon arriving at the villa.

[I almost felt awkward during the Hawaii MT, but now it's Jeju Island... It's finally gotten a bit better]

[Seonghyeon, why do you look so much like a PE major today?]

“Do I look like a PE major?”

Kim Seonghyeon asked with wide eyes. The chat window instantly flooded with related comments.

'Kim Seonghyeon, the PE major you take a selective liberal arts class with,' 'Seong Jiwon, the senior in the same department you have a crush on,' 'Seo Hoyun, the department representative who never misses the top spot,' 'Kang Ichae, the mischievous classmate who always plays pranks,' 'Jeong Dajun, the new club member you want to buy a meal for.'

The Dawn catered to the fans' desires and put on a short improv skit.

About an hour later, Jeong Dajun discovered a board game in a corner of the villa.

“Wow, Hoyun-hyung just took a risk for nothing and is now completely ruined...”

“Hyung, you have really bad luck...”

“......”

It was a game where a roulette wheel determined a person's entire life, from childhood to old age.

The game was heavily influenced by luck, so Seo Hoyun could not escape last place.

“Whoa, wait a minute. Jiwon-hyung, what are your assets right now?!”

“Haha... Hey, Hoyun-ah. Should I give you my house?”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, you guys are so cute and funny...]

[I need sub T.T]

[Hoyun is looking through the manual to see how to inherit a house ㅋㅋㅋ There's no such thing in the game of life...ㅠㅠ]

The live stream continued until Noeul's phone radiated heat like a hot pack.

At first, questions poured in about the members. Gradually, the fans began to watch calmly, reacting as if they were participating in the MT.

Jeong Dajun, who was constantly snacking, popped another cracker into his mouth and suddenly read a comment aloud.

“I'm a middle schooler. There's someone I like, and I don't know how to reply to their message asking if I'm free on Christmas... Oh my, oh my, oh my!!”

“Noeul's love counseling...”

Jeong Dajun made a fuss. Kang Ichae turned on his phone's flashlight and waved it around to set the mood.

A heated debate ensued among everyone except the silent Seo Hoyun. The general consensus was, 'What do we know about dating to give advice so carelessly?'

But Jeong Dajun refused to back down and stepped up.

“Alright, alright, Jeong Dajun, who has mastered all romance dramas, will sort this out for you! First, ask them to meet under a streetlight!”

“Which streetlight, exactly?”

“And since it's Christmas, you pretend the streetlight is our mistletoe and confess!”

“That's not really a Korean sentiment.”

Seo Hoyun rested his chin in his hand and retorted indifferently. Jeong Dajun puffed out his cheeks and grumbled for him to offer a better idea.

Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun, whose teamwork was only perfect in moments like these, smirked and added their own two cents.

[Kang Ichae suggests "Running to school with a piece of toast in your mouth and bumping into someone on a street corner"...]

[Seo Hoyun "Or waking up to find your bodies have swapped, forcing you to run into each other"]

[Kim Seonghyeon 'Stop it, you're going to make Jeong Dajun cry']

Jeong Dajun hid behind Kim Seonghyeon to escape his two hyungs. They kept poking his cheeks despite his angry expression. Then, another chat appeared.

[Dajun-ah, what would you do if I said I was going on a blind date?]

Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled when he saw it, and he shot up from his seat.

“Simulation!! Let's run a simulation for Noeul!”

He led Kim Seonghyeon to a different spot where they would be clearly visible on screen.

“Kim Yeoju, please say a word. Seo Hoyun, please sit here.”

Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon, as if used to such sudden developments, peacefully put away the board game on one side.

Jeong Dajun stood between Seo Hoyun and Kim Seonghyeon, clenched his fists, and shouted.

“Alright, let the blind date begin!!”

[Ayy, there's no way Hoyun will go along with this]

Kim Seonghyeon twitched an eyebrow, looking dumbfounded. Seo Hoyun, who had been silently observing, glanced at Jeong Dajun's flushed, excited face. Then he crossed his arms and tilted his head.

“Hey, commoner.”

[Damn, he's playing along.]


Chapter 393

Kim Seonghyeon winced at Seo Hoyun's playful teasing. "Ugh..." He held back his rage, remembering the live stream was still on.

"You, didn't I say I was sick of you? Why'd you follow me all the way to Jeju Island?"

"Seo Hoyun, you're really..."

The words "are you crazy" rose to the tip of his tongue, but Kim Seonghyeon swallowed them and clutched the back of his neck instead.

Seo Hoyun grinned slyly and added another comment. "No matter how pure and cute you are, you've crossed the line this time."

“......”

[LMAO]

[Isn't he a total madman??ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Three lines creased Kim Seonghyeon's brow. Just then, Kang Ichae, who had been cleaning up the board game, stood up. He clutched a wad of fake bills in both hands and abruptly held them out to Seo Hoyun.

Seo Hoyun looked up at Kang Ichae and raised a single eyebrow.

"Hmph, what does my son have to be ashamed of?! Is his appearance lacking? Is his body not good enough? What's wrong with him! Financial power?! Look here, money! This is all my boy's~!"

[I love this endless Game of Life skit]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at Hoyun suddenly getting interested]

The corners of Kang Ichae's already sharp eyes rose even more maliciously.

Seo Hoyun slyly tucked the bills into his clothes and said affectionately, "Well, that changes things. Baby, you should've told me you were rich sooner."

"...This is so annoying..." Kim Seonghyeon sighed softly, as if he had reached enlightenment.

Kang Ichae leaned in and interjected, "Look at him, he doesn't know his place!"

"Father, I learned all about my place back in kindergarten. Now, we need to clear up our misunderstanding and continue our sweet relationship, so would you mind stepping aside for a moment?"

What had clearly started as a blind date simulation had somehow bypassed a makjang drama and turned into a full-blown skit.

Seong Jiwon, who was left out, lowered his head slightly and muttered, "Ah, I should have played the father..."

[Why is he jealous about that...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah crap ㅋㅋㅋ So cute ㅋㅋㅋ]

Caught between the storm of Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae, Kim Seonghyeon shuddered.

After firing off relentless comments, Kang Ichae threw the asset cards he had set aside at Seo Hoyun. "Take this and break up with our Seonghyeon!"

The paper cards hit Seo Hoyun's chest and fluttered to the ground.

A moment of silence fell. The sound of Jeong Dajun gulping loudly echoed in the room.

Seo Hoyun slowly bent his torso to pick up the cards. He glanced at them with downcast eyes, a smirk forming on his lips.

"...Father, aren't you being a bit too cheap?"

"What?!"

"You were making such a fuss. I thought the scale would be a bit grander than this."

He even added a natural PPL. "If you're going to wire the money to show your true worth now, send it via MJ Bank."

[Crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Holy shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What's with the random ad ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ He's nuts ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hey guys, Noeul said they wanted to go on a blind date ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You can't do this to them ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At their never-ending skit, Kim Seonghyeon tilted his chin up to stare at the ceiling. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them and spoke. "Let's stop now..."

"Right, let's stop this push-and-pull."

"I'm tired."

"Love is never easy."

Seo Hoyun tossed aside Kim Seonghyeon's suggestion with a mischievous smile.

[Hoyun's festival of wise sayings]

[Seonghyeon-ah, did you do something to Hoyun?ㅋㅋㅋ He's being extra harsh today ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at the actively scrolling real-time chat and tried to compose his expression. He attempted to placate Seo Hoyun several times, but Seo Hoyun only continued to taunt him with a fixed, cold smile. Finally, Kim Seonghyeon exploded.

"Hey, are you doing this because I told you to worry about your own collaboration...!"

“......”

“......”

“......”

"...Huh?"

The members' gazes all turned to Kim Seonghyeon.

For a moment, even the fans' comments stopped.

[???]

[Collaboration??]

[????]

Just as Noeul slowly started reacting again, a wrinkle formed on Seo Hoyun's forehead. Jeong Dajun dropped the snack he was holding in surprise.

The live stream cut off.

Water had leaked from the ice pack placed on the tablet PC to cool it down. To outsiders, however, it looked like they had dropped a bomb and run away because they couldn't handle the aftermath.

As they all warily eyed each other, Kang Ichae muttered a beat later, "...Did he just drop a spoiler?"

"...Yeah... Ha, haha..." Kim Seonghyeon let out an empty laugh and slammed his head on the table as if the world had ended.

.

.

.

"Hey, Seonghyeon-hyung is getting scolded."

"Wow, seeing a hyung get scolded is a rare sight."

As soon as they arrived at the preparation site for the Season's Greetings, Kim Seonghyeon got an earful about the previous day's live stream.

Although idols sometimes intentionally dropped spoilers as fan service, the company seemed to strictly control information about the WH Entertainment Concert.

"Alright, alright, let's focus on work now." Seong Jiwon patted Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun on the back, urging them to move.

For this shoot, they had rented an entire reed field on Jeju Island. The temperature was definitely higher than in Seoul, but the cold wind seeped through the gaps in their clothes without any buildings to block it, making it feel incredibly chilly.

Still, they had to take pictures, so they took off their coats and did a final check of their outfits.

The photographer for the day gave a thumbs-up in satisfaction. "But Mr. Seo Hoyun, that outfit looks really good on you."

This was the third time they were releasing a Season's Greetings.

It seemed they had skipped it the first year they debuted as The Dawn. Considering it was Daepaseong Entertainment, who had paid money for a song like Fail Fail Fail, it was not surprising.

I grit my teeth against the bone-chilling cold and meet the camera lens with my eyes.

After a grueling few hours, I checked the shots with Lee Jihyeon from the Daepaseong Planning Team.

The desolate scenery under the gray winter sky blended well with their complexions, which showed they were enduring the cold. The photos came out quite beautifully.

"This Season's Greetings concept is really great, isn't it?!"

A typical Season's Greetings usually had a bright, cheerful, and comfortable concept to welcome the new year, but they had decided to try a completely different direction.

"Like it was shot with a hazy film camera, a retro vibe that captures the unique nostalgia of the 1990s!! Isn't it amazing?!"

I wonder if she was even born back then.

I put on a dark blue shirt with a cloud print over my white t-shirt to change outfits. Lee Jihyeon chattered on, even more excited.

"And we put meaning into all the props and outfits too! It's like they're strangers who seem peaceful but exude a dangerous scent?! But it's no fun if everyone's the same, so Mr. Kim Seonghyeon and Mr. Kang Ichae are undercover cops... Why, why are you looking at me like that?"

Lee Jihyeon, who had been rambling, faltered. Her eyes darted around as if gauging my reaction.

"Jihyeon, be honest with me. Did you get a big bonus?"

"...I've realized that inspiration is generated from money..."

After pulling my lips into a grin, I looked around.

The behind-the-scenes camera, which had followed me as if it were a given, was now focused on 'the rising dance star of Daepaseong, Jeong Dajun,' who was suddenly showing off some breakdancing moves.

I moved closer to Lee Jihyeon and lowered my voice to ask quietly, "By the way, is Team Leader Jeong Seonui not coming today? I haven't seen her around at all lately."

It was not an urgent question, but I wanted to know who on earth was trying to squeeze me in among the main dancers.

Lee Jihyeon answered with a thoughtful hum. "Umm, I'm not sure. Team Leader Jeong isn't exclusively in charge of us, you know. Besides, Black Call also has a comeback next year. I think she's busy coordinating various things..."

It was a plausible reason, so I was about to nod and let it go. Then she opened her mouth again as if she had remembered something.

"Ah! Come to think of it, she did seem swamped lately with frequent appointments with the higher-ups."

"Higher-ups?"

Perhaps because of the strong camaraderie we shared from going through all sorts of hardships together since Daepaseong, Lee Jihyeon spoke freely about internal affairs without any caution.

"Yes, who was it... Executive Director Han Jihyeok, was it? I heard he calls for her frequently. Maybe it's related to a promotion? Or maybe a bonus."

Executive Director Han Jihyeok?

He was one of the people at the center of the storm when the company was in an uproar over internal politics a few months ago. He was, of course, a difficult person to deal with.

Why is he meeting with Jeong Seonui so often?

A strange feeling crept up my spine. I was retracing recent events when Lee Jihyeon added as she organized her materials, "...Anyway, let's work hard for the rest of December. Our team predicts that you can really look forward to the beginning of next year."

"Are you telling me to prepare an acceptance speech?"

"Isn't that obvious? I'll prepare one too. Something like, I'm just grateful to have miraculously become The Dawn's planner..."

After cracking a joke, Lee Jihyeon waved and walked quickly toward the staff to change props.

The shoot continued late into the night.

We ate dinner from lunch boxes and were only able to return to the villa after finishing all the planned shots.

Of course, that did not mean we were given a break right away. We had to write short messages to each other, which would be printed on the Season's Greetings postcards.

Everyone, fresh out of the shower and with their hair still damp, gathered cozily in the living room. They held the tablet PCs provided by the company.

She said it's going on the back of the postcard.

I twirled the tablet pen between my fingers and spied on Seong Jiwon. He was scribbling away next to me while wearing an orange, tangerine-shaped hat he must have gotten from who-knows-where.

[Even though I can't make you a dancing machine right now, I'll definitely make it happen in 10 years, Hoyun-ah! I promise!!]

"Cough."

Et tu, Brute...

I turned my head to the other side and saw Kang Ichae writing a message for Jeong Dajun. Having miraculously recognized his own name, Jeong Dajun peeked over. Kang Ichae, who had been writing neatly in Korean, drew lines all over it and started writing in English.

"That's cheap!!"

"Huhu."

"Hyung! You know translation apps can figure anything out these days, right?! Aren't you underestimating the current generation?"

The youngest huffed and tried to take a picture of Kang Ichae's tablet PC with his phone to recognize the text. However, the fancy cursive was only recognized as strange alphabets and would not translate.

"...I guess the smart fans will translate it for me later..."

Pouting, Jeong Dajun returned to his seat. Unable to give up easily, he borrowed the other hyungs' phones and repeatedly took pictures of Kang Ichae's handwriting.

After watching the whole situation, I put down my pen and stood up. "Hey, you guys keep writing."

"Huh? Why?!"

"Where are you going, Hoyun-ah?"

"It's too distracting. I'll write it later."

I pointed to the veranda, opened it, and stepped out onto the first-floor terrace.

When I closed the sash window, the boisterous noise vanished instantly.

I tucked my hands into the sleeves of my sweatshirt, crossed my arms, and looked up at the sky. More stars twinkled here than in the Seoul sky. The cold, refreshing scent of the sea also flowed into my nose.

It was still chilly, but I was enjoying the pleasant feeling when a not-so-welcome notification sounded.

DING!

[Why aren't you writing it now?]

"I'll get to it soon. Just slacking off."

The words I would write were obvious anyway.

Thanks, let's work hard next year too.' Something like that.

Though, if we won a Grand Prize at the upcoming award ceremonies, 'thanks' would become 'thanked' in the past tense.

Based on public reaction and the data provided by the company, the probability of The Dawn winning a Grand Prize this year was very high.

If we get it, I'll use that momentum to have a talk with Kang Ichae.

He was by no means an easy guy to deal with, so I planned to watch for the right moment to aim for the Scenario Quest's completion.

When I looked back, I could see the four of them laughing and playing around inside the living room.

"Well, look at them having fun..."

It was a peaceful scene, but my heart stirred.

What if I return to my original world and they're an idol group I've never seen or heard of.

What if I return to my original world and they exist in a different form than they do now.

What if I return to my original world and they...

...Absolutely not.

How could I, after all the work I put into raising them.

I'll never let that happen.

Even if people accuse me of taking money, I will use any means necessary to pull them up to their current level of popularity and status, or even higher.

I clicked my tongue at the turmoil in my heart and swept my bangs up when my phone vibrated.

[Joo Woosung: (Photo)]

[Joo Woosung: Nyangnyang ]

It was a selfie of the useless Joo Woosung with Nyangnyang. For some reason, he was out. An unfamiliar landscape was in the background instead of his usual home.

So what?

I was about to ignore it and go back inside the villa when another message arrived.

[Joo Woosung: Behind you ㅋㅋ]

The moment I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head back in annoyance, a warm, fluffy sensation touched my cheek. A fluffy white furball followed, coming into my view.

"Klutz, hello?"

Joo Woosung, carefully holding Nyangnyang, raised the corners of his mouth in a grin.


Chapter 394

Why is he here?

And this isn't even our Seoul dorm. How did he find out about the villa we booked for our schedule?

“You're looking at me like you've seen a ghost.”

While I just blinked in surprise, Joo Woosung readjusted his hold on Nyangnyang. He then plopped down on an outdoor terrace chair as if he owned the place.

“...Did you follow me? With Nyangnyang, too?”

“What are you talking about... Hey, am I crazy? You think I have nothing better to do than follow you all the way here?”

He must have conveniently forgotten the time he followed me to LA just because he was bored.

I glanced toward the living room. The members didn't seem to know Joo Woosung was here, so he must have come directly onto the first-floor terrace.

I sat in the chair across from him. Nyangnyang stretched languidly before approaching me with slow, graceful steps.

As I gently scratched the purring cat's chin, Joo Woosung cleared his throat a couple of times and finally began his explanation.

“Well, with the Black Call comeback preparations and the WH Concert practice overlapping, it's been hard to get home. I'm not a fan of letting strangers into my house, and there's a limit to what a pet sitter can do... so I came to Jeju Island to leave her with my older cousin for a while. Nyangnyang's mother is there.”

I listened to his rambling excuse. Every sentence overflowed with things I could refute.

For someone who claimed not to like having people over, he seemed perfectly fine with it when I visited. It also wasn't the first or second time his packed schedule had kept him from going home.

I scanned him with a suspicious gaze and poked him with the fundamental question.

“Forget all that. Why are you at this villa?”

“Why? Is this somewhere I'm not allowed to be? Besides, it's a good chance to talk about the collaboration.”

Joo Woosung grinned and added that the WH Entertainment staff would pluck the stars from the sky for him, so finding my location was no big deal.

In the end, it meant he had sweet-talked an employee to find out.

“Right, Nyangnyang wants to see her mommy, doesn't she~?”

I thought he'd at least say something about me hanging up on him, but Joo Woosung just keeps grinning like a fool.

“Ah, the Jeju Island air is so nice~.”

An icy wind whipped around us and made my teeth chatter, but he just swept back his messy brown hair and offered a refreshing smile.

He must really love his team activities. His face is completely alive.

If he was this thirsty for Black Call activities, I wonder why he went through such a slump in the beginning.

His condition still seemed to fluctuate a bit, but his relationship with the members didn't seem bad, so I figured it was probably fine.

“What are you staring at? You're making me uncomfortable.”

Because it looks like you've turned over a new leaf.

I pushed aside the thought I didn't need to voice and changed the subject.

“Since you came all the way to Jeju Island to see me, I have a favor to ask. Please give Kim Seonghyeon an autograph, take a picture with him, and give him some advice to get his act together. He's a seriously hardcore fan of Joo Woosung.”

“I'll say it again, I didn't come here for you.”

“Just do it, will you? He might even be a 1st Generation Bloys.”

“As if.”

Joo Woosung scoffed as if it were nonsense, but I thought it was a pretty credible story.

“Anyway, since we're collaborating, it would be great if you could throw in some counseling for his worries. He seems to be trying hard enough, but his skills aren't improving. You'd know more about this kind of thing, Joo Woosung.”

“Are you his parent?”

“Enough with the sarcasm.”

Come to think of it, this bastard had flat-out rejected my request to look at Kim Seonghyeon's dancing before.

I don't know what he saw in my face, but Joo Woosung raised both hands as if to tell me to calm down.

“Whoa, whoa, just listen to me first. Do you know why I'm refusing your request?”

“Because you're petty?”

“This guy, really.”

He clicked his tongue in annoyance, crossed his arms, and said, “Kim Seonghyeon needs to break away from me.”

Then he turned his head and stared into the distance for a long moment before adding, “...In the past, no, until just recently, I really didn't like how he had that perfect trifecta of talent, effort, and luck... Even though his recognition was much lower than mine, it still got on my nerves...”

“So you are petty.”

“That's not it! Haven't you felt something's off? You just said it yourself. That Kim Seonghyeon isn't improving despite his efforts.”

When I just shrugged and demanded an answer, Joo Woosung sighed heavily in frustration. He scratched his cheek with his index finger and calmly informed me, “Anything I say now would be meaningless. He needs to find his own dance now.”

I had been thinking something similar.

It's time for a change.

“So, how does he do that? Should I send him to study abroad in California or something?”

“What kind of bullshit is that? It's not like that...”

Joo Woosung pondered my question for a moment, then suddenly lowered his eyebrows and gave me a shitty look.

“...Never mind, Klutz. Don't even try to understand. I could explain it for a hundred days, and someone like you would never get it.”

“It's been a while, and you're already pissing me off.”

“Who do you think I learned it from?”

Watching him cackle made me feel suddenly tired. I decided to just dump Joo Woosung on Kim Seonghyeon and go to sleep. As I started to get up, he suddenly grabbed my wrist.

“...But you know,” he asked in a low voice. “Hoyun-ah, aren't you worried about anyone? It seems like there's someone else who's in serious trouble...”

The corners of his mouth twitched unpleasantly. It was the perfect picture of someone teasing.

I tried to swallow my boiling anger, watching it sublimate into a puff of white breath. Just then, Joo Woosung finally couldn't hold back his laughter and burst out. He picked up Nyangnyang, who had been purring on my lap, and used her front paws to press against me. Nyangnyang, extra sensitive in this unfamiliar place, sprang up like a coil, scratched Joo Woosung all over, and landed on the ground.

“Ack! Hey, you little brat!”

Nyangnyang ignored Joo Woosung's scream and circled my feet, rubbing against me.

“Agh, I wonder who she takes after, so hot-tempered and prickly...”

“Yeah, yeah, good girl, good girl.”

I didn't hold back my praise as I stroked the cat's back. Joo Woosung smoothed out the sweater that her sharp claws had badly snagged, then pouted and grumbled, “Let's see if you can act like this during practice.”

I pretended not to hear and cleaned my ear with my pinky. He tucked Nyangnyang back into his arms and waved at someone. When I turned my head, the members were greeting Joo Woosung, having recognized him. Kim Seonghyeon grabbed his coat, ready to come out at any moment.

“Well, I'll at least do a proper job of being a cool senior.”

The way the corners of his mouth lifted high felt strangely unsettling.


Joo Woosung insisted that we absolutely, positively must run through the choreography right here, right now. The other members agreed to watch Nyangnyang, and the three of us, including Kim Seonghyeon, moved to the largest room in the villa.

Joo Woosung demonstrated without any music. Even through my rising irritation, I had to admit it.

He's the most elegant and beautiful dancer I know.

“Hey! Seo Awkward! Get it together!”

Of course, that sentiment didn't even last a minute.

It would be perfect if this bastard would just stop this bullshit.

I tried my best to follow along, but when not only Joo Woosung but also Kim Seonghyeon started nagging me, my voice naturally rose.

“Ah, give me a break! If I were in any other group, I'd be skilled enough for people to ask if I was the main dancer!”

“Are you sure you're an idol who debuted on Earth?!”

He said he'd do a proper job of being a cool senior, but this just looked like a ploy to run me ragged.

“Ah, forget it. Forget it. I'll show you when we get to Seoul.”

Exhausted, I collapsed onto the floor without even wiping the sweat that dripped down my face. Joo Woosung sidled up to me and nudged my leg with the tip of his foot.

“Done already? Phew, you should be glad you're in The Dawn. If this were Black Call, I'd have forced you up and made you do it again.”

You're the one who should be glad.

I mentally flipped him the bird.

They kidnapped a perfectly happy PD and forced him to become an idol. This should be enough. Besides, if he were in my group, I wouldn't have let him off at this level either.

Instead of retorting, I just waved my hand dismissively. Joo Woosung's gaze was strangely fixed on Kim Seonghyeon.

“...Hm, hey, Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“If you're really tired, why don't you go out and get some air.”

It was a polite way of telling me to get lost.

When I just narrowed my eyes and watched him, he kicked my leg again. It was his way of saying he had something to say to Kim Seonghyeon.

...Is he going to give him advice now?

“...Yes, yes. The klutz is leaving~.”

“Alright, hurry up and get lost.”

I slowly dragged myself out, grabbed a water bottle from the kitchen, and went onto the veranda. I walked along the terrace until I reached the farthest corner, where light spilled out from a window.

Hiding my body behind a chair, I peeked inside and saw Joo Woosung and Kim Seonghyeon.

I opened the window sash just a tiny crack and listened closely.

“...nim, I spoiled the WH Concert collaboration during a live stream. I'm so sorry...”

“Ah, it's fine, it's fine. That's no big deal. That's not what I want to talk about...”

Joo Woosung looked around awkwardly for no reason before getting to the point.

“...I heard you have a lot on your mind lately? That your dancing isn't improving.”

“Ah, ah... Yes, it seems you've heard... To be honest, I am a little worried...”

Kim Seonghyeon looked even more dejected than when he was apologizing.

“I thought I would grow if I just kept working hard like I always have... but lately, I've been stagnating, and it feels like that belief is shattering.”

His voice was a mumble, as if eroded by anxiety.

Honestly, I didn't believe that a few words from Joo Woosung would suddenly make Kim Seonghyeon's skills skyrocket. I was just curious about the conversation that would pass between them.

Joo Woosung, who had listened quietly, stroked his chin and answered calmly, “Seonghyeon-ah, that's a slump.”

“Ah! I see!”

“Mm, and if possible...”

It seemed like Kim Seonghyeon would believe Joo Woosung even if he claimed to make meju from red beans. He immediately agreed and leaned forward, not wanting to miss a single word.

“I hope you go through a very severe, painful, and agonizing slump.”

“...What?”

I happened to be drinking water at that moment and had to quickly cover my mouth to keep from spitting it out.

Worried I'd been caught, I quickly checked on them. Thankfully, they seemed too focused on their conversation to have noticed.

“This kind of talk won't get through to the klutz who just left, but Kim Seonghyeon, you need to understand. There's such a thing as a 'feel' for it.”

“...A 'feel'?”

“Yes. For example, it's not just about extending your arm, but how you finish the movement with your fingertips. When you lift your head, where you place your gaze. Not just simple motions, but fluid movements. Not just exhaling, but a continuous breath.”

What the hell?

As this boring lecture started out of nowhere, I let out a wide yawn and waited for him to say something useful.

“You're at a stage where you still need to agonize over it more.”

“......”

“So, I hope you experience and endure a very long, scary, dark, and deep slump. Just like I did. Got it?”

Joo Woosung added in an uncharacteristically gentle tone, “Gain some depth.”

I sent him to help, and instead, this bastard is just throwing salt on the wound.

Ah, so unhelpful.

Sighing, I went back the way I came and returned to the living room. Neither Kim Seonghyeon nor the other members were there. Joo Woosung sat alone on the sofa with a refreshed look on his face, stroking Nyangnyang as if he were in his own home.

“Why are you coming from over there? Anyway, you should thank me. I gave Kim Seonghyeon some killer advice that should snap him to his senses.”

“...You're really terrible, just terrible.”

Joo Woosung, who had been sulking, flinched and rolled his eyes.

“...Did you eavesdrop?”

“It was incredibly informative.”

“Damn it... Don't misunderstand. There's nothing wrong with what I said. I don't even know why I'm explaining this...!!”

I covered my ears and went, 'Aaaah.'

Forget it, Joo Woosung. I didn't have any expectations anyway.

At this point, I just wished he would disappear.

A moment later, Joo Woosung gave up on his excuses, ruffled his hair wildly, and poked me in the side.

“Seo Hoyun, so what are you going to do? I'm not kidding, you're in serious trouble. Want me to stay and help you practice?”

“......”

I took my phone out of my pants pocket and showed him a video.

“WH really is a major company, isn't it?”

We hadn't even started practicing in earnest, but they had already planned out all the camera angles using just the dancers' draft.

After watching it, Joo Woosung tilted his head.

“But what's this? It's just the angles—”

“......”

“...Hey, no way.”

That's right.

Exactly what you're thinking.

“You're going to practice the hell out of only the parts where the camera catches you?”

I grinned.

Even someone with ordinary dance lines could be transformed into someone like Joo Woosung with the right angles and framing. People talk about the magic of camera work for a reason.

No matter how hard I practiced, my time was too limited. This was the best method to get good results.

“Hey, you madman. Even if you do that, it'll all be exposed when the fancams come out!”

“You think I wouldn't know that? It's truly a shame, but unfortunately, there are no fancams for this WH Concert.”

“Isn't this bastard a total psycho?”

If I don't do this, how am I supposed to survive among all these dancing gods and kings?

I was confident.

Shaking his head and muttering, 'You're the best in the world when it comes to taking shortcuts,' Joo Woosung let out a heavy sigh.

“Ugh, seeing you like this really makes me upset and feel sorry for you...”

“......”

You bastard...

And so, the recording for WH Entertainment's no-audience concert, planned for mid-December, was fast approaching.


Chapter 395

After their Jeju Island schedule, The Dawn returned to Seoul. They busied themselves preparing for the WH Entertainment Concert, set for release on January 1st. Their regular schedule continued, and time flew by as they frantically handled everything.

Before they knew it, mid-December arrived. It was the pre-recording day for the WH Entertainment concert, which would be held without an audience.

“Ooh, they said we can film it again as many times as we need?”

“Since there's no audience, they said it's possible as long as it doesn't delay the schedule too much.”

The Dawn's waiting room was as noisy as ever.

The Dawn, the most junior group at WH Entertainment, had already finished filming. They returned to their waiting room, chatting noisily. Only Seo Hoyun and Kim Seonghyeon, who had a special collaboration stage left, moved to change their outfits.

Seo Hoyun pulled on tight-fitting slacks with a slit up to the knee. He wore a short black jacket over his bare skin that only came down to his chest. As Seo Hoyun wrapped the long front flaps around his torso and tied them, Jeong Dajun fussed that he looked cold and haphazardly covered him with hot packs.

“Hoyun-hyung, you can't die yet!!”

“Don't talk to me, I need to save my energy...”

“Wow, a collaboration soon. Don't worry, you'll do as well as you practiced! You guys, fighting~!”

Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae followed Seong Jiwon's affectionate encouragement with their own cheers and support.

But none of it registered with Kim Seonghyeon, who had already changed and was sitting on the sofa.

Kim Seonghyeon wore a flowing black shirt lavishly decorated with crystals and slacks adorned with jeweled chains. He nervously shook his leg, and the small sounds echoed his anxiety.

The other members guessed how Kim Seonghyeon felt and watched him carefully without a word.

In truth, Kim Seonghyeon wasn't trembling because he had to perform with a senior he deeply respected.

What did Joo Woosung-sunbaenim mean by that...

Ever since Joo Woosung gave him that advice, Kim Seonghyeon had constantly pondered its hidden meaning. He couldn't just let it go.

A knock on the door was followed by a staff member's announcement. “Seo Hoyun, Kim Seonghyeon, we'll be heading out to prepare now.”

After receiving another round of cheers from Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun, he walked down the hallway and onto the stage. Joo Woosung stood there under the bright lights.

“Senior, hello.”

Joo Woosung wore a white organza blouse mixed with silver thread, with elegant ruffles on the neck and sleeves. He also wore white slacks with a single gray line running down the side. The outfit gave off a similar vibe, perfectly coordinating with his and Seo Hoyun's.

“Oh, you're here?”

Kim Seonghyeon couldn't focus on the helpful things the senior seemed to be saying. He stood a step back, listening to their conversation. Joo Woosung smirked and slung an arm around Seo Hoyun's shoulder.

“Our Seo Hoyun, you've worked hard. Let's have fun today, have fun~.”

“...What are you doing?”

Seo Hoyun shuddered and shook off Joo Woosung's arm. Still in a good mood, Joo Woosung grinned and playfully bumped Kim Seonghyeon.

“Kim Seonghyeon, you too. It's okay, so just do what you want to do.”

For a moment, the words Joo Woosung had said to him flashed through Kim Seonghyeon's mind.

“I hope you go through and endure a very long, scary, dark, and deep slump. Just like I did.”

The staff's instructions came through his in-ear. “We'll start filming soon. Please get into your positions.”

Soon, the camera's red light turned on.

【Flash, Flash, Flash...】

The special collaboration song was titled 'Wit'. It was a treasured, unreleased track WH Entertainment had kept hidden.

【Flash, Flash, Flash...】

A beat thrummed quietly like a heartbeat. In time with it, a pure white light flashed on and off three times, illuminating the dark surroundings. A silhouette with a clear profile was repeatedly caught in the camera angle before disappearing.

【Flash.】

FLASH! The lights flared, revealing the figure's face.

Joo Woosung languidly opened his eyes and lifted his chin. The moment he did, a magnificent, dazzling beat filled the space.

【I don't know the meaning of 'moderation'

Flash of Wit, a sense you find hard to understand】

From then on, it was solely Joo Woosung's time. He sublimated even the most trivial movements into art. Kim Seonghyeon struggled just to keep his balance, trying not to be swept away by Joo Woosung.

【I feel a thrill when I dominate】

In that moment, Joo Woosung truly dominated him.

【It took a long time to get here

Don't even think of recklessly challenging me

You can't follow my path】

Seo Hoyun sometimes treated Joo Woosung with disdain. Perhaps because of that, Kim Seonghyeon had grown numb to the figure known as 'Joo Woosung', even while respecting him, but standing side-by-side with him, he finally understood.

This is insane.

On stage, he was an omnipotent being.

“You have to understand. There's this thing called 'feel'. For instance, it's not just about extending your arm, but how you handle your fingertips...”

【But if you still follow

Play with me to the very end】

“...When you lift your head, where you should place your gaze. Not just a simple action, but a fluid movement. Not just an exhaled breath, but a continuous flow of air.”

Once again, Joo Woosung's voice echoed in his mind.

...Is that even possible.

Could I ever do that someday?

Kim Seonghyeon instinctively knew these things, but controlling his entire body, his muscles, his very cells, wasn't as easy as Joo Woosung's casual explanation suggested.

Just then, Seo Hoyun passed him and took center stage. He raised his handheld microphone with a relaxed smile.

【No need to tell me I'm crazy

I've always been this way (Are you sure?)】

The raw, live vocals spread vividly through the pre-recording set.

【I hold my ground, no matter what anyone says

I always go straight】

...Seo Hoyun is good.

After practicing all night, Seo Hoyun brilliantly seized the moments the camera was on him, showcasing his choreography with sharp, controlled dynamics.

I can't do it like that.

Kim Seonghyeon knew his strengths and weaknesses. He often got caught up in the excitement and danced on instinct. If he tried to copy Seo Hoyun's method, his steps would instantly tangle.

【If you want to attract me

you need to make a big move】

...But then, what about me?

I can't calculate, and I can't enjoy it...

With his tall frame and long limbs, Kim Seonghyeon had to constantly study to avoid looking like he was flailing. He imitated and copied others, then struggled to break free. He thought he had finally found his own style and caught up, but what if he was still running in place? What if the road ahead was still endlessly long...

“Have depth.”

...Isn't that a bit frustrating?

【Get up this way!】

Kim Seonghyeon rushed out fiercely. He kicked off the ground, spun, and landed in the center of the stage.

He probably couldn't become like Joo Woosung, or even like Seo Hoyun.

Then I'll have to find it within what I already have.

A way to become their equal.

So I won't have regrets later.

From the tenacity, responsibility, and expressiveness gained through effort?

No.

Something more fundamental, something I was born with...

【You can...】

—It's power.

A fist with veins popping swung wide.

【be my witness!】

The power to carry this stage to the very end.

【I don't know complicated words

Flash of Wit, an act only I can do】

He danced, pouring strength into every single move in time with the heavy melody.

【Get up this way

It's my flash of wit】

Joo Woosung stepped forward again, and their gazes met. Joo Woosung's eyes curved into crescents, as if he was thoroughly enjoying the moment.

【I told you, I want to be simple in front of you】

Then, Joo Woosung stepped back and stood side-by-side with Seo Hoyun. Originally, he was supposed to be in front of Seo Hoyun.

【If you're drawn to me, just say you like it

Don't be sarcastic】

“......”

Seo Hoyun's expression faltered for a split second before returning to normal.

But Joo Woosung just grinned, not caring at all, and pulled Seo Hoyun's arm.

【Do you understand now?】

He began the choreography. The dance, originally for a solo, transformed into a spectacular pair dance.

【I hold my ground, no matter what anyone says

I always go straight

Yes, Yes, Yes】

The escalating music slowed, and the three of them stood in a single line.

【It's my flash of wit】

The performance concluded with Joo Woosung blowing a kiss to the camera.

Kim Seonghyeon looked up at the lights. They seemed brighter than usual today.

.

.

.

Ah, that son of a bitch.

“Good work, everyone~.”

“We'll just do a quick monitoring check before we go.”

Joo Woosung, that madman, had suddenly changed the formation.

Since it was a recording, they could just film it again, but at this rate, there was no telling how many times that bastard would pull the same stunt.

If he wasn't careful, he'd end up with a title like 'The level of Seo Hoyun dancing next to Joo Woosung ㅋ'.

“Woosung, the choreography was a bit different at the end, right? So the camera angle was a bit wide.”

“Oh, was it bad?”

“No, no, it was totally fine. In fact, it looked even better on camera.”

I was sure it was revenge for what happened at the workshop.

Seo Hoyun couldn't help but grind his teeth.

“Wow, you were flailing on stage, but you look decent on screen. Good job, Seo Hoyun.”

“Huh? Isn't Seo Hoyun a really good dancer?”

Joo Woosung sneered while monitoring the footage. The staff member who heard him looked puzzled.

“...Are you being serious?”

“Of course...? Seo Hoyun's dance lines are so clean and refined. It's extremely rare for a vocalist to dance like this...”

My dance stat is an A, you bastard!

Unlike his usual self, Seo Hoyun wanted to shout and vehemently agree with the staff, but he swallowed his words when he saw Joo Woosung's face showed no genuine agreement.

Just then, quiet gasps of admiration erupted from the side.

“Wow, the power...”

“Seonghyeon, your style is a bit different today, isn't it?”

Kim Seonghyeon's center part now played on the monitor. His powerful, sharp movements blended well with the strong, intense song.

Seo Hoyun turned to praise Kim Seonghyeon, but stopped.

“...Yes, I think it looks good too.”

For some reason, Kim Seonghyeon seemed both empty and pleased.

Joo Woosung, who had been staring intently at Kim Seonghyeon, raised the corners of his lips.

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

“...Y-Yes?”

“So, was the stage just now fun?”

After a moment of blank silence, Kim Seonghyeon broke into a smile so wide his dimples showed deeply.

“...It was great.”

DING!

[It seems Kim Seonghyeon has realized something!]

What?

[Singing: B+

Dance:???

Variety: B+

Acting: D0

Charm: A+

???:???

※Accurate stat measurement is currently impossible as the form of dance is changing.]

“What is this...”

“......”

“Ah, no.”

It was a phrase Seo Hoyun had never seen before in the System Window.

...Does this mean he really realized something from Joo Woosung's crappy advice?

Seo Hoyun mulled over the words on the shimmering blue window, then brushed back his sweat-drenched hair.

...Well, whatever. If it's good, it's good.

Seo Hoyun still didn't get it, but that bullshit had apparently triggered a change for Kim Seonghyeon.

“I think we can wrap up the recording with this take. What would you like to do? We have plenty of time, but...”

After finishing The Dawn's performance and the special collaboration back-to-back, the tension finally eased. A wave of fatigue washed over Seo Hoyun.

“Yes, let's—”

“Clumsy~!!”

Joo Woosung's loud voice drowned out Seo Hoyun's reply. He was already back on stage, waving his hands with a bright smile.

“Hurry up and come here~!!”

“......”

A staff member looked between Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung with a pleased expression.

Seo Hoyun had a bad feeling.

“Shall we do the pre-recording one more time?”

“...Ha, haha. Woosung-hyung is really passionate about the stage.”

“He's a pro, a real pro.”

In the end, Seo Hoyun slowly approached with a grim look. Joo Woosung came close and whispered to him.

“Hey, did you really think we'd be done after one take?”

“......”

“Look forward to what I do next.”

No wonder! He's been in a good mood ever since Jeju Island!

Son of a bitch!

Kim Seonghyeon, simply happy to dance again, grinned and bounced on his feet.

Only Seo Hoyun anticipated Joo Woosung's next whim. His eyelashes trembled with rage as he returned to his starting position.

“Excuse me. Are you always this petty, cheap, and annoying to everyone?”

“As if. Of course not.”


Chapter 396

The WH Entertainment Concert filming fortunately finished in a single day without any delays.

The special collaboration performance was repeated seven times. Joo Woosung finally stopped the retakes with a small laugh after the staff praised him in a way that sounded more like a plea.

Seo Hoyun looked even more haggard and ground his teeth. Joo Woosung's face, however, was practically glowing.

Despite all that effort, the day's peak belonged neither to The Dawn nor to the soaring High Five.

“Alright, we'll now begin the pre-recording for Black Call's 'Kings'.”

As if it were the most natural thing in the world, Black Call claimed the throne.

The moment the intro played, every artist and staff member at WH rushed out to watch.

【Ooh- Ooh- Ooh-】

The stage Black Call prepared was 'Kings'.

【No matter how much you say you're different

In the end, you can't take your eyes off me

Ah What can I say?】

Lee Beomhyeon opened with the first verse. There was no trace of the man who had blushed at his junior's words of respect.

Next, the backup dancers stood in a saluting line and parted like a wave as Chae Jeongwoo appeared.

【I remain in the distorted afterimage

The small doubt hidden in your heart】

His rhythm was precise, his rich vocal volume filled the studio, and his emotion was delicate yet deeply ingrained.

【You can't deny】

His skill made it impossible to believe he had recently suffered from vocal cord nodules.

【A crack forms in the small gap

I'll change everything about you】

Everyone watching stared with their mouths open.

Seo Hoyun was no exception.

Their skills were incredible even before their hiatus. Now, 'divinely possessed' was the only way to describe them.

【Don't run away, I'm by your side

If you reel, you know why...】

Joo Woosung was especially incredible.

【It's Black Call】

He had clearly been holding back during the special collaboration, treating them as juniors. On the Black Call stage, he rampaged like an unshackled monster.

In the end, Black Call finished their pre-recording in just two takes.

After a performance that gave everyone goosebumps, the members left the stage, casually joking as if it were nothing.

“Insane, that was insane...”

“Are they even human?”

They unleashed such explosive energy again right after dancing like that.

Perhaps that stimulated Kim Seonghyeon. From that moment on, he holed himself up in the practice room again.

No matter how many times Seo Hoyun thought about it, he still found it absurd that Kim Seonghyeon had realized something from Joo Woosung's ridiculous advice.


[Guys... are there any ninjas who've infiltrated WH...]

Meanwhile, fans blocked by ironclad security anxiously tapped their feet, hoping for even a single drop of information.

[The security this time is legendary. No matter how much I search, nothing comes up.]

[Aaaaaah, so what did they do at the WH Concert? I'm so curious. I'm just a WH otaku, so I'd be happy with anything they throw at us.]

[Give us our Yeonhu New Thrill... What's our Chaejun doing...]

[What did The Dawn kids do? Was the collab at the WH Concert? They didn't do it with High Five... right? Surely WH has a brain, right? haha... h]

[Hwaaang, Noeul has become so weak... Crying because not a single crumb of content has been dropped...]

[Doesn't Joo Woosung also seem to be in a really good mood on his Instagram lives lately... He seems super happy before and after the WH Concert recording... Gasp... Don't tell me... a Black Call comeback...! Ah, fuck it, yeah, that's just my delusion...

└ No, it's possible kekeke. The Black Call guys have been going to the company a lot lately.]

Just as the craving for information about the WH Entertainment Concert grew, Lee Jihyeon decided to throw out a small piece of bait.

【THE DAWN ― 'Skate Kiss', 'Good Driver' SPECIAL STAGE Behind-the-Scenes】

She uploaded the behind-the-scenes story of their unit performance at the Mango Music Awards.

[This is crazy]

[Thank you, Daepaseong-nim bows repeatedly]

The video was about fifteen minutes long. From the very first scene, a raw, unstyled Kang Ichae appeared in a hoodie.

【Tada!】

Kang Ichae waved his hand lightly and briefly explained the situation.

【...—Today's the day we're doing a simple recording for the Mango Music Awards special performance. We don't have a lot of time, so we plan to proceed speedily~.】

【Hahaha, Ichae prepared so well that I don't think there will be any problems. The remix is really good, too.】

Just then, an assistant engineer's voice cut in.

[Wow, Kang Ichae did the song remix and the recording too?]

[Don't major agencies usually take care of this stuff?? Does the composer member have to do it?]

[It's a habit, kekeke. Daepaseong didn't have an exclusive recording director, so for events like special stages, Kang Ichae always worked on them with Blue Tiger-noona...

└ Somehow the mood gets more solemn the more you talk...

└└ kekekekeke fuck kekeke T_T T_T Guys, still, WH is good... right...]

Soon, the faces of Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon appeared.

Kang Ichae played the track he had worked on. He then explained which parts he focused on and where he wanted the emphasis.

Seong Jiwon was the first to open the recording booth door.

【With my heart that loves you

I want to fill this entire sky】

Kang Ichae had just shown the time to prove it was early morning. Even so, Seong Jiwon effortlessly belted out the high notes without warming up his throat.

Kang Ichae, however, was not quite satisfied. He tilted his head, pressed the button connecting to the booth, and said,

【It's okay, but should we try raising the pitch a little more? I want the song to be more dramatic~.】

【Okay.】

Seong Jiwon accomplished Kang Ichae's request just as easily as he replied.

However,

【To the, place, you want, to fall, I broke, up with, my lover! But, still, don't, be, sad!】

It was impossible to tell if the rap that followed was actually rap or just staccato.

Kang Ichae, who was listening, bit his lower lip hard to hold back his laughter.

【Ichae-yah, how was that?!】

【Keuheup... Puheuk... It was killer...】

[Ichae is dying over here]

[kekekekekekekekeke Ah, Ichae is so nice, though... He's trying not to laugh...]

Seong Jiwon asked for his opinion with a face full of expectation. Kang Ichae finally slumped over the console, his shoulders shaking so hard it looked like he was having trouble breathing.

[Hey, Seong Jiwon, don't take off your headphones with that proud look on your face kekekekekekekekeke]

[I really, really wanted to see Kang Ichae's reaction to Seong Jiwon's rap, and I can't believe it's happening like this kekekeke]

[Kang Ichae is trying so hard to teach him how to rap, but Seong Jiwon isn't getting any of it

└ Seong Jiwon's shocking statement: “Wasn't that okay just now?”

└ Ah, Jiwon is a legend, so unbothered, fuck. If it were me, I'd be so discouraged.]

After repeating the same part a couple more times while diligently scribbling with a pen, Seong Jiwon left the booth with a very satisfied expression.

Next, Jeong Dajun's recording began.

【Ay, Ay, Ay... Eum.】

Jeong Dajun wielded his refreshing yet zesty charm as his main weapon. With his typical vocalization, it seemed the work would finish in one go.

【Director-nim, can I try again?!】

【Eoing, sure~.】

Just then, Jeong Dajun, who had been pacing as if something wasn't right, suddenly shot his hand up.

[Where did our maknae who used to whine not to make him practice anymore go...?]

[Ah, I teared up when I heard Dajun cried his eyes out after failing on Shining Star 2 T_T Seeing him so improved like this makes me so proud...]

【Just one more time... I want to try just one more time...!】

【Elephant, get out.】

Jeong Dajun kept shouting for another take, even as his pure, clear voice turned hoarse. He finally gave up and trudged out with a defeated look only after Kim Seonghyeon and Seo Hoyun, who had come to record 'Good Driver', kicked him out.

【Alright, let's get into Good Driver~.】

The screen showed Kang Ichae. He had quickly finished his own part and wiped the smile from his face as he looked at the other two members.

[Kang Ichae is directing really intensely]

[That's what I'm saying heol ㄷㄷ]

Afterward, a series of instructions followed. He told Kim Seonghyeon to bring out his low tones more deeply and told Seo Hoyun to roll the ends of his syllables for more sexiness.

[Wow, look at Seo Hoyun joking that if he gets any sexier, he'll be banned from broadcast... Seo Hoyun is so slick kekeke]

[Kang Ichae has a high understanding of the members. He seems to grasp what aspects of Kim Seonghyeon's voice people find charming when they hear it in a song and brings that out well.]

[Right? If you only look at our Seonghyeon's face and voice, you can't imagine at all that he's a Boiled Dumpling...]

Fans felt a sense of pity seeing him need a hand in everything, as if he were still under Daepaseong Entertainment. On the other hand, the image of The Dawn doing their best to leave a strong impression even at an awards ceremony was imprinted in their minds as distinctly favorable.

.

.

.

“Hoyun-hyung~, time for breakfast!!”

After the WH Entertainment Concert successfully concluded, The Dawn got a half-day break. They could have made plans to go somewhere, but everyone decided to rest at the dorm and recharge.

Accustomed to waking up early for practice, the members were all awake around 6 AM. They grabbed something to eat one by one and gathered in the living room. Soon, a table was laden with food. Perhaps finding it boring to just eat, they put on the Mango Music Awards SPECIAL STAGE behind-the-scenes video recently uploaded to The Dawn's official YouTube channel.

Kang Ichae still shook uncontrollably at Seong Jiwon's recording scene, wiping tears from his eyes.

“Ha, I have to take this video to my grave...”

“Ichae-yah, didn't I get a little better?”

“Yeah, totally!!”

“Don't lie, Kang Ichae. Seong Jiwon will actually believe you.”

I coldly cut off Kang Ichae's mischievous agreement.

Seong Jiwon looked at me with a slightly shocked expression.

However, no matter how much I cherished Seong Jiwon, I couldn't bring myself to say his rapping had improved. His skills were that bad.

“Hyungs! I'm on cooking duty today, everyone's eating dinner, right?!”

“Ahaha, sorry, Dajun-ah. I have a class, so I'll have to skip!”

“Eh? Jiwon-hyung, you can't?!”

“Yeah, me too. I have a schedule.”

Jeong Dajun had only widened his eyes when Seong Jiwon bailed. At my words, he whipped his head around so fast it looked like his neck would snap.

“Why?! Hoyun-hyung, you have something too?! Our perfume ad shoot is in a few days, and we still have time before the year-end stages!!!”

“Mm, didn't Hoyun say he had a personal schedule today?”

“Eung.”

My appetite plummeted just thinking about the food the maknae would make. I answered while only drinking water.

“David and Goliath.”

“Isn't that a cultural program?”

David and Goliath. It was a one-versus-many quiz show.

While checking my schedule for the month, I noticed an awkwardly empty time slot. I asked my Manager if there were any short schedules I could fill it with. I judged it was better to do something than just rest, and I threw it out there hoping a related Quest might pop up.

One of the programs the Manager carefully selected and brought me was David and Goliath.

“But I'm a bit cautious, since these kinds of quiz shows can easily damage your image if you're not careful...”

“It's fine. I'll do it.”

Then, I forcibly pestered the System Window that wouldn't appear. Along with a complaint saying, 'Now you're even extorting me ㅠ', I finally got a Quest.

[Sudden Quest!

Appear on 'David and Goliath' and achieve 10,000 Rits on an SNS clip or 500,000 views on YouTube within three days.

Success: 4,000 points awarded

Failure: Banned from appearing on cultural programs for life]

The points were saltier than seawater, but I wasn't in a position to be picky.

Kang Ichae, who was stealing a sip of Kim Seonghyeon's fish cake soup next to me, suddenly asked.

“...So, hyung, you're going to go and conquer a quiz show?”

“Heol, wait a minute! Isn't that hard? Ah! Then, then, Hoyun-hyung, use your phone-a-friend lifeline on me. I'll help you!!”

Jeong Dajun chattered excitedly. His cheeks were stuffed with food like a squirrel storing nuts, and he didn't even realize some of it was flying out.

I took another sip of water and grinned.

“Dajun-ah.”

“......”

“The probability of me using the phone-a-friend on you is extremely low, but if I win the prize money, I'll buy you a delicious meal.”

“Cough, hack... keck...”

Jeong Dajun choked and coughed violently. He finally calmed down and turned his gaze to the leader.

“Why, why is he being like that again?”

“How should I know...”

“Ahem, your tone.”

I disciplined the maknae by pinching his pouty mouth shut with my thumb and forefinger.

Lately, I had been trying my best to curse less and act nicer. I felt the end of all this was not far off, so I thought I should treat the fans and the members well.

“I'm going to stop eating. I suddenly feel sick...”

You still have to eat, you punk.

I picked up a spoon and forcibly shoved it into Jeong Dajun's mouth.

“But Hoyun-ah, don't you have to study a bit to go on a quiz show?” Seong Jiwon asked, tilting his head.

I shrugged and answered concisely.

“Do I have to?”

“......”

“Booo...”

The younger members booed, saying I was being cocky. I just cleaned my ear with my pinky and pretended not to hear.

I had a reason for my confidence.

I had been on this show before.


Chapter 397

“Seo Hoyun! Over here, over here.”

“Hello.”

Rehearsal was at 12:30 PM, and the actual shoot began at 1:30 PM. I spent the entire morning in the practice room before heading out at a leisurely pace. I entered the Public Broadcasting Company's public hall and saw the set, which looked exactly as I remembered.

Wow, it's still the same.

The regular participants seemed to have already arrived. They were in the middle of rehearsal, testing the buttons according to the staff's instructions.

“For a star like you to appear, Seo Hoyun, this is truly an honor.”

“On the contrary, I'm grateful you invited me. I heard that today's episode is a New Year's special. Is that right?”

“Yes. It's the new year, and the higher-ups have been saying a lot about boosting the ratings, haha.”

PD Yang Joori from the culture department had become the new main producer for 'David and Goliath' a few years ago. It was our first time meeting, but I had heard about her through the grapevine.

They said she was flexible and kind. She certainly seemed like a good person, though I wasn't sure if it was just because I was a famous guest.

I made small talk with her as we moved to the waiting room.

“Usually, we only share who the guest is right before the day of the shoot after their appearance is confirmed, but somehow, the news that you were coming got leaked this time! I seriously thought the website was going to crash! But it was already too late, way too late.”

“Ah, so applications were closed by the time the news got out?”

“Yeees, the preliminary auditions had already ended. Hmm, unless someone had applied for the preliminaries and waited on-site with an accompanying person... Sometimes, if someone doesn't show up on the day, we pick an additional person from the companions through a game of rock-paper-scissors. So a few people get in without going through the preliminaries.”

I knew.

No matter how many backup contestants they selected, people always failed to show up on the day without any notice.

In the early days of 'David and Goliath,' they often ended up short on participants despite their preparations. A senior once forcibly dragged me, a rookie buried under endless editing tasks, to fill an empty spot.

I was so furious I wanted to snatch the prize money and bolt, but the thought of the department head's nagging and the seniors' glares was too annoying. So, I just played along as part of my social life at work and got myself eliminated at a reasonable point.

Even after that, I kept solving the problems in my head and got them all right with ease.

The fact that I only received 20,000 won in participation prize money for all that had irritated me again.

Isn't that not even enough to buy Seo Hojin a full meal of meat?

What's more, even though I was barely on screen, my personal information and photos were leaked from that brief moment and circulated on social media for a while.

As I reminisced about that rather difficult past, PD Yang Joori's voice cut through my thoughts.

“You've been briefed on the game rules, right? As the guest, you'll be the David challenging the Goliaths, and you just have to survive as long as possible. Even if you become the last one standing and win the prize money, we pay the Goliaths a separate accumulated fund, so you don't have to worry about your image taking a hit for winning!”

“Haha, do you think I can win?”

“Hmm, I can't say for sure... but please survive as long as you can, you must! I want to get a lot of screen time out of this.”

Despite her gentle demeanor, a PD was still a PD. PD Yang Joori, now looking like a beast with delicious prey, added a “please do well” before leaving.

After that, I went through a simple rehearsal. I spent the remaining time in the waiting room, looking over past questions a staff member had given me. Nothing seemed particularly difficult. Most of them were things I already knew.

As I calmly reviewed the material, some other guy, who seemed more nervous than I was, kept distracting me.

DING!

[Seo Hoyun]

[Ugh]

[Aren't you nervous??]

I didn't feel it was worth a reply and ignored it, but it started flashing a blue light, making a scene.

[How about using me as a lifeline?! I'll answer anything I know!]

“Forget it. Just stay still.”

Just then, the System Window, which had been flitting about restlessly, flickered with static.

Wondering what it was this time, I narrowed my eyes slightly. A series of flustered messages appeared.

[Just a moment, uh...]

[...Why...]

[...H-Hey...]

[...Let's talk later.]

And with that, the System Window vanished.

What the?

The strange situation left a bad taste in my mouth, but before I could figure out what was going on, a staff member from 'David and Goliath' came to tell me it was time for the shoot. Following the schedule was the priority, so I got up and headed to the set.

I waited behind the central VCR screen. Soon enough, Gwak Seojeong, the long-time MC of 'David and Goliath,' delivered his opening lines and then shouted my name.

“He's a member of one of the hottest groups right now! Please welcome the global star from The Dawn, Seo Hoyun!”

The screen blocking my view split open, revealing several cameras and numerous participants. I walked out slowly with a shy, awkward smile, and the cheers grew even louder.

“This must be a rather unfamiliar sight on our show. I personally listen to The Dawn's music often, but I never thought I'd get to see a member, Seo Hoyun, here. I really didn't expect this. It's so great to have you.”

I faced the camera with the red light on and bowed my head slightly in greeting.

“I'm the one who's honored to appear on a show I enjoy watching.”

“Hahaha, it seems our viewers today will be able to satisfy both the thrill of guessing and the joy of watching.”

Following that, Gwak Seojeong briefly explained the format.

“...—These are three-choice multiple-choice questions. When the question appears on the screen, the Goliaths will choose their answer within 30 seconds, and then David will solve the quiz while talking. David can use a total of two phone chances during the quiz, so please use them wisely.”

As I half-listened to the familiar explanation, I felt a strange sting on the side of my face.

What is it?

It felt like someone's sharp gaze was piercing me like a needle.

It was too persistent and fierce to be just a curious glance directed at a famous celebrity.

“'David and Goliath' starts now!”

However, before I had a chance to look around, Gwak Seojeong announced the first question.

The question asked what the 'K' in K-Pop stood for. The choices were Korean, Key, and Kogiri. The Goliaths chose their answers first, and then it was my turn.

“...I'll go with number 1, Korean.”

I quickly pressed the answer and glanced at Gwak Seojeong.

“Don't tell me, is option 3 supposed to mean elephant?”

“Hahaha! The writers do have a tendency to be a bit random, don't they?”

I asked with a bewildered look, and Gwak Seojeong burst out laughing.

“Our youngest writer's new nickname is 'Elephant,' so he would have been thrilled to see this.”

This seemed to go far beyond just being random.

In any case, it wasn't bad for me. Besides, it would be foolish to pass up a perfectly set stage to promote a member. I smiled gently and gratefully mentioned Jeong Dajun.

“Now for stage 2! What is a high angle also called in Korean? Number 1, bugam, number 2...”

“The answer is number 1. Bugam.”

Gwak Seojeong confirmed the staff's gesture and moved on to the next quiz. Having quickly passed the second stage, I decided to execute a plan I had prepared for the third stage.

“Alright, stage 3.”

[How many white keys are on a standard 88-key piano?

1: 48 keys 2: 52 keys 3: 53 keys]

Along with Gwak Seojeong's calm voice reading the question, the problem and choices appeared on the VCR screen.

“Wow, this one is difficult. It seems hard to know unless you're very interested in the piano. How about you, Seo Hoyun? Do you have any hobbies or interests in piano or other instruments?”

“Ahaha, unfortunately, our other members are more fond of it and have more talent than I do...”

I scratched the back of my neck as if embarrassed and spoke with an awkward smile.

“Could I use a phone chance?”

“Right here?! You're using it quickly, aren't you?”

Might as well rack up the screen time while I'm at it.

I let a slight smirk form before returning my expression to neutral and asked the production team to connect me to Kang Ichae on my phone.

After a few rings, a low, heavy voice filled the studio.

[Yes, hello?]

“Kang Ichae?”

[What, Seo Hoyun? Kang Ichae isn't here right now. The youngest said he needed whipping cream, so he went to the supermarket.]

“...Whipping cream?”

The voice didn't sound like Kang Ichae at all, so I asked again, and sure enough, it was Kim Seonghyeon. This was a slight deviation from my plan, but it didn't matter who I talked to for this question. Whether at the studio or the dorm, there was an electronic piano that Kang Ichae had set up.

“Ah, Kim Seonghyeon, anyway, I have something to ask you...”

[What? W-Wait a minute, Jeong Dajun! Stop! You can't put that in!! Seo Hoyun, I have to go stop the youngest, so if you have something to say, say it quick, quick!]

...Right.

Stopping Jeong Dajun is important too.

Foreseeing that I would probably only be able to drink water for dinner again tonight, I opened my mouth.

“Alright, Seonghyeon-ah, I'll just state the question. A standard 88-key piano's...”

[Waaaaaaah!!]

[Yaaaaah!!!]

A pair of screams erupted. The regular participants assigned as Goliaths all stared with dumbfounded expressions.

“...Hoo...”

Even in this brief moment, precious seconds were ticking away. TICK-TOCK. I suppressed my anxiety, took a small, deep breath, and waited for the chaos on the other end to calm down.

[Ugh, ah! S-Sorry! So, Seo Hoyun, what were you saying?]

“I need the number of white keys on a standard 88-key piano...”

At Kim Seonghyeon's voice asking again, I thought it might be okay now and was about to ask for the notes of the leftmost and rightmost white keys, but...

[Hyuuuung! Hyung-hyung-hyung-hyung-hyung!!! A pillar of fire is shooting up from the frying pan!!]

[Hey, hey, hey, put out the fire! Put it out!! No, get out of the... Aaaack!!]

“...The note of the leftmost white key and...”

[Sob! Seonghyeon-hyung, I was so scared!]

[I was scared too...]

“......”

[Ah! Seo Hoyun, sorry. What were you trying to say...]

CLICK.

At that moment, the timer hit zero, and the call was cut off sharply. The chaotic studio fell silent in an instant.

“Pfft...”

“......”

Instead, Gwak Seojeong's suppressed laughter began to leak out. He continued speaking, clenching his teeth.

“...Hmph, ahem... Well, Seo Hoyun, with that, your first phone chance has ended.”

“...Hahahaha.”

Remembering the cameras, I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them, trying to calm myself.

“It seems you didn't tell your members beforehand. It's as if you've thrown away your phone chance. Are you okay with that? It turned into a wellness check call.”

“I couldn't remember if I turned off the gas when I left the dorm, so I just called to check...”

“Ahaha, then I suppose you did the right thing. It sounded dangerous. It's truly a shame, but it's time to choose an answer. Could you please make your decision?”

Will this get edited out?

The Daepaseong wouldn't care, but WH Entertainment was a company that paid special attention to its artists' images. Still, if it turned out well, Lee Jihyeon might be able to push for it to be included.

Getting the members exposure is one of my goals.

In one part of my mind, I calculated the angles for the broadcast, while in another, I figured out the answer to the question.

My index finger tapped the table. TAP, TAP.

An octave consists of 7 white keys and 5 black keys. An 88-key piano can contain up to 7 octaves, which means there are 4 keys left over.

A simple calculation would mean a minimum of 49 white keys, and adding the remaining 4 could make it a maximum of 53. However, considering the octave structure, it's impossible to have 53 white keys, so...

“...The answer is, number 2. 52 white keys.”

“Number 2, 52 keys! May I ask why you chose that answer?”

I was tired of explaining but summarized it anyway, and Gwak Seojeong gave an embarrassingly over-the-top reaction.

“Wow, Seo Hoyun. You calculated all that in such a short time? That's really amazing!”

“Haha, thank you.”

It was obvious he was showering me with praise to secure screen time.

He doesn't have to. I'm going to do well on my own.

For now, I responded with outward humility.

“The answer is 3.”

“I'll choose number 1.”

“Number 3.”

As the stages progressed, the difficulty of the questions gradually increased. Of course, that didn't mean much to me.

“Uh...”

It reached a point where even Gwak Seojeong, who was trying to hype me up, grew flustered.

But it's too easy.

If I were the PD, I would have hunted down the quiz designer and given them a piece of my mind. The range of questions was easily predictable once you got used to the show's format.

“...Seo Hoyun, you know children's songs well?!”

That was because if you get pulled into various departments as a substitute, you're bound to handle tasks related to children's songs at least once.

“What, even the rules for transcribing foreign words??”

As for that, being cooped up in an editing room adding subtitles makes you learn transcription rules fast, especially while listening to your seniors' love-filled curses.

“Even general knowledge quizzes?”

General knowledge quizzes were something an entertainment PD had to memorize as a matter of course...
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I continued my streak of correct answers without hesitation.

Gwak Seojeong glanced at PD Yang Joori, his look asking if this was okay for the show's runtime. The staff were already in a frenzy, unable to find a solution.

“Ah, today is truly something else. The production team is looking grim. They must be worried about the prize money. The Goliaths seem happy about the accumulated winnings, but at the same time, they look anxious about the possibility of being eliminated! Now, Seo Hoyun! You're already facing the final stage! How are you feeling?!”

“I suppose I'm a little nervous as well. Still, I'll do my best until the very end.”

I feigned modesty with a calm expression.

Gwak Seojeong checked the question card and flashed a meaningful smile.

“Hmm, this one doesn't look easy at all. Then, let's begin stage 12.”

Simultaneously, text appeared on the VCR screen.

[Choose the four-character idiom with a different meaning from the other two.

1. The Virtuous Live Joyfully 2. Joy of Family Bonds 3. Desire Breeds Greed ]

I scanned the options, smiled faintly, and asked.

“...Could I use my second phone call chance here?”

“Of course! We'll all be hoping you succeed.”

"Haha."

I once again asked the production team to connect a call for me.

“Who could possibly be on the other end of the line?!”

Who else would it be?

The person who would give the most charming answer.

[Yes, hello?]

The call connected, and a clear voice came through the line not even a few seconds later.

“Seong Jiwon.”

This last chance is the perfect opportunity to create the scene I had envisioned.

I adopted a relaxed demeanor and opened my mouth.

“I'm on a quiz show right now...”

Since this was the final stage, my every word drew an unusual amount of attention from the other contestants. I could see them stiffen and swallow hard. GULP. GULP.

I grinned and continued my sentence.

“If I win this and get the prize money, Seong Jiwon, what would you want to do?”

[...Huh? Win?]

Seong Jiwon seemed surprised by the unexpected question, but he soon asked brightly.

[Ah! Are you filming 'David and Goliath' right now?]

“Yeah, I'm down to the final question. If there's anything you want...”

My plan was for Seong Jiwon to say what he wanted. Then I would reveal that I hadn't called because I didn't know the answer and cleanly end the situation by pressing the number within the time limit.

[I want to congratulate you a whole bunch!]

However, what I heard was something completely unexpected.

“...Congratulate me?”

[Yeah!]

Flustered, I missed my chance to salvage the situation. In that moment, I heard Seong Jiwon's gentle laugh and his parting words.

[Well then, Hoyun-ah, fighting, and come home safe!]

The call ended just like that.

I stared blankly ahead, my plan ruined for the second time. Gwak Seojeong's voice pierced my eardrums.

“Wow, Seo Hoyun, you seem to be very close with all your members.”

“...Yeees...”

I picked someone with too little greed.

It wasn't like I could call Kang Ichae again, who had supposedly left his phone to go buy whipped cream, and Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun seemed extremely busy.

Just as I brooded over my spectacularly failed plan, the display board began to show the surviving Goliaths one by one.

“But in the end, you didn't get any advice on the question. Did you just waste your phone-a-friend, or were you confident you would win all along?!”

The moment I saw it, I realized what that sharp gaze I had felt at the beginning of the broadcast had been.

“Now! Please select your answer!”

A middle-aged man sat in the far-right corner.

Even though I knew multiple cameras and countless eyes were fixed on me, I couldn't tear my gaze away from that man.

It wasn't because he had a distinctive appearance or was some famous figure...

“Seo Hoyun?”

...It was simply because he was my maternal uncle.

“Seo Hoyun, are you alright?”

Only then did I realize Gwak Seojeong was calling my name. I quickly composed my flustered expression. I repeatedly clenched and unclenched my fist under the table as I spoke slowly.

“Making it this far has made me really nervous, as you can imagine. I'm sorry.”

“That's completely understandable. However, the finish line is right in front of you. Seo Hoyun, please press the number for the four-character idiom that has a different meaning!”

I picked a number and answered slowly.

“I'll choose number 3.”

“Number 3, are you certain?”

“......”

My mood is absolute shit, like I've been dragged through mud, but my mind is surprisingly clear and sharp.

“Number 1, The Virtuous Live Joyfully, means a succession of happy events, and number 2, Joy of Family Bonds, refers to blood-related family members living in harmony. On the other hand, Desire Breeds Greed is...”

I turned my head from the VCR screen to stare directly into the camera positioned in front of me.

“...—Desire Breeds Greed is, a phrase for a grudge so deep you want to chew on the other person's flesh.”

As soon as I finished my explanation, Gwak Seojeong smiled and continued with the show.

“Seo Hoyun has chosen his number with confidence, but will it turn out to be the correct answer—?!”

At that moment, the low sound of drums began to play as background music, heightening the tension. DUM DUM...

“And now, we'll reveal the answer!”

Immediately following Gwak Seojeong's shout, option number 3 lit up with a flash.

“The New Year's Special of 'David and Goliath'! This victory goes to David! Congratulations!!”

POP!

Confetti burst from all sides, and a thunderous roar of cheers erupted.

“It's been about a year since a David has defeated the Goliaths! Seo Hoyun, as our winner, could we get a few words from you?”

Amidst the colorful paper fluttering down, I hesitantly searched for my blood relative.

“I only came here with the intention of doing my best, so I can't believe I've made it this far...”

That's right, I can't believe it.

If he were human, no, even a beast in human skin, he wouldn't be shameless enough to come here, not after what he'd done.

The thoughts that had been a tangled mess just moments before, concerns about how I'd appear on camera, the Quest, my screen time, the editing, and the prize money, all evaporated. A different notion began to fill the void.

What are the odds of this being a coincidence? The odds that he just happened to be a fan of this show, just happened to get a seat in the audience, and just happened to encounter me there.

However, the piercing glare directed at me told me everything. There was no way this was a coincidence.

After being quiet for so long, why now, of all times?

I wonder if this is another one of the system's tricks, but the sequence of events doesn't add up. After all, I was the one who chose this program and pushed to complete the Quest.

In any case, one thing was certain in this whole mess.

“...I will be donating the prize money to a good cause.”

That that son of a bitch, who I wouldn't be satisfied with even if I chewed him to pieces, is going to interfere with my life again.

I looked at the camera, its red recording light still on, and stretched my smile even wider.


I was finally able to get into the van only after finishing an interview at PD Yang Joori's request.

After vaguely probing her for information, I found it was just as I'd suspected. Among the regular contestants selected for today's show, a few had been chosen by a lottery held on the same day. I didn't know if my uncle was one of them, though.

In truth, the process of how he got here didn't matter at all. The only thing that mattered was the fact that he wanted to meet me.

I ran a hand through my hair in annoyance and asked the road Manager, who had just settled into the driver's seat.

“Manager-nim, has anyone come looking for me recently?”

“......”

“You know, claiming to be an acquaintance or a relative.”

The road Manager glanced at me in the rearview mirror and tilted his head.

“Hmm, there are plenty of people like that. Though, it's mostly nonsense.”

“......”

“That's why most of them never even get to us. The WH security team seems to filter them out on their own. WH Entertainment is incredibly strict about that sort of thing, you know.”

I sank deeper into my seat as the road Manager added that they were mostly paparazzi or obsessive fans.

Given the circumstances, it's highly likely he visited the agency. Did he come on the show because he couldn't even catch a glimpse of me, no matter how much he loitered around?

However, no matter how I thought about it, the timing was strange. Why now? It means he's only started trying to see me recently.

But at this point, something else bothers me. Why would he try to approach a celebrity, someone who's difficult to meet face-to-face? Especially when there's someone else he could get to far more easily than me?

“...Manager-nim.”

I said, my gaze fixed on the scenery flashing past the window.

“Please take me home today.”

“Huh? You're not going to the dorm?”

I maintained my silence instead of answering. The road Manager didn't seem inclined to press the issue either.

Thankfully, we arrived at the apartment building quickly.

I said my goodbyes to the road Manager, got out of the van, and entered the building. As I rode the elevator up and reached the door to my apartment, I felt a strange sense of unease.

I keyed in the door code, set to Seo Hojin's birthday, and turned the knob. Inside, I saw Seo Hojin lazing on the sofa with his phone, his back against the cushions.

“Huh? Hyung?”

“......”

“What brings you here?”

He must have been quite surprised, because he shot up, stubbed his foot on the coffee table, and fell over with a loud CLATTER.

“Ack... that hurts...”

I took off my shoes and walked inside. I was about to ask him what he was doing just sitting on the sofa, but Seo Hojin, who had been rubbing the top of his foot, suddenly got up, walked over, and sat down on the floor in front of me.

Perhaps because I didn't immediately flop down on the sofa like I usually did, he rolled his eyes and cautiously studied my expression.

“...What is it? Why?”

“Are you eating properly?”

“I'm eating better than you are, Hyung...But, why are you here all of a sudden?”

“It's my house. Did I come to a place I'm not allowed?”

I glanced around the apartment before holding out my right hand to Seo Hojin.

“Never mind that. Your phone.”

“...Why my phone all of a sudden...”

I ignored Seo Hojin's obvious reluctance and gave my outstretched hand a firm shake. It was a clear signal that I wouldn't let it slide if he ignored me.

Seo Hojin pouted but handed over his phone.

I unlocked it with a familiar pattern and opened his messenger app.

There were tons of unread messages, mostly from his university acquaintances.

[Woo Kyungwoon: Hojin Hojin is it fun ignoring my messages you heartless bastard ㅋ I went on that blind date the other day...]

[XX-batch Kang Yeongjun: Hyung-nim, Hyung-nim, Hyung-nim, please, please lend me your exam notes. If not, at least let me borrow your pen as a good luck charm...]

[XX-batch Han Uju: Yep, I heard Kang Jookyung went on a trip to Jeju Island? Let's just take her name off the group project ㅋ...]

[XX-batch Kang Jookyung: Senior, my grandmother is sick, so I don't think I'll be able to make the presentation...]

I didn't want to read the messages in detail, so I just scanned the senders' names. There was nothing out of the ordinary, and that made it even stranger.

Hasn't he contacted Seo Hojin yet?

Something feels off.

However, I decided that if my little brother didn't know anything, it was better to leave things as they were rather than stir up trouble for no reason.

So, without probing any further, I handed the phone back to him.

“...Why, what was that for?”

“Why are you so fidgety? Are you hiding something from me?”

I tossed out the half-joking question to change the subject, seeing how Seo Hojin couldn't stop fidgeting. He narrowed his eyes and retorted bluntly.

“...Hyung.”

“What.”

“When a person who barely visits home once or twice a year suddenly shows up without any warning, of course it's scary...”

Oh, please. That wasn't the face of someone who was scared.


Chapter 399

Seo Hojin grumbled with a sullen expression. He was clearly on edge about something, as if he had something he couldn't let me find out.

“I mean, if you'd just tell me why you're acting like this...”

I let his complaints go in one ear and out the other. I slowly scanned my surroundings again, and the moment my gaze returned to Seo Hojin, a thought struck me like a lightning bolt.

Ah.

I remembered that even though December was almost over, he hadn't mentioned anything about Law School.

Looks like he failed the exam.

Why would he hide something like that from his hyung?

I clicked my tongue softly and stared at him.

Seo Hojin slowly scooted back, furrowing his brow.

“...W-What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“......”

“It's making me feel weird!”

If he failed, he could just take it again. Or he could just quit. Did he think his hyung wouldn't take care of him and feed him?

However, I didn't say any of this out loud. It was obvious he had worked hard in his own way, and I couldn't just dismiss his efforts so easily.

Right. If he doesn't want to talk about it, pretending not to know is also a form of brotherly consideration.

As always, I reached a loving conclusion befitting a hyung. I firmly gripped Seo Hojin's shoulders with both hands. The startled kid flinched, but I gave him a bright, harmless smile.

“Seo Hojin, a year goes by in a flash.”

“...What?”

I was telling him he could just take the exam again next year.

While Seo Hojin blinked, unable to understand what I was saying, I pulled my wallet from my back pocket and held out a card.

“Here. Go buy yourself something tasty to eat today.”

My brother's face went even more blank. He tried to pull his hand back and refused to take it, so I tossed the card onto the sofa table and stood up.

“Woah! W-Wait, hyung! What's with that look?! Why, why are you standing up?! Hold on! Let's talk!”

“Ahem, your hyung is busy.”

“No, what is this!”

I shook off Seo Hojin, who clung to my pant leg and whined for us to talk, and immediately called a Kakao Taxi.

Luckily, one must have been nearby, as I got in quickly. After giving the address of the dorm, I leaned back against the seat. I could see the taxi driver constantly glancing at me in the rearview mirror, but I pretended not to notice and turned my gaze to the side.

...What should I do.

It was possible that Seo Hojin and that bastard hadn't run into each other yet. Or he could already be lurking around.

As I tapped my index finger on the car door's armrest, pondering what to do, a name I had seen in Seo Hojin's chat list suddenly came to mind.

It was... Woo Kyungwoon.

The kid had been a crying, sniffling mess when Seo Hojin was rushed to the emergency room.

Despite paying close attention to my brother all this time, I had never seen him be close enough with anyone to be particularly memorable. It wasn't that he didn't have people around him, either.

I didn't have high expectations for Woo Kyungwoon, but he was someone Seo Hojin kept in contact with even after seeing him collapse, and he seemed quite sociable. I thought I might be able to get at least a little information from him.

I remembered that the Manager had given Woo Kyungwoon his business card to thank him. I sent a text to the Manager, and Woo Kyungwoon's phone number arrived almost instantly. After mumbling the eleven-digit number a few times, I sent a text with a brief introduction asking if he was available to talk. A reply came back in less than a few seconds.

[Woo Kyungwoon: OMG! OMG OMG! Of course I remember you!!! It's been a while!! Have you been well?!]

[Woo Kyungwoon: My phone is always open for you, so please feel free to contact me anytime!!!]

With a response time like this, wasn't he an automated chatbot? His texting style was somehow similar to Jeong Dajun's.

Noticing that we had arrived at the dorm, I got out of the taxi. I immediately called Woo Kyungwoon.

[H-hello?!]

“Ah, Kyungwoon.”

I deliberately put a hint of laughter in my voice.

“I'm sorry, was this too sudden?”

[Hyung-nim, what are you talking about, that's disappointing to hear~! I'm totally free, so it's fine!]

“...Haha, it's nothing major, but I wanted to thank you again, though I know it's a bit late. It's embarrassing, but I only recently found out that you never received anything in return for helping Hojin, Kyungwoon.”

Before getting to the main point, I expressed the gratitude I had genuinely wanted to convey for a while.

What do kids this age usually like?

A small part of me was also calculating that if I took this chance to give him the gift I couldn't before and put him in a good mood, he might spill the beans more easily.

However, as if he knew what I was about to say, Woo Kyungwoon firmly put up a wall.

[Hoyun-hyungnim, if I accept anything from you, I'll seriously be killed by Seo Hojin!]

“Pardon?”

[Well, to be honest, I do covet an autograph from Kang Ichae-nim, who released a song in collaboration with IRIX... but, uh, it's not worth risking my precious life for!]

Risking his life?

I thought he was exaggerating, but Woo Kyungwoon mumbled about not wanting to die young. I deleted everything I didn't understand from my mind, logged only 'Kang Ichae's autograph', and opened my mouth again.

“Hmm, I see. From the sound of it, you seem to be getting along well with my little brother these days?”

[Ah, yep! Who else but a friendly person like me could handle Seo Hojin?! He ignores nine out of ten texts I send, but I'm used to it now.]

“Ah... my brother can be a bit shy around strangers.”

Instead of heading into the dorm, I leaned against the wall next to the elevator and continued.

“He's not very outgoing and is quite clumsy, so he always needs someone to look after him. Still, he doesn't mean any harm by his words or actions, so please look upon him kindly.”

[...Uh, pardon?]

“It would be even better if you continue to get along well in the future.”

Woo Kyungwoon, who had been chirping away nonstop like a chick, faltered for the first time.

[Not... outgoing? Clumsy...?]

“He's the type that needs a lot of looking after, you know.”

Only silence passed through the speaker. After a long pause, Woo Kyungwoon asked with a hint of hesitation.

[...Um, Hyung-nim. Are we talking about the same Seo Hojin? From S University's Department of Political Science?]

“......”

After my reply, Woo Kyungwoon hesitated for a moment, then obviously changed the subject.

[Uh, anyway, Seo Hojin is doing well enough that you don't have to worry, Hyung-nim. Now that he's been accepted into Law School, he shouldn't be that busy, but other than it being hard to see his face...]

However, a particular phrase in his words stood out sharply.

“Accepted into Law School?”

[Yes! He's not the type to waste time on nonsense, so I'm guessing he's doing some kind of extracurricular activity...]

“Wait, hold on.”

The fact hit me like a sudden typhoon. I pressed a hand over my surging chest.

“Seo Hojin, didn't he fail the Law School exam?”

[Huh? He passed!]

“What?!!”

My voice echoed down the stairwell connected to the hallway. I could sense Woo Kyungwoon's bewilderment through the phone.

[Ehh?! You didn't know, Hyung-nim?! He's the legend of legends in our department these days!!]

“Ha...”

[While being the department representative, he's gotten every scholarship, he's pretty much confirmed to graduate at the top of his class, and he even got into Law School. It's gotten to the point where the other kids curse this bas... I mean, Hojin, for having no conscience. Seeing how surprised you are, Hyung-nim, I guess he really didn't tell you...]

After that, as if he had a sense of duty, Woo Kyungwoon rattled off a series of stories about Seo Hojin's university life. Fortunately, or perhaps I should say, there was no information about any relatives among them.

I vaguely played along before ending the call and pressing the elevator button.

The elevator arrived on the first floor. As soon as I stepped inside, I slammed my head against the mirror in front of me.

“Fuck.”

I was so... so, so proud of my little brother.

Ah, I raised this kid well.

Honestly, I wanted to shout and brag about it to the whole neighborhood. I wanted to hang placards all over the country. Back in my school days, I used to think the praise directed at me was over the top, but now I felt like I could finally understand that feeling.

Even without lifting my head, I could feel a smile slowly spreading across my lips.

I belatedly pressed the button for our floor, got off, and shouted as I opened the dorm door with my key card.

“Kids, your hyung is home!”

“...!!”

Mmm, a pungent smell.

As I took off my shoes, enjoying the stimulus that threatened to paralyze my sense of smell, Jeong Dajun popped out from the kitchen holding a spatula.

“Ho, ho, ho, Hoyun-hyung! You're back already! I can explain! I'll clean it up quickly!! The smell will probably air out soon too...”

“Ah, it's fine. It smells fragrant.”

“...Fra, fragrant?”

As I hummed and walked inside, the flustered Jeong Dajun froze and just rolled his eyes.

Walking past him, I saw the other members poking at a lump of charcoal on a plate on the dining table with their chopsticks.

Kang Ichae was the first to speak, playfully scolding me.

“Ahem~ Hey, why is the eldest son coming home so late?”

“You guys haven't eaten yet?”

“Mm. We just couldn't bring ourselves to eat it... It's really bad today...”

They said they were in the middle of a serious debate. 'Is this basalt, or is it kimchi jjigae?'

I sat down next to Kim Seonghyeon, who was gulping down water as if his throat was on fire, and picked up a spoon.

“The food looks delicious?”

The members stared at me with horrified expressions, but I scooped up a spoonful and put it in my mouth anyway.

“Hoyun-hyung, are you sick... Hup, he really ate it.”

“...Is your head okay?”

I was the one who chewed and swallowed, but they all grimaced as if they were the ones in pain. Amidst the chaos, Seong Jiwon asked cautiously.

“...Hoyun-ah, by any chance, are you in shock because you didn't win David and Goliath today?”

“Wow, that's plausible...”

“Sounds about right.”

“But even if he's in shock, eating something like this is a bit...”

Hahaha, they're misunderstanding just like I did with Seo Hojin. Right now, I feel like I could drink lye with a smile, so Jeong Dajun's cooking is nothing.

“David and Goliath was fun.”

“...Oh, was it?”

“I saw some people I hadn't seen in a while, too.”

Thinking of that fucking relative, I even ate the blackened kimchi jjigae, which had not a single drop of broth left. The guys' faces crumpled even more.

I guess there's no need to go out of my way to warn Seo Hojin not to run into that bastard.

Because I can take care of it myself.

I'll meet him, listen to whatever bullshit he spouts, and confirm which 'Seo Hoyun' he remembers. Then, if I find a weakness or a flaw and toss it to the company, they'll take care of tearing him apart.

Two weeks should be enough.

There were still plenty of year-end stages and events scheduled. I was full of worries, but for now, I was in a very good mood.

I sidled up to Kang Ichae, who was now starting to look genuinely concerned for my mental health. I put an arm around his shoulders and grinned.

“Kang Ichae, I need your autograph.”

“...What?”


Around lunchtime the day after the David and Goliath filming, Seo Hoyun started a solo live stream from Kang Ichae's studio. It had a rather un-Seo Hoyun-like title. 'I miss you, can you come?'

“Hello.”

As soon as they joined the stream, fans who saw Seo Hoyun on screen were bewildered and spammed question marks in the chat.

[????]

[???]

[?????]

And for good reason. Unlike usual, he wore a pure white sweatshirt even though it wasn't an official schedule. He even wore light-colored jeans.

The most surprising part was his expression. His eyes sparkled as if they were embedded with stars, and a bright smile naturally graced his lips.

“Why all the question marks?”

He even tilted his head slightly to the right and asked in a curious tone, looking as if he was radiating an angelic halo.

[Hey... Seo Hoyun... what did you do to your face??]

[No, he looks the same as yesterday... what... what is it?]

[What is it... something... something... he's so radiant I can't look at him]

The Noeuls couldn't figure out the exact reason for the change in Seo Hoyun's atmosphere, but they knew for sure that this was a crucial moment to hit the screenshot button.

“There's no official schedule. Ah, because I'm wearing bright clothes?”

Seo Hoyun, who was slowly reading the comments, let the ends of his eyebrows droop.

“You don't like it?”

[HOW COULD WE NOT LIKE IT FFS]

[THE BEAUTY OF A COOL, BLACK-HAIRED HOTTIE SHINES WHEN HE WEARS WHITE]

At the sudden flood of high praise, the corners of Seo Hoyun's eyes curved up brightly. In that moment, though it should have been impossible, the slightly dim studio seemed to brighten for an instant.

“That's a relief. I wore it hoping you'd like it.”

[?????????????]

This time, social media was flooded with question marks.

[What's wrong with him???]

[Seriously, what's wrong with him???]

[No, for real, what's wrong with him???]

[Ah, everyone's saying the same thing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun's pretense was nothing new within the fandom. How could they dislike it when this handsome being, who at first glance looked sensitive and prickly, only ever used polite speech and said pretty things to them? The fans were completely used to Seo Hoyun's behavior.

However, today was especially over the top. In a good way.

“What should we do together?”

Seeing that Seo Hoyun was in a particularly good mood, the starving hyenas seized the opportunity and pounced.

[Hoyun-ah, Hoyun-ah, can you tell us about the members' sleeping habits??]

“Of course, of course?”

Seo Hoyun chuckled, took a sip of the frappuccino on his desk, and slowly began to speak.

[Yo, emergency, Seo Hoyun is spilling the tea on The Dawn]

[omfg]

[Taking fucking notes right now. Kang Ichae has a habit of hugging something when he sleeps. Jeong Dajun kicks off all his blankets and sleeps in a star shape. Seong Jiwon sleeps so soundly they call him Snow White Jiwon. He said he doesn't know about Kim Seonghyeon since they haven't been roommates... but he has seen Kim Seonghyeon sometimes close the maknae's mouth when he sleeps with it open.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ wtf Kim Seonghyeon

└└ Kim Seonghyeon raising Jeong Dajun is real af ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Yo, is Seo Hoyun crazy? Look at him laughing in disbelief when someone asked him to tell them where the members' moles are. He's asking why they're curious about that.

└ Ah, times like this you really seem like an Oppa... even though you're actually a nephew...

└ He's even telling them the mole locations now.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, the fact that he actually knows is fucking hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ I'm dying at him tapping the bridge of his nose saying, "You know Jiwon's, right? Here."]

Following that, a period of time continued where if they asked about anything else they were curious about, Seo Hoyun would answer with a grin, but every now and then, he would just gaze blankly at the words scrolling up.

[I can't stand it when Seo Hoyun looks at us like we're cute, it's so frustrating]

[Seriously, if other guys did this, I'd be like, ugh, what a try-hard; but why is it so good when Seo Hoyun does it...

└ It's good because he's not usually like this...

└└ He looks genuinely happy...;; It's making me feel weird too;;]

He was already handsome, but now that he was dripping with affection, his entire impression was different.

[Yo, he's even humming the bunny song]


Chapter 400

Seo Hoyun, quietly murmuring English lyrics, cracked a smile at the flood of questions.

“You're asking what this song is?”

He answered that it was a pop song by a foreign artist. When someone requested bass, Seo Hoyun got up. He retrieved a bass guitar from the studio corner, connected it to an amp, and sat back down to pluck the strings.

【If you kiss me, I just melt away

If you smile at me, it feels like a movie】

[He's singing]

[He suddenly brought out a bass]

[Wow, this is so good]

[Seriously, everyone watching and commenting on his every move is hilarious ㅋㅋ Is Hoyun a pet or something?]

[Welcome to Hoyun's Forest... feels so healing]

Seo Hoyun's dazzling performances on bright stages were different. Here, he hummed softly in his dim studio, relaxed and almost whispering. It felt like a scene from a movie.

Just as the song reached its climax, the door behind Seo Hoyun suddenly burst open.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun, what are you doing for lunch...”

Kim Seonghyeon barged in.

Kim Seonghyeon had casually come to talk. He flinched when he saw Seo Hoyun playing the bass and singing, as if he had seen something he shouldn't have.

“Our Seonghyeon, hello?” Seo Hoyun offered The Dawn's leader a sweet smile.

At that, Kim Seonghyeon's gaze grew sullen. He scanned Seo Hoyun from top to bottom. His eyes landed on the fluffy, pure white sweatshirt, the light-wash jeans, and finally the white sneakers below. Kim Seonghyeon quickly grabbed the doorknob.

“See ya.”

With a farewell that held no lingering attachment, he slammed the door shut and fled.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Kim Seonghyeon, why did you leave immediately? ㅋㅋ]

[That's the look of someone who sensed danger ㅋㅋ]

“Honestly.”

Seo Hoyun laughed like air escaping a balloon. He set his bass on the floor, left the studio, and soon returned, dragging Kim Seonghyeon by the scruff of his neck. After forcing Kim Seonghyeon to sit down, Seo Hoyun picked up the bass again and immediately began a solo concert just for Kim Seonghyeon.

【love is not that far away...】

[Seonghyeon-ah, you're so bad at controlling your expression ㅋㅋ

└ He looks like he hates this and wants to get out of here as fast as possible ㅋㅋㅋ His leg shaking like that makes him look so anxious ㅋㅋ]

["This concert is for you, Kim Seonghyeon, and you alone." He's about to say something like that

└ ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋ Aaaah!!! In the end, he really did serenade him ㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun, that bastard, is so damn funny ㅠ ㅋㅋ]

After about ten minutes and three songs, the satisfied lead vocalist ended the live stream. The main dancer's cheeks had grown hollow.

[Is he crazy? Why is he acting like this all of a sudden? Did Seo Hoyun hear news that The Dawn won a grand prize or something? Why is he like this?]

[I mean, Hoyun can be a bit coy in front of Noeul, but he's never been like this;; He looks genuinely happy for real]

[Whenever Noeul isn't around, you always have this 'Ah, what are these fucking bastards so happy about...' look on your face...

└ ㅋㅋ fuck ㅋㅋ Ah, that's such an inappropriate expression for an idol, but it's so accurate. There's no better description.]

A few hours later, eyewitness accounts of Seo Hoyun at a department store appeared on social media.

[Hoyun-ah, you bought a lot of gifts for your girlfriend, huh? Were you in a good mood because it's your anniversary? ㅋ #TheDawn #SeoHoyun #SeekingNoeul]

Malicious posts also ran rampant, but longtime fans of The Dawn were not particularly moved.

[It's really surprising that Seo Hoyun went to a department store]

[I know, right? This is the guy who only ever went to the neighborhood convenience store]

Trust had been built over the years.

The details revealed that the items Seo Hoyun bought were not even suitable as gifts for a girlfriend.

[According to other accounts, he was buying a pen at the store. Who gives their girlfriend a pen for an anniversary? I mean, you could, but isn't that a bit lame for an anniversary gift???]

[And besides the pen, he bought men's sneakers ㅋㅋ They were in the same shopping bag. What girlfriend... you might as well say his girlfriend is the great nation of South Korea.]

[Wow, is Seo Hoyun becoming a celebrity of celebrities now, attracting this kind of aggro? ㅋㅋ]

The Noeuls knew it was nothing. They were excited and diligently engaged in a flame war. Later, they even used the quote retweets as a notepad for their to-do lists, and the original post was eventually deleted.

Meanwhile, Seo Hoyun had finished shopping and returned to his home, not the dorm. He stuffed side dishes into his fridge and checked the live stream reactions. Witnessing the whole situation, he burst out laughing. This was a secret to everyone.

.

.

.

Ah, this is nice.

The early morning perfume ad meeting for a luxury brand's beauty line ended much faster than expected. This left him enough free time for a fan live stream with a buffer before his evening practice. Thanks to that, he comfortably stopped by the department store to prepare a congratulatory gift for Seo Hojin's acceptance.

He placed the perfume from the meeting and a yet-to-be-released diffuser on the living room cabinet. His gaze naturally shifted to his parents' photograph next to them.

I crouched, tapped the clean picture frame with my fingertip, and smiled.

“What do you think? I raised him really well, didn't I?”

A scholarship, graduating at the top of his class, and even getting into Law School.

I had vowed to raise him without him lacking anything. It seemed I hadn't deviated from that resolve at all. In the blink of an eye, my little brother was ready to become a self-sufficient adult.

Happy all over again, I hummed as I drew the curtains, stepped onto the veranda, and opened the window wide. I had already contacted Seo Hojin, so he would be here soon. I planned to gather my thoughts while looking outside.

I should probably see him once first.

I couldn't just go to the company and say my uncle was suspicious and they should investigate him. I needed at least a shred of evidence to ask them to handle it.

Relatives often latched onto successful celebrities. From my meetings with the legal team about malicious comments, I knew WH Entertainment was well-versed in these matters.

Also,

I need to confirm what that bastard knows, how much he knows, and to what extent.

If he hadn't shown up, that would be one thing, but now that he had, I had no intention of letting him live comfortably.

A sting in my palm made me realize I had clenched my fist. I relaxed my grip and sighed, looking at the deep nail marks.

Recalling those memories was unpleasant and foul.

To change my mood, I ran a hand through my hair. The moment I looked down, alarms blared and System Windows popped up frantically.

DING!

DING!

DING!

DING!

DING!

DING!

Just like when a problem had erupted.

“......”

I averted my gaze from the System Window and scanned my surroundings for the cause. Then, I spotted a man with a familiar profile on a bench near the apartment complex entrance.

“...Wow.”

His head darted around nervously, and his leg shook nonstop.

“Ha, haha, ha...”

Right, I was wondering why he hadn't shown up here.

Nausea rose as if rage crawled up from my toes. I let out a sharp breath.

“Well now...”

At this point, should I thank him for coming to me on his own two feet?

I could see Seo Hojin just entering the complex.

If this continued, they were sure to run into each other.

I didn't have a moment to weigh my options. I immediately pulled my phone from my pocket. My heart pounded like crazy as my fingers dialed the familiar number.

[Hello? Hyung?]

“Hey, stop.”

Seo Hojin's steps slowed to a halt. He looked around.

[...Why? What's wrong now? You're scaring me. Hyung, are you home already? Why aren't you saying...]

“...Did you buy a cake?”

The situation erupted so suddenly that I had no excuse prepared. I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

[What?]

“I told you I wanted some.”

[...When the hell did you??]

I glanced at the bench, then looked away and spoke slowly.

“...Get a pumpkin cake.”

I hung up without waiting for a reply.

Seo Hojin stared at his phone for a moment, then turned and left the complex. I was too high up to see his face, but he must have looked utterly disbelieving.

I closed the window, returned to the living room, grabbed the coat from the sofa, and stormed out the front door.

Two weeks to sort it out, my ass.

You have to deal with a pest the moment you find it to avoid future trouble.

I repeatedly pressed the slow elevator's button, then clicked my tongue and headed for the emergency exit. As I descended the stairs, my mind raced. I tried to figure out how to cook and eat that bastard who deserved to be torn to shreds.

I had no concrete legal evidence, so filing for a Restraining Order was difficult. I also had no idea what he had done to Seo Hojin, who was my age in this world.

So in the end, I just have to avoid dealing with him head-on.

As the old saying goes, a leopard can't change its spots.

If he hadn't changed much from the 'maternal uncle' I knew, I was sure a little digging would kick up a cloud of dust.

But in a corner of my mind, the worst-case scenario sprouted.

What if he has no flaws? What if he just keeps hovering around...

When I was a PD, I didn't need a background check. I could drive him away just by threatening and intimidating him.

But now, I couldn't respond in the same way.

The reason was simple. I was a public figure.

Dammit, this really fucking sucks.

I had found being an idol inconvenient at times, but I had never been this irritated by the profession itself.

“Hey. Come out.”

I slowed my pace and spoke to the empty air.

“The alarms were going off, so you must know the situation.”

I was talking to the System Window.

“You, what did you do this time?”

DING!

[What do you mean, what did I do?]

The blue light flashed brightly, as if offended by my accusation.

“A relative who suddenly appears after no contact. Doesn't that feel awfully familiar? It's strikingly similar to when that problem erupted before...”

Before I could even finish, the System Window displayed a new message.

[No, I really didn't do anything this time. I even performed a format, but a system that has been corrupted once can't possibly function perfectly. I'm coordinating as much as possible, but even the system can no longer predict what variables might arise.]

I walked past the text and continued down to the next floor as I asked, “Can't you do something?”

[If that were possible, I wouldn't have let this situation happen in the first place. ...Absolutely not.]

The System Window flickered before my eyes as if it had more to say, then vanished.

In truth, provoking it was just a way to find an easy solution, confirm the System Window wasn't behind it, and check my own suspicions.

No matter how I think about it, it's strange.

He appeared now, after three years of us living separate, perfectly fine lives.

My old schoolmates, my PD connections, even the relatives who went crazy for the insurance money, none of them had appeared. So why did only the maternal uncle who took care of Seo Hojin show up?

This world had, to a peculiar degree, removed every uncomfortable element from my previous life. The critical public, Jeong Cheongyeon who cursed me, the relentlessly calling family members.

When the error occurred, Jeong Cheongyeon's memories briefly awakened...

What if another error that I failed to grasp occurred then?

The System Window's phrases seemed to support my hypothesis. It couldn't 'function perfectly' and was 'coordinating as much as possible, but it's difficult to predict what variables might arise'.

If I could erase my 'maternal uncle's' existence from my life again, I would willingly pay any cost.

In the end, the problem was all about memory...

“......”

As my thoughts reached that point, I arrived on the first floor. The strength drained from my hand gripping the emergency door handle.

...It wasn't that there was no way.

I had recited it countless times, so a single window appeared with just a glance.

RESET

An opportunity to initialize a certain part

Required Points: 300,000

A certain part...

[If you do a partial reset, you can revert only a designated part. For example, Seo Hojin's memories. However, even for a very small part, the price is high. It's not just anything, it's about returning it to a perfect state!]

...Besides, of the designated part...

—Reset.

I had only thought of it as a tool to restore Seo Hojin's memories. In reality, it was a 'reset,' which meant an 'erasure.'

The System Window's explanation only used Seo Hojin as an example. The target wasn't limited.

In other words, if I paid the points, I could revert any designated part of anything.

...For example.

“...Wow.”

Something like the memories of that fucking maternal uncle.

“That's right. There was that.”

The corners of my mouth lifted on their own.

The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like the most realistic and tangible solution.
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RESET.

It was a chance to use points to erase my maternal uncle from Seo Hojin's life.

Memories of everything I had done to restore my brother's memory flashed through my mind. At the same time, a part of me questioned if it was right to spend my precious points so meaninglessly. Nothing had even been properly confirmed yet.

But is this really a useless act?

Another part of me, however, slowly filled with the worst-case scenario.

What if that bastard of an uncle remembered my time as a PD? That itself wasn't a huge problem. Even if he went around blabbing about it, no one would believe him. They would just think he was crazy.

My anxiety stemmed from something else.

I was afraid that the memory-less Seo Hojin would run into that bastard and cause some kind of error. I was afraid it would trigger another negative effect on my little brother.

...The possibility isn't zero.

Besides, the System Window had confessed it itself. A system that had once been corrupted could not possibly function perfectly, even after a format. It could no longer predict what variables might arise.

I had not trusted that thing much to begin with, but now my trust in it had hit rock bottom.

If I dismiss this as trivial, I have no idea what kind of critical blow it could deal later.

In any case, the Quests I had ignored and the reckless loans I had taken out had overloaded this world.

It was fine if all of it came crashing down on me. I was just too ignorant about how the countless small ripples to come would affect Seo Hojin.

“......”

And that was why I was scared.

I buried my face in my hands and took a moment to even my breathing. My racing heart slowly returned to its normal rhythm as I considered various angles and searched for ways to handle certain situations.

...I knew things had been too peaceful lately.

There was no way it would be this smooth.

I pushed the emergency exit door open with my fingertips. I walked past the first-floor elevator and went outside. Passing the security office at each entrance, I walked along the neatly maintained flowerbeds toward the apartment complex entrance. I saw my uncle sitting on a corner bench, taking out a cigarette.

I kept walking, forcing my overworked brain to think harder.

First, let's check how much he remembers. I can decide how to respond after that.

I would make sure he could never show his fucking face here again.

With only this resolve, I strode closer.

“Unc...”

The moment I was about to call out to him.

“...?!”

WHAP!

A strong force yanked my shoulder back.

“Hah, hoo, cough...”

Ragged breaths hit the nape of my neck.

Startled, I turned my head. My little brother's face was flushed red as he caught his breath, clearly having rushed over.

“...Seo Hojin?”

“Hah, cough, Hyung...”

The convenience store plastic bag in his hand fell to the ground as if he had lost all his strength. Its contents scattered everywhere. A slice of cake that had been tucked among the items also plummeted to the ground.

I watched the process in slow motion before pushing aside Seo Hojin, who blocked my view.

“Seo Hojin, move.”

I tried to head toward the bench again, but Seo Hojin's voice stopped me.

“I did it!!!”

Seo Hojin grabbed my shoulders with both hands and bowed his head over them. He spent a moment panting. I lifted his chin, and he looked at me with a pitiful expression. His already drooping eyes seemed to sag even more.

“...Hyung, you don't have to do anything. I, I took care of everything,” he said, his voice damp and heavy.

I mulled over Seo Hojin's words.

“...Took care of?”

I could not understand it at all.

What did you take care of...

“Uh, so, just calm down and come over here.”

Seo Hojin grabbed my stiff arm and tried to pull me as far away from that man, our uncle, as possible.

Fuck, Seo Hoyun, you've really become pathetic.

Making my little brother worry and tell such lies.

I let out a deep breath, shook off Seo Hojin's hand, and looked into his face.

“...Hojin-ah. Seo Hojin.”

“......”

“Look at me.”

You should have just gone far away to buy the cake like your hyung told you. Why did you have to come back early and see me in this pathetic state?

“You go home. I'll take care of it.”

I firmly pushed Seo Hojin away and tried to move, but he still blocked my path, refusing to let me go.

“No, it's true! Hyung, I already took care of everything! I know it's hard to believe, but I really worked hard to prepare this. You don't need to get your hands dirty.”

Seo Hojin tried to persuade me with considerable desperation. Seeing my unchanging expression, he roughly scratched the back of his head and then pulled an unfamiliar-looking phone from his back pocket.

“Ah, shit, I'll just show you.”

It was not the model my brother usually carried. I watched him suspiciously as he started tapping away at it.

“...What are you doing?”

“Shh, shhh.”

He pressed his index finger to my lips to silence me, then pointed somewhere.

I followed his finger with my eyes. At the end of his gesture was our uncle.

The man, who had been looking at his phone, suddenly stood up and kicked at the ground irritably. Then, he strode roughly out of the complex.

What the?

It was a bewilderingly clean exit.

My brain was still stuttering, unable to fully process what had just happened. Seo Hojin let out a faint sigh and met my eyes.

“Hoo... shall we go inside and talk?”

The small, upward curve of my brother's lips clearly imprinted in my mind.

.
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Back home, I sat on the sofa and listened to Seo Hojin's entire explanation as he knelt demurely on the floor below me. Afterward, I pressed my palm against my throbbing forehead.

“So, our uncle has been contacting you for about half a year, and you've been in continuous contact with him without telling me a single thing?”

“...Yep.”

“And you even fearlessly dug into our uncle's background, found signs of fraud, and met with his victims to gather evidence?”

“...Yep.”

“And since you did all that, I shouldn't worry?”

“Yeah!!”

His voice, which had sounded like it was about to die, suddenly boomed, and Seo Hojin wore a pleased expression.

“...Seo Hojin, are you crazy?!!”

I grabbed him by the collar. He let out a guttural groan as I dragged him toward me. I shook him back and forth for a long time until my anger subsided, then threw him to the floor.

“Ugh, n-no, of course I didn't tell him where we live! I was super careful! I think he probably tailed me...”

“Do you think that's why I'm angry right now?”

“Then what is it?!”

I wished it was all just nonsense, but when I scanned the burner phone I had snatched from Seo Hojin, I found text records not only with our uncle but also with several victims. He had even secured various documents and a few victim testimonies.

“...Hyung, don't be too angry. Thanks to this, we can wrap things up without any major incidents, right?” Seo Hojin hesitantly watched me and carefully added.

Judging from what my brother had recounted, it seemed that bastard uncle did not remember that I was originally a PD or the past where he had taken care of a young Seo Hojin.

...Half a year ago was around the time Seo Hojin lost his memories.

If I assumed that the overlapping system errors from back then not only wiped Seo Hojin's memories but also caused an anomaly in the memory of the relative most deeply connected to him, it all roughly fit together. Perhaps he just happened to see The Dawn on TV, realized his nephew had become a celebrity, and calculated that he was a good target to leech off of.

I let out a sigh and roughly swept my bangs back.

Whatever the case, a reset was not necessary in this situation.

“...Hyung?”

Because Seo Hojin had secretly handled everything so that I would not have to do a thing.

“......”

Seo Hojin's shoulders flinched at the sound of my tongue clicking.

However, I only felt disgust at his exaggeratedly feigned action.

He's already caused all this trouble, and now he's pretending to be scared.

The neatly summarized evidence reeked of a deliberate, calculated plan.

Even if things worked out this time, if a problem had occurred...

The dizzying thought made me squeeze my eyes shut.

Fuck... Mom, I take back what I said earlier.

I raised this kid all wrong.

As I suppressed a surge of anger and rubbed my face instead, Seo Hojin fidgeted as if his feet were asleep and started mumbling excuses.

“...I just... thought that since you're so busy, Hyung... it would be better for you to focus on your main job, so I, who had some free time, took care of it...”

“Seo Hojin, Hyung is thinking, so shut up.”

As I tried to calm my turbulent heart, Seo Hojin anxiously chewed his lower lip and opened his mouth again.

“...But, is this really something to get so angry about?”

I lifted my face from my palms.

“It was something one of us had to do anyway.”

Seo Hojin's brow was slightly furrowed, as if he could not sympathize with my emotions.

“The way our relatives scream for money is a bit disgusting, but that's all it is. It doesn't bother me, but you, Hyung, seem uncomfortable just being involved, so I thought it would be better if I handled it. That's why I did it secretly...”

“......”

I cut him off with a scoff.

This was something he could only say because his memories were not intact.

“......”

Because the afterimages of his childhood had completely evaporated.

“Do you even know what you're saying right now? Back in the day, that bastard did to you...”

But I could not finish my sentence either. The sight of Seo Hojin's wide, surprised eyes seemed to prove once again that he had truly, completely forgotten everything.

As I faced this fearless brother of mine, a thought suddenly struck me.

Ah, damn it.

Maybe Seo Hojin is happier in his current state, having forgotten all the useless things.

At that, I found myself disgusting, even loathsome, for selfishly struggling to accumulate points solely for myself, just to go back to living like trash.

“...Forget it.”

“Huh? What?!”

“Nothing. I'm leaving. Hyung will take care of the rest.”

I ignored Seo Hojin's bewildered question, stood up, and grabbed my coat. Of course, I also took the burner phone. I planned to go straight to the company and hand it over to the legal team. If I told them he was loitering around my house, they would sort it out quickly.

Just in case, I should check on all our other relatives too.

An incident like this was enough to happen just once.

As I hastily slipped on my shoes, I turned back and called out to Seo Hojin.

“Seo Hojin.”

“...Yeah...”

“You contact our uncle one more time, and I'll kill that bastard, then I'll kill you too.”

Though he still looked sulky, he nodded obediently.

“And from now on, if something like this happens, tell me first. Don't ever hide it.”

“...I get it.”

After getting all my answers, I was about to open the door and leave when a pile of shopping bags next to it caught my eye. I nudged them with my foot.

“Take these.”

Seo Hojin hurriedly set the toppled shopping bags upright and asked in confusion.

“...Aren't these your things, Hyung? You're not taking them?”

I was getting annoyed, but I could not pettily take back the things I had bought for my little brother.

Seo Hojin watched my expression and crouched down in front of the shopping bags.

“...Are they for me, by any chance?”

“I heard you got into Law School.”

“Huh? H-how did you know?”

How did I know?

I did a background check on you too, you punk.

“I also heard you're almost guaranteed to graduate at the top of your class. Why don't you report such important things to your hyung?”

“That's because it's not a big deal... Ah, I get it. Don't look at me like that, I'm breaking out in a cold sweat...”

Seo Hojin made another excuse and scooted back slightly under my gaze. Then he covered his mouth with his hand as his eyes curved into a slight smile.

“Anyway, thanks.”

Then, he started grinning as he unwrapped the presents, regardless of me looking down at him with an incredulous expression.

“Whoa, new shoes!”

“......”

“Heol, an expensive-looking pen!”

Hyung is this distraught, and you are smiling over a few measly presents?

In the end, unable to contain my irritation, I kicked Seo Hojin.

“Gahk!”

“You, give me back the card I gave you.”
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The evidence Seo Hojin painstakingly gathered did its job splendidly.

As soon as I left the apartment, I contacted the Manager and took the materials to WH Entertainment's legal team. The staff handled everything swiftly, their expressions practiced. They dealt with it promptly, as their top priority was clearly to resolve trouble before a controversy could erupt.

I also made a request regarding my other relatives, just in case. I was later informed they were living ordinary lives, completely unrelated to me.

Even so, I wasn't relieved and had to get reconfirmation several times.

...I'll have to stay vigilant from now on.

But a more pressing issue gnawed at my nerves.

Partial RESET

An opportunity to initialize a certain part

Required Points: 300,000

Ever since meeting Seo Hojin, my mind kept drifting to the System Window in the corner of my vision, even as I spent days preparing for year-end stages and immersing myself in commercials and solo activities.

I wonder if the process of regaining his memories is truly for my brother's sake.

Simply put, truths like his brother, who he thought was an idol, was actually the much-maligned PD Lee, or that this place he thought was reality was inside the game Idol Maker, were useless inner workings he was better off not knowing.

And on top of that, Seo Hojin had completely forgotten his childhood.

Hadn't I endlessly prayed, wished, and hoped for this ever since I brought my brother back from our maternal uncle?

When the time came to return to my original world after finishing all the Quests, I planned to somehow take this world's Seo Hojin with me. I had also judged it would be enough to briefly explain the important parts then.

Yet, even as I listed reasons why a reset was unnecessary, I uncharacteristically hesitated, unable to reach a conclusion.

It was because even if I set aside my selfishness, the memories buried in oblivion were also immense.

I stared blankly out the car window, which reflected a landscape full of Christmas decorations. I once again scanned the missions the System Window had nonchalantly tossed at me a while ago.

[Quest Arrived!

Complete the commercial shoot for the luxury brand's beauty line perfume and conduct an interview at the flagship store.

Success: 15,000 points

Failure: Permanent stamina debuff]

[Quest Arrived!

Break the all-time record for pre-order sales of the magazine featuring the commercial for the luxury brand's beauty line perfume, for which The Dawn is the model.

Success: 15,000 points

Failure: Unable to shoot future commercials for this brand due to a sharp drop in the charm stat]

They were easy-to-achieve missions with extremely reduced penalties.

It seemed to be the System Window's way of trying to ease the awkwardness, but ironically, my mood only sank further as I looked at it.

I let out a small sigh and composed my expression. We had already arrived at the scheduled location.

I got out of the van and entered the building, where a variety of scents immediately stimulated my sense of smell.

“Seo Hoyun, this way!”

The venue was a space set up for the luxury brand's beauty line perfume Pop-up Store.

Before it opened to the public, The Dawn, who had become the brand's advertising models, received priority invitations to film a YouTube interview video.

“Thank you for coming despite your busy schedule. I heard you have another appointment this afternoon, so we won't take up too much of your time.”

An employee from the luxury brand's marketing department greeted me amiably.

The store emphasized a splendid yet luxurious elegance, as if they were determined to target the Korean market this time. The perfumes were displayed outstandingly throughout the store. Above all, various overlapping scents spread subtly and harmonized with the space, enhancing the atmosphere.

“Oh... why does it smell so delicious? I'm hungry.”

“Oh! This one smells like a temple!”

Cameras already followed the members. They must have heard beforehand that the footage of them looking around the Pop-up Store would be used for the intro and mid-roll with BGM, because they all chattered comfortably without a filter.

Once the interview officially began, however, they fluently shared their impressions of the scents as if they were perfumers.

“Personally, I think this scent has a particularly strong winter aroma. A cool spiciness is mixed over a sweet vanilla base, and the deep woody fragrance added to it seems to give it an overall heavy, grounding presence.”

Kang Ichae was the most shameless of them all.

When the interviewer asked him to describe the perfume in one phrase, he smiled widely, the corners of his eyes curving.

“It's a scent that reminds me of a forgotten, nostalgic winter of mine.”

Hey, didn't you just say it smelled delicious?

Kang Ichae had been muttering things like 'I'm craving ice cream' and 'I'm hungry' while testing the scents. Now he flashed a captivating smile as alluring as the fragrance he promoted, as if he had never said such things.

So slick.

While I shook my head, fed up, Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, and Seong Jiwon gasped in admiration and applauded sincerely.

In any case, Kang Ichae's interview finished smoothly, and my turn was next. I completed the interview without any major issues. While waiting for the other members' turns, I wandered around the store until the marketing department employee approached me.

“I think working with The Dawn for our brand's beauty line launch was a stroke of genius. The year is almost over, but I really think it's the best thing we've done.”

“Ahaha, on the contrary, the honor was all mine.”

Even though the company's beauty line had not officially launched in Korea, public anticipation was already soaring from the brand value alone. Furthermore, as rumors spread that The Dawn were the models, the trend of people pre-purchasing through overseas websites was also growing.

Perhaps because success was clearly predicted, the smile never left the employee's face.

“I'm telling you, we were so surprised at how perfectly you expressed what we wanted! The main perfumer who directed this entire line was stunned when he saw the final cut of the commercial. He kept asking how you managed to capture the exact winter atmosphere he wanted. Ah! There, it's playing now.”

I followed the employee's finger and saw a briefly edited version of the commercial for the Pop-up Store projected across one entire wall.

In the dim, blue-tinged dawn, I wore only a coat over a black knit sweater. I leaned against the railing of the front steps, looking up at the sky as fluttering snow hit me. My worn-down Converse sneakers hinted at an impatience that contrasted with my well-dressed attire.

My index finger had been tapping the perfume bottle in my right hand at a steady rhythm, as if measuring time. It stopped. A white puff of breath escaped my red lips. I wrapped the coat tighter around myself, and my gaze shifted away, as if reaching for someone beyond the camera.

Then, the perfume's name appeared, and the video looped back to the beginning.

“The theme was waiting for a loved one with a nostalgic scent, wasn't it? We thought it would be better to just leave it to you rather than giving you a detailed setting, so we just said it would be great if you could add longing, sorrow, and a slight hint of exhaustion to a quiet scene... and you expressed it so perfectly!”

That's because my mind was a mess and my schedule was packed, so I was actually passed out in the waiting room before I went in to shoot.

“That troubled expression that words can't fully describe! That one cut alone feels like it fills in an entire empty narrative!”

“Isn't my face bright red right now? You're flattering me so much, I'm embarrassed.”

“Pfft, you're so fair you almost look pale. You're truly perfect at your job, and you have a great personality too.”

To be honest, this commercial wasn't a case of me being professionally perfect.

My mind was so fucked up at the time that I couldn't even remember how it had actually gone.

I only vaguely remembered the staff admiring me and saying I was amazing after the shoot ended.

I gave a bright smile to the marketing employee, who asked me to positively consider another new product they were preparing soon.

After roughly ending the conversation, I walked over to where the members were gathered. Just then, Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae whispered to each other while looking at my image on the wall.

“The scene where Hoyun-hyung sat with his legs spread like an old man got cut. That was the best part...”

“I know, right. You need that to complete the Seo Hoyun experience.”

“Hey, cut the side chatter.”

Worried the luxury brand officials were watching, I spoke through clenched teeth like a ventriloquist.

Kang Ichae deliberately shrugged his shoulders and pretended to be scared.

Regardless of me clicking my tongue internally, the interviews proceeded smoothly.

And so, the last person to stand before the camera was Seong Jiwon.

“Um, I liked this 'Oblivio' scent the most. I heard the perfumer was inspired by the famous saying, 'Oblivion is a blessing from the gods,' when creating it...”

It started off fine, but as Seong Jiwon's story continued, it began to get on my nerves for some reason.

“Wow...”

Even the members who were about to make mischievous jokes beside him were gradually won over, their mouths hanging open.

“As expected of God Jiwon...”

“Seriously... I'm embarrassed for even thinking of joking around...”

“......”

Seeing the abashed members needlessly add their comments, Seong Jiwon simply gave a bright smile.

.
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After our schedule at the Pop-up Store, we arrived at the Pop Star Battle venue and went straight into pre-rehearsal without a moment's rest.

Just as I stepped into the waiting room after meticulously checking everything to prevent even the smallest error, a notification sound rang out.

T-ring!

T-ring!

[Quest Success!

The pre-order sales for the magazine featuring the commercial for the luxury brand's beauty line, for which The Dawn is the model, have broken the all-time record.

Success. 15,000 points have been awarded.]

[Quest Success!

You have successfully completed the commercial shoot for the luxury brand's beauty line and conducted the interview at the flagship store.

Success. 15,000 points have been awarded.]

The points were quickly tallied, announcing the Quest's completion. Then a new window popped up.

[Quest Arrived!

Before December ends, elicit an explosive reaction from the public through an article about Seo Hoyun.

The standard will be judged by the article's view count.

Success: 15,000 points awarded

Failure: Slight decrease in dance stat]

When I had been so desperate, it had been stingy. Now that I was hesitating, it showered me with points as if urging me to reset.

Well, whatever. If I have them, I'll use them someday.

As I stared unenthusiastically at the glowing blue rectangular box, Jeong Dajun tackled me from behind. His face was flushed as he shouted excitedly.

“Waaaah! Hyung! Hyungs! They said our turn is last today!”

“You're just finding that out now, Dajun-ah?”

“Didn't you look at the cue sheet?”

“Ehh?! You guys knew?!”

“Of course...”

The youngest looked around in a fluster, receiving lukewarm glares from the members.

The cue sheet had been leaked. Various online communities and social media were full of curses calling it WH Entertainment's party. This was because the final stage was The Dawn, the one right before was High Five's performance, and even the special stage was filled by Chae Jeongwoo of Black Call, who had not been active for over a year.

“...But hyuuung.”

Jeong Dajun, who had been cautiously hiding behind me, clung to my arm and asked.

“Is it Hojin-hyung's birthday today?”

I raised an eyebrow, wondering how he knew. The answer came unexpectedly from Kang Ichae, who slouched on the sofa and munched loudly on snacks.

“I saw it pop up on my messenger too. I even sent a gift.”

“It's Hojin's birthday today? Oh, then was that time Hoyun went to the department store to buy his brother's gift?”

No, that wasn't his birthday present.

Facing Seong Jiwon's sparkling eyes, I found it too bothersome to explain and just kept my mouth shut.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was stealing Kang Ichae's snacks across from me, added his agreement.

“Seo Hoyun is surprisingly good at keeping up with these kinds of events. He's the type to remember anniversaries well.”

“Hmm... But you won't be able to go home today, hyung. The Pop Star Battle doesn't end until after midnight.”

“It's fine.”

In any case, since I became an adult, the memories of preparing for Seo Hojin's birthday on the actual day were few and far between.

To me, a birthday was nothing more and nothing less than the day one was born. I had only acted in accordance with it until now because I wanted to keep the rule my parents had set before they passed away, 'Let's always celebrate birthdays.'

If I think of today in the same way, it's no big deal.

Still, I figured I should at least contact him, so I turned on my phone. A message from Seo Hojin was on the lock screen.

[Bastard Dongsaeng : Hyung and you know]

[Bastard Dongsaeng : Last time]

I pressed the preview to go to the chat, but a few lines had already been deleted.

[Bastard Dongsaeng : (This message has been deleted.)]

[Bastard Dongsaeng : (This message has been deleted.)]

[Bastard Dongsaeng : Nvm ㅋ]

[Bastard Dongsaeng : Was just wondering when you're coming home again]

Tsk.

From the way he acted, it seemed he noticed I was hiding something.

[Me: Can't go today]

[Me: Sorry]

I considered ignoring him, but instead just jotted down my original message and sent it.

After that, the long and boring wait continued. I joked around with the members and practiced from time to time. Suddenly,

“Whoa...”

Part 3 of the Pop Star Battle had finally begun.

And the star of its first performance was none other than Chae Jeongwoo.

【Ah— Tell me,】

It was his first appearance on an official stage in almost a year and a half.

A roar like a thunderclap reverberated all the way to our waiting room.

I swallowed a groan when I saw the brightly smiling Chae Jeongwoo.

【that this is my christmas present】

Black Call is really being Black Call.
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【I was afraid to take a leap

as you are not by my side】

His glossy black hair and clear, boyish eyes sparkled, reflecting the lights. His face, which stood out even during his hiatus, now seemed surrounded by a halo.

【I had fear in my heart

as I might not be your love】

Chae Jeongwoo wore no rings, only a soft, flowing white shirt and dark navy slacks, yet he himself shone brightly.

【But I know that I will be there】

"Wow, Senior Chae Jeongwoo is insane."

"I know, right..."

WH Entertainment's singers were famous for a clean and simple vocal style. Today, however, Chae Jeongwoo spat out the lyrics with intense emotion, as if trying to shatter that very image.

【So tell me, that this is my christmas present】

The voice of just one person ecstatically filled the vast concert hall.

"His voice has a warm winter feel to it."

The members couldn't shake the lingering feeling even after Chae Jeongwoo's stage ended. They were captivated by the delicate emotions expressed through his clear and pure tone.

"How does he do that?"

"Ugh, isn't that impossible unless you're torturing an alien?!"

"I think Senior Chae Jeongwoo is the alien."

Even as various idols, including White Cherry, continued their performances, the members were busy chattering about the special stage led by Chae Jeongwoo.

Of course, they quieted down again when High Five came on.

They were scheduled right before The Dawn. We'd heard from our Manager that they were given about a 10-minute slot.

【New Thrill—】

On the monitoring TV, Kang Yeonhu's curly, wavy hair bounced.

【I can't pretend to be calm in front of you

I'm swept up in even more excitement】

The six members of High Five performed their choreography as if they were one body. They performed intense movements like running while singing, but they didn't even sound out of breath. It made one momentarily suspect they were using a backing track.

【A Spark flying in the middle of the circuit

Our thrilling and precarious Racing

Just for the two of us

Make me cry a little more】

High Five's Jeong Chaehyung spat out a fast rap in a low, cave-like voice. He seductively curved his eyes and swiped a thumb across his lips.

Kim Seonghyeon stared intently with his chin propped on his hand and casually remarked, "They're good."

Kang Ichae, who was next to him, playfully bumped into Kim Seonghyeon and added, "And we're super good too."

Kim Seonghyeon's eyes widened at the unexpected encouragement. He soon let out a staggered, incredulous laugh. "What's with you, Kang Ichae? Where did all that impressive vocabulary from the perfume interview go?"

"Ichae-ah, do you not know any words other than 'super'?"

"Whoa, are you guys really going to gang up on me for one little thing? Even Jiwon-hyung?"

The slightly tense atmosphere loosened, and everyone returned to their usual noisy selves. Just then, a staff member from Pop Star Battle came to tell them they had to be on stage in two minutes.

I left the waiting room with the members and entered the dark Backstage. Seong Jiwon suddenly turned his head to look at me.

"Hoyun-ah!" he said with his usual smile. "Let's be super good today!"

After that, we heard the MCs' introduction.

【...—Our dawn that has descended upon the night sky of Korea! Shall we call for them together?!】

I followed the staff's hand signals and the cues in my in-ear monitor, then climbed the stairs.

【The Dawn!!】

The VCR played while the members got into position.

A Karaben swam freely across a bright blue sky. A long cloud, like the path of a small airplane, quickly dispersed like mist.

RUUUMBLE-.

RUUUUUMBLE-.

The screen transitioned, showing Kim Seonghyeon walking steadily in a white pilot's uniform.

Screams close to shrieks erupted from the audience.

【Hello? Are you there?

Are we connected?】

With the mechanical narration, a pin spotlight turned on. It revealed Kang Ichae standing alone on the extended stage.

【Do you wanna be connected?】

Kang Ichae snatched the bright red microphone, lifted his chin high, and opened his mouth.

【Finally! The boring time is passing

I like watching you go wild

Come up to the ring as I wish】

Kang Ichae poured out the lyrics as if fiercely driving someone into a corner. He gestured like he was grabbing and twisting a throttle, accelerating a motorcycle.

【Chase me like if you can

Shift gears and press the pedal to the floor】

As if that were a signal flare, a dozen backup dancers behind Kang Ichae split to the sides and saluted sharply. They revealed Jeong Dajun in the center with his hands neatly clasped.

【The first one to let go loses】

Jeong Dajun strode forward, threw off his uniform cap, and blew a kiss to the approaching camera.

【Don't be afraid

There's no need to look back

I can be your guide】

Next, Seong Jiwon's elegant voice rang out.

A small stir mixed in with the cheers.

I waited in the back, a slight smile on my lips. I grabbed Seong Jiwon's hand and spun him around roughly.

【Don't hesitate, just move forward】

The song reached its peak, and a dance break began, centered on Kim Seonghyeon at the front.

【Ah- Yes, I will never leave your side-!】

Kim Seonghyeon took out the sunglasses tucked into his uniform's front pocket. He lightly bit the tip with his front teeth and beckoned to the camera lens with his index and middle fingers.

He then moved his body to the even faster beat.

【Ready to be connected?】

He moved as if pushing himself to the limit.

Every time a new light burst from the VCR, Kim Seonghyeon's muscles tensed along with the heavy melody.

To avoid being overshadowed by him, all the other members had to pour in twice the energy.

"Ah, fuck, the vocalists are going to die at this rate. Stop putting so much power into your moves."

"Hear, hear! The youngest dancer is dying too!"

"The rapper here is about to pass out too!"

During practice, the backlash was severe because it was so difficult and exhausting.

"...Can't you just do it for me?"

"...Fine."

"...We'll do it."

But what could we do? Our leader was on the verge of tears, throwing a tantrum like never before. Of course, we had to give in.

【You're praying to the wrong person, Umm Hmm

You should be begging me, Damn! You are my favorite】

Kim Seonghyeon raised his arms powerfully, his shirt lifting to briefly expose his bare waist. The fans' screams grew even louder.

【Handle me like if you can】

The beat seemed to slow, but then the song changed to the melody of 'Dive'. The entire stage was bathed in blue light.

Only a third of our 15-minute slot had passed, which we secured in exchange for appearing on a New Year's variety show, but I was already out of breath.

I walked to the center of the stage, pretending to be unfazed. The members gathered in a circle as the floor began to rise. A lift was slowly ascending.

【Can you be together? or not?

The words I spat out without knowing anything cling like the heat

Like a lotus flower that has stopped breathing】

Beyond the lights swaying like waves, I saw fans with reddened noses singing along.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the surface of the sea to breathe】

I couldn't make eye contact with every single one of them, but I caught my breath and waved enthusiastically. I tried to at least return a greeting to those who came all this way on a cold day to see The Dawn.

【Because we can't stay trapped and lonely forever】

As darkness fell all around, the lift reached the ground.

At the same time, a young, clear voice pierced the silence and spread out.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the surface of the sea to breathe】

A brilliant white light shot out again, illuminating the surroundings. Beneath it, Jeong Dajun sang with a faint smile.

Wow, our youngest has guts.

It feels like just yesterday he was trembling with nerves, but he's grown so much.

【Because in the near future

We will meet again】

The performance for 'Lotus Lantern Festival' concluded. They slowly gathered in the center and posed like a single lotus flower as all the lights went out again.


Guided by the staff, the singers from Pop Star Battle came onto the stage one by one.

I made eye contact with Kang Yeonhu as he entered with Chae Jeongwoo and gave a slight nod. Kang Yeonhu quickly bowed in return.

【Hello, we are White Cherry!】

On the VCR, pre-recorded Christmas greetings from each of the performers began to play.

【The rising dawn, we are The Dawn!】

The Dawn appeared on the screen, and Kim Seonghyeon, with a slightly flushed face, opened his mouth.

【...—I hope you have a Christmas where you can share love with many people, instead of being alone.】

When Kim Seonghyeon's voice filled the venue, the youngest member mischievously poked the leader. Kim Seonghyeon lowered his eyebrows and smiled gently in response.

【Hello, I am Chae Jeongwoo.】

Chae Jeongwoo appeared next.

He stood alone, smiled softly, and said, 【It must be exactly Christmas Eve right now. I hope everyone has a happy and warm winter. Have a merry Christmas.】

The video faded with him, and the sound of a piano rang out.

It was 'Snowflake,' the project song created for Pop Star Battle.

Lightsticks of various colors swayed in unison.

Kang Yeonhu took the first verse, singing over the gentle piano melody and soft drum beat.

【To be honest, I've been having a hard time lately

Days when I felt like I would stand alone in the darkness forever】

Right from the start, his high notes were clean.

The cheers erupted just as loudly.

The camera angle then shifted, and Seong Jiwon appeared, gripping the microphone tightly with both hands.

【There were days I thought I was all alone

Days when it felt like nothing would work out】

While the other groups sang, Jeong Dajun clapped enthusiastically and mouthed the words.

【But on the day the snow fell

You held my hand】

The song gradually built with the clear voices of White Cherry and Lea Purple.

【I can't blatantly reveal my selfish desire to always wish for your happiness

But my feelings just pile up on their own】

Kang Ichae's thick, husky voice cut through.

【I will always be here

Because you came to me like a miracle

On this day the snowflakes fall, with the special you】

Kang Ichae looked up as if watching snowflakes fall from the sky, then lowered his gaze and smirked. Jeong Chaehyung took the next part.

【This special Christmas

Where our own footprints are left behind】

Just as I was thinking that the arrangement was really biased towards WH Entertainment, an alarm went off.

D-RING!

An alert only I could hear.

It pierced through the colorful confetti that fluttered like real snowflakes.

[Quest Success!]

A blue window appeared amidst the brilliantly sparkling lights.

[The fact of Seo Hoyun's donation of his appearance fee and prize money from 'David and Goliath' became known before the program's broadcast through an article titled 'Seo Hoyun's Good Deeds... A Meaningful String of Donations Since Debut.' The article's view count has exceeded a certain level, satisfying the condition.

You are awarded 15,000 points for ranking #1 in entertainment news.]

I couldn't hold back a hollow laugh.

I feel like I know the article's contents without even looking.

It seems WH Entertainment made a preemptive move to polish their year-end image.

[Current Points: 304,000]

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun.]

I stared blankly at the displayed points.

【I can't blatantly reveal my selfish desire to always wish for your happiness

But my feelings just pile up on their own】

[Ha]

[Happ...]

A new window appeared next to it. Letters were written and erased repeatedly before finally forming a sentence.

[Have a happy end of the year.]

Even though I knew it was my turn right before this, I almost missed my cue without realizing it.

【...—Our precious memories, the warmth of

Your hand when you held mine...】

I composed myself and closed my eyes.

Then I gathered my strength and drew out the sound.

【...like the gently falling snow

It quietly piles up in my heart】

A slight stir went through the people around me, but I didn't have the mind to pay attention.

【...Ah- Ah- Ah!】

Just as Kang Yeonhu's ad-libs followed and the song reached its climax, Chae Jeongwoo took a step forward.

【The final moment is approaching us

When we pass through the long tunnel and breathe in the cold air

The snow is falling, and you are suddenly by my side】

Gentle harmonies stacked neatly on top of Chae Jeongwoo's elegant voice.

Everyone was moved by the atmosphere and broke into warm smiles.

Here, I was the only one whose heart was burning to a crisp, even with a smile on my lips.

【In this frightening future, only one thing is certain】

If this were a scene from a show I planned, I would make the protagonist press the reset button for dramatic effect.

However, in my real world, without cameras and an audience, I couldn't do that.

【I will be holding your hand】

Because when it comes to matters concerning Seo Hojin, I always become a coward, unable to decide anything easily.
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“Everyone, have a happy Christmas!!”

“Happy Christmas~!!”

The chorus of the project song 'Snowflake' faded, leaving only the melody. The MCs faced the camera for their closing remarks.

I walked onto the extended stage with the other members to greet the Noeuls. The fans stamped their feet in anticipation. Jeong Dajun practically glued himself to my shoulder.

“Hoyun-hyung! Your singing earlier was incredible!”

Jeong Dajun's mic was off. I ruffled the hair of our youngest member, who bounced around excitedly.

My attention, however, remained fixed on the System Window I had pushed to the corner of my vision.

Afterward, we left the stage on the Pop Star Battle staff's signal and returned to the waiting room. A warm atmosphere lingered, though everyone looked busy preparing to leave. They saw each other more often than their own families due to the packed end-of-year schedule. Still, everyone seemed completely soaked in the final song's sentiment and the Christmas spirit.

“Seo Hoyun, you worked hard!!”

“Yes, you worked hard too.”

“The performance was great!”

I changed out of my stage outfit and roughly wiped off the thick makeup. Then I grabbed my things and headed out of the building with the members. White snow poured down amid camera flashes bursting from all directions.

“It's snowing!”

I stared at the scene for a moment before getting into the car.

To be honest, I'd always felt that the end of the year, with its heavy snow, was garbage. Right now, I'm more worried about how the fans who came to see us will get home.

Soon, the van headed toward our dorm.

My eyes were fixed on the kids walking with slogans and light sticks through the car window. I noticed the van slowly decelerating before it stopped. Looking ahead, I saw the crosswalk light blinking, about to turn green for the road.

I quickly rolled down the window and shouted.

“It's snowing, so get home safe!”

Screams erupted, but the car had already started moving. Jeong Dajun squeezed in next to me, waving energetically. He fastened his seatbelt again and spoke.

“Hyungs! Ichae-hyung and I are going to watch a Christmas movie. Want to join?”

“No thanks. I'm tired.”

“Hmph, Hoyun-hyung, won't you regret it? We're planning to have a totally awesome night?!”

“Oh my, I'm so jealous.”

The other members, excluding me, also seemed swept up in the mood. They chattered more boisterously than usual.

“Jiwon-hyung, you'll watch with us, right?”

“Hmm~, should I?” Seong Jiwon answered lightly, also excited. The mole on the bridge of his slightly wrinkled nose seemed unusually prominent.

“Um, Hoyun-ah... what's wrong?”

I lifted my gaze to meet his. Seong Jiwon scratched his cheek with an awkward expression.

“...Just because?”

“Just... because?”

Seong Jiwon tilted his head with an awkward smile. The van stopped, having arrived at the dorm. Kang Ichae had dodged the other members to get to the front. He was the first to jump out.

“The last one to the elevator has to do the dishes tomorrow!!” he shouted.

“Hey!!”

“It's your turn anyway, hyung!!!”

The other members grumbled but still scrambled after Kang Ichae. I was the only one who got off the van at a slow pace.

CRUNCH. The ground crunched with every step. I was the last one to board the elevator. The guys teased me that Seo Hoyun was on dish duty. I gave a simple reply.

“Just don't overdo it and go to sleep.”

“You should stop teasing me and go to sleep if you're tired!! ...Of course, you can come back out if you get bored!”

“You're the one who should stop bothering me.”

I pinched the youngest's cheek with my thumb and forefinger. Then I opened my door and went straight from the entryway into my room.

I sat on the bed without taking off my clothes and tried to gather my thoughts. At some point, the sound of laughter leaked from the living room.

Seong Jiwon's voice was among them.

Suddenly, I remembered his interview from the Pop-up Store.

“But, did you know there's another sentence that follows 'Forgetting is a blessing from God'?”

At the time, Seong Jiwon stood before the camera. His usual smile graced his lips, yet he spoke calmly.

“It's 'Remembering is an act of human will'.”

Our thoughtless younger members teased him. They said, 'Jiwon-hyung is spouting wise words today,' and 'Seong Jiwon isn't a Practice Machine, he's a quote machine.' Seong Jiwon just chuckled, seemingly unaffected.

“Of course, you might want to forget bad memories, but isn't it by knowing and holding onto them that we can become people who are more grateful when we encounter good things later on?”

Around then, even the grinning kids had quieted down.

“So, yes. I don't want to lose a single one of my precious memories. Even if they're really bad ones. Because that is my will.”

“Haa...”

I swept back my annoying bangs and looked up at the ceiling.

Lately, my mind has been so preoccupied with the reset that I can't even sleep properly.

I still haven't reached a conclusion.

That's right, still.

This in itself is an exception.

My younger brother, Seo Hojin, was always an existence that deviated from the rules I set.

If it had been anyone else, I wouldn't have even bothered to care. I would have left them be, even if they forgot me forever.

But the subject is, in fact, Seo Hojin.

A sigh escaped me on its own.

It's not like he chose to forget.

He lost his memories due to the world's overload. That was entirely my responsibility.

I had a duty to return a complete life to my younger brother.

And he has the right to have his memories.

I scrubbed my dry face with my hands, then buried it in my palms to steady my breathing.

Slowly, I lifted only my eyes. I glared into the empty air as I opened my mouth.

“...Open the reset window.”

Partial RESET

A chance to initialize a certain part

Required Points: 300,000

The window popped up again in the center of my vision as if it had been waiting.

Seeing it, the resolve I had painstakingly built up threatened to crumble like a sandcastle before a wave.

I bit my lower lip, then released it and said.

“...Designate Seo, Hojin's memory as the certain part...”

[Designating 'Seo Hojin's memory'.]

[You can use 300,000 points to reset the designated part.]

[Would you like to reset?]

Following that, the choices “......” and “No” appeared, blinking.

It was not even an open-ended question, just a fork in the road with two paths, yet I could not choose. I hesitated.

I can't waver.

This is his right.

His own memories, which even I don't know, might have been erased. Since I'm nothing more than a stranger who shares his blood, I have no right to interfere, do I?

[Would you like to reset?]

No, should I just shut up and let Seo Hojin live in ignorant bliss? Is that the right path? As if I, who am not a god, have any right to take away someone's free will.

[YES / NO]

Maybe, my brother would be happy to get his memories back...

[Would you like to reset?]

...Fuck, am I just rationalizing this now?

My thoughts, biased by my own hopes, kept circling the same track.

It got to the point where I felt my judgment was not rational. It might be safer to do nothing at all.

[YES / NO]

Right, after I restore them, Seo Hojin might confess that he was better off before.

[Would you like to reset?]

Or he might pour out his resentment toward me.

He's a good kid, so he might just remain silent.

Then I would want to kill myself for making such a decision.

Because I wouldn't have acted truly for Seo Hojin, but purely for myself.

[YES / NO]

I lifted my head and stared at the blue light that flickered as if to announce its presence.

However, what if he truly wanted to know the truth too?

“I really want to know what happens... to you, hyung...”

The kid I saw on the day I was rushed to the emergency room after a Quest failure, his eyes swollen and puffy.

“It was a little tough finding the photos, hyung.”

The boy who handed me a bumpy family photo, carefully taped together.

“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you~.”

My little brother, who bought a fresh cream cake with his small hands and even sang to me to celebrate my birthday.

Just as I live by those memories—,

“...Re...”

—What if Seo Hojin needs these memories too?

“...Reset...”

[YES.]

The System Window instantly snatched up the word that had escaped like a mumble.

[You have selected reset.]

[Resetting the designated part 'Seo Hojin's memory'.]

[Using 300,000 points.]

[Current Points: 4,000]

The reset proceeded swiftly, giving me no chance to take it back.

Watching it, I slowly lowered the hand I had raised to stop it.

[Applying...]

[Applying...]

[Applying...]

[Applying...]

[Applying...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

.

.

.

[...]

[...]

[...]

[Adjusting...]

[The designated part has been reset.]
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No fanfare or dazzling sound effects occurred.

I stared blankly at the final message and quietly asked myself.

“...Is it done?”

[Yes.]

The System Window spat out a firm reply but, uncharacteristically, didn't elaborate.

“...This is it?”

The box with 'Yes' written inside blinked, as if to confirm it.

After wracking my brain so intensely, I felt surprisingly and disappointingly numb.

I pressed a hand to my throbbing forehead and pushed myself up.

I needed to check on Seo Hojin. I had done this, so I had to face the consequences.

The dorm had become quiet. I carefully opened my door.

The living room clock pointed to 4 AM.

The members seemed to have fallen asleep watching a movie. They were sprawled across the floor and sofa.

I moved as quietly as possible so I wouldn't wake them. I tiptoed past Jeong Dajun, who mumbled in his sleep while clinging to Kang Ichae, and headed for the entrance. While silently putting on my shoes, I heard a rustle behind me, followed by a low, husky voice.

“Where are you going?”

Kang Ichae had pushed himself halfway up. He shoved the youngest member off him, who was practically draped over his body, and yawned repeatedly. His own sleeping habits were no better. His hair stuck up in a spectacular mess.

“You're awake?”

“I asked where you're going.”

“Just... home for a bit.”

“...Ah, because it was Hojin-hyung's birthday yesterday?”

Kang Ichae frowned at me, his eyelids only half-open.

“...But, you're not seriously going out like that, are you?”

I followed his gaze down and noticed my own clothes. I wore a black turtleneck and cotton pants.

I awkwardly smoothed my clothes and started to take off my shoes, but Kang Ichae was faster. He got up quickly, grabbed his own carelessly thrown padded jacket and scarf, and tossed them to me.

“Wear this. It's cold outside. It's snowing, too, and it's really cold.”

“......”

“Oh, right. Take an umbrella, too.”

He mumbled the same words over and over in a daze before collapsing back to sleep, looking his age.

“...Thanks.”

I put on the padded jacket, wrapped the scarf around my neck, grabbed the umbrella, and added a belated thanks.

Outside, I pressed the elevator button and requested a Kakao Taxi on my app. The cold dawn air cleared my head a little.

The taxi had already arrived when I reached the first floor.

I got in the car and took out my phone to message Seo Hojin, but I had forgotten to charge it. The battery was dead. The screen wouldn't turn on.

“Hoo...”

I felt unusually clumsy today.

I stroked my chin and looked out the window.

Thick snowflakes still fell endlessly.

Maybe that was why. I felt detached from reality.

The taxi stopped at the apartment complex entrance. I got out and opened my umbrella.

I walked along the pure white, footprint-less path. I passed the bench where my uncle had sat and headed home.

But as I stood before the door, my suppressed anxiety began to creep up.

I clenched and unclenched my fist, then pressed the code for the door lock.

...1, 2, 2, 3...

The lock disengaged. I grabbed the knob and opened the door. The entryway light switched on automatically. The living room, immediately visible, was dark.

He was likely asleep since it was so late. I called his name cautiously.

“Seo Hojin.”

No answer came.

I called his name again and opened the door to Seo Hojin's room. The space was empty. I sighed and plugged my phone into the charger by the bed.

He probably went out for drinks with his friends.

Maybe I should have done the reset when I was with Seo Hojin.

With that thought, I flopped onto the bed.

“...He could have at least turned the heat on.”

The only thing I could do was wait for him, just as Seo Hojin had always done for me.

.

.

.

I woke up suddenly. My body felt heavy and sluggish, and sitting up was a struggle. The exhaustion from my recent lack of sleep was catching up to me.

I sighed to clear my foggy consciousness and fumbled for my phone. The charger must have been loose. It had only charged to about 10%.

[Heavy Snowfall Warning Issued for the Seoul Metropolitan Area

Roads expected to freeze due to snowfall and cold wave. Please be cautious of pedestrian and traffic safety.]

[Traffic congestion is expected during tomorrow's morning commute. Please use public transportation if possible.]

I skipped past the unimportant alerts, went into my messages, and tapped the most recent one.

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung hyunghyunghyung Hoyun hyunghyunghyung]

The Dawn's group chat was filled with messages from the youngest member.

[Jeong Dajun: Hojin-hyung came to the dorm!! He was looking for you!!!]

[Jeong Dajun: But when Ichae-hyung said you went home, he just bolted out ㅠㅠ...]

[Jeong Dajun: And... is something wrong with Hojin-hyung? He looked like a total ghost... We were so shocked, we told him to at least take an umbrella but...]

[Jeong Dajun: (Crying emoticon)]

[Jeong Dajun: Anyway, we tried to help him... Don't get mad at us later...]

My heart pounded as I read the messages.

I sat up and checked my missed calls.

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

[Bastard Dongsaeng]

There were several calls from Seo Hojin.

I rubbed my stiff face with one hand and called him. The phone didn't ring for long.

“Hello?”

I couldn't hear the other person's voice.

However, after spending over ten years raising someone, you naturally pick up a few skills, whether you want to or not.

“Hello? Seo Hojin?”

[...Yeah.]

One of those skills was grasping my kid's mood from the slightest hint in his voice.

The slow, damp voice on the other end snapped me to my senses.

“What's wrong with you right now?”

I shot to my feet and rushed out of the room, asking urgently.

“Seo Hojin, where are you?”

I wedged the phone between my shoulder and chin, forced my feet into my shoes, and grabbed the doorknob. Just then, the sound of the digital lock disengaging echoed.

[...Right outside.]

At that moment, Seo Hojin's words came through the speaker. A second later, my brother appeared beyond the door. He was covered in snow, wearing only a white sweatshirt, black sweatpants, and three-stripe slippers.

“...Are you crazy?”

He was determined to freeze to death.

I saw ice crystals clinging to his eyelashes, panicked, and grabbed his arm, pulling him inside.

“You didn't even take an umbrella? You're completely soaked—”

“Hyung.”

I was about to lay into him for what he was doing.

But Seo Hojin, who had been staring at the floor, lifted his head and called my name.

“I'm about to say something really weird, but you can't say I'm crazy. Don't laugh, and don't interrupt. You have to hear me out until the end.”

His tone was firm, but his voice held a plea. He licked his lips several times, his chest heaving nervously.

“...We're not the same age, are we? Our parents' accident... it happened when I was 10, not 20, right?”

His eyes met mine, watery and trembling.

“What celebrity? The hyung I know is someone who always worked late, someone I could only check on after dawn. Someone who never listened no matter how much I told him to take care of himself—”

His voice choked, and the tip of his nose scrunched.

“but he was someone I really liked, our PD...”

Seo Hojin couldn't finish his sentence and clamped his mouth shut.

I watched him quietly for a moment, then lightly revealed the truth, as if to change the mood.

“That's right. You might not have known, but I'm your hyung.”

“......”

“I'm your hyung.”

The answer was reminiscent of a famous sci-fi masterpiece.

I spat it out, saw Seo Hojin's bewildered expression, and scratched my cheek awkwardly.

It's over.

The thing I had wished for had come true.

Although I'm still not sure if it was a good choice.

“...Ahem. Anyway, you idiot, it's fucking cold outside. It's practically the Arctic. Why are you wandering around like this?”

I brushed the snow from his head and shoulders to shake off my complex feelings and changed the subject.

A distorted mumble escaped from Seo Hojin through his clenched teeth.

“...Why are you only telling me now?”

I raised an eyebrow slightly but lowered it when I saw the tear tracks on Seo Hojin's cheeks.

“Why only now...”

At the same time, a wave of certainty washed over me, strong enough to drive away all anxiety.

I knew Seo Hojin's next words would be the answer to the choice I had made.

“What's really pissing me off is that I don't even know why I forgot! Still, you should've told me. If I was acting like an idiot, you should've drilled it into my head until I finally got it!”

Things like losing his parents at ten, or surviving hardships under a mean older brother... even if they were meaningless to his future.

It showed the past was precious to Seo Hojin, too, just as it was to me.

“I knew something was strange. I know the face you make when you're having a hard time, and ever since a certain point, that's all I saw when we met. I was the only one who didn't know anything, like an idiot...”

His expression, looking like he would burst into tears at any moment, reminded me of the younger Seo Hojin. I raised my hand, brushed back his wet hair, and smiled slightly.

“Uh... Hyung...”

“......”

“...Hyung is sorry for being a little late.”

I added the words I had hesitated to say.

“...I mean, for being late on your birthday.”

Seo Hojin's face crumpled, and fat tears finally rolled down his cheeks.

He sobbed quietly, unable to lift his head, and pushed my chest hard.

“This is so annoying...”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Hyung, you're the absolute worst...”

Soon, he buried his cheek in my shoulder and muttered apologies over and over.

However, I wasn't a great adult myself, so I couldn't find a wise way to accept it. I just whispered quietly, “Happy birthday.”


Chapter 406

“Ugh, please...”

A pleading voice echoed through the WH Entertainment building's lobby early that morning. It was Lee Jihyeon, who had forgotten her access card after working from home all night.

She had asked for help at the reception desk, but a burly employee who looked like a security guard firmly ordered her to wait. The guard said Lee Jihyeon could only enter after they contacted a superior to verify her identity.

“I can connect to the intranet with my laptop and show you my employee information. I really do work here.”

“That's not allowed. I can't let you pass until I connect with your superior.”

Why is he so by-the-book?

Lee Jihyeon had already tried calling the Daepaseong Planning Team's leader countless times, but there was no answer. In her desperation, she showed her business card, work PC, and even her phone, but it was all useless. Cold sweat trickled down Lee Jihyeon's face.

“I'm really, really sorry, but at this rate, I think I'm going to be late for a meeting. I can come back later and prove...”

“Wait.”

Lee Jihyeon felt like she was going to lose her mind.

She knew another planning team member would be at the meeting, but the fact that The Dawn was attending weighed on her even more.

Especially Seo Hoyun.

He was usually lenient, but only when Lee Jihyeon conducted herself properly. He was a man extremely sensitive to even the smallest mistakes.

If I'm late, he'll definitely give me a hard time...

“Lee Jihyeon?”

“Gah! S-Seo Hoyun?!”

Speak of the devil.

Lee Jihyeon jumped in surprise at Seo Hoyun's voice from behind. She soon realized that if she could just endure a little fear, this encounter was a good opportunity to resolve the situation. The best outcome would be getting in with him. If not, she could at least show that she tried.

“H-Hello! I, I know this is an inconvenience, but could you maybe... Aaargh!”

Her attempt was quickly thwarted. Her vision seemed to shrink in astonishment when she met Seo Hoyun's eyes.

What the??

Vibrant eyes, skin with a subtle glow, and lips curved into a gentle smile.

There had been rare occasions when Seo Hoyun seemed to be in a good mood. At those times, a few employees from his Daepaseong days would comment, “The Dawn's success has given him some breathing room, so he's just softened up a bit,” or “He's just being careful now that he's famous.”

“...Are you really Seo Hoyun?”

However, today was on a completely different level.

Seo Hoyun raised an eyebrow and laughed softly.

“I am.”

Lee Jihyeon sensed no particular danger, but she still stumbled back a step.

Seo Hoyun didn't seem to mind and strode to the reception desk.

“Did you lose your access card?” he asked.

“Ah, yes, yes... I'm sorry.”

“No need to be sorry.”

Seo Hoyun leaned one arm on the reception desk and curved his eyes beautifully at the employee.

“Hello?”

After a few years with him, even Lee Jihyeon knew. That was a devilishly charming smile that could steal a person's soul. It was also the expression Seo Hoyun wore when he wanted something.

“I'm sorry to bother you, but could you issue a temporary access card for this person? She has a meeting this morning.”

Lee Jihyeon didn't have high hopes. The employee had no flexibility.

She watched with a bored expression as the employee, who had been staring blankly at Seo Hoyun, nodded.

“......”

Excuse me.

WH Entertainment's security was so tight that even its own artists were sent back without an access card, and turned away again if the secondary facial recognition failed. Seo Hoyun should have been no exception, but the employee, completely mesmerized, muttered, “I'll let it slide just this once,” and immediately issued a temporary card.

Just moments ago, he had repeated "no" like a parrot.

Wrapped in shock, Lee Jihyeon couldn't react and simply followed Seo Hoyun.

“What's with forgetting your access card? Were you busy this morning?”

“Yes, I was working from home all night yesterday...”

She answered blankly, almost by reflex, when a scent hit her nose. Lee Jihyeon furrowed her brow.

“...Perfume?”

She had smelled it in the lobby and thought it was the building or someone else, but now she sensed a sweet, elegant scent coming from Seo Hoyun.

An unfamiliar scent from a person who usually smelled faintly of soap made Lee Jihyeon freeze. She recognized something was amiss.

“It's for the commercial I modeled for.”

“Ah, aha... The advertisers must be thrilled you're using it so diligently in real life... But don't you have any official schedules today? Do you have a live stream planned or something?”

“Yeah, technology has advanced so much these days that you can even smell things through the screen.”

“Please stop being sarcastic...”

The words "I'm sorry" rose to her lips, but she forced them down.

Even stranger, that wasn't all.

Unless her eyes deceived her, the disposable cup in Seo Hoyun's right hand held black liquid sloshing with ice. This was the man who usually wouldn't even glance at unsweetened drinks, let alone caffeine.

Faced with the unbelievable sight, Lee Jihyeon hesitated before asking a question.

“...Is that fish sauce??”

Seo Hoyun stopped walking and glanced at Lee Jihyeon.

“...Has working overtime been tough on you?”

“Uh... The workload is a bit heavy... but why do you ask all of a sudden?”

“Yeah, because you're spouting nonsense.”

Struck by Seo Hoyun's merciless diss, delivered with a bright smile, Lee Jihyeon shut her mouth.

As they started walking again, Seo Hoyun sipped his americano through a straw and added casually.

“I need something like this every once in a while. When I need to get a grip.”

The conference room was empty when they arrived. Thankfully, they weren't late.

While she was discussing ideas for New Year's content with Seo Hoyun, Jeong Dajun came in. Seo Hoyun greeted Jeong Dajun and offered him his barely touched americano.

Lee Jihyeon turned away from Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun as they started talking.

That's it, I'm done paying attention to Seo Hoyun.

To her, Seo Hoyun was the precious idol and bonus-maker who had made her who she was today, but he was also a true abyss who had planted a deep-seated trauma in her since her rookie days.

She tried her best to ignore the conversation between Seo Hoyun and Jeong Dajun. Then Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon appeared. Finally, Kang Ichae entered with a long yawn, and all the members of The Dawn were gathered.

"Hiiii."

“Ichae-oppa, good morning~.”

“You're here?”

“Ichae is sooooo tired.”

Kang Ichae naturally sat next to Jeong Dajun and started teasing the youngest, ruffling his messy silver hair. Kang Ichae just cackled and didn't stop, regardless of whether Jeong Dajun got annoyed.

Seo Hoyun's gaze lingered on the two of them. Soon, employees started trickling in and the meeting began, so Lee Jihyeon stopped paying attention.


Two days ago, the day I told Seo Hojin the truth, I was sweating quite a bit.

“I'm sorry.”

My little brother wouldn't stop crying, even though I had been comforting him for a while. After about ten minutes, my legs ached, my damp shoulder felt uncomfortable, and my paper-thin patience reached its limit.

“Hic... Sob... Sob...”

“......”

“Ugh... Sniff... I'm, I'm sorry...”

I patted his back and spoke softly.

“Hey, when are you going to stop?”

Seo Hojin sniffled and glared at me with red, rabbit-like eyes.

“...You really are my brother. It's not often you find someone so cold and heartless.”

“So what?”

“No, I'm just saying...”

I laughed softly and helped Seo Hojin sit up straight. He seemed fine, aside from crying like a broken faucet. I led him to the sofa and sat him down. He rolled his eyes, hesitated, then swallowed hard before asking a question.

“...So, what exactly happened? Why was I in that state?”

“......”

It took a long time to explain. I told him there were just some minor side effects with the Idol Maker system and that it wasn't a big deal. I phrased it to sound less dangerous and avoided unnecessary details.

“Ha, this is crazy... Isn't this world insane?!”

Seo Hojin, who had been shouting in agitation, chewed on the loose skin of his lips and sprang to his feet.

“Wait a minute... Could the time I was sick and went to the emergency room be related to this?...Don't tell me something like that happened to you too, hyung...”

“It didn't.”

When I cut him off sharply, he mumbled, “Really?” and plopped back down. He flicked his nails with his teeth, his mind clearly in turmoil.

I grabbed Seo Hojin's hand, pulled it down, and spoke to cut off his train of thought.

“Well, whatever.”

The important thing was that things were back where they should be.

“There's not much time left. I just need to win the Grand Prize.”

One award show that would have fit the Main Quest was already gone, but more award shows were still in January.

If I can win an award there, this long story will finally come to an end.

“...What happens if you win the Grand Prize?”

“This game will be over.”

Almost.

I left the last word unspoken.

Kang Ichae's Scenario Quest was still left, but I didn't need to mention it and add to Seo Hojin's worries.

“Then, um, after that...”

“We can go back to how things were, together.”

“Ah, uh... uh...”

The kid opened and closed his mouth, then lowered his gaze and mumbled.

“...I see.”

He looked conflicted for some reason.

“I'll take care of it, so you just focus on what you need to do.”

“Umm...”

I figured it was understandable. He must be confused by the sudden onslaught of truth.

I stood up and ruffled Seo Hojin's hair.

“Wipe that look off your face. I'm leaving now.”

“Already?”

“I have practice.”

Feeling a little lighter, I walked toward the entrance. Seo Hojin trailed after me.

“...But you're amazing too, hyung. Seeing how you were thrown into being an idol and still made it this far.”

“As you know, if you take away my charm, I'm just a corpse.”

“Ah... right...”

He made a sour face, then a faint smile touched his lips. Then he started chattering nonstop.

“Are the guys doing well? When I see them on TV, they seem even more dazzling than before.”

The members were the type of guys who could survive and return even if you threw them on a deserted island.

“It was fun when I met them before. I want to see them again.”

“Hey, that's enough.”

What a horrible thing to say.

Because you and Kang Ichae were in contact, I inherited the penalty you were supposed to bear. When I was hiding out at Min Jiheon's apartment, I got caught lying about going home to take care of my little brother, and I got so much grief for it.

“Stop hanging out with them. You told Kang Ichae all sorts of things.”

“W-What did I say?”

“What do you mean, what? Why on earth did you tell him I used to edit family videos when I was young?”

It was the day the music video for the third fan song I edited was released, and it was also Kang Ichae's 23rd birthday. I was so surprised when he suddenly brought it up.

“I did?”

However, Seo Hojin looked blank, as if he was hearing it for the first time.

I clicked my tongue. I thought this might also be an aftereffect of his previous memory loss, so I simply added one more thing.

“He said you told him I'm still good at editing.”

“...I did?”

Still unable to grasp the situation, Seo Hojin acted dumbfounded.

I pressed my index finger firmly against his forehead and said seriously.

“...Has my little brother become an idiot?”

“What are you talking about!”

Seo Hojin slapped my hand away and protested vehemently. His downturned eyebrows made him look genuinely wronged.

“It wasn't me. Until recently, my memories were a jumbled mess, and events from my childhood were hazy... like the thing with our maternal uncle.”

A chilling sensation slowly crept over me as Seo Hojin's explanation continued.

“I'm sure. I really never told Ichae anything like that.”

I quickly retraced my conversation with Kang Ichae.

It was about half a year ago in Hawaii, a reward from the workshop.

Around sunset, Kang Ichae, soaked in seawater, wiped his face with a towel and asked with a mischievous grin.

“Hyung, I heard you used to edit family videos back in the day?”

When Kang Ichae threw out that bait, had I confirmed it?

“...He said that?”

Distracted that Seo Hojin still had such a memory, I had barely managed to speak after a long silence.

“...Ah, damn it.”

I stepped on a huge landmine.


Chapter 407

[Hey guys, January 1st is coming]

December 31st.

Everyone's heart pounded with anticipation for the new year just around the corner.

[I shouldn't live like trash next year!

But on the other hand, the trash can is just too cozy]

[Fam, they say the first song you listen to on January 1st decides how you'll live the new year.

So I'm gonna listen to Parachute, the song Kang Ichae composed on his own content.

└ Parachute...? What were the lyrics again?

└└ Your slave~~ No~~ Yes~~ No~~ Yes~~

└└ ...Why on earth?

└└ Because I want to get a job and become a corporate slave...

└└ Fighting...]

[Hurry up and release the cue sheet for tomorrow's WH Concert]

[Everyone's just saying whatever they want.

Just like my friends!]

As the day, which was exciting for some and difficult for others, ended, people gathered with delicious food in front of their televisions.

At the final ending shot of the QBS Gayo Grand Festival, The Dawn and High Five stood side by side, occupying the center stage and proving their recent popularity.

【3, 2, 1...! Happy New Year!】

As the camera slowly pulled back from the entire cast, a piece of shiny silver confetti landed on Jeong Dajun's nose. The screen briefly captured Seo Hoyun brushing it off for him.

[The eldest hyung's child-rearing is making my life hard (I love it so much I could die)]

[This kind of tenderness plz stop (do it more)]

The moment the date ticked over to January 1st, the attention of everyone cheering for WH Entertainment's artists shifted to the WH New Year Concert, which would start at 1 PM.

[Cue sheet... Why isn't the cue sheet out? Someone bring me the cue sheet. If you post it now, you'll be a hero starting the new year...

└ He's started making passive demands...]

[Do I have to wait for hours to see when my babies will come on... ㅋㅋ The staff might not know this, but a fangirl has a life of her own~]

The lineup was still not released even as the scheduled time approached. This made the fans even more desperate for their idols to drop some exclusive information.

[Kim Seonghyeon. Since you gave us a spoiler before. Wouldn't you mind telling us the concert order too?]

[If we've shouted this much, the quick-witted Hoyun will probably sneak us the info, right?

└ I'm scared because it feels like he'd actually do it

└└ fr

“Cough! Two, thirty-seven! Cough, p.m.!”

└└ Hoyun-ah, we believe in you

Let's go, just like how you did that live stream right after the agency acquisition]

[Our Yeonhu... my good boy... this is your grandma... please PopPop and tell me when you're performing]

[No way Yeonhu would do that... He's the type to freak out and stop Sehyun if he makes a slip of the tongue

└ This is it ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ It's cute how the usually calm kid gets all flustered ㅋㅋ]

Meanwhile, Bloys was the only fandom free from this turmoil. If Black Call's name was on the lineup, it was obvious they would be the finale.

[I guess we can just leisurely tune in around four o'clockha]

[Black Call is the best~~ ^^]

The Bloys idled leisurely on social media, thinking they could have another bowl of tteokguk.

Just then, it happened.

[Co-ll-a-bo]

[Whyareyoucomingoutfromthere]

Only thirty minutes into the WH Entertainment Concert, Joo Woosung appeared.

It was a special collaboration stage. Joo Woosung, Kim Seonghyeon, and Seo Hoyun stood in a single line.

【I don't know the meaning of 'moderation'

Flash of Wit, this sensation you find hard to understand

I feel a thrill when I dominate】

The Bloys, who hadn't expected any performance other than Black Call's, stared with their mouths agape. They pressed their faces close to the screen as if to bury themselves inside.

【But if you still follow me

Come play with me to the very, very end】

[Stage-Tornado]

[Joo Woosung, what is he... his expressiveness has gotten even more insane... I'm going crazy because I love it so much ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Joo Woosung flew across the stage as if it were his own space. He flashed a brilliant smile and stepped aside.

Kim Seonghyeon took the center.

[Gasp...]

【I don't know any complicated words

Flash of Wit, this action only I can do】

Everyone who witnessed it was shocked.

Though it would have been easy to be swept away by 'that Joo Woosung', Kim Seonghyeon swung his veiny arms with all his might. His performance was raw and rough, yet just as instinctive and natural.

[KSH why is he so good????????]

【Get up this way

It's my flash of wit】

[He's so powerful. His dance style is so different from usual]

[Watched with my jaw dropped... I always thought that even though Kim Seonghyeon's dance lines were clean, it sometimes felt like he was wearing clothes that didn't fit, but this change in style is insane...]

[The wolf inside me is awakening

└ Kim Seonghyeon??ㅠㅠ He is handsome in a wolf-like way ㅜ

└└ No... me]

While the Noeuls felt immensely proud, a yellow warning light flashed for the Bloys. The one they had dismissed as just 'Junior 1' following Joo Woosung around had suddenly emerged as a main dancer to watch out for.

Whether he knew of their anxious hearts or not, Joo Woosung simply looked delighted. His eyes curved into a wide smile, revealing his canines.

【I told you, I want to be simple in front of you

If you're drawn to me, just say you like me

Don't be sarcastic】

Praise poured in for Seo Hoyun. It was amazing enough that he didn't create any disharmony while sandwiched between Joo Woosung and Kim Seonghyeon.

However, The Dawn's own fans offered a colder assessment.

[Hoyun-ah...

...your dancing...

...never mind

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ look at them holding back their words

└ Fck that's so mean ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ our Hoyun works hard!!

└ Ah, I love you HouHou ㅋㅋ]

It was certainly a huge improvement compared to his early days. However, being placed among K-Pop's most renowned dancers made the gap, a matter of subtle details, seem relatively stark.

In any case, by the time the special collaboration stage 'Wit' had safely concluded, Noeul and Bloys were smiling like well-fed cats. Hairi, however, had grown gloomy.

[ㅜㅜ I'm a little... upset... It feels like High Five is being put on the back burner...]

[Our Yeonhu could dance amazingly with Joo Woosung too...]

The displeasure was only momentary.

Chae Jeongwoo and Kang Yeonhu were immediately paired up to perform a rock ballad arrangement of 'Scorching Heat (灼熱)' by the great senior artist from WH Entertainment, 'Kim Seongyeol'.

Kang Yeonhu was the only person Chae Jeongwoo, who was known to be subtly reluctant to socialize, had mentioned time and again on radio shows and broadcasts. That was why this unit felt special to both Black Call's fans and High Five's fans.

For Hairi, it was enough to completely melt away the thick disappointment they had felt just a moment ago.

[RockBallad!RockBallad!RockBallad!]

[TheBestRestaurantInTheCountry]

[WH is a prestigious house, as expected]

And,

【I remain within the twisted afterimage

The small doubt hidden in your heart】

The pride WH Entertainment had built over decades reached its peak during Black Call's stage.

Not only the fans, but even the people who used to diss Black Call as has-beens, or those skeptical of the entertainment industry's seemingly rigid system, had no choice but to hold their breath and watch.

【A crack forms in the small crevice

I will change everything about you】

Black Call skillfully handled their built-up experience, breaking free from inertia and unleashing their overwhelming skills.

【It's Black Call】

Everyone was stunned by the unbelievable sight.

[Wow...]

The roughly four minutes and forty-two seconds of 'King' were more than enough to replace the fans' resentment from a year-and-a-half hiatus with a fiery ecstasy.

After performing two more songs, the concert closed with all the artists singing WH Entertainment's company song, 'Us'.

[...Is it really okay to watch this for free?]

[This is crazy... seriously crazy...]

[Title: After Black Call's stage ended

I was going to write a ton of gushing posts, but now my mind is blank...

Black Call is writing the history of K-Pop

└ fr... It feels like I just witnessed a shocking work of art in person]

[Title: Haters can diss WH for their scandals

But they can never diss them for their skills

└ Even the artists who get a little bit of talk about not being good are still top-tier. If they went to another agency, they'd dominate.

└└ Ikr

└ Look at how the trending topics are all flooded with concert talk ㅋㅋ]

Posts related to the concert flooded social media and online communities. Most were reactions asking if it was really okay to watch such a lavish and precious video for free.

However, there was no need to worry.

[There's a reason WH released the video for free

Look at their closing stock price right now]

WH Entertainment's stock price had skyrocketed enough to recover the money spent on sets and effects, with plenty left over.

[That's insane]

Recently, the favorability of WH Entertainment's artists had soared among middle-aged people who invested in stocks.

In fact, just early last year, as unofficial news of Black Call's long hiatus spread, a significant number of investors had pulled out. As a result, the stock price had naturally fallen.

Of course, a few among them did not sell their shares. They believed its value would one day rise due to the acquisition by Daepaseong, home to the nation's actor Min Jiheon and the rising star The Dawn. However, no one had actually held high expectations.

Then, thanks to successive hits from the junior groups, the stock had soared in anticipation of the fourth-quarter earnings announcement.

[WH's stock price went up so damn much that the middle-aged folks in the stock discussion forums are calling Black Call, The Dawn, and High Five 'Our beloved sons♡' and it's ridiculous...

The heart at the end is mandatory]

[They don't give a damn about the fan wars between Noeul and Hairi and just cheer for each other to do well <Is this what a true, pure fan is?]

[I was curious so I just went to the forum, and they're not even sons anymore

They're calling them "Gods"

└ I should've bought a few shares. I spent all my money on albums instead

└└ ㅋㅋ fck...ㅋㅋ my house alone has five boxes of albums.

Sorry, Earth...]

WH Entertainment's stock price, merchandise sales, and performance all showed a steep, glowing red upward curve.


【THE DAWN has started a LIVE: It's been a year...】

Just as stock-related information circulated excitedly among the fans, a notification for The Dawn's live stream popped up.

[Damn~~~~!! I was about to make a joke about how it's too much for them to only show up last year, but the Dawnies already used it]

[Good boys coming to see us right after the concert ends]

“We're sorry for only coming to see you after a year...”

The members showed off the bright blue tteokguk made by Jeong Dajun as soon as the stream started. They looked at the chat and wore puzzled expressions at a word repeated over and over.

“Our beloved sons...?”

“...Gods...??”

Belatedly understanding it was related to the stock market, they all nodded at once.

[Hoyun, have you invested too??]

“Well... Hahaha.”

“What's with that laugh?”

Seo Hoyun, who had been feigning ignorance, saw serious comments like 'My leverage failed' and 'I have to sell my house'. He slyly added a recommendation to diversify investments.

[You can read his circumstances from Seo Hoyun's expression...]

[Your stock portfolio is in the red too, huh... Idols are just the same, man...]

Noeul moved on from the topic and asked about their New Year's wish.

Seeing this, Jeong Dajun asked Seo Hoyun what he was going to do for his upcoming birthday. In response, Seo Hoyun, with a face that showed little interest in his own birthday, poked Jeong Dajun's cheek with his index finger.

“You, don't you dare make a cake.”

“You have to eat it deliciously!!!”

In truth, the fans' hearts fluttered at this scene. They also wanted to celebrate Seo Hoyun's birthday to the fullest and express their feelings with gifts, but birthday tributes had been completely banned since their first year after debut.

Moreover, after WH Entertainment acquired the agency, providing material gifts was blocked entirely.

[Does Seo Hoyun have no material desires? I was surprised by the amount he donated last time. Of course, it's way better than him desperately appealing for this and that ㅋ]

[He's interested in stocks but not greedy for money...? That's weird too]

These were words that would have dumbfounded those who truly knew Seo Hoyun, but the comments eventually died down. Conversations about a celebrity's assets were prone to suddenly taking a negative turn.

[Anyway, Seo Hoyun is re~~~~ally affectionate these days]

[Mr. Kind Hoyun

He'll never promise to eat Jeong Dajun's cake, though

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Back in the day, when new Noeuls would say Seo Hoyun was affectionate, I thought they were blinded by love... but recently, I also think Seo Hoyun is just like a cute cat...

└ You, subtly pushing the cat agenda...]

Even though the camera had been rolling for well over three hours, the members didn't stop chatting and giggling.

The fans certainly loved their idols' sincerity.

However, there was a reason the company controlled live streams. Idols are human too. As they get used to live broadcasts, they gradually let their guard down and become complacent. At the same time, things start to slip out through that carelessness.

[Is this just my imagination?]

Trivial actions, values, habits, ways of speaking, and so on.

[Hoyun is being a little strange toward Ichae today]

And these traces would sometimes subtly reveal a person's defense mechanisms.


Chapter 408

[So I'm not the only one who felt it...]

Seo Hoyun wasn't awkwardly avoiding Kang Ichae in front of the camera.

[Why does he seem to be treating him so well?;]

In fact, he paid special attention. Seo Hoyun frequently called Kang Ichae's name and leaned in amicably whenever he spoke.

[He's been subtly dropping the last name and just calling him Ichae, and it's giving me goosebumps^^;;]

[Didn't Kang Ichae do something wrong to Seo Hoyun? This is definitely him trying to stir up guilt

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This has to be it]

Fans who initially thought it was a joke began to sense something was off. For a prank, his attitude was unusually pleasant. Even with the subtle change, one would expect Kang Ichae to notice the usually stoic guy getting clingy, but he seemed completely oblivious.

Kang Ichae was only interested in how the youngest member made the rice cake soup bright blue.

[Kang Ichae: “Why the hell is the rice cake soup blue... Did you put Hoyun-hyung's hair in it?”

Seo Hoyun: “Next year, let's wash Kang Ichae's hair in it to make it red.”

Jeong Dajun suggests, “How about we put it in a hot pot bowl next time and make the Taegeukgi?”]

[Oh my god, Dajun ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Seonghyeon just flicked the Youngest on the forehead ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Everyone's just throwing out random comments, but it's hilarious how Seong Jiwon is just standing by, laughing. Why aren't you stopping them, Jiwon-ah?]

Fortunately, other content poured in during the live, so no one focused on Seo Hoyun's fleeting actions for long.

The murmurs died down as the members shared recent stories and trivial information precious to the fans.

[Seo Hoyun probably isn't thinking anything of it, but people really love to speculate, ㅋㅋㅋ]

[In the first place, Seo Hoyun himself just makes people nervous...

└ Because he's handsome??

└└ No, his aura ㅋㅋㅋ I saw him on the street in real life and almost peed myself]

Fans also tried to calm things down, fearing that discord rumors might flare up again.

[Okay, let me break it down for you.

If Seo Hoyun or Kang Ichae stares at you, they're gearing up for a prank.

Kim Seonghyeon? If you make eye contact, your face will just turn red.

Jeong Dajun? He's asking for a snack.

But if Jiwon doesn't take his eyes off you?

That's when it's really dangerous.

└ I'm sorry Jiwon-ah please forgive me I'll do better

└ I can't even imagine what I did wrong...

└ But Jeong Dajun's snack-seeking ability is on another level ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Is he a puppy?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Even people who assigned meaning to every little thing shifted their attention when they received The Dawn's new year's Season's Greetings, which perfectly captured a 1990s sensibility.

Opening the box revealed a faded film photograph from a reed field on Jeju Island. It had a nostalgic atmosphere that stirred a sense of longing.

[The Season's Greetings is force-feeding me noir.]

[Is this like, 'Let's live a good life in the new year'? Not that I'm complaining, of course.]

The Noeuls meticulously examined the Season's Greetings, which included a thank-you message, and felt a sense of pride. Then they found individual member postcards at the bottom of the box and their eyes widened.

The Dawn had written letters to each other on the back.

[Whoa, the members wrote rolling papers to each other on the back of the postcards.]

[Ah, I haven't gotten my Season's Greetings yet, I just got spoiled ㅜ]

[What's this, Ichae wrote to Dajun in English ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅠ What's with the cursive?]

Some fans translated the single English sentence and shared it on social media.

【Thanks for coming to pick me up at the PC Bang~】

[PC Bang??? What's that about?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Looks like they were playing games at a PC Bang. Those cute rascals.]

However, no one could understand the context.

They could only guess based on a rumor that Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun used to take over the local PC Bang together during their early debut days when they had little work.

Amidst well-wishes, jokes, and cute grumbling, Seo Hoyun calmly wrote his gratitude to Kang Ichae. 'I know it must be a burden, but thank you for always taking charge of the songs.'

[The Dawn is family.]

[You guys said you were just business partners, so why am I crying...?]

Everyone clutched their swelling hearts and checked the message Kang Ichae sent to Seo Hoyun.

【You definitely live up to your face.】

[Is Kang Ichae a madman ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The way they joke around, they're such real friends ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ They must bicker a lot.]

And just like that, the budding controversy fizzled out.

The Noeuls didn't know it, but at that moment, Seo Hoyun also hoped everything would blow over without any issues.


The first thing I did after the new year was head to WH Entertainment. The lineup for our awards show performance had changed significantly.

We all gathered in Kang Ichae's studio, our frequent hideout, to exchange opinions. I subtly glanced at his messy red hair.

He clicked his mouse, editing the track in real time.

“Seonghyeon-hyung's dancing has been great lately, so I think it'd be good to emphasize this part and change it to an urgent beat...”

Kang Ichae isn't saying anything, surprisingly.

Kang Ichae had definitely learned something from me.

He wouldn't have said something like that by chance.

I didn't know what he intended or what he had gained. I acted extra friendly, hinting that he should spill the beans, but he said nothing.

My heart felt gritty, like it was being ground into sand, but I soon reached a conclusion.

For now, let's just let it be.

Since Kang Ichae chose to keep his mouth shut, I didn't need to stir the hornet's nest. It would be better if he stayed quiet until I finished all the Quests.

Later, I went to the practice room with the members to prepare for the awards show. I broke away to buy drinks at the company cafe when a voice as faint as a crawling ant called from behind me.

“Seo Hoyun.”

I stopped and turned. A hand waved from the crack of a dark meeting room door, followed by Kang Yeonhu's face peeking out.

“...What're you doing?”

“Shh, shhh.”

Kang Yeonhu quickly put a finger to his lips, glanced around, and gestured for me to come inside.

What's with him all of a sudden?

He usually scurried away whenever we met in the waiting room.

He wasn't the type to pull a prank like this, so I followed him in and closed the door.

“What is it?”

“Just a moment.”

Inside the meeting room, he scanned every corner for CCTV or recording devices before finally looking at me.

“Seo Hoyun, do you have a moment?”

What in the world are you doing?

His anxious fidgeting was interesting. I crossed my arms and asked.

“Filming a spy movie? A secret meeting?”

“Don't be sarcastic. It's the new year.”

“This time I was genuinely curious. Ah, Happy New Year.”

“...Yes, you too, Hoyun.”

Kang Yeonhu briefly furrowed his brow and awkwardly returned the greeting.

“...Uhm, I enjoyed your recent performance. The Dawn keeps the lights on in the WH practice rooms, and I can really feel the quality changing every time I see you. Especially Snowflake, which you sang at the end of the Pop Star Battle, even Senior Chae Jeongwoo was quite impressed by...”

“Yep, yep, thank you~.”

“Hah... alright. My mistake. I'll get straight to the point.”

Kang Yeonhu grumbled for me to wipe the sneer off my face, then roughly swept his bangs back.

“Haven't you felt that the company's atmosphere has been strange lately?”

“In what way?”

“There's the fact that Lavish took the Grand Prize at the GMA, and...”

Kang Yeonhu trailed off and sighed.

“Our company isn't this powerless. The results aren't matching our performance, so... not openly, but the exclusive team for High Five has been whispering behind the scenes, wondering if we've gotten on the higher-ups' bad side.”

“......”

“So I suspect something is going on.”

Then I understood why Kang Yeonhu had checked his surroundings so thoroughly.

It wasn't a topic to discuss inside the company, but there was no other likely place for Kang Yeonhu of High Five and me of The Dawn to meet.

“Hmm...”

I had considered the unheard-of group taking the Grand Prize to be LV's tyranny, but Kang Yeonhu, a longtime WH Entertainment artist, judged it as suspicious.

Come to think of it, a major agency like WH Entertainment not looking after its own artist's livelihood was suspicious.

“Besides that, have you heard anything definite from the upper management?”

“No. Everything I know is just floating rumors based on assumptions.”

“You're called the grandson of WH, Kang Yeonhu. Why don't you try asking the CEO?”

“Excuse me. If I really had that kind of pull, do you think I would've been left to rot in a basement practice room for all those years?”

I said it half-jokingly, but Kang Yeonhu's expression only soured.

He seemed anxious, his fingers constantly tapping against his body.

If it's an unconscious habit, he should probably fix it.

Just as I debated whether to mention it, Kang Yeonhu vigorously rubbed his face, composed his expression, and spoke again.

“Hoo... In truth, it's not like we can do anything about it even if we learn more here. For now, it's probably best to just work hard on what we can do.”

“Then what's the point of this conversation?”

“...I'm just giving you a warning.”

What, to me?

“To be careful and prepare yourself, because you don't know what's coming.”

I let out a small laugh.

Even after everything, Kang Yeonhu couldn't turn his back on me. He was just like this back in Shining Star Season 2, when we were rivals.

Consistently soft.

In any case, the information wasn't entirely useless.

The Dawn's exclusive team from Daepaseong Entertainment seemed fired up for the start of the year, but if the atmosphere around High Five's team, made of WH Entertainment employees and closer to the main lineage, was unusual, then I couldn't dismiss this.

The Korea Music Awards would be held soon.

It was an awards ceremony with a deep history. It couldn't compare to the Seoul Popular Music Records, which was scheduled last, but it was still one of the three major awards shows in the Quest.

“High Five is appearing at the Korea Music Awards too, right?”

“We are. You already know that, so why ask?”

“Let's see what happens then. If we fail to win an award even there, it might mean there's a real intention behind it.”

We might have really gotten on someone's bad side.

At my words, Kang Yeonhu's long eyelashes trembled as he squeezed his eyes shut.

“...Kang Yeonhu.”

I was about to leave, but I clicked my tongue and turned back to Kang Yeonhu. He looked like a small animal trapped in a cramped cage, trembling with stress.

“Don't worry yourself sick over nothing.”

Kang Yeonhu slowly lifted his eyelids and tilted his head.

“...Seo Hoyun, has something good happened to you lately?”

“......”

“No, um, it's just... you seem just as mischievous as ever... but you're comforting me, which is unlike you...”

“......”

“...Ah, never mind.”

Kang Yeonhu mumbled and averted his gaze.

He seemed to think he had been rude, since we weren't particularly close.

I stared straight at him and smirked.

“My, I'm honored. To think the Prince of WH himself would show such interest in me.”

“Why are you really doing this to me?!”

He just said he wasn't the grandson.

That's the nickname the stock-trading ahjussis have for you.


Chapter 409

“Anyway, you really love teasing people...”

Kang Yeonhu shot me a prim glare and stormed out of the conference room. Left alone, I snickered for a moment, then looked at the closed door and took out my phone.

Kang Yeonhu's warning made me consider visiting WH's Management Team, but I quickly dismissed the thought. The team leader there, a woman named Jeong Seonui, was no pushover. She wouldn't be shaken by my provocations. She was always busy and difficult to meet, and lately, she seemed to be avoiding me altogether.

How is the team leader harder to run into than the CEO?

However, there was someone else I could see more easily.

He was a guy in the company with more experience than me and was also reasonably close to the executives at WH Entertainment.

I found his contact information and sent a text.

[What are you doing?]

A reply arrived within minutes. My one-line message earned me an invitation to come right up. I took the elevator and stepped out onto a somewhat unfamiliar floor.

“Oh, Seo Hoyun. Hello!”

“Hello.”

I bowed to the employees who greeted me warmly and walked down the hall to Black Call's exclusive training room. I grabbed the black doorknob and opened it. Fast-paced music blared, THUMP THUMP, assaulting my ears.

In the center of the mirror-walled room, a guy lay sprawled out barefoot with his eyes closed. His short-sleeved t-shirt was soaked in sweat despite the winter cold, a clear sign he had been practicing for a while.

I turned off the speaker, strode over, and looked down at him. I started the conversation casually.

“Did I interrupt your practice?”

“It's fine. I was waiting for my rude junior anyway.”

“Ah, the one you said was so kind and charming?”

I acted shameless, and Joo Woosung let out a disbelieving 'pfft', like air escaping a balloon.

“Hoyun-ah, have you ever heard this saying?”

“No, I haven't, and I don't want to.”

“They say a genius can't beat a hard worker, and a hard worker can never beat someone who enjoys it.”

He suddenly shot up, a grin spreading across his face as he spouted his bullshit.

“But what can you do? I happen to be all three.”

So what?

He was right, and I had no rebuttal, but I genuinely wanted to ask what I was supposed to do with that information.

I brushed off his playful boast. A genius who also enjoys working hard? Ha, I'm so good it scares me. Joo Woosung twisted the cap off his water bottle with a click and looked up at me.

“So, why has the humble Seo Hoyun graced this precious place with his presence? Especially when you're the one who usually ghosts all my calls?”

His tone was teasing as usual, but Joo Woosung seemed to be in bad shape for some reason. This wasn't new. I knew he had significant mood swings.

For now, I put on a bright smile to get what I came for.

“I was just curious what my Senior was up to. What you've been doing recently, if your comeback preparations are going well—”

“Hey, just be honest.”

Joo Woosung chugged the entire bottle of water, a cynical smile on his lips.

“You came because of the award shows, didn't you?”

I hadn't even said anything yet.

I just raised an eyebrow. Joo Woosung watched me, fanning his t-shirt.

“Seo Hoyun's way of thinking is so obvious. 'Ah, The Dawn should be sweeping up trophies by now, so why haven't they won a single one? The company atmosphere is weird too, and that bastard Joo Woosung probably knows something, so maybe I should sound him out,' something like that.”

“...Why do you think that?”

“Because this is the only kind of thing you're interested in.”

He's right.

Joo Woosung read the answer on my face. He picked up a hoodie from the floor and added, “Sorry, Seo Hoyun. I haven't heard anything about it. I may be the company's jewel because I shine so brightly, but because of that, the higher-ups treat me like I'm brainless. It's not wrong, though. Have you ever seen a diamond with a brain?”

“Hmm...”

He shot back sharply, his tone three times more prickly than usual. It didn't seem like an act to cover up a lie.

I watched Joo Woosung pull on his hoodie and thought for a moment.

...Is there no other way to find out?

The metrics released so far clearly pointed to The Dawn's success.

Even with the inflation of K-Pop album sales, our revenue was on a daily upward trend.

However, complacency was forbidden.

If possible, I wanted to test the waters as much as I could and deal with any disruptive elements in advance.

“...Hey, stop it.”

Joo Woosung's voice cut through the silence as I racked my brain.

He looked at me, his brow creased.

“I don't know what kind of scheme you're planning, but whatever it is, don't, and don't even dream of pulling any weird stunts like threatening people like before. ...I've been wanting to say this for a while, but you need to be more careful.”

After the sudden scolding, Joo Woosung patted the floor next to him.

“This company is a really scary place. It runs solely on profit. 'Precious artists' my ass. They see people as numbers, and if a defect appears, they're immediately cast aside.”

That's what a company is.

A place that turns even living, breathing beings into tiny component parts.

Is it any wonder people seem to wither and die the moment they clock in for work?

That the face of WH Entertainment, the one who shone brightest, pinpointed this harsh reality so accurately was a fresh reminder that Joo Woosung had indeed been navigating his professional life faithfully.

“...What's this? Advice from experience?”

“Yeah, you bastard. I've been called in a few times because I had plenty of 'defects' myself.”

Joo Woosung scratched the back of his neck, then rubbed his cheeks as if kneading dough.

“...Still, they said this much was tame for the entertainment industry, so they didn't say much. Back then, well, I was also an irreplaceable talent.”

He buried his face in his palms for a moment, then pulled over a discarded sneaker, put one foot in, and tied the laces.

“But imagine. What if I was easily replaceable? Or if I had a problem more serious than dating? They would've replaced me. So many seniors were let go just like that...”

Joo Woosung stopped rambling, looked at the ceiling, and sighed in annoyance.

“...Ha, saying it all out loud like this is giving me a serious reality check.”

What a waste of time on useless things.

He was human, so he could feel unsettled, but in reality, someone at Joo Woosung's level had no need to be anxious about such things.

He was, just as he said, truly an irreplaceable existence.

Now and in the future.

During my PD days, as long as I secured Joo Woosung for a program through a mix of threats and persuasion, I never had to worry about that episode's ratings. The rumors about him were wild, but he was a professional at work and had never once given the staff a hard time.

I stared intently at Joo Woosung and nudged his other, unworn shoe with my foot.

“WH will keep clinging to your coattails, Joo Woosung.”

“...Huh?”

“You're irreplaceable for life. Where else would they find someone like you, Joo Woosung?”

Joo Woosung's hand froze as he reached for the shoe that had rolled away.

“...Ha, crazy, fuck, why are you suddenly moving me to tears like this?!”

I wasn't trying to move him. It was a statement based purely on fact.

Joo Woosung muttered, “Seo Hoyun is seriously ridiculous,” and swiped a finger under his nose. He quickly put on his other shoe and stood up, the corners of his mouth twitching uncontrollably.

“Anyway, this is just some advice from an old man's worry, so don't be too concerned. Who's hotter than you right now?”

“The person right in front of me.”

“...Ahem, ahem! Of course, I'm not even in the same league for comparison!”

This guy is the epitome of simple-mindedness.

“Hey, come here. I'm feeling generous.”

Suddenly full of life, Joo Woosung insisted on following me to the company cafe despite my protests. He bought a ton of drinks and snacks for The Dawn members, forced them into my hands, and left with a final cry, "You're lucky to have such a great senior!"

Dealing with him was draining, but I wondered how exhausted he must have been lately to react so strongly to something so trivial.

In the end, I hadn't gained anything. I shrugged and headed for The Dawn's training room.

For now, I guess I have no choice but to watch the situation.

I rounded the corner, approached the door, and pushed it open to a flood of jeers from the members.

“Why are you so late! Were you slacking off?!”

“Boo, just get out!”

“I brought snacks and coffee.”

“Hyung, you really are the best lead vocalist.”

The youngest members instantly changed their tune. I placed the tray on the table like I was tossing them food. I left the kids scrambling for food, sat on the sofa, and brought up the Korea Music Awards.

The Seoul Popular Music Awards had been held at the end of January, but besides Black Call, no other idol group had won an award yet. Everyone predicted that if we were to receive an award, the Korea Music Awards was the most likely possibility.

“We were nominated again this time.”

“Ah, right!!”

Jeong Dajun, slurping his iced americano through a straw, excitedly slammed his hand on the table.

“I've already prepared my magazine interview comments!!”

“You're counting your chickens before they hatch...”

Beside him, Kim Seonghyeon slyly averted his gaze and muttered loud enough for everyone to hear, but the youngest didn't back down.

“Do you hyungs want to hear it? Ahem, ahem! 'This award is all thanks to our Noeul. To repay that love, we want to climb even higher. Am I being too greedy?' And here, in parentheses, it should say 'laughs'.”

“Jeong Dajun, did you eat something weird?”

“He's the one who brought us the food.”

The excited Jeong Dajun ambitiously declared that he would definitely make it to the Gramophone, the most historic overseas awards ceremony. Seong Jiwon listened attentively and just smiled quietly, while Kang Ichae stared at the floor.

Jeong Dajun, his cheeks flushed red, detached himself from Kim Seonghyeon and clung to Kang Ichae.

“Hyung, what about you? What are you going to say in the interview?”

“...Huh, huh? Me?”

Kang Ichae looked startled, as if snapping back to reality, and blinked slowly.

“...I don't know? I'm fine with not receiving an award.”

“...Eh?”

“Uh, just being with you and the other hyungs is enough for me...”

Kang Ichae mumbled, his words trailing off. He laughed sheepishly and clung to Seong Jiwon.

“...If I say this, will Jiwon-hyung scold me~?”

“Hahaha, Ichae-yah... stop shaking me. I'm getting dizzy.”

Seong Jiwon gently detached the whining Kang Ichae, who was trying to diffuse the awkwardness with a joke, and patted him comfortingly.

“No, I think I know what you mean. My previous team members weren't that great either... I'm so happy to be with you all. Thank you all so much.”

“How can you say such cool words while practicing in the training room...!”

Kang Ichae stared blankly, as if struck by a real-life angel's radiance, then covered his mouth with both hands, deeply moved.

“Then, Ichae-yah, we have to do what needs to be done even more properly.”

“...Neh?”

“For the sake of our fans!”

=Let's practice.

The members froze, realizing the hidden meaning in his words.

Groans erupted from all over, but no one could stop Seong Jiwon.

In the end, as the lights on each floor of the WH Entertainment building went out and the building emptied, the members of The Dawn could not stop their performance preparations.

They collapsed to the floor one after another, only to shoot back up shouting, 'We have to do it!'

The Manager came by five times to tell them to go to the dorm. The boys finally left the training room, chattering about how the old days of bringing blankets to practice already felt like a dream.

“Seo Hoyun, you're not going?”

Kim Seonghyeon grabbed his bag to leave and abruptly turned his head to look at me.

“I'm staying. I'm going to practice the parts I couldn't do alone earlier.”

“Really? ...Should I stay and help you?”

“It's fine.”

I waved my hand to tell him not to worry. Kim Seonghyeon let out a small breath, as if to say 'do as you please', and followed the other members.

Once the room was empty, I flopped onto my back in the quiet stillness.

An ornate trophy now floated gently in the air before my eyes, spinning around and around.

[Idol Maker Clear Conditions!

Win the Grand Prize for Tier 1 at one of the top 3 music award shows held between December and February. (0/1)

Clear all Main Scenarios. (0/1)]

The completion of the Quest was right before my eyes.

However, there were still problems left to solve, and it was too early to say my goodbyes.

I stared blankly into the air, then pushed myself up again.

“I should just practice.”

So that not a single regret remains.


And one week later.

The Korea Music Awards were held.


Chapter 410

“Excuse me, just passing through!”

The hallway lined with waiting rooms for the Korea Music Awards was more crowded and noisy than I expected. Staff ran around nonstop, along with costume and makeup teams for each performing idol and their managers.

However, even amid the chaos, familiar stylists, makeup artists, and a few rare idols passed by and offered me words of encouragement.

“The Dawn, fighting today!”

They didn't mention anything directly, but their words implied congratulations, assuming we would win the grand prize.

This was likely because of a score prediction sheet for the Korea Music Awards' Digital Song and Album Grand Prizes. A foreign fan had made it, and it recently caused a stir in the community.

The Dawn proudly ranked first on that sheet. High Five was second.

I expected a neck-and-neck race with almost no gap, but the sheet showed a surprising difference, even if it was just speculation.

As long as we don't slip up on the judges' scores.

Judges' scores were always a factor in award shows, but they accounted for a whopping 40% at the Korea Music Awards.

The members looked a little tense, but our manager beamed, though he kept his thoughts to himself.

“We'll be starting the rehearsal soon! Please get ready!”

A staff announcement echoed through the waiting room. I was mentally reviewing our stage blocking when Kang Ichae, wearing a gray hoodie with a black cap pulled down low, sidled up to me.

“Hoyun-hyung.”

Plop. He plopped onto the sofa beside me, took off his cap, and ruffled his hair. He was silent for a moment. His leg trembled uncontrollably, which was unlike him.

“...Why'd you call me?” I frowned at his suspicious behavior and asked what he wanted.

Kang Ichae glanced at me, then looked down and muttered.

“...Uh, um, well...”

“Well, what?”

“...I was just wondering how you're feeling. Hyung, you often get sick before going on stage.”

But Kang Ichae, the one asking, looked sicker than anyone. His skin was sallow, and dark circles settled under his eyes.

What's with him now?

He definitely didn't look normal.

I was on guard for a moment, but then I saw the other fidgety members. I wondered if I was overthinking things, considering it was just Kang Ichae.

In fact, Kim Seonghyeon had been tapping his foot nonstop since this morning, and Jeong Dajun was pacing back and forth inside the waiting room.

“...Jeong Dajun, stay still.”

“Ah, sorry, but I'm just so nervous... Oh, did you hear that Senior Min Jiheon is presenting the Grand Prize for the Album category today?!” Jeong Dajun said.

“Ah, yeah. I heard.”

Now that we were at the Korea Music Awards, our most likely chance to win a grand prize this year, the members felt a mix of anticipation and excitement, but the heavy pressure in the air also brought suffocating tension and anxiety, especially for the leader and the youngest.

Seong Jiwon took the ceaselessly chattering Jeong Dajun's hand, pulled him onto the sofa, and quietly soothed him.

I looked away from them and scanned Kang Ichae from head to toe.

It must be the same for him.

His thin lips curved into their usual arc, but his eyes trembled faintly.

Even a guy who always prioritized his own fun and said that just being with the members was enough seemed anxious now that the moment was here.

It was natural to want an award after working so hard.

“...Hey.”

I flicked my index finger against Kang Ichae's trembling thigh. He flinched and stiffened. He hadn't seemed to realize he was doing it.

“You, stop shaking.”

“......”

“At least don't do it in front of other people.”

Showing your emotions so openly in this industry was like revealing your hand. It was an invitation to be looked down upon.

I told Kang Ichae what I planned to tell Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun later.

Kang Ichae's gaze followed me as I leisurely stood and cracked my neck from side to side.

“And my condition is good, hyung.”

After all, we might just achieve one of our greatest hopes today.

Hearing my answer, the corner of Kang Ichae's mouth twitched.

“...But, hyung...”

“The Dawn, we'll start the rehearsal now!”

A staff member knocked, opened the door, and shouted, cutting off whatever Kang Ichae was about to say.

I bowed to the staff member, then vigorously ruffled Kang Ichae's unstyled hair.

“Let's talk again when we get back.”

Kang Ichae showed no sign of agreement or disagreement and left the waiting room first. I followed him, shouting at the other members to control their expressions.


After that, there was no time to talk with Kang Ichae. After we finished rehearsal, adjusting our blocking for the wide stage, staff or our manager constantly sought us out.

We were dragged from place to place until the sky turned black and the awards ceremony began.

“Ugh, this is so chaotic...”

“Tell me about it!”

The members wore webbing harnesses over white turtlenecks and shirts with slightly different details. They grumbled, their cheeks flushed with excitement.

As soon as we went out, cameras would film us for YouTube reaction videos, and other groups would be all around us.

I guess we'll have to put off our conversation for later.

As we passed through the backstage area to the artists' seats on the left side of the stage, dozens of eyes shot toward us. Staff guided us to our seats. The members of High Five, who were already seated next to us, jumped up in surprise and bowed awkwardly. Behind them, rookies with little experience sat frozen, their eyes darting around.

I bowed back, praying the cameras weren't rolling yet.

At that moment, a pin spotlight hit the separate MC stage, and a man and a woman in a tuxedo and an evening gown appeared.

They were the event's MCs, a famous actor and a ballad singer.

“This is the Korea Music Awards, boasting the highest authority and a long history in the Republic of Korea.”

The MCs' smiles, emphasizing 'fair and objective awards', filled the screen. Then the lights went out and a VCR explained the awards.

【Introduction to the Korea Music Awards】

The grand prizes at the Korea Music Awards were divided into Album and Digital Song.

The system combined digital stream counts, album sales, and scores from a panel of experts for songs released in the past year. This selected six Main Prize (Bonsang) winners in each category. Among them, the teams with the highest scores in digital song and album respectively received the Grand Prize (Grand Prize).

Jeong Dajun seemed even more nervous. He said nothing, just fidgeting with his fingers.

Before the main awards, a few performances and the Rookie of the Year award presentation followed.

I clapped for the genuinely overjoyed rookie group, but my mind was busy weighing our chances.

We're the very last performance.

Usually, performing at the end of an awards show meant you were a contender for the grand prize. Of course, we had been bitterly disappointed once before.

About two more hours passed like that.

“Next up, the Main Awards!”

The main award stage finally began.

After four teams received their awards and performed, we saw High Five get called to the stage. We also had to go backstage to prepare.

Soon, music filled the air. Even though I couldn't see the reaction directly, I could easily predict it.

WAAAAAAAH-!!

The stylist attaching my mic flinched at the roar and looked up.

“Wow... listen to that sound...” she muttered quietly, then seemed to think she'd made a mistake and quickly shut her mouth.

I smiled brightly and thanked her to show it was okay, then walked toward the lift.

But a hand grabbed my wrist and pulled me back.

“Wait, wait.”

Kim Seonghyeon held onto me. He looked around at the members for a moment, then blushed slightly and mumbled.

“L-Let's... do our cheer before we go.”

After a moment of silence, a slightly less stiff Jeong Dajun was the first to approach Kim Seonghyeon, raising both hands.

“Yes! I'm all for it!!”

The members gathered in a circle, piling their hands in the center one by one. Kim Seonghyeon, who placed his hand on top last, slowly opened his mouth.

“...You've all worked so hard until now. I don't think I was a very reliable leader, but thank you so much for following me so well...”

“Ahaha, what's with you, Seonghyeon.”

“Wow, the leader's trying to give another touching speech!”

“Ahem... Listen up. Don't tease me.”

This reminded me of our cheer before our very first showcase after I joined The Dawn.

Back then, it was hard to even promise a tomorrow, a week, or a month later. Now, we were at a glamorous awards ceremony, feeling the heat of the venue on our skin.

“Let's do well this time, too.”

Kim Seonghyeon's earnest gaze met the members' eyes.

Another heartfelt word followed.

“...I believe in you guys.”

Then, as if embarrassed, Kim Seonghyeon abruptly pulled his hand down.

“Get on the lift!!”

“Ah, yes, yes!”

At the same time, we heard the staff hurrying us.

We quickly moved to find our positions.

【This is the Main Award!】

In the darkness, I turned my gaze to where Kang Ichae was.

【Best Album, The Dawn's 'Last Round'!】

The guy who would normally be busy teasing Kim Seonghyeon and joking with Jeong Dajun had been quiet the whole time.

Seeing the light from the spotlights slowly seep in, I nudged Kang Ichae's arm.

When his face turned toward me, I mouthed, 'Don't shake.'

WHIRRRR.

As our vision gradually brightened, the cheers from outside grew louder.

I looked forward again, lifted my chin, and smiled as wide as I could.

WAAAAAAAH!!!

The song that announced the start of our performance was 'Level S2'.

【The only color among the monochrome

Let's keep it under Level S2】

My voice filled the concert hall.

Loud static rang through my in-ear monitor despite several checks, so I pulled it out and kept singing.

【Before I find meaning between the numbers

Let's not call it love】

The performance reached its peak with Seong Jiwon's deep, rich tone. Standing in the center, I covered my eyes with one hand and thrust my hips to the beat.

We had poured our heart and soul into creating 'Level S2'.

We went through countless revisions and adjustments. Even though everyone could have gotten tired and given up, not once did anyone say they couldn't do it.

【Before I fall for cliché words

Don't ask, just come out and dance with me】

The number of times we added endless practice sessions and returned to the dorm after sunrise was now countless.

【Like it's our last time】

A drop of sweat trickled down my cheek from the powerful choreography. Just as it was about to fall from my chin,

【Like it's our last】

SWOOOSH...

The outro of 'Level S2' faded, and a gentle melody spread out with the sound of waves.

SWOOOSH...

Screams erupted from the fans who had already figured out the next song.

Just then, Seong Jiwon, standing in the center, raised one hand. As he did, a spectacular effect erupted from the screen behind him, light seeming to spread from that very spot.

It was a scattered light, bright enough to paint the entire space white.

【The night sea is embroidered with stars】

We used the VCR to create a musical-like composition, and pure gasps of awe flowed from the audience.

Harmonies layered into a luxurious melody, and the song's title appeared on the screen.

【Stardust】

【We've fought through the darkness for this moment】

Seong Jiwon, a bright smile on his lips, took a step forward and sang the hopeful lyrics.

【We've bet everything,

So don't be afraid and move forward】

The song that followed was 'At Dawn', a B-side from the mini-album 'Nightfall', which included the title track 'Falling Down'.

【My heart, growing clearer in the light

I hide it and smile, afraid it's too much for you

(We are becoming Stardust)】

Under the dark night sky, the blue lightsticks swayed like waves.

We had arranged the stage by mixing songs released at various times to express our gratitude to Noeul, who had loved us steadfastly.

We hoped that listening to the music would bring back all the good memories from those times.

【...My words, floating in the darkness】

My voice, slightly cracked from practice, spread through the microphone. The fans' singing returned like a response.

【I hide them and slowly, afraid they'll be too much of a burden for you

(Ah- Ah, towards the light)】

I lifted my head, engraving the sight into my memory.

Just like when we stood on the final competition stage of Shining Star Season 1 and sang Stardust, white confetti fell from the sky.

Shimmering memories of the past surfaced in my mind.

【My heart, growing clearer in the light

(Ah- Ah, towards the light)】

We had gone through countless hardships, but at this moment, I had to admit it.

【I hide it and smile, afraid it's too much for you】

All the days that had passed were wonderful.


Chapter 411

“Pant, pant...”

I bent over backstage, trying to catch my breath, and heard Kim Seonghyeon's voice.

“...You did well.”

I lacked the strength to lift my head, so I just nodded roughly. Jeong Dajun then grabbed the hands of the members around him, layering them one over the other.

“Hyungs, have I ever told you?”

“What?”

“I really, really wuv you guys.”

“Puhaha.”

Still high from the performance, everyone laughed with deflating sounds at the youngest's pure confession of love.

“Let's go back.”

When everyone seemed to have calmed down somewhat, Kim Seonghyeon took the lead and started walking.

Outside, the MC continued their commentary for the next award.

【Approximately 20,000 songs were released last year. It was a year that saw the emergence of a wide range of genres and diverse tracks.】

As we moved through the narrow backstage corridor, I habitually greeted the staff we passed. They returned our greetings with admiration and praise.

【Which of them was the most beloved song?】

The cheers grew louder as we approached the door leading outside. Even though some time had passed since our stage ended, the roar was as loud as ever.

The staff member at the entrance seemed a bit surprised by the noise, their eyes widening slightly, before they quickly guided us.

“The winner for the Digital Song category will be announced soon! You can head to your seats now!”

Following their guidance, we went outside just as the presenter for the Digital Song Grand Prize walked onto the stage.

We carefully returned to our seats, trying not to disrupt the filming. A few rookie groups clapped for us so hard their palms might have caught fire.

Despite their years in the industry, the members were still invariably awkward in these situations.

The moment the guys sat down after offering their thanks with sheepish smiles, a VCR began.

【Korea Music Awards

Digital Song of the Year】

The VCR showed the six teams nominated for the main prize in the Digital Song category.

Among the nominees was a rookie group in their first year since debuting.

“Now, I will make the announcement.”

The presenter opened the envelope, glanced inside, and then called out the winner's name.

The solo ballad singer Jang Seongyun won the Grand Prize for the Digital Song category. Jang Seongyun had released 'Flower Rain' last spring and dominated the number one spot on various music charts for months.

“Ah, I'm so, so happy to receive this award...”

Jang Seongyun hugged the trophy dearly and expressed gratitude to her loved ones.

Right after, the award for the Album category followed.

【Korea Music Awards

Album of the Year】

A grand orchestral performance swelled. The chairman of the broadcasting station airing the Korea Music Awards appeared alongside South Korea's top actor.

“Hello, I am Min Jiheon.”

For some reason, Min Jiheon looked a little thinner than the last time I saw him.

“Thank you so much for having me...”

After some brief, impassive small talk with the chairman about 'Before the Moon Wanes', Min Jiheon concluded by asking for continued interest in Korean dramas, offering a faint smile.

Afterward, cheers erupted each time the Grand Prize nominees appeared on the screen.

“With so many people waiting, we can't delay any longer. Now then, Min Jiheon, would you please announce which album was the most beloved?”

As the chairman set down the microphone, Min Jiheon pulled a small envelope from inside his jacket.

“Then, I will announce the winner of the Grand Prize.”

Tension-building BGM filled the venue.

After checking the card, Min Jiheon's expression stiffened for a moment before he smiled again.

“The Korea Music Awards...”

It was only for a fleeting moment, but as someone who knew Min Jiheon quite well, I could not have missed it.

“...Album of the Year.”

He was quite shaken.

...Ah, fuck.

“High Five, congratulations.”

In other words, I was screwed.


【New, New, New, New Thrill】

Amid screams that felt like they would tear through eardrums, 'New Thrill', High Five's latest album title track, began to play.

The members of High Five, the actual winners, looked bewildered and rose awkwardly to their feet, as if they had not expected to win at all.

【A Spark in the middle of the circuit / Thrilling and precarious / A Racing just for us two / Make me cry a little more】

Congratulations from other groups poured in. Only after the announcement asking them to come up to the stage did they seem to realize it was real. They belatedly hugged each other and cheered.

Kang Yeonhu, the only one who had remained calm, quickly gathered his members, who had started to cry, and headed for the stage.

“Hello, we are High Five.”

Stepping forward past the other sniffling members, Kang Yeonhu grabbed the standing microphone and smiled brightly.

“We're stunned to receive such a huge award, and it still doesn't feel real. I want to sincerely thank the CEO and Vice President of WH, who have helped us so much since our debut, and our dedicated staff and Managers who always work so hard for us, High Five.”

After saying that much, Kang Yeonhu took a small breath as if choosing his words, then spoke again.

“...And to our Hairi, who have been with us for the past four years, I don't know how to fully convey what we're feeling right now. However, I can declare this one thing for certain.”

While Kang Yeonhu's acceptance speech continued, I remained conscious of the cameras. I kept my gaze fixed straight ahead and did not let the smile leave my face.

“It is because of all of you that we were able to stand here. We will return with an even better version of ourselves. We are High Five! Thank you!”

As the melody of 'New Thrill' and a pre-prepared High Five VCR were projected, the Korea Music Awards concluded. The MCs gave their final words of thanks to all the artists who had released wonderful music throughout the year.

I managed my expression as best I could, waving enthusiastically to the members and to Noeul, before heading backstage.

“You all worked really hard!”

“Good work~.”

Everyone probably had a lot on their minds, but we walked in silence since many ears were still listening.

“Uh, th-that!”

As we passed through the hallway toward our waiting room, a group of people were gathered on one side, murmuring.

When we got closer, we saw the High Five members. They could not even enter their own waiting room and were flustered, awkwardly patting someone on the back to comfort them.

“Uh, hyung, d-don't cry... Today's a good day.”

“Really! Hyung, stop crying, it's okay!”

Tear tracks remained on Kim Chaejun's cheeks as he clutched the trophy tightly, but he was not sniffling anymore. His tears had apparently dried up upon seeing someone else sobbing.

“Why do you keep crying, Yeonhu-hyung.”

Surrounded by his worried younger members, Kang Yeonhu kept his head down. He bit his lip hard, trying to hold back his emotions. However, tears were already forming and falling ceaselessly from the tip of his trembling chin.

“...Well, I'll be. I've lived long enough to see Yeonhu-hyung's tears. He was so calm during his speech earlier.”

“Yeonhu-hyung really went through a lot.”

“True... I'll give you that. I can't argue with it, really. Still, I wish Yeonhu-hyung wouldn't cry...”

We had to pass this way to get to our waiting room, so we stood there awkwardly, waiting for the situation to resolve. The High Five members finally noticed our presence and gave us a silent, slightly surprised nod.

Normally, The Dawn would have returned the greeting and passed by, but that was impossible now. Too many eyes were on us, and rumors could spread that we ignored our rivals just because they won.

Kim Seonghyeon, who just moments before could not completely hide his disappointment, now put on an air of composure. He was the first to extend a hand toward High Five.

“Congratulations on the Grand Prize.”

“Ah, ah, yes! Thank you! The Dawn was amazing too!”

Jeong Dajun, peeking out from behind his hyungs to watch the situation, and Seong Jiwon, looking at Kang Yeonhu with pity, also offered their congratulations. Only Kang Ichae showed no reaction.

Kang Yeonhu wiped his cheek with the back of his hand and parted his damp lips.

“...You worked hard today, too.”

For someone who had responded so cleanly, I could feel the agitation in Kang Yeonhu's teary eyes as they met mine.

I was about to joke that it was a relief High Five won the Grand Prize, since it meant they were not on anyone's bad side. I stopped myself, worried it would sound sarcastic.

“Yeonhu.”

Instead, I just smiled.

“Congratulations.”

Kang Yeonhu briefly lowered his gaze before bowing his head again.

Not wanting to drag out the encounter, I immediately started walking.

Back in the waiting room, we had just quickly changed and were about to head to the parking lot. The staff member who had been guiding The Dawn throughout the awards ceremony discreetly approached us.

“Um, there are still a ton of people outside. We're controlling the crowd, but everyone's excited, so it's best to be careful.”

“Ah, yes. Thank you.”

As I was about to head out the back door the staff had mentioned, the members stood close on either side of me.

“Let's go home~.”

“Let's clock out~.”

Before I could tell them to back off, the doorknob clicked. A dizzying wave of noise crashed over us, proving the warning we just received was true.

We were quickly moving toward the van under the guards' protection when a tremendous shout pierced the loud noises.

YAAAAH!!!

The guards tensed and looked around, searching for the source of the disturbance. In the distance, someone held a slogan with both hands, shaking it like crazy.

You are my rising dawn

It was Noeul.

“You bastards!!! Listen up!”

Jeong Dajun, who was walking practically wrapped around my side, had wide eyes.

“You guys are my Grand Prize!!!”

A staff member quickly tried to restrain the fan, but he was completely undeterred. He yelled at the top of his lungs, 'In my heart, you swept the Gramophone and then some!' and 'My boys are the best!'

At that, the members had to clench their jaws so hard that veins popped on their chins. Only after they got into the van did they finally burst into refreshing laughter.

“Ah, that's amazing.”

“How is his voice so powerful?”

Kim Seonghyeon, who chuckled for a while longer, and Seong Jiwon, who expressed his admiration, showed no sign of displeasure. They seemed to have lingering regrets for missing such a valuable opportunity but were not in a particularly bad mood.

Kim Seonghyeon leaned toward Kang Ichae, who had been silent the whole time, and said, “Guys, I'll be honest, this result is a shame and leaves some regrets... but I don't think the effort we put in just disappears.”

He then added in an even smaller, mumbling voice, “...I truly believe we did well.”

“Of course! Days like this happen!!” Jeong Dajun quickly agreed, nodding his head vigorously.

“That's right. It's one step back for two steps forward. Let's work harder next time, next year, and get it then.”

Seong Jiwon, who also agreed with a bright smile, seemed to ponder for a moment before making a suggestion.

“...Should we get some late-night food when we get back to the dorm?”

“Chicken? Chicken?!”

“Yeah! Let's order everything delicious today!”

“Alright!!”

Jeong Dajun had been on a strict diet for the consecutive award shows, recently enduring meals only about as large as a portion for two adult men. He now chattered excitedly about what kind of chicken to order, partly acting exaggeratedly to lighten the mood.

“Manager-nim, you worked hard!”

“Yes, get home safe!”

When we arrived at the dorm and the members piled out, I remained seated alone and turned on my phone. I opened the company chat app and saw that one person was also listed as 'Online'.

I placed a hand on the back of the driver's seat and asked the Manager-nim.

“Manager-nim, are you stopping by the company before you go home?”

“Ah, um. I think I have to. I have some documents to pick up.”

“Please drop me off at the company too.”

Kang Ichae, who had been lingering near the vehicle, whipped his head around.

The guy who had not uttered a single word since the awards ceremony finally opened his mouth.

“You're not coming with us?”


Chapter 412

Jeong Dajun, who clung to Seong Jiwon like a sloth, suddenly shouted.

“Eh?! Hoyun-hyung, you're not coming back to the dorm with us?!”

“The office. I left my wallet.”

“Ehh? Can't you just go get it tomorrow?!”

“I'll be right back.”

A subtle silence fell. Kim Seonghyeon waved his hand, turned his back, and walked toward the entrance.

“...Come back quickly.”

I forced a smile, closed the car door, and sank into the seat.

There's no way I'm going back to the company just to find a wallet this late.

It was a terrible lie, yet the members let me go anyway.

They trust that I won't bring any harm to The Dawn.

The van entered the WH Entertainment office building.

As soon as we parked, I thanked the Manager for his hard work and got on the elevator. My fingers would normally move out of habit toward the practice room floor, but instead, I pressed the button for the floor above it, where the Management Team was located.

The sound of arrival was followed by the sight of a dark hallway.

I walked straight ahead, turned a corner, and headed toward the Management Team office. A faint light leaked from the far end.

Knock, knock.

I held the half-open door, knocked, and then went inside. I walked past long rows of desks until I reached the only one with a lit laptop. There, I saw cute decorations and a High Five Calendar with today's date circled.

Korea Music Awards!!

After a quick glance, I pulled over an empty chair, sat down, and tapped the edge of the partition with my curled index and middle fingers.

“Do you have a moment to talk?”

The person sitting at the very end spoke without looking away from the monitor.

“Seo Hoyun, isn't it quite late for a meeting?”

“It's a good time for a secret conversation.”

Only then did Jeong Seonui sigh softly and raise her head, staring at me from behind her glasses. Seeing her for the first time in a while, she looked even more exhausted.

“Team Leader Jeong, did you watch the Korea Music Awards?”

“I only received a report.”

“Then you must know the results... No, I wonder if you knew even before that?”

Jeong Seonui slowly closed her laptop. Her expression was unchanged as she spoke.

“Seo Hoyun, if you're looking for the judges' scores, you should leave now. That's not something I can provide.”

“I don't need the judges' scores...”

The awards show was already over.

What's the point of checking something that can't be changed now?

“I'm curious why The Dawn has fallen out of favor.”

What was more important right now was to figure out the cause of today's situation.

That was the only way I could come up with a countermeasure.

The scale was definitely tipped in our favor.

When I calculated it in my head, The Dawn had the upper hand in album sales. For that to be overturned, the only answer was that the judges' scores had been heavily skewed toward High Five.

Including the minor award shows, GMA (Green Music Awards), Mango Music Awards, and the Korea Music Awards.

We should have received at least one Grand Prize from one of them. To be so thoroughly excluded meant someone was blocking us from behind the scenes, and that someone was probably WH Entertainment.

But why?

When Daepaseong was first acquired by WH Entertainment, The Dawn was just a leftover from Min Jiheon's package deal, a stone that would get in High Five's way.

However, now that we had become a goose that lays golden eggs, there was no reason to exclude us.

Looking a little on edge, Jeong Seonui took off her glasses. She pressed her fingers firmly between her brows and then asked sharply.

“What are you going to do once you know? You can't change the results anyway.”

“Why can't I change them?”

I muttered, flipping the calendar page.

“The Seoul Popular Music Records are still left.”

At the Seoul Popular Music Records, The Dawn was also nominated for 'Song of the Year,' one of the main categories.

It meant I still had one more chance to aim for the Grand Prize.

Even if it was an award that was hard for idols to win, I thought that if I knew the reason for this incident and found a solution, I might be able to find some leverage.

At that moment, Jeong Seonui's hand reached out and turned the calendar back to its original position. A quiet voice accompanied the action.

“Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Do you really think so?”

In that instant, I couldn't help but realize.

Until just a moment ago, I had thought The Dawn was being pushed around simply due to politics from the higher-ups or, at worst, the fault of the Daepaseong Entertainment CEO, but that wasn't the case.

“...Why?”

The faint sense of caution and hostility that had been scattered around the office was suddenly becoming distinct and directed right at me.

“Is there some reason I shouldn't even dream of it?”

However, I couldn't understand.

I have no memory of doing anything that could be held against me after joining WH Entertainment.

Jeong Seonui met my gaze without avoiding it. She let out a small sigh, then tilted her head slightly and began to speak.

“...Still, since we have a small bond, I'll tell you one thing.”

She rested her chin on one hand and began to narrate in a monotone voice.

“A few months ago, a peculiar task was handed down to the WH Entertainment Management Team. It was about how to handle a certain person who knows a lot about the man standing in front of me.”

My eyebrows twitched on their own.

Usually, most matters were filtered out at the reception desk. Even trouble with relatives was handled at the Manager level.

“We received a tip that someone who operates in the gray area between legal and illegal was helping you, Seo Hoyun, in every way possible.”

Hearing that, I remembered how Jeong Seonui had been blatantly avoiding me since a certain point in time. I had dismissed it as nothing important back then.

And suddenly, a sticky, grimy past clung to me, crawling up from the tips of my toes.

Right, I haven't made any mistakes since becoming part of WH Entertainment.

“It was hard to dismiss as bullshit because the attached materials didn't look fake. The informant said that if we didn't want this information to spread to the public, we should show some 'sincerity'... It was a truly unprecedented event, so we were very surprised, and it's no wonder...”

But what about before I was tied to WH Entertainment?

“what kind of idol communicates with paparazzi and trades information?”

A dry laugh escaped me.

I rubbed my forehead with my palm.

“...An emergency meeting was held at the company. To determine whether you, Seo Hoyun, were a suitable person to be an idol. We judged you, Seo Hoyun, to be a risk factor. So, to answer your question about whether The Dawn should have originally received the Grand Prize...”

Screeeech...

Jeong Seonui removed the hand that had been propping up her chin and leaned back slowly in her chair, as if to draw out the suspense.

“...Well. I don't have enough loyalty to you, Seo Hoyun, to tell you that. Think whatever you want.”

But her eyes and expression told the story.

Those awards should have been given to The Dawn.

The moment Jeong Seonui asked me if I really thought I could change the results, the answer to my question had already been found.

“...So...”

For a long time after her explanation ended, I couldn't stop laughing like a madman.

“...This all happened because of that?”

Because my background was exposed.

From what I heard, it doesn't seem like Kim Jaeyeon handed over the information himself.

Well, that guy has a weakness I can exploit regarding the chaebol heir, so he couldn't have done it easily even if he wanted to. In the end, it means some other bastard got involved...

Jeong Seonui looked at me calmly and added.

“Very few people know about this. The head of the legal department, myself, the executive director, the vice president, and the president. We decided to cover up your case, Seo Hoyun, and give you one more chance. So don't expect The Dawn to achieve anything with last year's albums. This decision will not be overturned at the Seoul Popular Music Records either.”

Hearing the assertion that stabbed me like a sharp knife, I closed my eyes.

Ha...

Can I overcome this situation?

And can I win the Grand Prize at the Seoul Popular Music Records?

It wasn't that there was no way. The problem was that all those methods were illegal.

If I were alone, it wouldn't even be a concern. I would have acted on it the moment I thought of it.

However, there were members here who had to continue their activities.

I was a fool.

As irritation surged, a conversation I had with Joo Woosung flashed through my mind.

“Our company is a really scary place. It runs solely on profit. 'Precious artists' my ass. They see people as numbers, and if a defect appears, they throw them out immediately.”

The guy was right.

“What if I was easily replaceable? Or if I had a problem more serious than a dating scandal? Then they would have replaced me.”

Jeong Seonui said they decided to give me one more chance.

In other words, WH Entertainment had concluded that I could still make them money.

Since it's a corporation that moves based on thorough calculations, it seemed they planned to let this slide for now and leave the possibility open for the next awards season.

“...May I ask one thing?”

I didn't wait for Jeong Seonui's answer and immediately opened my mouth.

“Whether it was the paparazzi or whatever... if my recognition was high enough for that not to matter, could I have won the Grand Prize?”

“...Hah.”

Jeong Seonui let out a laugh as if she found it absurd and sneered.

“Seo Hoyun, you really are something else. I never imagined I'd be asked a question like this. Then again, I never thought something like this would happen in the first place.”

“......”

“I can only give you the same answer again. Well. Our relationship isn't close enough for me to tell you that.”

She must have gone through a lot to block this incident as well.

It seemed unlikely I would get anything more out of her if I stayed longer, so I got up.

“I'm sorry for coming at such a late hour. I'll be leaving now.”

The moment I put the chair back in its original place and was about to leave, she called out.

“Seo Hoyun.”

She hesitated for a moment, then carefully began to speak.

“Can I ask you one thing too?”

When I turned around, Jeong Seonui's eyes were fixed squarely on me. Her gaze still held a sense of discomfort, and I nodded.

“Yes, go ahead.”

“Do you regret it?”

What.

“Conspiring with the paparazzi. Using him to screw over other people.”

Jeong Seonui continued dryly.

“And selling your own past to win a competition.”

“Will my answer now change this situation?”

“No. I don't have that ability.”

“Then I have no loyalty or obligation to answer, do I?”

I turned around and walked toward the door.

What a ridiculous thing to say.

Do I regret it?

There was no such useless word as 'regret' in my life. I believed there was nothing more pointless than wasting time dwelling on a past that was already gone and couldn't be changed.

However, this time was an exception.

Since Seo Hojin was involved, I had to realize my mistake to the bone.

“Of course...”

I gripped the doorknob and answered.

“I regret it.”

That I should have hidden it more thoroughly.


Chapter 413

Regardless of how shitty I felt, time passed quickly.

At the Seoul Popular Music Records, held two weeks after the Korea Music Awards ended, there was, as expected, no surprise of an idol winning 'Album of the Year'.

Still, we didn't return completely empty-handed. The Dawn was awarded 'Best Song'.

However, this series of events seemed quite unfair to the fans.

[Fucking corrupt bastards]

[What is WH doing, not taking care of them? Their stock is soaring.]

[ㅠㅠ Our Grand Prize-worthy singers, you worked so hard ㅜㅜ!! It breaks my heart to see the High Five kids crying.]

[Third round of evidence for Korea Music Awards manipulation has been added. The more you dig, the more you find ㅋㅋ

└ What manipulation? If your faves had won, you'd be calling it a fair awards show ㅋ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ It's a fact that the awards show officials crossed the line this time.

└└ The album sales seem about the same.

└└ Don't post this shit on a public account, do it on your private one.]

[So pissed off I'm just logging off the internet for a while... Ah, fuck it. My faith in humanity has hit rock bottom. Goddammit, the evidence is so obvious, but those bastards can't even see money.]

[High Five deserved it^^ Congratulations~]

When they didn't receive the expected Grand Prize at the Korea Music Awards, a backlash erupted, with all sorts of hashtags dominating social media.

Of course, WH Entertainment remained silent, as did the awards show officials. As always.

However, this situation wasn't entirely bad for The Dawn.

[The Dawn is #1 in brand reputation anyway ㅋㅋㅋ

└ fr they need to be re-evaluated... ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ honestly all the award shows this year should be investigated]

[They're re-entering the music charts ㅜㅜ and getting tons of ad offers, I'm so proud of our singers]

It united the fans, causing the title tracks and B-sides from their past albums to sprout up on various music charts like bamboo shoots.

Seeing that, my faint conscience pricked at me, but I tried my best to act as usual. As the end-of-year season finished and our schedule became more relaxed, I used the opportunity to practice my choreography and vocals even more rigorously.

“Oh! Seo Hoyun, you're at the company again?”

“Ahaha.”

I responded to such words with a laugh instead of an answer.

The more idle I was, the more useless, distracting thoughts came to mind, so it was more comfortable to meet someone and work my body in that time.

However, that was also short-lived.

The company gave us a four-day break to coincide with the Lunar New Year holiday, saying we had worked hard all year.

“Guys, I'm locking the practice room, so don't even think about going in!”

The Manager, who had been with The Dawn from the beginning, pretended to be strict.

It wasn't a very long vacation, but all the members hadn't seen their families in a long time. Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun seemed to have decided to go down to their family homes early this morning, on the day of the Lunar New Year.

“I'm sorry... I was thinking of just staying with you hyungs, but my parents are overseas and it's been almost half a year since I've seen them, so I think I have to stop by!!”

“Mhm, it's okay. I have to go see my grandmother too, it's been a while.”

“Mm, my younger siblings are making a fuss for me to come too... Well, it seems like they want your autographs more than they want to see me, though.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been muttering bitterly, turned his gaze to Kang Ichae and me, who hadn't reacted at all.

“So, what are you two going to do?”

It wasn't like there was money on the floor, but Kang Ichae kept his eyes lowered and didn't answer.

I didn't want to face Seo Hojin with my current on-edge feelings, but I figured I should at least show my face since it was a holiday.

“I'm planning to stop by my house for a bit too. Let's leave together.”

It's not like we do much when we meet, but my little brother might want to spend time with his only family.

“Then only Ichae-hyung isn't going. Ichae-hyung, are you really not going to come with me?”

“Yeah, Kang Ichae. Or you could come to my place. My mom likes you more than me, anyway.”

“Ah, should I introduce you to my grandma then?”

Kang Ichae had been extremely quiet lately. The members, who couldn't have failed to notice, seemed concerned and tried to look after him.

Kang Ichae, who had both hands stuck in the front pocket of his hoodie, gave a faint smile and shook his head.

“I'm fine.”

“You won't regret it? My family would welcome you with open arms, hyung.”

“The thought alone is enough, thank you.”

The youngest was particularly bothered by Kang Ichae being left alone every vacation and always invited him to his house. He puffed out his cheeks, displeased with the situation, and repeatedly urged him. In response, Kang Ichae just smiled.

Listening quietly, I grabbed both of Jeong Dajun's cheeks with one hand and tutted softly.

“Why are you being so clingy with Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun.”

“Ack! I'm not being clingy! Ugh...”

When I let go with a flick, Jeong Dajun clutched his slightly reddened cheeks and shot me a sulky look.

“Hmph, fine! I'm leaving!...Still, Ichae-hyung, if you get bored, you have to watch that movie I recommended before. I've been pushing it on you for years and you still haven't seen it... When I watched it, it made me think of our group and I cried buckets!!”

“Alright, alright.”

Kang Ichae ruffled Jeong Dajun's messy platinum-blond hair. Even when Jeong Dajun swatted his hand away in annoyance, he just chuckled cheerfully.

Watching them, I got up and tossed a comment at Kang Ichae.

“Kang Ichae, watch the house.”

“Am I a dog?”

Leaving the guy who retorted grumpily behind, I walked out of the dorm with the other members.

At the hyungs' suggestion, Jeong Dajun, who was rolling a suitcase that looked about twice his size, was the first to get into a taxi and shouted energetically.

“Hyung!! Tell Hojin-hyung I said hi!!”

“Ah, right! Tell Hojin to call me!”

“Should I send some fruit or something?”

“Hey, that's enough.”

After cutting them off and sending them on their way, only the sound of the wind lingered. I looked up at the sky for a moment, then called a taxi and headed home. I walked the now-familiar path, passed through the entrance, took the elevator, and stood in front of the door, pressing the code for the lock. I grabbed the handle and opened it. A warm heat and bright light greeted me.

“Oh, woah!”

It was early in the morning, so I thought my brother would still be asleep, but there he was, holding open a photo album with pictures scattered messily all over the living room floor.

“...W-What is this? Why all of a sudden?”

“What are you doing?”

“...Uh...”

Seo Hojin hurriedly gathered the photos. A few pictures that he hadn't managed to put in the album fluttered and fell in all directions. He snatched those up too, shoving them in the front before tossing it carelessly in a corner and standing up awkwardly.

“Hyung, uh. What brings you here?”

“It's the Lunar New Year today.”

“...Aha!”

Scratching his head, Seo Hojin asked a conventional question.

“D-Did you eat tteokguk?”

“I ate it on January 1st, why would I eat it again?”

“You could just say you haven't yet. Geez, man.”

Muttering under his breath, Seo Hojin went straight to the kitchen and started preparing a meal.

It was a familiar sight.

Whenever I came home from work exhausted, no matter how late at night, he would prepare a meal for me as long as he was awake.

It's almost an obsession.

Because that's how I was with Seo Hojin.

I made sure he didn't skip his three meals a day. The more was going on, the more I made sure he ate. If he looked down, I would push the spoon into his hand even more. If there was something to celebrate, we would eat out at an expensive restaurant.

It was a kind of obsessive habit that formed because I had left my young brother with relatives and let him go hungry.

Seo Hojin had picked it up from me.

At Seo Hojin's expectant gaze after he quickly set the table, I had no choice but to sit down. I picked up my spoon and took a bite of the milky bone broth.

“It's salty.”

“I went through all the trouble of making it for you, and you're so mean...”

Grumbling that it was because he had reheated what he'd seasoned and boiled the day before, Seo Hojin arbitrarily added water to my bowl and told me to just eat it.

“So, what were you so busy with this morning?”

I stirred the now-pale broth a few times with my spoon before setting it down on the table and asking.

“No... well, I was thinking of organizing the album a bit. I checked before, but all the pictures you took were gone. So I added some new pictures.”

“New ones, what?”

“There are lots of pictures of you on the internet.”

I was so dumbfounded that I just stared at him silently. My brother, knowing he was being embarrassing, cleared his throat.

“Ah, anyway! And... I heard the news.”

“What. That I bombed?”

“Watch your tone.”

After chewing on the side dishes for a long time, Seo Hojin continued in a small voice.

“...You'll be able to get it next time. Don't be too heartbroken.”

“Of course I have to get it next time, no matter what.”

When I declared it as if it were already decided, Seo Hojin burst into a cheerful laugh.

I had already come to terms with it.

Besides, I hadn't even found a clue for Kang Ichae's scenario Quest yet. An extension of another year or so was no big deal compared to the time I'd already spent here.

I would make it happen at the next awards shows, no matter what.

“I'm sorry... but I'll have to stay for another year.”

“...Huh?”

“It won't affect you at all. I promise.”

There was no answer from Seo Hojin.

His smiling eyes returned to their normal shape, and his upturned lips slowly lowered.

He looked conflicted.

I should have just brushed it off and soothed him like it was no big deal, as I always did.

However, seeing Seo Hojin's face like this, my heart tightened and my breath caught. I found myself blurting out in a rush.

“...Why aren't you answering? Are you worried I can't do it?”

“...No, it's not that. It's just...”

Seo Hojin lowered his gaze, bit his lower lip slightly, and muttered.

“...I was just wondering, do you really have to go back?”

I reflexively furrowed my brows.

Seo Hojin hesitantly watched my reaction and added.

“I know you're attached to your job as a PD, and I know you want to go back to your original life, but I...”

“You, what.”

“...I like it here too.”

Putting down his chopsticks, Seo Hojin looked straight at me.

“Back then, you were criticized a lot, more than necessary. The harder you tried, the more difficult things got. I even had to hide the fact that I was your brother.”

“......”

“Here, you also don't want it to be revealed that I'm your brother, but still, you have everything here. From fans who love you unconditionally, to wealth that means you don't have to worry about making a living, and even reliable members.”

Seo Hojin shared his opinion without a hint of hesitation.

“Most of all, you seem happier here, hyung. That's why I hope you don't go back.”

I wiped my mouth with my hand, composing my expression for a moment, then deliberately let out a hearty laugh.

“Hey, Seo Hojin. You're still young so you don't know, huh? A person can be happy anywhere as long as they have money.”

“......”

I tried to brush it off lightly, but Seo Hojin wasn't so easily swayed.

“...You don't really think that.”

When I didn't react to his unexpected words, Seo Hojin let out a great huff of air as if swallowing a sigh and picked up his chopsticks again.

“Forget it. Just eat your food, hyung. You've gotten so thin lately.”

“Is that how you talk to your older brother?”

When I glared at him, Seo Hojin subtly pushed his chair back. He then said the side dishes seemed lacking and that he'd go buy some eggs, before dashing outside.

I stared at the closed door, then picked up my spoon and took a few sips of the now-bland bone broth before stopping. I had no appetite at all.

“...Maybe I shouldn't have come?”

I just wanted to see my brother's face. It only made me more irritated.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose with my index finger, then finally stood up and paced the living room. At that moment, something bumped against the tip of my foot. Thud. I looked down and saw that the album Seo Hojin had set aside had fallen over, spilling photos everywhere.

I squatted down and picked up the one on top. It was a picture taken with Seo Hojin during the S University festival. In it were me, wearing flashy stage makeup with red eyeshadow, jewels, and glitter, and Seo Hojin, who had taken off his rabbit mask and was smiling innocently.



I slowly looked through the other photos, then turned the page.

As expected, my image had been completely gouged out, as if it had been deleted.

I flipped a few more pages and found Seo Hojin's high school graduation photo.

I wasn't in that one either.

The memory of putting my arm around my hesitant brother, who was holding a large bouquet of flowers, was still so vivid.



...I really should have just stayed at the dorm.

I closed the album and tilted my head back.

The conversation I just had with Seo Hojin was stuck in my mind and wouldn't go away.

“Most of all, you seem happier here, hyung.”

I know.

I had suspected that the you here might be thinking that. Whenever I brought up this topic, he would hesitate and make a somewhat dissatisfied face.

“That's why I hope you don't go back.”

But would the you from that other place want that too?

I wanted to know.


Chapter 414

In the end, I couldn't wait for Seo Hojin to return and decided to go back to the dorm.

I cleaned the dining table. I pulled a handful of 50,000 won bills from my wallet and set them on top. Then I found a sticky note, scribbled a short sentence, and stuck it beside the money.

Treat yourself to something delicious.

I left the house, feeling like I was running away.

Shit, what the hell am I doing?

The Grand Prize. That damn thing. I could just win it next year. My reason told me that, but my heart filled with worst-case scenarios, and my anxiety soared.

I sighed irritably, entered the dorm, and called for Kang Ichae, who I thought would be alone.

“Kang Ichae.”

Only silence filled the dorm.

I threw his door open, but only cold, empty air greeted me. I immediately pulled out my phone to call him, but the call didn't connect.

He's not a child. He'll be fine on his own.

Despite that thought, I soon shoved my feet into my shoes and headed for WH Entertainment.

I stood in front of Kang Ichae's studio, swept back my annoyingly messy hair, and punched in the familiar passcode.

“Hey, hyung's coming in.”

The space revealed Kang Ichae's tastes. A row of electric guitars stood in one corner next to an electric piano. A tattered heavy metal band poster decorated the opposite wall, and the floor was littered with empty jelly and candy wrappers.

A movie played on a projector screen in the middle of it all.

Kang Ichae sat on the sofa, his gaze fixed on the faint light.

I leaned against the open door with my arms crossed and asked.

“Kang Ichae, why aren't you answering your phone?”

“Oh, hyung.”

He answered without looking at me.

“Did you text?”

“Yeah. Wanna get some gukbap?”

“Can't we go after I finish this?”

Normally, I wouldn't have even looked for Kang Ichae. I would have just practiced alone.

But his strange attitude lately and his uncharacteristically dejected face bothered me. That's why I decided to try having a light conversation with him.

I closed the door and plopped down next to Kang Ichae.

“Is the movie that good?”

“No, it's not super interesting, but...”

Kang Ichae pushed a bag of potato chips from the coffee table toward me.

“Jeong Dajun recommended it.”

Ah, the one he mentioned this morning.

After that, Kang Ichae became abruptly quiet.

I had nothing better to do, so I turned my head and watched the screen.

It was a typical American teen movie about a young boy who forms a band with his friends to win a Gramophone award.

【You can never be famous! Fuck you!】

The main character smashed his guitar and screamed after a conflict with his band members.

【I'm sorry, I should have believed in you.】

Or they would regain their trust after various trials, then hug and cry.

【This is, what we call, a family.】

The plot was weak, but it had moments that could stir an audience's heart, so I figured it must have been a box office hit. It didn't move me, though.

I endured the boring movie by imagining Jeong Dajun bawling his eyes out at these scenes and lines.

As I finished my second bag of potato chips, I heard humming beside me.

I glanced over and saw Kang Ichae quietly singing along to the movie's melody.

【This moment in our life

I will never forget what you've said to me

(Ah- Ah- I will never forget)】

The music, the movie's OST and title track, swelled loudly as the ending credits began to roll.

I let out a huge yawn and gave a short review.

“Boring.”

“Wow, that's harsh.”

Kang Ichae chuckled.

It had been a while since I'd seen Kang Ichae look so bright, so I smiled back and tapped his leg with my foot.

“Don't you dislike this kind of stuff?”

“It was kind of meh at first, but it grew on me as I kept watching.”

“Isn't this your first time watching it?”

Kang Ichae scratched his eyebrow with his thumb and looked a little sheepish.

“I've already seen it dozens of times since Jeong Dajun recommended it.”

“......”

“...I didn't really have anything to do when I was alone.”

His answer felt off. I stared at him blankly. Kang Ichae glanced at me, then picked up the projector remote.

“The movie title just popped into my head when I was free... He still thinks I haven't seen it, though.”

“...Ah, really? Jeong Dajun would be happy to know that. No wonder he was going on and on about the Gramophone award before.”

“Right.”

He turned off the screen and stated calmly.

“Just like how you wanted to win the Grand Prize, hyung.”

If you're going to swerve the topic so suddenly, could you please use a turn signal first?

I pretended to be unfazed and quietly waited for his next words. Kang Ichae tilted his head slightly and asked.

“Does it bother you that you didn't get the award?”

“...Well, about that. I can just get it next year.”

I was fucking, fucking, fucking bothered.

But I retorted as if I didn't care. It was in the past, after all.

Besides, Kang Ichae's condition had worsened since the Korea Music Awards in January. I didn't need to add to his worries.

To change the subject, I asked a question I had been curious about.

“You, what were you trying to say to me at the awards ceremony?”

Kang Ichae's eyes widened slightly. He hesitated a few times before he carefully spoke.

“...Do you remember promising to grant me one favor?”

He was talking about when I took the penalty for Seo Hojin and barged into Min Jiheon's apartment.

A chilling sensation washed over me, a formless anxiety circling and waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

Things rarely went well when Kang Ichae acted like this, like when he brought up Seo Hojin and editing.

“I'll hear it out first.”

“...Can you just answer me honestly for five minutes?”

I wondered if I should just feign ignorance and go back to the dorm, but when I saw his lowered gaze and drooping eyebrows, I knew it was too late.

Kang Ichae had definitely said I could refuse the favor if I didn't think it was right after hearing it.

How could I ignore a kid whose ink had barely dried on his ID card, looking so defeated and unlike his usual self?

A warning alarm blared in my head, but I tried to shake it off with a deep sigh. He must have taken my sigh as a yes, because a low, husky voice soon followed.

“...Hyung, are you planning on leaving?”

In that moment, the warning light in my brain seemed to move to my chest, which began to pound like crazy.

“If that's true... can you tell me why?”

Behind Kang Ichae, who had just shattered my calm, I could see the Polaroid pictures we took with The Dawn members every New Year, organized by year.

Come to think of it, we didn't take one this year.

That fact bothered me, but I turned away and faced Kang Ichae directly. I responded nonchalantly.

“Leaving where?”

“......”

“What, for the Lunar New Year? I'm not going anywhere.”

I was on high alert, just in case a system error popped up.

After a moment of silence, Kang Ichae twisted a corner of his mouth.

“...You know. You know what I'm talking about right now.”

He let his sentences out like a sigh.

“I've had a vague idea for a while now. Hyung, you were always trying to make us famous as quickly as possible... but at the same time, you acted as if you had no lingering attachment to any of it.”

Kang Ichae's monologue made my heart beat in an ominous, off-beat rhythm.

“If you really do say you're quitting being an idol... it'd be a shame, but it's okay. I can understand.”

He lowered his chin slightly and looked up at me from an angle.

“But, isn't it strange? I feel anxious for some reason. I have a feeling that if that really happens, I'll never be able to see you again, hyung.”

He continued without hesitation, his voice trembling slightly, as if he had agonized over this countless times.

“...Ever since my mom died, I can't let someone go without being prepared. Still, if you would just tell me everything without hiding anything, hyung...”

“Kang Ichae.”

I cut Kang Ichae off, naturally putting some distance between us.

“What are you talking about? I have no idea.”

Kang Ichae lowered his head and stared blankly at the gap between us.

He looked pitiful, which was unfortunate, but I had no truth to offer him.

I guess I was too obvious.

I thought I'd never get caught since this reality is like a fantasy, but it seems the pieces I carelessly dropped made Kang Ichae suspicious.

He has no proof, but he guessed I would quit being an idol if I won the Grand Prize. That's why he seems so mentally unstable.

To reach this conclusion with just a hunch...

It's quite amazing, but at the same time, I feel a little embarrassed that I made Kang Ichae, who's reluctant to mention his family, talk about such things.

I was about to open my mouth to calm him down, feed him, and head back to the dorm when he spoke.

“Is something wrong with you these d...”

“So you're going to pretend you don't know until the very end, is that it?”

Kang Ichae glared at me with fierce, upturned eyes and spat the words through his teeth.

“You're planning to abandon us while hiding it forever? Is that why you said the members would do fine on their own even without you?”

Then he breathed out roughly, as if it wasn't even funny.

The conversation hit a dead end, and a headache started to form.

“Being an idol, trying to get the Grand Prize! It was all for that damn...”

I agonized over how to handle the situation.

“It was all to clear the game!”

A single word stabbed my ears.

Game?

For a moment, the world went so quiet it felt like my heart had stopped. I couldn't even hear Kang Ichae's voice.

“...Kang Ichae.”

I quickly gathered my fading wits and parted my lips, pretending nothing was wrong. I hoped I could still fix this.

“You're too worked up right now. First, calm down and...”

“I saw it.”

But Kang Ichae pressed on forcefully, allowing no hope.

“When you returned here from the world where you were an actor, words about the 'clear' condition appeared right before my eyes.”

“...What?”

Kang Ichae saw a System Window? And even the clear condition?

How much does he know?

Did he see all the clear conditions?

Getting caught about winning the Grand Prize is one thing, but what about the Main Scenario?

If Kang Ichae knows even that, the Quest I need to complete will be almost impossible.

“The text was a bit broken, but it didn't really matter for reading it. It said one of the conditions was that you had to win the Grand Prize in January.”

My main Quest had no time limit.

It was just to become Tier 1, and one of the conditions for that was winning the Grand Prize at one of the top three awards ceremonies.

The system was unstable and full of errors at the time. It seemed I had accidentally dragged Kang Ichae into this mess, but it looked like he hadn't seen the full details.

“I was worried all this month. Because if we won the Grand Prize, you would disappear, hyung.”

“......”

“...I thought we were going to get it, so I don't know if I should be glad we didn't... Well, after that, you walked around with a face like you were about to die, hyung.”

I had every right to.

I ruined everything, after all.

“Hyung, just be honest with me now.”

His usual relaxed demeanor was gone. Kang Ichae was impatient and anxious.

I judged that I still had a chance to bluff my way through this.

“Kang Ichae, I...”

But Kang Ichae's sharp, piercing gaze fixed on me.

“What exactly is my Main Scenario?”

And with that, my faint hope that he didn't know about the Main Scenario shattered.

“The names of the members, excluding me, were all listed out. You've already completed the other scenarios, right?”

It was an assertion full of conviction.

“...Do you get it now?”

Kang Ichae ran a hand over his pale, drained face.

“I knew all of this, and I waited all this time. For you to reveal it yourself, hyung.”

“......”

“But you never did in the end.”

I couldn't.

But I couldn't convey that simple fact honestly.

I stared blankly at Kang Ichae as he watched me intently. I let out a hollow laugh and slumped onto the sofa.

...How am I supposed to complete the Quest in this state.

This was a situation on a completely different level from winning the Grand Prize.

The Main Scenario Quest couldn't be finished just by knowing the past.

I needed Kang Ichae's genuine trust.

Now that Kang Ichae knew about the Main Scenario and was suspicious, fulfilling this condition had become impossible.

The more I made excuses and pretended not to know, the more Kang Ichae would lose faith in me.

Is this a dead end now?

Kang Ichae took his eyes off me to scan the Polaroid pictures, then spoke again.

“...If you need me to give something up for you to be able to leave, then you're a really unlucky person, hyung. So admit it. That everything depends on me now.”

I thought I had been doing pretty well, but I suddenly found myself at the edge of a cliff.

The fatigue I had tried to ignore washed over me like a tidal wave. I didn't even have the mental space to wonder why no error appeared while Kang Ichae rambled on about the system.

I was just so tired and exhausted.

“...So, what do you want from me?”

I gave up trying to infer his meaning from his words.

Instead, I asked simply, my voice hoarse.

“What do you want.”

As Kang Ichae's silence stretched on, I felt like a prisoner awaiting a death sentence and stared at the floor.

Jeong Cheongyeon's Curse, that begging and crying would be useless, flashed through my mind.

Perhaps this was also part of that karma.

Kang Ichae might declare that he would 'never let me have my way'.

A self-deprecating laugh escaped me.

“...I...”

Kang Ichae broke the heavy silence, his voice low.

“...I already know that we're not your number one priority, hyung.”

I had heard those words somewhere before.

“You clearly have some other goal, but I don't know what it is or why it's so important that you're acting like this.”

I slowly raised my head and looked at Kang Ichae.

“...I put up all sorts of bluffs because I just wanted to know one thing, the reason you're pushing yourself to the brink, and it's led to me saying all this, fuck. You're no joke when it comes to denying things and being stubborn, hyung, but I think I must have really lost my mind too.”

For someone who had just cursed, Kang Ichae continued in a calm tone.

“I don't know if I'm a pushover, an idiot, or both, but I can't stand to watch you die alone like this anymore, hyung.”

The playful smile I saw in that small Daepaseong Entertainment studio after Shining Star Season 2 was gone.

Still, Kang Ichae said the same words to me as he did back then.

“Hyung, run with me.”

“Then we have to run together.”

He spoke with a desperation bordering on anger and an affection approaching obsession.

“Trust me and ask for help.”

“Doesn't it hurt?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you breathe properly?”

“Of course.”

I couldn't say anything.

“That's what I really want.”

Right now, Kang Ichae held out a helping hand.
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“Broadcasting live~ it's Yuyu Bank!”

Jeong Dajun smiled warmly at the camera's red light, now accustomed to his MC role on Yuyu Bank.

“The voting for the second week of May will be closing soon, so all you fans watching, please hurry~!”

Jeong Dajun recited his lines and glanced to his side. The new bank president, rookie idol Rail, stood there trembling. He looked more nervous than he had in any previous shoot.

“Uh, we only have one performance left... that, um...”

Rail fumbled his lines and froze. Jeong Dajun quickly jumped in with a bright smile.

“...It's the K-Pop legend you've all been waiting for! I'm so honored to witness this myself as the president of Yuyu Bank!”

“Shall we all call out their name together?”

Rail looked relieved and nodded hurriedly.

“Black Call!!”


A pre-recorded performance of a B-side track aired before the main stage. As Black Call ascended the dark stage, fans cheered thunderously.

Lee Hanjoo found his position and waved to Bloys. He then put a hand on Joo Woosung's shoulder and whispered something. Joo Woosung smirked.

The screams rose. A staff member gave a hand signal. Blue lights and hazy fog spread across the stage.

【na na na na na na—】

A chilling melody spread, followed by the growing, processional sound of drums. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.

【It's getting on my nerves

I keep seeing you】

This was Black Call's new title track, 'Blackout'. It had topped the Korean charts upon release and climbed the US Hot 100, holding a high rank with no sign of falling.

【I want to push you without holding back

I grab your anxious hand and ask, Are you mine?】

Jeong Dajun couldn't watch the sacred performance of his great Seniors. He had to listen to the assistant director's instructions for the upcoming first-place announcement.

After completing the final checks, Jeong Dajun carefully moved over to watch the performance near its climax.

The camera staff filmed with the dedication of a concert crew, as the second verse was also being pre-recorded.

【When you step on my heart

our lips will meet】

Joo Woosung moved to the center, flicked his shoulders relaxedly, and stared into the camera. He smirked and lifted his chin.

【Then it's blackout】

In that instant, Jeong Dajun's gaze was stolen.

He forgot to breathe, staring blankly, mesmerized by Joo Woosung's presence.

The grand brass melody and heartbeat-like drums grew louder.

“...jun!”

An urgent call pierced the music.

“Dajun, we're going up!”

“Ah, yes, yes!”

Jeong Dajun quickly collected himself and hurried onto the stage. Rail and the other performers were already positioned around Black Call.

Jeong Dajun took a breath and looked ahead.

I love this place most.

Dancing and singing under the lights, making eye contact with fans, he truly felt like an idol, a part of The Dawn.

...Even if I'm just an MC right now.

Jeong Dajun looked at the waving lightsticks. Just before the main camera turned on, he lifted his head and smiled brightly.

“―The live voting for the second week of May has now closed. Which group will take home the first-place trophy this week? Let's check the scores!”

The monitor below showed the scores for digital sales, album sales, and other categories. Even the other nominated idol group seemed to know who would win.

POP! Confetti burst as the obvious result was announced.

“Black Call!!”

“Black Call, congratulations!”

Jeong Dajun bowed without surprise, offered his congratulations, and handed over the trophy.

“Thank you!”

Chae Jeongwoo accepted with a return bow and thrust the trophy high. The cheers from Bloys grew louder.

I thought I was past feeling jealous over things like this.

Jeong Dajun felt a dull ache in his stomach.

“Well then, we'll be taking our leave here.”

He maintained his smile until the broadcast ended, then headed to the waiting room, leaving Black Call's encore stage behind.

How is their live performance even better than the recording?

The raw performance had no flaws. Their powerful, dynamic singing faded into the distance as he walked away.

“...-nim! Senior Jeong Dajun-nim!”

An unfamiliar title called out as he quickened his pace. He stopped and turned. His co-MC, Rail, was panting heavily and raising a hand.

“Heok... Senior Jeong Dajun-nim! Thank you so much. I would've been in huge trouble if it weren't for you, Senior-nim.”

“Pardon...?”

Senior-nim.

Jeong Dajun smiled, thinking how unfamiliar the word still felt.

“...Ah, what are you talking about~! You did great today too, Rail.”

Rail's eyes welled with moisture, and he bowed repeatedly. A few passing idols snickered, but Jeong Dajun pretended not to notice and made more small talk.

“You worked hard. I'll see you again next week!”

“Yes!!”

As he walked, staff and junior idols greeted him. They would smile to his face, then whisper the moment he turned his back. It was so blatant that even the usually dense Jeong Dajun noticed.

Just before his waiting room, Jeong Dajun changed direction and slipped into the emergency staircase.

“Ugh...”

He sighed, feeling a sense of stability in the silent, dark space.

He had tried to act cheerful, but the strange atmosphere had become more overt. Jeong Dajun was reaching his limit.

He sat on the stairs and took out his phone. After a moment's hesitation, he opened a community site and searched for Seo Hoyun.

[Title: Seo Hoyun sighting is up
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ㄷㄷ

The news about his casting in 'A Dirty Trial' feels like it was just yesterday, but he's already started filming

└ The blessing of a face that pierces through this low-quality picture...

└ Woah, he's so handsome

└ Did he lose weight? Seriously, he's so beautiful;;

└ But has Seo Hoyun completely transitioned to being an actor?? The only articles about him this year are acting-related. Is WH finally letting him do solo activities?

└└ ㅋ what are you talking about

└└ Don't pretend to be a casual fan

└└ Why are you being like this? I'm just asking;; You're so cynical. They probably don't know the current situation...ㅠ

└└ ㅋ Is there anyone who frequents this category and doesn't know the current situation?

└└ For real... make some sense

└└ Why is everyone so sensitive? It's possible they don't know ㅋ;; The WH rumor thing only blew up a few days ago

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└ Wow, it's a mess again~

└└ Whenever there's a mess, it's always that group ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ At this point, it's science]

[Title: I don't want to see news about SHY acting

Just give us The Dawn's comeback date

└ Fuck... It's not just my imagination that WH keeps testing the waters with his acting, right?

└ Yeah...;

└ Is this how you use a popular idol?? Have they lost their touch, or have they gone senile?

└└ They always lacked touch, but I'll vote for the senile theory]

“...I shouldn't have looked.”

Jeong Dajun gripped his phone and sighed heavily. He had only wanted to check on Seo Hoyun but ended up reading posts that gnawed at his nerves.

Still, it looks like Hoyun-hyung is doing well...

He wouldn't reply to texts or answer calls. He never came to the dorm. He was practically living on the movie set. Jeong Dajun could only get snippets of information from their manager or by searching the internet like a fan.

Seo Hoyun could at least be seen occasionally. Kang Ichae was a complete lost cause.

I can't even search for this hyung.

After their domestic tour in February, Kang Ichae left for the US for a "personal schedule" and cut off all contact. He seemed to send messages to fans occasionally, though.

Time passed. It was now May. After failing to win the grand prize, The Dawn was spending their time quietly, focusing on individual schedules.

Going quiet for a few months to prepare for an album was normal. Jeong Dajun saw it as a preparation period, but people interpreted the silence as a prelude to The Dawn's downfall.

A rumor from a self-proclaimed WH Entertainment insider on an anonymous board spurred these negative reactions. It said, 'One member of The Dawn has gone abroad, and it seems he's on the company's bad side, so it'll be hard for him to get pushed anymore.'

Because of this, Jeong Dajun had caught staff at the broadcast station joking, 'Even if they're in a big company, they're still just The Dawn.'

...This is awkward...

Jeong Dajun muttered that people shouldn't say things behind someone's back that they wouldn't say to their face. He left the emergency stairwell and walked to his waiting room.

He pulled his beret down and pushed the door open.

“......”

“Gah!!!”

A low, unexpected voice made Jeong Dajun flinch.

Someone already occupied the sofa in front of him.

“What's with the big reaction?”

“Joo, Joo, Joo Woosung-hyung... no, Senior.”

Joo Woosung waved a hand dismissively, as relaxed as if he owned the room.

“Long time no see?”

When they met in the shabby Daepaseong Entertainment practice room or the flashy one at WH, Joo Woosung had just seemed like a handsome neighborhood hyung. He hadn't realized it then, but facing him now, Joo Woosung was an outstanding, almost alien being.

Newly aware of the other's greatness, Jeong Dajun pouted slightly.

“...Hyung, congratulations, really...”

“For what?”

“...For getting first place?”

“Ah~, well, thanks.”

Joo Woosung's nonchalant dismissal made Jeong Dajun pout again.

“But hyung, is it okay for you to be here? What about your next schedule?”

With only a two-week promotion, Joo Woosung was obviously swamped. Jeong Dajun couldn't understand why he would be here.

Does he need something from me?

He racked his brain but came up with nothing. As Jeong Dajun's eyes darted around, lost, Joo Woosung stroked his chin, hesitated, and then spoke.

“...Hey, what's Seo Hoyun been up to lately?”

“Pardon?”

Jeong Dajun tilted his head.

“You should probably ask Hoyun-hyung that directly...”

“I would if he answered his phone.”

“Ah...”

“You're on the same team, so you must know something.”

Jeong Dajun wanted to retort that he was in the same boat, but the man before him was a senior more revered than the cosmos and a close acquaintance of Seo Hoyun, so he suppressed the impulse.

“He started filming a movie a little while ago...”

“I know that.”

“Uh... he's preparing for an album.”

“He's not at the practice room, and?”

Jeong Dajun had recently run into Joo Woosung standing like a ghost in the dark hallway after practice.

Was he waiting to meet Seo Hoyun?

Having been scared witless by him several times, Jeong Dajun took a breath and continued.

“...I don't really know either. Hyung hasn't been coming to the dorm much lately...”

“Why? So he's living somewhere else? Doing what, exactly?”

“...I wonder?”

Joo Woosung crossed his arms, his eyebrows furrowing. He seemed to be imagining something unpleasant.

“...Is that bastard having second thoughts?”

“W-Woosung-hyung!!”

Joo Woosung's gaze shifted to Jeong Dajun at his shout.

“What are you saying! Hoyun-hyung isn't like that. Do you know how...”

Caught in Joo Woosung's gaze, Jeong Dajun flinched and his voice cracked, but the words kept flowing.

“...how amazing a person he is... to say something like that...”

Joo Woosung's eyes narrowed.

Jeong Dajun's voice trailed off.

“...sir... Yes, uh, I don't know what you might think, Woosung-hyung... but that's just how I feel.”

“Well, listen to you.”

Joo Woosung scoffed. Jeong Dajun bit his lower lip. It bruised his pride that he, a member of the same group, was just as clueless about Seo Hoyun's situation as Joo Woosung.

“Jeong Dajun.”

“...Yes.”

“I'm looking for him precisely because I know he's that 'ama~zing' guy.”

Somehow, I feel like our definitions of 'amazing' are slightly different.

Joo Woosung brushed his bangs back with annoyance, stood up, and walked to the door. He stopped as if he just remembered something.

“Oh, right. You...”

“Y-Yes.”

“Your hosting has improved a lot.”

He asked if Jeong Dajun had practiced, then left the waiting room with that last, almost complimentary, question.

Only then did Jeong Dajun release the breath he had been holding.

"Huuuuuh..."

So Black Call is Black Call, and Joo Woosung is Joo Woosung, huh.

Newly aware of the powerful aura Joo Woosung had, which he hadn't noticed when Seo Hoyun was around, Jeong Dajun collapsed onto the sofa, exhausted.

“...If that hyung is worried, he should just say he's worried...”

Jeong Dajun didn't care that his hair became disheveled. He rolled over, took out his phone, and opened his messenger app to find Seo Hoyun's name.

[Me: Hyung]

[Me: Hyung hyung hyung hyung]

[Me: Hoooooyun-ie hyung]

[Me: Hey there HouHou~~~~~ what are you doing]

But the small '1' indicating the message was unread did not disappear. Jeong Dajun stared at his phone, tapping his feet impatiently.

“Aaaargh, this is so frustrating!”

He felt like he would suffocate and die from the frustration.

Jeong Dajun sat up roughly, as if throwing a tantrum, and let out another deep breath.

He knew the three remaining members could only practice besides their schedules, but his complicated feelings killed his motivation.

“Hyungs, I miss you...!”

Only now, months after the awards ceremony, did Jeong Dajun realize it.

The Dawn looked as dazzling as ever on the outside, but they were facing the biggest crisis since their debut.


Chapter 416

It was May. Green leaves fluttered in the spring breeze, but a fierce typhoon raged through the world of K-Pop.

A few weeks prior, Black Call had broken their long hiatus and made a comeback.

【BLACKCALL - 'Blackout' Official MV】

The music video, already past several hundred million views, opened on a long, endless foreign highway. Hazy, low-saturation visuals created a strange gloom.

【Na na na na na na】

A Mustang Fastback cut through the deep night as a dissonant tritone chord flowed from its radio.

The camera closed in on Joo Woosung in the driver's seat, wearing a thin, black leather jacket. He sighed softly, hit the brakes, and got out of the car. He rummaged through his jacket pockets.

【Na na na na na na】

The radio sound grew louder. A heavy drumbeat mixed with static and spread from beneath the chord.

Joo Woosung pulled a Zippo lighter engraved with a ranunculus from his pocket and flicked the lid open.

TING, CHK...

【Na na na na na na—】

The screen showed Joo Woosung tossing the lighter into the driver's seat in slow motion. Flames instantly engulfed the car. A dark silhouette overlapped behind the car and vanished. The camera then shifted to the passenger seat.

A jeweled crown sat askew on a skull. The skull trembled in the inferno and suddenly dropped its jaw as the lyrics poured out.

【It's getting on my nerves】

Chae Jeongwoo's face overlapped with the skull as it pulled its lips into a grotesque smile.

【You keep catching my eye】

A hexagonal die shot to the ceiling and a roulette wheel spun wildly. Chae Jeongwoo lightly tossed a chip from his right hand, caught it, and threw it onto the 'BLACK' spot on the betting table.

Jeon Saeyoung, Lee Hanjoo, and Lee Beomhyeon stood before him and exchanged meaningful glances.

【I want to push you to the edge

Grab your anxious hand and ask, Are you mine?】

DUNG! The drumbeat pounded fiercely and the scene shifted. Joo Woosung staggered and swept his bangs back as the Mustang Fastback's engine exploded behind him.

【When you step on my heart

That's when our lips will meet】

Black smoke billowed behind Joo Woosung. He tapped his combat-booted feet to the funky rhythm and smiled like an innocent child.

【...—Then it's blackout】

The flames tinged his wheat-blond hair with red. The title appeared on a pitch-black background, and the music video ended.

《Black Call's New Song Debuts at #29 on Billboard, Continues to Soar with No Ceiling in Sight》

《Overseas Hot 100: #29 -> #17 -> #10?! Domestic Charts Already All-Killed!》

《Black Call Sets Record with Consecutive Top Rankings on the Main US Billboard Chart》

《The Reason International Fans Were Shocked After Hearing Black Call's Song!》

With their new album, Black Call shattered every record in K-Pop.

[Black Call is Black Call-ing, as expected. Look at everyone just laughing it off like, 'Oh yeah~ Black Call's new song is on the Hot 100 again~' like it's totally normal ㅋ]

[Guys, they said the Blackout MV wasn't CG... The class of Black Call, actually burning a car worth over a hundred million won...]

[That car is over 100 mil? -> Are these bastards rolling in money? -> Ah, Black Call is rolling in money.

└ A natural train of thought ㅋㅋ]

[Did you see the behind-the-scenes? Joo Woosung actually went 'Ouch, hot!' during filming, but acted totally fine once the camera was rolling. Fuck, so cute ㅋㅋ.

└ Ah, our JWS is such a pro ㅋ]

While one side celebrated Black Call's grand return with a festival, an ominous article about WH Entertainment's first-quarter performance surfaced on the other.

《WH's Q1 Earnings Recovered Somehow, But Failed to Meet Market Expectations Compared to the Previous Quarter...》

《...—With Black Call's comeback, originally expected in the first quarter, being postponed to the second, WH Entertainment's Q1 revenue failed to exceed market expectations... (Omitted) ... Meanwhile, a representative from WH Entertainment stated that they 'will continue to pursue active promotions and innovation'...》

It was just a regular earnings report from WH Entertainment, but every word felt ominous to the fans.

[Active promotions... Innovation...

Shut up and don't do anything.]

[Ah, fuck, I'm biting my nails like the Nutcracker right now.]

And just as expected, it wasn't long before WH Entertainment appeared again, ready to strike. They were true to their history of backstabbing fans.

《NEXT STEP》

They announced the debut of a 'rookie' male idol group, following Black Call, High Five, and The Dawn.

Posters with seven silhouettes under the phrase 'NEXT STEP' covered every corner of Seoul.

No official information had been released, but rumors about which trainees were confirmed for debut spread among WH Entertainment stans.

[AH!!!! Our Expert is finally coming out of the jewel box!]

[Whoa, a new idol group... What's with this WH vibe coming from the Rookies' profiles... It's so good...]

[What the, are the Rookies' visuals insane? Is this for real? Fucking amazing.]

[Did they go all out on marketing this time;; They're showing up everywhere.]

Promotional videos for the new male idol group were even broadcast as YouTube ads.

[I don't want to see it anymore... Go easy on the marketing...]

[I can follow all the poses at this point T.T ㅋㅋ]

WH Entertainment invested enough capital that even people uninterested in idols knew the company was debuting a new group.

The fandoms of the existing groups were the most enraged.

[F~ck off.]

The timing was particularly poor.

While both Bloys and Hairi lamented the company's practice of repeatedly debuting idols of the same gender, it was the Noeuls whose anger soared to the heavens.

[I said fuck off, I hope all the executives die.]

[Yeah... I'm happy that kids who practiced hard are debuting... I'll even support them personally... but you shouldn't mess with the existing idols, you fucking bastards T.T]

[Has the CEO gone senile? Get lost.]

Black Call and High Five were actively promoting, but there had been no news from The Dawn since their February concert tour.

Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon occasionally did live streams like 'Let's have dinner together! feat. Dajun's cooking' or 'Let's cheer on Dajun's MC activities together!', but the broadcasts became less frequent.

[I heard WH told The Dawn to cut back on live streams.]

[Yeah, I heard that too. Plus, they're supposedly making huge cuts to the original Daepaseong staff ㅋ.

└ This is WH's 'innovation'.

└ Ah, fuck, that's so infuriating ㅋ.]

[Fangirls are at it again, spinning their delusion circuits... Why would the company ban live streams? They do them when they feel like it ㅋ. Even that group that transferred in just did whatever they wanted, right? You were all so proud of your rebellious boys who love their fans ㅋ. Just admit it, your oppas have dead-fish eyes and aren't coming on live ㅜ.

└ Clack clack... clack clack... clack!

└ Damn, they really packed in the character count ㅋㅋ. Is this a writing contest?]

Then, news that felt like a bolt from the blue struck The Dawn's fans.

[They say Kang Ichae went back to America.]

[????]

[Look at this bastard believing lies.]

[What is this now ㅋ... Hey... Stop being annoying and go make fake news on YouTube.]

To prove it wasn't just a rumor, evidence of Kang Ichae's departure began to surface.

[Title: It's true KIC went back to America.

My friend works at an airline and confirmed it.

He bought a one-way ticket to the US.

└ Isn't this an invasion of privacy? You should be reported;;

└ There are so many madmen. He's on vacation, why are you checking that;;

└└ The madman is Kang Ichae for ditching his group.

└└ ? Ichae loves being an idol, what kind of bullshit is this?

└└ He's resting after doing everything he needed to do. How is that ditching?]

[Title: Ichae ditched the group ㅋㅋ??

Kang Ichae periodically comes to PopPop to say hi to fans even when he's busy...ㅋ.ㅋ.ㅋㅋㅋ.ㅋㅋ...

Do you not know about his famous fansign video?

When asked how he likes being an idol, he smiled and said he's really happy and enjoying it... He looked so genuinely happy it got a ton of retweets...

I guarantee you, he could never give up the idol life.

└ Every single letter is so pathetic ㅠ. Can't you tell from the times Kang Ichae posts on PopPop... It's obvious he's in the US...

└ But separately, Kang Ichae is smart.

If he breaks his contract and runs, he'll have to pay a penalty fee, so he's probably just planning to enjoy things quietly like this~ PopPop is the only regular service that offers refunds, so he's being nice to them haha.

└└ Let's fight, you bastard.]

[Title: My friends around me have quietly left the fandom.

Everyone's keeping it hush-hush, but it's true that Noeuls are leaving...

I really liked them too, but I'm debating whether to just quit ㅋ T.T I have a real life to live... The members must know this is happening, and I'm disappointed they're not coming on live. Honestly, I'm just so tired...

Is anyone else here like me?

└ Miss, if you're going to write a post to sway public opinion, at least delete your post history.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ what's with the polite comment.

└└ I burst out laughing when I saw their post history related to WH Rookies fuck ㅋ.

└ Wow, seeing them try to check us like this just fires me up again.

└└ Same here. It makes me want to keep watching just to see how far they'll go.]

Of course, some people found the situation interesting and welcomed it.

[Why? The new male idols are young and great hehehehe?]

[Look at those fans already trying to check them. Yep, not stanning some secondhand-dols who can't even win a Grand Prize~ (hands up emoji)]

[If you're gonna stan an idol, you should stan one who has at least 10 years before military service T.T]

[Even with the military looming, Black Call went to Billboard, so you can stan them for a few more years... High Five can also hang on for another year or two, but The Dawn, who couldn't even get a Grand Prize, is just a worn-out rag at this point ㅜㅜ]

The Noeuls could do nothing about the countless inflammatory posts. When they protested to WH Entertainment, the only response was silence, as always.

[Hoo... Seeing these malicious comments makes my heart pound and my hands tremble ㅜㅜ.

└ For someone who says that, the screenshots show you did a great job in that keyboard battle...

└ For someone who was... trembling, you really tore them apart...]

Everyone had too much pent-up frustration to laugh it off. Fans repeatedly posted sentences like 'This is seriously fucking awful, fuck fuck fuckity fuck,' and 'I'm going to blow up the WH building one day' on their private social media. Then, new information about Seo Hoyun was released.

《First Stills of Seo Hoyun as a Genius Prosecutor in 'A Dirty Trial' Released》

《...—'A Dirty Trial' is a crime action film directed by Kim Jehyeok, who directed the most-watched movie in Korean film history. In it, Seo Hoyun plays 'Kang Kiyoung,' a prosecutor deeply entangled with the chaebol world...》

The Noeuls felt a surge of anger. They wondered if WH Entertainment was trying to pick a fight. They wanted to grab Seo Hoyun by the collar, shake him, and tell him this was no time to be calmly filming a movie.

[Hoyun-ah~ Good luck with filming, and just stay healthy ♡♡♡]

However, the Noeuls suppressed their churning feelings and chose to cheer for Seo Hoyun.

They trusted him.

Though he rarely expressed it, they believed in the heart that showed in his sincere expressions and careful words.

[We'll wait... haha]

Above all, the Noeuls were strong.

[Until the bodies of our enemies float down the river...]


Chapter 417

Oh, this song is really good.

Shin Heechan admired Black Call's new song through his Bluetooth earphones as he gazed out the bus window.

A recent web drama he was in had become a big hit, and his face was becoming more recognizable. He still used public transportation, though. He could get around without trouble if he wore a hat and a mask.

Shin Heechan arrived at the set of 'A Dirty Trial', which had recently started filming. He first checked in with his manager, then greeted the staff as he walked by.

“Hello!”

“Heechan, hello~.”

Shin Heechan tried his best to be affable, and the staff were just as friendly in return.

I have to work hard.

His role was a rookie investigator for the prosecutor's office. The character was a bit clumsy but burned with a sense of justice.

It was a precious opportunity for a fledgling rookie like Shin Heechan, one that might not come again. Everyone, from his manager to his CEO, had warned him.

“Heechan-ah, you have to be really careful on set.”

And to always be polite. The movie was full of veteran actors. If a newcomer like him acted arrogantly and gave them any reason to find fault, there was no telling what would happen.

“Still, one of the supporting actors is an idol... so it won't be all bad,” they had added.

That was the CEO's great miscalculation.

CEO-nim...

Shin Heechan had observed the idol over the past few weeks. He was anything but ordinary.

...It would only be okay if he were just decently good!

Shin Heechan wiped away a tear and cautiously stepped forward. A sharp voice pierced his ears, making him flinch.

“So what.”

A man stood between several cameras, tilted at an annoying angle with a cynical sneer on his lips.

“Is it my fault that I like money?”

It was Seo Hoyun. He looked like he was wearing the very skin of a 'corrupt prosecutor'.

“Of course it's your fault!”

The actor playing the police officer, Jang Seongshik, roared. His once-benevolent face crumpled into a deep frown. He pounded his chest in frustration, then consciously lowered his voice.

“...Hey, you're really going to end up in prison if you keep this up.”

Shin Heechan's eyes never left the scene. It was a great opportunity to learn about acting.

Jang Seongshik's whisper still revealed intense agitation. Seo Hoyun smirked.

“You should brush up on your criminal law. Did I take a bribe? Did I embezzle public funds? I haven't committed any crime, so what prison are you talking about?”

“Come on, there's a limit to being shameless. Kang Kiyoung, you! The circumstantial evidence is this obvious, but you're stubbornly insisting otherwise because there's no hard proof. Aren't you embarrassed?”

Jang Seongshik slammed both hands on the desk and leaned in close, trying to pressure Seo Hoyun. Seo Hoyun had replied nonchalantly without looking at him. He just chuckled and muttered.

“Proof...”

In the movie, the two were close since Kang Kiyoung was a child. In this scene, Jang Seongshik's character worried that the kid he saw as a fledgling was engaging in corruption, so he recklessly stormed into the office.

Seo Hoyun shuffled through documents, barely pretending to listen. He subtly lifted his eyes to observe Jang Seongshik.

“...Ahjussi, didn't you say you've been so busy lately you don't even have time to eat? Stop wasting your time here and go do your work.”

“I'm trying to handle that busy work right now. You, spit it out. What were you doing with the second daughter of H Group?”

“I got treated to an expensive meal. Happy now?”

He's good.

Shin Heechan admired Seo Hoyun, who leaned back in his plush chair and retorted casually. His pronunciation was precise and natural, and his timing was exquisite.

Jang Seongshik's clenched jaw trembled at the lines. He grabbed Seo Hoyun's shoulder and spoke in a tone that was both demanding and placating.

“...Kiyoung-ah, don't be like this. I really won't be able to face your mother in heaven.”

The monitor showed Seo Hoyun's face in a close-up. The corner of his mouth, until now so smoothly dismissive, twitched. His gaze wavered for a split second, and his pupils dilated.

“If your mother knew you were acting like this, she would surely have cried.”

Seo Hoyun slowly closed and opened his eyes, as if to hide his emotions. He looked straight at Jang Seongshik and answered calmly.

“My mom isn't the type to cry over something like this.”

“What?”

“She would have told me to tenaciously take everything I could. That's how I was raised.”

“......”

“Hmm, so if she saw me now...”

He curved his eyes into a grin and pulled up the corners of his mouth.

“She would have praised me. She'd say she doesn't have to worry about her son starving to death somewhere.”

“You punk!”

Jang Seongshik finally exploded with anger, frantically messing up his hair. Director Kim Jehyeok called, "Cut!"

What was that just now?

Had his acting improved in just a few days? Shin Heechan tilted his head in confusion and replayed the scene in his mind, trying not to forget it. They reshot the scene from different angles a few more times.

“...Haha, that was really good, so good!”

Once the scene finished, Jang Seongshik threw an arm around Seo Hoyun's shoulder and laughed heartily.

“Not at all. This is my first movie, so I'm still lacking in many ways. I'm just grateful you're guiding me like this.”

“Goodness, what did I do? That was all you, Hoyun. You did well on your own.”

“No, Senior, you're really too much.”

Jang Seongshik playfully patted his own arm with the hand draped over Seo Hoyun's shoulder, a sign of closeness. Seo Hoyun's expression hardened into a serious face.

“...Why, what is it?”

Jang Seongshik's voice dropped, and his eyebrows furrowed. The atmosphere shifted so suddenly that even Shin Heechan flinched from a distance.

Seo Hoyun just shook his head calmly.

“If a respected Senior like you is also humble, what more is a rookie like me supposed to do?”

“...What? Ha, ahahahaha! Hey! You surprised me!”

He was a natural flatterer. It would have been difficult to act out so naturally even from a script, but he pulled it off perfectly in his daily life.

He would have gotten angry if another junior had done that...

It felt like just yesterday another supporting actor was shot down for a thoughtless joke, yet the notoriously strict Jang Seongshik let it slide, saying, 'Our Hoyun has a talent for surprising his seniors, haha.'

Shin Heechan stopped watching and carefully got up to find a place to practice. He went outside and wandered aimlessly before settling down next to a vending machine.

He then heard the voices of staff members who had gathered for a smoke break.

“I don't see Seo Hoyun.”

“He got caught by Jang Seongshik again.”

“Ah, I need to tell him the next schedule. By the way, since when were they so close?”

“Hasn't it been like that since the beginning?”

Shin Heechan had missed his chance to join in and awkwardly scratched the back of his neck.

It wasn't like that from the beginning.

A rumor had circulated even before the first script reading. It said the role of 'Kang Kiyoung' was decided by pressure from WH Entertainment, not auditions. Because of that, most of the senior actors, proud of their craft, had treated Seo Hoyun like he was invisible.

It was like that, so how on earth did he win them over...

Shin Heechan recalled the recent atmosphere on set, shivered, and felt a strange chill.

“Well, it's probably because Seo Hoyun is kind to everyone.”

“Seriously. He's not sensitive either! It would be so nice if everyone were like this.”

“He filmed with Min Jiheon, right? Maybe he learned from him? He should just switch to acting. An idol's career is short anyway.”

Shin Heechan quickly stepped back behind the vending machine and muttered to himself to pretend he hadn't heard. The CEO had told him to watch his mouth for a reason.

“But, Seo Hoyun might really switch to acting full-time.”

“......”

“You know. The rumors that WH Entertainment has given up on The Dawn. Maybe Seo Hoyun is tired and will just drop out.”

Small sighs followed. Soon, the staff members left to prepare for the next shoot.

What on earth is going on?

Shin Heechan cautiously checked his surroundings and pulled his phone from his pocket. He searched for 'Seo Hoyun' and 'WH Entertainment' on a portal site. He ignored the meaningless results and scrolled down until a community post title caught his eye.

[Title: Sharing a pic of someone spotting Seo Hoyun

Bus_Stop_Seo_Hoyun_Sighting.jpg

After filming?]

He clicked on it and saw a photo of Seo Hoyun at a bus stop. It was so dark he couldn't tell if it was dawn or late night. Judging by his clothes, the photo was recent.



The shoot had gone late that day. Everyone from the senior actors to Director Kim Jehyeok had offered him a ride. He had smiled and refused, saying his manager was coming.

He looked at Seo Hoyun's face. It was expressionless, but his eyes shone brightly. Then he scanned the comments.

└ Is this really a sighting pic? Why is it so high-quality?

└└ Seems like a sasaeng.

└ Fuck ㅋㅋ His manager isn't even giving him a ride home.

└ No way, is he taking the bus?????

└ He probably took a taxi... he's a famous celebrity.

└ The ad billboards in the background are so infuriating...]

Billboards? Why?

He scrolled back up. The building's electronic billboard played Black Call's comeback teaser. The bus stop ad was a poster for WH Entertainment's new idol group.

What's wrong with that?

└ I just tear up imagining Hoyun saw all of that...

└ I will kill this dog of a company one day.

└ You can't help that a new idol group is coming out;;

└ This looks like a sasaeng pic, let's stop consuming it.]

Shin Heechan clicked 'See More' and read everything. He read a few more posts and took a deep breath.

Ah, so that's what those conversations from earlier meant.

He was on the company's bad side.

Of course, it was all just speculation. He couldn't know the truth. The other person was far too popular for him to feel sympathy for. He knew worrying was useless, but he still felt frustrated.

He thought he had done something unnecessary. He shoved his phone into his pocket and headed back to the set.

“Shin Heechan.”

A voice from behind made Shin Heechan jump and turn his head just as he neared the entrance. A slightly tired Seo Hoyun greeted him with a faint smile.

“What's wrong? Why are you so surprised?”

“Ah, ahaha... No...”

Shin Heechan felt guilty for no reason. He stepped back with an awkward smile, his eyes darting around.

'A Dirty Trial' had been filming for a while, but Shin Heechan still found Seo Hoyun difficult to approach. He knew they had things in common. It was their first film project, and they were close in age. He also knew Seo Hoyun was kind to everyone, so there was no need to feel awkward. Still, he froze up whenever he was in front of him.

“Shin Heechan, you're just starting now, right?”

“Yes, yes...”

Shin Heechan stood stiffly, only managing a vague answer. The gentle idol before him lowered his gaze, his long eyelashes casting a shadow.

“That's a shame. If it weren't for my schedule, I would have liked to watch you film for a bit. Watching your acting motivates me, Shin Heechan.”

He saw how the senior actors had been so easily won over. It was only a few words, but his heart pounded.

“Ah, I, I'm also learning a lot from watching you, Seo Hoyun, and... I like The Dawn's songs, too! The last title track was so dynamic...”

What am I doing right now?

He wished someone would stop him from babbling, even if they had to smack him on the head. He smiled on the outside but screamed internally.

“...The song was really, really good. I'm looking forward to the next one, too.”

He managed to finish his sentence, but felt like he had already ruined it. Who would appreciate a non-expert's rambling thoughts? He would be lucky if he didn't sound arrogant.

Seo Hoyun stared intently at Shin Heechan for a moment, then laughed like air escaping a balloon.

“Is that so?”

Shin Heechan was taken aback by his reaction. It was hard to explain, but it was a different expression than usual.

“One of our members composed it. I guess that's why it's good.”

“Ah... I, I see.”

Shin Heechan dazedly played along. Seo Hoyun leaned forward, bringing his face closer.

“Yes. So please, look forward to the next one, too.”

“......”

“Well then, I'll see you next week.”

“...Uh, yes, yes.”

Shin Heechan was too surprised to answer. Seo Hoyun adjusted the bag on his shoulder and leisurely walked past him. Shin Heechan snapped back to his senses when he heard Seo Hoyun greet a staff member from behind. He blinked.

The staff had chattered, suggesting Seo Hoyun had probably seen the situation and given up.

That?

No. Absolutely not.

Shin Heechan's speaking skills weren't great, but his observation and ability to read situations were not bad. He recalled Seo Hoyun from a moment ago, and a chill ran down his spine. The corners of his mouth curved in a bright smile, but the light in his eyes was menacing.

Those are the eyes of someone who has given up?

...They gleamed with a beast-like madness.


Chapter 418

A tall man with wheat-blonde hair leaned on the second-floor railing overlooking the WH Entertainment lobby. He restlessly shook his leg and peered anxiously below.

Ha, damn it, when the hell is Seo Hoyun going to get here?

Joo Woosung had been standing in the same spot for over thirty minutes.

Today was the filming day for his personal YouTube channel. During a meeting to randomly select a guest, the staff had started listing candidates.

“The first candidate for this episode's guest is, from the recent Letflix original series Liz...”

The staff listed a roster of celebrities so suffocating that Joo Woosung just let the names wash over him. Then, he impulsively blurted one out.

“...Um, what about inviting Seo Hoyun?”

A brief silence hung in the air.

He scrambled to invent an excuse, but the staff just exchanged glances and approved. They trusted Joo Woosung based on their past work together. They figured he must have a professional reason, or even if he didn't, he would ultimately deliver good results.

This is the absolute worst.

Their thoughts became painfully clear, making Joo Woosung even more frustrated. He felt pathetic for failing to separate his personal and professional life for the first time in his career.

His leg started shaking violently enough to cause an earthquake. As Joo Woosung began flicking his nails, he heard someone below shout Seo Hoyun's name.

“Hoyun-hyung!”

He looked down and saw Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Jeong Dajun, and one ungrateful bastard.

“Hyung! Why didn't you come to practice?!”

Besides Seo Hoyun, the others wore light t-shirts and tracksuits, looking like they were on a short break from practice. Joo Woosung craned his neck and perked up his ears.

“Ah... because of fishing.”

"Fishiiing?"

Seo Hoyun's words trailed off as his eyebrows shot up. He nonchalantly walked toward the company cafe, ignoring The Dawn's youngest member clinging to his arm.

“Did I hear that right? You skipped practice to go fishing? The Hoyun-hyung??”

“You heard me.”

“Ehh?! And Jiwon-hyung didn't even try to stop you?!”

Seong Jiwon pulled the shrieking Jeong Dajun off Seo Hoyun and playfully changed the subject.

“Hoyun's hands have been rough lately. I wonder if it's from fishing.”

“Did you bait all the hooks by yourself?”

Kim Seonghyeon followed up with more trivial chatter. Seo Hoyun yawned indifferently and leaned against the counter, resting his arm on it.

“One latte and one americano...”

“You should've just lazed around at the dorm instead. At least then we wouldn't have to worry!!”

Jeong Dajun clung to the ordering Seo Hoyun again, shoving his face close as he chattered.

“Ah, and add a chocolate mousse, please...”

“And do you know how bored I've been lately?! Even Ichae-hyung isn't at the dorm—mmph!!”

Finding him too noisy, Seo Hoyun pinched Jeong Dajun's mouth shut with his thumb and forefinger. He then asked his friends, who had stopped their chatter to stare in surprise.

“Who's been spoiling Jeong Dajun lately?”

“Not me.”

“Yeah, not me either.”

The two quickly answered, avoiding Seo Hoyun's gaze. Seo Hoyun gave Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon a suspicious look as he finished ordering.

He seems to be okay...

His complexion wasn't bad, and listening to him chat with his members, he seemed perfectly fine.

...Should I go back?

He couldn't just keep spying on Seo Hoyun from the second-floor railing. He was about to return to the studio.

Kim Seonghyeon's head darted around restlessly. Before Joo Woosung could hide, Kim Seonghyeon looked up.

“Senior?!!!”

Having spotted him, Kim Seonghyeon waved enthusiastically with both hands. Joo Woosung inadvertently made eye contact with Seo Hoyun. He sighed softly, scratched the back of his neck, and walked down the stairs. He had done nothing wrong, yet he felt inexplicably awkward.

“Senior Ju Woosung! Your recent comeback was really impressive!!”

“Uh, yeah... thanks.”

“Especially the moment I saw you in the center during the blackout dance break, I got chills all over...!”

As expected, Kim Seonghyeon was the first to strike up a conversation. While Joo Woosung dealt with him half-heartedly, Seong Jiwon, who had only nodded silently, took charge of the hesitant Jeong Dajun and spoke to Seo Hoyun.

“Hoyun-ah, you said you have a schedule for Senior Woosung's YouTube show today, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then we'll head back to practice. Senior, please take good care of our Hoyun!”

He then dragged away Kim Seonghyeon, who fidgeted, eager to talk more, and headed for the elevators.

Left alone with just Seo Hoyun, it became even more awkward. Joo Woosung stroked his chin and stared blankly into the distance. A disposable cup suddenly entered his view.

“Here.”

“...For me?”

“Should I drink both then?”

After a moment's hesitation, Joo Woosung took the drink. Seo Hoyun immediately turned and walked toward the studio for today's filming. Joo Woosung glanced between the latte in his hand and Seo Hoyun's retreating back, then hurried to follow.

“Hey, you...”

Joo Woosung started to ask how he had been, but Seo Hoyun silenced him with a look and pulled out his phone.

“Yes, this is Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Haha, I haven't been in touch lately, have I? Ayy, I just figured you'd be busy.”

The conversation continued for a long while.

Seo Hoyun adopted the particular kindness he only used when he needed something and continued the conversation smoothly.

“Hello.”

Joo Woosung thought the call had finally ended and tried to speak again, but Seo Hoyun immediately took another call.

Why is he getting so many calls?!

When a third call immediately followed, Joo Woosung's brow furrowed deeply. He fought the urge to snatch the phone, repeatedly clenching and unclenching his fists.

Sensing his mood, Seo Hoyun glanced over, added a few more words to the person on the other end, and ended the call with a goodbye.

“Sorry. A lot of people are suddenly looking for me.”

Seo Hoyun shrugged and finally turned his gaze to Joo Woosung.

“Joo Woosung, you're busy these days, right? How have you been?”

“Just so-so.”

“Why? Black Call is popular, isn't it? The concept for this one was well-executed.”

For a moment, Joo Woosung wondered if Seo Hoyun was sick.

Did he eat something weird?

The usual Seo Hoyun would have exuded a chilly atmosphere and made all sorts of sarcastic remarks about the mere release of his solo album, like someone bitter about another's success.

The current Seo Hoyun, however, acted uncharacteristically indifferent.

...He has been suspicious for the past few months.

Joo Woosung narrowed his eyes, checked the heavy watch on his wrist, and jutted his chin toward the emergency exit at the end of the hallway.

“Hey, we still have some time. Let's talk for a bit.”

Joo Woosung entered first. The moment the door closed, he fired off a question like an interrogator.

“Your group's comeback, is it really happening?”

“...Ah...”

Seo Hoyun reacted a beat late, wiped his mouth, and asked listlessly.

“Why do you ask? Did you hear something?”

He had heard more than enough rumors.

Nonsense like The Dawn being abandoned by the company, one member returning to the US, and Seo Hoyun being pushed into acting.

But Joo Woosung couldn't say that directly to the person involved, so he hesitated.

“...It's fine. I can pretty much guess without you telling me.”

Seo Hoyun sighed, then lowered his head and rubbed the back of his neck. At a glance, the area under his eyes looked dark.

“Just don't worry about it.”

He saw in the exhausted Seo Hoyun an echo of countless past trainees who had lost their goals and given up their dreams.

He also saw his younger self, a Joo Woosung who once ran on inertia alone, without purpose.

“...You've come this far, and you're just going to give it all up?”

Seo Hoyun snapped his head up. His nose wrinkled as he stared with an ambiguous expression.

“...Give up?”

“No, I understand how you feel.”

Joo Woosung had never imagined he would face a disheartened Seo Hoyun.

It had been weighing on his mind, but since Hoyun was always so confident, he thought he would chew up and swallow any opponent whole, not just languish so powerlessly.

Looking at it that way, Seo Hoyun's strange behavior now made sense. Heartbreak often leads people to say and do strange things.

“I know you're very tired, and you must be incredibly disappointed.”

Yes, it wasn't that he couldn't sympathize.

After all, even he, who was objectively outstanding, had been endlessly buried.

“Still, this is when you need to pull yourself together even more.”

But Seo Hoyun couldn't be like that.

A surge of anger rose in Joo Woosung as he faced the haggard Seo Hoyun.

You're not the kind of bastard who would just take this lying down.

“This industry has had more than its fair share of rigged incidents, and even kids in worse situations than you are still working hard.”

Though it wasn't his business, Joo Woosung felt a confusing mix of anger and frustration at nothing in particular, and his words began to ramble.

“If you see it through to the end, something might change.”

Perhaps he was scared.

Scared he might witness the collapse of the very person he considered to have everything he ever wanted.

Scared that the transcendence that never wavered, the boldness that never shook in the jet-black reality, would be extinguished like a candle in the wind.

“No, you can make it different.”

After Joo Woosung's faintly trembling voice faded, silence settled in the emergency stairwell. The silence began to press down heavily on Joo Woosung. A hand landed firmly on his shoulder.

“...Joo Woosung, be honest with me.”

Startled, Joo Woosung flinched. He raised his gaze from the floor to find Seo Hoyun looking directly at him with jet-black eyes.

“How much garlic and mugwort did you eat?”

...Garlic?

Seo Hoyun held onto Joo Woosung, looking him up and down as he muttered.

“Wow, when did you become so human?”

“...Hu...man?”

“Back during Shining Star, you told me stuff like this happens all the time and that I shouldn't work too hard only to be disappointed. Wow... and now you're giving me advice to see it through to the end no matter what.”

“...M-Me? When did I ever say that?!”

“I guess you don't remember.”

Flustered, Joo Woosung slapped Seo Hoyun's hand away and tried to figure out this new trick.

However, one look at Seo Hoyun's face showed he was one hundred percent sincere.

“Your long speech was probably for nothing, but I'm perfectly fine, and I have absolutely no intention of giving up, not even if I die.”

“...Really?”

“After all I've done so far, I can't just throw everything away over such a trivial problem.”

Then what about all the weird things you've been doing?

Unable to easily believe the explanation, Joo Woosung narrowed his eyes. Just then, Seo Hoyun's phone vibrated again.

“Well... I appreciate the concern, though.”

Muttering that, Seo Hoyun checked the name on the screen. He smiled, pulling up one corner of his mouth as if a fun idea had just occurred to him. Then, he leaned close to Joo Woosung. Joo Woosung flinched, stiffened, and reflexively tried to back away as Seo Hoyun whispered slowly.

“Woosung-ah.”

He wore his usual confident expression, as if he had nothing to fear.

“Should I show you how I start a fire?”


Chapter 419

Less than thirty minutes remained until the broadcast filming, and the makeup and wardrobe staff moved busily.

Joo Woosung, however, was dazed. He was still thinking about what had just happened on the emergency staircase.

An arso... what?

He had blurted out his junior's name in response to the shocking confession of wanting to become an arsonist, but he hadn't even registered it.

As Joo Woosung stood speechless, Seo Hoyun found it amusing. He threw his head back with a hearty laugh and opened the emergency exit door. Joo Woosung quickly composed himself, grabbed Seo Hoyun's arm, and spoke.

“Wait! I'm not done talking!”

“What now?”

Seo Hoyun openly showed his annoyance, but Joo Woosung fired a rapid barrage of questions at him.

“I heard you've been out fishing? What the hell are you scheming? Is the comeback really happening?”

“From now on, I'm charging 100 million won per question. If you wanna ask, put up the money first.”

“......”

If he didn't want to answer, he could have just said so.

“Joo Woosung, stay still!”

Joo Woosung pouted as a fresh wave of irritation washed over him, earning a scolding from the makeup artist. She fixed his smudged makeup with a cotton swab and gave his hair one final check.

“The natural curls are the key point today, so I didn't use a lot of spray. Please be careful.”

“Yes, yes.”

Joo Woosung gave a half-hearted reply, left the waiting room, and went straight to the 'Woosung Broadcasting' studio. The set had ivory-colored brick walls plastered with various posters. In the middle of it all, a fully prepared Seo Hoyun had already arrived. He was talking with the assistant director while getting his microphone fitted.

That unpredictable bastard.

Joo Woosung cursed inwardly as he slowly walked over.

Just then, the assistant director spotted Joo Woosung. He waved him over and had him sit next to Seo Hoyun.

“Alright, I'll brief you on the order of events for 'Woosung Broadcasting'. First, you'll introduce yourselves, then we'll move on to the Q&A corner. After the live segment, we'll end with the movie promotion.”

“Promotion?”

“For the movie Seo Hoyun just filmed, 'A Dirty Trial'. The premiere is still a ways off, but the Management Team asked us to spread the word far and wide.”

They had not said a single word about this in the pre-meeting.

“And during the filming, we'd appreciate it if you could avoid mentioning The Dawn as much as possible.”

“What?”

Joo Woosung asked again in a slightly surprised tone. The assistant director gave an awkward smile.

“Uhm, the word came down from on high to refrain from mentioning group activities. It's also not quite appropriate for it to come up on a show hosted by you, Joo Woosung...”

Don't mention The Dawn?

In this industry, Seo Hoyun's essence was that of an idol, yet, they wanted him to do an interview while avoiding that very foundation. Was that even possible?

Seeing Joo Woosung's deeply furrowed brow, the assistant director let out an embarrassed cough.

“Ahem, anyway! Please keep these instructions in mind, and don't forget to talk about the movie at the end!”

Joo Woosung thought it was a completely useless exercise. Surprisingly, Seo Hoyun just nodded calmly.

“Yes, I understand.”

What's with this bastard?

The assistant director showed blatant relief and walked away to make the final preparations.

After watching him go, Joo Woosung leaned in and whispered to Seo Hoyun.

“Hey, are you gonna be okay with this?”

Seo Hoyun glanced at Joo Woosung and replied indifferently.

“I also accept bank transfers.”

Joo Woosung's face contorted. Seo Hoyun nonchalantly pushed past his shoulder and went to sit in his designated seat.

“Alright, we're starting the shoot~.”

At the staff member's call, Joo Woosung rubbed the back of his neck and sat on the one-person sofa next to Seo Hoyun. He confirmed the camera's red light was on, instantly composed his expression, and waved.

“Hello, everyone! This is Joo Woosung of 'Woosung Broadcasting'.”

After finishing his opening remarks, Joo Woosung looked at Seo Hoyun with a bright smile.

“Let's welcome today's guest. He's famous for being my best friend, isn't he? It's none other than Seo Hoyun.”

“Hello.”

The corners of Seo Hoyun's slightly upturned eyes crinkled into a smile. Small gasps of admiration escaped from the staff.

Joo Woosung knew that whenever the guy next to him acted like that, he clearly had an ulterior motive. He stared intently at Seo Hoyun.

“This is Seo Hoyun of The Dawn.”

Just as I expected.

Seo Hoyun grinned after causing trouble right from the start. Joo Woosung had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from bursting into laughter.

The studio atmosphere quickly tensed at the clear intention behind the introduction. Then, as if acting, Seo Hoyun put on an embarrassed expression, waved his hands dismissively, and casually asked.

“Ah, I'm sorry. May I do that one more time?”

The head PD standing behind the main camera gave an awkward nod. In response, Seo Hoyun maintained a consistently refreshing smile and spoke nonchalantly.

“Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun, the lead vocalist of the five-member male idol group, The Dawn.”

His face showed a resolute determination not to change his introduction.

It was a firm will to present himself not as actor Seo Hoyun, but as idol Seo Hoyun.

The staff seemed extremely tense, sensing that the first button had been fastened completely wrong. In contrast, Joo Woosung suppressed the laughter that kept trying to leak out and turned over his cue card.

“...Seo Hoyun of The Dawn, it feels like it's been a while. You seem very busy these days?”

“Could I be as busy as you, Senior Woosung, with your comeback?”

Seo Hoyun played along smoothly, as if unbothered by the heavy, sinking atmosphere.

“Speaking of which, did you know that a lot of people are curious about whether we're really close?”

“Oh, really?”

“That's why I've prepared this. It's time for a Q&A session with Seo Hoyun.”

As soon as the announcement for the first segment ended, a writer squatting in the front held up a sketchbook.

Please naturally reveal your usual friendship with Seo Hoyun

After checking the sentence, Joo Woosung smoothly shifted his gaze and began to read the prompt on the cue card.

“Hmm, are Seo Hoyun and Joo Woosung close friends...”

He then slowly dragged out the end of the sentence, lifted his head, and gave a casual nod.

“Well, I guess so.”

There was something else I really wanted to dig into more than this stuff.

As he took it upon himself to answer the question, Seo Hoyun's puzzled gaze pricked at his cheek.

“Thoughts on our first meeting. I felt like we were going to get disgustingly entangled from that moment on.”

“Ahaha.”

“A moment I felt disappointed in him? Every day, every minute, every second.”

Joo Woosung rattled off more answers to his own questions. 'Good things about being friends with Seo Hoyun? There are none.' 'Would you be friends in the next life? No, why should I waste my imagination on something like that?' He quickly brought the segment to a close.

Seo Hoyun, who had been simply smiling, stood up to perform a cover of Black Call's new song as planned.

“PD, wouldn't it look better if we moved the cover song to the ending?”

The PD was breaking out in a cold sweat at Joo Woosung's rampage. He briefly discussed it with the assistant director and then approved the change in exchange for extending the conversation segment a bit longer.

Joo Woosung had found a great opportunity to ask questions without hearing any absurd demands for money from Seo Hoyun. He smiled brightly.

“Well then, shall we dig a little deeper? Just like before, Seo Hoyun, you can just answer comfortably.”

“Ah, yes.”

Joo Woosung ignored all the unnecessary topics like hobbies and recent interests. He flipped through the cue cards, then placed them face down on his thigh and asked the question he had been wanting to press.

“Seo Hoyun, what have you been up to these days?”

“Ah, these days I'm working hard on filming 'A Dirty Trial'.”

Joo Woosung glanced at the staff. Their expressions had brightened slightly now that the desired topic had finally come up. He then paused for a moment. It was not an answer he particularly liked.

“Hmm, well... is acting fun?”

“It's new and difficult every time I take on a role, but many of my Seniors are taking good care of me, so I'm enjoying the work.”

The answer flowed out smoothly, as if memorized from a script. At that moment, Joo Woosung, who had been looking at Seo Hoyun with a benevolent facade, brought up an unexpected topic.

“Aah... is that so? It's kind of surprising to hear you say it's hard, Seo Hoyun. You usually never show it to others, even when you're exhausted.”

“Ah... I'm human too, of course I have hardships.”

Seo Hoyun gave a small, somewhat sheepish smile.

“To be honest, looking back on the past, there were times that were as difficult as they were enjoyable.”

Even though it was clearly an act, Joo Woosung was curious about what he would say next.

“It's a little embarrassing to confess this in front of the fans, but I used to wonder if what I was doing was right, if I was doing a good job... The future seemed uncertain, and I couldn't figure out which way to go. In fact, I'm still wandering. However, in those moments, thanks to the company staff who willingly reached out to me first, and many other grateful people, I'm trying to pull myself together and do my best.”

The slightly stiff expressions on the staff members' faces softened, and their eyes widened. They all looked moved.

“Of course, among the people I'm most grateful for, I can't leave out Woosung-hyung, who is right here beside me.”

Joo Woosung was the only one in the room who was disgusted. A shiver ran down his spine.

“Thanks, hyung.”

That was 100% calculated flattery for the cameras.

While Joo Woosung forced down the rising nausea, Seo Hoyun continued to speak.

“I can't announce everything on this broadcast, but I'm working really hard and preparing a variety of content. I ask for your continued interest and anticipation.”

“Content?”

“Haha, yes. It's the result of really running around on my own two feet.”

A variety of content'.

Joo Woosung, who had slightly raised an eyebrow, soon let out a small, helpless laugh as if he had realized something. He moved to wrap up the shoot.

“Well then, Seo Hoyun. Do you have any last words for the viewers of 'Woosung Broadcasting'?”

Please, please talk about the movie.

It felt like the staff's sharp glares were even reaching him.

“Well... it feels a bit too obvious, so it's a little embarrassing, but I came here to promote this, so I should be shameless about it, right?”

Seo Hoyun scratched his cheek as if a little shy and gave a small smile.

“To all the loyal viewers of Woosung Broadcasting...”

He then reached out his hand, drew a heart in the air, and delivered his message.

“Please give lots of love to The Dawn's upcoming comeback!”

.

.

.

Around the time Seo Hoyun acted like a clueless fool and flashed shy smiles on Joo Woosung's YouTube broadcast, Lee Jihyeon of the Planning Team was trudging slowly to work.

This damn company.

Lately, Lee Jihyeon had been feeling a sense of powerlessness similar to when she was part of the Daepaseong Entertainment planning team. All the plans she had recently proposed had been strangely shot down, and The Dawn's activities had been temporarily suspended.

Thus, unlike last year when she was too busy to even breathe, this year was incredibly quiet even as they entered the second quarter.

She had even gotten a vacation during this lull and considered taking a trip abroad, but an unshakeable feeling of unease made Lee Jihyeon return to the company earlier than planned.

This dog-eat-dog entertainment world. Crappy bosses. Fucking office politics.

Still, Lee Jihyeon judged that it was not as bad as her time at Daepaseong. Deciding it was better to do something than waste time, she psyched herself up and threw open the door to the Planning Team office.

“Yes, yes!! I'm listening. A casting offer?”

“Ah, but The Dawn's schedule is completely full right now...”

“You say you heard from Seo Hoyun? Of course, we have to try and coordinate it!”

Lee Jihyeon blinked. Thinking she had come to the wrong office, she stepped back out, then realized she was in the right place and grabbed the doorknob again.

“So, the schedule isn't confirmed yet... I'll check and call you back.”

“What?! A solo appearance?”

From her superiors to her peers and juniors, everyone clutched a phone, running around as if their feet were on fire.

“...Wha-what is this?”

Is this an office on Wall Street, something I've only seen in movies, or is this WH Entertainment's office? Weren't we on the verge of collapse because we couldn't get any casting offers?

Her jaw hung open. The dazed Lee Jihyeon could not even muster the courage to ask her busy colleagues what was going on. She carefully made her way to her desk and hurriedly turned on her computer.

After typing in the password 'dkdhTlqkf' and opening her inbox, she found dozens of unread emails waiting for her. The majority of the subject lines were prefixed with the word 'Casting'.

'This is PD Kang Iltae from TBS Broadcasting. Thank you for your help the other day...'

'Hello, this is KTN Broadcasting. We would like to request a pre-meeting regarding a solo variety show for The Dawn, including Seo Hoyun...'

The three-syllable name present in every single document was Seo Hoyun.

Lee Jihyeon stared blankly at his name before quietly closing the internet window.

“......”

Ignoring the phones that were ringing off the hook, she sank deep into her chair, leaned her head back, and stared up at the office ceiling.

“Crazy Seo...”

What in the world have you done?
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[PD Jeong-nim: It's not confirmed, so don't get your hopes up.]

I was casually writing a reply to the text when I heard approaching footsteps and lifted my head.

“Seo Hoyun, you worked hard today.”

A staff member stood there, their face etched with worry.

“Ah, yes. Thank you.”

I gave them a bright smile, then finished and sent the message before leaving the studio.

Joo Woosung had already been gone for a while. He was the first to disappear, humming a tune as soon as the broadcast ended.

I pressed the elevator button and crossed my arms, blankly organizing my thoughts. I sensed a presence next to me and turned. Lee Jihyeon stood there stiffly, her expression awkward.

“Ahem, hem.”

She let out a few awkward coughs and checked left and right before cautiously speaking.

“Do you have a moment right now?”

“......”

“Well... how should I start this story...”

Lee Jihyeon trailed off, stroking her cheek as she chose her words.

“Uhm... our office is in an uproar right now, because of casting requests.”

“......”

“Every single one of the emails had Seo Hoyun's name at the top. So I was wondering if... you were directly involved in this situation...”

Though she asked indirectly, Lee Jihyeon was asking if I had gone out and done the sales pitch myself.

After the February concert tour ended, I occasionally took personal schedules, but my calendar was practically empty. The situation wouldn't change if I just waited.

In the end, I decided to make a move myself. I started by targeting the most prominent PDs.

Even if they belonged to different broadcasting stations, everyone in this industry knew each other after one or two connections. The PDs' patterns of movement were also predictable. They were stuck orbiting the editing room.

I started by loitering where my target PDs frequently appeared, then feigned a chance encounter. I would naturally bring up topics of interest I had researched beforehand to build rapport and smoothly arrange a future meeting.

It wasn't that difficult up to that point.

[Hey! Hoyun-ah, wanna come to the sea?]

The only problem I realized too late was that most of the PDs' hobbies were outdoors.

A phone call would ring like a thunderbolt, summoning me outside just when I found a spare moment to shut my eyes after frantically following a movie shoot all day and chasing revised choreography drafts with clenched teeth. It was as if they knew.

Even while clicking my tongue in annoyance, I had to snatch my keys without delay. I drove my car, filled with hiking gear, fishing rods, and camping equipment, to the address I was given.

“Oh, welcome~!”

“Wow, you came again today? Seo Hoyun, I really didn't think you'd last this long.”

When I casually approached and sat beside them, the PDs would tease me while chain-smoking, using me as a topic of conversation.

It would have been surprising even for an unknown, but for a well-known idol to show up day after day with such a thick skin and chat them up, they seemed to find it both amusing and intriguing.

“I've never seen anyone who knows this industry as well as you. Come on our show sometime.”

Thanks to that, a few of the PDs slipped me their business cards.

Ding.

The elevator arrived and the doors opened. I stepped forward and gave the suspicious-looking Lee Jihyeon a bright smile.

“Well, who knows?”

“......”

“Maybe they just appreciated my usual activities?”

Lee Jihyeon's brow furrowed as she hurried to follow me. The wrinkles themselves seemed to spell out, As if that would ever happen.

“...Riiight, well, let's say that's how it happened. Looking at the details, none of them are confirmed, they're all preliminary meetings... The Management Team isn't very positive about the offers.”

She let out a small sigh, unable to hide her troubled expression.

“I'm not sure why they're trying to turn down the appearances, but the company atmosphere has been so chaotic lately...”

“Lee Jihyeon.”

I cut Lee Jihyeon off as I pressed the button for the practice room floor.

“Aren't you busy?”

“...Pardon?”

“Is it okay for you to be here like this? You said the office was in an uproar. I know what you're worried about, but go back and take care of your own business, Lee Jihyeon.”

Lee Jihyeon blinked a few times, then scratched the back of her head. She had probably approached me out of frustration, hoping for even a little information.

“Don't tell me you've just been playing around for the past few months?”

“I have a mountain of proposals I've left to gather dust in my shared drive...”

“Then you must be pressed for time just polishing them up.”

“Pardon?”

The elevator stopped along with Lee Jihyeon's bewildered question. I stepped out and looked back at her.

“You can't just throw them away because you missed the right timing to release them, can you?”

The doors slid shut, swallowing Lee Jihyeon, who nodded slowly with a dazed expression, as if she understood. I walked lightly toward the practice room.

The moment I grabbed the black doorknob to pull it open, a sudden, booming voice echoed with loud, clattering footsteps.

“Hyu—uuuung!!!”

I twisted my upper body slightly, dodging him.

Jeong Dajun missed his step and tumbled, rolling three times down the hallway. He instantly braced his fall with the side of his right hand, his arm supporting him as he rolled.

By the time Jeong Dajun stood up, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon, who had been following leisurely, started applauding.

“Wow, people who've done judo are really different.”

“Dajun-ah, that was a perfect forward rolling breakfall!”

Jeong Dajun ignored his hyungs' praise and charged at me again.

“Hoyun-hyung! Why didn't you answer your phone?! Do you know how many times I ran up and down the emergency stairs looking for you?!”

“You are aware... that a thing called an elevator has been invented, right?”

“It was too slow to wait for... don't change the subject!”

The maknae was always full of energy, but today he was even more boisterous with excitement.

My ears rang from him shouting right next to me. As I pressed a finger to my ear, Jeong Dajun clung to me again and shook me back and forth.

“Hyung, hyung, hyung! Hoyun-hyung!”

“Hyung's not deaf yet.”

“Did you hear the news?! They said we got a schedule! They said the phones are ringing off the hook right now!!”

“It's not confirmed yet.”

“Whether it's confirmed or not...”

Jeong Dajun, who had been spouting off, suddenly clamped his mouth shut. He pulled away from me and frowned.

“...Wait a minute... What is this nagging feeling? Why is Hoyun-hyung so calm, like he already knows everything?”

“Isn't it because Seo Hoyun went out and did the legwork himself?”

At Kim Seonghyeon's guess, Jeong Dajun's head tilted.

“Huh? Huuuh?! No way... what you said about fishing before...?”

That 'no way' is probably right.

Gradually, Jeong Dajun's eyes widened, and his cheeks flushed red.

A loud yell soon erupted.

“You hyungs kneeeew?!!!”

“No, well... Seo Hoyun is crazy about efficiency. It's obvious just from seeing him wander around outside.”

“I sometimes went with Hoyun.”

Following Kim Seonghyeon, who explained nonchalantly while scratching his cheek, Seong Jiwon added sheepishly. Jeong Dajun's lips pouted sullenly. Kim Seonghyeon slung an arm around the maknae's shoulder to appease him.

“We didn't know what results he'd bring. Seo Hoyun, you're really something. Wasn't it tough?”

“It was tough.”

The PDs chain-smoked constantly, turning the place into a smoke-filled den. It was incredibly difficult to suppress the urge to smoke.

Kim Seonghyeon was at a loss for words at my compliant answer. In the silence, Jeong Dajun grumbled again in a sulky tone.

“...Why didn't you tell me? I was so anxious!”

“......”

“T-That's...”

The kid who had been retorting so boldly instantly shrank back.

“It's just that, hyung...”

I clicked my tongue softly at Jeong Dajun, who avoided my gaze and mumbled.

I had kept my mouth shut because I thought there was no need to make the members worry, but it seemed that had only made Jeong Dajun more anxious.

“Aah~.”

I pressed Jeong Dajun's cheeks with one hand and said in a playful, teasing tone.

“Maknae, were you worried about your hyung?”

“Worried!”

Jeong Dajun shouted, shaking off my hand, then paused for a moment.

“...Of course I was!!”

Jeong Dajun shot back a beat later, his eyes glaring sharply.

“Why am I getting so worked up... Ugh, whatever. I'm a man who knows how to be cool about things that are in the past.”

“Is that so?”

“However, Ichae-hyung...”

Just as he was about to start chattering again, Seong Jiwon clapped his hands with a loud CLAP!

“Aah, look at the time! We have to go practice.”

“What? What??”

“Did you know? Dajun is working really hard, but there are still thirty-two things he needs to fix?”

“That's not what's important right now?! I still have a ton of things to ask Hoyun-hyung...”

“Uh-huh, later. Let's talk after we perfect our choreography.”

“Hyung! Hyuuung!”

I tore my gaze from the maknae being dragged away by Seong Jiwon and looked at Kim Seonghyeon. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been assessing the situation, stopped awkwardly when our eyes met.

“...Are you coming in to practice with us?”

“......”

“Then did you just come to give us the news? You must be busy, so you don't have to worry about us. As you can see, we're doing fine.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. Seong Jiwon is even planning a dedicated practice curriculum for you so you can adapt quickly when you come back.”

I feel like that's something he really doesn't need to do.

Perhaps my feelings showed on my face, because Kim Seonghyeon pulled a chocolate bar from his pants pocket and offered it to me as if to console me.

“You're going to have a hard time when you come to the practice room later.”

After flashing a grin so wide his dimples showed, Kim Seonghyeon turned to leave. I quickly lifted my right foot to block his path and tilted my chin.

“I came to see you.”

At first, Kim Seonghyeon pointed at himself with a puzzled look, but his expression instantly turned suspicious. He narrowed his eyes and cautiously stepped back.

“Ah... right. You've seen me, so that's enough, right? I'm leaving.”

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

Why is our leader's intuition so good?

“...What.”

“Seonghyeon-ah.”

“Ah, damn it, what.”

I put on my most gentle and kind smile and nonchalantly opened my mouth.

“Hyung has a favor to ask.”

In an instant, Kim Seonghyeon's face crumpled.
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He hadn't felt this nauseous since their debut showcase.

“Seonghyeon-ah, here's your pass.”

Why is my throat so dry today?

Kim Seonghyeon tried to hide the burning in his stomach as he took the broadcasting station pass from Seong Jiwon. His tension mounted as they walked down the hallway, passing people with employee cards around their necks.

Kim Seonghyeon sighed quietly, recalling his meeting with Seo Hoyun a few days ago.


“A favor?”

“Yeah.”

Seo Hoyun had sent Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon to the practice room first. Now alone with Kim Seonghyeon, Seo Hoyun said he had a request and abruptly mentioned a program's name.

“Kim Seonghyeon, you know we got an offer for a pre-meeting with Song Camp, right?”

Song Camp.

It was a show where various composers and artists appeared to create a new song within a given time.

The show had already produced two popular seasons, so there was no way he didn't know about it.

When the show first aired as a pilot, most people dismissed it as just another survival variety program and predicted it would fail quickly.

However, Song Camp's ratings soared day by day, as if to mock those judgments.

“...Yeah, but why bring that up all of a sudden?”

“I have something on that day, so I think I'll be a bit late.”

Seo Hoyun met his gaze.

“The PD of Song Camp might leave the meeting before I can get there.”

He blinked once and smiled ominously.

“So, you have to stop him.”

“...What?”

“Make sure the PD stays until I arrive safely. I need you to hold him there, no matter what.”

The firm request flustered him, but Seo Hoyun calmly added another word, seemingly assuming he would naturally accept.

“Kim Seonghyeon, you'll help me, right?”

Whether by grabbing his pant leg or by begging and pleading.

His eyes, curved as if he found it amusing, conveyed as much.

How on earth... am I supposed to do that?

The words rose to the tip of his tongue, but Kim Seonghyeon forced them down.

He also knew, subconsciously, that the company was trying to push The Dawn into the background.

In a situation like this, a member had struggled to create this opportunity. As the leader, he should cling to it, even without being asked.

Even if it meant literally grabbing the man's pant leg.

Taking a deep breath, Kim Seonghyeon steeled his resolve and followed the Road Manager into the conference room.

“Ah, you're here. It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Jeong Junhwan, the main PD of Song Camp.”

“Ah, hello!”

A man with a friendly appearance stood from his chair and introduced himself as PD Jeong Junhwan. The lead writer and assistant director greeted them next. Kim Seonghyeon shook hands after the Road Manager and sat across from PD Jeong Junhwan.

“Come to think of it, a few of The Dawn's members aren't here.”

“Um, I'm sorry. Seo Hoyun will be a little late due to a personal schedule.”

“Oh, is that so? What about Kang Ichae?”

When he hesitated, the Road Manager beside him took over.

“Unfortunately, Kang Ichae is unable to attend today due to a previously scheduled engagement. We would appreciate your understanding.”

“Hmm, I see...”

PD Jeong Junhwan tilted his head slightly, then put on a strange smile.

“That's a real shame.”

Looking at that face, Kim Seonghyeon felt a chill.

The pre-meeting seemed to be going smoothly, and PD Jeong Junhwan's tone was consistently gentle, but for some reason, the back of his neck prickled with unease.

While mentally calculating Seo Hoyun's arrival time, Kim Seonghyeon spoke as calmly as possible.

“I've watched every episode of the past seasons, so it's a real honor to be involved in the pre-meeting for Song Camp Season 3 as a potential participant.”

“Haha, thank you for saying so. Then you must be familiar with the format?”

When PD Jeong Junhwan gestured, the assistant director gathered the scattered proposals on the table and distributed them to Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Jeong Dajun, and the Road Manager.

“Well, I'm sure you're familiar with our methods. Not much has changed. Once the cast gathers and teams are formed, they'll have to create a demo-level song within a set time according to the given mission. Ah, if The Dawn signs a contract, you'll probably be assigned to the same team.”

PD Jeong Junhwan flawlessly explained the program's planning intent, composition, and overall editing direction. He also gave detailed answers to the barrage of questions from the members and the Road Manager.

“...So, PD, when do you think our casting will be confirmed?”

“......”

PD Jeong Junhwan, who had been taking notes, suddenly stopped his pen and stroked his chin.

“Before that, there's one thing I'd like to check first.”

“Ah, yes.”

“I was called in by the department director today, and I heard a strange rumor there.”

In that instant, the warning Seo Hoyun had added at the end of their conversation flashed through his mind.

Ah... but, it might be better to be a little careful with PD Jeong Junhwan.

“I heard your member Kang Ichae went to America and you haven't heard from him much,” PD Jeong Junhwan said. “And that WH Entertainment is even preparing a new group.”

The guy is ambitious and his skills aren't bad... but he has a bit of a nasty personality.

“Well, I still tried to persuade them, saying I'd get some amazing, fun scenes out of it.”

He's always trying to test people.

“But I can't just take on a risk blindly, can I? So there are a few things I need to clear up.”

Perhaps because Seo Hoyun had tipped him off, he accepted the situation more calmly than he expected. Kim Seonghyeon mulled over PD Jeong Junhwan's words and waited for what would follow.

“First of all, are you certain that Kang Ichae will be joining?”

PD Jeong Junhwan's eyes curved into a smile as he stared sharply at the members.

The Road Manager, as if he had predicted the question, quickly responded.

“Regarding that, we need to confirm internally, so we'll get back to you later...”

“......”

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been quiet, cut off the Road Manager.

PD Jeong Junhwan's fierce gaze shifted to Kim Seonghyeon. Kim Seonghyeon met it head-on without looking away.

“...First, regarding the new group, that's an area being handled cautiously within the company, so it's a bit difficult for us to discuss.”

“Ah, yes.”

It wasn't the answer he wanted, judging by PD Jeong Junhwan's unenthusiastic reply.

Swallowing lightly, Kim Seonghyeon parted his lips again.

“However, I can speak with certainty about our member, Kang Ichae.”

A few months ago, he had personally seen Kang Ichae off at the airport when he left for America.

When he had set aside his complicated feelings and nonchalantly said his goodbyes, Kang Ichae, who had only offered a faint smile, had taken a palm-sized external hard drive from his bag and handed it to him.

“Because we've spent the last few years staying up all night together for a single goal, I dare say I know Kang Ichae well.”

For several days, he had left it untouched, simply afraid of what was inside.

When he finally mustered the courage to check it, he found the external hard drive filled with music of various beats.

“He may seem a bit like a selfish kid on the outside, but he has always unfailingly prioritized the fans, the stage, and only The Dawn. That hasn't changed even now.”

Kim Seonghyeon couldn't forget the emotion he felt in front of the dim blue light leaking from the monitor that day, and he was certain.

There's no way a guy who made such affectionate songs for The Dawn would leave.

“Kang Ichae will definitely come back.”

He finished his thought aloud.

“So, I wanted to say... you probably don't have to worry about him not being able to join Song Camp.”

Realizing anew that everyone in the conference room was looking at him, he mumbled, his voice trailing off.

Despite his heartfelt appeal, it seemed insufficient to move PD Jeong Junhwan. He remained silent, tapping the table with his pen, then shot to his feet when his phone vibrated.

“...Uh, just a moment.”

After glancing at the screen, PD Jeong Junhwan muttered that it was a work call he had to take and escaped the conference room before anyone could stop him. The assistant director and the main writer, assessing the situation, also followed him out as if fleeing.

Damn it!

The thought that it might be another cast member being weighed against The Dawn flashed through his mind. Kim Seonghyeon shot up, banging his knee on the table leg. There was no time to feel the pain.

He quickly darted into the hallway, but PD Jeong's shadow was already gone.

Kim Seonghyeon scratched his head roughly, messing up his hair, and leaned his forehead against the wall with a pained groan.

“Argh...”

How could things go this wrong?

As he gloomily lifted his head, wondering how he could face Seo Hoyun, he saw Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun had followed him out. They looked at him with pleased expressions.

“Seonghyeon-hyung...!”

“...What is it.”

He responded curtly out of embarrassment, but Jeong Dajun didn't seem to mind. He clung to Kim Seonghyeon with teary eyes.

“Hyung, you're just... a shining light...”

“Yeah. For a moment there, I was a little jealous of Ichae,” Seong Jiwon added.

“......”

“Seonghyeon-ah, I'll do better so I can hear you say something like that about me someday too!” Jeong Dajun shouted, vowing that he would never leave The Dawn.

Kim Seonghyeon held back a sigh.

If Kang Ichae had actually heard my words, he wouldn't have been moved. He would have been too busy teasing me.

“Alright, alright. I'll treat The Dawn's hero to a drink!”

When the reaction was flatter than usual, Jeong Dajun tried to lighten the mood. He pulled a crumpled five-thousand-won bill from his pocket and walked to a nearby vending machine. The uncooperative slot repeatedly spat the money back out.

“It's fine, don't worr...”

“Just a second! I'll go get change from the Manager-nim!!”

Jeong Dajun dashed off.

Kim Seonghyeon lowered the hand he had raised to stop him and let out another short breath. He tried to shake off the negative thoughts, but the worst-case scenarios kept circling in his mind.

When will the late Seo Hoyun arrive?

What on earth is Kang Ichae doing?

Has the agency really abandoned us?

Just as he let out another deep breath, a mechanical sound rang out.

WHIRR...

It was the sound of the vending machine swallowing the bill.

Seong Jiwon tilted his head slightly toward him and asked brightly, “Seonghyeon-ah, what do you want to drink?”
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A long, white finger unconsciously pressed a button on the vending machine.

CLUNK.

Seong Jiwon retrieved the can that dropped and held it out.

“Why are you so restless? You were talking so coolly just a moment ago.”

“...Is it that obvious? That I'm getting impatient...”

“A little?”

If that's the case, he must have seemed even less trustworthy to PD Jeong Junhwan.

As he sighed repeatedly, Seong Jiwon inserted a few more bills and added calmly, “Is it because of what the PD said earlier? Are you worried we won't be able to appear on Song Camp?”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated for a moment. He called out to Seong Jiwon, who was opening his citron tea and taking a sip.

“Seong Jiwon.”

“......”

“You... aren't you anxious?”

“Nope.”

The clear answer came without a moment's hesitation. Kim Seonghyeon couldn't say another word and clamped his mouth shut.

“I'm actually looking forward to it,” Seong Jiwon said. “We practiced hard while preparing the album, so I want to show our fans who've been waiting for us as soon as possible.”

“......”

“We're doing fine, Seonghyeon-ah.”

Seeing Seong Jiwon act so calmly, Kim Seonghyeon rubbed the back of his neck.

Perhaps because he was a trainee for so long, Seong Jiwon sometimes shows a composure far greater than my own.

He found comfort in their short conversation and was chugging his sports drink when an unfamiliar voice suddenly came from behind.

“Well, well, look who it is.”

A man who looked familiar yet strange smiled at him.

Seong Jiwon seemed to recognize the man at once and bowed his upper body.

“But why are there only two of you?”

Kim Seonghyeon, however, couldn't figure out who it was and just blinked.

Then, an old memory suddenly flashed through his mind.

“...Ah.”

It's Two Pose.

The composer who caused a controversy with a song composed by Kang Ichae.

“Where are the other members...”

“Hyungs! Seonghyeon-hyung, Jiwon-hyuuung~!!”

Just then, Jeong Dajun returned, shouting that he couldn't find the Manager-nim. With a chocolate bar in his mouth, he spotted Two Pose and his eyes widened.

“Ooh!!”

Jeong Dajun bowed deeply to Two Pose, who was looking him up and down with a lowered gaze.

“Hello!”

Then Jeong Dajun asked with a bright smile, “Um, excuse me, but do you happen to have a thousand won?”

“Yes, a thou... what?”

“Well, I want to get a drink from the vending machine, but I don't have any cash. I have a meeting in a bit, but I'll pay you back right after it's over! What floor do you work on?”

...The maknae's actions are often a carbon copy of Seo Hoyun's.

The milk was already spilt. Trying to salvage the situation, he pulled Jeong Dajun back by the scruff of his neck and whispered so only Jeong Dajun could hear.

“He's not a staff member, he's a composer.”

“Huh? Who?”

Perhaps slightly annoyed by their whispering, Two Pose's eyes narrowed even more sharply.

“Ha, haha... Are you so desperate you need to borrow a thousand won? Sorry, but I only carry checks.”

Jeong Dajun was about to mutter, 'What am I supposed to do with a check?', but Kim Seonghyeon quickly covered his mouth and offered a greeting with an awkward smile.

“Hello. What brings you here...”

“I'm here for a pre-meeting for Song Camp.”

“Ye-yes??”

“Wow, but I didn't expect to run into The Dawn here. I heard your situation isn't so great, so I thought it might be hard to see you guys from now on.”

Despite the man's taunts, Kim Seonghyeon's heart didn't pound much.

——Seo Hoyun always used to say something. A celebrity getting picked on for trivial things is proof that they have some recognition, so instead of feeling bad, just accept the situation as it is and enjoy it.

He'd hated hearing it every time, but why did it now strike him in the heart like a famous quote?

“Well, don't be too discouraged,” Two Pose said. “If it's truly good music, it won't be forgotten even as time passes.”

“...Yeees.”

“Originally, artists are supposed to compete with their ears, with their musicality, not their eyes.”

“Yeees.”

Remembering Seo Hoyun again, Kim Seonghyeon couldn't register whatever the person in front of him was blabbering about. Seong Jiwon seemed more focused on his citron tea. Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled at the coin Seong Jiwon had given him, busy contemplating which drink to get.

At that, Two Pose scowled, displeased. Then, he suddenly pulled the corners of his mouth into a wide grin.

“But, what's the reason Kang Ichae isn't returning to the country?”

Everyone's gaze turned to Two Pose.

“No, I was just worried something might have happened. For the star-studded Kang Ichae not to be here. Is he burdened by the idea of appearing on a variety show and composing in real-time... or has that amazing touch of his faded?”

“......”

“As a senior, I'm a little concerned.”

This isn't worth listening to anymore.

He was just about to end the conversation and head back to the meeting room.

“Ichae really is overflowing with star quality,” Seong Jiwon's voice suddenly cut in from the side. “Enough for someone who was involved with him a long time ago to still be looking up his current status.”

Seong Jiwon added, his eyes curving like an angel's as he spoke softly, “Though I consider his diligence to be an even greater strength.”

“You probably already know better than I do that our Ichae is an amazing kid and is more than qualified to appear on Song Camp.”

Before the flushed-faced Two Pose could react, Seong Jiwon spoke again.

“Hmm, I understand why you're concerned. Once you hear one of Ichae's songs, it's not easily forgotten and you just keep humming it.”

“...Are you being sarcastic, implying I plagiarized?”

“Pardon?”

Seong Jiwon looked surprised, as if he'd received an unexpected question. He fell silent for a moment before giving an awkward smile.

“Not really, that wasn't my intention... but I guess that's how you felt.”

An apology like 'I'm sorry if you were offended' did not follow. Seong Jiwon might be gentle, but he wasn't the type to make empty remarks.

Kim Seonghyeon briefly wondered if he needed to do some damage control, but he gave up after seeing the unfazed maknae.

...Seong Jiwon can probably handle this on his own.

He himself was preoccupied with handling the Song Camp issue.

Just as he was about to get lost in thought again about what points to appeal to PD Jeong Junhwan, a small vibration came from his pants pocket.

He reached in, pulled out his phone, and saw Seo Hoyun's name on the screen.

[Seo Hoyun:

https://Moonnews.co.kr/2chaE_reAd?/4215791]

What's this?

He felt a little anxious, but assuming it must mean something, he pressed the link with his thumb. The headline that filled his vision made him flinch, his shoulders tensing in surprise.

“Seonghyeon!”

At that moment, an excited PD Jeong Junhwan appeared at the end of the hallway, shouting. The usually calm and cool-headed man was completely worked up, running towards him.

Two Pose, who had also spotted PD Jeong Junhwan, quickly composed his expression and bowed deeply.

“Oh, PD! Hello! I'm Two Pose. About this Song Camp...”

“Just a moment! Let's talk later, later!”

PD Jeong Junhwan ran right past Two Pose and stopped in front of Kim Seonghyeon. His face flushed red. He caught his breath for a long moment before shoving his own phone screen at Kim Seonghyeon.

“This... cough, th-this article! Is it real?!”

It was the same article Seo Hoyun had sent a moment ago.

Even more, below the title was a huge photo of Kang Ichae making a V-sign in front of an electronic piano.

【[Exclusive] The Dawn's Kang Ichae, Collaboration with Billboard #1 Band 'Nerdy Freak'

...—Attention is being drawn to the possibility that The Dawn's Kang Ichae has collaborated with the American band Nerdy Freak.

Nerdy Freak's guitarist attached a comment to a photo of Kang Ichae on his personal Stargram, saying, 'Today, I am finally liberated from his damn perfectionism. The desire to scream at him to get the hell back to Korea coexists with the desire to beg him not to leave and just make more songs for me.'

Nerdy Freak is considered one of the most successful American bands to debut since 20XX. With overwhelming album sales and record-breaking streaming numbers, Nerdy Freak boasts five Gramophone Awards wins.

Meanwhile, WH Entertainment has been reserved regarding Kang Ichae's collaboration, stating, "We are in the process of confirming the specific date and details of the collaboration"...】

“D-Did Kang Ichae pa-pa-pa-participate in Nerdy Freak's s-s-s-song production?!”

“Uh, well...”

He couldn't answer that he didn't know the details himself.

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated, then gave a small nod.

“...He did go to America.”

“Really?!”

He had vaguely known that a collaboration with a famous artist was behind Kang Ichae's departure to America, talking about the 'American Dream'.

However, he didn't know exactly who it was. Since Kang Ichae had been out of contact ever since, Kim Seonghyeon had been speculating that things hadn't worked out for him.

But, it was Nerdy Freak?

Isn't that the rock band I've been listening to since I was in middle school?

Standing before Kim Seonghyeon, who had suddenly been forced to share news about his member with the rest of the world, PD Jeong Junhwan stomped his feet impatiently.

“Oh my god, oh my god! I must interview Kang Ichae... no, no. First, let's finish organizing the contract!!”

At this rate, it felt like he would be forced to stamp his own seal on the contract in place of the absent Kang Ichae.

As he cautiously backed away, searching for a way to handle the situation, a familiar, deep voice was suddenly heard.

“......”

Shifting his gaze, he saw Seo Hoyun, whose dark circles reached all the way down to his chin.

The first thing Kim Seonghyeon felt was relief.

Whether Seo Hoyun knew how he felt or not, Seo Hoyun simply glanced at him before taking a step.

“I'm sorry for being late. The plane was delayed.”

“A plane?”

At PD Jeong Junhwan's question, Seo Hoyun turned around and beckoned with his right hand.

At that, a man wearing a light white t-shirt and ripped jeans popped out from around the corner.

At the same time, the maknae's lips parted wide.

“Ooh...”

The man's rough hair stuck out wildly, as if it hadn't been managed for quite a while. He approached with a swaggering walk, wearing sunglasses.

He rolled the candy in his mouth and said, “......”

Seo Hoyun nudged him in the side and raised an eyebrow. The man, who had been scratching his temple, took his hand out of his pocket, bit down on the candy, and swallowed it.

“Ka-Kang...”

“So, how has everyone be~en doing?”

Taking off his sunglasses, Kang Ichae scanned the people lined up one by one. He grinned when he saw Kim Seonghyeon, who was too stunned to make a sound.

“I'm a little late, aren't I.”

At that familiar, mischievous gaze, Kim Seonghyeon felt a surge of emotion, a rush of gladness.

“Did you miss Ichae a lot?”

The prodigal son who ran away from home had returned.
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However, that feeling of being overwhelmed did not last long. For some reason, the sight of Kang Ichae's nonchalant grin started to get on his nerves.

Seong Jiwon smiled brightly, but Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun glared at the suddenly-appeared Kang Ichae. If this were not a broadcasting station, they probably would have jumped him and demanded an explanation several times over.

As Kang Ichae blinked at his members' sudden shift in expression, Seo Hoyun grabbed him and pulled him toward PD Jeong Junhwan.

"I'm so sorry we're late. Would you happen to have a moment to talk right now?"

"Ah, of course, of course!"

"—PD!"

Just as PD Jeong Junhwan readily consented, Two Pose shrieked.

"You were supposed to discuss Song Camp with me today. Our appointment is about to start."

"Ah... right, that's true..."

After checking his watch, PD Jeong Junhwan glanced repeatedly at Kang Ichae before huffing loudly.

"I'm terribly sorry, but I'll contact you again. It doesn't seem possible right now."

"P-PD!"

"Sorry, I'm really sorry."

Ignoring Two Pose, whose entire body turned red with shame, PD Jeong Junhwan pushed Kang Ichae, Seo Hoyun, and the other members of The Dawn back toward the meeting room. The Road Manager, who waited for the members inside, must have already heard the news. His face was deathly pale as he clutched a phone.

PD Jeong Junhwan, who had a contract ready as if he had prepared it in advance, cautiously pushed it toward Kang Ichae and asked a question.

"Kang Ichae, is that article really true? That you collaborated with Nerdy Freak..."

"Ah, yes, well..."

"Nerdy Freak posted on social media with a nuance that suggested they wanted you to make 'more' songs... Does that mean... you participated in the composition with Nerdy Freak, Kang Ichae?"

Kang Ichae stared blankly at PD Jeong Junhwan for a moment, then slightly raised the corners of his lips and nodded.

With that one simple gesture, Kim Seonghyeon felt the anxiety that had been piling up melt away.

"When, when is it coming out?"

"Hmm, it's difficult to give you an exact date since we haven't finished coordinating with their management yet. It seems like one track will be pre-released as a sample through Nerdy Freak's social media, but as for the other songs, well..."

"Other songs?!"

PD Jeong Junhwan's eyes widened as if he could not believe it.

"Are you saying this collaboration isn't a one-time thing?"

"Ah... umm..."

Looking like he had misspoken, Kang Ichae quickly plastered on an awkward smile.

"Please forget what I just said. I didn't even feature on the other songs, so it's a bit... for me to talk about them recklessly here."

For someone saying that, aren't you already spouting a suspicious amount of information?

Kang Ichae was featured in Nerdy Freak's new music, and the collaboration might even continue on their next album.

Seeing PD Jeong Junhwan stare blankly as if possessed by a ghost, Kim Seonghyeon swallowed a hollow laugh.

"Haha, ha. All of this is so sudden that I can't tell if I'm dreaming or awake. Hoo... By any chance, Kang Ichae, do you have the track you worked on with Nerdy Freak?"

Just then, he saw Seo Hoyun's leg move. Under the table, Seo Hoyun lightly kicked Kang Ichae's shin. At the same time, Kang Ichae slowly pulled out his phone and muttered slyly.

"Ah~, I have it, but... it's a secret, so I'm not really supposed to do this..."

"Just a little! If you could just let us hear a little! Just enough to confirm!"

"Well then, just a peek at the highlight?"

Everyone's attention fixed on Kang Ichae.

Enjoying the situation, Kang Ichae slowly observed his surroundings before placing his phone on the table and tapping the screen. A clear piano melody began to fill the meeting room from the speaker.

【...Though the storm rages, I tap my feet to the radio】

Soon, the powerful and unique voice of Nerdy Freak's vocalist, David, flowed out.

【I know how to dance even in the thunder...】

Anyone who heard this would have to recognize it as an unreleased new song by Nerdy Freak.

As soon as the short few bars passed, Kang Ichae decisively cut the music.

"I'm sorry. I can't let you hear any more than this."

With a face full of lingering regret, PD Jeong Junhwan threw a probing question at Kang Ichae.

"...Ahem, hem, I'm so curious how you and Nerdy Freak got connected, Kang Ichae. Did they contact you through the company to collaborate?"

"Ah, not exactly. It just sort of happened personally..."

Kang Ichae, who had spoken that far, glanced at Seo Hoyun and immediately waved his hands dismissively.

"Gosh, I got too excited talking with you, PD. I shouldn't be mentioning this much. It's still confidential."

"Ahaha... My lips are sealed."

"Hahaha! Mine too. I'll tell you the story behind it later, after the song is released."

Hoping that 'later' would be on his own show, PD Jeong Junhwan swallowed hard and gripped the corner of the contract tightly.

"...Kang Ichae."

"Yes."

"Does anyone else know about what we just discussed?"

"No one yet. Ah!"

Kang Ichae, who had been answering calmly, suddenly let out a small exclamation. His eyes curved playfully.

"Now there's one person right here."

He then pointed directly at PD Jeong Junhwan.

The guy was already sly, but he seems to have become even more brazen.

At the sight, Kim Seonghyeon simply averted his gaze instead of adding a word.

"I'm the only PD who knows this yet..."

PD Jeong Junhwan, who had acted so cool just an hour ago, now looked ready to offer up his liver and gallbladder to get Kang Ichae.

Fidgeting his hands and feet as if dying with desire, PD Jeong Junhwan muttered to himself.

"—I want to check if we can get interviews with the Nerdy Freak members too, but let's sign the contract first and then continue our discussion carefully..."

"PD."

Just as PD Jeong Junhwan, his tone full of excitement, looked around for a pen, Seo Hoyun cut in, settling the buoyant atmosphere.

While Kang Ichae had completely captivated PD Jeong Junhwan, Seo Hoyun had been meticulously examining the contract and the proposal. He put the documents down with a thud.

"Is this proposal finalized?"

"Huh? What?"

PD Jeong Junhwan snapped back to his senses and asked in surprise.

Kim Seonghyeon shifted his gaze to the printouts Seo Hoyun had been scrutinizing.

"Various talented composers gather to show off their skills and compete with their music... The program format is quite familiar."

"Ah, that's because the basic framework is the same as seasons 1 and 2."

PD Jeong Junhwan roughly flipped through the papers, scratched his head, and asked, sounding displeased.

"...Well, is there a problem?"

There's no way Seo Hoyun would say yes.

He's the one who personally asked me to hold onto the PD...

"Yes."

...Ah, right. This is Seo Hoyun.

Kim Seonghyeon narrowed his eyes, watching the situation unfold.

While everyone looked at Seo Hoyun with a variety of emotions, he tapped the contract with his long fingers and added lightly.

"If we proceed like this, I think there will be quite a few problems."

The flustered youngest member choked on his spit and covered his mouth, coughing violently.

Even though he must have seen PD Jeong Junhwan's brow furrow and the Road Manager's horrified look, Seo Hoyun seemed completely unfazed.

"It's too conventional, PD. It's alarmingly bland for a variety show."

It was as if he deliberately chose only provocative words. As proof, PD Jeong Junhwan's expression soured progressively, changing drastically every few seconds.

"Of course, I'm not saying I don't understand the proposal itself. Since the past seasons were successful, following the same formula might seem like the safest path to success."

"What did you say..."

"However, will it be able to differentiate itself from other programs?"

Other programs?

Seo Hoyun did not miss the moment PD Jeong Junhwan paused and continued speaking.

"Ah... you must not know yet. I heard TBS is launching a similar composing variety show this third quarter."

PD Jeong Junhwan's eyebrows twitched. This was clearly news to him.

"When a similar program airs at the same time, will Song Camp, sticking to its old ways, still be able to gain overwhelming popularity?"

After a moment of silence, PD Jeong Junhwan seemed to mull over Seo Hoyun's words. He thanked him with a stiffly hardened face.

"...Seo Hoyun, I didn't know about the TBS matter. Thank you for letting me know."

"Don't mention it."

"However, I'm not sure what you're trying to say right now."

The atmosphere grew so cold it felt irreversible. Kim Seonghyeon grew tense, anxious that the casting discussion itself might be called off.

However, Seo Hoyun casually proposed.

"How about we rebuild that show from the ground up?"

The Manager, who had been pale since earlier. Seong Jiwon, who had been sitting silently with only a smile. Kang Ichae, who had been staring at the table with a bored expression. Jeong Dajun, who feigned composure while his eyes darted back and forth, and himself, who had been anxiously wondering how to fix this situation.

Everyone's gaze turned to Seo Hoyun.

"How should I interpret that remark?"

The sharp question flew toward Seo Hoyun like an attack.

Seo Hoyun clasped his hands and, with a relaxed demeanor, leisurely opened his mouth.

"It's not about any particular intention. Isn't it good for both of us if this does well? Think about it. When the song our Ichae made with Nerdy Freak is released, it will surely become a hot topic in an instant. If The Dawn is on the cast list for Song Camp, the show's ratings will naturally be decent, and PD Jeong, you'll get to add a nice line to your resume."

"So?"

"But are you really going to be satisfied with just that?"

It was like a devil's whisper.

"PD, think about it from the public's perspective. An idol they've only heard of by name collaborated with a Gramophone-sweeping rock star to make a song. On top of that, the notoriously prideful Nerdy Freak is supposedly begging him to participate in their next album... How does this look in your eyes, PD?"

"...It looks like a viral marketing stunt."

"Of course, there will be opinions that he's bringing glory to the nation. However, I can bet my wrist that there will be more people who doubt Kang Ichae's skills. Moreover, this kind of controversy won't die down easily."

Seo Hoyun added, "There are quite a few people these days who have a profound interest in our group's rise and fall."

"At a time like this, what if the only way to verify if Kang Ichae is as great as the rumors say is through Song Camp?"

......

"And what if that person competes against other composers in a music battle?"

Realizing Seo Hoyun's true intention, PD Jeong Junhwan frowned and asked.

"...Are you telling me to create a competitive dynamic with Kang Ichae as the centerpiece?"

"Since the fire's already lit, a campfire will be useless. We might as well fan the flames and make it burn even brighter."

Not a hint of hesitation could be felt from Seo Hoyun as he poured out his words without restraint.

He was making a counterargument.

He was saying to throw out the peaceful collaboration of famous composers and stage a bloody contest with Kang Ichae at the forefront.

"The stage is already set, PD. The people who want to see if Kang Ichae is truly worth his name, the people who want to see him get thoroughly beaten by established composers, or the people who are just hungry for an argument. I'm confident that the more you provoke them, the more Song Camp's buzz will soar to the heavens. Perhaps the songs that come out of Song Camp might even dominate all the charts."

Kim Seonghyeon unconsciously hunched his shoulders at the raw, unfiltered words and glanced at Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae merely yawned, looking bored.

"Even now, you're picturing the show in your head, aren't you."

PD Jeong Junhwan, who had been listening silently, offered a weak rebuttal with a slightly softened demeanor.

"...It's a gamble."

"It's a gamble with a high probability of winning."

Seo Hoyun, who had been pushing hard until now, softened his voice and continued his persuasion.

"Besides, as great as the risk is, the reward is just as great. If the newly changed program becomes a huge success, who will all the credit go to?"

He showed a pure, bright smile.

"What I've just presented is only a small example. When all this is over—"

His eyes, fixed directly on PD Jeong Junhwan, held a brilliant light that failed to hide the sharp fragments within.

"—aren't you curious about what position you'll be in then, PD?"
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"...Hoooo."

The night deepened. Everyone was ending their day and looking forward to the next.

An office worker, a Noeul who had favored Kang Ichae of The Dawn for years, crossed her arms and glared at her laptop.

Her real life was already shitty enough. She didn't want to be forcibly stressed while watching the idol she stanned for happiness, though falling for him had been an accident in the first place.

...I have been cooling off a bit lately.

The office worker gripped her mouse, lost in thought.

A YouTube window was open before her eyes.

【NerdyFreak – Garage ft. Ichae Kang】

It was the new song from the world-famous rock band, Nerdy Freak.

The song had become the talk of the town because Kang Ichae participated in writing the lyrics and music, and was even featured on it.

Does this even make sense?

Normally, she would have jumped on it without a second thought. In her current troubled state, however, she hesitated, afraid she might fall into an even deeper pit of despair.

If the song was bad, or if this was a result of WH Entertainment pushing things too far, and if the public was pouring out criticism because of it...

The office worker hesitated, already afraid of a backlash that might not even exist.

...Ah, screw it... I don't know.

The office worker squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them and flicked her finger.

She expected a flashy music video, but it surprisingly took the form of a low-quality home video.

In the center of the frame, a camera on the floor captured a dark garage. A guitar, liquor bottles, albums, and worn-out LPs were scattered about messily. A shabby light flickered above.

The vocalist of Nerdy Freak appeared. His steps tangled as if he were drunk, and he staggered toward an electric piano. He then carefully reached out his hand.

【《One day Tisiphone came and said

You will face the day of judgment for killing your true self

It was when I was drunk on alcohol, crawling on the floor》】

A dreamlike melody accompanied a voice that echoed like a rough, crashing wave.

The tempo... is on the slower side.

It was a BPM often used in orchestras, one that could easily feel dark and heavy.

【《Among people who only see me as they wish

I spouted nonsense as if I were a god who sees through everything

A snake crawls up the ankle of a foot crammed into ill-fitting shoes》】

Just then, the guitarist sauntered up behind the Nerdy Freak vocalist. He slung his instrument over his shoulder and nonchalantly added his notes.

【《It would be a lie to say there's no fear, dread, or hesitation

But I plug in the cord again and turn on the amp》】

The tempo picked up. This time, a passionate violin melody chased after it.

Even amidst the feast of unfamiliar melodies, the office worker could feel that unique presence she had loved for so long.

【《Just keep pressing the keys in this garage

Until that flickering light bulb burns out

Step on the pedal to the beat of my heart

In the rhythm I know best》】

This was definitely a song crafted by Kang Ichae.

The fierce, unpredictable beat, the stylish yet refreshing and strangely melancholic atmosphere, and the way the song seemed to drag the listener to the bottom of the ocean all insisted it was so.

【《Just keep singing in this garage

Until the neighbors come knocking to complain about the noise》】

The tunes, which seemed to harmonize yet clashed ominously, gradually formed a sacred harmony. They rang out grandly along with a magnificent chorus.

【《The wind and rain may blow, but I tap my foot to the radio

I know how to dance even in the thunder》】

“Ah, damn it...”

Cooled off? What a joke.

She could recognize traces of Kang Ichae even in this unfamiliar music.

Feeling foolishly choked up, the office worker pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. She then quickly looked back at her laptop. She hadn't expected Kang Ichae to appear in the music video, but since it was her first time watching, she wanted to take in every scene.

As she debated whether to rewind the music video, the background shifted and a figure appeared.

In that moment, the office worker's world fell silent.

In the deafening space, only Kang Ichae shimmered with color as he casually swept his messy hair back with his hand.

For an instant, the horizon was visible beyond the screen, a red glow rising through the deep blue dawn toward the morning.

【...】

Kang Ichae tilted his head slightly to the side, a playful smile on his lips.

Only then did sound flood back into her world.

【That's right, maybe I'll repeat the same mistakes】

At the same time, Kang Ichae's rap began, clearly audible in Korean.

【But in that moment when the dawn breaks far in the distance

We'll talk until the sun comes up

We can slow down the time, aren't we?】

Kang Ichae reached his hand toward the sky, made a pulling-down gesture, and his eyes crinkled.

【If you're still scared, take my hand

In that place we know best

I'll shout until you laugh from being sick of it】

The office worker, who was engrossed in the lyrics with her ears perked, felt the tip of her nose begin to tingle.

【That the dawn is entirely ours】

The screen had already switched back to Nerdy Freak, but her mind was completely filled with Kang Ichae.

【《—Just keep singing in this garage

Until that flickering light bulb burns out

Until that god finally sends me applause》】

As she absentmindedly let the song wash over her, the faint sound of wind spread through the music, mixed with crackling static.

【《The wind and rain may blow, but I tap my foot to the radio》】

Then the scene shifted back to Kang Ichae, who once again playfully bent his upper body.

Following that, the graceful yet passionate violin performance reached its climax.

【《I know how to dance even in the thunder》】

It suddenly went quiet. The video ended with only a familiar voice and the clear tone of a piano ringing side by side.

The office worker stared at the now-black laptop monitor. She wiped her nose with her index finger and went to a portal site.

As if possessed, she spent a long time searching for information about Kang Ichae and "Garage." She happened to find an article that transcribed a phone interview Nerdy Freak had done on an American radio show.

〈(Omitted) ...We filmed it in a hurry, so it boasts the worst quality of any music video we've ever released. - Some members were still not sober from the drinks they had the night before during filming. - But this style suits us best. Nerdy Freak is a band that was formed when a bunch of college friends were humming songs in a garage. Rather than proving something, we're just satisfied with having fun, and if we can shake someone's heart in the process, there's nothing more we could ask for... 〉

Below that, a question from the radio host followed, filled with negative nuances. The host asked if they had worked on it for a huge profit from WH Entertainment.

〈...Nerdy Freak has a strong identity. Do you think some outsider who just popped up could express who we are by slapping something together? He's a pro. I respect him... (Omitted)〉

The office worker swallowed hard.

The 'outsider' here clearly meant Kang Ichae.

〈...When he said he wanted to feature in Korean, it's true that everyone was concerned, but no one could stop him.〉

Every single word entered her eyes.

〈How could you stop a romantic who wanted to include the word 'dawn' for the ones he loves.〉

After a long silence, the office worker clenched and unclenched her trembling hand. She then looked up the Hot 100 chart, just in case.

She carefully scrolled past the album covers of foreign artists, when one name clearly caught her eye.

【Garage – NerdyFreak & Ichae Kang】

19th place.

Faced with the result, which had a green arrow indicating a rise in rank, the office worker finally collapsed onto her desk and burst into tears.

.

.

.

[...?]

[What...? What is happening?]

The news that Nerdy Freak and Kang Ichae's collaboration, "Garage," had entered the Billboard chart first spread not through WH Entertainment or The Dawn, but through YouTube accounts that translate and upload foreign pop songs.

❬The Dawn Ichae, Composed Song Ranks 19th on Billboard❭

❬Yup~ The Billboard song you're listening to right now was made by a Korean idol – NerdyFreak Garage❭

❬Korean Idol Appears Who Billboard Singer Begged to Compose for Them❭

Not just Noeul, but the general public also showed an enthusiastic response.

[Listened out of curiosity and got goosebumps

It's totally enchanting and beautiful...]

['In that moment when the dawn breaks far in the distance', 'That the dawn is entirely ours' it feels like they perfectly captured that feeling in sound]

[It's amazing how the song feels like a brilliant and radiant light]

[Kang Ichae??? Is this the same The Dawn Ichae I know?

└ Yeah ㅋㅋ

└ OMG for real???]

[Black Call is also on Billboard right now, both are doing so much for national prestige ㄷㄷ]

[My hobby is running while listening to the Hot 100, and I was so surprised when Korean suddenly came out of a Nerdy Freak song so I looked it up ㅋ]

Some even dug into the past to find out how the two ended up collaborating.

❬Kang Ichae XNerdy Freak Collaboration Was Already Prophesied?❭

❬The Dawn, the First K-Pop Star Idol to Collaborate with IRIX, a Bond Forged Through a Game?❭

❬The Song by The Dawn that Nerdy Freak Was Crazy About, Connected❭

Just as immense interest was drawn to "Connected," the collaboration between IRIX and The Dawn, a post briefly uploaded to the Nerdy Freak guitarist's SNS became another hot topic.

[Title: Did you see the Instagram story the Nerdy Freak guitarist just posted?

Someone screenshotted a question asking why they released the collaboration

And he commented, "Because I lost to that bastard in IRIX" ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah, that's crazy ㅋㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I knew he was a madman in IRIX but ㅋㅋ

└ ㅋㅋ calling him 'that bastard' makes them sound like real friends, it's hilarious ㅋㅋ]

However, the endlessly soaring attention soon began to shift to criticism of Kang Ichae and Nerdy Freak.

[They got paid by WH ㅉㅉ It's so obviously a lie, you guys believe this? ㅋ If you're gonna media play, at least do it right...]

[Poor Nerdy Freak... K-Pop got smeared on my favorite rock band, ah so fucking annoying]

[The company obviously did it for him

└ Go listen to all of The Dawn's B-sides. I knew it was Kang Ichae the moment I heard the beat.

└ Of course you would, the company made the B-sides too and Kang Ichae just put his name on it ㅋ]

[It's quite different from Nerdy Freak's existing songs, so I'm disappointed. It ruined the whole vibe.

└ Nerdy Freak said this music represents them the best though]

At that time, amidst the flood of negative comments, the Noeuls were just bewildered.

[Wait... so... Ichae going to America was real and he even lived with Nerdy Freak?]

[When I heard the news, I thought it was a dream and went back to sleep... No, this is real?... ㅋ... l...]

[Sorry, but is this a movie... synopsis... hidden camera... or something?]

The fans couldn't believe it even after seeing the news articles and YouTube videos. They went to the Hot 100 chart full of suspicion. Upon confirming their idol's name proudly engraved in English next to Nerdy Freak, they felt a shock as if struck by lightning.

[My husband has done it again]

[Ah, I love Kang Ichae so much, this is insane]

[Title: People were complaining nonstop that WH abandoned The Dawn...

But look at them, since they're a big company, they're pushing him with a Billboard star ㅋ

You have to admit that fandom is amazing at playing the victim~

└ ㅋㅋㅋ Oops! You caught us ^^ We tried playing the victim for once

└ Noeul's hearts were so heavy~~ㅠ

└ Billboard? I don't really know, but they say Ichae is the first K-Pop idol to enter the top ranks for composition...

└ Oh my, the foreign charts are a bit difficult so I don't know much ㅜ but it seems he'll be invited to a famous show soon~ Well... I just want Ichae to be healthy haha~

└ ㅋㅋㅋ fuck their tone is so damn annoying ㅋㅋ

└ Ah, this fandom is really something ㅋㅋㅋ]

The attacks, smeared with malice, had no effect on the Noeuls, who were now in a full-blown festive mood.

[I wish they would do a live just once]

[WH you bastards, row the boat faster]

Just as everyone was waiting and hoping with one heart for The Dawn to show themselves, an alarm rang in the middle of the day.

【THE DAWN√ has started a LIVE: Hello】

It was a time when people were actively engaged in their social lives.

But it was a live that could absolutely not be missed.

As everyone quickly joined, Kang Ichae appeared on screen, his face excessively close to the camera.

Kang Ichae adjusted the angle with a blank expression. He then slowly backed his whole body away as if he was done preparing and pulled his lips into a small smile.

[Ichae-yah!!!!!!!]

Behind him, glimpses of the other members holding microphones and instruments could be seen.

Kang Ichae took the sunglasses that were hanging on the neckline of his shirt and put them on.

“There's a lot I want to say...”

Kang Ichae slung the guitar strap over his shoulder, a playful expression on his face.

“But for now, how about a love serenade?”


Chapter 425

Jeong Dajun's hand, holding a drumstick, shot up.

“Then let's get started!”

Jeong Dajun tossed the stick into the air, caught it, and struck the snare drum.

[Is this live????]

[ASDFGHJKL;' BAND LIVE ARE YOU SERIOUS????!~!!#@@]

[Wow, an idol group that does a raw band live session as soon as they show up ㅋㅋ]

Seong Jiwon watched with a pleased expression. He lowered his head slightly to the microphone and began to sing.

【...—Just making eye contact with you makes me so nervous

that I foolishly start to stutter】

The sweet lyrics of 'Superhero', a B-side track from the album they promoted in Japan as 'Our Radiant Dawn', flowed out.

[Aaaahhhck aaahhhck aaaaaaaahhhck]

[Everyone gather 'round, the full group is singing Superhero]

[Wow, Seong Jiwon's vocals are seriously heavenly...]

【My hands are trembling, but I want to keep holding on

Even if we're not meant to be in this moment】

Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae played their electric guitars, tapping their feet to the rhythm.

[I seriously want to marry Kim Seonghyeon.

A man who would take care of my life.

└ Even if he's practicing with his hobby band, if you told him to come back, he seems like he'd come home right away.

└└ Ah, seriously, stop it, I'm drooling.]

[Ichae-yah ( ˃̣̣̥᷄⌓˂̣̣̥᷅ )

Ichae-yah (;´༎ຶД༎ຶ')

Ichae-yah ༼;´༎ຶ ۝༎ຶ'༽~~~~!!!

└ Damn, that's scary, they're crying more violently each time.

└ It's reached the level of crying tears of blood ㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun diligently plucked his bass while scanning the other members and smiled slightly.

【The dream we painted behind the stage,

Your colors that painted over my colorless self,

Are melting into the Noeul, illuminating my world】

[The guys look good.]

[How long has it been since we've seen a live performance from the full Dawnie group... It's been a while, but I'm glad they look healthy.]

[I keep forgetting to take screenshots... I had so many things I wanted to ask about, like Ichae's collaboration, but just seeing them is satisfying enough. Is this what love is?]

[Guys, have you been well? We really missed you...]

The music ended with a lingering echo. Fans thought a chat session would naturally follow.

“Alright, on to the next one!”

“Let's gooo!!!”

TWANG—, Kang Ichae's electric guitar rang out as they immediately moved on to a new song.

[Wait, let's talk for a bit, all sentimental.]

It was 'Garage' by Nerdy Freak, a song Kang Ichae had participated in and featured on.

They played through several more songs after that. The medley didn't stop for over an hour, until they reached their first fan song, 'Will you go to Prom with me?'.

“Hey, Kang Ichae, you were fast just now.”

“I know. It happened because I was trying to match Jeong Dajun. I'll play slower from now on.”

They finally put down their instruments, not even getting a moment to catch their ragged breaths. A performance review began, though it was more like Seo Hoyun unilaterally laying into Kang Ichae.

[Seeing Hoyun talk to Ichae just now... It feels like the guys' conversations have gotten more mature overall.]

[Ah, idols with years of experience... so beautiful...]

[Right, they've matured.

Especially since Dajun is on screen.

└ Lo ㅋㅋㅋ treating him like a puppy ㅋㅋ

└ Is this a pet cam? ㅋㅋ I'm anxious not knowing what he's doing.

└ Ah, excuse me, let's get back to the sentimental mood ㅋㅋ]

Something still felt off, so The Dawn tried playing together again, but it only led to Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae bickering.

“...—Hey! You said you'd play slower! Why are your fingers getting faster and faster?!”

“Sorry! Listening to it now, I think faster sounds cooler!!”

[I retract my statement about The Dawn having matured.

└ Lo ㅋㅋㅋ that was a quick turnaround ㅋㅋ]

[The Dawn kids... they're the same as ever.

└ Kim Seonghyeon isn't even pretending to try and stop them. He's already given up.]

[The Dawn... must be a family (but you know... not the heartwarming kind...)]

Kim Seonghyeon watched Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun squabble loudly for a moment. Then he calmly approached the camera to greet the fans.

“Noeul, have you been well? Ah... please ignore what's happening behind me.”

[We can't ignore what's behind you, Leader-nim.]

[I think the band is about to break up.]

[Watching this dumpster fire is exciting.]

Seong Jiwon came over and slung an arm over Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder. He smiled brightly.

“It's fine, this happens all the time.”

Jeong Dajun peeked his head out from the side and nodded vigorously in agreement.

“It feels a little awkward since it's been a while since we've done a live, but it's nice to be together.”

“I agree.”

“Totally!”

The three of them chatted casually, as if the two in the back didn't exist.

[Wow... they're fighting so intensely in the back, but the other members are just saying what they want to say.

└ Just how used to it are they? ㅋㅋ]

In the middle of it all, Seo Hoyun ended the argument by pressing down firmly on Kang Ichae's head. He then approached the other members and joined the conversation.

“Noeul, hello.”

Kang Ichae, who was pouting and fixing his hair, heard his voice and quickly squeezed in beside them.

[Hoyun-ah Hoyun-ah, it's been a while. Did you eat??]

[Oh my god, my baby's face is paradise.]

[You look a little thinner ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

“Haha, yes. I've eaten.”

Seo Hoyun's eyes moved quickly, trying not to miss a single comment. Suddenly, they stopped.

[Guys, I'm your Manager, when was our next comeback again??]

Seo Hoyun then continued slowly.

“You're asking when our next comeback is?”

He read aloud a question he would normally have avoided. A heavy silence fell as every member's gaze turned to Seo Hoyun.

“Umm...”

Seo Hoyun's eyes paused as if organizing his thoughts. Soon, they crinkled into a smile.

“Well, I don't know anything yet.”

[Yeah, right?]

“Right! It's still too early~.”

Jeong Dajun quickly jumped in, playing along with the sly answer. Just as it seemed they would move on, Seo Hoyun suddenly started humming.

[???]

“Ah—, ah ah, I'm now to you da...”

Kim Seonghyeon was chugging water straight from the bottle, his throat parched with nervousness. He choked and, PFFT, sprayed it all out. His chin and clothes were completely soaked, but he didn't even think to wipe them as he scrambled to cover Seo Hoyun's mouth.

[Hey, Seo Hoyun's entire head is covered ㅋㅋㅋ]

[He basically grabbed his whole head ㅋ]

The youngest tried to change the subject, while Kim Seonghyeon just rolled his eyes, waiting for the situation to die down.

A moment later, seeing Seo Hoyun stay still, he cautiously removed his hand. The song immediately continued.

“shing to you...”

“Hey!!”

Kim Seonghyeon yelled, covering Seo Hoyun's mouth with his palm once more. He didn't realize his actions only made the situation look more suspicious.

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋㅋ he's dropping spoilers ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah ah... the no-brakes guy has returned.]

[Somehow I don't think it's the title track, maybe a B-side??? Go Hoyun-ah, go, go!]

Just then, Seong Jiwon scratched his cheek and straightened up.

“Hoyun-ah, are you okay?”

He said this along with some writhing dance moves.

“If you're, hurt, should we, go home?”

After a smooth turn, Seong Jiwon gestured toward Seo Hoyun. A sense of betrayal filled Kim Seonghyeon's face.

[LMAO ㅋㅋㅋㅋ if you stop one, another one starts.]

[Is that a spoiler for the new choreography?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jiwon-ah, you weren't this kind of person... ㅋㅋ

└ Seong Jiwon's desire for comedy is hard on me too... ㅋㅋㅋ]

Kang Ichae, who had been silently observing the mood, shot up with a serious expression.

“Really! What is everyone doing!”

"Huh? Huh?"

“You're all being so unprofessional.”

Kang Ichae swept his hair back roughly. He looked down at the members with a fierce gaze, then suddenly grabbed his electric guitar and slammed his hand on it.

ZIIING...

“You have to add the instrumental too!”

“......”

[Seong Jiwon with his "Aha!" ㅋ]

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At this point, even Jeong Dajun gave up and started running wild with the other members.

[Title: Jeong Dajun also joins the spoiler train

Dajun: (Doing a b-boy toprock) Hyung! It's been a while! Food! What should we eat?!

Ichae: (Responding with waacking) As long. As it's not rice made by Dajun. It's fine.

└ Normally, the hyungs would step in to mediate, but the problem is they've gone crazy too (except for Kim Seonghyeon).]

As the situation devolved, Seo Hoyun, the instigator, sat demurely and played innocent.

Only Kim Seonghyeon's face turned red and pale in real-time.

[Seonghyeon-ah... you're also at fault here.

If you had just let it go, people would have thought Seo Hoyun was just humming some random song.

└ Ah, so cold, Noeul.

└ Seonghyeon's pupils are shaking ㅠ ㅋㅋ]

“Hey, let's stop and just play the last song.”

Kim Seonghyeon decided that ending the live stream quickly was the only answer. He slung his guitar strap over his shoulder and gestured with his chin.

The members, who had been fooling around and dropping spoilers, slowly returned to their positions at their leader's command.

[My, they do listen to him.

Though the frequency is about the same as my rebellious teenage cat.

└ That's serious.]

[I enjoy seeing Seonghyeon get swept up in it.

└ You're the worst...]

“Noeul, hoo... are you ready?”

Kim Seonghyeon's complexion had grown haggard in just a few hours. In response to his question, the chat window filled with polite messages, a stark contrast to the posts on private social media.

[Kyaa, I'm so excited~~♡]

[How did you know I like emotional bands~~~haha]

[Noeul is ready~~!!!]

“Haha, great. The last song we'll be playing for you is 'Colors'...”

Dung, dudung, dung...

But at that moment, before Kim Seonghyeon could finish his sentence, Seo Hoyun let a bass chord slip out.

Drring—, dung dung...

TANG! Dadadadak, TANG!

Kim Seonghyeon found himself grabbing the strings of his own electric guitar without thinking. Then, Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun, who had been whispering in the back, were startled into moving their hands as well. Finally, Seong Jiwon laughed and added a piano accompaniment, completing an unfamiliar intro.

A grin spread across Kang Ichae's face as he leaned slightly toward the microphone.

“I'm, dashing to you now...”

BAM!

CRASH! CLATTER!

Kim Seonghyeon hastily threw off his electric guitar and rushed forward.

【The live stream has ended!】

The screen tilted down before the live stream shut off completely.

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ yup, The Dawn kids are the same as ever ㅋ]

[Seonghyeon is a fast runner ㅋㅋㅋ

└ The leader's suffering feat. 4 runaway trains.]

[So the new song is a band concept, I see. Thank you, I understand perfectly now ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The fact that even Kim Seonghyeon played is so funny.

└ I know, right... Just how much did they practice for him to play automatically... ㅋㅋㅋ]

About thirty minutes later, Kim Seonghyeon posted a long-winded apology on The Dawn's fan platform.

To summarize, it said, 'I'm sorry for ending the live stream so suddenly without a proper goodbye, and we will definitely perform Colors for you next time.'

However, the Noeuls had already moved on from the band performance.

[The song just now wasn't the title track, it seemed like a B-side, right??

└ Yeah yeah yeah yeah]

[Sigh, I didn't have high hopes, but I'm happy it seems like the comeback will be soon ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Idols who spoil things before the official teasers even drop.

└ His Daepaseong habits are coming out ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Lo ㅋㅋㅋ these guys have an attitude of 'screw the major label's live stream guidelines'.]

[This situation where no one cares about Seonghyeon's apology is so funny.

└ Hey, you're a successful PD ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seonghyun's PDs have been the worst from the start ㅋㅋ]

As if to welcome Kang Ichae's return, The Dawn began releasing group photos and videos almost hourly, starting with the live stream.

[They're filming videos in the practice room, the gukbap restaurant, the dorm... Ah... this is happiness.

└ Who chose the gukbap restaurant?

└└ Who do you think?

└└ LMAO ㅋㅋㅋ]

[I'm so happy Jiwon is posting a lot ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Dajun's selfie game has been insane lately.]

[Tlqkf is Kang Ichae crazy ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Even his Incheon Airport arrival photos were so handsome I saved them on repeat, but everything he's been posting lately is legendary ㅠㅠㅠ]

[Title: I asked Kang Ichae with 'PopPop' why he's in such a good mood ㅋ

He answered, 'Because I'm happy to be back!!'

└ So so cute, our Thug Chae...

└ He must have had a hard time alone in the US ㅠㅠㅠ

└ Kang Ichae sending a photo every 10 minutes.

It's hard to organize my album (smirk)]

A warm atmosphere settled over Noeul for the first time in a while. Just then, new information was released.

❬The Dawn, Confirmed to Participate in 'Song Camp' Season 3...❭

It was an article announcing The Dawn's appearance on Song Camp.

[Song Camp?? Soooong Camp? The variety show I know?]

[Oh, awesome! Did you see Song Camp's ratings last time? Just appearing on it guarantees public recognition.]

[When did WH start doing its job?]

The fans were happy, thinking it was a good opportunity to increase their public recognition, but only for a moment.

〔Song Camp.

Those who wish to challenge a Billboard songwriter, show off your skills.

The composition competition for number one begins, featuring multi-talented idols, trot singers, rappers, and singer-songwriters!〕

[Ah fuck, Song Camp suddenly became a survival show.]

[The broadcast station bastards are selling out Kang Ichae ㅋ. This is hilarious, you sons of bitches (actually not hilarious).]

[Ah, I'm anxious... Don't tell me the show's editing is going to constantly show a split screen of Kang Ichae, you bastards ㅠ It's going to attract so much hate.]

After reading the show's premise, they couldn't help but be furious. Of course, they made sure their anger stayed within the fandom.

However, it was just an exciting piece of news for those skeptical of Kang Ichae's skills after his collaboration with Nerdy Freak.

[Title: Song Camp lineup is out

The Dawn

Baek Jijun

K.Voka

Joo Youngbi

Kang Woorin

LUMA

Thought this was a concert lineup, holy crap

└ Crazy, LUMA unni is on it.

└ OMG Kang Woorin!! Aack Joo Youngbi!!!

└ I'm most surprised by Baek Jijun... The PD must have gone to great lengths to cast him ㅋㅋ

└└ I know... my 3-second first love is appearing on TV...

└└ 3-second first love?? What does that mean?

└└ Baek Jijun barely shows his face publicly, so after the one and only time he was broadcast for 3 seconds, it became his nickname ㅋ. He went viral for a bit because he's handsome.

└└ ??? Is that for real? Wait, when did Baek Jijun ever appear on a broadcast?? ㅋ

└└ https://www.neotube.com/watch?bAekJIJun3sEConD?S

Go look at Baek Jijun's face.

└└ My love♡

└└ Lo ㅋㅋ damn you fall in love fast.

└ I love Baek Jijun... but is it possible to fall in love with someone who appeared for 3 seconds in a behind-the-scenes clip? Like this?]

It was no exaggeration to say Baek Jijun's hand had touched almost every popular drama OST in the last few years.

The rest of the lineup was also filled with singers renowned for their composition skills. The show generated an explosive reaction even before the trailer was released.

[This season's lineup is insane ㅋ. They could hold a concert.

└ QBS must have been grinding their teeth since TBS came out with a similar program ㅋ. Turning this cast into a survival show ㅋ.

└└ TBS: We're gonna plagiarize you.

QBS: Go ahead and try^^

└└ Lo ㅋㅋ true, QBS has always been a thug.]

[They brought in a lot of famous singers this time. Until last season, they paired composers with singers who would perform the songs...

└ Right, they must be determined to get ratings this time. The cast's recognition is insane ㅋ.

└└ Ah ㅋ, I have to watch this.]

[K'voka... he is the god of hip-hop... Please use this chance to put idols in their place so they stop sniffing around the hip-hop scene.

└ The hell are you on about ㅋ]

[Baek Jijun vs Kang Ichae is gonna be so fun, crazy.]

[No, but Kang Ichae isn't on Baek Jijun's level... ㅋ

└ Kang Ichae entered the Billboard charts?

└└ The company did that for him ㅠㅠ Damn, I can't believe people in Korea are so naive to believe this.

└└ Honestly, didn't Kang Ichae just ride on his fandom's and Nerdy Freak's coattails? If he was going to make it on his own ability, he would have entered Billboard with a The Dawn song long ago.

└└ This is the truth ㅋ.

└ One-hit wonder Kang Ichae vs. Baek Jijun who has produced dozens of god-tier ballad masterpieces.]

[I'm also voting for Baek Jijun.

Baek Jijun has been active since he was quite young and has produced many famous songs... He had overwhelming recognition since his college and grad school days. He doesn't sing much these days, but personally, in terms of composition, I think he's one of the top two along with Blue Tiger.]

[Last year, he just lined up the music charts. Kang Ichae is nowhere near Baek Jijun's level ㅋ.

└ That's not really true, Kang Ichae also lined up the charts with The Dawn's music last year ㅋ. You're just desperate to hate on him.

└└ Can you call lining up the charts by having the fandom stream it 'skill'?ㅋ]

Blazing hotly, Song Camp devoured the attention of other programs in its time slot. For positive or negative reasons, it had successfully made its mark on the public.

[Is it a catastrophe already? LMAO]

After all, the most entertaining things in the world are watching a fire and watching a fight.


Chapter 426

“I'm gonna die...”

He spoke the words unconsciously. Kim Seonghyeon stared blankly at the passing scenery, then flinched and shut his mouth.

They had just finished their music video shoot, going the whole day without a proper meal. Now they were rushing to a pre-meeting for the Song Camp that doubled as a company dinner.

Groans of agony echoed through the van. Their schedule was incredibly tight.

Their Road Manager couldn't watch them suffer any longer. He pulled over at a rest stop to get them snacks and was now outside.

Kang Ichae's eyes glinted at the sight of the withered Kim Seonghyeon. He wouldn't let such delicious prey escape. He quickly pulled out a ukulele stashed under his seat.

“I'm gonna die~...”

He strummed the strings, mimicking Kim Seonghyeon's words in a sing-song voice.

“Kang Ichae, put down the ukulele while I'm asking nicely.”

“Put down the ukulele while I'm asking nicely~...”

“Hyung isn't going to say it twice.”

“Oh my, I think you've already said it twice... Ack!”

The relentlessly teasing Kang Ichae finally earned a smack on the back. Kim Seonghyeon glared as Kang Ichae writhed in mock pain, clutching the ukulele to his chest to show his unjust suffering.

“Kang Ichae, do you think this is Hawaii? Didn't you see the debut-track kids avoiding you at the company earlier?”

“Goodness, why would that be my fault?!”

“If they're running away while their sunbae is playing a love serenade on the ukulele, then of course you're the cause!”

"But it was so sweet," Kang Ichae retorted shamelessly. His expression shifted to a bright smile as he chattered on.

“Besides, this is my own way of trying to relax before we start the Song Camp.”

“...With a kid's toy you bought at the supermarket? At this rate, you'll be doing the Hula dance next.”

“Oh... huh? That's not a bad idea. Should I learn it?”

Kim Seonghyeon clutched the back of his neck. He felt like he might stop breathing if this continued.

Next to me, Seong Jiwon quietly reviewed choreography on his phone. He looked at Kang Ichae with a puzzled expression.

“What's up with Ichae? Is something bothering you?”

“...Uh...”

Kang Ichae had been joking, but now he hesitated for a moment before muttering quietly.

“...There is something that's bothering me.”

“......”

“Baek Jijun ...”

The unexpected answer made my gaze shift to Kang Ichae.

Baek Jijun. He was a renowned singer-songwriter and a leading figure in emotional ballads, but I never worried that Kang Ichae would be affected by him.

After all, this was the Kang Ichae.

From my years of experience, I knew he wouldn't get nervous unless he faced someone truly formidable, like Lim Hyeonsu.

But as if to shatter my thoughts, Kang Ichae stroked his ukulele and added quietly.

“...That person, sometimes he's better than me.”

“Uh... yeah, Baek Jijun-nim is amazing.”

“To me, hyung is way cooler!!!”

The members chimed in one by one to boost Kang Ichae's spirits. I felt a strong sense of déjà vu.

The image of Lim Hyeonsu reaching for her cigarettes after hearing Kang Ichae's fan song overlapped in my mind.

The Road Manager returned with armfuls of food. By then, Kang Ichae had put on a normal face. Still, as the van sped down the SHYbu Expressway, Kang Ichae weighed on my mind.


“Ah, we're here.”

About an hour later, the van stopped. We were in front of a renovated two-story house next to Cheonggye Mountain, now a restaurant.

Through the first-floor windows, I saw staff members boisterously enjoying a company dinner. A few gathered at an outdoor table for a smoke break.

I got out, greeted the people I saw, and entered the restaurant. PD Jeong Junhwan rushed over as if he had been waiting barefoot.

“Kang Ichae! The Dawn!!”

Just days ago, PD Jeong Junhwan had been cold and sharp despite his smile. Now he beamed like a completely different person.

“Thank you for coming all this way despite your busy schedules!”

He had clearly looked up every article about The Dawn joining the Song Camp. He was thrilled the situation was heating up more than expected.

I pretended not to see his obvious intentions and smiled in response. PD Jeong Junhwan patted the members' backs and guided them to their seats.

“Make yourselves comfortable, really, and Seo Hoyun, just a moment...”

I followed PD Jeong Junhwan's nod to an empty table away from the other members.

PD Jeong Junhwan plopped into a chair, hunched his body to seem smaller, and whispered excitedly.

“Seo Hoyun, the reaction is already explosive.”

He looks happy.

Just a few days ago, he was seething over texts and phone calls.

I sat across from him and poured him a beer. He downed it in one go. PD Jeong Junhwan glanced around, unable to stop talking.

“I knew it would turn out like this! When you suggested changing the proposal, when you threatened to go to TBS if we didn't accept, and even when you asked to revise the appearance fee! I had a strong feeling! This man has a devilishly charming star quality! You know Song Camp is number one in buzz right now, right? The director encourages me so much every day.”

He must have been holding quite a grudge about all that.

The QBS director was the type of man who would sell his own organs for good ratings.

This wasn't surprising, so I just smiled brightly and offered some polite words.

“The producer who graciously accepted the proposal deserves the most credit.”

“To be honest, I'm a little scared. In this industry, you never know what will happen until you open the box. I think I'll only feel relieved once the broadcast starts.”

PD Jeong Junhwan patted my shoulder and told me to enjoy today for now. Suddenly, a commotion started near the restaurant's entrance.

“Huh...?! I didn't think he'd come!!”

PD Jeong Junhwan craned his neck to see, his eyes widening. He rushed out, parting the crowd of staff to approach a man who had just entered. PD Jeong Junhwan put on a friendly mask, exchanged a few words, and then led the man to our table.

“Now, now, you haven't met, have you? Say hello. This is Baek Jijun.”

So this is 'the' Baek Jijun.

Baek Jijun stared at me intently, then parted his lips a beat later.

“It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Baek Jijun.”

I had no contact with him during my PD days, so I knew nothing about him.

The man looked youthful for his fame. He scanned the room, found Seong Jiwon, and smiled broadly as he extended a hand.

“The drama OST was really impressive.”

He offered brief, affable compliments to Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon across from him. When he reached Kang Ichae, he suddenly leaned forward.

“Kang Ichae!!!”

“...Yes?”

“Hoo, huff! You have no idea how overwhelmed I was after listening to the new Nerdy Freak song! How can you be so new and fresh every time! As a fan, I'm so proud!!”

Kang Ichae looked flustered. He scooted back slightly and blinked, bewildered.

“...Um... you're my fan?”

“Of course! My favorite is the B-side track 'Dive' from the full-length album 'Wish'. Although, I believe the song that played the biggest role in shaping your current style is definitely 'Stardust'! Ugh, Baek Jijun, you've made it. To meet Kang Ichae in person.”

“Uh...”

Kang Ichae stuttered, unable to respond like a program with a bad line of code. He quickly looked back at his members.

But Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun had suffered a lot from Kang Ichae recently. They just offered empty laughs and stayed quiet.

The same went for me.

He asked if Kang Ichae used samples, if he programmed every chord, where he got his inspiration, who his favorite artists were, and so on.

I watched Baek Jijun grill Kang Ichae, exchanged drinks with the staff, and then stepped outside for a moment.

Lukewarm air, a step closer to summer, brushed my face. The table recently bustling with smoking staff was now empty. I sat on it, took out my phone, and the voice that had just been bombarding Kang Ichae sounded from behind me.

“Oh, it's Seo Hoyun.”

I turned my gaze. Baek Jijun held a fresh cigarette between his lips, as if intending to smoke.

I gave a light nod and started to pass, but Baek Jijun put the cigarette back in its pack and blocked my path.

“I wanted to talk to you anyway. This is lucky. Do you have a moment?”

“...Ah, go ahead.”

“Haha, I originally wanted to talk about this slowly, but my mouth is a bit itchy...”

Baek Jijun glanced toward the restaurant, as if checking for eavesdroppers, and then asked cautiously.

“Um, Seo Hoyun... would you be interested in singing one of my songs?”

My brow furrowed slightly.

...What is this now?

“...A song by you, Baek Jijun?”

“......”

Sincerity was plain in his earnest gaze.

I remained silent, wondering how to interpret this. Baek Jijun suddenly waved his hands dismissively.

“Ah! Don't misunderstand! I'm not asking you to be on my side in this Song Camp. I couldn't face Kang Ichae if I did.”

Baek Jijun added the flustered explanation, paused, and then took a low breath.

“...When Blue Tiger-noona was raving about The Dawn, I honestly wasn't very interested.”

He said he was never very interested in idols himself.

Lim Hyeonsu only raves about Kang Ichae.

I wanted to correct him, but for now, I focused on what he would say next.

“Then I heard your voice on 'Please Take the Camera,' and it was so much my style that I got interested in The Dawn... and somehow I ended up at the filming set for A Dirty Trial...”

“A Dirty Trial?”

“I-I'm not a stalker! A friend of mine is on the staff, so I went by pure coincidence! Coincidence!”

Baek Jijun hastily added the explanation. He cleared his throat and stealthily continued.

“Anyway. My impression of you, Seo Hoyun, was just that your acting was impressive, but before I knew it, I was listening intently to The Dawn's albums and looking up your broadcasts. The final blow was 'Cloud and Wings' that you sang on 'A Complete Singer'. I was so captivated by your voice that I stayed up all night writing a song.”

It felt over the top. I was about to dismiss it as typical lip service, but Baek Jijun leaned in slightly and added quietly.

“...To be honest, I came on Song Camp half because of you, Seo Hoyun.”

“And the other half?”

“That's Kang Ichae, of course. I fell for him while listening to The Dawn's songs.”

Baek Jijun straightened his hunched shoulders and smiled easily.

“Well, the point is, would you sing my song after the program is over? What do you think?”

The proposal alone wasn't bad.

No, it was a welcome opportunity. A chance to work with a singer loved by the public.

The pros definitely outweighed the cons.

And yet, the image of Kang Ichae endlessly fiddling with his ukulele on the way here came to mind.

“Um, yes. It would be nice if that could happen someday.”

“...Oh...”

Baek Jijun seemed a little surprised by my answer. He tilted his head slightly and muttered.

“...That sounds a lot like a rejection, doesn't it?”

Baek Jijun stroked the cigarette pack in his hand a few times, then roughly shoved it into his back pocket.

“Well... I guess I was too sudden. You don't know me very well, Seo Hoyun. I'll ask you again after the show is over.”

“......”

“Because you'll have no choice but to accept then.”

Baek Jijun smiled confidently and went back into the restaurant.

I wondered what about that man had bothered Kang Ichae. Suddenly, the sound of singing drifted on the night breeze, leaking from the restaurant amidst the boisterous noise.

【...—Hey, Hey, Hey! Focus on me!】

Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon passionately sang our third fan song, 'Name This Feeling', to Kang Ichae's ukulele accompaniment. Kim Seonghyeon huddled in a corner, his face buried in his hands.

“They're having a grand old time.”

The staff responded enthusiastically, but most cast members just watched our members quietly, offering only occasional applause. They showed no overt signs of being on guard.

I crossed my arms and watched Kang Ichae furiously strum the four strings.

【When everything fades away, you're all I see

Swallow the orange light and melt even the pale blue】

Recently, Kang Ichae had changed a little.

He stopped beating around the bush to probe my thoughts. He was strangely honest with his emotions and smiled more genuinely.

It was the complete opposite of that winter, when he always seemed calm but could have festered and burst at any moment.

What is he thinking?

Of all the questions Kang Ichae threw at me 'that day', I couldn't answer a single one truthfully. The system hadn't appeared since the awards ceremony, so I had to be even more careful with my words and actions.

Kang Ichae broke the heavy silence. He declared he would get a song he composed onto the Billboard charts and left for the US a few months later.

Even if it was an escape, I had to let him go. That was the price of my silence.

After that, I spent several months frantically dealing with the problems before me. Then I went to pick up Kang Ichae.

At the time, my only thought was how to coax him. He was surely angry.

However,

“Have you been well?”

Kang Ichae had told me to trust him and ask for help. He truly returned after achieving results close to what he had promised.

【My love, I want to see every sky with you】

Honestly, I was a bit taken aback, but my mind was already racing to change my plans. On the way from the airport, I asked if it was okay to create a rivalry in the Song Camp. Kang Ichae, enjoying the breeze from an open window, nodded nonchalantly.

His cheerful lips curved into a fine arc.

“Hyung, buy me a piece of candy.”

Nothing was really resolved, yet he seemed to have had some kind of change of heart on his own.

【Beyond The Dawn, pull in the twilight glow (Noeul)】

He avoided topics I might dislike and snatched up tempting prey at the right time.

For now, I knew the priority was to be grateful and reach my goal.

【From dawn to dawn

with my glow every day and night】

...It just felt a little off.

It wasn't because I didn't trust Kang Ichae. It was because the young kid was helping me without pressing further. My runaway conscience would pop up now and then, demanding to know what I was doing.

【How do you name this feeling

Tell me, you know what this is】

I clicked my tongue softly, stopped tapping my fingers on my forearm, and headed back into the restaurant.

【How do you name this feeling

Or should I call you first...】

At the end of the fierce performance, Kang Ichae finally managed to break the ukulele and turned pale.

The other members were flustered in surprise. I pressed down on their heads one by one, then plopped down next to Kim Seonghyeon.

Our eyes met. Kang Ichae gave an awkward smile like someone who'd been caught and hid the tattered ukulele behind his back.

I'm sorry.

Your hyung is a hopeless pain in the ass.

But since we'd been together for so long, he must have already been well aware of this reality.

So, since it's come to this,

“Who's being so rowdy?”

“Dajun started singing and even broke the instrument!!”

“What?!!!”

Let's play dirty one more time.


Chapter 427

Baek Jijun was in a very good mood.

He sat in the driver's seat, opened the glove box, and pulled a CD case from the tightly packed collection. The method was analog, but Baek Jijun preferred it.

His driving song for the day was from The Dawn's full-length album, 'Wish'.

【The words I spat out without knowing stick like the summer heat

Like a lotus flower that has lost its breath】

“Kuh, the lyrics are great.”

Lim Hyeonsu, who created numerous masterpieces with various artists including idols, undoubtedly held the number one spot at the copyright association, but when it came to ballads, Baek Jijun also did quite well for himself.

Unlike Lim Hyeonsu, however, Baek Jijun was extremely reluctant to appear on broadcasts.

He didn't have a special reason. The excessive attention after an appearance was just burdensome, and he wanted to focus on his music.

So when Song Camp's production was confirmed and they contacted him, Baek Jijun politely declined.

“I'm sorry. My skills are still too lacking to show my face in a place like that.”

=I'm not going.

He also refused for Song Camp Season 2.

“I'm too busy...”

=Yep, not going.

And he refused again for Song Camp Season 3.

[The customer's phone is turned off. You will be connected to voicemail after the beep...]

=Uh-uh, absolutely not going.

A rumor must have spread in the broadcasting world that Baek Jijun refused all casting offers. At some point, no programs contacted him, not just Song Camp.

He met Lim Hyeonsu for the first time in a while after living a reclusive life in the countryside, even though he was signed to a decent agency without a Manager.

“I heard you turned down the Song Camp offer again?”

“Yeah.”

“Good choice. I heard Kang Ichae is appearing with his members this time anyway—”

“Are you crazy!! Uwaaargh!!!”

“W-What the, what's wrong with you?”

Baek Jijun ignored Lim Hyeonsu, who recoiled in disgust. He pulled out his phone, quickly called PD Jeong Junhwan, and expressed his intention to appear.

His desire to be a successful fan was great, but he actually had another ulterior motive.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the surface of the sea to breathe】

“His voice is reeeally good.”

He wanted Seo Hoyun to sing one of his songs.

Baek Jijun hummed along to the music while waiting for the signal [signal] and let out an exclamation.

He had recorded his own songs and given them to many of the industry's best vocalists, so to him, The Dawn's skill level wasn't particularly special.

But, to put it grandly, artists have their muses. The moment Baek Jijun heard Seo Hoyun's low, deep voice, he felt a shock like being struck by lightning.

Though he didn't seem too keen on it.

Baek Jijun saw the green light and pressed the accelerator. He arrived safely at the broadcast station and used his pre-received entry pass to go inside. As he headed for the second-floor waiting room, a familiar face caught his eye.

“Isn't that Jijun?”

“......”

It was the singer-songwriter Kang Woorin. He had steadily built his recognition with back-to-back summer hits for two years.

“Sunbae, fancy seeing you here.”

“I know, right? It's really hard to see you.” Kang Woorin approached with a bright smile. “You hate being on broadcast so much, I really didn't expect you to show up. It must be your first shoot in a while, but you don't look all that nervous.”

“Haha, of course I'm nervous. One wrong move and I'll be the butt of my relatives' jokes for the next fifty years of holidays.”

“You punk, so modest. Someone like you could easily crush everyone else.”

It wasn't a welcome compliment, so Baek Jijun just smiled awkwardly. Kang Woorin slung an arm over his shoulder and asked in a low voice.

“By the way, there's something I'm curious about. Is there anyone you're personally keeping an eye on?”

“The Dawn.”

“Huh? Kang Ichae?”

Kang Woorin tilted his head as if he had heard something unexpected.

“Uh... why?”

“They're innovative and good.”

Kang Woorin's eyes narrowed at Baek Jijun's firm reply. He soon pulled away, crossed his arms, and nodded as if he understood.

“Well, they're worth being wary of these days, but to say their skills match their hype—”

Kang Woorin stopped, closing his mouth and stroking his chin.

“...Ah, never mind. I shouldn't have said that. Anyway, let's both do our best.”

“Yes. You too, Sunbae.”

Kang Woorin seemed to realize it was best not to say more. He simply patted Baek Jijun's back a couple of times and walked ahead. Baek Jijun watched his retreating back and let out a small sigh.

Sunbae, you haven't changed.

He's as strict with others as he is with himself, and he doesn't acknowledge anyone who fails to meet his standards.

I wonder if The Dawn will be okay.

The pride of creators in this industry was usually sky-high, which sometimes led to better work, but it also meant they sometimes aimed sharp standards and criticism at others, intentionally or not.

There are probably a lot of nasty rumors about them from the outside lately anyway.

He was a little worried. Hoping his worries were needless, he headed to the waiting room again.

【The Dawn & Baek Jijun】

Baek Jijun's heart beat faster when he saw the names on the door.

He quickly straightened his clothes, cleared his throat with a 'kmm, kmm', and carefully turned the knob to open the door.

“Ah! Hello!!”

The Dawn's youngest member greeted him.

Baek Jijun returned Jeong Dajun's bright smile with one of his own.

“Ah, hello. Um, where are the other members?”

“Huh? Ah, right here!”

Jeong Dajun pointed to a pitch-black lump beside him. As Baek Jijun stepped forward for a closer look, the large object squirmed. He almost jumped back in surprise, but Jeong Dajun spoke calmly, as if it were nothing.

“Don't be surprised! It's not a pile of trash, it's our member!”

At the same time, the cloth covering the lump was pulled away, revealing Seo Hoyun. He blinked slowly, his face pale and free of makeup, as if he had just woken up.

Damn, his eyelashes are fluttering.

Is he some kind of CG game character?

That was Baek Jijun's exact impression of seeing Seo Hoyun's face up close.

This was a very unfamiliar thought for him, as he usually judged people by their sound.

“...Where am I?”

“Hyung, get a grip! We're at the broadcast station! The Song Camp schedule!!”

“......”

His voice, husky from sleep, was also good.

An acquaintance who had invited him to the 'A Dirty Trial' set told him that Seo Hoyun had been extremely busy lately. He was preparing for The Dawn's comeback and filming the final stages of his movie.

“Mr. Baek Jijun, I'm sorry. I must look a mess.”

“Haha, not at all!”

“This is embarrassing... Hey, get up.”

Seo Hoyun nudged the mass, which was still lumped up. It stirred and wriggled again.

“It's okay! This is our member too!”

Baek Jijun, who had been backing away, couldn't hide his delight when Kang Ichae emerged next.

“I'm...”

But before Baek Jijun could express his admiration as a fan, Kang Ichae, whose eyes had sunken dark circles, suddenly flopped onto the floor.

“...I really am trash!!!”

“Uh... M-Mr. Kang Ichae??”

Startled by the sudden self-deprecation, Baek Jijun looked at the other members. Seo Hoyun just yawned widely, and Jeong Dajun simply shook his head.

“Mr. Kang Ichae, I'll give you one point for creativity. Your trick to get out of work is getting boring since it's always the same pattern...”

“Bouncy, shh.”

When he only received a cold reaction, Kang Ichae stealthily got up as if nothing had happened and asked.

“...Out of how many points?”

“......”

“Keuk...!”

Just then, the door opened. Kang Ichae quickly started rolling on the waiting room floor again.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was eating an ice cream while talking with Seong Jiwon, was horrified to see Kang Ichae lying flat on his stomach like a frog.

“Oh, Mr. Baek Jijun is he—Ugh, wh-what's with him?!”

As if waiting, Kang Ichae rolled toward the two, crying out for his hyung like a fox cub. Seong Jiwon expertly twisted his body, abandoned Kim Seonghyeon, and sat deftly beside Seo Hoyun.

“Kang Ichae! Mr. Baek Jijun is here too, this kid, really! Won't you stand up straight? Did you even greet him?”

Wow, I thought he was my father...

Left alone with his pant leg grabbed, Kim Seonghyeon expertly pulled Kang Ichae up while nagging like a parent.

He had thought they would feel some pressure, but he couldn't detect any anxiety or tension from The Dawn.

“Mr. Baek Jijun, we're looking forward to working with you today.”

Slightly bewildered, Baek Jijun finished greeting the other members.

Since his makeup was already done, he blankly watched The Dawn get ready. A staff member then guided Baek Jijun out of the waiting room first and toward the first-floor studio.

A staff member stopped him as he tried to open the curtain on the left side of the set. He was led to a place where no one else was. Baek Jijun sat on the end of a row of chairs and looked around. The staff checked the sound system, repeatedly turning the latest songs on and off. Soon, the contestants began to enter the studio one by one.

Just as everyone was seated and chatting, a grand drumroll suddenly echoed.

Then, a video played on the large screen.

A muffled sound rumbled as if played underwater before K'voka's rap began.

【This ain't lie, the truth never gets blurry

y'all done things that I don't like

Watch closely, you will be a living witness to this history】

WHIRR— CLICK,

【Lingering feelings fall like rain

Ah, where have you gone】

WHIRR— CLICK,

【Turn my Music on! Tears, Bye Bye Bye

I'll never love again】

The songs transitioned stylishly, directed as if someone were flipping a cassette tape.

He made a sound of admiration, thinking they had truly gathered the best of the best. Then, a familiar melody caught his ear.

【Everyone sends a signal to stop

But I run because I want you】

It was his own ballad, 'signal'.

After each hit song played, blue and red lights intertwined and scattered.

【But in that moment the distant dawn breaks

We'll talk until the sun rises

We can slow down the time, aren't we?】

It then transitioned seamlessly into 'Garage' by Nerdy Freak, a song Kang Ichae had helped write and compose.

【If you're still scared, take my hand

In that place we know best

I'll shout until you laugh from being tired of it】

The passionate sound of a violin filled the space before Kang Ichae's rap cut in.

【The dawn is entirely ours】

The song ended with a lingering piano sound. An ember flared on the large screen, carving out letters like a burn mark.

WHO WILL BE THE WINNER?

All the other contestants, including Kang Woorin, wore nonchalant expressions.

Baek Jijun wanted to ask them.

SONG CAMP SEASON 3

OUR SURVIVAL

After watching that video, did they still see Kang Ichae as an easy opponent? Was he the only one who felt this anxious?


Chapter 428

The short opening, featuring the currently most talked-about song instead of one by The Dawn, clearly conveyed PD Jeong Junhwan's intentions. He was probably planning to use Kang Ichae as bait.

Everyone here probably knew. Still, seeing them cheer without a hint of awareness made Baek Jijun feel a little nauseous.

He pretended to wipe his mouth, hiding his uncomfortable expression as he quietly assessed the situation. Soon, a spotlight lit up and Lee Jeongwoong, a comedian and popular professional MC, walked out.

“Hello! I'm Lee Jeongwoong, and I'll be hosting Song Camp Season 3.”

Lee Jeongwoong lightened the mood by recounting how he epically failed after releasing a song he wrote himself just once as a singer.

“Season 3 has a total of three missions, not counting the initiation. The missions will be different each time, and we'll announce the details and evaluation methods during each one. The person who earns the most points across all three missions will be the winner and take home the 100 million won prize. The winner also gets to be the star of the behind-the-scenes special we'll produce later.”

Everyone reacted with surprise at the benefits, but Baek Jijun could only scoff.

Not a single person sitting here is desperate for a few bucks.

What they want is just one thing. Recognition.

If they can get that, whatever they're planning will naturally come to fruition later.

This industry is that kind of place.

“Now, shall we get the initiation started before filming gets delayed any further?”

Unleash your genius!

As the text appeared on the screen, SWISH, the curtain hiding the left side of the set drew back.

There, a total of six temporary booths were set up, each containing a state-of-the-art computer and music composition equipment.

“You have one hour to compose the first verse. Any genre is fine. You can sing it yourself during the evaluation, or you can have one of the vocalists we've prepared sing it. Afterward, the top three chosen through an internal vote among the cast will be given a hint for the next, first mission as a priority.”

Baek Jijun gasped in disbelief and quickly turned his head toward PD Jeong Junhwan. Excitement was written all over the PD's round, gentle face.

An hour...

Whether they were rappers, idols, or just composers, creating something new required a corresponding amount of time for patience and agony.

In the end, the initiation was...

“Can we go into any booth?!” Jeong Dajun, the youngest member of The Dawn, shouted the question just as Baek Jijun's thoughts were settling, piercing his ears.

“Yes, it doesn't matter which one you use.”

For some reason, the eyes of The Dawn members gleamed after hearing the answer.

“Then, contestants, please move to the front of the booths. We will announce the start of the initiation through the screen once everything is ready.”

Others passed by Baek Jijun, who blinked in confusion, unsure what to do.

“Uh...”

Only then did Baek Jijun slowly get up and stand before a booth.

This is...

To be honest, presenting a song based on 'reproduction' rather than 'creation' isn't terribly difficult.

It's natural for anyone who has dabbled in composition to have a few unreleased songs or beats stashed away. Using those as a base to create a melody, making a decent-sounding song is a piece of cake.

Most of the contestants were probably planning to do just that. The relaxed smiles on their faces lent even more weight to this assumption.

However, Baek Jijun did not like that method at all. It was not because of a guilty conscience or anything like that...

That wouldn't be fun.

It was simply because his interest waned.

It's an absurdly ridiculous mission to begin with. I guess he's confident he can package it well in editing.

As he sighed inwardly, he overheard a hushed conversation nearby.

“Ichae, Chae-chae, you don't have anything prepared?”

Hearing the name of a person he liked, he perked up his ears.

“I don't.”

“Why?!”

“Because I used everything up while working on the full album...”

Ah, to have his entire stock depleted...

Eavesdropping, Baek Jijun felt a pang of sympathy from the bottom of his heart. He knew all too well how anxious and restless the life of a composer with no reserves could be.

“It's okay, Kang Ichae. You can do it.”

“Hoyun-hyung is comforting him so gently and warmly?!”

“Who are you?!”

It was nothing special, but Kang Ichae acted deeply moved and covered his mouth. Then Seo Hoyun, who smiled faintly, placed a hand on Kang Ichae's shoulder.

“Because it comes out when you're ground down.”

How cruel!!

Baek Jijun, who had a master's degree, felt the trauma of his professor's torment resurface. He stood there trembling uncontrollably while Seo Hoyun, smiling brightly, did not stop talking.

“Kang Ichae, I need a song that's unique but popular, calm but lively, and brimming with inspiration.”

“Jijun, I need a short piece for the next orchestra collaboration. Make it flashy but simple, trendy yet classical.”

“You can do it in an hour, right?”

“You're a talented friend, so a day should be enough, right?”

It was all such ridiculous nonsense.

GRIND. Baek Jijun ground his teeth at the terrible memories that surfaced. He looked up and met Seo Hoyun's eyes.

Seo Hoyun's right eyebrow lifted slightly, and his lips curled as if he had witnessed an amusing scene.

START!

59:59:13

59:58:32

59:57:44

Just then, a clock appeared on the screen, and the booth doors opened automatically.

“I'll be looking forward to it?” Seo Hoyun asked, casually slinging an arm over Kang Ichae's shoulder. He added the comment while glancing back, then vanished into a booth with his members.

Left alone, Baek Jijun blinked for a moment before opening a door a beat later and stepping inside. He blankly pressed the computer's power button and put on the provided headset.

This is crazy, why do I suddenly feel so unsettled?

It was a conversation he could have easily ignored, but strangely, his professor's nagging voice kept buzzing in his ears like a round.

Ruffling his hair as if to shake it off, Baek Jijun, having already decided not to use any of his existing beats, started composing whatever came to mind while endlessly cursing inwardly.

A staff member approached the booth and knocked, announcing the end of the session just as Baek Jijun used every trick in the book and put the finishing touches on the song.

“Wa-wait a minute!”

“Baek Jijun, time's up.”

“Professor... no, staff-nim!”

After submitting a roughly finished but unsatisfactory result, Baek Jijun stood in a daze for a moment before muttering dejectedly.

“I've epically failed...”

He exited on trembling legs and saw Kang Ichae among the confident contestants, exuding a vibe similar to his own.

Looks like things didn't go well for him either, he started to think, when.

“I-Ichae-hyung! You're a genius that only comes around once in a decade!”

“It's unique and addictive, just like Hoyun wanted.”

“T-That's right! I hate it when you slack off, but it's moments like these that I realize you're a genius!”

At the praise from the other The Dawn members, he thought, Of course, and tried to tune them out. If only he had not heard Kang Ichae's subsequent lament.

“I'm not a genius... I'm just an idiot who lost the lyrics the hyungs wrote... and because I had to rewrite them in such a hurry...”

A heavy atmosphere descended around The Dawn.

Just then, Seo Hoyun, who stood off to the side talking to a staff member, gestured to his members.

“...Huh? Hoyun-hyung is calling for Jiwon-hyung. I guess he's going to sing.”

“Ah, is it me...”

Seong Jiwon offered a faint smile, as if to say not to worry, and walked over to Seo Hoyun.

Baek Jijun's curiosity about what happened in the booth was soon erased from his mind, as a staff member dragged him away for a brief interview about the theme and key points of his initiation song.

And during the initiation that followed, the presentation of the songs created in one hour began.

Just as Baek Jijun guessed, most contestants seemed to have come prepared, as none of the works felt clumsy. Even Baek Jijun's music, which he had made half-heartedly, seemed to hold its own, as the response was not too bad.

However,

“The Dawn receives 0 votes.”

The result for the song by Kang Ichae, whom Baek Jijun had considered a genius, was disastrous.


Wow, the night sky is amazing today.

“Hey, Kang Ichae, it was really good, I'm telling you.”

On the way to the company for a new album listening party after finishing the Song Camp initiation, Kang Ichae had the eyes of a dead fish, as if he had burned up all his passion.

Kim Seonghyeon, sitting in the back seat, whistled and POKED the crown of his head.

“Why are you so down? Is it because you didn't get any votes?”

“T-That's! That... trivial thing doesn't matter at all. The problem is that I've released non-disposable trash into this world...”

“Hey, hyung~! We've had plenty of funny songs in our own content, what's the big deal now?”

“That's our own content...!”

Kang Ichae rubbed his face so hard his makeup came off. He slightly raised his gaze to observe Seong Jiwon, who had been quiet since filming ended. He had performed the song perfectly with a composed face, but as soon as he got into the van, he stared out the window with a vacant expression.

“...Jiwon-hyung...” Kang Ichae called out cautiously, looking uncharacteristically nervous.

“Hmm...?”

“I'll buy you a meal. I'm sorry for making you sing with such stupid lyrics...”

“Ah, what are you talking about, Ichae-yah! The song itself was really cool! It's just... it's just that I was reflecting on whether I pulled it off well, ahahaha...”

“......”

“Haha, ha... haa...”

“Your laughter just turned into a sigh!” Jeong Dajun chirped with an innocent face while hanging from the headrest, driving a nail right into Kang Ichae's heart.

“Hmm, I thought it was hilarious... I mean, great! What did you think, Hoyun-hyung? Wasn't it okay?!”

“He probably thinks it was a failure...”

I glanced at Kang Ichae's deathly pale face and recalled the filming location from a little while ago.

The contestants laughing at The Dawn, Baek Jijun with a dazed look on his face, and behind the camera, PD Jeong Junhwan, grinning slyly as he watched the situation unfold.

I let the corners of my mouth lift slightly.

“Hey, Kang Ichae.”

I lightly tapped Kang Ichae's shin with the tip of my shoe, and he looked up weakly.

A failure?

“Hyung will buy you something delicious.”

"When the show airs, we'll be the ones who come out on top, won't we?"


Chapter 429

[THE DAWN ALBUM 'Aeronautics'

PROMOTION TIMETABLE

#THE DAWN #The Dawn #Aeronautic ]

The Dawn posted their comeback promotion schedule on all official social media accounts. The accompanying poster showed a white airplane flying across a deep blue sky, leaving a long trail. As if on cue, an album trailer, concept photos, and track samplers were aggressively uploaded at the same time.

The highlight melody had not been released yet, but reviews from the music listening session unexpectedly caught the most attention.

[Title: Critic Han Jiyu's review of The Dawn's new song from the listening session

“It might be more common for beloved artists to feel lost about their music and their own direction. Perhaps that's why. The title track, 'Flight,' which compares the future to pitch-black darkness and likens the endless wandering within it to being lost in space, feels like a dark twist on their cheerful 'Ocean Train' from three years ago.

But strangely, it doesn't feel depressing. Instead, the lyrics are filled with hope and paint a picture of the future. Then again, when you think about it, they've always shouted it to the point of laughter. That despite being the most old-fashioned and cliché, our eternal truth is love.”

└ ;;;Why did our 'Ice' Jiyu write such a romantic review;;;

└ Isn't the part 'they've always shouted it to the point of laughter' from Kang Ichae's feature in 'Garage'??!

└└ He's usually so sarcastic... Ah, I'm getting excited. I have similar taste to this critic.]

[I only listened to one song, but I feel like I'm standing alone in a theater as the ending credits roll. The storytelling, packed with metaphors, is one thing, but the unique atmosphere created by the melody, which feels strangely cool against the fast-paced, dreamlike beat, played a huge part. Of course, the clear vocal tone that blended so well with the song also contributed significantly.]

[I always thought The Dawn had particularly strong teamwork, but this time it's on a whole different level. It really feels like it wouldn't work if even one member was missing. This was an album that showed they are moving forward while relying on each other. They are an idol group with an even more promising future.]

[Through their sharp and elegant group dance performance, you could get a glimpse of how sincerely The Dawn has prepared. In particular, Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon, who have always shown a high level of skill, solidly support the group, and Jeong Dajun has grown even more charming. I'm already greatly looking forward to their full-fledged activities.]

[There was a reason they made it onto the international charts.]

The reviews for The Dawn's new song from the music listening session were mostly positive.

[LMAO the last critic's post is the funniest hahaha]

[What the hell... Why is everyone praising it...]

[I wanna be a fucking critic too so I can listen to it early at the music session]

[For real, The Dawn kids are actually having a comeback. I'm so excited ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

The music listening session, which would normally go unnoticed, received so much attention simply because it coincided with the surge of interest in Kang Ichae.

[Title: Kang Ichae's review for this album is out

The_Dawn_Aeronautics_Review_Compilation_.jpg

Judge for yourselves ㅇㅇ

└ ㅋ they're all paid reviews, so they're just sucking up to him

└ I liked Kang Ichae's 'Garage' so I'm kinda looking forward to it

└└ Is the pay good for a WH part-time commenter?

└└ You have to admit the quality of 'Garage' was good. The problem is that he's a one-hit wonder.

└ All this media play about him being a Billboard composer... if the title track sucks, it's gonna get real quiet real fast.

└└ LMAO it'll be a funeral.

└ Ah, just give us Song Camp already.]

Because Kang Ichae's appearance on Song Camp was already confirmed, the news of The Dawn's new album became an even bigger topic.

[Now they're even bringing up the music session and saying the agency paid for it

NO! This damn agency was trying to lock up a gem!! (feat. to think Daepaseong was a saint)

└ Hahaha it's just funny now ㅋ. They're only saying that because they don't know the old The Dawn...

But first, I'm gonna go beat up those annoying bastards.

└└ LMAO do Noeuls live in Sparta?

└└ Fuck, their power level would probably explode if you measured it hahahaha]

[But why isn't Song Camp releasing any teasers

└ I know, it's too quiet for how much people are talking about it...]

[So The Dawn is having their comeback before Song Camp airs, right?

└ Yep, looks like it based on the promo schedule

└ Wow, the guys must be so busy... Isn't Hoyun filming A Dirty Trial right now?

└└ The movie schedule seems to be wrapping up??]

As the chatter grew louder and more chaotic, the official Song Camp social media account, which had been quiet since announcing its concept and lineup, suddenly posted an event poster.

[※Song Camp is back with a new look!※

Who are the composers of these blinded samples?

Before you meet Song Camp Season 3, listen to the samples in advance, select the song that impressed you the most, and find its composer!

How to participate:

Step 1. Listen to TRACK A through TRACK F and guess the composer!

Step 2. In the comments or by quoting, write down your favorite sample and your guessed composer!

Through a lottery, we will send you VIP tickets to Song Camp's second competition. (Winners will be notified via DM later)]

A detailed explanation accompanied a batch of 30-second samples, listed alphabetically from 'TRACK A' to 'TRACK F'.

Fitting for a blind evaluation, the contestants' voices were removed. Only the main melody played, replaced by a piano or guitar.

[Oh, this looks fun]

[What's with the track quality?ㄷㄷㄷㄷ]

[A blind evaluation? I seriously can't guess]

Song Camp, which had already captured the public's eye, successfully heightened their interest by inciting their curiosity.

For fun, for the thrill, for various reasons, many people joined the event.

[The Song Camp production team really went all out hahaha. If the contestants didn't have any recognition in the first place, people wouldn't have cared whether they did this or not, but look at everyone flocking to it now ㅋ

└ A marketing tactic that's only possible because the lineup is insane...]

[All those guys who were sucking up to k.voka are probably gonna get it wrong ㅠㅠ]

[Title: This Song Camp event looks fun...

I liked Track D and F~^^]

[Title: Which one is Kang Ichae's song?

I've liked him ever since he brought glory to our country,

I hope he releases a good song on Song Camp this time too~.]

On YouTube, videos compiling and comparing the contestants' previously released songs were uploaded endlessly, every few minutes.

[Joo Youngbi's is so obviously a trot instrumental. It's like he's not even trying to hide it.]

[Kang Woorin is basically just copying himself...]

[Here's the definitive reason why TRACK C is LUMA's

My heart is pounding♡

└ ㅋ fuck that's disgusting

└└ LUMA, run away...

└ I thought this one was Kang Woorin's??]

The event spread like a trend, and opinions poured out endlessly. Before long, a consensus formed about the composers of most samples.

Except for TRACK A, E, and F.

All three were in the Pop Rock genre. TRACK A was the most polished, while TRACK E was smooth and easy to listen to.

However, TRACK F received the most attention. It was bright and refreshing, built on a currently trending sound.

[Title: Track F is so fucking good ㅋ

The beat is GOAT

└ I think F is Baek Jijun. I'm sticking with it.

└└ Baek Jijun can't make stuff like this, so stop trying to associate him with it.

└└ Lmao, you useless piece of shit... Wanna bet your neck on it?]

[Title: I'll bet my XX and say what I think

F is k.voka

└ Goodbye... I won't see you off.

└ True, if it's not k.voka, it's Baek Jijun.

└└ Baek Jijun specializes in ballads, you idiot.

└└ Ugh, fucking hell, Baek Jijun writes well in various genres.]

[Title: But isn't TRACK F Kang Ichae's?

Thoughts?

└ Thanks for proving you have tin ears.

└ 'Thoughts?' my ass ㅋ. Go be a fan somewhere else.

└└ This is unfair;; If I were a fan, would I be posting this here?

└└ Legendary meltdown.

└└ He's seething.

└ One thing's for sure, it's definitely not Kang Ichae hahahahahahaha]

Noeuls watched people fiercely confront each other and push their own arguments. Despite having already pinpointed a track as Kang Ichae's, they simply remained silent.

They knew from experience that it was best not to jump in recklessly when the general public got involved.


The first competition would take place at a riverside park in Jeollanam-do Province.

PD Jeong Junhwan ran busily around the small backstage set and let out a low, ragged breath.

I'm gonna die, I'm gonna die.

He had spent the past week in a frenzy, preparing for the first competition and filming the contestants' preparations.

After much deliberation, PD Jeong Junhwan structured the first mission to showcase individual capabilities with three themes: Drama OST, trot, and ballad. He was also concerned about the evaluation but ultimately decided the rankings. They would combine scores from a pre-judging expert panel (40%) and a general audience's blind vote (60%). In other words, the stage response would be crucial to the rankings.

The hints are more important than I thought.

The top three contestants from an internal vote received a hint about the competition's location.

He had not announced it to the participants, but he planned to fill the audience with local residents instead of a recruited panel. Since it was promoted only as a small performance, the audience would be distinctly different.

This might get backlash when it aired, but PD Jeong Junhwan's heart pounded with excitement for the sure-to-follow controversies.

PD Jeong Junhwan meticulously paved the way while producing the new season. To have a spectacular finale, he needed to continuously draw the public's attention.

He took off his hood, which hid several days of unwashed hair, wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand, and walked toward the smoking area for a cigarette.

The main writer was already there and complained like a greeting as soon as he saw PD Jeong Junhwan.

“Ha, PD, about K'voka. Is it okay to put him on stage like this? It has a bit of a trot feel, but it's completely hip-hop?!”

“Well... it'll make for good television, so just leave it.”

The main writer exhaled smoke in annoyance and continued speaking.

“Ugh... Still, Baek Jijun's work is incredibly cool. So, what do you think about adding a few more cuts of people looking amazed?”

“Hmm, that's not a bad idea. Let's go with a concept like, 'What if Baek Jijun sang a surprise guerrilla performance right in front of them?! What would the audience's reaction be?!'”

“Naturally, naturally!!!”

The main writer, who belonged to an outsourced production company, muttered a half-joking complaint. This is why I hate working with the QBS psychos. He took a drag from his filter, then his eyes sparkled as he remembered something.

“Oh, right, did you see the uproar on social media about Track F after we released the tracks?”

“I saw. The prediction that it's K'voka is overwhelming.”

“I was a little surprised. How could they...”

The main writer's mouth snapped shut at the sudden sound of an approaching engine.

A van soon stopped in a distant clearing. A group of tall, handsome men got out one after another.

...Oof...

Seo Hoyun got out last. He pulled his cap down low, but his pale complexion was still visible. Seo Hoyun dragged his feet as if exhausted. His hands were stained with red marks that looked like blood at a glance.

“They said today was Seo Hoyun's last day of filming for A Dirty Trial. Did he go and bury a few people?”

“Looks more like he was buried in cement.”

The main writer must have seen it too. He stared intently as Seo Hoyun trudged toward the waiting room tent and whispered to PD Jeong Junhwan.

“Don't actors usually suffer from the aftereffects of their roles for a long time? What should we do... Didn't you say Seo Hoyun has a solo stage? Is it okay to film him looking so menacing...”

“Aigoo, you worry about the strangest things.”

Even though PD Jeong Junhwan called it a groundless fear, the main writer's face scrunched up, displeased with the producer's nonchalance. Completely unbothered, PD Jeong Junhwan leisurely took out a cigarette and lit it.

What was it that Kim Heeyeong said.

It was not long after they had cast The Dawn. He had run into PD Kim Heeyeong by chance. When PD Jeong Junhwan realized she also had experience running a survival show with The Dawn, he listed his past works.

PD Kim Heeyeong had cackled like mad, then left him with a piece of advice that was also a warning.

“Don't think about devouring them. You'll be the one who gets devoured.”

He had thought she was just exaggerating to tease him, but now he wondered if her words held some truth.

For his age, Seo Hoyun was a person whose inner thoughts were hard to read.

At the same time, he knew exactly how others would perceive his actions and how to act to make his opponent fall for him completely.

He was not just quick-witted either.

His mind was brilliant, and his ability to execute was even more outstanding.

Well, if he's going to create issues on his own, then it's nothing but a thank you from me.

Seo Hoyun walked outside, changed into a white t-shirt, dark jeans, and a light blue jumper. The exhausted, pale man from a moment ago was gone.

PD Jeong Junhwan scratched the back of his head, glanced at Seo Hoyun, and added.

“I'm more worried about editing the first episode than that.”

“What?”

“How to properly backstab the massive school of fish that swam right into my net, so that it becomes a hot topic...”

PD Jeong Junhwan took a deep drag from his cigarette.

“...That controversial TRACK F right now, it belongs to The Dawn, doesn't it.”

He muttered lowly as he looked up at the clear sky.

And so, the curtain rose on Song Camp's first competition.


Chapter 430

Early June sunlight bathed a small riverside park.

Local residents sat down one by one on the outdoor plastic chairs. They curiously turned small wireless remotes over in their hands.

A high school student, wearing a helper's armband on her left arm, assisted with crowd control. She glanced at the scene before turning back to guide people to their seats.

Normally, she would have been in a cool library, pretending to study while scrolling through social media. She had been forced to provide labor, unable to resist her mother's threat. Her mother, a temporary advisor for the citizen's park committee, had warned her, "If you don't attend this event, you'll live a life full of regret."

After working diligently since early morning, the high school student finally got a break in the afternoon. She immediately found a deserted spot.

She squatted down and opened YouTube on her phone.

【Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun, the lead vocalist of the 5-member boy idol group, The Dawn.】

“Seo Hoyun really sharpened his skills.”

The high school student turned on 'Woosung Broadcast' again. The video had already surpassed three million views despite being released just a short while ago. She had probably contributed significantly to that view count herself. She giggled, still finding it amusing.

【...I'm working really hard and preparing a variety of content.】

[This is the first time I've seen Seo Hoyun open up about his struggles... He must be really comfortable with Joosung-ie ㅠㅠ]

[He even personally thanks the staff, he's so polite... He seems like a really good person

└ He seems like he can't lie haha

└└ Right ㅋㅋ He's a prankster when he's with the members, but]

[Joosung smiling at Hoyun!! SO CUTE (Heart emoticon)]

[It's so cute how he says he's embarrassed to promote ㅠ Our boy may seem shameless, but he gets shy when you put him on the spot

└ I think Seo Hoyun is particularly shy...haha

└└ He was probably shy talking about his team in front of a huge senior~~ The comeback mention at the end must have been directed by the staff^^ A round of applause for Hoyun, who handled it like a pro!]

[they were so comfortable on this episode <3<3<3]

[Seo Hoyun seems to have a really good and gentle personality among idols]

“Did they all get shot in the head or something?”

The high school student watched the video on the small screen and scanned the comments again. She rubbed her arms, which were covered in goosebumps. She could never get used to the claims that Seo Hoyun was gentle.

【Please give a lot of love to The Dawn's upcoming comeback!】

As Seo Hoyun made a heart in the air, the fixed ending song for 'Woosung Broadcast' began to play. The high school student hummed along to the song and switched over to Twitter. She watched a real-time debate unfold among her followers, all connected through The Dawn, about the Song Camp track.

The first broadcast should be starting soon.

If they take applications for a live audience for the competition, I definitely want to go.

She scrolled habitually, her fingers flying across the screen. Then she heard her name called from a short distance away and looked up.

“Gayoung-ah! Come over here and help me!”

The sound signaled the end of her break.

She ran around helping out again as the sun set and the performance drew near.

After roughly finishing her tasks, the high school student stood in the last row of the audience seats. She tugged on her nearby mother's sleeve and whispered.

“Mom, what is this, anyway? They even made us sign a non-disclosure agreement. Is this really okay?”

“You worry too much. Don't you trust your mom?”

“Ah, seriously! I'm scared because I just signed the contract too. Are you sure it's really QBS? Were the clauses legit?!”

The equipment was clearly marked with the QBS logo, so it did not seem like a lie, but a non-disclosure agreement... An uneasy feeling lingered.

“I checked everything, so you just enjoy the show.”

“Yeees, yeees.”

She pouted and swatted away the swarming insects that heralded the summer. A person who looked like a broadcast staff member came up on stage and explained how to use the remotes. They added that there would be six performances and asked the audience to vote for their favorite song.

It seemed the remotes and the non-disclosure agreement were all in preparation for this.

While she wondered what kind of show they were filming to cause such a fuss, the surroundings darkened and a pin spotlight turned on. At the same time, music filled the riverside park.

【You are my love...】

The figure in a calf mask, standing under a pure white light, opened their mouth.

【Wherever you go

I will go with you】

A soft, beautiful voice flowed out, blending with the trot-style ballad.

“...What the heck. They're crazy good. Doesn't it sound like the OST from that drama Mom was super into recently?”

“'It's Certain, It's Love'?”

“Yeah, yeah, that one! The voice is so similar to the singer who came on during the climax every time. This is amazing...”

Is she talking about Baek Jijun?

The high school student tilted her head for a moment. She was completely unaware that her mother gave her a strange look as she stared straight ahead.

Well, they are fucking good at singing.

For a moment, she wondered if it could really be Baek Jijun, but she quickly dismissed the thought. First, if a celebrity as famous as Baek Jijun were to appear, they would not have set up such a modest venue. Second, she had learned over her short, or perhaps long, life that she was not lucky enough to witness such a moment firsthand.

It's probably just a talented, unknown singer.

Thinking this, she applauded the person in the calf mask as they sang the final verse and bowed.

Next, a person wearing a tiger mask appeared.

DUNG, DUDUNG— DUNG DUNG DUNG!

A strong, fast beat rang out loudly, tinged with the peculiar scent of ppongjjak.

“...Is this a club?”

【Ain't it fake? Whoa, o'mine

It can never be just hype】

The figure in the tiger mask dominated the stage, running all over and spitting out a rough rap.

However...

【A sense of powerlessness? Suck my dXXk!!】

It was a very ambiguous performance to show to an audience composed mostly of families, including a significant number of middle-aged to elderly people.

Sure enough, while the audience members waved the colorful balloons they had been given off-beat, there was no major response.

Well, they're good. That person has a K'voka vibe...

As she made a bland assessment of the tiger-masked figure who boldly struck an ending pose before disappearing behind the backscreen, she suddenly recalled a piece of information.

...Wait, Baek Jijun and K'voka?

For some reason, it was a very familiar lineup.

Aish, no way. It can't be.

“Hahaha. I'm being ridiculous!”

I'm indulging in excessive, happy delusions.

Is this what happens when you live and breathe The Dawn for years?

She tried to shake off her surging embarrassment, ruffling her hair as if to tear it out. Then, a person in a black cat mask came into view. They wore a white t-shirt, a sky-blue jumper, and dark blue jeans.

The person stopped in front of the microphone, held up three fingers to appeal their number, and then drew a heart in the air. Laughter erupted from the audience at the cute gesture.

...Ah, no way.

However, the high school student could not laugh along at the familiar gesture.

“Mom, is this show by any chance...”

【The sun that shines hotly on me!】

The moment she was about to ask her mother a question, the first verse of the song hit. A slightly husky, low-mid tone voice struck her ears, and a thrilling shiver ran through her entire body.

【I'm thankful for this land I walk on

Even if this path is full of hardship, ah, ahh】

The song was strangely similar to the 1990s folk rock[1] her mother often listened to, giving a completely different impression from the previous stages. It was clearly a good performance that enhanced the atmosphere of the early summer night, with stars dotting the pitch-black sky and a cool breeze blowing late, but...

“...No, fuck...”

The high school student could not properly register any of it.

The incredibly familiar voice, the flawless sense of rhythm, and above all, the aura he exuded...

【Because this, too, is my youth—】

Suddenly realizing the song was over, the high school student found the words flying out of her mouth unintentionally.

“Give me a remote toooo!!! I wanna voooote!!”

“Hey! Hey, what are you doing?!”

I should have come as an audience member, not staff!

Only after her mother grabbed her by the scruff of her neck did the high school student quiet down, crying tears of blood internally. Her mind was completely filled with thoughts of the black cat mask.

In the meantime, the remaining performances passed, and the vote count from the on-site judges was revealed.

First place went to the woman in the squirrel mask, who appeared fifth and received overwhelming cheers for her savory performance of a trot song. The person in the calf mask came in second by a few votes. Surprisingly, third place was taken by the black cat mask she had been rooting for, beating out the other strong contenders.

“Waaaah!! It's Kang Woorin!!”

The performers came back on stage in reverse order of the votes and took off their masks to the tune of the songs they had sung.

K'voka, LUMA, Kang Woorin.

As the audience buzzed at the appearance of familiar celebrities often seen on TV, the sound of an acoustic guitar lead, followed by drums and bass, spread widely.

【Even if it seems vague, I can't give up

I don't want to live full of regrets

You don't have to be easily scared】

The man tilted the black cat mask back, revealing his face. His hair, plastered to his forehead with sweat, looked like part of the performance.

He slowly swept his bangs back and smiled brightly.

“Oh, my god...”

It's real.

The real deal has appeared.

【The sun that shines hotly on me!

Let's push away the anxiety welling up in our chests and smile

Like a scene from a youth movie】

“Huh? I think I've seen that guy somewhere...”

“Is he an actor? Wasn't he in that drama with Min Jiheon?”

In her lifelong hometown, just ten minutes from her house, in such a humble place, she was face to face with her most beloved idol. The crowd's murmuring snapped her back to reality just as her reason was about to detach.

“It's Seo Hoyun! Black Kitty is Seo Hoyun!! My favorite, The Dawn's Seo Hoyun!!!”

She had blurted it out again and quickly clamped a hand over her mouth. It would be a public nuisance if her shout was picked up by the audio equipment.

However, it seemed she was already too late.

【Facing this cool early summer breeze

I'll remember today forever】

Perhaps he had heard her, as Seo Hoyun turned his gaze towards her and his lips curved into a gentle smile.

【Greeting the dazzling summer

I'll cherish today】

I'll fucking cherish it forever...

The high school student, who just a few hours ago had grumbled about what a pain this all was, was now incredibly grateful. Grateful that she was from this place, that her mother was an advisor for the citizen's park committee, and that she lived on the same planet as Seo Hoyun.

Mom, I'll be a good daughter to you.

She had found it a bit strange that her mother, who prioritized academics, had insisted she come. It must have been because she knew her daughter was a fan of The Dawn.


The dreamlike time passed in a flash. By the time they had managed to get the chaotic park under control, crowded with people leaving the venue, her mother approached. She handed her a square object about the size of her hand.

“Princess, take this.”

“Huh? ...Gasp...!!!”

It was none other than The Dawn's album 'Wish', signed by all the members.

“Uh, M-Mom! This is... this is really, really amazing, but... how did you get this?”

She was so happy. So happy that tears welled up and her hands trembled at the thought of having to give it back.

However, she was also afraid that Seo Hoyun might have been annoyed by a sudden request for an autograph while he was busy.

“No, I was cleaning up in the back, and that, Seo Hoyun? He suddenly came up and asked me. He asked if I was family with the person I was with, and if she was a fan of The Dawn. Then he gave me that and left.”

“...Wow, holy...”

“Tsk, watch your language. Anyway, he said he was sorry he couldn't give it to you himself.”

Even her mother, who was stingy with praise, commented on Seo Hoyun, saying, "That kid seems nice and gentle."

Normally, she would never have agreed, but on this day, the high school student could not help but nod in agreement.

Seo Hoyun, is he an angel...

Stroking the album cover, the high school student carefully looked inside.

I like your loud voice~^^

Black Kitty

“Aaaack!!”

“What's wrong with you?!”

Seeing the written message, she was reminded once again. His clever teasing made her realize that Seo Hoyun was still Seo Hoyun, after all.

.

.

.

At the same time, a new album teaser was uploaded to The Dawn's YouTube account.

【You pull me like gravity】

With only Seong Jiwon's clear voice echoing, the screen shows Seo Hoyun in shorts with wired earphones. As if he had just taken a shower, water droplets flowing down the slightly long hair covering the back of his neck dripped to his jawline before falling to the floor.

Seo Hoyun walks to the dome-shaped window of a spaceship. The reflection of his home planet, Earth, which he left behind, appears in his eyes.

【Between disaster and miracle

we stand holding hands】

The title track, 'Flight', from their full album 'Aeronautics'.

It was their first comeback in nearly nine months.




1 A genre of popular music that emerged in the mid-1960s, combining elements of folk music and rock music.
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Three days after the teaser dropped, the music video for 'Flight', the title track of the full album 'Aeronautics', was released.

Inside a spaceship, old, multicolored wires tangled like vines along a gray wall. Seo Hoyun appeared, looking out a dome-shaped window with black wired earphones in his ears.

A drop of water trickled down his jet-black hair. Just as it was about to fall, an emotionless, mechanical voice flowed from the in-flight announcement system.

【This is The Dawn bound for sunset. We will depart soon.】

An 808 bass and a synthesizer intertwined, spreading a dreamlike intro.

Seo Hoyun quietly gazed at the beautiful planet beyond the glass, where white clouds and a blue ocean mixed harmoniously. Someone forcefully pulled his earphones from his ears.

【Please fasten your seatbelt—】

Seo Hoyun turned his head with a slight frown. Kang Ichae stood there, grinning as he twirled the earphone cord. Kang Ichae snatched a cassette tape and ran down the corridor, spitting out a rap.

【Say who's back again?】

Kang Ichae headed toward the cockpit and tapped the shoulder of Kim Seonghyeon, who wore a white turtleneck.

【Some noise tries to fill me with doubt (what?)

Pushed me away, maybe I've lost it all

In the dark night, my worries only deepen】

Kang Ichae then leaned forward to check the instrument panel. He tapped the touchscreen a few times, then touched his temple with his index and middle fingers before pulling them away with a playful smile.

【What can I do, this is the path I chose

Bid me Bon Voyage!】

The scene changed. An eagle flew in an oval across a deep blue sky. Below it, Jeong Dajun sat on the windowsill of a Gothic-style stone building. He folded a piece of paper that read 'Astronaut Application Form' into an airplane and flew it outside. He soon spotted the members walking toward him, grabbed the window frame, and jumped over it to run to them.

【Some days, I had regrets

Thinking it was only downhill from here

But it's time to take flight, don't be afraid】

The paper airplane wandered on the wind and fell next to Kim Seonghyeon, who was in front of the spaceship's instrument panel monitor. Kim Seonghyeon's eyes turned red, illuminated by the erratically fluctuating numbers reflected in them. His hand, holding the stick, began to shake violently.

【You pull me like gravity

Remember the day we heard the sound of the waves

Even the small smile you gave me】

The lights in the cockpit flickered amidst severe turbulence. The moment the lights went out, the location changed to a greenhouse garden.

A variety of harmonies covered the melody as it rushed toward its climax. Wild gravity scattered mistletoe and trees, roots and all, while clumps of damp earth floated in the air.

In the middle of it all, Seong Jiwon stood alone. He walked calmly, lightly touching a nearby green leaf.

【Between disaster and miracle

We stand, holding hands】

Flames erupted in the corridor. The members appeared one by one, urgently sending out distress signals.

Jeong Dajun repeatedly pressed a dead button, then threw off his headset and snatched a fire extinguisher.

At that moment, Seo Hoyun tore open a control panel and pulled a lever, opening the emergency escape hatch. He saw Jeong Dajun rush past.

【Now, it's time for flight

Beyond the planet's tidal wave!

I'll take you to that place you long for】

Seo Hoyun grabbed Jeong Dajun and threw him inside the escape rocket.

Before a surprised Jeong Dajun could get out, Seong Jiwon closed the door. Seong Jiwon tilted his head back and covered his eyes with his palm.

【Now I think I understand a little

How to complete our flight to the very end

Belief, (Ah— Ah— Ah—)

Even in a universe where meteors burn

You'll be able to land safely】

Through the glass, Jeong Dajun desperately pounded his fists as if pleading.

Amidst the frantic flashing of red warning lights, Kim Seonghyeon's and Kang Ichae's gazes met. Kang Ichae swept back his long red hair that almost touched his shoulders. He held a faint smile and tapped his toes cheerfully as he gripped the yoke steering wheel.

【We do not know where to land

I'm not afraid of the endless wait

Is this bluffing? Am I bragging?

Doesn't matter 'Cause I feel this is gonna be happy ending

The ending becomes clearer, our closing credits】

Just as in the greenhouse garden, gravity in the cockpit began to fluctuate wildly.

Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun swam through the air, holding onto various equipment and navigating through shattered parts. Kim Seonghyeon leaned out halfway from the pilot's seat, pulling their arms to help them get seated.

Kang Ichae looked around and tightened his grip on the yoke steering wheel. Seong Jiwon's hand overlapped his.

Finally, they pulled the wheel.

【Now, it's time for flight

Beyond the planet's tidal wave!

I'll take you to a new place】

To a fierce duet of a cello and violin, the spaceship's interior spun clockwise and shook.

【Between disaster and miracle

We stand, holding hands】

A loud explosion sounded. The screen turned white.

【Thank you for flying, we hope to see you so—oo—oon...】

The distorted, noise-filled mechanical voice echoed again, then faded. A shimmering reflection of the sunset on water overlapped the screen.

WOOF!

The camera captured Jeong Dajun looking at the sea, stroking a dog as big as himself. Jeong Dajun sat still as if waiting for something, then sighed softly and stood up.

Just then,

“What are you doing.”

At the voice, Jeong Dajun's head lifted. Noeul's light filled his round cheekbones. He then broke into a bright smile, kicked off the ground, and started running.

In the left corner of the screen, five pairs of feet appeared above the dog, which lay with its tail wagging gently. The feet had lost their balance and tumbled over.

The gentle sound of waves sweeping across sand echoed softly. After a long list of names, the title appeared.

【 Flight

THE DAWN 】

It was just like movie credits.


[Fu...ck

What did the official account just give me

└ Youth... spaceflight disaster story...

└└ Please don't put it into words. My heart hurts like an exploded dynamite.

└└ This storytelling has to be Lee Jihyeon again, her form is insane. I swear my taste is the exact same as Lee Jihyeon's. Never leave The Dawn.]

[Ah, I finally get the reviews from the listening party. The comparison to a dark concept version of Ocean Train is perfect.]

[There were rumors they rushed the music video, but now that it's out, the production quality is insane.

└ The Dawn must have made a lot of money. I'm crying.]

[The music video is one thing, but the song is soooooo damn good. I listened to the whole album and I seriously love every single track.

Aeronautics is a goddamn masterpiece album.]

As soon as the music video for The Dawn's new song 'Flight' was uploaded, a huge commotion erupted in the fandom.

The flawlessly polished song, the spectacular dance, and the hidden meanings in the gradually revealed metaphors had struck a chord deep in the fans' hearts.

[Title. Seong Jiwon's PopPop comment just now

He said 'Flight' is a tribute song for Noeul.

So the 'gravity' (You pull me like gravity) and 'hometown' (I'll take you to that place you long for) in the lyrics refer to Noeul...

So the interpretation that The Dawn is returning to us after finishing their free flight must be correct.

└ Adding on, the lyrics about taking us to a new place... I think it's a message telling us to look forward to more in the future.

└ The Dawn bound for sunset...

└└ With the eagle, which represents courage and freedom...

With the mistletoe, which represents trust and friendship...

└└ Ah, just kill me.

└└ Isn't mistletoe Jeong Dajun's birth flower? ㅠㅠㅠㅠ Dajun waiting for his hyungs, trusting them ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ It's for Noeul...?

You mean it wasn't Operation Save the Youngest...?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ LMAOㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, that's hilarious.]

[Title. The wave sound at the end of the Flight MV...

It's the same as the wave sound from Ocean Train...

“Remember the day we heard the sound of the waves” is about Ocean Train, which we heard 3 years ago...

└ This is the most romantic gift for Noeul, who endured all those damn annoying malicious commenters.

└└ Who the fuck said love was sweet.]

[The full dance isn't out yet, but just from the glimpses, it looks tough as hell.

Kim Seonghyeon said this is the fastest choreography of any The Dawn song ever.

└ Professional dancers have filmed reaction videos.

└└ They're amazed, asking how they do it. They're freaking out, saying the amount of practice must have been insane.

└ LMAO, if The Dawn asks their juniors to do this for a challenge, they should run for their lives.

└└ Right? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'd pretend I wasn't there.

└└ Unless you're at Joo Woosung's level, you absolutely can't do this for real.]

The album sold like hotcakes, as if all the effort The Dawn had poured into it was paying off.

[???? How many million copies is it already?]

[Wow, I didn't know it would do this well. The sales increase is giving me chills.]

[Even considering the recent inflation, the album sales are insane.]

[Maybe because Kang Ichae got so much buzz from the controversy, it seems like everyone is giving the title track a listen.

└ But all the B-sides are charting too.

└ Are we getting a chart sweep, let's go~~~~~]

[Hahahahahahahaha this is crazy, I'm so hyped...ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

However, as The Dawn's popularity surged, the attacks against them also grew fiercer.

[[HOT] The most successful male idol among the current generation

Is The Dawn

Whether it's digital performance or album sales...

Seems like no one can touch The Dawn.

└ I agree

└└ I agree I agree

└ Even considering inflation, I agree. There's almost a 400k copy difference with High Five, who had a comeback early this year.

└└ Doesn't The Dawn have pretty long gaps between releases for a male idol group these days? High Five had a comeback every 3 months, so of course there's going to be a difference in album sales. Why are you even comparing them? Lol.

└└ Maybe you should think about why The Dawn has longer hiatuses even though they're from the same company??

└ Isn't this level of performance normal for a comeback? ㅋㅋㅋ You guys are making such a fuss...

└└ It is something to celebrate. Excluding Black Call, they hit the highest career peak among male idols.

└ Aren't they going for #1 on the daily chart too?? Nerdy Freak's song is also climbing steadily.

└└ Maybe on the real-time chart, but for the weekly and monthly charts, Black Call is the immovable #1 since it's only been a month since their promotions ended. The Dawn can't do it, ㅋ.

└└ For real... maybe if it had been about half a year after Black Call's promotions ended.

└ Ugh, why is this a hot topic? Their intentions are so obvious.

└└ 222222

└└ 333 ignoring them is the answer ha

└ I'm just old and tired and so damn jealous of Kang Ichae.

└└ This is the right answer ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ He, a full member of the copyright association, is the true winner.

(1821 more comments)]

Posts denigrated them under the guise of goodwill or ignorance, and posts and videos that openly belittled The Dawn were also common.

[It must be kind of embarrassing. They even recorded and released a separate English version of the title track, but in the end, it didn't even make the Billboard entry predictions ㅠㅠ]

[They talk about their international fandom this and that, but it was obviously a calculated move... second-hand embarrassment ㅠ]

Above all, they pounced on the Billboard entry issue as if they had found prey to tear apart.

[More importantly, the number of people on Rabism today is insane. Pre-orders sold a lot too, so where are all these new fans coming from?

└ Isn't it just the fans who saved up all their energy buying a ton? Or maybe Song Camp?

└└ I don't know, but the influx is the biggest ever. I don't think I'll get a spot.]

[The application form opened early and I clicked it too soon ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ

└ Me too. When the Rabism site turned red, my mind went blank. I clicked the application button too early.

└└ I hate the fact that Kang Ichae writes such amazing songs.]

[Failed to get into the pre-recording.

Me? The god of class registration? The one who snagged a front-row ticket for 'Emperor of Trot', which had the highest application rate in history?]

In reality, Noeuls lacked the mental energy to care about such things. The Dawn had shattered every record, from album sales and digital scores to the fastest music video view count. The influx of new fans skyrocketed, intensifying competition everywhere.

[Title. A light 1st place on Day 1 at Yuyu Bank!!

Dajun, the MC of Yuyu Bank, was so cute teasing the members at the end about whether to give them the trophy.

The encore was so refreshing too.

Seo Hoyun's pitch was still so damn accurate ㄷㄷㄷ and Seong Jiwon is the god of K-Pop...

They said they'd give a piggyback ride if they won. As soon as Kang Ichae tried to lift Jeong Dajun, he staggered and fell over pathetically.

└ Their live vocals were amazing. At first I thought they just played the track for the encore.

└└ It was way, way, way better than the track.

└ Kim Seonghyeon bowing to Noeul and saying thank you so much for waiting... I'm crying ㅠ

└ But Kim Seonghyeon... he casually lifted Jeong Dajun's arm and then dropped it like it was a heavy barbell, what the ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Don't forget, Kim Seonghyeon is also a pure-blooded The Dawn member...

└ Jiwon. haha (does not give a piggyback ride)

Hoyun. ㅋㅋ (does not help him up)

└└ (The elephant is hurt)

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ LMAOㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title. I like that Ichae has been posting a lot from the group chat lately.

Dajun and dog.jpg

It looks like Dajun posted a picture from the MV set in the group chat, with him on the right and the dog on the left, and Ichae screenshotted it for us ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Youngest. (Photo)

Hyungs, which one is The Dawn's puppy?

Boiled Dumpling. The left one.

HouHou. The left one.

Me. The left one~

Rap Machine. The left one!!

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ An unstoppable force vs. an immovable object.

Dajun's hopeless attempt at self-moe-ification and his cold-hearted hyungs who never fall for it.

But Dajun doesn't give up.

Dajun and dog_horizontally_flipped.jpg

Youngest. Correct!!

HouHou. The right one.

└ Seo Hoyun is really ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Damn, they have so much fun with each other ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seo Hoyun would be so good at playing with kids if he had any ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ But seriously ㅋㅋㅋㅋ am I the only one laughing at how he saved them as Ichae, Hoyun, and HouHou? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Crazy.]

[Jeong Dajun is so, so, so much like a puppy. Ah, I need to stop my habit of moe-ifying him.

└ Did you see Ichae's PopPop yesterday?

└└ Not yet?

└└ After all that, Kang Ichae seriously asked if the dog in the music video didn't look like Jeong Dajun.

└└ My idol is a bigger stan than I am...]

[For those of you who feel like The Dawn has become such a superstar that they feel distant,

Watch the behind-the-scenes video for the MV that was just uploaded.

You can see Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun failing to hold in their laughter and sobbing on the floor just from making eye contact.

└ For real, total high schooler vibes ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ They haven't changed a bit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seo Hoyun said they sent Jeong Dajun to escape first because they could save on space food if he was gone alone...

Seong Jiwon added that they sent him out because he tried to eat the plants...

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jiwon, please ㅠ

└└ But in the back, Jeong Dajun is asking if you can actually eat plants like that in space.

└└ LMAO ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why are you curious about that ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ I don't know, but next to him, Kim Seonghyeon is warning him not to eat random things he picks up.

└└ Parenting is tough.]

The start of promotions, combined with their achievements, left Noeuls feeling satisfied. They tried their best to let go of their attachment to the digital chart rankings.

[1st] Blackout – Black Call 【】

[2nd] Eyes – Black Call 【】

[4th] Flight - THE DAWN 【NEW】

[5th] Garage – NerdyFreak & Ichae Kang 【▲6】

[9th] Wave – THE DAWN 【NEW】

[28th] CanIsayNow – THE DAWN 【NEW】

This was because of Black Call, the immovable throne. The group would top the charts for months whenever they released a song, even after their promotions ended.

Of course, the fact that all songs from 'Aeronautics' entered the charts on the first day also contributed to The Dawn fans' newfound generosity.

And so, one week after the album's release.

[1st] Flight - THE DAWN 【▲2】

[2nd] Wave – THE DAWN 【▲6】

[3rd] Blackout – Black Call 【▼2】

[4th] Garage – NerdyFreak & Ichae Kang 【▲1】

[5th] Eyes – Black Call 【▼3】

On the daily chart of the music streaming platform, an unexpected turn of events had occurred.


Chapter 432

“Oh, hello, Hoyun! Congratulations on hitting number one on the charts!”

“Haha, has the news already spread?”

“Of course. Good news travels fast.”

Compliments greeted me with every step I took into WH Entertainment. I politely returned each greeting and hurried on my way.

It was Monday, the only day without music show activities.

I thought I'd get a break after finally wrapping up the movie filming, but the Song Camp schedule and our new album comeback overlapped. I was severely sleep-deprived. Still, I smiled, thinking of the person I was about to meet.

I grabbed a coffee from the company cafe and flung open the door to the exclusive practice room of WH Entertainment's biggest top star.

BAM!

“Gooood morning.”

The man, a household name in South Korea and my number one pushover, shot up in surprise. He must have been on a short break from practice. Beads of sweat still glistened on his skin, and his breathing was rough.

His wide eyes narrowed.

“...It's 3 PM,” he said, his voice laced with suspicion.

“Then, should I say good afternoon?” I asked with a sly grin, leaning against the doorframe.

Joo Woosung swept his bangs back and glared at me.

“Morning or afternoon, what's the reason for the sudden royal visit from a bastard who never fucking contacts me?”

“Maybe I just really missed Joo Woosung today?”

“Hah...”

"So, so much?"

Joo Woosung already looked thoroughly fed up.

“...A person in their right mind wouldn't do this, but since you're a psycho, I have to ask... You're not laying the groundwork to brag about flipping the daily charts, are you?”

“Hey, that's a hurtful thing to say. You were the one who advised me not to give up and to see it through to the end, Joo Woosung. I came to thank you for that.”

“...Ah... Ahem, ahem, is that so?”

Joo Woosung's expression softened slightly. I took out my phone and opened a music streaming platform.

【Between disaster and miracle,

we stand holding hands—】

Then I slapped my forehead and shouted.

“Oops, I accidentally turned on the playlist for the entire Mango Weekly Chart!”

“......”

“Not the daily, the weekly chart!!”

Joo Woosung turned away with a sigh.

I tilted my head and asked an obvious question.

“Huh... But it's playing a song by The Dawn, not Black Call? Anyone want to guess why??”

“Ah, fuck!”

Joo Woosung couldn't contain his anger. He threw a towel at me and yelled.

“You... you ungrateful bastard! I heard you guys hit number one on the daily chart and was all ready to congratulate you, but you came all this way just to mess with me?!”

Joo Woosung went on a rampage, spouting things like, 'You psycho with a rotten personality,' 'They say you should never take in a black-haired beast,' 'Fucker,' and 'The world needs to know your true nature.'

To my ears, however, it all sounded like a baby bird's cute chirping on a sunny afternoon.

Ah, this is fun. Truly.

My feelings must have shown on my face, because Joo Woosung glared at me, clenching his jaw so hard that a vein popped on his chin.

“Fine, yeah, go ahead and get number one on the weekly chart and the monthly chart too. Go on and sweep up all the trophies.”

“Thank you for the well wishes, Senior.”

“And I'll be looking forward to you breaking our Billboard record, too. I really, re—eally will.”

The corners of his mouth trembled, though they were turned up.

Considering Black Call's best performance to date, it was a mountain so high that even imagining surpassing it felt sacrilegious.

As if his childish retort wasn't enough, Joo Woosung vented his frustration.

“Wow, I'm suddenly so pissed off... The bastard who's nowhere to be found when I'm looking for him only shows his face when he feels like it.”

Is he sulking?

We've known each other for a while, so I wondered why he was acting this way over a little teasing. However, I was in a good mood and he had helped me in the past, so I generously crouched in front of him and smiled.

“Do you really think I came here just to tease you?”

I tapped the shoulder of the unresponsive guy.

“I'm not as busy as you, Joo Woosung, but I'm pretty busy myself. I'm already short on sleep, do you think I'd come all this way just to mess with you?”

“......”

“I was just really grateful for all your help, so I squeezed in some time to see you before you leave for your world tour.”

I sprinkled some sweet talk as bait before getting to the main point. Joo Woosung met my eyes, still wary.

“...Really?”

“Aah, of course. When you're busy, who knows when we'll see each other again. Speaking of which, I heard this world tour is on an epic scale and completely sold out? Black Call is always breaking records, how do you handle that pressure, Joo Woosung?!”

“Ah, you're crazy. Get lost.”

Black Call had recently concluded their successful Blackout promotions and announced an upcoming world tour. Once he left the country, it would be difficult to see him for several months.

I even clapped, which was unlike me, and hyped him up with exaggerated gestures. Joo Woosung, while still on guard, didn't seem to hate the praise, as the corners of his lips twitched.

“Hmph, ahem. It's no big deal. We're just trying to milk it for all it's worth before the contract renewal season comes around.”

His negative response made my brow furrow.

There was no way Black Call would fail to renew their contract.

Joo Woosung had strayed for a bit once, but the members had been on good terms recently, and they were a group with great synergy. Above all, WH Entertainment would never let Black Call go.

“Well... that'll be over soon too, though.”

Strangely, the image of a dejected Joo Woosung from Actor Maker overlapped with the guy before me.

I rubbed the back of my neck and asked cautiously.

“...Are you retiring?”

“Huh? Why would I retire.”

Then why?

I thought he was getting along with the members, did something happen?

I watched this precious, untrustworthy child with suspicion.

Joo Woosung noticed my gaze and scoffed in disbelief.

“Wait, hey, I can see exactly what you're thinking. There's no discord in the group, okay? I'm close with the members these days. We even make time to go out for meals together!”

“Wow... Congratulations on getting a meal buddy.”

“Look at this bastard's tone...”

I watched the grumbling Joo Woosung for a moment before asking.

“Then, what's the problem?”

“Umm, it's actually somewhat related to you, so I was wondering when to bring it up. It's just... Ah, no, never mind. It's not urgent, so let's talk again when we both have more time.”

Joo Woosung trailed off, scratching the back of his head. He sighed, reluctant to speak.

“...Is it about the military?”

“Stop! Pissing! Me! Off!!!”

Right, a 28-year-old idol would be sensitive about the military.

I tilted my head, avoiding the shrieking Joo Woosung.

It wasn't retirement, discord rumors, or enlistment, so I was extremely curious about what was making Joo Woosung hesitate, but he avoided my gaze defensively and got angry instead, so it seemed difficult to dig up any information right now.

Joo Woosung, exhausted from working himself up, waved his hand dismissively.

“Haa... Forget it, just please get the hell out of my sight.”

“Wait a minute.”

I ignored his order and thrust my phone at Joo Woosung.

“Just film one challenge with me.”

“...A challenge?”

My main reason for coming to the company to find Joo Woosung today was to film a TikTok video. I figured posting one with him would be good for generating buzz.

I expected him to get annoyed that I had another ulterior motive, but surprisingly, he just beckoned with his finger.

“Give it here.”

He then obediently checked the choreography, picking up the title track's highlight moves in just five minutes.

Fuck, is this speed for real...

Annoyingly enough, he was cool as hell.

Joo Woosung finished filming in one take without breaking a sweat. He crossed his arms and checked the result with a blank expression.

“Oh, you must have prepared a lot. The klutz is pretty good.”

“That's because I'm the number one weekly chart idol.”

Still, I had achieved my initial goal of 'Making Joo Woosung Lose His Shit,' so I bowed politely and quickly tried to open the practice room door.

“Where do you think you're going.”

But Joo Woosung's hand clamped down on the nape of my neck. I looked up. His beautifully curved eyes were fixed on me, glinting sharply.

“You have to film the Blackout challenge before you go.”

“......”

“A number one weekly chart idol should be able to do that much, right...? Woosung is just so, so, so curious.”

...Fuck...


【When you step on my heart,

our lips will meet】

“Is Ju Woosung-sunbaenim... a god?” Kim Seonghyeon exclaimed again, his eyes glued to the challenge video on his phone while the TV was on.

Lying on the dorm sofa, I grabbed a cushion to cover my ears, but Kim Seonghyeon relentlessly shoved his phone right in my face.

“Seo Hoyun, look at this. It's full of praise for Ju Woosung-sunbaenim.”

“Are you by any chance the leader of Black Call?”

“He's clearly human, just like us, so how can he dance so perfectly?”

“Or are you just trying to mess with me?”

I pushed away Kim Seonghyeon, who just grinned foolishly as if he enjoyed my sarcasm.

Just then, Seong Jiwon came from the kitchen with water and asked with a bright smile.

“Is there any talk about Hoyun? I thought you looked really cool!”

“Uh, they say he tried hard.”

Hah...

Joo Woosung had copied the Aeronautics challenge in a flash, but then he chewed me out and tormented me for two hours under the guise of a Blackout highlight lesson. The bastard had cackled while spouting nonsense like 'This is so healing' with every move and 'Let's go on the world tour together.' He eventually started pestering me to do the entire Blackout dance.

If I hadn't had a radio schedule afterward, I probably would have been stuck there all day.

This damn industry where the naturally talented have an overwhelming advantage...

Just recalling it was exhausting. To calm myself, I grabbed Jeong Dajun's cheeks with one hand and squeezed. Just then, an epic BGM started playing from the TV as the commercials ended.

“Ah, I think Song Camp is about to start!”

I opened the QBS Broadcasting Station live talk on my phone to check the reactions and turned on the real-time chat.

[OMG it's starting]

[thumpthumpthumpthump]

[Song Camp, fuck, I've been waiting so damn long for this]

[PD Jeong Junhwan suddenly changing it to a survival show, seems like he's really gone senile; ㅋ]

Even though the opening was still playing, comments posted at an incredible speed.

This should be fine.

I couldn't check the real-time ratings like I used to as a PD, but the atmosphere didn't seem too bad.

[Whoa what's with this comment refresh rate]

[Is everyone watching this? ㅋㅋ]

[Half the people are here to hate on Kang Ichae, the other half are here to curse out the rest of the cast~]

[So cynical, I'm just here because it looks fun]

Though it was a variety show, the scenes were directed like a music film. Glimpses of each cast member appeared with calm background music.

[The celebrities who would be mentors on other shows are contestants here]

[This super-luxurious lineup is insane]

[Yeah, Baek Jijun for 1st place]

[Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin! Kang Woorin!]

[I'm pushing so hard for LUMA noona]

[Joo Youngbi shouldn't have come out TTTTTT she's not an unnie who should suffer on a survival show like this...]

Finally, we appeared on screen, singing 'Aeronautics' from our recent promotions.

【Now, it's time for flight,

beyond the planet's tidal waves!

I'll take you to that place you long for】

Ooooh!

The members cheered excitedly, but the scene quickly changed to an interview with the Nerdy Freak guitarist.

【It's not like I worked on a song with Ichae just because I lost in IRIX. If that were the case, would I have worked with every Player ranked higher than me? You know it when you listen to his songs. That kid's a genius.】

The guitarist, who had been smiling emptily, looked straight at the camera.

【The number of composers who can beat him can probably be counted on one hand.】

Next, a performance of our title track, 'Aeronautics,' played as newspaper headlines appeared over it.

【❬Aeronautics Album Achieves an All-Kill on Domestic Music Charts❭】

【❬Nerdy Freak's Highest Rank on Billboard Hot 100 is 9th Place❭】

【❬Genius Artist Kang Ichae, the First Korean to Participate as a Composer❭】

“Woah, Ichae is so cool~!”

“Oh, seeing him like that, he looks like a different person.”

“Yeeeah, hyung, you're a storm of coolness~~!!”

The members added playful compliments. Kang Ichae said nothing, his expression fixed as he silently watched the TV.

In truth, all the members present knew well from their many survival show experiences.

They knew the editing was excessively favorable.

And they also knew that in such cases, a good outcome rarely followed.

“...Huh? Whaat?”

Sure enough.

Immediately, malicious comments like 'Riding on his agency's coattails' and 'The genius concept is embarrassing' were plastered over Kang Ichae's smiling face on stage. Even censored swear words were shown, making the youngest member's jaw drop.

Afterward, Song Camp blatantly painted a picture of confrontation, showing The Dawn and the other contestants separately.

【ARE YOU REAL?】

【Those who challenge the Billboard composer, show your skills.】

The opening song played again as the screen darkened.

【WHO WILL BE THE WINNER?

SONG CAMP SEASON 3

OUR SURVIVAL】

As the subtitles appeared, Kang Ichae let out a low sound of admiration and pulled at the corners of his mouth.

“Kyah...”

His signature smile, the one fans loved, was somehow imbued with confident certainty. It was as if to say, what's there to worry about, everything will turn out fine.

“I look pretty badass,” he said, as if to reassure us.
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“Ichae-ah, want something to drink?”

“Yeah.”

After watching the opening, Seong Jiwon hid his complicated feelings. He wiped his mouth, forced a smile, and continued talking to Kang Ichae to distract him.

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun also looked like they were boiling with anger. They seemed to be trying to act nonchalant for Kang Ichae, who acted as if nothing was wrong.

Soon, the scene shifted to the set, and the camera showed the cast members entering. The editing made it look like we were having a war of nerves. It was so childish.

PD Jeong Junhwan's editing style had gotten considerably worse since I last saw it. I frowned without realizing it as subtitles appeared on the black screen.

【※The songs created during the initiation ceremony were pre-released as blind samples, TRACK A~F, on the Song Camp SNS account before the broadcast.】

TRACK F was at the end of the randomly played melodies, which reflected their popularity.

Next, MC Lee Jeongwoong appeared and continued to explain the initiation ceremony.

【Lee Jeongwoong: Compose the first verse in one hour. Any genre.】

[???? Those tracks were composed in an hour??]

[Is it possible for composers to make something that fast...?]

[Well, the first verse might be possible, but the time pressure would be insane...]

[Even if it's not on the spot, they can just grab some samples they already have ㅋㅋㅋ If they prepared it beforehand, it's totally possible in under 10 minutes]

[When the tracks were released, I just thought it was self-plagiarism... but it seems they just brought something they made in advance. Disappointed]

Then, the process of how these songs were born was revealed one by one.

【As expected, they handle the sudden mission with composure!】

【Kang Woorin: I usually think of a basic melody first. If I'm in a hurry, I record it on my phone...】

The cast members who worked from melodies they had arranged in the past appeared first, portrayed as cheerful and professional.

[ㅋ what a show-off]

The number of negative chat comments suddenly surged.

[That Kang Woorin guy ㅋㅋㅋ so relaxed]

[I guess Kang Woorin was the one pushing the genius concept, not Kang Ichae ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Joo Youngbi and LUMA were so kind as to explain everything while composing, I thought it was an online lecture^^]

[I know it's scripted, but aren't they being too shameless? I'd rather have the K'voka guy who doesn't even bother to act. He made a beat right away and said he had lyrics already written ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[K'voka is famous in the hip-hop scene for hating staged stuff ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Says it's not Real... ㅋ]

[Is it the cast's fault? It's the production team's fault for giving them such a ridiculous mission in the first place]

Jeong Junhwan must have expected this.

PD Jeong Junhwan might have a bad personality, but he wasn't an idiot.

He must have already known this kind of controversy would arise. He just didn't care at all, considering the ratings.

In a way, he was the person within QBS Broadcasting Station whose work ethic and mindset were most similar to mine.

That was why I chose him.

[Ah ㅋ, this is boring as hell]

[I don't care about improv... I just want to see who made which track. I bet F is number 1...]

[F is definitely Baek Jijun]

[It's confirmed to be K'voka ㅋ]

【Meanwhile, in another room...?】

【Baek Jijun: I can do it, I am Baek Jijun, I am a great composer...】

【A serious mental breakdown...?!】

Just then, as if to contrast with the other contestants, Baek Jijun appeared, muttering to himself and tearing at his hair.

[Wait, looks like Baek Jijun is making it from scratch ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I can feel his panic all the way from here just from his shaking leg ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, Baek Jijun was smiling through the whole opening, but the way he's staring at the monitor with a straight face is a killer]

【Baek Jijun isn't the only one who's trembling!】

Right after, our team was shown.

【Kim Seonghyeon: Kang Ichae, you're writing your rap separately, right? For now, the hyungs will just write the main melody lyrics, okay?】

【Jeong Dajun: We must judge by sound alone...】

【Kang Ichae: Dajun-ah, be quiet for a second...】

The screen showed Kang Ichae hunched over the computer, refining his musical ideas, while Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon calmly typed. Jeong Dajun and I were there, offering various ideas and feedback.

【Kang Ichae: Hey, excuse me! How are we supposed to make a song that's unique but mainstream, and calm but also lively?!】

【Seo Hoyun: Well.】

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[This is like me with 1 hour left on my assignment deadline ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah ㅋ, is Song Camp an idol survival show? This is boring, just show us the god-tier song composed by K'voka-nim]

[I didn't come here to watch an idol's personal vlog, so stop showing this and tell us who made Track F, damn it ㅋㅋㅋ]

[We want to see the Track F performance~~]

Before long, the clock on the set's screen announced that an hour had passed. The contestants trudged out of their respective booths.

The initiation ceremony stage followed immediately.

The reactions to the continuous performances, where the title and composing cast member were revealed starting from TRACK A, exploded the moment the creator of TRACK E was revealed.

【Baek Jijun - TRACK E

'The Stopped Season'】

[?????]

[Baek Jijun is Track E???]

[Huh?? I thought this was Kang Ichae's]

[Oh, then K'voka must be F]

On the TV, a slightly stiff Baek Jijun fiddled with the standing microphone before slowly closing his eyelids.

【The day you said goodbye to me

I wished that time would stop】

“Whoa...”

“Baek Jijun, he's no joke.”

Just one line was enough to instantly change the atmosphere. It was just as you'd expect from someone who had built up immense popularity with his vocal tone alone.

【Don't say anything too painful

I just need to see you one more time

I'm still trapped in that season

Because of our memories piled up in the snowflakes】

[Wow... this is well-made]

[The song's genre is a bit funky, so I'm still shocked that Baek Jijun is Track E... but seeing the lyrical words, it must be him. I like that it seems like a new attempt]

[?? Wait, this person is Baek Jijun?? Baek Jijun is handsome too?]

[I'm tired of even telling him to pay more taxes. Go to jail.]

[Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【The unfamiliar scent brings me pain

I just want to hold you one more time...】

[I hope they release the official track. It's so, so good hearing it properly;;]

[I think it's even better because Baek Jijun is singing it]

[For real, Baek Jijun is on a different level]

While people were still lost in the afterglow of Baek Jijun's song, continuously posting their thoughts in the chat, our group name finally appeared.

【The Dawn - TRACK F】

[?????]

[Huh]

[?????????????]

“Aack, it's our turn!” Jeong Dajun shrieked nervously. He grabbed Kang Ichae's shoulders and shook him relentlessly.

[Track F is Kang Ichae's???]

[Holy shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ then is Track A K'voka's?]

[I told you soooooo, I said this was The Dawn's!!!!!!!]

[You bastards, I bet my fucking balls on this!!!!!!!]

As Seong Jiwon's back was shown climbing the stairs, the title appeared.

【'Oh-th-the-lyrics-flew-away'】

[???????]

At the same time, the screen froze and a commercial break started.

[For real?]

[Is this real?]

[Shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ what is happening]

[Hey, fuck, can we not skip the commercials this time?]

[Track F is Kang Ichae's, damn it. Where are all the losers who were whining that it was K'voka?]

“Hoo...”

A heavy sigh escaped from Kang Ichae, who had been quiet the entire time we were watching. He touched his forehead, as if the shock from that time was resurfacing.

The members' gazes turned to him, watching him cautiously. The commercial ended and Seong Jiwon reappeared, heading to the stage. The scene then rewound as if played in reverse, bringing up a part of the work process that had been deliberately hidden before.

【With about 10 minutes left, The Dawn has lost all their lyrics except for the rap!】

Jeong Dajun pushed aside a haggard and frozen Kang Ichae. He took his place at the computer and hurriedly opened a notepad.

The maknae's dazzling keyboard skills were quite a sight. I roughly ruffled the fluffy platinum-blond hair of the one loitering beside me and commented.

“Wow... Bouncy, you're a fast typer, huh?”

“Huhu, I was number one in my class for typing speed back in elementary school.”

【Jeong Dajun: Earlier! What did we write earlier?!】

【Seo Hoyun: I don't remember.】

【Kim Seonghyeon: Uh, l-love, I think love was in it?!】

While the members were in a state of panic on the show, what little time they had left vanished. A staff member immediately rushed in to check their work.

【Production Team: It seems the title is missing. What is it?】

【Kang Ichae: (Wistfully) Th... the lyrics flew away! Except for the rap!】

【Production Team: Ah... hmm, that's pretty good.】

【The Dawn: Huh?】

【~A moment later~】

【'Oh The Lyrics Flew Away' was selected as the title.】

[This is insane ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The production team is fucking crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Along with a comical bell sound BGM, the scene shifted to Seong Jiwon taking deep breaths backstage.

After composing his expression, Seong Jiwon lightly tapped Kang Ichae's back and immediately started walking. Seong Jiwon placed his right hand on the standing microphone, lowered his eyes, and opened his mouth.

【PD...】

[Wow, Seong Jiwon sang one word and look at the cast members murmuring]

[My house is murmuring too... who is that person??]

[Please remember, Seong Jiwon is the next god of K-Pop]

【Telling us to compose in an hour

Where is there such a rule

PD, you've never composed a song, have you】

[Ah, he's calling out the PDㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【30 minutes to come up with a melody

27 minutes to lay down the beat

3 minutes left for the lyrics

But the lyrics we prepared disappeared】

“Wow, Jiwon-hyung, why are you so good?!”

“Hyung... how did you fit all that nonsense into the melody?” Kang Ichae asked Seong Jiwon in surprise. He suddenly remembered that the lyrics hastily written on the spot hadn't been this polished.

“...Hahaha, I just took out a syllable here and there, that's all...” Seong Jiwon scratched his cheek and answered sheepishly, embarrassed by the members' praise.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Kang Ichae ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Can an idol even do this?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Is the guy singing a madman???]

[The PD who's letting this air is a Crazy Bastard too ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【You even decided the title on your own

This is truly unfair treatment...】

The moment Seong Jiwon's sorrow-filled voice soared to its climax, a lift rose from the center of the stage, and Kang Ichae appeared.

【Um Um...】

Exchanging a look with Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae snatched the microphone and stepped forward.

【...Did you spot my blot? Of course, looks even better

When everyone laughs, my pulse calms down

I have a really good feeling today for some reason】

Although they had lost most of the lyrics at the time, the rap part was still intact.

[?????? What the????]

[You have to admit Kang Ichae's rap is the real deal. He's so fucking good;;]

[Until a moment ago, it was just a funny song with a good beat, but suddenly I'm completely immersed;;]

【To doubt myself, time is running out

I'll write the notes following my heartbeat

I don't know if you know this feeling of being pushed to the limit, since I never faked any line】

Kang Ichae's eyes gleamed fiercely.

【Concentrate, as if it's just the two of us

That's the only way we can win

(Yeah Yeah Yeah!) Soon enough, you'll find out

I may have lost before—】

It was as if he intended to overturn this entire situation.

【but I've never been afraid】

And he had never once missed a target he aimed for.
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[Wow, holy shit, Kang Ichae is a fucking genius]

[I wonder if he knows this feeling of being pushed to the limit since I never faked any line<<That's insane]

[That's a total diss on the other contestants; it's undeniable]

[Isn't he calling out how only Baek Jijun and The Dawn composed on the spot while the other contestants had it easy?]

[Whatever, I don't care. Track F's hook is fucking insane, holy shit ㅋㅋ]

“Kang Ichae...! He is a god!”

Kim Seonghyeon playfully teased Jeong Dajun, who gave a standing ovation with teary eyes.

The initiation ceremony performance wrapped up, and the contestants began their internal vote. Throughout it all, Kang Ichae remained completely silent.

In the end, The Dawn received 0 votes, but none of the members watching the broadcast seemed to mind much.

【Production Team: What was the most impressive performance?】

Interviews the contestants had with the production team were inserted afterward.

【Baek Jijun: Kang Ichae's. It was a very tight schedule, but he came up with a beat and melody completely different from the existing style. (But you didn't vote for The Dawn?) Well, the lyrics were a bit lacking overall... although the second half was really cool!】

【Joo Youngbi: I thought he wrote it as a joke and laughed, but the rap part at the end was shockingly good. It was so perfect that it made me suspect The Dawn had intentionally aimed for a twist.】

Next, the broadcast showed Kang Ichae staring into space with a look of resignation.

【Production Team: You received 0 votes...】

【Kang Ichae: Ah... more than that, I'm sorry for causing trouble for the production team. You must have prepared so hard, you must have been flustered. I really wanted to do well, too...】

[He's more polite than I thought. I expected him to be more arrogant...]

[I know, right? He looks like a punk.]

[Is he crying?]

[ㅋㅋㅋ I bet... he probably cried backstage and came back.]

He then rubbed his dry face with both hands and lowered his head slightly.

【Kang Ichae: (Did you intentionally delete the lyrics text file?) Did I look... like I had the luxury to delete the lyrics on purpose?】

【No...】

[Whoa, I guess it's real ㅋㅋ]

[Wow, but he killed it, holy shit ㅋㅋ]

The scene changed again, showing the face of K'voka, one of the most famous rappers.

【K'voka: Kang Ichae...】

He nodded his chin and made a classic hip-hop gesture with his right hand.

【K'voka: ...That's hip-hop.】

[Ah, fuck, K'voka ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Fucking hilarious, Crazy Bastard ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[They say K'voka fucking hates scripts, I guess he took a liking to Kang Ichae ㅋㅋㅋ]

After reading the chat, I turned off the QBS Broadcasting Station live chat and stared blankly at the TV. The screen gave hints about the first competition.

It went just as I predicted.

There were some negative reactions, but it was flawless in terms of creating a buzz.

Because they had blatantly pushed Kang Ichae to the forefront from the beginning, he would be used as a sacrificial lamb everywhere until the program ended, but that was within my calculated plans.

Right now, more than that...

What's wrong with him?

Kang Ichae had suddenly bowed his head low and was just rubbing the nape of his neck. His behavior really bothered me.

“Ichae-hyung, seeing it on TV, I think it was still good!”

“......”

I glanced at the guy who did not respond to the maknae's comfort and scanned his expression. I was just about to grab his shoulder and call his name.

“Kang I...”

“A-choo~oo!”

With a loud sneeze, Kang Ichae shot his hand up.

“Alright, alright, ahem. Everyone from Saebyeok! This isn't a bad start, so let's ride this momentum and take first place~!!”

“Kang Ichae, Kang Ichae, milky-white Kang Ichae! A round of applause for Ichae-hyung, who knows how to promote his own name even with a sneeze~!”

“Ichae is amazing~ah~!!”

“Have you all gone crazy??”

Kang Ichae made a fuss and seemed like his usual self, yet something was suspicious.

Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun joined in, laughing brightly, while Kim Seonghyeon looked disgusted. I was debating whether to question Kang Ichae when my phone vibrated.

It was a text from Seo Hojin.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Good luck]

I looked at my phone, then glanced at Kang Ichae one more time.

For some reason, the unsettling feeling would not go away.


With just the first episode, Song Camp was already the talk of the town.

[Ah, I was watching with my mom and we were laughing like crazy ㅋㅋㅋ My dad came in late and started watching from the middle, asking, "Is this show a joke?" ㅋㅋ]

[I almost cried while watching. Look at Kang Ichae squeezing his eyes shut while Seong Jiwon is singing.]

[This isn't a competition, it's just a variety show, holy shit.]

With Nerdy Freak's 'Garage' charting high on Billboard and continuing its success in Korea, interest in Kang Ichae was already high. However, Song Camp's provocative directing caused public interest to skyrocket.

[Title: The reason why Tracks E and F have lower quality compared to the others.jpg

Because only Baek Jijun and The Dawn made them on the spot ㅋㅋ

└ True, a lot of people were saying the tracks' quality was low for how popular they were ㅋ They said it seemed rushed. Wow, the netizens' ears were spot on.

└ And yet F is the most popular one, that's GOAT behavior ㅋ

└ If they had a little more time, I feel like they could have polished the quality enough to release it as a single ㅜㅜ Baek Jijun's lyrics for The Stopped Season were legendary...

└└ Still, for lyrics... 'Oh The Lyrics Flew Away' is the real legend...

└└ LMAO ㅋㅋㅋㅋ That's just funny, not legendary ㅠ]

[Title: I thought they were pushing The Dawn hard with the editing from the opening

They deserved to be pushed.

I was wondering how amazing he had to be for the broadcast station to milk him that much... he totally killed it.

I even get why the first half's lyrics were a mess ㅇㅇ Composing and writing lyrics in 1 hour is fucking insane, and only he and Baek Jijun were flustered and looked real.

└ But the hook he made was just unfair.

└└ You can hum it after hearing it just once.

└ ㅋㅋ The rest of them were deceiving us.

└ You believe this? The broadcast station prepares scripts for everything. The editing was good, and Kang Ichae's acting was on point... I'd bet my wrist that Kang Ichae didn't compose it.

└└ Wow, how much more do they have to show for you to believe Kang Ichae composed it himself? You're just being malicious.

└└ This is the kind of bastard who'd try to expose the trick right in front of the magician.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ fuck, that analogy ㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋ ah, that's so fucking true ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Why does this magician joke smell so much like a certain fandom? ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: The Dawn's initiation ceremony stage was the most intense

From the middle, it felt like a completely different song.

The mood reversal... the rap was insane too.

└ A singer is a singer. He sang so sweetly even with those lyrics...

└ Who's the guy who sang? He didn't get overshadowed even next to Baek Jijun.

└└ Seong Jiwon!!!]

[Oh, looks like Song Camp is fun]

[I watched Seasons 1 and 2 because they were good to watch with family, looks like Season 3's atmosphere is good too]

Those who had briefly seen the initiation ceremony video on social media would go watch the first episode of Song Camp out of curiosity.

And so, in the successfully released second episode of Song Camp, the first competition stage held at the riverside park was fully revealed.

Everyone who was completely immersed in watching couldn't hide their excitement by the time the broadcast ended.

[Wow, Song Camp]

[It's so fucking fun...]

Every online community was buzzing with talk about Song Camp.

[The lineup was already spectacular, so it's a joy to listen to ㅠㅠㅠㅠ What is this quality for the first competition songs...]

[Baek Jijun is better at looking out for himself than I thought ㅋㅋ I thought he was a one-trick pony who only did traditional ballads, but doing a trot-style ballad was so damn smart.]

[Title: Ah, the contestants' greed for comedy

ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Kang Ichae making the 'PD, You're Too Mean' song was hilarious,

but K'voka, holy shit, he barely said anything other than "That's hip-hop" and "That's not hip-hop" ㅋㅋ

└ The contestants, holy shit, their greed for comedy is running wild. Did these people come to compete in composing or to audition for a comedy show?

└ It's hilarious. I thought I'd be pissed watching Song Camp, but it's just funny.

└ K'voka: Competition? That's not hip-hop.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: Isn't K'voka a madman? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

At a town riverside park, he's like, "Suck my D!!!!!!!"

└ Before the broadcast: K'voka-hyungnim, do whatever you want. After the broadcast: K'voka-hyungnim, please do a little less of what you want.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I laughed my ass off watching the broadcast ㅋㅋㅋ No matter what, you have to read the room.

└└ For real, K'voka got a hint during the initiation ceremony and still didn't give a single fuck ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Wait, now that I think about it, that's right. K'voka did get a hint ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why is he like that ㅋㅋ

└ Separately, K'voka has a devilish star quality, holy shit ㅋㅋㅋ I used to dislike him because of his stans, but now I just laugh whenever I see his face.

└└ because... that's hip-hop]

The program was doing even better than it did after the initiation ceremony, but the evaluation of The Dawn's first competition performance was somewhat lukewarm.

[Title: Honestly, The Dawn was more ordinary than expected this time

However, the location saved it.

Combined with Seo Hoyun's vocal tone, the atmosphere was killer.

└ For real, that part was insane...]

If you excluded the cinematography.

【...The sun that shines hotly on me!】

Against a backdrop of trees swaying gently, showing off their fresh early summer leaves, Seo Hoyun sang while facing the wind under the bright sunlight.

【Let's push away the anxiety welling up in our chests and smile, just like a scene from a youth film】

It was truly, just as the lyrics he sang described, like a scene from a youth film.

【Greeting this cool early summer breeze, I'll remember today for the rest of my life】

His low, slightly rough vocal tone spread coolly, harmonizing with the session instruments and making even older viewers feel nostalgic for their childhood.

【Greeting the dazzling summer, I'll cherish today】

The performance evoked homesickness in some, memories in others, and love in yet others, and soon received a positive response.

[It seemed like it got an average response on-site and from the judges, but once it was captured on broadcast, it was like a whole romance movie was made just like that...]

[Wow... if you could compress this whole scene into one word, it's just... youth... ㅠ I'm not even a fan, but it's so healing I keep rewatching it.]

[I heard Seo Hoyun just finished filming A Dirty Trial right before this...

└ How do you go from a corrupt prosecutor to a youthful young man...]

Of course, on the other hand, while it was good that they took their own path amidst the trot and other similar-style songs, many comments also expressed disappointment. They felt it lacked individuality and showed none of Kang Ichae's characteristic style.

[It's not that Kang Ichae has no talent, but he seems to have his ups and downs

└ Seems like his performance depends on his preference for the genre.

└ He's definitely a talent-monster. Self-taught composition and entered Billboard...

└└ For real?? He's self-taught??

└└ But that was because of Nerdy Freak, and you're still going on about Kang Ichae's talent after seeing this.]

[Seo Hoyun and the scenery hard-carried them to that rank. Otherwise, they would've been 4th or 5th.]

[Considering Kang Ichae's experience, this reaction seems like a natural result... For real, creating conflict with the other contestants in the opening was a huge overreach. He might have gotten lucky and charted on Billboard, but honestly, I don't think he's all that.]

[ㅋ I agree. Only the initiation ceremony was good. Kang Ichae isn't on their level ㅠㅠ]

[Well... I guess it's a collaboration of the other contestants being well-prepared + Kang Ichae being possessed by a god until now.]

[I really, really want to see the contestants' preparation process for the first competition, but it's a shame it was skipped because they crammed the initiation ceremony and the first competition into episodes 1 and 2 ㅠㅠ]

[Title: Putting all the Song Camp controversies aside for now

You have to admit it's the most fun variety show these days.

My whole family keeps watching only this.

PD Jeong Junhwan put a survival show skin on it, and it has its problems, but he made it fucking well for the general public ㅋ

└ True, true. This is all anyone talks about at school.

└└ He drew a lot of attention with the blind samples... There are controversies because of the rules and judging, but if it does really well, it could be the variety show of the year.

└ All the contestants made a strong impression ㅋ Even if you say LUMA, Kang Woorin, and Joo Youngbi were already famous to the general public, Baek Jijun never appeared on TV before... K'voka was famous in the hip-hop scene and The Dawn in the idol scene.

└└ Right? I don't know if it's because of Song Camp or Nerdy Freak, but it was surprising that The Dawn even got #1 on the music charts... Seo Hoyun was already somewhat famous from acting in dramas, but I was shocked when my super non-fan friend started calling them Seonghyeon~ and Dajun~.

└└ So fucking moved... holy shit... straight soju mode ON in the middle of the day.

└└ Is the comment above a Noeul? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Ah, these guys keep appearing out of nowhere and infiltrating ㅋㅋㅋ

└ The sheer number of memes also contributes to its popularity.

└└ Like what?

└└ Suck my D!!

└└ That's not hip-hop...

└└ I love you...

└└ Ah, there are so fucking many memes ㅋㅋㅋ]

Just as Song Camp was being actively discussed, information about the second competition was uploaded.

[D-7

Pick the song that best fits an idol concept!

In one week, the blind vote for Song Camp's second competition will begin.

These will be the concept evaluation songs used in the upcoming survival girl group audition 'Starlight' Season 2, and will be prepared in six diverse genres, from EDM pop-dance to hip-hop and R&B.

After the tracks are released, please select the song that best fits its assigned genre and can best showcase an idol's charms.

※This blind vote will account for 60% of the second competition's score.]

It was a request to vote for the concept evaluation songs for 'Starlight' Season 2, a survival girl group audition scheduled to air on QBS in two months. A new line was also added, stating that the same female guide vocalist would be used for all tracks to ensure a blind vote and make it difficult to guess the composer.

[What, six genres? Then isn't it obvious K'voka will get hip-hop?]

[Nah, since it mentions six 'assigned genres', the production team might be the one to assign them.]

[Hey, isn't it too much for the production team to assign them? ㅋ They'd get so much hate for that.]

[No, what if he gets a bad genre for the second competition? ㅠㅠ Our boy K'voka can only do hip-hop, for fuck's sake...

└ ㅋㅋㅋ Ah, is this an anti or a fan?]

[Since it's come to this, let's have our Joo Youngbi do hip-hop instead of trot.]

[The ones with a wide spectrum will have it easy ㅋ]

[There's a rumor that the 1st place winner of the first competition gets to assign the genres for the second, not the production team.

└ That's too much...

└ That's too much...

└└ That's way fucking too much...]

Not long after the notice was posted, the Song Camp SNS comment section filled with demands to upload the second competition songs quickly.

[The ones who are inconsistent and genre-dependent are going to suffer. Ah, of course, I'm not dissing Kang Ichae ^^]

.

.

.

Meanwhile, at that same time, all the Song Camp contestants gathered in the studio for the second competition's interim evaluation. They were checking the songs each other had composed.

When it was Baek Jijun's turn, a few people snickered.

The genres for the second competition had been assigned by the winner of the first competition. Because of that, Baek Jijun, who had been targeted, had to compose a hip-hop track for the first time in his life.

The moment the first verse flowed out in an unfamiliar woman's voice,

【...I'm losing my resistance】

The surroundings fell silent, and the air grew taut. I could feel with all my senses that everyone in the studio was on guard, their hairs standing on end.

【Moonlight that shines even in the sun, a candle that burns without a wick, Tell me, Am I meant for you?】

At the same time, Seo Hoyun pressed his palm firmly against his forehead.

【Come in, let's dance, between the moonlight... like all the lovers in a painting, let's hold hands forever】

Ah, shit. The second competition is fucked, he thought.


Chapter 435

Is this for real?

While the other contestants' songs played, most of them looked like they were just trying to keep their heads above water. They struggled to adapt to genres they had never attempted before. I assumed Baek Jijun would be the same, so I didn't have high expectations.

【I'm losing my resistance】

However, that misconception crumbled as hopelessly as a sandcastle before a wave the moment I heard Baek Jijun's 'Moonlight'.

A melody spread through the air, built on a classic, bouncy shuffle rhythm layered with an arpeggiated guitar. A cheerful synthesizer joined in, elevating the dreamlike atmosphere to its peak.

【A moonlight that shines even under the sun

A candle that burns without a wick】

Lyrical verses drifted enchantingly through the air, harmonizing with the music.

【Tell me, Am I meant for you?】

Kang Ichae had been right.

Baek Jijun was a genius.

This is going to be tough.

Unlike the first round, we couldn't get lucky and rely on help from the surrounding scenery for this second competition. Everything that could serve as a hint was thoroughly concealed to ensure the results were decided by the songs alone. Furthermore, the rankings would be determined solely by judges' scores and online votes, which were also scheduled to be conducted blindly.

【Come, let's dance, among the moonlight

Like all the lovers in a painting

Let's hold hands forever】

As the melody soared toward its climax, I shifted my gaze to my members and had to doubt my own eyes.

【The closer I get, the thirstier I become

The more I feel, the deeper the sensation grows】

He was clearly expressionless.

【I'm losing my resistance】

And yet, for some reason, it looked as if Kang Ichae was crumbling.


“You all worked hard!”

After we took off our mics and handed them to the staff, the members finally started to talk more comfortably.

“Um, we got feedback from the mid-evaluation... What do you think we should do?”

“Well, shouldn't Ichae-hyung's opinion be the most important? We're also running short on time.”

The Dawn's song for the second competition had received pretty decent reviews. Commenters said its rich harmonies made it both brilliant and sorrowful.

“Honestly, is there anything more to fix?”

It was good. It was so good that if it had been proposed as the title track for a The Dawn album, I would have agreed.

Baek Jijun was just on another level, that's all. Kang Ichae had also more than pulled his weight, especially in Chamber Pop,[1] a genre he had never composed in before.

However, while we exchanged our views, Kang Ichae himself simply pulled the brim of his cap down to hide his face. He crossed his arms and stared at the floor. His fingers tapped a steady rhythm against his forearm, as if he were measuring something.

“Ichae.”

While I silently observed Kang Ichae, Seong Jiwon noticed his state, frowned slightly, and called out to him.

“...Ichae?”

“Huh? Oh?”

Kang Ichae's chin lifted half a beat late.

Realizing everyone's attention was on him, Kang Ichae forced the corners of his mouth into a smile.

“Ah... what, you guys want to tear our song apart?”

...No, that's not what we said.

Looking straight ahead, I moved only my arm to nudge Kim Seonghyeon, who was beside me. Kim Seonghyeon blurted out as if on autopilot.

“First! ...Let's eat first and then think.”

=Wasn't that a little weird just now?

“Exactly. Look at the time.”

=Totally.

While Kim Seonghyeon and I exchanged opinions laced with hidden meanings, Kang Ichae feigned indifference and patted the youngest member's head.

“...Hey, I'm just gonna go grab a drink.”

“...Y-yeah, go ahead.”

I stepped outside, leaving behind Kim Seonghyeon's slow, surprised reply. He had also been studying Kang Ichae's expression. I figured that PD Jeong Junhwan, a chain-smoker on par with my former self, might be having a cigarette right about now.

Kang Ichae, he couldn't control his expression earlier when he was listening to Baek Jijun's song.

He was on his third survival show. There was no way he'd suddenly feel pressured by the threat of provocative editing.

Nevertheless, the fact that he failed to manage his emotions meant...

Does he feel burdened by facing Baek Jijun?

I walked past the rear entrance of the QBS Broadcasting Station and strode down the back alley until the familiar smoking area came into view. I craned my neck, but PD Jeong Junhwan was nowhere to be seen. Just as I was about to turn back, I sensed someone, and a head peeked out.

“Whoa, Professor~!”

Baek Jijun held a cigarette in his left hand and greeted me brightly.

I was about to just give a quick greeting and bolt before things got annoying. As if sensing my intention, Baek Jijun quickly took a drag from the filter, tossed the butt into the trash, and hurriedly blocked my path.

“Ah~, sorry, it probably smells a bit.”

“It's fine. Is there something you wanted to say?”

Baek Jijun waved his hand to clear the smoke and hesitated for a moment. Then he smiled sheepishly, unzipped the sports bag on his shoulder, and took out an Aeronautics album.

“Um, if you're not busy, I was wondering if you could sign this.”

“Ah, of course. Please tell me the name of the person you're gifting it to.”

“Jijun!”

I popped the pen cap off with my mouth and was about to scribble a signature when I paused in surprise and looked up.

“Personally, the B-side 'Wave' is my absolute favorite! But I was also really impressed with the title track, 'Flight'! The lyrics were great, of course, but the captivating beat and the rhythmic hook really stood out! And the emotion passed between the vocals and rap was just incredible~~!”

Baek Jijun clasped his hands together and gushed endlessly, completely oblivious to my stare.

“And in 'Wave,' the part 'If we meet again, we could fall in love at first sight' is the absolute best!”

“That's my part.”

“Haha, yep... I really, reeeaaally love that part so much... I really want to work with you, Seo Hoyun.”

I just stared at Baek Jijun as he continued his innocent praise, his eyes sparkling excessively. He finally trailed off, scratching his cheek sheepishly before offering an awkward smile.

“Ah... Was I too much?”

We hadn't spoken much, but I could tell at a glance that Baek Jijun had a bright and easygoing personality. Just from how he treated the other contestants, I could see he was quick-witted and sociable.

On top of that, his musical knowledge and skills were exceptional. His range was incredibly wide as well.

Even in that absurd welcoming mission, this was the person who had created his own melody in such a short time and taken first place.

I had thought Baek Jijun choosing a trot-style ballad was purely a strategic move for the rankings.

“Seo Hoyun?”

After hearing his song just now, that assumption had completely vanished.

This guy... he was just confident.

He had the faith that he could create something amazing, no matter the theme or genre.

“...No.”

I handed the signed album back to Baek Jijun and answered slowly.

“I'm grateful. There must be many people who want to work with you, yet you always give me such an honorable offer.”

“Ahaha. It's a little embarrassing since it seems I've been found out, but I'm a huge fan of your vocal color, Seo Hoyun.”

“My voice is common.”

“How can you say such a blasphemous thing?! A voice like yours, Seo Hoyun, is rare even if you searched the whole world!”

Baek Jijun, who had been nothing but gentle until now, was appalled.

What an exaggeration. I was about to brush it off, but Baek Jijun frowned, paused for a moment, and then asked me a question.

“Um, Seo Hoyun, when you meet someone, where do you think their life story is most revealed?”

“Their bank account records.”

“...Wow, a wise answer to a foolish question...”

Taken aback by my answer, which came without a moment's hesitation, Baek Jijun scratched his head roughly and continued.

“Ahem, I listen to sounds. All the sounds a person makes. If you do that, you can tell what experiences they've had, what they value. Seo Hoyun, your voice is young, but I can perceive a mature sense of time within it.”

What kind of bullshit is this.

Perhaps what had just flashed through my mind was written all over my face, because Baek Jijun let out a dry laugh and his eyebrows drooped.

“You're making a 'that's nonsense' face. It's hard to explain... Ah, right, it's like several years' worth of time are compressed within you, Seo Hoyun. Like you have at least ten more years of experience than I do.”

“What?”

“Maybe that's why the atmosphere that comes from that difference, the sensation it gives off, is so fascinating. It feels like something others could never imitate, no matter how hard they tried.”

What is this guy?

He figured out my situation so accurately with just that?

Goosebumps crawled up my spine.

“Did I offend you just now?”

“...No, it's not that.”

“That's a relief, then.”

Even while watching my reaction, Baek Jijun continued to chatter.

“To be honest, I've been wandering a liiittle bit lately, but I feel like if I worked with you, Seo Hoyun, we could make a really killer track. I'll match whatever genre you want! A sexy concept like 'Act Natural' from 'A Complete Singer' would be fine too...”

“Baek Jijun, isn't your main focus ballads?”

“Aw, you saw today, didn't you?”

Baek Jijun flashed his teeth, a confident smile spreading across his face.

“I'm good at everything. If you just give me the okay, Seo Hoyun, I'll give you a song that no one but you could ever sing.”

His fair, clear face was tinged with desire and a kind of certainty.

He acted as if any singer would find it hard to refuse his offer.

“I don't say this to just anyone.”

Baek Jijun continued, almost humming his words.

“Once Song Camp is over, you'll have more time, and maybe a chance will open up for me...”

Suddenly, his eyes widened as if he'd spotted something, and he started to stammer.

“or so I thought...”

At his unusual behavior, I slowly turned my head to follow Baek Jijun's gaze. I saw Kang Ichae, standing with his back to the rear entrance of the QBS Broadcasting Station, arms crossed, staring intently in our direction.

“......”

“......”

“...I-I guess it's a no-go, hahahaha, wahaha!”

Fuck.

What killer timing.

The smile he usually wore like a passive skill was completely gone from his face, hidden beneath the brim of his black cap. He looked so fierce that even I, who saw him every day, was taken aback.

Baek Jijun, who had no immunity to Kang Ichae, seemed to feel this even more strongly. His eyes darted back and forth.

“...T-This! I'm suddenly getting a call!”

In the end, unable to bear the chilling silence, Baek Jijun pulled his phone from his pocket and waved it around as he made a ridiculous excuse.

“The screen is black.”

“From my Manager!”

“You don't have a Manager.”

“I got one yesterday! Well then, I'm off!”

Hey.

Baek Jijun quickly turned, brushed past me, and moved toward the back door. Then, he gave Kang Ichae a small nod.

When Kang Ichae responded by curving his eyes into a smile, Baek Jijun seemed a little relieved. He returned the smile before slipping past him and into the broadcasting station.

Left alone with Kang Ichae, I glanced at him as he stood there, posture askew. He looked like he had heard everything, but even if he hadn't, I was sure he had pieced it all together from the situation.

I decided to strike first before Kang Ichae could open his mouth.

“......”

“Yeah?”

“I didn't say I'd do it.”

Even though I hadn't done anything wrong, I felt inexplicably self-conscious.

“Ah... that just now.”

Kang Ichae replied slowly, tilting his head to the side.

“Why not? Work with Baek Jijun. It would create a lot of buzz, it'd be good.”

“...Huh?”

“I doubt it's the case, but if you're refusing because of me, just go and do it.”

I expected him to at least complain, if not get angry, or maybe express his disappointment through a joke, but Kang Ichae was surprisingly nonchalant.

Pushing back his cap and running a hand through his hair, he opened the back door and added in a calm tone.

“Hoo~, I'm hungry.”

“...Hungry?”

I followed Kang Ichae, who nodded and started walking first, but something felt off.

What is this.

People don't change that easily, so why is he so detached? He's acting like Seong Jiwon would...

I narrowed my eyes, searching my memories for a reason why Kang Ichae was acting this way. He suddenly stopped walking and turned around.

“Ah, but hyung.”

“......”

“You know, Song Camp.”

Then, his eyes crinkling into a gentle smile, he said in a soft, whispering voice.

“You'd better take first place, even if it kills you.”




1 A form of rock music characterized by the blending of melodies from instruments such as strings, horns, and piano.



Chapter 436

“I'm going to rewrite the song.”

Kang Ichae dropped the bombshell the moment we arrived at the dorm. Before we could protest, he took refuge in his studio. After that, he would vanish as soon as his schedules were over.

We loitered around Kang Ichae, trying to make conversation or offering to help, but he just smiled faintly and put up a wall, insisting he was fine. This felt incredibly strange for someone we knew so well, but we couldn't confront him when he seemed so on edge.

I also decided it wasn't right to pressure him without reason, so I just checked on his work occasionally and left him alone. Instead, I used the brief opening to check on something that had been bothering me.

I have a bad feeling.

Strangely, a series of unfortunate events always rushed in whenever we filmed a survival program, as if they had been waiting. The incident where Seo Hojin collapsed while filming Shining Star Season 2 still made me grind my teeth. It would be nice if all the problems so far were just coincidences, but...

Not a chance.

I took a Kakao Taxi to the apartment where Seo Hojin was staying. Just as I arrived, I spotted him squatting by the flowerbed. I got out of the car and approached, but my little brother didn't notice me at all, his head still bowed.

“......”

“...Huh?”

Seo Hojin's eyes widened. His hands held a notebook filled to the brim with writing.

“W-What are you doing here all of a sudden? Is there something you need to get from the house?”

I silently reached out, grabbed Seo Hojin's cheeks, and turned his face from side to side to check his condition.

“Ugh! My neck's gonna break! My neck, my neck!”

Seo Hojin flailed and smacked my arm, but he looked perfectly healthy.

I let go as if tossing him aside. Seo Hojin deftly stepped back and rubbed the back of his neck. He couldn't get angry but was clearly on guard, and I chuckled at his wary expression.

“Seriously, what was that for?!”

“It's been a while. I was just checking if you'd gotten uglier.”

“I'm not that hard to look at, you know?!”

“Most people would disagree.”

Seo Hojin pouted and glared at me but said nothing more. He seemed fine, so I figured that was enough. I was about to ruffle his hair and ask if he was eating properly when a voice called my brother's name from behind.

“Seo Hojin!”

I turned my gaze and saw a young man struggling toward us, carrying large shopping bags in both hands.

“I brought all the books you asked me to get from the library! But please, can you just leave me alone on the weekends?! You might not know this, but I'm actually a human being with weekend plans...”

His friendly face looked strangely familiar. Then I realized he was the young man who had contacted me when Seo Hojin was rushed to the emergency room.

“Huh? Seo Ho... Hyung-nim?!”

Woo Kyungwoon dropped the shopping bags. He started to shout my name in surprise before quickly lowering his voice.

“It's been a while.”

“Wow! To see you in a place like this! It's an honor!”

Woo Kyungwoon rushed over, bowed deeply, and then twisted his body shyly. Seo Hojin stared at his friend with a sour expression.

“...You make your friend do this for you?”

“Ah, no, Hyungnim! I'm retaking the LEET Exam, so I agreed to get tutoring from Seo Hojin. In return, I'm helping him with some small chores.”

He called them small chores, but he looked exactly like a slave.

I turned to look at Seo Hojin. The guy mumbled and awkwardly avoided my gaze.

“He's the one who suggested it...”

I really didn't want to feel our blood relation in moments like this.

I let out a small sigh. Woo Kyungwoon, who had been gauging the mood, gulped and then smiled sheepishly as he defended Seo Hojin.

“Hyungnim, really, Seo Hojin did nothing wrong! He was just trying to help me... he was... anyway, I'm learning a lot, too. Seo Hojin is really good at studying!”

Still, the kid has a pretty decent friend.

Seo Hojin had never once brought a friend home since he was young, so I had worried that his social circle was small.

I pretended to nod along, half-listening with a pleased heart to his waterfall of chatter. Suddenly, Woo Kyungwoon stopped talking, looked back and forth between me and Seo Hojin, and let out a sound of admiration.

“Oh... but Hyungnim.”

“......”

“I didn't realize it before because I was so out of it, but you look exactly like Seo Hojin.”

“I'm not too fond of that.”

I let out a breathy laugh. Seo Hojin wrinkled his nose and nudged me. At that, Woo Kyungwoon made an even bigger fuss.

“It's true! It's like you're a more mature and calm version of Seo Hojin?! Although, of course, you seem much kinder and more affectionate, Hyungnim!”

“......”

“......”

A strange tension filled the air.

I shut my mouth, feeling like I was facing a fan deceived by my fake persona. Seo Hojin seemed too dumbfounded to say anything.

Finding it difficult to bear our silent stares, Woo Kyungwoon scratched his head with an awkward smile and tried to make a quick exit.

“Excuse me, Kyungwoon. Just a moment.”

“......”

“It wouldn't be right to send you off just like this after you've worked so hard in this heat.”

Do I have any cash?

I rummaged through my back pocket and pulled out my wallet. Woo Kyungwoon's shoulders flinched.

“Study hard and...”

“Hyung!”

Seo Hojin quickly blocked my path, his face scrunched into a deep frown. He jutted his chin toward Woo Kyungwoon.

“Hey, Woo Kyungwoon. Thanks for the books. Get home safe.”

“Ah, uh, uh! See you later!”

I was about to comment on how coldly he treated his friend, but Woo Kyungwoon bowed a full ninety degrees to me and scurried away.

Seo Hojin didn't move until his friend was completely out of sight. Then he whipped his head around to face me and started firing off.

“Seriously, please, just stop! Is he a child? He's the same age as me, Hyung! Who in the world gives pocket money to someone their own age?”

“You can if they're friendly and cute.”

“...Suddenly, I feel really nauseous.”

“Watch your mouth.”

I pressed down on the back of Seo Hojin's head as he retorted with on-edge impatience, then checked the time on my phone. I had to leave soon to avoid being late for my next schedule.

“Whatever, I have to go. Eat your meals properly, and be nice to your friend.”

I added more nagging as I started walking away from the apartment complex. Seo Hojin hurriedly gathered the fallen shopping bags and chased after me.

“You're leaving already? Are you so busy you can't even stop by the house for a bit?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess... you would be. Everyone's only talking about Song Camp these days. All you hear on the streets is 'Flight'.”

Of course. That was the whole point of all the effort we poured into it.

I walked on, listening nonchalantly. Seo Hojin kept glancing at me before asking cautiously.

“You're not overdoing it, are you?”

“Not really. Ah... Kang Ichae is probably going to have a hard time, though.”

“Huh? Ichae? Why?”

“Because there's chaos both inside and out, obviously.”

“...Is he the type to get stressed over something like that?”

The guy muttered in a barely audible voice, hoisted up his bags, and tilted his head as if something didn't sit right.

“It won't affect you at all, so don't worry about it and just study.”

At my firm words, Seo Hojin groaned and avoided my gaze before speaking again.

“...I have a question. Do the other members know about your situation?”

I stopped walking without realizing it.

That alone seemed to be answer enough. Seo Hojin took a deep breath, set down the shopping bags, and pressed his palm to his forehead.

“Does Ichae know, too?”

“Hojin-ah.”

“Yeah...”

“Did I teach you to sound people out like that?”

Seo Hojin flinched with a troubled look. He lightly bit his lower lip, then ran the hand from his forehead through his hair, messing it up.

“I really don't want to meddle in your business, but if he knows everything and is still willingly putting himself through this hardship...”

He bent down again, grabbed the shopping bags, and muttered quietly.

“Aren't you being too harsh on him?”


“I'm back.”

“Hoyun-hyung, you're here~?”

I got out of the taxi and followed the members' texts to the parking lot, where I found the van with its headlights on. As I opened the door and stepped inside, the youngest greeted me first. However, the ever-fidgety Kang Ichae was nowhere to be seen.

“Where's Kang Ichae?”

“......”

At my question, Kim Seonghyeon hesitated and rubbed the back of his neck before sighing low.

“...He seemed to be in bad shape, so I told him to sit out this schedule.”

“What? Is he sick?”

“Yeah, I was wondering why he wasn't in the studio for once, and it turns out his whole body was a ball of fire. His voice was completely gone, probably from a cold.”

In the three years we had been idols, Kang Ichae had never once missed a schedule due to his condition.

“He submitted the song for the second round this morning, but he didn't rest and kept wrestling with his laptop. I think he finally crashed.”

“I know, right! And... Ichae-hyung scolded me.”

“......”

Remembering the scolding, Jeong Dajun's lips jutted out like a duck's bill.

“I told him we should take a break and play some games since the urgent fire was out! He scolded me with a super serious face... Even though he was the one tempting me to play games when I was studying for my college entrance exams...”

At that, Kim Seonghyeon also seemed to remember something, and a wrinkle formed between his brows.

“Hmm, he has been a bit strange lately. He asked me if being the leader was hard and encouraged me in an uncharacteristically serious tone...”

“...Don't you think he was just teasing you?”

“If that were the case, at least I wouldn't have gotten goosebumps...”

It seemed I wasn't the only one. All the members had noticed Kang Ichae's strange behavior.

Jeong Dajun, his cheeks twitching with dissatisfaction, threw his arms up and shouted.

“I... I am worried about Ichae-hyung! I can't stand this situation anymore!”

“Um, you know, Dajun-ah.”

“So that Ichae-hyung can get back to his old self quickly! I will step up and take action!”

“Dajun-ah?”

“I will try to contact him right now...”

“Jeong Dajun.”

“Kyaaak!”

Jeong Dajun, who had been squawking whatever he wanted, jumped in fright when his full name was called.

Seong Jiwon's eyes curved into crescents. He placed a hand gently on the youngest's shoulder and said, “I understand you're anxious, but you shouldn't rush him. Let's wait a little longer until Ichae reaches out first. It won't be too late to help him then.”

Instantly deflated, Jeong Dajun shut his mouth and just nodded vigorously. Kim Seonghyeon also hunched his shoulders slightly, agreeing with Seong Jiwon.

“R-right. For now, we need to focus on finishing the radio show well. The fans will be restless enough when the notice goes up anyway.”

I had been about to send a text, but I put the phone I was fiddling with back into my pocket. I figured it would be better to talk to him after the schedule, rather than pressuring an unstable Kang Ichae by contacting him now.

The Road Manager, who had been listening, started the car and added a comforting explanation. He had asked another Manager to look after Kang Ichae, so we shouldn't worry too much.

After that, only silence lingered in the van. The air was heavy as we drove for a while. Then, as if to change the mood, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly shouted.

“Guys, look, there's a Song Camp ad!”

“Wow, you're right.”

An ad for Song Camp played on a large billboard attached to a tall building on the main street. Various cast members passed by, and The Dawn's inverted triangle logo was displayed prominently. Then, Kang Ichae's confident face appeared with a smirk.

“C-Can I take a picture of that and send it to Ichae-hyung?”

“Ichae will like that.”

“...Right!”

With Seong Jiwon's encouragement, Jeong Dajun's spirits lifted. He excitedly opened his phone's camera app. Soon, a CLICK, the sound of the shutter, was heard.

I watched the scene quietly for a moment before closing my eyes.

However, the image of Kang Ichae, looking so fragile he seemed about to break, flickered on the back of my closed eyelids. In my ears, Seo Hojin's words echoed. As the scenes only grew clearer, I brought my head to the window as if to bang it.

Hojin-ah, of course I know.

That I'm being too harsh on that kid.


Chapter 437

“Listener 9151-nim sent in a message. 'It's raining outside, so I was feeling a bit down, but listening to the radio is so exciting. I think it's thanks to the guests.'”

A large crowd gathered outside the 'The Night with the Moonlight' radio studio, peering through its transparent window despite the late hour. They were Noeul, fans who had come after learning The Dawn had a schedule here.

The broadcast continued, focusing on behind-the-scenes stories from their comeback and their digital music performance.

The live comment section exploded, likely because they were appearing on Song Camp, the hottest program these days. Comments ranged from cheers for the upcoming competition to baseless personal attacks against Kang Ichae.

Despite seeing the comments, the members remained composed and guided the conversation naturally.

As the radio show neared its end, DJ Jeon Woojin announced he would play our new B-side track, 'Wave', as the final song. He then asked the members for their closing remarks.

“Then, Seo Hoyun? Could I ask you for a word?”

“Ah, it was a very enjoyable time being here today. We worked really hard preparing this song, so I hope you all have a gentle night like the moonlight while listening to our song, 'Wave'.”

As if on cue with the radio's standard closing, the intro to 'Wave' began to play, a melody I had heard countless times.

【I don't want to fight over nothing

But I keep crying because I'm sad

I'm afraid it'll be the end if I act prideful

I want to fall deep into you】

Behind us, DJ Jeon Woojin took off his headset with one hand and told us we did a good job.

【I said I wanted to leave you

But the sea that drenched us

I said I wanted to throw away all hope

But the stars that poured from the sky that day】

Outside, under the star-studded sky, slogans and digital signs made from cell phones bobbed up and down.

【Lately I can't sleep much

It means I still need you】

As the song passed its climax and raced toward the end, the studio's blinds began to lower. Jeong Dajun saw this, shot up from his seat, and scurried over. He dropped to the floor, waving his hands at the fans until the blinds completely blocked his view.

【If we meet again

I know I could fall in love at first sight】

After the broadcast ended, we bowed repeatedly to Jeon Woojin and the staff before leaving the studio. On the way to the parking lot, I took out my phone. I logged into PopPop and sent a message thanking the fans for coming, telling them to hurry home since it was late and raining. Then, I decided to text Kang Ichae.

[Me: Text me when you wake up]

The moment I hit send, Kim Seonghyeon's slightly flustered voice came from beside me.

“...Huh? Manager-nim just sent a message asking if any of us know where Kang Ichae went.”

“Huh? Didn't Ichae go to the hospital?”

“Well, they said he suddenly disappeared while getting ready to go to the hospital...”

“Ehh?! Did he run away?!”

Seong Jiwon skillfully covered Jeong Dajun's mouth, which had grown louder in surprise, and patted his shoulder.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had delivered the news with a serious face, tried calling Kang Ichae again.

“...Hmm. Guys, you head to the dorm first. I'm going to check the studio.”

“Mph?! Mphmmph...!”

“Okay. Ichae might come back, after all.”

Seong Jiwon dragged the struggling, frowning Jeong Dajun into the van.

I had been watching the whole time. I turned and followed Kim Seonghyeon out of the parking lot. Kim Seonghyeon glanced at me but didn't ask why I was following, simply walking on in silence.

The taxi ride to the company was silent.

We arrived sooner than expected. Kim Seonghyeon and I went straight to Kang Ichae's studio. We entered the password and stepped inside. A computer was on, its rainbow-colored CPU fan spinning.

“He was here, Kang Ichae.”

Kim Seonghyeon muttered as he examined the monitor.

The screen showed the file for the second competition song. The save time was a mere ten minutes ago.

“...Anyway, I'm glad it's nothing serious. Seo Hoyun, you hold onto Kang Ichae when he shows up.”

“Yeah.”

“I'm going to call Manager-nim.”

After Kim Seonghyeon left with a sigh of relief, I pulled out the computer chair and sat down.

I clicked on the file Kang Ichae had composed. A much cleaner, revised intro began to play.

...This is good.

Good enough that it might have turned the tables.

He was holding onto a song we already submitted and kept polishing it...

My thoughts grew more complicated. I crossed my arms and glared at the speaker as if it were my enemy. Just then, the screen of the phone I had tossed on the desk lit up.

[Kang Ichae: 😮?]

...Look at this bastard.

[Me: where]

He must have received dozens of missed calls and messages, yet he acted as if nothing was wrong. I quickly typed the letters and sent them. A reply arrived shortly after.

[Kang Ichae: Rooftop]


I took the elevator to the top floor, found the emergency exit, and climbed the stairs to the rooftop garden. The area was quiet, nearing dawn, and the sound of car horns from the road below seemed unusually loud.

The humid air clung stickily to my skin, a result of the recent downpour.

I walked across the damp grass and saw a wooden pergola. A person was slumped over the table beneath it, their upper body hidden by a jacket. The red basketball shoes on their feet looked familiar.

It was Kang Ichae.

“......”

What is this bastard, who rarely ventures outside the dorm and studio except for schedules, doing here?

“Kang Ichae, Hyung is here.”

“......”

“...Are you dead?”

He didn't respond. The moment I flipped the jacket off him, a hoarse voice, raspy as rusted metal, leaked out.

“...Ugh, please close the curtains.”

Kang Ichae's face was revealed. His reddish eyes squinted from a fever. His skin was rougher than usual, and his pale, chalky lips were chapped.

“...Don't they say even a dog wouldn't catch a summer cold?”

“You're so kind it brings a tear to my eye.”

“If you're sick, you should go to the hospital. What the hell are you doing here?”

“My god, to think I'd live to hear you tell me to go to the hospital.”

Kang Ichae sluggishly pushed himself up. He brushed his cheek with his palm and then lifted his chin.

“Sorry I didn't reply. My phone was off while I was working, so I didn't know. I contacted Manager-nim a little while ago, so don't worry.”

“......”

“I also texted Seonghyeon-hyung to go back first. You should go get some rest too, Hyung. I'll just stay in the studio a little longer before I go.”

As if Kim Seonghyeon would leave a sick person behind.

I blocked Kang Ichae's path as he tried to leave the rooftop. Kang Ichae's head snapped toward me, his eyes narrowing into thin slits.

“What is it.”

“Why do you keep fixing the song for the second round?”

On the surface, Kang Ichae's tone and playfulness were no different from usual.

“Why? Because it's lacking?”

It was perhaps natural for him to be so engrossed in his work. He did say he would help me before.

“Hey, Kang Ichae.”

Still, even though I understood this logically, I felt awful.

I was displeased that he was so uncharacteristically showing signs of being overwhelmed that all the members noticed, yet he kept his mouth shut and just did his part. It seemed foolish for him to be endlessly fixing a work that was already submitted while he was sick.

I stared at Kang Ichae's haggard face, then looked away and spoke.

“Do we have to get first place?”

“...What?”

As soon as I said it, regret peeked its head out, but words once spoken cannot be taken back.

Kang Ichae, who seemed slightly surprised, soon took it as a joke and smirked, the corner of his lip curling up.

“...Am I hearing things because I'm sick? The Seo Hoyun of The Dawn I know is someone who would actually kill me if I didn't bring home a trophy.”

“It's not worth having if it means putting this much pressure on you.”

This was my burden to bear alone from the beginning anyway.

It wasn't that I wasn't disappointed about first place, but it was ultimately to gather buzz. If we got screwed over on Song Camp, we could just find another way.

“...Are you serious?”

Kang Ichae stared at me quietly, then asked again as if he couldn't believe it.

I let out a frustrated sigh and roughly pushed my bangs back.

“Did I ever say we had to win Song Camp? Don't kill yourself over something that's past its deadline when you look like you're about to collapse. It would be better to just prepare for our next promotion.”

“...Hmm.”

Kang Ichae's face, which he had been rubbing, tilted downward. A brief silence followed, then a low, fierce voice seeped through his pale lips.

“...I don't get it.”

“......”

“We were doing fine. Why are you suddenly coming here and provoking me?”

I was the one who was frustrated because I couldn't understand why he was acting like a man pushed to the edge of a cliff.

“Why? Is your pride hurt or something? I'm just telling you to be realistic. I'll take care of whatever is lacking, so...”

“My pride?”

The words pouring out at Kang Ichae were cut short by his question.

Kang Ichae looked me straight in the eye, a self-mocking smile on his lips.

“Wow, I still had any of that left?”

Then, he slowly closed and opened his eyelids before looking away.

“Well... fine, I appreciate your concern, Hyung, but I'll pretend I didn't hear what you just said. I'll take care of it my...”

Kang Ichae, who was putting up a wall as if telling me to get lost, suddenly stopped talking and looked up at the empty air. At his strange behavior, I quickly checked his complexion, but his focus was wandering oddly in the empty space.

“...Hey, are you okay?”

He didn't look good at all.

I called Kang Ichae's name again and stepped closer, grabbing his arm. A feverish heat transferred directly to me.

“This won't do. Kang Ichae, let's go to the hospi...”

Ting!

The moment I was worriedly urging Kang Ichae, a sound that shouldn't be heard at this time reached my ears.

[――...Loading...]

Along with something that shouldn't be seen.

[Loading...]

[Loading...]

[Loading...]

[Loading...]

[Loading...]

.

.

.

The System Window, which I had once faced to the point of exhaustion but had recently vanished, covered the summer night sky and filled my vision completely.

[¿?tude:?5¿??]

[The being '°ÀÃ¤' named 'Kang Ichae' is reaÙ.¸ching his limit.]

[X?¿: 2?%??]

[The 'Proxy Author??ity' granted to the at-his-limit 'Kang Ichae' is being revoked.]

Ting!

[—The 'Visibility (可視)' effect is granted to Player 'Seo Hoyun' once again.]

T-T-Ting!

T-T-Ting!

T-T-Ting!

T-T-Ting!

T-T-Ti...

Ti...—



......

[Quest Arrived!

'Collaborate with an overseas artist!']

[Quest Success!

'Collaborate with an overseas artist!']

[Quest Arrived!

'Chart on the Billboard Hot 100!']

[Quest Success!

'Chart on the Billboard Hot 100!']

[Quest Arrived!

'Chart all songs from the comeback album on the top 3 music sites!']

[Quest Success!

'Chart all songs from the comeback album on the top 3 music sites!']

At the same time, countless messages flooded in like a blue tidal wave.

[Quest Arrived!]

As the loud alarms faded, the last window to appear was a Quest. I read the text written next to a flashy trophy spinning in mid-air.

['Achieve 1st place in Song Camp!']

“...Uh...”

I repeatedly checked the contents, then moved my head, which had frozen stiff like a broken machine, and looked down at Kang Ichae.

“...Uhh.”

“......”

“Hyung, are you seeing this right now... Ah, so... this is how you've been feeling all this time, ahem...”

The prickly demeanor from just a moment ago was gone. Only a look of clear bewilderment remained on his face.

“Umm... haha, Hyung.”

He looked back and forth between me and the Quest window, then suddenly curved his eyes into a gentle smile.

“...Well, that's what happened.”

"What did you say, you Crazy Bastard?"


Chapter 438

['Take 1st Place in Song Camp!']

A familiar blue window appeared.

[This is your last chance, a survival show.

Take 1st place in Song Camp.

Success: 70,000 points awarded

Failure: A fissure in the worldview

※A repair period is required due to the fissure. The Player may experience random status ailments for the next year.]

It was a nauseating Quest.

[※Frequent loans due to failed Quests/scenarios will result in physical penalties leading to death. Please be careful.]

A golden trophy spun beside it.

At first, I stared speechlessly. I couldn't understand what I was seeing. After slowly grasping the situation, I turned to look at Kang Ichae.

"...What in the world is..."

My voice, thick with emotion, broke and scattered.

I covered my eyes with my palm, trying to calm the rage building inside me.

Ding!

Text appeared through the gap between my fingers.

[It's probably not possible, but.]

[Even if the world were to end, it probably wouldn't happen, but...]

[Are... you crying?]

"...Cry..."

A surge of anger made me curse uncontrollably.

"I'm going to lose my mind from this pent-up anger, you crazy bastard!!"

I unleashed a waterfall of curses starting with 'ssi', but stopped when I saw Kang Ichae's pale face. I calmed myself, ran a hand through my hair, and spoke again.

"Kang Ichae, come here."

I ignored the hastily appearing System Window, grabbed the sneaking Kang Ichae's arm, and pulled him next to me. Then, I glared at the system and jutted my chin.

"You. Explain."

[...Uh, um... well.]

The system cautiously began to explain, gauging my reaction.

The gist was simple. The system, already vulnerable, was formatted after the Actor Maker incident and regained some stability, but an unexpected error tangled Kang Ichae in it. When I failed the Main Quest by not winning the grand prize, the penalty transferred to Kang Ichae instead of me.

Meanwhile, new Quests had also been progressing.

Ding!

[This was truly something I hadn't calculated...]

I swallowed the curses rising in my throat and turned to Kang Ichae.

"Why didn't you say anything?"

"Hmm."

Kang Ichae just shrugged calmly. The System Window popped up and made excuses instead.

[W-Well, Kang Ichae was just forbidden from telling anyone! It's not Kang Ichae's fault!]

The System Window defending Kang Ichae after only a few months was pathetic.

I clicked my tongue, but then I saw Kang Ichae's pale face and ragged breathing. I jutted my chin.

"...Is he sick because the system transferred to him?"

He could be sick from shouldering side effects while the system calculated the penalty for the failed Main Quest.

[No, Kang Ichae isn't the original owner. He's a proxy, so the system's burden was too much and his stamina just reached its limit.]

[Now that the authority has returned to Seo Hoyun, he'll recover soon.]

"Cough! Keuk, cough..."

Just as the System Window finished explaining, Kang Ichae burst into a violent coughing fit.

......

Should I just... kill it?

I glared from the pained, bent-over Kang Ichae to the System Window. Its blue light wavered.

[I-It's not a lie! He'll get better gradually! The System Windows he can still see will also disappear from his sight soon!]

"...You'd better not be lying."

I rubbed my face roughly, trying to scrub away my irritation.

It's my fault.

Somehow, I'd felt the System Window was too quiet. It was suspicious, but I was so busy cleaning up my own messes that I pushed the issue aside.

It was my mistake. That was true, but a question still lingered.

Why is all of this permissible for Kang Ichae?

Back when Seong Jiwon identified me with a person from the past, many errors occurred. That's why I had been so careful about what I said to Kang Ichae.

Why is he an exception?

Because we were entangled in Actor Maker together?

Why, of all people, did Kang Ichae get tangled up in it?

How much does he know?

Countless thoughts tangled in my mind.

I stared at the fever-flushed Kang Ichae, then placed a hand on his shoulder.

"Kang Ichae... thank you for your help."

Kang Ichae flinched under my hand.

This guy saw something so unrealistic, got stranded in Actor Maker, and still volunteered to help. He doesn't seem to be in his right mind either, but I'm the trash who caused all this.

Cleaning up this mess is my responsibility.

"...Putting everything else aside, don't worry about Song Camp anymore. Your hyung will take care of it."

The failure penalty text bothers me, but 'status ailments' is nothing new.

More importantly, I wanted to confirm something with Kang Ichae first. I carefully spoke again.

"And, you know..."

"...Ah, wait a second."

Kang Ichae wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his voice defiant. He lifted his head to meet my gaze, his clear, intense eyes fixed on me.

"Take care of it?"

......

"Ah, right. Of course. You'd pull it off, hyung. Just like you always have."

Using noise marketing for the team, using the paparazzi, even selling out my own family history.

He didn't say any of it, but I could hear the omitted words ringing in my ears.

"But I can't just stop caring. It'd be a waste of everything I've done so far."

Seemingly ticked off, Kang Ichae roughly rubbed his reddened neck.

"I admit you can't trust me because I've shown my pathetic side. I was acting pretty desperate for a while. That's because Baek Jijun was much more amazing than I expected."

I saw it. I know he was acting desperate.

"But, can't you try trusting me a little?"

He was so impatient before, but now he's strangely composed.

Is it the overwhelming confidence of youth? Or the boldness of a child who has never failed harshly?

As I carefully chose my words, Kang Ichae looked at me and his eyes curved into a smile.

"...I guess that won't work on you, hyung, huh?"

......

"You're thinking, 'How could that anxious kid change in just a few days?' right?" he said, pulling his phone from his pants. "It's useless for me to shout 'trust me' a hundred times. So you do things your way, hyung. I'll do things my way."

......

"If we're done talking, let's go. Seonghyeon-hyung is looking for us."

Kang Ichae joked that Kim Seonghyeon had missed calls and that our team's Boiled Dumpling would be crying, then walked ahead toward the emergency exit.

I ruffled my hair, trying to scatter my complicated thoughts, and quickly chased after him, grabbing his arm.

"Wait a minute."

"...!"

Kang Ichae stared at my hand with wide eyes, then slowly turned his face.

I have no intention of letting him go yet.

"What..."

"Kang Ichae, did you see it?"

Now that I know no errors will occur, that he's like a being outside the system, there's no reason to be cautious.

"The ongoing Quest."

After 'Actor Maker', Kang Ichae had already been 'assuming'. He assumed this place was just a temporary stop for me and that I would one day return to my original world. This incident, however, guaranteed that assumption as 'fact'.

I was worried if he'd be okay after seeing that. That's what was on my mind.

Kang Ichae's eyebrow shot up at my question.

"...What kind of answer do you want to hear?"

The questions crumbled in my mouth before I could speak them.

Seeing my hesitation, Kang Ichae sighed.

"Hah..."

......

"Don't worry. The fact that I'm helping you won't change."

That's not what I want to know. But the words wouldn't come out.

......

He was a guy who was happy just doing fun things with healthy people he liked. That was why, until now, I had believed all of Kang Ichae's actions were just a simple whim.

"...Hey..."

But now, I can't understand my own judgment of him.

"What."

How could I rashly judge a guy confronting me with such sincere, blazing red eyes?

"...I was going to let it go because I didn't think it was necessary, but now I'm really... getting a little curious."

I deliberately asked the question I thought was useless.

"Why are you going this far?"

"...Wow."

Kang Ichae blinked a few times, then covered his mouth in surprise.

"You're usually so quiet, like your mouth is sewn shut... Why the sudden honesty?" he continued, brushing back his wind-tousled hair. "First, I don't act like this with just anyone. I'm shy around strangers. Of course, the things you do make me angry several times a day... but what can I do? With a penalty like that, we have to keep working, first and foremost."

"...Is that all?"

"...Also, I still believe that at the end of all this, there might be a new solution."

......

"I'm a pretty hopeful person, you know."

I was speechless at Kang Ichae's statement, but he seemed to think I was still demanding a reason and groaned softly.

"...What, you still don't get it? Even after I've explained this much?"

A flustered Kang Ichae looked away, embarrassed. The moonlight and the lights cast deep shadows on him.

"Ah, this is so embarrassing. I wanted to hide it until the very end..."

Kang Ichae, his face showing the clear features of a young man, carefully met my gaze.

"The truth is... I get incredibly lonely."

Then he laughed, embarrassed.

"So, that's why."


Chapter 439

Two weeks after the blind vote for the 'Starlight' Season 2 concept evaluation songs, QBS aired the broadcast revealing each song's owner.

【Three Os】

It was a song by The Dawn that used three words starting with 'O' as its lyrics. Despite receiving low scores from the judges, it secured second place overall due to a high number of blind votes.

【Overthinking, obsessive, oversensitive】

A clear piano sound flowed out, accompanied by a sorrowful female voice.

【Of course, I feel good when the sun shines

It's quite fun when I'm mixed in with people】

Then, a sticky, slow-tempo beat wrapped around the singer's voice and blended with it.

【If I could keep you by saying I'm sorry, I would

Was it not cool to say that?

I hope you don't get tired of me

I will be overly protective sometimes】

The piano, once flowing like water, began playing sharp, disconnected notes and transformed into a powerful instrumental.

【But if you could possibly understand

Dig into my fingers and tell me

Tell me it's okay, I'm alright, it's gonna be optimistic

Reviving old memories when everything was simple

Tell me it's okay I'm alright】

Beneath the heightened melody, a rich chorus laid a harmonious foundation.

【Overthinking, obsessive, oversensitive

If you'll stay by my side even when everything goes wrong

Tell me I'm yours】

The final measure connected back to the intro as if the melody were repeating infinitely, and the song concluded.

[Kang Ichae's form is fucking, fucking, fucking insane...]

[Honestly, tastes were just divided because of the genre... All that talk about Kang Ichae being a shame will disappear now.]

[Wow, I thought LUMA had an awakening and wrote this ㅋㅋ.]

[The way he turned three negative words starting with the 'O' sound... into three words you want to hear is fucking amazing ㅠ

└ The only word that doesn't have to start with an 'O' sound to be okay is 'Yours'...]

[Wow, second place is such a shame... It's the number one song for me.]

[I don't know if he seriously wrote it for a girl group song, but... it's a perfect fit, haa... When Starlight airs, I'm definitely going to vote for the kid who sings this song while crying...]

Because the judges' scores for 'Three Os' were particularly low, the gap with Baek Jijun's first-place song, 'Moonlight', was unusually large. The reason for the harsh criticism was not clearly revealed, however, which led to divided opinions among people.

[Maybe it's because the genre is unfamiliar overall, but the intro is a bit lacking. It would have been better if that part was done a little better.]

[I wonder if the score was low because the song has a repetitive structure... It seems to be a real love-it-or-hate-it kind of thing.]

The newly released songs from the second competition also quickly dominated the top of the music charts.

[Looking at the 2nd competition, the blind vote is a battle of the titans.]

[Yeah, the program is trying to use the others well too, but the vote difference between Baek Jijun, Kang Ichae, and the rest is just... overwhelmingly huge.]

[It's a bit better now that the kids who dismissed Kang Ichae, saying it was just The Dawn's fandom power, have quieted down. It's good that it's a blind vote at times like this.

└ My sibling insisted this was definitely not a Kang Ichae song, that it was a god-tier song by some new comet, but they've picked Kang Ichae's song all three times in the blind votes so far.

└└ An unexpected song detector ㅋㅋㅋ.

└└ Hey, tell us what your sibling picks in the 3rd competition ㅋㅋ.]

[Fuck, but there's a side effect to the blind vote. I can't vote either. My heart trembles thinking I might give a vote to a rival.]

[The fact that Ichae isn't putting things like 'Noeul' or 'dawn' in his lyrics right now makes our boy a saint. If it were me, I'd be putting ad-libs like 'It-chae, It-chae' in there.]

As the broadcast neared its end, the competitive landscape solidified into a rivalry between Kang Ichae and Baek Jijun.

[So many fucking masterpieces came out of this Song Camp.]

[Song Camp is a fucking syndrome. Everywhere you go, there's always at least one person talking about it ㅋㅋ.]

[It's so fucking fun. My heart pounds every time wondering if my predictions were right ㅋ. I often make bets with my friends about this ㅋ.]

[I'm happy to see Youngbi-unni after so long, and on top of that, these god-tier songs...]

[K'voka's song, which spawned a ton of memes, is so good...

└ His 'hip-hop one-track mind' was funny at first, but now it's fucking cool.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ My point exactly.]

[Seriously, the quality of the contestants on this Song Camp is insane, and my anticipated pick, Kang Woorin, was pretty decent too... but for real, a wild Kang Ichae has appeared.

└ Fuck ㅋㅋ, and Baek Jijun too... Those two are really on another level.

└└ They're both on fire right now.

└└ The more they compete against each other, the happier I am. We get more masterpieces.]


A typhoon moved north, bringing the rainy season with it.

Though it was midday, the sky was as dark as night. Raging gale-force winds howled with a bizarre sound as rain poured down relentlessly.

I sat side-by-side with Kim Seonghyeon, sipping a hot drink. We looked down from our company building's cafe window at a scene that resembled a disaster movie.

“Are the Song Camp staff not coming today?”

“They said all their camera equipment got wet, so they had no choice but to give up.”

“They're having a tough time too...”

The theme for the final, third competition was 'freestyle'. It would be broadcast live like a concert from an outdoor venue. This time, the final ranking would be determined by 60% blind votes and 40% judges' scores.

With each round, the show's popularity skyrocketed, and the Song Camp production team had become hell-bent on filming the contestants' every move.

“On top of that, Ichae said he's staying in his studio again.”

Album promotions were almost over, and Kang Ichae was engrossed in his work, as always.

Kim Seonghyeon stared momentarily at the empty seat of Seong Jiwon, the member with the deepest musical knowledge after Kang Ichae, who was also participating in the songwriting. He then accepted a cookie from the youngest and carefully opened his mouth.

“...Ahem, but, about Kang Ichae lately... doesn't it seem like he's gotten healthy again...”

“That's right!”

Jeong Dajun popped the cookie crumbs from his fingers into his mouth, sucked them clean, then held up his hand and flicked it.

“And isn't that aaaaall! Thanks to The Dawn's cutie! The Dawn's youngest! Me, Jeong Dajun!! Because I took a picture of the electronic billboard and sent him a warm text message! It must have struck a chord, bam, right in Ichae-hyung's heart!!”

“...You're getting more and more shameless, our youngest...”

As Kim Seonghyeon retorted wryly, a boisterous conversation sounded from nearby.

“Oh, The Dawn!! Hello!”

“Hello.”

It was the members of High Five, who had braved the harsh downpour to acquire bubble tea. Kang Yeonhu, who seemed to have been forced on this expedition, scowled and raised an empty hand to shake out his soaking hair.

Kim Seonghyeon reflexively clamped a hand over the youngest's mouth. He then greeted them with a wide, dimpled smile. I also gave a slight bow and waited for the High Five members to pass. Then I downed the rest of my drink in one go and stood up.

“Hey, I'm going to the practice room.”

“Huh? What about food?!”

“I'm fine.”

“Aww, hyung, just go to the studio!”

Instead of answering, I stuck a cookie in Jeong Dajun's mouth. Kim Seonghyeon repeatedly shoved more cookies into the youngest's mouth as he tried to mumble and chatter while chewing. He then wiped drool from his hand on his pants and subtly wrinkled his brow.

“But I heard our practice room door is broken. They say you can't open it from the inside if it closes.”

“Then come get me when you guys go back to the dorm.”

“...Do you really have to go that far...”

I pretended not to hear the concern laced in his blunt words, put in my earphones, and started walking.

As I reached the counter, I saw Kang Yeonhu, who had stayed behind alone, ordering a drink. I gave another silent nod to the person I had not seen in a while, then left the cafe and got on the elevator across the way.

I arrived at the practice room, opened the door, and kicked down the doorstop to keep it from locking automatically before I went inside.

After looking around at the mirrors lining the walls, I headed for a corner. A blue window formed before my eyes.

[Excuse me.]

I ignored it and walked through, but the System Window appeared again.

[You're not even going to practice alone, so why did you come here?]

“What about it.”

I waved my arm as if swatting away a pestering bug.

The day I got the system back from Kang Ichae, the System Window had tried to tell me something. [And in the first place, Kang Ichae. When this ■■ was ■■, Kang Ichae also ■■■...]. It glitched out as I questioned it and disappeared for several hours.

When it returned, it only said that it did not seem to be the right time yet, and that I should wait.

[Are you perhaps avoiding Kang Ichae?]

“Stop with the nonsense.”

I flopped down on the floor and used my arm as a pillow.

“I'm busy.”

[...Busy avoiding Kang Ichae and lazing around in the practice room?]

I let out a long yawn and replied.

“What are you talking about? I have to get first place in Song Camp.”

[Like this?]

“Does the location matter when you're using your head?”

It's not like there's no way if I look for one.

[Fine... let's say that's true. What are you going to do?]

The easiest way is to add an element to the song that subtly hints at The Dawn. Not just domestic fans, but international fans would vote for it too.

In return, however, unpleasant stories and rumors would follow.

Furthermore, it's a method I want to avoid if possible, as I can't know what effect it would have on the year-end awards ceremonies.

As for other methods...

“Aiming for the judges' scores would be safer.”

The judges' scores accounted for 40% in the third competition.

We had continuously received poor results so far, though I did not know for what reason they had considered our songs inadequate.

[How do you plan on raising the judges' scores? Doesn't that just mean you're leaving it up to Kang Ichae's talent?]

"There's a way to win without having to do that."

Ding!

[Ah...]

[No way, really...]

[I have a bad feeling about this right now...]

I just smirked without explaining, and the System Window trembled.

[Hey, that's not it, right? It's not a word that starts with 'mae' and ends with 'su', is it?]

“Tsk...”

[W-Wait, wait, wait! That doesn't sound like a very good idea?!]

[You've considered the backlash later, right?! You already experienced it with the last Grand Prize. Unsavory actions have huge repercussions! I don't think repeating such a gamble is a good idea!!]

I ignored the thing that was flashing excessively and spewing out text. I sat up and pressed the palms of my hands firmly against my eyelids.

[Seo Hoyun, can't you just, just please trust Kang Ichae a little?]

"Why is it whining so annoyingly."

“Hey, stop acting like you know everything and get lost...”

KNOCK, KNOCK.

The moment I snapped irritably at the System Window, a knocking sound reached me.

I turned my head toward the door and saw Kang Yeonhu standing awkwardly in the open gap, holding two drinks.

“...Uh, you weren't talking to me... right?”

I casually took out an earphone and asked nonchalantly.

“...This is our practice room. Did you come to the wrong place?”

“Ah, well.”

Kang Yeonhu glanced outside for a moment, then moved inside and kicked up the doorstop with his foot.

“Wait, if you let it close like that, we can't open it, so don't!”

CLANK.

A flustered Kang Yeonhu quickly grabbed the doorknob, but the door had already closed. He turned the knob several times, but it would not open again.

“...Why is it doing this?”

“They said it's broken. It only opens from the outside.”

“Ah...”

I let out a small sigh and stood up. I could feel Kang Yeonhu flinch and watch me cautiously. I took out my phone to ask the members for help, but of all the rotten timing, the battery was dead and it would not turn on.

“Kang Yeonhu, you have your phone, right?”

“Weren't you on the phone earlier?”

I surreptitiously lowered the phone with the black screen that I had been showing Kang Yeonhu.

“It just died. Why don't you call your members or Manager and ask them to open it?”

“......”

Kang Yeonhu stared at me blankly for a moment, then swept his bangs back and answered.

“...I didn't bring it. My phone.”

“You don't have anything scheduled today?”

“No. Not really.”

“That's a relief, at least. My members said they'd come get me around the time they head to the dorm, so let's just wait until then. If you're really bored, you can sleep.”

I even kindly explained that there were pillows and blankets the guys had left, then went back to my original spot to lie down. Kang Yeonhu sat down a short distance away and kept glancing at me with an ambiguous expression.

“Do you have something to say?”

“That's not it...”

Kang Yeonhu rubbed his cheek with the back of his hand and continued hesitantly.

“It's just that your reaction, Seo Hoyun, was a little unfamiliar.”

“What was?”

“Because normally, in a situation like that, I thought you would have teased me.”

When I raised an eyebrow as if to ask what he was talking about, Kang Yeonhu avoided my gaze and added.

“I thought you'd say something like, 'Did you close it because you wanted to be with me?' or something like that...”

I just stared without bothering to reply. Kang Yeonhu mumbled before quickly lowering his head.

“...It's nothing. Just forget it.”

“...Ah, yes.”

His ears were red all the way to the tips.

I shook my head and closed my eyes.

No, I tried to close them.

“......”

“......”

“...What is it now?”

It was because Kang Yeonhu had turned his body toward me and was staring intently.

I broke the silence, roughly rubbing my dry face and asking a question. Kang Yeonhu finally got to the point.

“Um, Seo Hoyun... I hope this is just my assumption, but are you going through a hard time by any chance?”

His warm, hazel eyes met mine as he asked cautiously.

“...Should I listen to what you have to say?”


Chapter 440

...What is he talking about right now?

I looked Kang Yeonhu up and down, then shifted my gaze to his side. Two drinks were placed neatly there, which seemed to be the coffees he was ordering at the cafe.

“...First, before that.”

I rustled as I got up, walked over, and picked up the coffee. I saw Kang Yeonhu's expression flinch for a moment, but it quickly returned to normal.

I chuckled, brought the still-warm coffee to my lips, and asked Kang Yeonhu.

“I have a question.”

“...What is it?”

“Do the WH Entertainment auditions include a personality interview?”

Whether it was Joo Woosung, who clung to me tenaciously and gave a long speech telling me not to give up, or Kang Yeonhu, who worried about a rival group member and came to offer counseling.

“Everyone is so unfailingly kind.”

It was not just those two.

The majority of celebrities belonging to WH Entertainment were upright and pure-hearted, unlike most people in this industry.

How on earth do they pick out only the softest and most tender-hearted people so perfectly? I was genuinely asking because I wanted to know the secret, but Kang Yeonhu must have taken it as a sarcastic remark. He looked at me primly.

“...There's no such procedure, but perhaps you feel that way because one needs at least enough consideration to calmly ask after the well-being of a twisted colleague to survive in this business.”

“Ahh, so getting trapped in the practice room with me was part of asking after a colleague's well-being.”

“I know I'm being nosy, so please stop being so sarcastic...”

I did feel like my condition was a little low, but I did not think it was to the level that Kang Yeonhu would come looking for me.

“Did I look that miserable? Enough for the Prince himself to grace me with his presence?”

“...That damn Prince.”

On any other day, Kang Yeonhu would have already run away. Today, he grumbled but showed no intention of leaving and continued his story.

“Haaah, don't take this the wrong way. I don't think it applies to you, Seo Hoyun... but I'm saying it because it's been bothering me. You'll probably think it's absurd, but...”

Why is he padding his words so much just to say something.

I sipped the bitter americano and waited for the next sentence. Kang Yeonhu rubbed the nape of his neck with his palm and added slowly, hesitantly.

“...You look like you're scared.”

...Who? Me?

I was so dumbfounded at hearing an opinion I had never heard in my entire life that I could not respond at all.

“...I've been getting that feeling a little since the beginning of this year. To be precise, maybe after all the award ceremonies were over. So I was hoping we could talk, just the two of us, but the timing was never right...”

“Excuse me, Kang Yeonhu.”

I cut Kang Yeonhu off and scratched vigorously at my arm, which was covered in goosebumps.

“What kind of creepy thing are you saying right now?”

“I'm already regretting it immensely...”

“Then why on earth did you say something you'd regret?”

We were rival groups. We did not run into each other often at the company. I did not even think we were close enough to share details of our private lives.

“Really... on the one-in-ten-million chance, I just had to check.”

It was strange. He always shied away and avoided me first, yet now he was trying to look out for me. The person who brought it up also seemed to be deeply regretting it. He sighed as he swept back his naturally curly hair.

“I saw a lot of people with that kind of expression when I was a trainee.”

What does that have to do with him.

I jutted my chin as if telling him to explain. Kang Yeonhu blinked slowly and elaborated.

“Our line of work, it's a bit like that, isn't it? Restrictions inevitably arise, our range of actions narrows, and things that aren't failures are treated as such. There are times when you get so scared of landmines that you only choose the safe path and forget what you originally wanted to do.”

“Your description is very detailed. As if you experienced it yourself.”

“I didn't.”

“Oh, really?”

Whenever someone says it's about someone else, it's always their own story.

After a moment of silence, Kang Yeonhu shook his head and placed a palm on his forehead.

“...You know, this is something that happened to a friend who was a trainee at WH for a really, really long time.”

“Yeees.”

“He said his group was formed and disbanded several times. They even filmed a music video the very first time. It ended up getting scrapped, though.”

“......”

“Because the concept was leaked. It was just bad luck. After that, nothing went right. You know, things like the member composition being bad, or a similar idol group already existing. They were split up for various reasons. After that, he really hated the photo that caused it all. Thinking back on it now, he really had his head in the clouds. I don't know what he was so happy about, grinning foolishly like that without a care in the world.”

Kang Yeonhu removed the hand from his forehead and fiddled with the disposable cup, giving a disheveled laugh.

“But you know, later, the fans said that photo was really pretty.”

I felt a hint of bitterness in his tone.

Kang Yeonhu lowered his gaze as if recalling something and added quietly.

“And well... I also heard that later, some higher-ups happened to see it, liked it, and he got to debut... In the end, he benefited from that leaked photo.”

Muttering that he certainly did look pretty sharp back then, Kang Yeonhu raised his head and looked at me.

“So...”

“......”

“...Don't be afraid of what's to come. It might even end up helping you.”

Having finished his main point, Kang Yeonhu finally trailed off, mumbling.

“...That's just what he said. My friend.”

How am I supposed to react to this.

I stared blankly for a moment at Kang Yeonhu, whose face had turned red again as he insisted to the very end. Then I slowly parted my lips.

“I hope that friend is living well now.”

“...He says he's not living too badly.”

“I see. By any chance, is that friend the one calling you right now?”

“...What?”

“Your pocket.”

A surprised Kang Yeonhu craned his neck, looking around. He then discovered the phone bulging from his right pants pocket and quickly tried to shove it back in.

Watching Kang Yeonhu's phone, which continued to light up because the call had not been disconnected, I lifted the corners of my mouth into a smirk.

“You two must be really close.”

“......”

“Why don't you ask him to come and open the door?”

While Kang Yeonhu stood there, unable to answer and just opening and closing his mouth, the practice room door suddenly burst open.

“Hoyun-hyung, hyung~~!!”

Jeong Dajun burst in, holding a donut box aloft with both hands. Kim Seonghyeon, who followed right behind him, kicked down the doorstop to keep the door from closing.

“Hyung, after a super fierce debate, I decided on hot, hot gukbap for lunch, which you like, so let's hurry up and go eat toge... huh?”

“Oh? Senior Kang Yeonhu, what are you doing here?”

"What is he doing? He's giving his junior some warm advice."

Kang Yeonhu, who had turned into a burning sweet potato, shot to his feet and muttered quietly.

“...I'll be going now.”

“Ah, Senior!! Would you like a donut?!”

“I'm fine...”

I grabbed the arm of Kang Yeonhu, who was about to leave, and pulled him back.

“Hyung, do you have any photos left from that first concept?”

Then, my eyes curving, I whispered quietly.

“I'm curious, since you said you were prettier than you are now.”

“You crazy bastard, really...”

Finally unable to hold back, Kang Yeonhu cursed under his breath, shook off my hand, and stormed out. Seeing this, Kim Seonghyeon's lips formed a straight line as he clicked his tongue.

“Did you bully him again?”

“He started it.”

Cracking my neck from side to side, I stood up and asked the members.

“Is Kang Ichae still in the studio?”

“Probably? He said he'd handle his own lunch and told us to eat without him.”

“Then I'll pass too. You two go eat.”

I pressed down once on the head of the youngest, who was grumbling about whether I had to be like this after he had even given up on pasta. I took a donut from the box and left the practice room. I stopped by the studio to grab a portable battery, charged my phone and turned it on, then familiarly used an app to call a taxi to the dorm.

I stared at the scenery outside the window for a moment before accessing a portal site on my phone. Then I started searching for Kang Yeonhu's 'friend' whose debut was canceled due to a leak.

Is this it?

It was not that hard to find. The results came up quickly just by searching 'leak', 'debut', 'canceled', and 'WH'.

“...Hm.”

It was a photo of a slightly younger-looking Kang Yeonhu. He lay among pearls scattered on the shore of a lake where green lotus leaves sprouted, a faint smile on his face.



Seeing it, I was slightly surprised.

“...It's real.”

I only looked it up to tease him the next time I saw him, but the expression Kang Yeonhu himself had used was quite accurate.

I examined the photo more closely, only realizing the taxi had stopped when it signaled our arrival.

I quickly put my phone away. After giving a habitual word of thanks, I walked quickly to the dorm.

I unwrapped a candy from the pile on the living room coffee table, popped it in my mouth, and entered Kang Ichae's room, plopping down in the computer chair. I rolled the candy around in my cheek and blankly scanned my surroundings before opening a notebook on the desk.

It was Kang Ichae's work log, filled so densely with notes that it was hard to find an empty space.

“...Tsk.”

I flipped through the pages, then closed it again, turned on the computer, and skillfully entered the password. When I accessed the drive shared with the members, I saw the regularly backed-up songs. The titles were still written haphazardly. I clicked on a random one and played the song.

The randomly written lyrics that flowed out were full of hope, as if there was nothing to fear in the world.

“......”

Honestly, I'm still a little hesitant. With comfortable highways laid out in every direction, do I really have to take the long, distant gravel road?

“...Haaaah.”

However, I have no intention of repeating the failure of the last Grand Prize.

After rubbing my face vigorously with my hands to clear my head, I went over to my room. I took out a burner phone I had kept, thinking I might need it someday, and returned. I connected it to a charger and quickly revised the plan in my head.

There had definitely been occasional complaints among the reactions to the Song Camp program about the percentage of the judges' scores. I woke the computer from sleep mode, went online, and searched for a combination of the keywords 'QBS' and 'judges'.

❬'Find the King of Singers' Judges' Scores 'Highly Praised'❭

❬Increasing Weight of QBS Grand Prize Judges...❭

❬Audition 'Be My King' Judging Criteria Revealed❭

I scrolled the mouse wheel without any particular feeling. I checked if anything had changed from when I was a PD and collected information on how much judge information was revealed for each broadcast and the public opinion regarding it.

Around the time I had gathered enough data, the System Window appeared in front of the monitor.

[...What are you doing?]

[Why are you suddenly looking up articles like this?]

[I'm feeling incredibly anxious right now for some reason?!]

Ignoring the thing loitering in my field of vision, I picked up the burner phone, which was about one-fifth charged. I activated a paid VPN app and started typing a message.

Ding!!

[Wait-wait-wait-wait a minute!]

[Why did you take that out?!?!! No way, really! For real!! You're not planning to bribe the judges or something, are you?!!]

[I strongly object!!! The probability of getting caught is too high!!!]

“What are you talking about. I don't have their contact info right now, so I can't do that.”

I just shifted my eyes to glance at the blue window and replied. Larger, bold letters were carved onto the trembling rectangle.

[But you memorize them, Seo Hoyun!! Phone numbers!! You just memorize them!!]

“I'm not doing it. Not something I might get caught for.”

I learned my lesson from the Grand Prize incident too.

The System Window, which had shrunk rapidly as if it had calmed down a bit, displayed a sentence slowly after a slight pause.

[...Then what?]

“Just. Going to throw a stone.”

To use the ripples that a casually tossed controversy would create.

Unless a major incident occurred and caused a massive overhaul, the judges appointed by QBS Broadcasting Station were almost always the same. That was probably the case for Song Camp as well.

Even back when I was a PD, people would gossip behind their backs, calling it a list of stagnant, rotten water. Some of them were even on such close terms with the head of QBS Broadcasting Station that they were reappointed as judges despite having taken bribes behind the scenes.

I briefly drafted a post. It hinted that a judge who acted suspiciously on a past broadcast was now participating in a popular program. I used abstract and vague words so it would not get reported when posted on a community site.

Crafting it to give off strong nuances of being an insider, while pretending the writer isn't one.

Despite being speculative content without a single shred of evidence, it looked quite plausible.

“Once the ripples start, I'll keep leaking the issue that since the judges' scores account for 40%, the results can be easily swayed even if the public votes diligently.”

I placed the burner phone on the desk and sank deep into my chair. The previously quiet System Window, which must have been examining the post I wrote, threw a question at me.

[...I don't think it will go the way you want. They could just have the judges who are likely to get caught step down.]

“QBS is very shrewd. To put it nicely, they're skilled at handling situations. If it's not exposed, they'll let it slide as if it never happened, but once a flaw is revealed, they choose to delete everything.”

What my former workplace did best was cleaning up. They were so meticulous about it that once they were done, it was as if everything had been burned away, leaving nothing behind.

Just how many people had been swept away and cut off in those flames?

“And they'll make a huge show of it.”

[...For example?]

“'Our broadcasting station is this fair and clean. In accordance with the viewers' wishes, we will determine the winner by 100% public choice.'”

That way, they can at least quell the uproar for a moment.

Of course, I don't expect all of this to happen naturally from a single post.

If it seems like they're trying to evade it, I'll throw a bigger rock. If they turn tail and run, I'll create a massive tidal wave.

Tapping my fingers on the armrest, I formulated countermeasures for the random situations that came to mind.

“...In the end, we'll have to settle it with just the blind vote.”

[...Is he crazy...]

This bastard's mouth is getting more and more unrestrained.

I clicked my tongue briefly and swiped away the System Window in front of me. I was just about to grab the burner phone again and register the post on the anonymous community. Then the System Window appeared again, blocking my view and interfering.

[...But let's say it really does go that way. Are you really confident you won't get caught, Seo Hoyun?]

[Surely, if it's someone who knows your past actions well, Seo Hoyun... they'd find the suddenly erupted problem and the hectically changing landscape strange.]

“You think so?”

The list of QBS judges was circulated strictly within the broadcasting station, without even being revealed to the participating celebrities or their agencies.

“If someone suspects I did it...”

Information limited to the key staff at QBS who are closely involved with competition programs. The people who know this are the director, a few executives,

“Then tell that person to set up a fortune-telling mat.”

And QBS PDs.

As long as I'm an idol right now, no matter how much they search, they won't be able to find any evidence that I knew and used that fact. I calmly lifted my finger and pressed the 'post' button.

[...No...]

[...What's with these guts?]

[Is this guy really a little crazy...?]

Without responding further to the System Window, I tilted my head back and looked at the ceiling.

If the judges' scores disappear, only the blind vote will remain.

That vote is a part I can't control...

“...The song is good.”

Listening to Kang Ichae's competition song, which was still playing on repeat, I closed my eyes.

It was good, just as you would expect from the guy who said he would compete with music.

Yeah, Ichae. You work hard in your own way.

I can't give you everything you want...

But I'll set up the foothold so you can climb to the highest place.

Because I'll do what I do best.

With instigation and fabrication.


Chapter 441

[Huh?]

People who heard the news about the 'Song Camp' judge corruption scandal a beat late were utterly bewildered.

[Something blew up with the Song Camp judges???? Bribery???]

[What the heck, what happened while I was gaming?]

The show was sweeping the nation. With the third round of the competition just around the corner, the public buzzed with excitement.

In the midst of fervent debates over who would take home the victory, the controversy dropped like a bomb. The intense focus on the contestants shifted to the judges.

[What's going on? I came to the message board and everyone's angry.]

The original post that first raised suspicions was long gone. No one seemed to have screenshotted it, as only derivative posts now sprouted up like weeds.

[?????? Is it real? Seeing them dig up all the old programs, it seems like it's true.]

[No way, if my mom finds out, she'll clutch the back of her neck... She bought so many meals for her friends to gather votes for Joo Youngbi.]

[Didn't we pay money for text votes in the 1st and 2nd rounds?? Is this for real? The results were really manipulated by the judges' scores? Is there proof? Can we report this to the KCC???]

The growing anger eventually turned towards the broadcasting station, but QBS remained silent and refused to issue an official statement.

[LMAO, they must be struggling to find out who leaked it from the inside. It's obviously a whistleblower.]

[Yeah, I saw it in real-time. It was too detailed to be from an outsider. It seems like they got so fed up with the bullshit that they decided to take one for the team and fire the shot.]

[FR LOL, it's credible.]

[Ah, on a former QBS employee's review, it said it's a company that's only busy covering things up when a scandal breaks ㅋㅋ.

└ LMAO fuck ㅋ

└└ Gotta make a pilgrimage to this holy site.]

Just as the issue spread like ripples in every direction, a pre-scheduled 'Song Camp' ad from a marketing campaign was posted on social media.

['Song Camp's' Final Round!

The long-awaited winner chosen by the nation is?!

Predict the number one who will become the best composer and receive a prize!!]

Amid the controversy surrounding the judges, the timing couldn't have been worse.

[Lol, these bastards think the public are just pigs and dogs.]

The words 'nation' and 'chosen' were the perfect trigger for the public's outrage.

[Song Camp... who do you think you are?]

[The (suckers ㅋ) nation's chosen (or who they think they chose) long-awaited (rigged) winner is?!

└ Check out the corruption on Song Camp!!

└└ LMAO fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ LMAO fuck, check out that rhyme, that's hip-hop ㅋㅋ

└└ Ah, the humor of Koreans finding joy in this painful moment is so damn funny ㅋㅋ]

Eventually, not only QBS's past survival programs but also past seasons of 'Song Camp' were all dragged out and began to be ridiculed.

[Wasn't there a judge controversy on Find the King of Singers once too? ㅋ]

[Is that all? There was a ton of talk about the QBS University Awards too, people asking if it made any sense ㅋ. What was bound to explode, exploded.]

The viewer message board filled with demands to reveal the judges' information or to have them step down.

The blade that seemed aimed at the 'judges',

[In the first place, having the judge scores count for 40% makes no sense.]

suddenly twisted its direction towards the 'evaluation ratio' that could sway the results.

[Hey, you said it was a national vote, that the nation chooses ㅋ. How can we verify the judges' expertise when you don't give us any information? What are we supposed to trust??]

[Strictly speaking, they are also citizens of the Republic of Korea, but all I can think is... who do you think you are?

└ They don't even release the list, so who knows ㅋ. Maybe they're foreigners or the production staff... heh]

[Whether it's the Gayo Awards or whatever, does it make sense for the judge scores to be nearly half??;; Crazy bastards.]

[If you took the fucking money, you should at least produce the right results, shouldn't you?]

As the negative public opinion continued to spread, Noeul was, paradoxically, greatly bewildered. The fans shared these feelings on their private social media accounts.

[Fuck, I've been burned so many times in the idol scene over Grand Prizes that I was actually numb to this kind of evaluation method... I guess I've been gaslit about Grand Prizes all this time.]

[First time seeing this much firepower ㄷ;; Protesting alongside muggles is so moving.]

[?? But... they were cursing the judges earlier... and now they're suddenly demanding a change in the evaluation method.

└ I know, I found it funny too ㅋ. So sudden ㅋ.

└ You can never predict the Korean internet...]

On the surface, it was clearly a crisis for 'Song Camp', but from the perspective of The Dawn, who had always been screwed over by the 'judge' scores, it was a huge opportunity. The fandom thus decided to actively use this chance.

[I think it'd be good to agree with this and fan the flames more.]

[Yeah.

That's why I'm cramming all sorts of community slang right now.

I'll try to gently pretend to be a muggle.

Song Camp... do the judge scores really make sense? ^^;;

└ Too weak.

└└ Show us how it's done.

└└ Watch this.

I am a dreamy and fresh-faced middle schooler in my teens, who giggles at the sight of a rolling autumn leaf.

└└ LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO fuck ㅋ T_T T_T T_T T_T T_T T_T

└└ The judge scores, there's a lot of talk about them right now, but isn't it common sense to leave it to the experts?;; Honestly, does the general public even know what mixing is? Do they know the difference from mastering? Even I, who am young and don't have a broad view on composing, think it's better to have experts.

└ Ah fuck, please stop ㅋ T_T LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO LMAO

└└ +)) Seeing these comments, I can tell the level of people these days. I'm cheering for the Song Camp production team. Don't be swayed by outside nonsense and fighting!^^

└└ Wow ㅋㅋ, I can only marvel at your trolling skills.]

Since QBS had been consistently silent, various news articles only repeated the phrase "a broadcast official is currently confirming."

A day passed. The next afternoon, an official statement was released on the 'Song Camp' official website.

【Official Statement from the QBS 'Song Camp' Production Team】

There was no direct mention of the corruption.

However, it stated that they were actively considering a change to the internal evaluation method in consideration of the public's opinion.

[?]

[QBS's response is faster than I thought?]

Although the specific facts were unknown, most people were bewildered. They thought the broadcasting station would vaguely dismiss the issue and push ahead with the third round, but it meekly expressed its intention to accept the feedback.

[Huh??? They're getting rid of the judges????]

[Did QBS bet its life on Song Camp... I thought they'd play dumb and keep their mouths shut until they got smacked by the KCC's bat, but they're suddenly bowing their heads.]

[Weren't they actually clean? It seems like they're just sharpening their knives out of frustration after being beaten up from all sides.]

[ㅋ whatever... I didn't like the judges anyway ㅋㅋ. At least this is a relief.]

.

.

.

On a day when the relentless downpour finally ceased, bright sunlight streamed through white clouds, heralding the true start of summer. A self-employed man who ran a bakery and cafe tidied up his shop from the morning.

Although it was known as a low-key delicious bakery, it was located in a residential area that one had to seek out, not on a main street lined with buildings. Very few customers came in the early hours.

After checking the expiration dates on the dairy products, he neatly stacked coffee beans behind the counter. Then, he took some, ground them in a grinder, and brewed a coffee for himself. He savored the fragrant aroma, took a sip, and pulled his phone out of his apron pocket.

He habitually accessed YouTube, scrolled through the endless stream of short, edited 'Song Camp' clips, and found out about the judge controversy.

The end of days, I tell you.

As he clicked his tongue, a message arrived from the shop's 'landlord'.

[OMG]

[Crazy]

[Hey, Song Camp is gonna be decided by 100% public vote!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!]

[Ah fuck I've been waiting for this day]

[Get ready, let's go]

[I've been waiting for the day Thug Chae sees the light]

[Hey tenant, apply now]

The excitement seemed to ooze from the texts. A deep furrow formed between his eyebrows.

I told you I can't apply for 'Song Camp'. I have a strong feeling getting tickets will be a bloodbath...

The final round of 'Song Camp' was scheduled to be held on an outdoor stage, like a festival, at a renovated resort in a provincial area.

Despite the penalty of being far away, it was predicted to draw the largest audience, and many eagerly waited for the application website to open. He thought that attending in person was a lost cause.

However, he couldn't just ignore the messages.

If only the 'landlord' wasn't my mother's daughter.

He was sure to get an earful when he got back. A series of sighs escaped him. Just then, the first customer of the day walked in.

“Welcome!”

It was a man wearing light-colored jeans ripped from thigh to calf, a faded black t-shirt with a flashy English print that looked grayish, a dark navy cap pulled down low, sunglasses, and a crumpled vinyl duffel bag slung over his shoulder.

He looks like a celebrity... Who is he?

Most of him was covered, but his clear skin, the red hair peeking out from under his cap, and his fist-sized face gave off an extraordinary aura.

...His presence is something else. A singer? Don't tell me he's an idol??

He pretended not to care at all and needlessly rearranged the already-placed cookies while sneaking glances at the customer.

“Excuse me, what's good here?” a low, rough voice suddenly spoke. It sounded as if it were laden with exhaustion.

He quickly composed his expression and replied with extra friendliness. “The tiramisu and banana pound cake are our best sellers!”

“Are they both sweet?”

“Ah... Yes, if you don't have a sweet tooth, the Earl Grey cake might be more to your liking. I recommend it.”

“It's fine. It's not for me, it's for my friends.”

The corners of the man's mouth pulled up slightly as he picked up a tray and began to sweep the display case clean. Watching him unhesitatingly pile up towers of bread, two or three at a time, the owner smiled with satisfaction.

Right, that one's delicious. Ah! That one's good too. Yes, this man knows what's good.

The man walked to the counter, put down the tray, and immediately went back to grab more bread.

It seemed he had met a wonderful customer for his first sale of the day. Excited, he called out for the man to take his time and choose comfortably. He then went to his laptop, which was connected to the store's Bluetooth speaker, and played a song from the Mango Daily Best Chart.

Ever since the second round of 'Song Camp', Baek Jijun's 'Moonlight' and Kang Ichae's 'Three Os' had battled back and forth for first place every day. It seemed 'Three Os' had won this time. It was the very first song to play.

He hummed along to the song his sister—his mother's daughter, the 'landlord', his annoying flesh and blood—had been loving recently. The man, bringing a third tray, stared at him intently.

“Uh... The music's great, right? It's from 'Song Camp'...”

There was something unusual about the atmosphere. Feeling momentarily intimidated, he answered reflexively with an awkward smile.

The man held out his card to pay and asked him, “Do you watch 'Song Camp' too, sir?”

“Of course. Is there anyone who doesn't watch it these days? My sister, not to mention my parents, loves it.”

“True, I watch it too.”

When the man gave a small smile, it felt as if a radiant light burst from him.

He was a customer who had just given him a huge sale, and his aura was clearly out of the ordinary. The owner felt an urge to talk to him more and brought up the topic he had just seen on YouTube.

“Ah! Did you hear? They say 'Song Camp' is getting rid of the judges! It's causing a huge stir.”

“...Ah.”

“I complained a lot because I didn't think the evaluation method was right, but I never thought they'd actually get rid of them.”

“...I didn't know that either.”

The man's head, his eyes unreadable behind his sunglasses, tilted slowly to the side.

“I never thought it would come to this.”

He sneaked glances at the man's face while diligently ringing up the piles of bread on the counter. Just as he was about to grab some service cookies, the man, who had been quietly watching the items being packed into paper bags, suddenly asked a question.

“...Who did you vote for?”

He paused, five cookies in hand, then put them into the paper bag as he answered warmly. “It's funny, actually. I've participated in every vote since 'Song Camp's' initiation ceremony, and it turns out I've voted for the same people every single time.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, you know the idol group The Dawn, they're super popular these days! It wasn't intentional, but people around me have started calling me a human detector. I wonder if I'll end up picking the same people again next time. Alright, all set...”

“Wow. If you vote for me, that's great for me.”

“What?”

He handed over two large paper bags, carefully packed so the bread and cakes wouldn't get crushed. The man grabbed the kraft paper handles, his hand overlapping the owner's like a handshake, and chuckled.

“I want to get first place, you see.”

With his other hand, he whipped off his sunglasses.

The owner of the flashy appearance, his eyes deeply shadowed by dark circles, had a mischievous smile playing on his lips.

“So I can look good.”

Kang...

Adding, "I'll enjoy the food," the man put his sunglasses back on and left the shop with light steps.

“......”

Finally snapping back to his senses, he remembered one thing he had forgotten.

A photo!!!

He had just hit the jackpot on behalf of his sister, a fervent devotee of Kang Ichae.

However, even if he wanted to brag, he had no proof left.

He considered showing the CCTV footage, but the thought of infringing on a customer's privacy without permission didn't sit right with him. He could only grind his teeth in frustration.

And so, while the owner of the cafe and bakery spent the next few days tearing his hair out, the blind vote for the long-awaited final, third round of the competition began.

【100% The Nation's Choice!

The final blind vote for Song Camp is about to begin!】


Chapter 442

“Yeah, Dajun-ah! Let's have fun one more time!”

The first run-through began.

“...Seonghyeon-ah, let's take that part again.”

A second joint practice followed immediately.

“Again.”

“Again.”

“Again.”

“Again.”

“Again.”

.

.

.

“......”

The joint practice continued endlessly.

Suddenly, the piano keys went silent. Seong Jiwon tilted his head back.

“...Hoo, should the person who's been missing the beat raise their hand?”

“I'm sorryyyy!!”

Jeong Dajun, who cautiously rolled his eyes while holding his drumsticks, quickly confessed.

All the members, except for Kang Ichae who was at a magazine interview for YouTube, gathered in the practice room to get in sync.

A performance was scheduled for after the live broadcast voting ended, so we decided to arrange it ourselves.

A band falls apart if even one member is missing. Kim Seonghyeon sighed and took his hands off his electric guitar.

“Let's take a break until Kang Ichae gets back.”

“When is his interview supposed to end?”

“It should be over in about 30 minutes,” Kim Seonghyeon answered.

Seong Jiwon muttered as he wrote on the piano sheet music, “Ichae is having a tough time. He can't even rest properly.”

“He went for another interview?”

Recently, various magazine companies scrambled to interview Kang Ichae.

Male idol music had been on a gradual rise for a few years, but Kang Ichae managed to place not only The Dawn's album but also all his Song Camp releases on the domestic charts.

Furthermore, it was not just Garage, which ranked high on the Hot 100. The Dawn's Flight also entered the 'Billboard Hot 100', showing remarkable results even overseas.

It's no wonder they're coveting him.

“I heard he's been practicing in his spare time during breaks.”

The final competition was re-planned as a live broadcast.

The judge scores were replaced. The blind voting scores were broken down into 'QBS Homepage Votes', 'Text Message Votes', and 'YouTube Views' scores.

The entire design changed. The competition songs, sung by the same guide vocalist, would be pre-released for a week of voting. Then, during the main broadcast on the day of the third competition, the tally would close and the rankings would be announced after the performances.

“Oh, oh! Hyung, hyung, hyungs! Do you guys know the YouTube views for the Song Camp competition songs are insane these days?”

Jeong Dajun made a fuss, practically rolling to the computer in the corner. He abruptly turned it on and searched for YouTube. A neat row of Song Camp videos, likely due to the algorithm, appeared on the main screen.

“Wow, look at the number of comments.”

Yeolmae, Skit, In May, Cloud Shaking in the Wind, Street Punk, Paper Doll.

The rock ballad, 'In May', had the highest view count among them.

It evoked the nostalgia of 1980s old pop. Its melody, filled with brilliant doubling, was layered with slightly melancholic yet honest and straightforward lyrics that resonated with many people.

Jeong Dajun slowly scrolled down with the mouse wheel and read the comments aloud.

“I'm crying listening to this, the song is insane, did Baek Jijun make a deal with the devil...”

When 'In May' ended, 'Skit', the next most-viewed song, played automatically.

Unlike the previous song, it was an alternative pop genre with a strong foreign rock band feel. A stylish yet bold bass riff and a groovy beat blended together wonderfully.

“This song is a banger too. Kang Ichae is good at making songs, but it seems like it can't compare to Baek Jijun's song...What's this person talking about?”

Jeong Dajun flicked the wheel a few more times, scrunched up his nose, and closed the window. Seong Jiwon, who watched beside him with a chuckle, unwrapped a piece of candy and popped it into the maknae's mouth.

“Dajun-ah, want to see the draft of the interview Ichae did a few days ago? The Manager-nim shared it in the group chat.”

“Whoa, yes!!!”

Immediately excited again, Jeong Dajun bounced around and opened the PC messenger. I saw him download the file the Manager had sent.

“Hey, Kim Seonghyeon. Just a second.”

I gestured for Kim Seonghyeon to at least sync his guitar with my bass, but a commotion soon erupted from behind us.

“Wow~~!! Uhahaha, Ichae-hyung is hilarious.”

“Ahaha, he did it so cheerfully.”

The noise, however, gradually died down.

“Ahaha... haha...”

“...Gasp.”

Soon, only silence filled the practice room.

“......”

“...Sob.”

A moment later, Jeong Dajun pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger and tilted his face toward the ceiling.

“This is an emergency...”

“Wow, I think I'm going to cry...”

What's with them?

I played the bass along with Kim Seonghyeon and looked over at them with a bewildered expression. Jeong Dajun, his eyes already moist, yelled at the top of his lungs, calling it 'The Unlimited Youth Supply Incident'.

“Hyung, sob, I had no idea you felt that way all this time...!”

I watched with a sullen expression as the maknae dabbed at the corners of his eyes. I could bet my bank account that not a single drop of moisture would come away on his fingertips.

“...I really can't stand this anymore! I have to go see Ichae-hyung right now!!!”

“Hey, Kang Ichae is in the middle of a schedule, you know?”

“I'll just cheer for him from the back!!! My heart is itching to be with him!!!”

Shouting that this was their true friendship, Jeong Dajun ran out with a clatter and took a huge fall. His foot had caught on an instrument cable. He did not seem to care, however, and shot up like a roly-poly toy before bolting out of the practice room.

“Thug Chae!!! The maknae is coming!!!”

“Jiwon is going to cheer him on too!!”

“Hey! Seong Jiwon, what are you doing?!” Kim Seonghyeon yelled in alarm.

Seong Jiwon just smiled brightly and ran out after the maknae.

“Ugh, seriously...”

Kim Seonghyeon swept his bangs back with his left hand and let out a heavy sigh. He frowned but slowly stood up to fulfill his responsibility as the leader.

“...Seo Hoyun, you stay here for a bit. I'll go stop those kids.”

“Go on.”

I answered nonchalantly. I unwrapped a lollipop from my pocket and held a chord on my bass. Kim Seonghyeon, who had acted like he would chase after them immediately, hesitated and looked at me.

“What.”

“No...”

I sucked on the candy hard enough to make my cheeks hollow and stared back at him. The guy who had been dawdling furtively avoided my gaze and scratched the back of his head.

“Why does this feel so much like déjà vu...”

“What does?”

“...Seo Hoyun, you've been avoiding Kang Ichae lately.”

I chose to keep my mouth shut.

Ever since that day on the rooftop with Kang Ichae, I had avoided situations where the two of us would be left alone as much as possible. If there were no cameras, there was no need to talk.

Kang Ichae also seemed to know I was avoiding him, as he did not go out of his way to talk to me.

Since we were members who spent the whole day together, there was no way they would not notice this sense of disharmony.

“It's just... he's a bit difficult.”

I plucked the bass string again. A moment later, Kim Seonghyeon's voice reached me.

“...Aren't you the one making it difficult?”

I raised an eyebrow and looked up at him. Kim Seonghyeon met my gaze and added calmly.

“I don't know what the problem is, but I doubt Kang Ichae is looking for a solution. Frankly, how could we solve it for him? He has the ability to get anything he wants.”

Kim Seonghyeon paused to gather his thoughts, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Do you think that's what he wants from us?”

“...Then what?”

“...Just eating a good meal together when he's hungry, listening to him when he's having a hard time, laughing together during happy times, and sharing the sad moments... something like that.”

Sighing again, Kim Seonghyeon asked me.

“...Have you read Kang Ichae's interview?”

“......”

“Read it. There's a reason Jeong Dajun is making such a fuss.”

After saying that, Kim Seonghyeon started walking toward the door, saying he had to go handle the other members. He suddenly turned his head back.

“You too, if you have something on your mind, talk to us anytime.”

Just as Kim Seonghyeon left and the door closed, the system window appeared, overlapping it.

DING!

[...You know.]

“What.”

[...How on earth did Kim Seonghyeon's parents raise him to become such a 'beacon of light'?]

“That kind of thing is innate.”

I sucked hard on the candy and played the bass a couple of times to the metronome's beat. I then irritably tossed it aside and rubbed my dry face.

“...Ah, I'm craving a cigarette.”

I'd been holding back so damn well until now.

In the end, I could not concentrate because of the withdrawal symptoms, so I shot up and started pacing around the practice room.

I sat down in front of the neglected, still-on computer and glared at the interview PDF file filling the screen.

〔We met with the two contestants who are heating up South Korea's summer.〕

I heard it was an interview hastily put together as a special feature on Baek Jijun and Kang Ichae before the final Song Camp broadcast. Despite being a draft, it was neatly proofread.

Below Baek Jijun's interview was a photo of Kang Ichae. Baek Jijun had joked about the burden of his soaring popularity and the increasing number of people recognizing him, and asked people to look kindly upon the Song Camp contestants for doing their best to create memorable songs.

〔You must be busy preparing for Song Camp, thank you for agreeing to this interview.

The third competition has already been submitted, so I'm not busy. I haven't slept for almost a week, so I might spout some nonsense. I'm already worried.

From 'Flight' to the Song Camp competition. Many critics have said that you, Kang Ichae, will surpass existing idol-turned-producers and make a mark on the music industry of the 20XXs. How do you feel about that?

I am an idol-turned-producer, and I don't think Kang Ichae is at a level to receive such praise yet. (laughs)〕

No matter how the magazine tried to create a sensational headline by bringing up exaggerated topics or throwing provocative questions about the third competition, Kang Ichae parried them with natural answers and slyly slipped away.

〔(Omitted) ...—Even though you participated as The Dawn, you had to compose alone, Kang Ichae. Wasn't that burdensome? Song Camp even emphasized a confrontational dynamic by putting you at the forefront, telling you to surpass a Billboard composer.

First of all, to clarify one thing, without my team members, 'Kang Ichae' wouldn't exist either.

And without the members' help, the songs from Song Camp would have had a hard time seeing the light of day. There are too many instances to list one by one, but they all stuck right by my side and played a huge role in shaping the overall direction of the songs.

The lyrics of 'Three Os' were very impressive. The beautiful yet somehow empty melody and the lonely yet warm lyrics struck a deep chord. Perhaps that's why many people commented that it was a comfort to those who are currently wandering alone. Did you really intend to make 'Three Os' for those people?

I wasn't that meticulous... I just wanted to write it that way. To be honest, I don't really have much of a plan when I compose. There was a time when I unintentionally had to kill time alone. I rewatched movies I'd seen alone countless times, replayed games I liked... I was doing okay, but strangely, when the sun went down, I'd feel awful. I just stamped the emotions I felt back then into four minutes.〕

“......”

I had a feeling I knew when this was, too.

〔So you're not the type to compose with detailed calculations?

Not at all. I rely solely on instinct, so there are often times when the rational Hoyun-hyung doesn't understand me.〕

My eyes narrowed as I read the words.

Inspiration that strikes like lightning, an itching sensation to write something. How was I supposed to understand when he laid out such abstract things?

〔Composing based on instinct sounds cool, but it seems like there would be difficulties.

Of course. I'm just doing the same thing, but what was so easy yesterday is incredibly difficult today.

I used to think I wasn't someone with such drastic ups and downs, but I had to retract that thought while filming Song Camp. I didn't know where to start or how to finish. Listening to other people's songs is fine, but the thought of having to surpass them made me feel like I'd hit a dead end. My rational mind was screaming at me to get a grip and work on my weaknesses, but my mind was blank, and all the while, the deadline was fast approaching, so I panicked.

Then, after the mid-point work for the second competition, I was able to pull myself together thanks to some advice from Jiwon-hyung. That moment was so impressive that I can still repeat it now without missing a single word.

What did Jiwon say?

'Ichae-yah, don't worry about other people, just write what you want to write. With your most truthful notes.'

That's romantic.

Totally.(laughs)

I decided to throw away everything complicated. Maybe to win, I should have thoroughly analyzed trendy methods and composed that way, but that doesn't suit my personality, and more than anything, I felt like I would regret it. So I decided to do what I do best.

Writing notes honestly.

That's a great attitude. One last question. Is there anything you want to achieve not as an idol, but as 'Kang Ichae'?

The answer will always be the same.

To live happily with The Dawn for a long, long time.

Kang Ichae finished with a playful smile, saying his members would be surprised by his unexpectedly serious side, then politely bowed to the staff and left.

POGUE looks forward to seeing what kind of ending credits Kang Ichae's flight will face in the future.〕

After reading to the end, I wiped my mouth and let out a deep breath.

“...That's cool.”

Is this bastard really Kang Ichae?

He was the same bastard who would consistently reply with 'No thank you~' when other agencies contacted him for work. Reading this interview, however, it seemed he had crossed from youth into a mature adult.

I tapped my fingers on the computer desk for a moment, then leaned back in my chair and sorted through my thoughts.

TAP,

TAP.

No matter how many times I mulled it over, an utterly irrational hope kept trying to rear its head. The story I had vowed never to let him know, those confessions... all because a future full of danger was lurking.

“...How the fuck did I end up in this situation...”

I tilted my head, my lips twitching, then let out a low breath and got up from the chair.

“......”

[Yes?!!]

“Stop trying to act cute, you son of a bitch.”

[...Yes, yes, you're in a bad mood.]

The system obediently backed down, even lowering the saturation of its shimmering blue light. I took another lollipop from my pocket, put it in my mouth, and said.

“Confirm one thing for me.”

The system vanished for a moment at my subsequent question. It soon reappeared and carefully laid out a sentence.

[Uh, about that...]

While carefully scanning the warning message that appeared before my eyes, a part of my mind was busy retracing my steps, wondering where it all went wrong.

Was it when I asked Kang Ichae on the rooftop why he was helping me?

Was it that he ended up hearing the last words I muttered while pretending to be awkward?

Was it getting caught coughing up blood by him in Japan?

...Or was it because, during our first Christmas, I admitted that the number of my dependents had increased?

...Why are there so many, fuck.

The finely trembling thoughts gradually swelled into a large wave that crashed over me.

For me, who was silently submerged in it, only one verdict was handed down.

Once the conclusion was reached, the taut tension in me unknowingly loosened, and the pathetic lament of a narrow-minded person escaped.

Congratulations, Kang Ichae.

In the end, you won.


Chapter 443

The torrential downpour passed, seemingly heralding summer, but the rainy season arrived immediately after. Tedious streams of rain fell day after day. Around this time, the finale of Song Camp was scheduled on a specially modified outdoor stage at a resort.

A massive crowd of nearly 40,000 people struggled since dawn to reach the venue, waiting only for the performers' shows. Meanwhile, the majority of people returned home in the early afternoon, ordered delicious food, and tuned their TVs to the QBS channel.

[Wow, the lottery for the Song Camp broadcast must have been insane. Everyone I know failed to get in...]

[They said it's a shoo-in for Variety Show of the Year... Thanks for being so damn fun... but to think not a single one of those many seats is mine, fuck. I borrowed at least 15 people's phones to apply.]

└ Damn, you have 15 friends?]

└└ I didn't say they were friends...]

└└ Ah... sorry~ ㅋ]

[I know they're suffering like hell in the rain right now, but I still envy, resent, feel jealous of, hate, and am furious and indignant at the people at the venue]]

Across various social media platforms, photos captioned 'Song Camp broadcast proof' popped up one by one, showing people in raincoats at the venue.

[Hey, hey... seeing the photos makes me jealous, so I'm closing Twitter.

That's a damn lie. My Twitter screen time is 16 hours.

└ Does this bastard even eat or sleep?]

Caught in the middle of it all, fans of The Dawn hid in their private accounts and chattered about the third competition.

[If Song Camp starts at 7,

I'll be shaking like crazy from 1.

└ Shaking like a vibrating phone

└ Hey production team, just give us 1st place🔪🔪]

[Fuck, I really thought I'd be fine if they didn't get 1st, but now that they've come this far, I'm getting greedy ㅋ]

[Did Kang Ichae go into seclusion to train?

└ His form gets crazier as time goes on. 'three os' won't come down from the music charts ㅋ]

[But which of the 3rd round songs is Kang Ichae's??

└ I'm betting on Skit.

└└ Really?? I think In May sounds like a Kang Ichae song...

└└ That's definitely Baek Jijun ㅋ. Fuck, Baek Jijun is a damn good songwriter...

└ I seriously don't know, so I'm still holding off on voting while I see what others think ㅠ

└ Both are certified bangers, that's for sure.]

Just as various opinions were heatedly exchanged, one fan scanned and uploaded an article from Kang Ichae's magazine interview to a public account.

[Kang Ichae's interview is out!!!!]

The Noeuls scrutinized every letter as if licking them off the page. They writhed in delight at the content, which was filled with affection for the members and the fandom, and began typing on their keyboards once more.

['I am indeed a producer who started as an idol.'

Dun dun dun dun dun... hip-hop music blares]

[I love that Kang Ichae hasn't lost his idol ego.

'My answer will always be the same.' Isn't he a real Crazy Bastard?

└ Ah, I'm so proud of Kang Ichae ㅋㅋ. I have to pat his head. Pat, pat, pat, pat, pat.

└ Seriously, just looking at his face, you'd think he'd be in the underground scene saying 'fuck the music industry'... but you just have to give him a big hug.]

[I'm so proud of Kang Ichae for doing an interview by himself ㅠ

But Ichae-yah... the outside world is dangerous.

Take one of the Dawnie PoXmon with you!

└ Ichae: I can't choooose.

└└ Okay, take them all!!!!]

[Dear interviewer-nim, I get that you were impressed by Kang Ichae's songwriting magic show,

but he is absolutely not the type of kid to quit The Dawn.

That's because our shy Thug Chae only has 4 numbers in his phone to begin with.

└ Whoa, that's harsh...; He's still an idol with a social life...

└ WTF, is the phone number thing real?? What interview was that in?

└└ No, you idiot, you actually believe that? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah ㅋㅋ, so many people are falling for it because it's so convincing ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ But for real, he probably has 6 or 7 at most ㅋㅋㅋ]

Though it was just a few pages of text, it seeped deep into the fans' hearts.

[Title: Kang Ichae, who didn't drop a single hint in his interview

But ahhh~~~~ screw it. I'll trust my gut.

The one that makes my heart beat faster!!

I'm picking 'In May'!!!!!!!

└ Fuck it, then I'm going with that too!!!!!

└└ I'm betting all my life's lottery luck on this!!!!]

[Wait, for real?? ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Dammit, I was going to wait until the last minute, fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The class of SangNoeul.

Fk, since it's come to this, there's no turning back. I'm going too!!!!]

The interview's aftermath finally spurred the hesitating fans to vote.

[It's starting!!!]

At 7 o'clock, Song Camp raised the curtain on its final competition.


The final competition venue was already packed with an eager audience. The camera rehearsal had been moved up a few days to keep the songwriters a secret, so there was no separate one today.

As I walked through the backstage area of the temporary outdoor stage, performers I knew greeted me.

The exact rankings hadn't been revealed, but the performance order more or less determined the top contenders, so everyone looked relieved.

“The Dawn! This way, please!”

Kang Ichae turned his head at the staff's voice and his eyes met Baek Jijun, who was waiting nearby.

Baek Jijun offered a gentle smile that matched his personality.

“To prevent spoilers, we skipped the pre-rehearsal today, but we'll give you another briefing before you go on stage...”

Kang Ichae then saw Baek Jijun mouth the word 'fighting'. He simply gave a slight nod and walked right past him.

He followed the members and staff to the waiting room and sat on a sofa.

“They said our turn is second to last!” Jeong Dajun said.

“Ah, is that so?”

The stage order was likely determined by the current vote tally, since Baek Jijun was last and we were placed before him. In other words, Baek Jijun still held first place.

Kang Ichae briefly glanced at Seo Hoyun, who sat silently next to the bouncing Jeong Dajun, then turned his head away.

Time flew by as they stayed in the waiting room, occasionally sharing opinions about the performance. A booming microphone announced the start of the live broadcast.

“Song Camp, the finale begins now!”

Short clips of each contestant's third-round song played as the total vote count appeared on the large screen.

“Whoa, that's no joke.”

“It's a record high.”

Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon were chatting while watching the TV in the waiting room.

BWOOOO...

The thunderous roar of a trumpet sounded. Jeong Dajun, who had been tapping a pair of drumsticks alone in a corner, startled and dropped them with a clatter.

【Voting for 1st place will close soon!】

MC Lee Jeongwoong shouted while looking directly into the camera, and a countdown timer appeared on the screen.

【10, 9, 8, 7...!】

Seong Jiwon, who had been sitting upright, faltered and leaned closer to the screen.

【...—3, 2, 1!】

【Voting is now closed!】

【The die has been cast! Now, we will reveal the owners of each song!】

WAAAAAAAH—...

“...It's starting,” Seong Jiwon murmured quietly.

The final competition began in earnest on the TV, starting with Kang Woorin's 'Paper Doll'.

【Let us fall!】

The audience's cheers were loud enough to reach backstage, proving Song Camp's popularity even for 'Paper Doll', which had received a relatively lukewarm response during the blind vote.

Jeong Dajun had squeezed between Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon to watch the broadcast. He couldn't stop fidgeting. He leaned against the door, craning his neck to look around, then cautiously asked a staff member.

“...Uhm, is it okay if I go out and watch?”

“Ah, just a moment.”

There was still more than thirty minutes until our performance, so we weren't even wearing our microphones yet. The staff member checked via radio, then nodded. The members quickly exited the waiting room. Kang Ichae and I slowly followed them.

Everyone stuck close to the wall to avoid disturbing others.

“...Hyungs, we've been on a lot of big stages, but why am I so nervous today?”

“It's understandable. I overheard them talking about the viewership ratings on my way here.”

Seong Jiwon smiled brightly and whispered playfully to Jeong Dajun. A moment later, the youngest member's mouth fell open.

“That's cra... No, Song Camp really hit the jackpot!!!”

“Ahaha, let's do our best.”

Feelings of anticipation, excitement, and thrill seeped from the members as they strolled through the backstage area and reached him.

There was no trace of their old selves, who were anxious, impatient, and couldn't even trust themselves.

“As of 7:40, the ratings are in...”

However, Kang Ichae felt like he was sinking alone in the noisy place, just like the days he killed time alone in the PD's room.

“...Check the mics again...”

The sounds blaring from all directions scattered like murmurs before they could fully reach his ears.

He lowered his gaze to his shoes, but a prickling sensation on the side of his face made him look up.

“LUMA is moving! To section C over here!”

When he lifted his chin slightly, he saw Seo Hoyun looking at him. For the past few weeks, he had been avoiding meeting Seo Hoyun one-on-one.

After blinking a few times, Kang Ichae blurted out the first thought that came to his head.

“...Are you nervous?”

He belatedly remembered that the great Seo Hoyun was unlikely to be nervous, but his mouth kept moving, the words not directed at anyone in particular.

“It's okay. Everything will be fine.”

He said that we would be fine, that there would be no more problems.

Even knowing it wouldn't reach Seo Hoyun, who seemed formed from pure logic, Kang Ichae couldn't stop.

“You made it that way, Hyung.”

He even got rid of the judges' scores.

Kang Ichae studied the seemingly calm, pitch-black eyes, gave a faint smile, and was about to move on when a calm, low voice pierced his ear.

“...Kang Ichae.”

For some reason, it felt ominous.

When he turned his face, Seo Hoyun was looking at him with a peculiar expression.

“There's something I couldn't finish saying that day.”

“...What is it?”

Kang Ichae clenched his jaw to keep from grinding his teeth.

Whenever Seo Hoyun took that attitude, something that surpassed his expectations always erupted.

“I absolutely have to go back.”

However, he didn't necessarily have to do it like this—

“That's my number one priority right now.”

There was no need to rehash a fact he already knew so well.

The footprints they had carved over three years, the popularity they had built, the envy and jealousy from those around them. It was clear that Seo Hoyun had also struggled to obtain these things, but strangely, he always felt like he could let go of it all at a moment's notice.

Kang Ichae had been aware of this for a long time and had tried to understand it countless times. Nevertheless, he couldn't suppress the immediate surge of disgust and wiped his cheek with an irritated sigh.

“...But, it's actually to find my younger sibling.”

My sibling might be there too, Seo Hoyun added.

“If I can just find them and we can come over to this side together...”

He didn't know what kind of expression he was making, but through his long, red hair, he saw Seo Hoyun's eyes meet his as Seo Hoyun gave a soft smile.

“I'll try to come back.”

“It's not a promise.” With that small murmur, Seo Hoyun started to move toward the other members.

Kang Ichae blocked his path with one arm and let out a small, bitter laugh.

Kang Ichae, you screw-loose bastard.

Somehow, it felt like facing someone from his past, and a part of his chest began to itch.

Cursing his own simple-mindedness, Kang Ichae tilted his head to the side.

“...Hoyun-hyung.”

“What.”

“...I was going to tell you this before but let it slide. You have a tendency to get all formal and talk a lot when you feel embarrassed.”

He watched the previously blank face sour in real-time, and a refreshing laugh finally burst out of him.

“Pfft, for now... yeah, whatever. I get it, Hyung.”

I must be crazy.

“Go ahead and do that.”

To think he deluded himself that he went through all this trouble just to hear those words that weren't even a promise.

“Hey, what are you two doing?”

Kim Seonghyeon had been glancing over worriedly. He cautiously approached the two of them, who had been whispering away from the others and looking awkward recently.

Kang Ichae raised both hands with a mischievous expression.

“Our be~loved Dawn-ies! Before we go out, let's do our cheer!! Let's gooo!!!”

“What?” Kim Seonghyeon raised his voice slightly, surprised.

Jeong Dajun, who had found a spot where the outdoor stage was clearly visible, jumped up and waved his drumsticks.

“Gah! The cheer, right!! I forgot about that!!! We have to do something like that, like in a shonen manga!!!”

“Ahaha, I love it!”

“What's with this all of a sudden, really...”

Kim Seonghyeon scanned the excited and worked-up members, let out a small sigh, and quieted the rowdy bunch. Mindful of the frantic staff, he took a step back.

“Haa... Hey, come here.”

He then lined them all up close to the wall so they wouldn't block the passageway.

Pitter-patter—, the sound of raindrops on the venue's ceiling flowed between the song's melodies. Kim Seonghyeon briefly lifted his chin to look up, then spoke with a slightly strained voice.

“You all worked hard going through this third survival show. Kang Ichae especially had a tough time, but I'm grateful that everyone... well, not quietly, but still tried your best to support him...”

“It's too long!!”

“Ayy, keep it short~.”

“...Hah...”

When even Seong Jiwon joined Jeong Dajun in teasing him, Kim Seonghyeon let out a sigh as deep as bone broth.

“...Whatever. I believe in you guys this time, too.”

Despite his deflated tone, Kim Seonghyeon delivered a weighty cheer. He patted Kang Ichae's back and walked past. Following him, Seong Jiwon chuckled, patted his shoulder, and said, "Good work," before walking toward the staff. Jeong Dajun chattered on, telling him to watch for his newly polished cool technique, even though the drums were at the back and he wouldn't be able to see.

We were boisterous the entire time we received our mics and checked our in-ears.

WHIIIRRR...

Outside, a pre-recorded interview seemed to be playing on the VCR.

My heart pounded wildly as I stepped onto the lift.

It was always like this right before going on stage.

WAAAAAAAH!

A roar of cheers erupted, but the fierce thumping of my heart buried the sound, and I couldn't hear it properly.

Even in the darkness where he couldn't see the face right in front of him, Kang Ichae felt like he knew the expressions on each member's face.

He didn't know what whim had suddenly struck a cynical person like him, who believed that 'effort' and 'will' alone couldn't achieve anything.

It doesn't matter if it's not a promise.

Kang Ichae felt cheerful.

We just have to make it one.

So, let's give it a try.

WAAAAAAAH!!!

So that even when the ending credits roll, we'll still be in the audience together.


Chapter 444

Noeul felt utterly bewildered. She had won the audience lottery for the final Song Camp competition, which she had entered with no expectations. Her bewilderment doubled when she arrived at the venue and entered without an ID check. The crowd pushed and shoved, sweeping her along until she landed somewhere in the tenth row.

She couldn't shake the feeling she had used a lifetime's worth of luck on this one event. Even so, she decided she would have no regrets as she adjusted her rain-soaked poncho.

【...3, 2, 1!】

【Voting is now closed!】

【The die has been cast! Now, we will reveal the owners of each song!】

She ignored the other contestants' long-winded backstories, only paying attention when The Dawn appeared on the VCR. She agonized over which song to choose. Just as she finally decided on 'In May', the voting closed.

She gnawed on her fingernails, instantly regretting her choice. 'In May' had no rap verses and felt completely different from Kang Ichae's previous songs. It was a lyrical rock ballad steeped in 1980s nostalgia.

It had certainly moved her, but that wouldn't put food on Noeul's table.

Damn it... Why is my taste in music so bad?

This stupid blind vote.

The audience responded enthusiastically to the contestants' songs, starting with Kang Woorin's 'Paper Doll'. When K'voka appeared and sang 'Street Punk', the crowd whipped into a frenzy, screaming, "That's hip-hop!"

As the concert moved into its latter half, only the alternative rock song 'Skit' and the rock ballad 'In May' remained. She grew even more anxious.

Ha, I'm sure I made the right choice, right?

She forced herself to swallow her uneasy feelings and stared straight ahead.

A short distance away, she heard the tactless chatter of a jerk.

“Hey, you crazy bastard. 'In May' is 100% Baek Jijun!”

“Kang Ichae's taste is crap.”

A surge of irritation made her turn and glare at the source of the voice. The person's friend looked startled and tried to stop him, but he paid no mind.

“Who else could pull off a heart-wrenching rock ballad like this? If Baek Jijun didn't compose 'In May', I'll eat my hat.”

CLICK.

With that declaration, the curtain fell, and all the lights in the venue went out.

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.

As a confused murmur grew in the audience, drums echoed through the darkness.

It was the intro to the song she had listened to like a madwoman all week.

“KYAAAAAAAH!!!”

In May'!!

She stood there awkwardly, unable to react, overcome by a sudden surge of anxiety, excitement, and confusion.

“Everyone, are you ready~?”

A voice so familiar it could bring her to tears greeted her.

Cheers erupted in answer. An electric guitar roared in response, like a motorcycle engine.

VWAAAANG!

At the same time, all the lights flashed on.

【THE DAWN】

On the VCR screen behind the temporary set, a brilliant, inverted triangle logo appeared with flashy effects.

“The dawn has arrived~!!!”

At Kang Ichae's shout-like greeting, people raised their hands and bobbed their heads to the beat. She glanced at the only person at a 68-degree diagonal who wasn't participating, their jaw agape, and muttered.

“Looks like you're going to have to eat your hat...”

Of course, the roaring cheers instantly drowned out her single remark.

【That In May...】

The big screen captured Seo Hoyun leaning his mouth close to the microphone.

【Those days in May when I struggled for love

Even when that cruel wind choked me

I thought I'd forget as time went by】

Under the brilliant orange lights, Seo Hoyun lifted his long, shadowed eyelashes and met the camera's gaze. Gasps escaped from all around.

【Those days in May when I struggled for hope

Even when those cold words choked me

I tried to believe I'd forget as time went by】

Kim Seonghyeon's deep, heavy bass voice blended harmoniously with the raw, outstretched vocals. A few people began to sing along.

【The second hand of the clock ticks closer

The trembling I tried so hard to forget returns to me】

Harmonies that didn't exist in the guide's sample version began to stack up, one by one.

【My heart, which I had buried in the sand

Swallows hope once more and rises...】

The song was about to enter the climax, the chorus of 'In May'.

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.

All the members of The Dawn pulled their mouths from their mics and focused on the instrumental. The electric guitar, bass, and piano tangled smoothly over the furiously racing drums, forming a beautiful melody.

The voices of people singing along, as if to fill the empty lyrics, grew louder and louder.

Then,

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.

As if that was the right answer, Seo Hoyun plucked a loud bass string and gestured toward the audience.

...Among the people who let go of love so easily

Strangely, I found it so hard...

A massive singalong erupted as if on cue.

...Being able to find you wherever you are...

Even as she joined in and sang, goosebumps covered her from an indescribable thrill.

...Is that the same as saying I love you...

A shielded Jimmy Jib camera pushed through the rain, approaching Kang Ichae.

However, Kang Ichae only looked at the audience singing louder and louder. Water droplets splattered his pale cheeks and firm jaw, and a faint smile touched his face.

...The gray clouds fading far in the distance...

Kang Ichae briefly glanced at the sky, then looked forward again and carefully opened his mouth.

【...The hot sun that warmly shines on me】

A voice flowed out, different from his rapping voice, still husky but more refined.

【Waiting for the day it will stay with me for a long time...!】

As if in sync with Kang Ichae, the crowd's singing quieted. The instrumental accompaniment gradually faded.

Soon, only the piano remained.

【...That In May】

Seong Jiwon's brown hair fluttered in the fine, misty rain.

【...Those days in May when I struggled for love

Even when that cruel wind choked me】

Seong Jiwon gently pressed the keys as if whispering, continuing the final lyrics.

【I'll just hold you tight...】


The results?

Well, is there any need for an explanation?

As first place was announced, colorful paper confetti exploded into the air. Cheers pierced through my in-ear monitors. At the same moment, the system appeared with a fanfare, announcing the Quest's completion.

Kim Seonghyeon's lips trembled as if he were about to cry. He raised the trophy in one hand. Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun rushed over to Kang Ichae, ruffling his hair and patting his back.

Checking the scores, 'In May' had a slight lead in the blind vote. The melody and lyrical content, which resonated with all generations, seemed to have played a large part in the outcome.

“The Dawn! Congratulations!!! A word about your win, please!!”

The MC, Lee Jeongwoong, held the microphone out to Kang Ichae, the song's composer.

“Kyah... This feels freaking awesome!!!”

“......”

"Good, good!!"

I knew he'd do that.

It was clearly an attempt to draw out an emotional scene, but Kang Ichae just gave a thumbs-up with a thoroughly refreshed expression.

A flustered Lee Jeongwoong quickly shifted his gaze to Kim Seonghyeon to change the mood. Just in time, the camera also focused on Kim Seonghyeon, who had turned into a Boiled Dumpling with tears streaming down his face.

“...The only reason we've been able to continue making music until now is all thanks to our Noeul... and I'm just so proud of our members...”

While Kim Seonghyeon clumsily grabbed the suddenly offered microphone and rambled on with his speech, the other members, far from helping, just laughed happily, draping their arms over their leader or clinging to him.

The other contestants also clapped and congratulated them. Baek Jijun, too, smiled brightly and cheered for us.

With Lee Jeongwoong's final words, the show ended, and the signature ending song of Song Camp filled the venue.

【Ah, we've been waiting for today

We had many worries and shed many tears

But we knew it would turn out this way in the end】

We sang along as we walked the stage, waving to every single fan.

Meanwhile, my mind filled only with thoughts of what came next.

This was a good move.

Although I had wavered a bit during the broadcast, appearing on Song Camp had been a wise choice. In South Korea right now, almost everyone knew the cast of Song Camp, except for those who truly didn't watch TV or use OTT platforms.

We still couldn't compare to the world-famous Black Call. That still stung like hell, like really, really stung, but through this appearance, The Dawn had solidified its Tier 1 title to a point that no one could deny.

It took long enough.

It roughly matched the promise I had made to myself to reach the final stage within four years at most.

Of course, fuck, it was as good as making a promise I didn't mean to make, so the difficult road ahead was clear to see...

...What can you do.

I was looking at Kang Ichae, who laughed happily face-to-face with Seong Jiwon a little ahead of me, when a huge impact struck me from behind.

“Hyu~~ng!”

It was an overjoyed Jeong Dajun, tackling me. I stumbled from the weight of our youngest member, who now weighed as much as a full-grown adult. I managed to regain my balance, but then Kang Ichae joined in, and I staggered again. If Kim Seonghyeon hadn't been there to steady my back out of habit, I probably would have fallen flat on the stage.

Seong Jiwon came up beside me, chuckling softly. He gently pulled me and whispered.

“Hoyun-ah, look over there.”

Seong Jiwon's finger pointed to a wave of blue lights, the symbol of The Dawn.

【Like a movie that's even better on a rewatch

Like the main characters who smile brightly at the end】

“It's beautiful... isn't it?”

Oblivious to how I really felt.

The Seong Jiwon who said that smiled even more beautifully.

【Do you feel the love now?】

I turned my head and scanned the happy, flushed faces of my members.

【Oh, baby, do you feel the love now?】

It was clear that everyone else felt like they had just witnessed a perfect ending.

“Thank you, we have been the rising dawn, The Dawn!”

After finishing the final filming for Song Camp, we spent a wild night at the dorm, clutching the trophy. The next day, every member except me was completely knocked out.

However, some unexpected news had come out last week, and since I wasn't completely satisfied yet, I waited for a little more time to pass.

.

.

.

A week passed. On a Tuesday morning.

[#TheDawn's “Gravity” debuts at No.79 on this week's #Hot100.]

The official Billboard social media account posted about The Dawn's debut on the Hot 100 chart.

There you go.

[It's their first career entry on the chart.]

Isn't it too early to be talking about the end?


Chapter 445

The WH Entertainment building.

I'd just come from a rare visit home, so I took a taxi and got out right in front of the first-floor lobby.

A scene from the 'Flight' music video played on the large electronic display, which was set up like a show window for outsiders to see. I watched it for a moment, then returned the greetings of people who recognized me and entered the building.

After I swiped my security card and entered the lobby, another large, seemingly new electronic display greeted me. This time, the screen showed Kang Ichae's face, smiling brightly as he and Kim Seonghyeon held up the Song Camp winner's trophy. It was a clip replayed to death on QBS, various social media platforms, and YouTube over the past week.

I took a moment to appreciate Kang Ichae looking happier than ever. Then I gave a silent nod to the passing employees and headed for the elevator.

To get to Kang Ichae's new studio, I pressed the button for the 19th floor. BGM, like in a hotel elevator, started playing. It was 'Three Os', our song from the competition's second round.

I couldn't help but let out a small, incredulous laugh.

"Jeez..."

Just a few months ago, this place had barely a trace of The Dawn, not even the first letter of our name. I wondered why they were suddenly doing all this. Then I wondered if this was the power of Song Camp becoming a national variety show and our success on Billboard.

The chime announced my arrival. I stepped out of the elevator and saw an unfamiliar view through the window. Kang Ichae had requested a new studio from the company because his old one was so cluttered with his ever-increasing instrument collection that it was hard to even walk.

I walked leisurely down the hallway and stopped before a door with a plaque that read 'KANG ICHAE'. Boxes were stacked in layers. A pleased smile touched my lips as I went to open the door lock.

It took him so long to get to this position.

With that thought, I entered the date of Kang Ichae's birthday, which was also The Dawn's debut date, and turned the knob.

"Hey, your hyung is he—"

TWANG...

"Ah, you don't know?"

I found Kang Ichae perched amidst chaotically scattered luggage, tapping his red sneakers.

"This... is what's called a 'C chord'."

"Woooooow!!"

While Kim Seonghyeon diligently organized the studio, that punk had his electric guitar plugged into an amp and was busy playing excitedly.

"Kyaaaak! Is that the famous C chord...?!"

"No, this... is a G chord!"

To make matters worse, Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon had joined the chaos.

I ignored their over-the-top reactions, like 'What is this angelic melody...?! This isn't the G chord I know...!!' and 'Is this the true power of Billboard composer Kang Ichae?!' I strode over, yanked the cable from the amp, grabbed Kang Ichae by the scruff of his neck, and threw him toward the sofa.

"Gah!"

"Hey, go clean. Can't you see Kim Seonghyeon is struggling?"

"S-Seo Hoyun...!"

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been wiping dust with a rag, looked at me with slightly touched eyes. I nagged Kang Ichae into tidying up the instruments, then flopped down on the sofa myself. As I fumbled around the table with one hand and picked up a bag of snacks, Kim Seonghyeon gave me an 'I-knew-it' look, sighed heavily, and went back to cleaning.

While I snacked and checked my phone, Jeong Dajun, who had been snooping nearby while pretending to tidy up, crouched in front of me and started chattering.

"Hyung, hyung, hyung! Did you see the music video playing in the lobby?"

"Yup."

"It's awesome, right? We're totally super-hot rockstars."

"Uh-huh."

"...What are you doing that's making your answers so half-hearted... Hup!!"

Jeong Dajun, who had been pouting and sidling up to me, gasped when he saw my phone.

"Hoyun-hyung, are you talking to Senior Baek Jijun?!"

In an instant, all the members' eyes were on me.

I calmly crunched on my snack.

"Whoa, he's asking you to sing a song for him?!!"

"——Whaaat?!!"

At the maknae's outcry, Kang Ichae jumped to his feet, dropped his most prized red guitar, and rushed over.

"Absolutely not!! Tell him no, not even if I die!! Not even if the world folds in half!!!"

Where did the mature version of him from a few weeks ago go?

"I'd rather you throw dirt in my eyes~!!!"

"Kim Seonghyeon, go get some dirt from that flowerpot."

"Oh, I'm already scooping some."

Perhaps the Kang Ichae people perceived in interviews was just an illusion.

Kim Seonghyeon, fed up with cleaning alone, quickly replied and tried to walk out with the entire flowerpot, frowning. Kang Ichae frantically waved his hands and protested.

"Aah~! Seriously!! I hate even the thought of Hoyun-hyung singing a song by Mr. Baek Jijun. Don't you feel sorry for me? I'm so shy I can't even work with anyone but our members!"

"Hey, Kang Ichae."

"—Seriously, it's not just Hoyun-hyung, no one can! Not our main vocal, not our leader, not our maknae! Block everyone else!!"

"Hey."

"Hoo, I might get so shocked by this that I'll never be able to write a song again~."

I pushed my index finger firmly against the obnoxiously whining Kang Ichae's forehead.

"I already told him no."

"...Really?"

"Yeah, you punk."

From my personal preference, I didn't care much, but it wasn't a bad idea for The Dawn. However, Kang Ichae's reaction to my conversation with Baek Jijun had been unsettling. Warning bells had rung wildly in my head. It was a little disappointing, but I had given up on the collaboration, thinking it was better not to start something that could cause trouble later.

I unlocked my phone and tossed it to the guy, who stared at me with a prim, suspicious look. Kang Ichae caught it by surprise, made a sour face, then immediately opened the chat and began to scrutinize it.

"Wait? What happens if he waits? Is he a cup of ramen?"

He continued grumbling into a second, third, and even fourth verse, muttering things like, 'To think he can win someone over just by writing a good song, how is that any different from an introvert dressing up nicely to woo someone they like?'

I seriously considered hitting him but barely held back and slowly got to my feet.

"Hyung, where are you going?"

I had thought about discussing our comeback, but seeing them so busy unpacking, it seemed like a lost cause.

"A personal schedule."

"Let's go out together!!"

"Me too. I have a variety show shoot soon."

"Then I should go check on the juniors."

"Wait, you're all leaving?! What about me?! What about the cute and pitiful Ichae?!"

"You just finish cleaning up what's left..." Kim Seonghyeon retorted through gritted teeth.

But Kang Ichae suddenly collapsed, dramatically shedding tears he hadn't even shed when winning Song Camp, claiming he was too exhausted. With a cold expression, Kim Seonghyeon took a step back, letting Kang Ichae fall onto a pile of luggage.

And so, leaving the wailing guy who begged them not to leave him alone, the members exited the studio.

As we walked to the elevator together, Seong Jiwon saw the vending machines and chairs set up as a rest area in the hallway and suggested we take a short break.

Everyone grabbed a can and silently gazed at the Han River from the 19th floor. Jeong Dajun suddenly spoke up.

"You know, it seems like Ichae-hyung has completely gotten his energy back, right?"

"The problem is he's gotten too much of it back."

Kang Ichae had already returned to his usual self. No, he was even more clingy than before.

Although the side effects were gone, the system had warned me to keep a close watch on Kang Ichae since it was impossible to know what might happen with the current system state. Fortunately, he seemed to be fine.

At my response, Jeong Dajun's fair cheeks rose high as he giggled happily. Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon followed with small laughs.

Well, what's good is good.

Music chart rankings, achievements, popularity, the future, grand prizes... all of that was important, of course, but could it compare to the value of my members, alive and vivid right before my eyes?

"Hyung, hyung, hyung, look, look at the Han River."

"Why."

"Isn't it super wide? Do you know what all this is?!"

See, he does cute things like this sometimes.

Just as the corners of my mouth were about to curve up, Jeong Dajun spread his arms wide and said, "What, your love for me?"

"Nope."

"Surprisingly, it's all your future embarrassment~~!"

"Puhaha."

"Ahaha, Dajun-ah~. That's harsh."

"That's hip-hop!!"

I smiled quietly and looked at Jeong Dajun.

...Our maknae.

I really have been spoiling him too much. I thought he was someone I wouldn't be seeing for much longer anyway.

However, if we're going to be together from now on...

"Ah, w-wait, Jeong Dajun."

"...Ah, Dajun-ah."

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been clutching his stomach and wheezing with laughter, straightened up. He met my gaze, stiffened, and called out to Jeong Dajun. Seong Jiwon, who had just been enjoying the situation, called out to the maknae, looking a little troubled.

"Ahem, so, Hoyun-hyung. Do you happen to know how far this river stretches?! It's 1km wide, but its length is a whopping 500km, connecting all the way to the Yellow Sea..."

However, Jeong Dajun, whose awareness seemed to regress when it came to his members, sensed nothing was wrong and kept chattering.

"——Jeong Dajun!! This is really delicious, you know?!!"

In the end, Kim Seonghyeon took matters into his own hands, shoving his can at Jeong Dajun to forcibly shut him up. At the same time, my phone vibrated. It was a message from my Manager.

Having missed my chance to get Jeong Dajun while I was sizing him up, I clicked my tongue in disappointment.

"...I'm heading out."

"Okay, okay! Have a good time, Hoyun!!"

"Fighting!! Do your best!!"

As I walked away amidst their enthusiastic send-off, I heard the members whispering behind me.

"W-What's wrong?!"

"Dajun-ah, Seonghyeon just saved your life."

"Did you see Seo Hoyun's eyes just now? It sobered me right up..."

"...Was I about to be buried in the Han River...?"

I let out a small chuckle and headed to the underground parking lot where my Manager was waiting.

For some reason, I hadn't been in a bad mood lately. We had entered the Billboard charts, received an invitation to the prestigious American Music TV Awards Live, and a flower path clearly awaited us upon our comeback. I still hadn't resolved Kang Ichae's scenario Quest, but I wasn't too worried. I just had to wait a little longer.

"Things are finally going well."

With a satisfied expression, I got on the elevator and pressed the button.

...Hey!

...My head thrummed.

I thought I heard a sound brush past my ear and looked around, but only the BGM of 'Three Os' was playing.

Ding!

[What's wrong?]

"...No..."

...Tinnitus?

I tilted my head slightly before straightening up.


"Seo Hoyun, we're going to take a short break from filming!"

'I Faced My Favorite' was a popular YouTube variety show, running for about three years, that featured short meetings between celebrities and their fans.

After spending some time having lunch with a Noeul who had been a fan since my Second Chance days, my slightly uncomfortable mood improved quite a bit.

"Wow, Seo Hoyun must really love his fans. Your face has brightened up."

"Ahaha, seeing them gives me energy."

I smoothly replied with a bright face. A staff member showered me with praise, saying, 'He deserves to be popular,' before introducing the next Noeul I would meet.

"This next fan is someone really incredible."

"Oh? Why?"

"They work in this industry, and they said they've been a fan of Seo Hoyun for a very long time."

"Ah, then I'll have to treat them even better."

Noeul are precious, after all.

I readjusted my mic and stood at the spot the staff had designated. The sound I'd heard in the elevator seemed to linger, and I fiddled with my earlobe. The staff standing opposite me all bustled about like people filled with anticipation. Then, they suddenly went quiet, and the assistant director gave me a small wave.

"Hoyun! They're coming, they're coming!"

Why is everyone so excited?

I thought they were a staff member since they worked in the industry, but a chilly premonition washed over me.

Just as I was about to try and get more information from the staff, something small and white suddenly jumped and flew at me from the side.

"Ugh!"

I instinctively bent down and caught it in my arms. I pulled the puppy away as it diligently licked my cheeks and nose, then lifted it into the air.

A black nose, long fur, large, perked-up ears...

I hugged the small puppy, whose tail spun like a propeller, and sniffed it again.

...What is this?

Besides the typical savory puppy smell, there was a very faint, familiar scent. A sweet yet cool citrus fragrance.

"Hey, are you by any chance... Softie..." I asked, looking into the puppy's small, black, round eyes.

"Hoyunii~~~~!!!"

From behind the fluffy fur, a man with a good physique ran toward me, dragging the puppy's leash on the floor. He whipped off his black cap to greet me.

"Aah, it's been too long~~!"

The Hallyu star, the ten-million-viewer actor, the acting genius. Instead of a precious, treasured Noeul, a shabby Min Jiheon appeared, dressed simply in a beige shirt and reddish-brown linen slacks.

The guy, who had been waving his hands energetically, paused to catch his ragged breath. He then shyly twisted his body and blushed.

"H-Have you been waiting long...?"

......

Ah, this bastard, seriously...


Chapter 446

Goddammit, I was working for my precious Noeul. This is driving me crazy!

“It's nice to see you after so long...!”

I barely kept my expression from crumbling as I stared at the person, whose smooth face showed no signs of a hiatus.

“Softie, come here.”

Min Jiheon carefully scooped up Softie, who had been busy licking me without a care for his owner's arrival. Min Jiheon blushed slightly and tugged at the corners of his mouth.

“How have you... been lately?”

“......”

“Are you eating... well?”

No matter how well I eat, it can't be better than you.

I wonder why he's suddenly speaking so informally in front of the camera. His tone was just awful. It felt like reading an overly emotional text from an ex at two in the morning.

My head clearly understood that I had to manage my image since we were filming.

“That's a wrap for today, thank you for your hard work!”

“Ahhhhh! Wait a minute!”

I just couldn't take it anymore.

Since my opponent was Min Jiheon, fans would probably assume we were reasonably close from dramas like 'Please Take the Camera' or 'Before the Moon Wanes', even though he was a senior in the industry. I figured they would probably brush this off as a joke.

So, I genuinely turned to leave and go home, but Min Jiheon suddenly grabbed my arm.

“Ahaha... You're really going to leave like this? It's been so long since we've seen each other~.”

“I came here to see a Noeul.”

“I'm a Noeul.”

They should really stop accepting applications all the time...

I sighed inwardly.

There was no way Min Jiheon was a genuine fan. He probably received an offer to appear for promotional purposes, since 'A Dirty Trial', which I filmed, was scheduled for release in the third or fourth quarter.

Having roughly figured it out, I deliberately wrinkled the bridge of my nose in an exaggerated, playful way.

“You didn't apply yourself, did you? The others all write letters.”

“Ah, about that...”

Min Jiheon skillfully coiled the dog leash that dragged on the floor, tucking it into his pocket with one hand. He laughed softly and replied.

“I wrote a story for my application too, you know?”

I wanted to dismiss it as a silly joke, but behind the camera, all the staff members gave a thumbs-up with pleased expressions, as if with one mind.

Min Jiheon rustled beside me and took out a neatly folded piece of paper from his back pocket.

“Hello, I'm Min Jiheon, a 30-something actor full of dreams...”

It seemed to be the evidence to back up his claim.

As the guy began to read the letter slowly with an actor's precise pronunciation, hearts appeared in the eyes of the staff members watching Min Jiheon. Even the elderly main camera director, whose son had supposedly started college this year, seemed to have fallen in love with Min Jiheon.

“...—Even when Hoyun eats a lot, he always has to add a comment, and when we fight, he's so cold that he just goes home instead of trying to make up... but I like the kindness he only shows to those he's close to, so it's hard to get over him.”

What the fuck. What the hell has this bastard been watching during his hiatus?

Min Jiheon, who earnestly recited without a hint of shame, lifted his gaze from the paper and stared at me.

“...—He has the face of an angel when he smiles, but I wonder if he's happy now? I hope Hoyun finds someone who will love him more than I do...”

“......”

“...P.S., I miss him.”

Then, Min Jiheon looked up at the sky as if holding back tears. An actor is an actor, after all. In that brief moment, the corners of his eyes had genuinely become moist.

The staff, and the passersby who had gathered to watch the filming, all gasped at the sight.

I really want to go home.

“Ah, what's wrong with me today? I'm sorry...”

Min Jiheon wiped the area around his soft cheek with the back of his hand. I forced my lips into a smile and pushed the guy's back.

“For now, let's go. Let's do everything Senior Min Jiheon wants to do.”

As I hurriedly quickened my pace, Min Jiheon turned his chin so the camera captured his left profile at a 45-degree angle and spouted some bullshit. “You're still weak to tears...”

It had only been about ten minutes since we met, but I already felt a headache coming on.

“Let's eat and then part ways.”

“Don't talk about... breaking up again...”

Ignoring him, I walked to the roadside and hailed a taxi. The guy ran over and jumped in as well. We then headed to the pet-friendly restaurant the staff had told us about earlier.

I didn't know what kind of scheme he was up to now, but after scanning his surroundings with those unpleasantly moist and greasy eyes, the guy stared at me blankly, his gaze still glistening.

“...What is it.”

“...This place.”

“......”

“This is the place I said I wanted to go to with Hoyun, that I liked spaghetti the most... I only mentioned it in passing, but you still remembered...”

This bastard is relentless.

No matter how much I searched my memory, there was no record of him ever saying such a thing.

I pushed the menu in front of Min Jiheon, who was shaking his head slightly with a somewhat bitter smile.

“Senior Min Jiheon, what are you talking about? Your favorite food is gamjatang.”

“...Huh?”

At that, Min Jiheon suddenly broke out of his immersion and tilted his head.

“...That's true, but did I ever say that?”

“......”

Oops, did I hear that in an interview during Actor Maker?

“...You said gamjatang was delicious. Back when we were on that variety show together.”

“...Hmm, did I?”

After thinking for a moment, Min Jiheon scanned the menu. Then he ordered only one thing.

I knew his usual appetite well, so it was very strange, but since he was a guy who originally maintained an air of mystery, I just let it be.

“That person must be treating you well...”

“......”

While Min Jiheon was pissing me off in various ways with his incomprehensible concept, only the staff were happy with his antics and the upcoming view count. Some of them were even genuinely immersed in the scene, even though they had prepared everything from start to finish, and looked at Min Jiheon with pity.

Can't you just eat properly...

My appetite completely vanished.

I repeatedly smoothed out my stiffening expression and fixed my gaze on the plate of crème brûlée that came out for dessert. The main PD, who was the most engrossed in the atmosphere, suddenly threw a question at Min Jiheon.

“You two, what was your first meeting like?!”

“Ah... um, to be honest, Hoyun wasn't exactly my type from the start.”

I momentarily wondered if doing this kind of tell-all interview right in front of the person involved was the latest trend in variety shows.

“I prefer someone deep, who can recognize my true self. Hoyun's first impression of me probably wasn't great either. Right, Hoyun-ah?”

“Well, Senior, you were my type.”

“...Huh?”

For a moment, it became quiet.

It was the first time since the shoot began today that the guy had dead air.

“At least, your appearance was.”

In truth, my first impression of him was terrible. I was so annoyed, wondering who this bastard was that the CEO was coddling so much.

“...Really?”

“......”

“You're not just saying that because we're in front of the camera, you really mean it??”

“I said yes, why do you keep asking.”

So annoying.

I poked the crème brûlée with my spoon before lifting my head. Across from me, I saw Min Jiheon, his eyes wide in disbelief.

It was probably because for the past three years, every time we met, he'd heard things like 'Pig Heon', 'get lost', and 'crazy bastard' from me treating him so poorly.

I slowly studied Min Jiheon's face, a mixture of slight indignation and surprise. Then it suddenly dawned on me that this was the only moment during the entire shoot that the guy had been flustered.

“...Ah.”

My lips automatically formed an 'angelic' smile. Min Jiheon sensed the danger and immediately turned his head away.

But the guy's ears were wide open.

“...Saying I wasn't your type at first means I became your type later on.”

I let out the most coquettish voice I could muster.

“Is that still the case?”


“Ah, I feel too nauseous, I can't eat much...”

Then what kind of bastard orders four servings of gamjatang, two servings of pork cutlet, and four servings of grilled short-rib patties?

For someone who whined about being pushed around by me for two hours, Min Jiheon finished filming 'I Faced My Favorite' with a remarkably fresh face. He handed Softie over to his Manager to be sent home and then clung to me again, pestering me to go eat.

“Our Jiheon, it's good to see you're still a pig...”

“Sorry. I think I'm seriously going to cry. Let's stop.”

In the end, I was dragged to a gamjatang restaurant and sat in a chair. When the food came out quickly, Min Jiheon's face lit up and he slurped up a spoonful of the broth.

He looks healthy.

After filming the drama 'Before the Moon Wanes', I hadn't heard any news from him for over half a year. Recalling how haggard he looked when I visited the set for a cameo, he must have gone through a lot. After that, he only announced his survival through occasional commercials.

It seemed that even WH Entertainment didn't really interfere with Min Jiheon, who was already a top actor at the peak of his career.

“Are you unemployed?”

“No, I'm a home protector who guards the house...”

“So you're unemployed.”

He used to act like he would die without acting, but he seemed quite peaceful even while being away from it.

“You're busy, aren't you, hyung? Honestly, I thought you were done for at the awards ceremony, but far from failing, you're soaring.”

“Did you watch Song Camp?”

“Is there anyone who hasn't? The articles are calling you the best youth idol group South Korea has ever produced.”

Min Jiheon, who spouted the embarrassing words so casually, grinned mockingly.

“Besides, I hear you're going to the US soon? You'll be busy for a while.”

“Not just for a while. It'll be like that from now on.”

“From now on?”

Min Jiheon, who was munching on a piece of radish kimchi, tilted his head to the side.

“Why? Isn't it over once you've seen all there is to see here and go back?”

As I just stared at him silently with my chin propped on one hand, Min Jiheon's brow slowly furrowed in the strange silence.

“What, what is it? What's with this silence?”

“......”

“No way... Don't tell me! You're not planning to go back?!”

This bastard, he's so damn quick on the uptake from just a small hint...

As I clicked my tongue and drank some water, Min Jiheon, whose mouth had been hanging open, suddenly spewed a torrent of words.

“Why on earth?! You were the one who struggled so desperately to go back?! I'm so shocked I can't even think about dessert.”

“Just shut up.”

Min Jiheon placed his chopsticks on the table and let out a breath that was close to a sigh.

“...People can really change like this...”

I'm always the same, though?

However, instead of refuting him, I just looked Min Jiheon up and down and added one more thing.

“Enough time has passed that you're okay even without acting, hasn't it.”

“......”

He was the kind of guy who said that if he didn't disperse his energy through acting, unsettling things would rush in and he couldn't rest for a moment, but recently, his complexion was quite good, as if he had found his own solution.

As if I had hit a nerve, Min Jiheon's lips twitched and he muttered softly.

“...I really hate perceptive people.”

“Me too.”

The guy smiled bitterly and fiddled with the bracelet neatly placed on his arm.

“...Yeah, it's true that as you get older, even a sensitive kid gradually mellows out...”

“......”

“Well, if you stay, hyung, that's good for me. Affection is a scary thing. I find myself missing you when you're not around.”

“Getting attached twice would be a disaster.”

“Exactly. I'd follow you to my death.”

Chuckling, Min Jiheon lifted the earthenware pot and drank every last drop of the broth before getting up from his chair. As I followed him out of the restaurant, many eyes were fixed on us.

“You know. Your complexion looks good these days, hyung.”

I pretended not to notice and rubbed my ear, but Min Jiheon placed a black cap on my head and whispered softly.

“I don't want to jinx it, but... don't let your guard down.”

“......”

“Things don't always go smoothly. You probably know that better than I do.”

I know that well.

That's why I'm trying to be even more careful.

When I shrugged and gestured for him to get lost, the corners of Min Jiheon's mouth lifted into a grin.

“Then I'll see you in the US in a few days.”

“The US? Why?”

“You didn't know? I'm leaving the country too.”

I watched his cheerful back for a moment as he disappeared, then immediately headed to the company. I had a meeting scheduled with the members to hear an explanation from the Management Team about the Music TV Awards Live. In the middle of it, I asked about Min Jiheon's US schedule, and they said he was scheduled to go as an ambassador for a luxury brand.

Since The Dawn also had a schedule in the US around the same time, they suggested that if we happened to run into 'Min Jiheon' in the 'US', we could ask him to film a support video for A Dirty Trial as part of his 'actor' activities.

“Hahaha! Don't you think that would be great?”

“......”

Stop, stop talking...

The trigger for the trauma that had overwhelmed Kang Ichae during Actor Maker was about to be pulled again. Kang Ichae's expression grew irreversibly cold.

Somehow, the meeting ended. As soon as we got out into the hallway, I checked Kang Ichae's expression. His jaw tilted slightly, and the corner of his lip curled.

“...How interesting.”

“......”

“Let's see them try.”

Fuck...

I have to make sure they never, ever meet.


Chapter 447

[Title: The adults around me who watched Song Camp asked me...

One day, while I peacefully watched TV, an adult asked me.

“Hey, you. Those guys called THE DAWN... were they always popular? I've never seen them before.”

“Haha! They probably just got a flash of fame from Song Camp. Who knows how they are now, but won't they be forgotten soon?”

I couldn't hold it in.

“They started with 100 first-week sales.”

“What?”

Mutter...

“In their first year, they entered the Top 100. In their second year, they won the Discovery of the Year Award.”

Hey, stop.

“A record 10 wins on music shows.”

You know I can't stop if I go any further!

“First place in Shining Star Season 1, Season 2, and Song Camp!”

Ding!!

The moment I shouted, a Twitter notification went off.

Gulp. The adults swallowed. I leisurely picked up my phone, checked the news, and smiled.

“Ah, it seems they've entered the Billboard charts in their fourth year.”

“What, the Bill...board?”

“It's what I expected, I guess.”

I've gone and done it.

“This is THE DAWN.”

Seeing their dumbfounded faces was thrilling.

Ah... I don't know, it's a strangely refreshing feeling.

I have no regrets (None).

And why would I? I'm a Noeul who cheers for their “flight”(飛行).

└ There goes a Noeul again^^

└└ Ah, what's with this impossibly calm comment ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ I clenched my teeth so hard at work, fuck

└ Ah, the Hanja in the main post pisses me off so much(King) ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ This is crazy, Jeong Dajun would love this if he saw it

└└ I'm scared... so scared... that my idol will copy this...]

[Title: It's clear that The Dawn has changed my life

I used to get torn apart by my professor every time, and my life was just crying and running experiments in the lab.

But after becoming a NOEUL of THE DAWN, who entered the Billboard Hot 100 in their fourth year, I try to maintain my dignity.

I slammed my fist on the wall hard enough to bring the lab down and asked myself, “Who am I?”

I grin and answer, “A Noeul of the Billboard artist THE DAWN.”

Smiling as I say it makes me feel better too.

I guess this is where the saying 'the position makes the man' comes from.

I feel like I could even take on my professor.

└ What the hell is this now ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Why is this fandom like this, for fuck's sake ㅋㅋ

└ Can't you just congratulate them normally, you madmen ㅠㅠㅠ

└ Student, take this post down quickly. If Kang Ichae sees it, he'll 200% copy it]

[Guys, you can just say, 'Congrats on The Dawn entering the Billboard charts']

[I haven't seen a single normal message like 'Congrats on Billboard #79!!' on my timeline]

[Fuck, now that you mention it, that's true ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is a funny fandom]

News of their entry into the Billboard charts arrived after their final victory on Song Camp, and a huge celebration erupted among the fans.

[The Noeuls, who used to just pick their noses and report trolls... are now celebrating good news with all their might, it's hilarious

└ It can't be helped ㅋ

To think The Dawn kids really became the next Black Call

└└ WH must be having a real party ㅋ It's the golden age of male idols

└└ If you look at their stock value...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

These days, the scent of The Dawn filled every street in South Korea. They appeared in commercials for a new electric car from a domestic auto brand, as models for a top-tier bank, and even in CFs for the nation's most-used telecommunications company.

For the domestic car commercial, they were a last-minute replacement for a famous actor caught in a scandal. They filmed not only a group version for the TV CF but also individual member versions for YouTube. Among them, Seo Hoyun's received the best response.

【More comfortable, more secure.】

In a black void, Seo Hoyun stood alone with the car. He leaned against its body and smiled.

【Trust me.】

The individual member videos were uploaded to the car brand's official YouTube channel, and the comments exploded.

[Wow, he's so beautiful...

Congratulations on being born so beautiful, Seo Hoyun]

[Let's hurry up and ask if they plan to air this on TV too, not just YouTube ffff this is insane]

[The group ad was cheerful and nice, but I love how the individual members' unique traits and personalities seem to come out in the solo versions ㅠㅠㅠ]

[Looks like Seo Hoyun is okay with riding in cars these days~!!!hahaha He used to look so uncomfortable before ㅠㅠ I hope he never gets in an accident with his parents again!!

└ Reported. GG.

└ ㅋㅋ What kind of idiot is this... You must have a lot of free time

└ Don't you know WH created an artist protection report center recently?ㅋㅋㅋ]

The Dawn had already built an image as hard-working young idols through their occasional broadcast appearances. Song Camp further strengthened this image. Soon, they swept up all the commercials said to be offered only to famous celebrities with good reputations.

They were so ubiquitous that the phrase 'One The Dawn every three steps' started going around.

[Honestly, it's even more moving because they're self-made idols

For real, these guys suffered in the middle of summer because the practice room AC didn't work, and when it rained, they had to scoop out leaking water...

Kim Seonghyeon was always fanning the members and catching raindrops in a bowl...

└ The Daepaseong era had its own charm, though

└└ ㅋㅋ Fuck, if you'd said that 3 years ago, I would've thought you were being sarcastic, but I genuinely agree now ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ ㅋㅋ WH is a bit sketchy, though...]

[My underground idols... sob fuck... when did they get so big...

I'm really crying while drinking soju every day... I held back from writing heartfelt stan posts because I was afraid it would become a meme, but for real sobㅠ I'm so thankful and proud of The Dawn kids

└ Ah, I can smell the alcohol from this post ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Let's have a toast!!! Ultimate Stan Pledge!!

└└ Reaching you like a miracle!! For the fact that they became your idols!!! Thank youuuu!!]

Furthermore, rumors spread that Kim Seonghyeon would appear as a part-timer on a lodging reality show. Seong Jiwon was scheduled to appear as a mentor on the upcoming female idol trainee survival show, 'Starlight'.

As good news continued to pour in for The Dawn's fandom, the release date for the movie 'A Dirty Trial' was announced.

[Heol, they're releasing A Dirty Trial in the third quarter]

[Crazy ㄷㄷㄷ Already?? Even if all the filming ended in April...]

[I heard they poured a ton of capital into it. The previews are already out and the reviews are amazing.]

Just as the Noeuls' excitement reached its peak, a post appeared on the official 'I Faced My Favorite' YouTube channel with a tag no fan of The Dawn could ignore.

❬What if your favorite idol was waiting for you on the street? #Hoyun #THEDAWN (I Faced My Favorite )❭

The video started with an exhausted office worker, a Noeul, heading home after working overtime on a Saturday.

[Ah, unni, they're picking up the sound of you muttering to yourself as you walk from way over there ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[“Ah, fuck, is this a human's life” << They didn't edit it out at all ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The camera captured the back of a man squatting down and petting a street cat. The cat rolled on the ground and happily exposed its belly. The man's lips curled into a small smile as he watched.

Then he slowly raised his head.

【Hello.】

He approached the office worker Noeul and greeted her.

【Are you heading home now?】

It was Seo Hoyun.

They moved to a restaurant with a nice atmosphere. Seo Hoyun smiled, told the Noeul to speak comfortably, and listened attentively to her story. He empathized with her and offered wise advice along with warm encouragement.

[Crazy Bastard, was even the cat staged? This is madman.]

└ Ah, but Seo Hoyun is really popular with animals for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ The world is turning Seo Hoyun into a webnovel protagonist]

[I can already imagine Kim Seonghyeon seeing this, getting super pissed, and sighing so hard the ground caves in]

【Um, but Hoyun-ah, you're always so polite. You use formal speech with everyone, right? On PopPop and in livestreams too.】

[Right, I was curious about that too ㅋ]

[This Noeul unni is wise]

【Just because. I want to be as considerate and respectful to the Noeul as they are in liking me.】

The office worker Noeul nodded vigorously but showed a subtle hint of disappointment. At that, Seo Hoyun seemed to hesitate. He lowered his gaze and fell silent.

[Ah ㅋㅋ No way he'll do it]

[I get that you want to see it, but that guy Seo Hoyun is stubborn]

[He'll never do it]

The silence began to feel a little long.

【Noona, which do you prefer?】

The polite one, or this one? Seo Hoyun whispered softly, meeting the office worker Noeul's eyes with a gentle smile.

【I'll match it for you.】

[Fuck!!!!!!!!!]

[Fuck, the ultimate version of having no self]

[This guy is ruthless]

[You madman]

[This guy Seo Hoyun... he deserves to be on the Billboard charts, doesn't he? w

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ah, don't acknowledge it in a situation like this, you crazy bastards ㅋㅋㅋㅠㅠㅠ]

The office worker Noeul let out a deep sigh and touched her forehead. Seo Hoyun laughed softly and asked if she didn't like it. He then returned to his original tone and continued to show interest with a series of questions.

He asked when she started liking The Dawn, what she had been up to lately, and if work wasn't too hard. Then he added stories about their recent activities.

【It's a shame, but I have to go now.】

Seo Hoyun, who had been uncharacteristically talkative, furrowed his brow slightly and reluctantly got up.

[Is this really the same guy who answers his members with only consonants...]

[For real... is this really Seo Hoyun-kun?]

After returning her microphone, the office worker Noeul bowed deeply to the staff and came back out of the restaurant. Seo Hoyun stayed by her side the whole time.

He said that while he couldn't take her all the way home, he wanted to see her off. He walked with her to the main street.

【Lately, I'm more curious. About what the fans are doing, if they're eating well. If they had a hard day, things like that. I can't know unless I meet them in person.】

Holding the taxi door open, Seo Hoyun looked at the office worker Noeul with a faint smile.

【Thank you for liking me.】

Seo Hoyun stood still until the departing taxi became a dot and disappeared from view.

[Wow, fuck, she hit the jackpot...]

[I'm so unbelievably jealous...]

[Why is Seo Hoyun so flexible these days??

It's not that he's being coy, he just seems more relaxed as a person]

[Right, right, right, it's like he's become a bit softer... he's kind to everyone]

[Though with the members, he's gotten stricter, you could say...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, last week, as soon as Seo Hoyun arrived, Jeong Dajun bowed his head and greeted him with, 'Hyung-nim!!! You've arrived!!'

└└ ㅋㅋ At that point, isn't Jeong Dajun just messing with Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Just when everyone thought the Seo Hoyun episode of 'I Faced My Favorite' was over, Min Jiheon's face suddenly popped up.

[Oppa, why are you coming out from there...?]

[Heol, I heard Min Jiheon is turning down all acting roles these days ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is appearing as a guest on Seo Hoyun's variety show worth it?ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, their friendship is amazing... He must really care for his junior]

Seeing Min Jiheon run over breathlessly, Seo Hoyun's expression instantly darkened.

【Oh, have you been waiting long...?】

[Correction

Min Jiheon just came to have fun]

【A skull mark appears on Seo Hoyun...!】

[Our bunny is the same as ever

He's only flexible with Noeul]

[Hey, look at Seo Hoyun's expression

'Which Noeul will come?' thump thump

-> Ah, fuck

└ Ah, I'm going crazy ㅋㅋㅋ]

[SHY, please explain the dating pictures with MJH^^ Now that you're on Billboard, you seem to think the world is yours and have let loose, but please continue. Soon the universe will be yours too #TheDwn

└ Hey, delete this before you attract real trolls. Seo Hoyun is really meeting someone overseas...ㅠ

└└ ??????? With who???

└└ I live overseas♡

└└ Fuck ah seriously please ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ you scared the hell out of me ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

While the Noeuls grew excited over the intense, ten-second preview, new articles about The Dawn appeared on various portal sites.

❬The Dawn Heads to America... Min Jiheon Follows the Next Day, 'WH Stars All Mobilize'❭

❬Black Call, The Dawn to Appear at Music TV Awards (MTA)... Will Black Call Win Song of the Year?❭

❬WH's Shining ☆s of the World, The Dawn Nominated in K-Pop Category at America's 'MTA'❭


Ah, my head.

I arrived at New York's JFK Airport early in the morning. After a simple immigration check, I let out a deep breath. My headache strangely didn't go away, even after I left the gate and faced the fans.

Stress?

The youngest, walking a little ahead of me, seemed completely excited by the unfamiliar scenery and atmosphere. Unfortunately, we had to participate in the Music TV Awards Live right away, so there was no time to look around.

Aside from Jeong Dajun, the other members were all quiet, likely nervous about the big awards ceremony. I knew the reason for their calmness, but Kang Ichae's silence was a little concerning.

“Please move this way!”

We arrived on site without even time to stop by the hotel and had to go through several rehearsals right away. Afterward, we changed into our outfits in a caravan trailer, prepared for interviews, and then headed to the van.

The car stopped in front of the Music TV Awards Live red carpet. As soon as the door opened, a barrage of camera flashes poured in.

Jeong Dajun's eyes were wide, amazed at the famous artists passing by no matter where he looked. He showed no signs of shrinking.

The Dawn could only enter the waiting room after responding to a few interview requests with simple answers.

I sat slumped in a chair with my eyes closed and felt a trickle of sweat run down my back.

“Song of the Year award... at the ceremony— Black Call seniors are...”

“......”

“When the sen— come, they'll greet you...”

And the sound that had been there for a while...

“Seo Hoyun?”

“Ah, yeah.”

The tinnitus is getting more frequent as time passes.

The system said it wasn't a penalty.

If anything, that guy seemed to have no idea what was going on.

I shrugged as if it were nothing. Kim Seonghyeon glanced around the waiting room for a moment before asking a question.

“Where's Kang Ichae?”

The answer came from Jeong Dajun.

“He said he felt stuffy and was stepping out for a bit!”

Kang Ichae had been in a bad mood ever since arriving in the US. He had completely shut his mouth after encountering people who were openly and crudely trying to get a piece of the Nerdy Freak pie, offering only a polished smile.

“Still, we're overseas. Wouldn't it be better to stick together? He might get lost.”

“Ayy, he'll be fine. Ichae-hyung said he used to live here.”

My body felt so off that even their quiet conversation grated on my nerves. I wanted to ask the System Window about this situation somewhere private, so I left the waiting room and walked down the hallway.

Ah, this is fucking awful.

If it were just tinnitus and a headache, I could have brushed it off, but I kept hearing auditory hallucinations, as if someone was calling my name.

“......”

BEEEEEEEP—...

A chilling ring pierced my ears at the same time as a pain that felt like an awl digging into my head.

I clenched my jaw, gritted my teeth, and stood leaning against the wall, staring only at the floor.

...—ya!!

“......”

In the instant I thought the floor was getting too close, someone's hands caught and supported me. I slowly lifted my eyes. Wheat-blond hair hung right in front of my nose.

“Why do you look like that?”

Beyond it, I saw the face of Joo Woosung, whom I hadn't seen in quite a while. The guy's neat eyebrows twitched toward me as if in disapproval.

“Are you sick?”


Chapter 448

What about my expression.

I pushed his hand away and forced myself to stand. My head throbbed as if someone were squeezing my brain, but the pain was bearable.

The tinnitus was a bigger problem, blocking out everyone's voices.

I can't hear well, damn it.

It made pretending to be fine difficult.

I guessed the meaning from Joo Woosung's moving lips and muttered a reply.

“...No, it's nothing. I was just dizzy for a moment, but I'm fine now.”

“Ah, is that so.”

Joo Woosung crossed his arms and scanned me up and down.

“You're giving irrelevant answers. Yeah, right,” he added sarcastically.

Normally, I would've made an excuse, but everything feels like a hassle. He's exceptionally perceptive anyway, so he'll just be annoying regardless.

“Mind your own business. I'm more or less fine.”

I waved my hand, silently telling him to get out of my sight, but Joo Woosung didn't budge. He just scoffed.

“I know by now. That you're good at enduring things.”

“......”

“But you still don't seem to get that enduring things so stubbornly is just foolish.”

I feel like I've heard this somewhere before.

I wanted to retort, but my head wasn't working. I leaned against the wall and sighed in irritation. Joo Woosung looked at me, clicked his tongue, and pulled out his phone to check the time.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun. The MTA ends a bit earlier than other award shows.”

“...Huh?”

“You don't have to wait until the very end and greet every single performer one by one like in Korea, so just go rest after our stage.”

Joo Woosung's brow furrowed in disapproval. He advised me not to go to the after-party.

“...Ah, okay.”

Thanks for the concern, but do you have time to worry about me right now?

In Korea, Black Call was a group that won the grand prize of the year whenever they released an album. This, however, was their first nomination at the Music TV Awards Live, and for the most honorable 'Song of the Year' award at that.

Perhaps that was why Joo Woosung was also tense. He lacked his usual composure for joking around, yet he still worried about his junior's poor condition.

This guy is really something else.

I swept a hand over my forehead and raised the corner of my mouth into a slight smile.

“Hyung.”

“What.”

“Just give a short acceptance speech.”

Joo Woosung blinked, not understanding for a second, then let out a small chuckle.

Just then, someone called for Joo Woosung from behind.

“Woosung-hyung! I've been looking for you... ah...”

I turned my head and saw Lee Hanjoo hurrying down the hall.

Lee Hanjoo spotted Joo Woosung and me. He looked between us, his words trailing off, and then he sighed deeply.

“...Of course, hyung would be here...”

“......”

“I was wondering what you saw that made you suddenly dash off.”

“What are you talking about? Hey, let's go. Let's go quickly.”

Joo Woosung covered Lee Hanjoo's mouth and gestured with his eyes for me to return to the waiting room. Saying it was gross, Lee Hanjoo pulled Joo Woosung's hand away. He frantically wiped his lips with the back of his hand, then made two fists and aimed them at me.

“Seo Hoyun, fighting!!”

“Yep, you too, Senior. Fighting.”

After they left, I watched their backs for a moment. I rubbed my ear and moved to a deserted emergency staircase.

After carefully checking my surroundings, I called out to the System Window.

“......”

Ding!

[...Analyzing.]

It's not even surprising anymore. This bastard is useless again.

[...First, Seo Hoyun, you are currently experiencing tinnitus and auditory hallucinations, correct?]

“Why are you asking me that, you madman.”

[It's because I don't understand. As I've told you before, this isn't a penalty for a failed Quest. Moreover, considering The Dawn's current status, it's truly strange.]

The system had explained that recognition was proportional to its stability.

If that story contained no lies, then this situation was definitely strange.

“...Is there any chance it's because of Kang Ichae? Like, because he knows my situation or something...”

[That's not it. I am certain.]

How can it be so confident.

Is it scamming me after all?

Looking back at the system's past actions, however, it was more likely to hide things than to tell clumsy lies.

“...You check again first, and we'll talk again after that.”

The System Window vanished as if in agreement. Immediately, the emergency staircase door burst open, and Seong Jiwon appeared.

“Ah! There you are.”

“......”

“They said it's about time we go take our seats.”

I nodded and followed Seong Jiwon to the other members. Still in our red carpet outfits, I sat in the designated artist section and looked around. I spotted the Noeuls in the audience, waving wildly at us.

“This is Music TV Awards!!”

Before long, the opening began. I tried my best not to show my pain, and soon our turn arrived.

After changing into our stage outfits, I followed the staff toward the Backstage. I pressed a palm firmly against my throbbing head, trying to get a grip. A hand grabbed my shoulder. I turned and saw Kang Ichae saying something.

“What's wrong...”

His voice was faint, so I just patted his back lightly and moved forward instead of answering.

【This is The Dawn bound for sunset—】

A blue spotlight fell on me as I took my position in the center of the dark set. A huge cheer erupted at the same time.

【Please fasten your...】

BEEEEEEP!

Ah, damn it.

The tinnitus rang like a warning alarm, making the music cut in and out.

【Now, for the flight...】

Nevertheless, the stage continued naturally.

【...We hold hands... standing here...】

We had practiced thousands of times for moments like this.

【We hope to see...】

By the time the song was halfway through, I could hear clearly again.

After the performance, I caught my breath and glanced at the members. Fortunately, no one seemed to have noticed anything wrong. They chattered noisily about the stage as they went down the stairs.

“That was totally awesome just now!”

“Yeah, yeah, all that practice really paid off.”

After changing into new outfits in the caravan trailer, I headed back to the artist section. A wave of nausea washed over me.

Fuck, what is this, really?

Would it hurt this much if someone was drilling into my head?

A cold sweat broke out all over my body as I staggered.

Hoping I didn't look strange, I forced a smile and pretended to enjoy myself.

Did I do something wrong recently?

But no matter how much I thought about it, nothing came to mind.

If anything, I had been diligently completing even the minor Quests lately.

As I sighed inwardly at the incomprehensible situation, the members suddenly cheered. They shot up from their seats and hugged me. Only then did I realize The Dawn had won an award. I looked at the camera and smiled brightly.

I followed the members onstage and took the trophy. The golden panel beneath the transparent figure was engraved with 'Best K-Pop Artist THE DAWN 20XX'.

“Um, thank you very much for this award. This is for Noeul...”

Kim Seonghyeon stepped up to the mic first and gave a short, earnest acceptance speech in English. Kang Ichae followed up in Korean.

“We will always... Ahem.”

Kang Ichae chuckled, clearly in a good mood. He thanked Noeul, then added another phrase with a slight blush.

“...We will always be together. Thank you.”

He recited the same acceptance speech the leader had once given.

Unlike us, who were ecstatic over our unexpected win, the members of Black Call looked anxious, still waiting for their results.

After several more performances and awards, it was finally time for the last award of the Music TV Awards Live.

A Hollywood actress in a crystal-decorated black evening dress appeared with a cue card.

“...—And the best artist of the year, goes to... Yes, BLACK CALL!!”

As she made the announcement, the Black Call members shouted and rushed onto the stage.

“...Ah, I really didn't know if we could make it this far. I believe it's all thanks to our Bloys.”

Chae Jeongwoo calmly explained what the award meant to Black Call. Then, Joo Woosung approached the mic.

“...Um, Chae Jeongwoo has already said all the important things, so I'll just say one thing.”

He bowed, and his wheat-blond hair fell across his forehead. The screen captured the moment perfectly, and a low gasp escaped the audience.

Joo Woosung, who had been smiling faintly, raised the trophy, gave it a light kiss, and then smiled wider.

“I am your idol for life.”

Madman.

He really ended it with a short, powerful line. I had to look away.

Screams bordering on shrieks erupted from all over, mixed with applause.

I inwardly suppressed my displeasure. My eyes met Joo Woosung's as he came down the stairs, roughly ruffling Jeon Saeyoung's hair.

He tapped his own head with a finger and tilted it.

I shooed him toward his stage, signaling that I was fine.

Joo Woosung raised an eyebrow, shrugged, and headed for the Backstage.

I thought I only had to endure a little longer before returning to the hotel. Then, the tinnitus suddenly worsened, like intense static...

“...Ugh.”

and all noise was cut off at once.

...ROOOOAR—...

Then, like a rushing tide, sounds from all directions flooded my ears.

ROOOOAR!

“...Huh...”

The terrible headache that had tormented me for days also vanished completely.

What...

If it's not a system penalty, can it just disappear without a trace like this?

As I pondered my sudden symptoms, Seong Jiwon must have sensed something was wrong. He leaned toward me and asked quietly.

“Hoyun-ah, are you okay?”

“...Yeah.”

I nodded and replied slowly.

More than a few things were suspicious, but finishing the Music TV Awards Live was more important for now.

The powerful intro to Black Call's 'Kings' rang out.

Ding!

The System Window appeared in time with the music.

[Seo Hoyun.]

It'll probably just spout some nonsense about not knowing what the problem is.

I stared at the blue rectangle with low expectations, but an unexpected sentence appeared.

[The headache and auditory hallucinations, they're gone, right?]

I pretended to nod to the beat, giving a slow nod of my own. The System Window wrote more text.

[I have temporarily blocked it. The symptoms Seo Hoyun is currently experiencing are not caused by the system. As I mentioned before, it's not a penalty either.]

[After checking, something outside the system's control authority was trying to access Seo Hoyun.]

Something external'?

The words were obviously ominous, and I grimaced. The System Window sparked as if about to shut down.

[From outside the system, an unidentified entity is trying to influence Seo Hoyun.]

As the brass instruments in the melody intensified, the bright lights turned red.

[Until I can get a clear grasp of this and respond, you must not believe anything strange you see. You have to ignore it.]

The System Window, now almost blood-red, flickered ominously.

[Do not, under any circumstances, be swayed by any words.]
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“Woosung, congratulations!”

Joo Woosung smiled as a flood of cheers greeted him when he stepped off the stage.

The staff at Music TV Awards Live had given Black Call the final performance slot but never told them if they had won anything, which made them incredibly anxious.

“Ah, this feels so good.”

It would have been a huge embarrassment to walk away with nothing after preparing so hard.

The members, finally relaxed, celebrated wildly. They ruffled each other's hair and patted backs in their joy.

Just then, I saw The Dawn approach us.

“Black Call Seniors, congratulations on winning Song of the Year!!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who clutched the trophy dearly, bowed deeply like a disciplined soldier.

“Ahaha, you too.”

Chae Jeongwoo gently helped Kim Seonghyeon up and replied softly.

A warm atmosphere enveloped the conversation between Black Call and The Dawn, two groups they had always viewed favorably.

“Seonghyeon, are you going to the after-party?”

“No, we're going straight back to do a live stream!”

“Oh, nice. We're planning to do the same.”

Joo Woosung's eyes were fixed on Seo Hoyun the whole time. The guy was expressionless. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking, and Joo Woosung couldn't help but click his tongue.

Why does he look unwell every time I see him?

He hid his displeasure with a slight dip of his chin and a sigh, then walked over and grabbed Seo Hoyun's arm.

“Are you... okay?”

“...Ah, yes.”

Seo Hoyun looked up at him with a slightly surprised expression and acted as if nothing was wrong.

Joo Woosung had been burned by the guy's skillful deceptions like this several times before. He didn't trust that answer at all and scanned Seo Hoyun from head to toe.

Is he... really okay?

When they had met in the hallway earlier, his expression had twisted from time to time. He still seemed strangely on edge, but—chalking that up to his usual prickly personality—he looked fine now.

I see. He must be feeling a bit better.

As soon as he confirmed Seo Hoyun's condition, Joo Woosung's mouth started to itch. If the guy was fine, it was time to show off his trophy.

“Seo Hoyun.”

He tried to act cocky and tease him like usual, but the moment their eyes met, he felt like all his inner thoughts would spill out. His lips wouldn't move.

“That...”

Hey, don't you think I've become a pretty decent person compared to before?

I've been strange lately.

I don't get tired even when I dance, and I'm a little excited for tomorrow.

I want to create reasons for the people who like me to feel glad they do. So I've started wanting to show them something even more amazing.

Maybe it's thanks to you that I realized I feel this way. Of course, our first meeting wasn't great, but anyway...

Although it was a bad start, Seo Hoyun had definitely been the catalyst for this change. Whether the guy intended it or not was another story.

Joo Woosung swallowed the honest feelings that threatened to burst out and forced himself to put on a show of bravado.

“So... do you have anything to say to your talented... and respected Senior?”

“......”

At that, Seo Hoyun's eyes narrowed instantly.

Feeling a little awkward, Joo Woosung was about to let go of Seo Hoyun's arm when the guy pulled him closer instead.

Seo Hoyun pulled him along in surprise and whispered quietly in his ear.

“Hyung, don't get cocky.”

...This fucking consistent bastard.

He jerked back and wiped his ear with his palm. Seeing this, Seo Hoyun raised the corners of his mouth in amusement.

“...Hey, just go... Just leave.”

“You know.”

Seo Hoyun, still holding his arm, glanced around. He leaned in again and whispered softly so only Joo Woosung could hear.

“It's true that you're talented, Joo Woosung, but your tenacity is even more amazing. If you hadn't kept working hard, you never would have made it this far.”

“......”

“It couldn't have been easy. You've worked hard.”

The junior spoke gently, his eyes curved like flower petals.

“Be an idol for the rest of your life. It suits you.”

While he stood there, stunned into silence by the unexpected praise, Seo Hoyun simply added another word of congratulations. He patted Joo Woosung's shoulder a couple of times and walked off to follow the other members of The Dawn.

“Woosung-ah, what are you doing? We have to go.”

Joo Woosung, who had been staring blankly at the floor, only blinked when Chae Jeongwoo came up beside him. He leaned the side of his head against Chae Jeongwoo's shoulder and watched the retreating figures of The Dawn for a moment.

“...Hey.”

“What is it?”

“...That guy is a real master of playing with people's feelings...”

Chae Jeongwoo looked puzzled and asked what he meant, but Joo Woosung just shrugged. He said it was nothing and let out a deep sigh.

“...Ah, I missed my chance to say it again.”


The next day, the members of The Dawn all had to head to different places for their individual schedules.

I groggily sat up and brushed back my messy hair. After a moment of collecting my thoughts, I headed toward the source of a noisy commotion.

“Hah... Do I look like a singer worthy of the world's best fandom, Noeul?”

“This is The Dawn...”

What are they even saying...

The youngest members were still fawning over the trophy from last night. Today, they had placed it on the floor and were circling around it as if performing a sacred ritual.

I shook my head and looked at the mirror that took up an entire wall of the hotel living room.

I wore a white turtleneck, well-faded jeans, and a light leather jacket with a prominent luxury brand logo.

Kim Seonghyeon, who must have just gotten out of the shower, stood in the bathroom doorway with his arms crossed, watching me. He furrowed his brow slightly and muttered.

“You'd look perfectly fine if you just kept your mouth shut...”

“Fallen for me?”

“The problem is you don't keep it shut...”

Jeong Dajun chattered excitedly about filming their own content in New York. Kang Ichae, who had been just as excited a moment ago, suddenly grew sullen and flopped face-down on the sofa.

“I don't wanna do the interview alone...”

“Look at this punk.”

Kim Seonghyeon put on a stern expression, but his eyes filled with concern as he watched Kang Ichae.

“...Can't I just skip today and go hang out with Dajun?”

“Ichae-hyung, act like a professional...”

Kang Ichae pretended to be shocked at being scolded by the youngest and feigned crying. Jeong Dajun just let out a prim 'Hmph' and started getting ready to leave by himself.

When, surprisingly, no one paid him any attention, Kang Ichae fidgeted for a moment. He lifted his head and started to whine again.

“...Then can't I follow Hoyun-hyung? I can just ask them to invite me to that brand event thingy.”

“You think that'll work?”

“...This is so annoying...”

It wasn't that he wanted to follow me, but that he didn't want me to meet Min Jiheon. The guy was particularly hostile toward Min Jiheon.

However, a schedule was a schedule.

Despite Seong Jiwon's attempts to console him, Kang Ichae was clearly sulking. He buried his face in a cushion and kicked his legs. I glanced down at him, clicked my tongue, and said.

“Everyone, clear your schedules for tomorrow.”

“......”

“We're going to hang out together.”

“...Really?!”

Kang Ichae suddenly shot up, his face beaming. Kim Seonghyeon glanced at me, asking what had gotten into me, but it seemed no one was opposed to the idea.

“Well... yeah, that's great.”

“Wow~, then should we go to a hamburger joint?”

“The sea!! I want to go to the sea!! The harbor!!!”

“Whoa, wait! If it's a harbor, there'll be seagulls?! I want to throw them some shrimp crackers!!”

Watching them get all excited, raising their voices to debate where to go, was a little absurd, but also quite childish and cute.

You guys are always together, and you're still this happy about it...

Whether it was thanks to Kang Ichae's recent increase in childishness, a gentle atmosphere filled the team.

“...Well, I'm off.”

“Kyaa, have a good time~~!!!”

I chuckled, watching the now-energetic Kang Ichae bouncing around with Jeong Dajun.

I went down to the parking garage and got into the van. The Manager, who was already in the driver's seat, gave me some information about our destination.

“The crowd at the entrance today is no joke, so be careful going in. Also, I heard Min Jiheon will be attending.”

“Yes, I heard.”

He also casually added that the Management Team was watching Min Jiheon with hawk-like eyes. They worried he might secretly disappear again after this event, since he'd rented a car here too.

I turned my gaze to the window, watching the rapidly passing scenery. We quickly arrived at our nearby destination. A roar of cheers erupted as I stepped out onto the red carpet.

Even while waving to the fans and responding to reporters' interview requests, my mind was a complicated mess.

...It's definitely bothering me.

The tinnitus, the auditory hallucinations, even the system's warnings.

After posing for enough photos, I entered the show venue.

The theme was supposedly a cathedral clock tower. A large clock that looked like a wooden building was placed in the center. As I walked, slowly taking in the decorated models, I saw flashes going off near my assigned seat, drawing everyone's attention.

In the middle of it all was a man. He nonchalantly wore a trench coat that reached his thighs and fiddled with his hands with an expressionless face.

His eyes darted around, and a smile spread across his face as soon as he spotted me. For some reason, he seemed to be radiating even more brilliance than usual.

“I was waiting for you.”

I looked the guy up and down before nodding.

It's... not Min Jiheon.

A few years ago, I might have suspected him, but this was the guy who had helped me, even at the cost of harming his own body.

It was hard to know for sure because the system was avoiding a confrontation with Min Jiheon, but looking back at the 'Actor Maker' incident, the guy's abilities clearly had limits.

This meant it would be difficult for Min Jiheon to affect me from a distance without the System Window noticing, like now.

“Me too.”

Not that I trusted him completely, though.

As I replied and sat down next to him, the corner of Min Jiheon's eyebrow twitched.

“Can we take picture—?”

Just then, reporters came over to ask Min Jiheon for a picture.

Min Jiheon immediately looked at the camera thrust at him and smiled like an angel. This repeated a few times. After the reporters' attention finally shifted to other guests, allowing him a moment to breathe, a low, subdued voice reached me.

“...I'm a bit taken aback.”

Befitting an actor, the guy's expression didn't falter at all, but his voice was thick with emotion.

“Why are you so on edge?”

Because things feel very off today.

It wasn't hostility directed at Min Jiheon, but he seemed to have misunderstood. He looked me over with slightly downcast eyes.

Just then, the CEO of the brand came over and shook hands with those seated in the invited guest section.

DONG—, DONG...

Once the greetings were more or less over and everyone was seated, the clock's second hand began to move. The venue soon darkened, and soft music spread through the air. Then, a model wearing clothes and accessories from the previous season walked onto the stage.

Throughout the show, I repeatedly came up with and discarded various hypotheses.

Honestly, I have no idea.

I was also on high alert, worried something might happen in this unfamiliar place, so far from Korea.

In that moment of endless thought, Min Jiheon's upper body leaned slightly toward me.

“......”

“......”

“I don't know what happened or what misunderstanding you have, but don't be like that with me.”

“......”

“It's surprisingly upsetting.”

You're the one who's misunderstanding.

I was debating whether to tell Min Jiheon, whose neat forehead was slightly furrowed, that it wasn't like that.

BEEEEEEEEEEP——...

“Ugh...”

Dammit, it was starting again.

A wave of pain hit me. I stumbled slightly and pressed a hand to my forehead.

[Hidden...]

[...]

DING!

[?Would you like to check the Hidden Trait?]?

Instead of the usual blue System Window, a black rectangle appeared.

[?Would you like to check the Hidden Trait?]?

[?Would you like to check the Hidden Trait?]?

A hidden... trait?

[Acquiring Hidden Trait.]

[Unlocking.]

The words appeared one after another, giving me no time to grasp the situation.

[Congratulations!

Unlocking the 'Contribution' trait!]

[The 'Contribution' is linked to Player Seo Hoyun's '???' and indicates the degree to which someone has helped or benefited Seo Hoyun.]

[※Contribution can also be increased by shouldering Player Seo Hoyun's physical penalties.

Frequent substitution can lead to physical penalties resulting in death. Please be careful.]

Along with the system's ominous warning, a new window opened. At the same time, Min Jiheon's past words echoed in my ears.

[Viewing Kang Ichae's stats.]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

[Kang Ichae]

.

.

.

[Kang Ichae Main Rapper

Vocals: S0

Dance: A+

Variety: A0

Acting: B-

Charm: S0]

[Unlocking the 'Contribution' trait!]

“I don't want to rain on your parade, but don't let your guard down.”

[Contribution: 3¿7%]

“Things don't always go smoothly, you know.”


Chapter 450

[Contribution: 3¿7%]

The dark red flame flared with that final message. The System Window vanished, leaving only ashes.

My heart pounded against my eardrums. A cold sweat slicked my palms.

The fashion show entered its final stages as models walked the finale. I saw the main designer appear, then turned to leave.

“What are you doing.”

A strong force gripped my arm, yanking me back.

“It's not over yet.”

I turned to Min Jiheon. Bewilderment spread in his eyes.

“Why...”

Min Jiheon seemed to be saying something, but his words didn't register.

The surroundings darkened again. The show was over.

I pushed through the crowd of people chatting and exchanging greetings, rushing for the exit.

The tight space, the chaotic mix of scents, the loud drone of unfamiliar languages. Everything felt suffocating.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I shook my spinning head, pulled my phone from my pocket, and called Kang Ichae.

The signal tone rang, but he didn't pick up. I reached the underground parking garage, leaned against a wall, and stared into empty air.

What was that contribution score, and why were Kang Ichae's stats displayed?

I tried calling a few more times, then checked The Dawn's group chat. It was quiet. Everyone seemed busy.

[Kang Ichae: I'm so excited for tomorrow 🤭]

Only Kang Ichae's playful message from a few hours ago remained at the bottom.

I scrubbed a hand over my face, evened my breathing, and found the number for Kang Ichae's new Manager.

[Oh? Uh, Hoyun...]

“Where is Kang Ichae?”

I cut him off before he could finish and demanded to know Kang Ichae's whereabouts.

[Pardon? Ah... well, actually, he's probably at the hotel.]

“Doesn't he have a schedule?”

[The interview was postponed... because of Kang Ichae's condition. He said it was just a light cold and nothing serious, but he looked really unwell...]

“...Are you sure he's at the hotel?”

[I confirmed that Kang Ichae took his medicine after the other members left, and then I came out.]

“I'm sorry to ask, but could you please go check on him again?”

[...Um, yes.]

I sensed the Manager's reluctance to bother a sick person, but my anxiety wouldn't fade until I heard for myself that Kang Ichae was okay.

I chewed the inside of my cheek. A doorbell rang through the receiver. The Manager must have arrived at Kang Ichae's room.

[Huh, there's no answer even though I rang the bell. Just a moment...]

A brief rustling sound followed, then the click of an opening door. He must have gotten a master keycard.

[Kang Ichae...]

“Is he there?”

[No, he's not...]

“He might be somewhere nearby, so please take a look around and call me back.”

I said that and immediately hung up.

A curse escaped my lips.

Fuck... Calm down, calm down.

Nothing seemed wrong with Kang Ichae when I left the hotel.

On the contrary, wasn't he thrilled about hanging out with the members tomorrow?

It's probably nothing.

First, I'll go back to the hotel.

Maybe on the way back, I'll get news from Kang Ichae's Manager that he's safe.

I suppressed my overwhelming anxiety and started to walk.

“This is driving me crazy, seriously...”

A dark shadow blocked my path.

“Why are you walking so fast?! Hey, did you forget this is an official event...”

Min Jiheon, shouting while catching his breath, stopped when he saw my face.

“What's wrong? Why are you like this?”

I ignored him and headed for the van.

“Hyung, what on earth is going on that you're suddenly acting like...”

BEEEEEEEP...

The tinnitus that had vanished returned.

An ominous, shrill sound filled my ears instead of Min Jiheon's voice.

Ding!

[Opening the Item Shop.]

The Item Shop opened forcibly. I had barely looked at it recently while trying to restore Seo Hojin's memories.

[A new item has been provided to Player Seo Hoyun.]

[Would you like to check?

Yes / No]

Then, as if controlled by someone, an item was drawn, points were deducted, and 'Yes' was automatically selected. A brilliant white light erupted.

[Item 'Follow Him In'

If he dies, it's your fault.]

The item window should have shown a hateful phrase and various warnings, but only a single sentence was written there.

Rustle.

With the small sound, I felt crackling paper in my right hand. I unfolded it. It was a scrap torn from the corner of a notebook.

Min Jiheon stepped closer and lowered his head to look.

'XXth Street, Brooklyn, NY—'

At the end of the English address was—,

'Ichae Kang'

a familiar name.

“Hyung, where are you going!”

My body moved before I could think, driven by the need to find Kang Ichae. Min Jiheon's horrified shout followed me.

Information the Manager told me on the way to the show came to mind. The van would be too slow. I turned and held out my hand to him.

“Min Jiheon, you said you rented a car, right?”

“What?”

“Give me the keys.”

“No, wait, hold on. Let's talk about this first.”

“There's no time. I'll explain later, so for now...”

CLAP!

Min Jiheon moved in front of me and clapped his hands loudly, cutting me off.

“Have you lost your mind...”

He took a deep breath, snatched the paper from me, and furrowed his brow.

“What is this? What could possibly make a smart person like you just follow it blindly?”

I knew I was being irrational.

I remember the system's warning not to believe anything I see. This could be a trap set by 'something external' to endanger me.

“Hah...”

However, Kang Ichae's disappearance is a reality. How can I possibly stand still?

“If you're not going to help, then get out of my way.”

I snatched the paper back from Min Jiheon and started walking. I heard him mutter under his breath.

“Ah... I really didn't want to get involved again.”

Min Jiheon ran ahead of me and pressed the key fob for a black, heavily tinted SUV. He threw open the driver's door and jerked his chin at me. I quickly got into the passenger seat.

“Why don't you try breathing?”

Min Jiheon glanced at my complexion and sighed.

“...Fine. While we're driving to the place on that paper, give me that explanation you promised for later.”

“...These lumps that are attached to me.”

“Yeah.”

“Kang Ichae took them for me.”

“Wha, whaaat?!!!”

The SUV jolted.

Min Jiheon shook his head wildly, gripped the steering wheel, and asked again.

“Uh... for how long?”

“...A little over half a year.”

They were attached to him from the end of January, when I failed to win the grand prize, until the end of July, during the middle of filming Song Camp.

I had buried my face in my hands at some point. I scrubbed my dry face and lifted my head.

“He got sick once, but he was fine after the situation returned to normal. I was told to keep an eye on him just in case, though.”

“How could he possibly be fine? Those things attached to you, they aren't something a living person should bear. If he seemed perfectly fine after carrying them for nearly half a year... it can only be one of two things.”

Min Jiheon chewed his lower lip and added.

“Either those lumps desperately held it back, or Kang Ichae hid it to make it seem that way.”

I couldn't say anything more.

Time crawled by at a fucking snail's pace. Finally, the vehicle stopped.

We arrived at a suburban house.

I scrambled from the SUV and ran into the neglected, overgrown yard. I pushed aside dense leaves and kicked away scattered trash. I grabbed the knob of the gray, faded front door and pulled it open. I strode inside, searching for Kang Ichae. Then, past a pillar and into a room on the right, I saw a familiar pair of shoes.

“Fuck...!”

Dread sent me running. I saw Kang Ichae lying unconscious.

A dried trail of blood from a nosebleed ran from under his nose to his chin.

“Ichae-yah.”

I called his name and slapped his cheeks repeatedly, but he didn't respond.

He was breathing, but seeing Kang Ichae lying there so limp, like a corpse, stirred a storm of grim speculation inside me.

I couldn't leave him like this. I moved to sling his arms over my shoulders and carry him on my back.

“Hyung, put Kang Ichae down for a second.”

Min Jiheon, who followed me in, blocked my path.

“I don't think taking him to a hospital will do much good.”

Min Jiheon took off his coat, spread it on the floor, and urged me to lay Kang Ichae down. I squeezed my eyes shut, took a deep breath, and carefully lowered Kang Ichae.

Min Jiheon carefully looked over Kang Ichae's body, then hesitated before speaking.

“...You know, Kang Ichae's current state seems similar to when you collapsed at the broadcasting station... when you fainted after encountering that person, Jeong Cheongyeon.”

I tore my gaze from Kang Ichae to Min Jiheon.

“What does that mean?”

“I can't be sure, but he's probably in a state similar to the one you were in back then.”

My expression soured.

If Min Jiheon was right, Kang Ichae might be trapped in a place like 'Actor Maker' again. The passage of time there was completely different from the real world.

I had a hard time. Left all alone in a strange place, wondering if I could ever go back, if people would even remember me.

And I remembered how much Kang Ichae had hated that time.

Wondering if everything I believed to be real was just a dream, or if I had actually gone crazy. I was buried in those thoughts.

“Very...”

I looked down at the paper clutched in my hand.

“...Is he in a lot of danger?”

Min Jiheon stared at me silently. I easily inferred the answer from his silence.

“...What if you do what you did for me before?”

“Are you trying to kill him? Your situation and Kang Ichae's are completely different.”

I thought he could help me again, since I had previously visited my subconscious through him and rebooted the System Window.

But Min Jiheon crushed that hope.

“Your very existence is on the borderline between life and death, but Kang Ichae's isn't.”

I felt like I was going to lose my mind.

I tapped my head with my palm, unable to find a solution. Then I remembered something the system always said.

If there was 'necessity', it could operate this world without major side effects. That's why it always nagged me to raise my recognition and complete Quests.

But I don't have time for that now.

If necessity builds this place, then I should be able to find a breakthrough with it.

But I had no idea how many Quests would be needed to revive Kang Ichae, or when the System Window would be rebuilt from its ashes.

“...—I get how you feel, and I want to help as much as I can, but let's not try anything rash... He could really die...”

Min Jiheon kept speaking, but his words scattered into the air, unable to reach me.

I couldn't just stand by and do nothing.

I needed a powerful, fast method. Not a Quest, but a stable way to gain even greater plausibility.

“Hey, elementary schooler. Got something on your mind?”

“...Ah.”

“If you do, spill it. Your hyung will give you some advice.”

A conversation from a long time ago, during a break while filming a music video, flashed through my mind.

“...—First, you need to pull yourself together. If we go back and think about it slowly, we'll find a way.”

“You're right.”

“...Huh?”

Min Jiheon looked anxious. He fidgeted and tried to step back.

“Jiheon-ah.”

I stepped right up to him, grabbed his arm, and pulled. His bracelet clinked.

“Kill me.”


Chapter 451

How much time had passed?

Kang Ichae sat on the living room sofa and stared at the clock's second hand.

A day, three days, or maybe a few weeks? Perhaps even longer?

He could feel time flowing, but every clock in the house ran at its own pace, making it impossible to know the exact time. Even the sun rose differently each day.

So, Kang Ichae sought a more objective measure. He found the mechanical metronome on the piano in the room he once loved.

He wound the metronome once, then played the first movement of Rachmaninoff's Symphony No. 2. He remembered the metronome would stop around the same time the music ended.

"...Hmm."

The metronome stopped just before the piano music did, exactly as he expected.

Kang Ichae pulled his hands from the keyboard and slumped over the slightly worn keys. A cacophony of jumbled notes drifted through the room.

"...Should I try to measure a day with this, then?"

He laughed hollowly, then straightened his torso and stared into the air.

"Hello?"

[Loading...]

"Hey, let me out."

[Loading...]

He had already tried calling the system several times, but only a blue window with the word 'Loading...' appeared.

Kang Ichae sighed deeply, his face falling.

Tiring!

A familiar notification sound made him snap his head up. "Is it here?!"

But the window showed a different message.

[Powering down due to overload!]

The System Window shut off.

"...I almost cursed."

He was sure this unresponsive piece of junk was a big reason for Seo Hoyun's foul temper. He irritably ran a hand through his hair and looked at the ceiling.

"Wow, Kang Ichae's life is su~rely a rough one."

He was dropped in another strange place.

The circumstances were not that remarkable. His head started hurting not long after the members left for their individual schedules. The Manager fretted beside him and suggested postponing the day's work. Kang Ichae was not pleased, but he felt genuinely unwell and had no choice but to accept.

['Kang Ichae' is not the 'Player' of this system.]

A System Window suddenly appeared before his eyes as he languished in bed. He had not seen it so clearly since he returned the system to Seo Hoyun during the Song Camp filming. Just as he felt utterly bewildered, another message appeared.

[Due to frequent system proxying, your 'Contribution' has exceeded the 'Promised' threshold.]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

.

.

.

The moment he read the message, he had a gut feeling that something had gone seriously wrong. Before he could think, his nose started bleeding, staining the bedsheets red.

Kang Ichae pinched his nose with one hand and grabbed his phone with the other, but he could not bring himself to call anyone.

Is there any point?

Didn't Seo Hoyun also hide his suffering and deal with it alone because he had no other choice?

Only then did he feel he understood why Seo Hoyun had chosen silence. He would only make the members worry without any real way to solve the problem.

Knowing he would get a much bigger scolding if he was found out later, Kang Ichae roughly wiped the blood with a towel, changed his clothes, covered his face with a mask, and went outside. He hailed a taxi and called out an address from memory.

'XXth Street, Brooklyn, NY'

It was the house that had sheltered his younger self. He nonchalantly kicked the fence, pushed through overgrown plants, and opened the white door that now looked gray.

The moment he ripped off his mask, his vision tilted. He tried to force his flickering gaze to focus, but he saw fresh blood dripping onto the floor before his eyes closed.

"...It's clean."

When Kang Ichae regained consciousness, he was not in the old, dusty house. He was in the clean, well-maintained home from a time when he was happy.

After that, he called for the system like a madman and wandered his surroundings as if he had lost his mind.

It was still not as bad as when he was left all alone in the world where Seo Hoyun was an actor.

Because I believed it would be okay this time.

He judged that after acting as the system's proxy and completing Quests for six months, he had a rough grasp of its mechanics.

However...

...I'm screwed.

He wandered the neighborhood and rang the doorbell of every house, but he could not find a single person. He eventually did something he considered crazy and broke a window to trespass into another house, but the inside was empty.

At this point, Kang Ichae could not help but realize it.

There was no one here but him.

And his judgment had been arrogant.

I never thought I'd end up wandering a ghost town with no internet connection or anything.

Funnily enough, everything he liked remained intact, except for living beings. The metronome, his beloved movie DVDs, and sheet music filled with memories were all there.

Feeling he would go crazy if he just sat still, he connected the DVD Player to the TV and turned it on. Thankfully, it worked.

With the dialogue from the CRT screen as background noise, Kang Ichae scribbled lines on his sheet music and organized his thoughts. By the time he filled several pages, he had only rewound the metronome ten times, yet the fourth moon was already passing by the window.

"Ah, this is driving me crazy."

Finally fed up, Kang Ichae threw down his pen and let his thoughts spill out.

"...I miss Dajun..."

If only the youngest was here, I'd feel that rock-solid sense of reassurance.

Once it slipped out, his true feelings pulled out another thought.

"...The hyungs, too..."

If they heard me say that, they'd all chime in with things like "Why are you being so sappy?" but in the end, we would have all laughed together and gone out to eat.

The scene in his head contrasted so starkly with his current reality that his mood sank even lower.

Kang Ichae shot to his feet and vigorously shook his messy red hair.

"...Instead of just sitting here, let's do something..."

Maybe this time I'll actually find someone.

It's not like there's no way out.

Honestly, Kang Ichae still had no idea what kind of world this was. He could only guess it had some connection to him, given the location.

However, he hated the idea of just sitting still and believing things would work out. He had already waited more than enough in the past. Any more would drive him insane.

Although the System Window had glitched out and vanished, he knew it was here somewhere. He thought that if he could just find another person, a Quest might appear, and he might find a clue to escape. He recognized this was wishful thinking, closer to a prayer than a plan, but he deliberately ignored that fact and started moving.

"...I'm heading out."

Standing at the entrance, Kang Ichae gazed at a photo of his younger self with his mother. He tapped it with his finger, then went outside and closed the door.

He got into a random car and started the engine. Just like the DVD Player, it worked without a problem.

Kang Ichae decided to go farther than he had explored before.

However...

"This is just the nail in the coffin..."

He retraced a familiar path to a small shopping district, but as expected, he found nothing. Kang Ichae slammed his head against the steering wheel. He clenched and unclenched his fists and let out a long breath.

He then drove around and around the shopping district, but only empty streets greeted him.

"Uh, it's okay..."

Can I really escape?

"It's okay..."

Will I be stuck here alone forever?

The car screeched to a halt. Kang Ichae squeezed his eyelids shut. He gasped for breath.

Just as he calmed down and was about to start driving again, a loud clap of thunder echoed.

RUMBLE...

Black storm clouds gathered in the sky where the red twilight had been spreading. A pure white light leaked from between the dark clouds.

"Ugh..."

The blinding light spread in all directions, then suddenly died down.

Kang Ichae had shielded his eyes with his hand. Once it grew quiet, he slowly lowered his arm. The shopping district was silent, as if nothing had happened.

He stared at the desolate place for a moment, then turned the car around and returned home. He parked on the shoulder, passed through the broken fence, and trudged toward the front door.

"...Huh?"

The door was open.

Didn't I close it on my way out?

But he had just confirmed he was the only one here. Who else could have opened it?

As he thought this, his senses sharpened, and his nerves went on high alert.

Kang Ichae advanced cautiously, on guard.

【...—I'm sorry, I should have believed in you】

The OST from the movie he had left playing flowed out softly. He took another step, and the faint light from the TV monitor spread, coloring the wall.

【This is moment in our life...】

A man stood in shadow opposite the TV, in the middle of the floor littered with half-written sheet music.

【I will never forget what you've said to me】

Even from behind, Kang Ichae knew instantly who it was.

A white turtleneck, faded jeans, and a jacket with a brand logo. It was the exact same outfit he had last seen before falling into this strange world.

【(Ah- Ah- I will never forget)】

Kang Ichae stopped walking. He felt as if he were possessed by a ghost.

Then, the other person sensed his presence and turned his head. The man had been scowling, but his expression relaxed slightly as soon as he saw Kang Ichae, as if in relief.

"...Have I gone crazy?"

Is this a hallucination, or another disaster?

While Kang Ichae hesitated, the man slowly opened his mouth.

"No, you're not crazy."

The person with the voice he had missed so dearly approached Kang Ichae and stopped.

"You've never been crazy."

Kang Ichae realized this was the sincere answer to the conversation they once had on the emergency stairs.

The man's gaze swept over his body as if checking for his safety. As Kang Ichae did the same, he noticed the man's fingertips trembled slightly. The man saw his gaze, hid his hands in his pockets, and lifted his chin.

A laugh escaped Kang Ichae at the gesture.

"Why..."

Because it's really the person I know.

"...Hyung, why are you here?"

This is a world where I was all alone. You didn't come before, even when I put out an ad asking you to find me.

The man's eyebrow twitched at the complaining tone of the question.

"Why else?"

He looked directly into Kang Ichae's wavering eyes and twisted his lips into a smirk. It was the expression he often made whenever the group faced adversity. It was a look that said something like this was no big deal and could be solved in no time.

"You get lonely, don't you?" Seo Hoyun said, as if it were truly nothing.


Chapter 452

Fuck, thank god he's safe.

I swept my hair back, sighed, and collapsed onto the sofa. The breath I held escaped the moment I confirmed he was safe. My stalled thoughts began to turn again.

I rubbed my tired eyes, sank into the sofa's backrest, and tilted my head back.

...I must be crazy.

Just like Min Jiheon said.

“Are you crazy?!”

Before I came here, to what I presumed was Kang Ichae's subconscious, Min Jiheon had paled at my request and shaken off my hand. I quickly explained to correct the misunderstanding.

“I'm not asking you to actually kill me. You said it's hard for Kang Ichae to get help directly, so I'll do it. If you could just separate my soul from my body for a moment...”

“Do you think I don't know what you're talking about?! I only did that back then because the situation was urgent and I had no choice!”

I was only trying to get a little help, just like last time. His condition was similar to when I fainted after meeting Jeong Cheongyeon, so I thought I could enter the subconscious world where Kang Ichae was trapped.

Min Jiheon's face twisted into an expression I'd never seen.

“What if you can't find Kang Ichae? What if you end up wandering the subconscious alone forever, hyung?”

“...Jiheon-ah.”

“Hyung, what do you really take me for?”

I would've figured out a way to survive even in the worst-case scenario, but even if Min Jiheon's assumptions were correct, I had no other choice.

“...Kang Ichae ended up like this because of me.”

Even if it wasn't what I wanted.

He was dying after stepping up with good intentions. I couldn't just pretend I didn't know, could I?

Min Jiheon stood there, opening and closing his mouth but unable to speak. He scrubbed his face with his palms, and I added one more thing.

“I'm sorry, but please do this for me.”

In the end, Min Jiheon gave in, and thanks to him, I found Kang Ichae.

I remembered him fastening the bracelet on me and giving stern warnings. I wondered if I had done something terrible, but an apology could wait.

I tore my gaze from Kang Ichae and scanned the inside of the house.

Loving care was evident everywhere. Half-written music sheets scattered the floor like fallen leaves. I nudged one with my foot, then reached out and grabbed the remote.

I had no particular feelings about the movie, but I felt a surge of irritation.

Just how long... how long did he endure this?

His body is fine, but I wonder about his mind.

That's why I warned him indirectly, telling him to live as if he didn't know.

However, telling him again now would be meaningless.

I slowly closed and opened my eyes. I turned off the TV and got to the point in the calmest tone I could manage.

“First, let's have any important conversations after we get out of here. We don't have much time left.”

Min Jiheon had declared that if I couldn't bring Kang Ichae back within ten minutes of real-world time, he would revive only me. I didn't know the exact time difference between here and the real world, so there was no time to delay.

I organized my thoughts, unfolded my arms, and sat up straight.

“Kang Ichae. There are two ways.”

Kang Ichae looked at me and tilted his head slightly.

“First, we find someone else in this place. Based on my experience, there's a high chance someone who can help us exists somewhere here.”

There wasn't enough time to build up causality by completing a Quest like I did during 'Actor Maker'.

Instead, if this was Kang Ichae's subconscious, I figured something like the young Seo Hojin who helped save me in my own subconscious might be here as a 'guide', a person related to Kang Ichae.

“I can't explain the details right now, but if we just find that person, we can go back... What's wrong?”

I expected Kang Ichae to be surprised, but he just averted his gaze and awkwardly scratched the back of his neck.

“...Um, there's no one here.”

“What?”

“I've never seen anyone other than myself.”

“You've been alone this whole time?!”

Kang Ichae's wide eyes met mine again at my shout.

“...Uh, well, yeah?”

“Agh, fuck, seriously...”

I gripped my forehead and breathed roughly to suppress my anger. Then, a strangely cheerful voice reached me.

“Yeah... Sooo, what's the other way?”

I scrubbed my forehead hard, then swept my hair back and lifted my chin.

The second way was shorter and simpler, but just as uncertain.

...Is it possible?

But I couldn't think of any other suitable methods.

“...You.”

I looked Kang Ichae straight in the eye and brought up a topic I had deliberately avoided.

“You know who I am, don't you.”

At some point, Kang Ichae had started to subtly test and suspect me. It might have started the day he asked Seo Hojin about the editing.

I had ignored it until now, not wanting to drag him into this mess, but I judged there was no point hiding it from the guy who had even acted as a substitute for the system.

“The other way is for you to trust me and tell me everything.”

If a Quest could replenish causality, nothing would fill it more than a Main Scenario Quest. If we completed the Main Scenario Quest and fulfilled the reason we were here, a path back to reality might open.

This, too, was just a possibility.

Though I doubt Kang Ichae will go along with it meekly.

The Dawn was already on the path to success.

Everyone predicted The Dawn would win at least one major award. Kang Ichae couldn't be unaware that revealing his story would seal their farewell.

The guy before me laughed shortly and dryly, then shifted only his eyes to look at me.

“...When did you figure it out?”

“A while ago. You've been testing me all this time. Did you think I wouldn't know?”

Kang Ichae soon lowered his head and asked quietly.

“...Is that the method you came up with, hyung?”

“Yeah.”

“If I don't, do we live here together forever?”

“Are you crazy?”

We'd have to find another way.

I looked appalled, and Kang Ichae chuckled as if he found it amusing.

“Hyung, are you really sure we can go back if I tell you everything?”

“Hey, I know this isn't something that can be forced without trust, but...”

There really was no time.

Just as I was about to press Kang Ichae again out of impatience,

...!

BZZT. A vibration came from the floor. Kang Ichae must have noticed it too, as he cocked an eyebrow.

The metronome on the coffee table shook violently before falling off. At the same time, the carpet underfoot swelled and lifted. I could see things that looked like red doorways through the gaps in the split wooden floorboards.

It was a sight I had seen before.

“Fuck.”

This place was declaring it could no longer hold on.

The moment I realized we were screwed, the building began to crack apart. CRACK.

“Ugh...!”

Then, a giant heart revealed itself. Its appearance was slightly different, but it was just like the one I had faced in my own subconscious.

The lights flickered and shattered, sending glass shards flying everywhere. The floor around Kang Ichae rippled again, scattering the music sheets into the air as a fierce gale swirled around him.

“Kang Ichae!”

I tried to protect Kang Ichae, but the music sheets became sharp weapons and separated us.

KABOOM!

Thunder crashed outside. The subsequent lightning bolt etched keyboard-shaped shadows along the wall. A sinister, magnificent piano melody drifted in from the distance.

Why is this place so ominous!

If we stay like this, we're going to die before we even have to worry about the time!

Startled by the unprecedented situation, I shouted at Kang Ichae, who stood still amidst the fluttering music sheets.

“Hey, it's okay! Don't be scared, just run out of there!”

My cheek suddenly stung as I took another step closer.

The paper had apparently cut me.

“...This is the problem with you, hyung.”

I ignored the slight pain with a faint frown and took another step toward Kang Ichae. He peered at me through the fluttering papers, tapped his own left cheek, and muttered.

I followed his gesture, wiped my face with the back of my hand, and saw blood.

“...You always act like nothing matters when it comes to yourself, but then you show up for others when they're most desperate. Just when I'm cursing you for being a selfish person who only thinks of himself, you treat me with such kindness.”

Has this bastard really lost his mind? He's spouting nonsense while everything collapses and breaks apart.

“Do you really want to die like this?!”

“I don't plan on dying here either.”

I wiped the blood from my hand on my pants and moved forward again. He shifted his gaze to the music sheets he had worked on and replied nonchalantly.

“I still have a lot to do when I get back.”

DONG... DONG...

The wall clock suddenly chimed. This time, pieces of furniture lifted one by one, swept away by the wind. Even the piano was caught up in it, letting out a deafening roar.

Is it trying to pay back all its pent-up grudges right here?

“Ah, I get it, so just get out here, you bastard!”

I decided we needed to escape the immediate danger first, given Kang Ichae's uncooperative attitude, and approached him again.

“We can talk after we get out of here, for now, just run!”

And just as I reached out to grab Kang Ichae's arm.

T-ring!

[The Sy■■■m is being ■■stored!]

[The Syst■m is being restor■d!]

[The Sys■em is being ■estor■d!]

.

.

.

The accumulated notifications poured out at once, and System Windows filled my vision.

“To think you still don't believe me.”

[—Success! The system is being restored!]

A force pulled my arm while I was frozen in confusion.

“Are you that dense?”

[■artial me■■■ies are being unl■■■ed.]

[Part■al memories are being unlock■d.]

[Partial memories ■re being un■■■ked.]

T-ring!

T-ring!

[Congratulations!]

[All memories are being unlocked!]

“Hello. You saw me earlier, right?”

Kang Ichae grabbed the arm I had extended and smiled, his eyes crinkling.

“From the moment you came looking for me, hyung, the game was already over.”

“You should get home before it's too late, too.”

“...We're going?”

This crazy bastard...!

Just then, I saw the piano, carried by the fierce wind, hurtling toward the smiling Kang Ichae. I quickly pulled his shoulder and rolled to the side...

T-ring!

[You have gained the complete trust of 'Kang Ichae'.]

“Hey, does it make you happy to see me?”

A tidal wave of memories struck us.


Chapter 453

WHIRRR...

A cassette tape whirred. Seven-year-old Kang Ichae lifted his face. A few fluffy clouds drifted leisurely across the blue expanse, making him feel inexplicably grumpy.

The sky is so blue...

He snorted softly, lowered his head, and kicked his feet. His view changed. To his left, sand had long since covered the violin case he had carelessly tossed aside.

When will Mom come home?

For as long as Kang Ichae could remember, his mother had been unwell.

Perhaps that was why she had come all the way to Korea this time and was hospitalized, for reasons he didn't understand.

His mother always had a smiling face for him, but she became a stranger the moment she entered the hospital. Her loving eyes and the gentle curve of her lips were the same, but her pale skin and the slight furrow at her brow made him feel like she was avoiding him.

That must be why she kept leaving him with other adults.

I hate it so much...

The adults pretended to be kind to his face, but they whispered incomprehensible things behind his back. They said she doted on him only to bring home a child with an unknown father, or that that family would cast them out.

What's so important about a father, anyway?

All he needed was his mother. Nothing else mattered.

Kang Ichae didn't fully understand their whispers, but he knew they were not good.

Once, a person he had never seen before claimed to be a relative and berated him relentlessly. His mother threw the person out and didn't return for a long time. When she finally came back, she brushed back her disheveled hair and said calmly, “They're just boring people.”

Kang Ichae thought his mother was so cool.

He wanted to grow up quickly so he could protect her.

However, his hands were still small, and the time he spent waiting to grow up passed slowly.

Kang Ichae pouted and looked down at the dirtied violin case.

The truth was, he had no particular interest in the instrument.

He had only vaguely mimicked a song from a TV show with a violin he found at home, but his mother had loved it. From then on, he learned and played for her. He didn't care what others thought.

He didn't dislike music. Kang Ichae just felt that music alone wasn't enough. He didn't know what was missing.

...I want to go back to America soon.

So Kang Ichae had shaken it all off, run away, and planted himself in the playground of a rundown apartment complex near the hospital.

Having stayed in the same place at the same time for over a week, Kang Ichae had more or less memorized the local residents. The person who shuffled over in slippers, scratching their messy hair, was the one who sprinted off every morning shouting they were late. The person who came out of the convenience store with cup ramen and a kimbap triangle was the one who always wore a neat suit with stiff, tense shoulders. The person who talked busily on the phone while gently rocking a stroller in a corner of the playground was the one who always waited here for their family to come home from work.

Among the residents he saw so often, one stood out the most.

He's here again today.

A boy who looked to be his age peered around the apartment entrance.

The boy anxiously tapped his feet in the same spot every day, making Kang Ichae wonder if he was in a similar situation, but that wasn't it. At the end of his wait, a figure who seemed to be his older brother would always arrive and greet the boy warmly.

But why is he out so early today?

It seems a little early for his brother to arrive.

He watched idly with his head against the swing's chain. Surprisingly, the boy's brother appeared early.

“Hyung!”

The older boy wore a neat school uniform and had black wired earphones in his ears. His pale skin gave him a cold impression. Curiously, the writing on the name tag on his left chest was blurry.

The younger boy ran up, hopping, and hugged him tightly. The older boy seemed to say something as he took out his earphones.

I have a mom too, so what.

For some reason, his chest stung. Sharp, prickly words wanted to escape his lips.

He stared at the two of them until his eyes met the older brother's.

The brother's eyebrows furrowed.

Startled, Kang Ichae quickly turned away. He got off the swing for no reason and started brushing sand off his violin case.

He hadn't done anything wrong, but he felt like he had.

At that moment, a dark shadow suddenly fell over him.

“Hey,” a young voice said.

He looked up. The younger boy stood right in front of him.

Kang Ichae's heart pounded a little.

Why is he suddenly talking to me?

Up close, the boy's cheeks were even chubbier and rosier. He hesitated for a moment, then mumbled, “Um... you know. My hyung told me to play with you.”

Kang Ichae tilted his head. He craned his neck to look past the boy at his older brother, who leaned against a fence in the corner of the playground, flipping through a vocabulary book. Then he looked back at the younger boy.

Only then did the situation feel palpable and awkward.

If you want to play, you just play. What's with this "My hyung told me to play with you"?

It means you don't want to, but your hyung made you.

Having concluded this, Kang Ichae said bluntly, “...I don't want to.”

“...Y-You don't want to?”

“Being with people I don't know makes me feel bad.”

“Oh... okay, I get it...”

Even after saying he understood, the boy lingered for a while. Kang Ichae continued to ignore him, so the boy sighed and slowly walked away.

What was that?

He ran back to his brother and chattered about something. It looked like his cheeks were getting pinched. The younger boy pushed his brother's hand away and grumbled. The expression on the older brother's face as he looked at the boy reminded Kang Ichae of his own mother's gaze.

Kang Ichae's gaze fell.

...He's just leaving because I said no?

He knew it was unreasonable, but he felt hurt and annoyed.

He decided he should just go back to the hospital for the day and was about to grab his violin case.

“......”

The empty swing next to him swayed.

He flinched and looked up. The younger boy's brother sat there, neatly wrapping his wired earphones around his MP3 player.

“You saw me earlier, right? I'm the older brother of the kid who talked to you.”

“......”

“Ah...”

He tossed the MP3 player into his bag and looked at Kang Ichae, who shrank back as if expecting a scolding. Then, his voice softened slightly as he spoke.

“You know, my little brother has wanted to be friends with you for a while, but he's not good with words and is really shy... If he did something wrong, I wanted to apologize for him.”

“...Oh, no.”

Hearing the calm explanation, Kang Ichae quickly shook his head.

“He didn't do anything like that...”

“That's a relief, then.”

So that kid really was trying to be nice to me.

He felt as if his heart was floating. At the same time, a laugh threatened to burst out. He covered his mouth with both hands and silently swallowed the sound. Another question came.

“Do you like the violin?”

“...It's... just okay.”

“I thought you must love it. You're always carrying it around.”

“You've seen me?”

“Of course. A little kid is always toddling around with a violin.”

He added, "You look about my brother's age, so it was nice to see." He let out a yawn and asked again, “Do you have any siblings?”

“No. I'm an only child.”

“I was too, but then my parents suddenly told me I was getting a little brother. It was so ridiculous.”

“...Yeah...”

“But once he was here, it turned out to be okay.”

It seemed so.

Even though he teased the boy relentlessly, his actions were full of affection.

“...It seems like...”

“Yeah, you're right, he's cute.”

Does he not care what other people say?

He's not listening at all.

“He'd do well as a celebrity. He's got the looks.”

“Ah... yes...”

“You too.”

He tapped his foot and added that Kang Ichae looked smart and pretty.

It wasn't an unfamiliar compliment, but it felt strangely embarrassing. Kang Ichae let his eyes dart around a few times, then turned the question back on him to change the subject.

“...Hyung, you seem to be studying all the time. Are you good at it?”

He asked with the slight ulterior motive of wanting to continue the conversation.

“Yeah, I'm good at it.”

“...You're not very humble.”

“It's the truth.”

Seeing him shrug so nonchalantly reminded Kang Ichae of his mother. For some reason, he found it cool.

“Why do you study so hard?”

“Hmm...”

He expected a typical answer like 'studying is a student's duty,' but the reply was unexpected.

“There's something I want to do. To achieve that dream, I have to study hard starting now.”

What kind of dream is it?

Faced with such a cliché, textbook answer from an educational broadcast, Kang Ichae was momentarily speechless.

Just then, a vibration sounded from somewhere.

The older boy pulled a phone from his inner uniform pocket, checked the caller ID, and pressed the call button.

“Oh, Mom. What's up?”

“......”

“Just so you know, today is really the first time I've skipped evening study... Ah, it's not about that? Seo Hojin? What about him?”

He had been rattling off excuses, but he slowly got to his feet at the news about his brother.

“He's crying his eyes out?...I get it. I'll be right there.”

After hanging up, he grabbed the MP3 player from his bag and looked at Kang Ichae.

“You should head home before it gets too late, too.”

Staring blankly at him, Kang Ichae said in a slightly smaller voice, “...You're leaving?”

“......”

His eyes narrowed on Kang Ichae. It wasn't an obvious expression, but he seemed to find him cute.

“I have a question.”

“...What is it?”

“Hey, does meeting me make you feel good?”

That kid must have run and tattled.

He must have repeated the harsh words I said about how talking to strangers makes me feel bad.

Embarrassed, Kang Ichae lowered his head. He kicked at the sand with his toe and mumbled meekly, “...Well, it's not bad.”

No, actually, it's fun.

But what's the point of being honest when he's just going to leave anyway?

“...Is that so?”

He lifted his chin and looked up aloofly, pretending to be unfazed. His eyes met the older boy's, who looked down at him.

“I had fun.”

He ruffled Kang Ichae's hair, his eyes curving into a faint smile. The letters on his name tag gradually came into focus.

“Then, shall we see each other again tomorrow?”

Seo... Hoyun.

That was his name.


Chapter 454

WHIRRR...

I thought I heard a cassette tape rewinding again, and then I blinked.

When my eyelids opened, I saw the letter my mother had written.

Where there is a meeting, parting is a perfectly natural thing.

This was the first thing she left for her son as her last words.

It was just like his mother, yet incredibly cold.

The 19-year-old Kang Ichae read that far but lacked the courage to read the next sentence. He sighed softly, folded the letter neatly, and tucked it into his pocket.

In the end, no miracle occurred.

His mother, who fought her illness for about ten years, passed away before he turned 20.

After the funeral, he handled postponed matters through a lawyer and settled his assets. He figured he would never return to Korea, where he didn't know a single person.

Kang Ichae kept himself busy, leaving only a single house behind. Then, a sudden realization struck him.

Wow, there's really no one left by my side.

He was truly alone.

He had no one to comfortably open up to and hang out with, and dealing with relatives who didn't even treat him like family was worthless.

The moment that thought struck him, Kang Ichae had to bolt up and go outside. He needed to move his body to scatter his distracting thoughts.

He wandered aimlessly, his feet taking him wherever they pleased. When he suddenly came to his senses, he had arrived at the worn-out apartment playground near the hospital where his mother had stayed for a long time.

Kang Ichae slowly approached the swing set. The traces of time were palpable.

He sat on it and tilted his head back to look at the sky.

CREAK...

CREAAAK...

The meetings with the brothers he had met and grown quite close to here in his childhood had continued for a fair amount of time.

At first, it was just a few conversations with the older brother. Before he knew it, the younger brother had joined in, and they were all hanging out together.

As time went on, Kang Ichae learned trivial details about them. He learned the older brother's dream was to be a broadcast station PD, their parents' relationship was surprisingly distant, and the older brother was popular in the neighborhood.

More than anything, they were the kind of people who would kindly strike up a conversation with a child who looked down, even if they were a stranger.

“Something good will happen tomorrow. Look forward to it.”

However, when his mother was discharged from the hospital, his connection with them naturally broke off. After returning to America, Kang Ichae gradually forgot these memories.


That was certainly what had happened.

So why was Kang Ichae loitering around a broadcasting station right now?

...What am I doing here right now?

He couldn't understand his own actions, but he didn't want to turn back either.

At an old regular convenience store he happened to visit, he learned that the hyung worked at QBS Broadcasting Station. A quick phone search revealed that he seemed to be part of the entertainment department.

After that, Kang Ichae holed up in a nearby cafe, lying in wait. He managed to gather information that the hyung frequented the editing rooms and the station's smoking area.

...Should I go back?

He scanned the smoking area, located on the backstreet behind the station's rear entrance. The place seemed easily accessible despite being off-limits to outsiders. Unable to understand his own behavior, he crossed his arms.

What would I say if we run into each other?

If I tell him I'm that kid, will he welcome me like he did back then?

For a moment, he recalled a day from his childhood. His mother's health had improved, and she was discharged from the hospital.

He was so happy and joyful that he had completely forgotten he always met the brothers at the same time and place. It was already very late at night, so he figured they wouldn't be there, but he rushed to the playground anyway. Seo Hoyun was leaning against the road fence, yawning as he waited for him.

When their eyes finally met, Seo Hoyun seemed to grasp the situation from Kang Ichae's expression alone and his eyes curved into a smile.

As if to say, 'That's great'.

There's no way he'd recognize me, but...

Still, you never know.

As he hesitated, frozen in place, the sound of a conversation gradually grew closer.

“By the way, sunbae, I heard Seo Hoyun's getting his own new program as the main PD in the second half of next year.”

“What?! I haven't even gotten one yet?!”

Kang Ichae glanced around and quickly squeezed himself beside a corner vending machine. It didn't hide him completely, but it seemed he could roughly conceal himself in the shadows.

Fortunately, the two men in the smoking area didn't seem to have noticed him and casually continued their conversation.

“Ha, well... a talented guy is a talented guy. He was so reckless and never backed down, and in the end, he made it.”

“He's a real viper. I joined the company at the same time as him, and even when we were rookies, he would always make sure to crawl home on time no matter what, and he still managed to get everything done.”

This hyung is really famous.

Just from hanging around the broadcasting station, all this gossip just flows out on its own.

“Oh, right. Because he was like that, there was a rumor going around that he had a kid even though he wasn't married.”

“Ah, that...”

The man called 'sunbae' snickered. The person across from him glanced around before speaking in a much lower voice.

“...It's not a kid, it's his younger brother.”

“His brother?”

“Y-yes, this is top secret... I only found out recently myself, but according to a junior I heard it from through the grapevine, Seo Hoyun's parents passed away in a car accident when he was around twenty?”

“What?”

Kang Ichae, who was eavesdropping, flinched slightly.

“Apparently, Seo Hoyun was in the car too... They say he had trouble breathing because of the trauma and had to go to the hospital quite a bit.”

“Oh, I had no idea...”

“Anyway, isn't Seo Hoyun amazing? I heard his brother goes to a good university, and he himself even got promoted...”

Kang Ichae's expression twisted in disgust at how lightly they exchanged such private details.

“Of course. What's so difficult about that.”

A calm, low voice from his distant memories struck his ears.

Kang Ichae carefully turned his head.

The man walking down the station's back alley wore a face full of irritation.

It's him. Hyung.

Kang Ichae's heart began to pound. The two chatting men stared in surprise. Seo Hoyun pointed a finger at his phone and curled the corner of his lip.

“Don't worry. The vacancy has already been filled with another cast member.”

At a glance, it seemed he was just answering a call, but the annoyance on his face and the dubious smile on his lips clearly showed he had heard their entire conversation.

The chattering men quickly stubbed out their cigarettes and slunk away toward the back gate.

“...Keep up the good work.”

“Yes, you too.”

His cold gaze followed them tenaciously.

Only after they had completely vanished did he let out a low sigh and focus on his call.

“What can we do... We'll just have to edit out what's already been filmed.”

Kang Ichae studied him carefully.

He was undoubtedly the person from his memories, yet he also felt like a stranger.

A dry, sensitive, and sharp aura clung to him.

While his mind wandered between the past and present, the man ended his call. As he pulled a cigarette from his back pocket, he spotted Kang Ichae, and his hand froze.

“...Excuse me.”

His heart jolted at the call as if it had broken down.

However, that flutter of emotion quickly subsided.

“You can't be here unless you're staff.”

It's been over ten years, so of course he wouldn't recognize me.

“...Um...”

He had loitered around the broadcasting station and camped out in every nearby cafe just to meet him.

But no words came out of his mouth.

What am I supposed to say?

Ask if he's been well? If his brother is doing okay?

Tell him it's amazing he achieved his dream?

That I dug into his life and came all this way just to say a few trivial things like that?

Kang Ichae took in the sight of him raising an eyebrow and offered a small smile.

“...I'm sorry, I took a wrong turn. I'll leave right away.”

As he slowly turned to leave, Kang Ichae thought.

Still, it seems like... Hyung is doing well, in his own way.

It would have been nice if only good news had come from Seo Hoyun.

Unfortunately, life goes on even after bad things happen. Everyone experienced such misfortunes.

The same was true for Kang Ichae.

From now on, I have to do well on my own.

He still didn't know why he had recklessly come to see him, but Kang Ichae decided to force himself to be satisfied with just having seen his face once.

He was no longer the innocent child from back then, and Seo Hoyun was no longer a hopeful high school student. It was time for them to go their separate ways.

Reaching the main gate of the broadcasting station, Kang Ichae wiped his face with his palm and sank onto a bench.

Then, after taking a deep breath, he once again took out the letter from his mother that he had kept in his pocket.

Where there is a meeting, parting is a perfectly natural thing.

His heart still felt dry and brittle, but the words were easier to take in than when he had first faced the letter. However, as Kang Ichae's gaze dropped heavily to the next line, what he saw was completely unexpected.

Everyone says that, but what do I know.

“...What?”

He raised a crooked eyebrow and read the same phrase over and over, but it was exactly as he'd read it.

You're only 19 when you read this, so it's okay to be a little more childish and lean on those around you.

A faint smile touched Kang Ichae's lips at the playful tone, and he turned the page.

Don't accept this parting as a final farewell.

I will always live on in your heart.

Kang Ichae's eyes slowly traced the letters.

You can't do everything alone.

You're a strong child, but you get very lonely, so you'll need someone by your side.

Another page.

Even if today is hard, don't give up. Be kind to those around you and endure.

Time is equal for everyone.

Even in the face of hardships that make you feel like you can't go on, if you persevere and fight, time will pass, and a gentle tomorrow will welcome you.

Before he knew it, Kang Ichae's hand was trembling finely, and the letter trembled along with it.

I hope that you can face that tomorrow with people you love.

I love you, Ichae-ah.

More than anything in the world.

Waiting for the day we meet again, Mom.

Kang Ichae stared at the last sentence for a long time, then slowly tilted his head toward the sky. The sight of a few white clouds drifting leisurely through the blue expanse reminded him of his childhood.

As he blinked slowly, the sunlight on his cheek vanished, and a shadow fell over his face.

“Hey, I'm the person you saw earlier.”

In truth, Kang Ichae already knew well enough.

“Why do you look so familiar?”

That you can't easily have what you want, and that you often lose even the things you desperately wished for.

Life and death, meetings and partings, beginnings and ends...

That similar happiness and misfortune happen to everyone, and that you must accept it as the natural order of things.

“Have we met somewhere before?”

However, Kang Ichae couldn't easily accept this natural order.

That must be why I came all this way.

Using his memories as a stepping stone, leaning on someone's kindness.

Because he wanted to be with him.

“...Hyung.”

Kang Ichae smiled bashfully, blocking the sun that had been lingering on him for so long.

“...Want to see each other tomorrow too?”

.

.

.

WHIRRR...

That was the end.

WHIRRR...

My recollection ended there, but the sound of the cassette tape rewinding didn't stop.

“that's him—”

Seo Hoyun's voice and his own came out in stuttering fragments.

SCREEEEEECH...

Followed by the screeching of tires...

“Kang Ichae.”

And it seemed like someone had approached him in his dazed state.

“give me a—”

“...This fearless bastard...”

As he blinked sluggishly at the jumbled mess of memories, the figure who had fallen on top of him, shielding him, grabbed his shoulders hard. Their gazes locked, clear and sharp.

“Hold on tight.”

The moment his reason fully returned,

Ddiriring!

Ddiriring!

Ddiriring!

Ddiri...

Ddi...—



......

[...78%]

[83%...]

He could see sheet music scattering in all directions.

A piano narrowly grazed Seo Hoyun's shoulder before crashing into the wall and shattering. Seo Hoyun, his face pale, muttered a curse as he looked down at him.

How funny.

To be certain, in this moment when everything felt twisted, that the person right in front of him was the hyung he used to meet.

Fate is really tenacious.

They had gone in circles, only to end up terribly entangled once again.

Kang Ichae covered his mouth and furtively turned his face away. Seeing this, Seo Hoyun muttered in disbelief.

“You almost died, what's so funny you're smiling, you madman...”

[...97%...]

[100% Achieved! Congratulations!]

[You have completed the Main Scenario!]

At the same time, a large System Window popped up, and his vision swayed violently.

[Kang Ichae, The Dawn Rapper]

[Note: In the past, to Player 'Seo Hoyun'...]

Then, as if its role was finished, the blue light flickered with static and gradually faded away.

Now, Kang Ichae truly had no means left to hold onto Seo Hoyun. He couldn't tear down or ruin The Dawn just to keep him.

As the last sheet of music touched the floor, the shaking ground grew still.

[...——Return to ——?]

The letters formed on the dim System Window flickered for a long while before scattering and evaporating.

The heavy air clung damply to his skin, the dust shimmered in the wavering light that floated within it, the clock that seemed stretched and unmoving...

Tick-tock.

As the second hand moved, dawn broke far beyond the collapsed building, dyeing the sky red.

Seo Hoyun, who had been gazing into the empty air as if staring at the twilight, or perhaps at something he had lost, slowly turned his head. He held out a hand to Kang Ichae. Kang Ichae looked at him for a moment before taking it.

Seo Hoyun then pulled with a firm grip and whispered softly.

“Kang Ichae.”

Kang Ichae doesn't regret it.

“Let's go home.”

Seo Hoyun would, in the end, come looking for him again.


Chapter 455

CLICK. A gun's safety slowly released.

Police officer Jang Seongshik, blind in one eye, had forced himself up on trembling legs. He flinched at the sound. Jang Seongshik fumbled on the floor and turned his head toward the noise.

Watching the scene on the screen, Jeong Dajun gasped.

【Kang Kiyoung... is that you, Kiyoung?】

The sea was visible through the cracked-open door. Covered in blood, Seo Hoyun stood in a deep shadow, staring at Jang Seongshik.

It was definitely the face of the Seo Hoyun that Jeong Dajun knew so well, yet the man standing silently with a gun looked so much like 'Kang Kiyoung' that a shiver ran down Jeong Dajun's spine.

【Yes, ahjussi.】

Jang Seongshik felt a sense of dread from the low voice and stumbled backward.

A squishy sensation under his foot startled him. Jang Seongshik looked down, discovered a corpse, and his face turned deathly pale.

Jang Seongshik instinctively realized that Prosecutor Kang Kiyoung, whom he had known since childhood, had been blinded by revenge and done something irreversible.

He did it all to avenge the enemies who had driven his family to their deaths.

【...Since when?】

【A while now, right?】

Only the sound of Jang Seongshik's trembling breaths spread through the theater.

【...Killing someone won't create a just cause.】

【A just cause, my ass...】

Seo Hoyun scoffed. He aimed the gun's muzzle at the back of Jang Seongshik's head and slowly herded him out of the warehouse like a sheepdog.

Police sirens wailed loudly in the distance, as if Jang Seongshik had called them beforehand. Seo Hoyun's expression remained calm. Jang Seongshik pleaded with him, but Seo Hoyun simply replied with his gaze lowered.

【The moment I received the documents for this case, I had a feeling. I knew that no matter how hard I tried, I could never win this trial.】

【Hey...】

【I've waited for so long, so thinking that just felt so empty.】

【Kiyoung-ah, please...】

Jang Seongshik bit his lower lip hard and tried to even his breathing. He opened his mouth several times as if to respond, but ended up closing it as tears streamed down his face.

【Turn yourself in... let's turn you in. Let's ask for forgiveness and promise this will never happen again. What are you going to do with the rest of your life!】

【...】

The blurry screen, as if seen through Jang Seongshik's eyes, showed Seo Hoyun's pale, blood-soaked face.

He gazed silently at Jang Seongshik and spoke slowly, his tone tinged with playfulness.

【...Ahjussi, should I give you a piece of advice? From now on, don't say a word. Cover your eyes, block your ears, and say you don't remember anything because of the shock.】

【What...】

Jang Seongshik's eyebrows furrowed violently, as if he couldn't understand what Seo Hoyun was saying.

【...I'm telling you to live a little shamelessly.】

Seo Hoyun walked from the warehouse to the center of the empty port, then spun around to face Jang Seongshik.

Their gazes locked.

Seo Hoyun, who had held the gun to Jang Seongshik's head the entire time, let the corner of his mouth twitch upward.

【You have to close your eyes, ahjussi.】

Jang Seongshik faltered backward and squeezed his eyes shut.

BANG!

The gunshot echoed in all directions.

Blood immediately splattered onto Jang Seongshik's face. A trembling hand rose to wipe his cheek.

Soon, the sirens grew louder, accompanied by the spreading murmur of people. Someone called out for Jang Seongshik as the screen faded to black.

Unable to react, Jeong Dajun stared blankly and dropped his popcorn. Kim Seonghyeon, sitting next to him, quickly caught it and sighed softly.


[A Dirty Trial Seo Hoyun Is he crazy...]

Late September. A week after its premiere, Director Kim Jehyeok's 'A Dirty Trial' had spread by word-of-mouth and claimed the number one spot for the highest first-day audience count in Korean box office history.

[Title: A Dirty Trial) Major major major major major spoiler warning

I was thinking, 'Wow, it's been a while since a decent movie came out~' and then when Seo Hoyun committed suicide at the end, everyone in the theater gasped at the same time...

└ I know, right;;; It's totally a commercial film, but that last scene made it so much better.

└ In the end, the fact that the cop, Jang Seongshik, closed his eyes means the police are intentionally staying silent about this, right?

└ It seemed like all of South Korea was in an uproar for a moment, but then it got quiet again right away...]

[In A Dirty Trial, Jang Seongshik's passionate acting carries the whole thing, but then Seo Hoyun just swoops in and steals the highlight... The corrupt prosecutor seemed so detestable the entire runtime, but then he took the fall for everything and died, what the hell...

└ I'm crying after reading the interpretation that Seo Hoyun took a hostage even though he was going to kill himself anyway, just so he could claim Jang Seongshik was merely caught up in it as a hostage, fuck...]

[This is gonna be a 10-million-viewer movie, look at the opening score]

[Title: But why is this Seo Hoyun guy so good at acting

Didn't he only film Please Take the Camera? This is his screen debut, isn't it?

└ IKR I was about to go into qi deviation because I hate it when idols are in movies, but I take it back, his acting was insane.

└ Seo Hoyun will definitely get the Best New Supporting Actor award, right?

└ I thought Shin Heechan would get it, but sorry Heechan-ah, Seo Hoyun was just too damn good]

[Title: About Seo Hoyun's line

Is it true that 'You have to close your eyes, ahjussi' wasn't originally in the script???

└ Yeah, director confirmed.

└ Originally, it was supposed to be Jang Seongshik finding the already-dead Seo Hoyun and wailing. The director saw Seo Hoyun's acting and agonized until the end, wanting to add more.

└ He even got a new script page on the day of filming ㅋ

└└ Crazy, I found the article

“I asked him what he thought Kang Kiyoung's last words would be. I remember Seo Hoyun answering, 'I think he'd tell him to turn his head because he wouldn't want him to see.'”

└└ Wow, fuck, so badass ㅋㅋ]

[Title: Guys, I discovered something amazing...

Remember when the first round of Song Camp was going crazy...?

❬Song Camp 1st Round Seo Hoyun Fancam❭

https://www.neotube.com/watch?v=SaNdeUl_BaRAm

The one where everyone said he was the epitome of youth with the wind blowing gently in the riverside park...

That was right after the final shoot for A Dirty Trial.

He came straight there after filming at the port until dawn.

└ ????? He pulled an all-nighter and then went???

└ So Seo Hoyun went from being covered in blood saying 'You have to close your eyes, ahjussi' to becoming a total youth star and singing a song???

└└ Wow, he's a madman]

[Title: A grandma's request...

With Seo Hoyun's screen debut as an opportunity... Min Jiheon, Yu Jia, and Please Take the Camera 2... please...

└ Oh my god... Grandma... how long are you going to talk about TCotC~!

└ No, not as a joke, I'm genuinely surprised. There are still people who like TCotC...?

└ ㅋ Don't lose heart TCotC fans we will achieve victory someday

└└ Ah fuck, that's actually pathetic ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The members of The Dawn, busy with their soaring popularity after Song Camp ended, had all attended the VIP screening.

〈'The Dawn' Attends VIP Screening to Support Their Member〉

〈The Dawn's Dajun Moved by the Movie, 'Eyes Swollen from Crying'〉

[Fck, 'Eyes Swollen from Crying' ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, what's with that article title ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Moreover, the youngest, Jeong Dajun, seemed to love A Dirty Trial. He frequented the movie theater for repeat viewings at all hours, as if it were his own house.

[Title: Dajun was at a dawn screening

I think he was in the row in front of my row? Yeah.

He came in really carefully, but I was surprised because Jeong Dajun looks so cold in person, I thought he was someone else.

But during that one Seo Hoyun scene, he was sobbing quietly.

It was our Dajun-ging after all ha

└ Damn, what's with the Billboard singer's emotional side ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Does Dajun come alone these days? When I saw him last time, he was with Jiwon.

└└ ??When I went, he was with Seonghyeon.

└└ ??How many times has the youngest seen it now?

└ More than me, for sure ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ At this point, they should just release the DVD and Blu-ray quickly for Dajun's sake ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Jeong Dajun is surprisingly picky if it's not a rom-com, but it must have suited his taste, seeing how he's rewatching it over and over ㅋㅋ]


I returned to the company studio holding an armful of bouquets after the premiere and some stage greetings. Jeong Dajun immediately rushed toward me.

“Hoyun-hyung! I watched it eight times and discovered something!!”

“When you smile, hyung, you usually lift the left corner of your mouth, but in the movie, when you were aiming the gun, you smiled the other way!! So I thought it was weird and watched closely. Was that, maybe, a hint to relax because the police were coming from the right, or something like that?!”

“You think so?”

“Heup! Isn't this a device the director intentionally put in without even the actor noticing?!”

He must have really enjoyed the movie.

Jeong Dajun clung to my pant leg, whining for me to bring Kang Kiyoung back to life, the usual conclusion to his ramblings. I pushed him away.

“Move.”

“It's Kang Kiyoung who should live shamelessly... Keuheuheuk.”

Don't you see someone living quite shamelessly right here, you punk.

Our ever-so-sensitive youngest member tilted his head back and pinched the corners of his eyes with two fingers, as if genuinely holding back tears.

I pretended not to see him, placed the bouquet on the sofa table, and looked for the other members.

As soon as we returned from the US, Seong Jiwon had started filming as a mentor for Starlight. Kim Seonghyeon was also busy after being cast in a reality lodging program. Because of this, Jeong Dajun, who was preparing his album alone, seemed bored and was especially clingy.

I'll see them all tomorrow.

We had already scheduled a group appearance on the program Kim Seonghyeon was on. Before that, our self-produced content from the US was scheduled for upload.

I decided to buy the youngest a drink to appease him, as he was pestering me about the Blu-ray DVD release. I turned toward the cafe on the second floor and spotted Kang Ichae squatting by the free space window, watching the river.

I was debating whether to just use a vending machine when Kang Ichae's head lifted.

He spotted me, smiled slyly like a fox, straightened up, and approached with quick steps.

“Hoyun-hyung, where are you go~ing?”

“...The cafe.”

“Aha~!”

Kang Ichae's mood had been soaring ever since he escaped the subconscious realm.

He followed me to the cafe counter, humming a tune. I carefully flicked my finger, making sure he couldn't see.

[Kang Ichae, Main Rapper

Vocals: S0

Dance: A+

Variety: A0

Acting: B-

Charm: S0

Contribution: 32%]

“I wanna go too.”

I didn't say anything to Kang Ichae. Even with the system back, there were too many questions.

['Contribution' is linked to Player Seo Hoyun's '???' and indicates the degree of help or benefit given to Seo Hoyun.]

[※Contribution can also be raised by shouldering Player Seo Hoyun's physical penalties! Frequent substitution can lead to physical penalties resulting in death. Please be careful.]

I asked what this was, but the system just mumbled that it was nothing important.

I checked the other members' contribution levels just in case. They were all lower than Kang Ichae's, but each had a small amount.

What's more suspicious is that it doesn't work on Seo Hojin or Min Jiheon.

Moreover, the system was ultimately unable to identify the 'External Existence'.

I couldn't tell if it had truly failed or if it was hiding something, but it was clear the entity's warning had saved Kang Ichae.

Why did it help me?

Whatever it was, its intentions didn't seem pure.

I stood at the order counter, organizing my thoughts. I watched Kang Ichae order my drink for me, even though I hadn't said a word.

“A vanilla cream frappuccino with half the java chips blended and the rest on top, please, and add chocolate drizzle. Also, one iced latte, please.”

I remembered reuniting with Kang Ichae at the broadcasting station. I think we even talked about him being the kid I met in my childhood, but I couldn't recall anything after that.

It seemed the same for this kid. He said he couldn't remember anything after our conversation either.

Seo Hojin doesn't remember him either.

Anyway, there were more than one or two suspicious things...

“I'm thinking of adding one more B-side to this album~.”

Kang Ichae grinned foolishly, as if everything was perfect.

I guess the other guy is the problem now.

Kang Ichae had been wary of Min Jiheon, but after returning from the subconscious realm, he learned Min Jiheon was his savior and obediently expressed his gratitude. Min Jiheon, however, remained silent with a sour expression.

Thanks to that, I moved past the situation without explaining to Kang Ichae in detail how I entered the subconscious realm.

Min Jiheon had dropped us off at the hotel and hadn't appeared at any official events since.

I thought he would at least come to the VIP screening.

I had also been busy in the US, shooting for pictorials and our self-produced content.

I picked up our drinks and tapped my fingers against the cup. Kang Ichae realized I wasn't listening and fell silent. A mischievous urge took over as he suppressed a smile and poked my shoulder.

“...Hyung.”

“What.”

“There's a pretty big age gap between us.”

“......”

“Can I call you samchon?”

What is with this nephew-like punk.

My eyebrows twitched in disbelief. Kang Ichae nonchalantly reached out, covered my eyes, and lowered his voice.

“You have to close your eyes, ahjussi...”

“......”

“Cover your eyes, block your ears, and say you don't remember anything...”

...How did he end up like this?

He was prim but quiet and cute when he was young. No, even when he visited partway through, he had a fresh-faced charm and was fine.

“...Ichae-yah.”

“......”

“Do you remember sniffling at the playground because I didn't show up?”

I expected Kang Ichae to retort shamelessly, but he lowered his head and instantly became quiet. While he was subdued, I took out my phone.

Min Jiheon. No reply.

I had called him several times after returning to reality, but Min Jiheon never picked up.


Chapter 456

[Ooh, looks like the boys are all appearing on that lodging program together]

A reality lodging program, heavily promoted with Kim Seonghyeon as a fixed cast member, entered its final filming stages. Just then, news broke that The Dawn would appear on the show as guests.

[I love how loyal the boys are

└ LMAO Kim Seonghyeon must be dying inside already

└└ Four troublemakers as guests... ㅋ

└└ Ah, the fact that Seong Jiwon is now so naturally included as one of the troublemakers is fucking hilarious ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: Looking forward to Seonghyeon's solo show ㅋ

Kim Seonghyeon too ㅋ... He's just overshadowed by the others, but he's not a pushover either...

└ ??Why?

└└ Did you see the video of WH's rookie group Estelle? Kim Seonghyeon made a brief appearance.]

WH Entertainment confidently presented its new male idol group, Estelle. On the group's official YouTube channel, a behind-the-scenes debut documentary titled 'NEXT STEP' was released. In one scene, the members cried in the practice room after trainers harshly criticized them following a skills evaluation. Kim Seonghyeon appeared.

【Um... are you okay?】

【Yes, I'm, I'm okay...】

【Hmm... The teachers' words are right, so should we all get up and try again?】

【Yes...?】

【...Huh, yes?】

A clip of the stunned and bewildered juniors circulated on SNS and online communities. It was titled, 'He truly is the leader of The Dawn.'

[Kim Seonghyeon was seriously Bob Ross in that broadcast

See, it's easy, right?

Huh? Why can't you do it?

└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL

└└ At a glance, Kim Seonghyeon is just like Joo Woosung, for real ㅋㅋㅋ]

[According to a story Seonghyeon told later, he did that because his heart ached seeing them cry and he genuinely wanted to comfort them & wanted them to do well. It's hilarious ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Right, because for the past 3 years, the only people he's dealt with are strong-willed freaks ㅋㅋㅋㅋ. He's never had a member who cries after being scolded by a teacher...

└ Who would cry? Seong Jiwon?; ㅋ

Kang Ichae?;; ㅋ

Seo Hoyun??;;; ㅋㅋ

└└ Ah, for real, that's such an unbelievable sentence. Seo Hoyun crying after being scolded by a teacher << ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Ah fuck, you won't even find that level of character derailment in a fantasy novel

└└ True, even Jeong Dajun screamed when he was scolded by the trainers, but he didn't cry ㅋ]

The Dawn continued their active promotions, but several weeks passed before the filmed content aired.

Because of this, the fans began to make passive demands.

[Ah, can't they just whip up some killer original content for us...

Ah, the crazies would be so entertaining...]

[I miss my B-grade Daepaseong days...]

[Let's act befitting of our Billboard 'class' these days. I will see the boys as artists. I will not carelessly anthropomorphize them into animals like in the old days and will diligently treat them as singers. OMG WOW BUT A RABBIT WEARING AN IN-EAR MONITOR, CAN YOU BELIEVE IT?!

└ Bunny~ Listen to Seonghyeon and be happy for a lo~ng, long time~

└ Noeuls are damn good at finding their own content

└└ LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL-']

A vlog from Jeong Dajun, holding a camcorder, appeared on YouTube without warning.

“Hello, everyone!”

On the second day, Jeong Dajun confidently declared he would show everyone how well he was enjoying New York. Less than five minutes into the video, after wandering the streets alone, Jeong Dajun slumped onto a bench with a lifeless expression.

"...Maybe what I saw yesterday was enough?"

[This guy has somehow turned into Kang Ichae]

[They said Jeong Dajun looks cold when he's expressionless, and it's really true ㄷㄷ]

[No, it's for real. It's just because he's always smiling so brightly, but his overall vibe is cold.]

[WHAT ARE YOU SAYING ABOUT OUR PUPPY. Our baby angel puppy is the epitome of a warm, handsome guy.]

Unaware this moment would spark a bloody debate among fans over whether 'Jeong Dajun is a cold handsome man vs. a warm handsome man,' Jeong Dajun let out a slow yawn.

He stared blankly at the scenery for a long while, then quietly returned to the hotel. On the way, he ran into someone who recognized him and gave them an autograph.

As if it were the most natural thing, Jeong Dajun barged into the leader Kim Seonghyeon's room. He found Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun, who had no schedule, lounging on the sofa and shoved the camcorder at them.

“Oh, hyungs!! You don't have a schedule today?!!”

[Lo ㅋㅋ ah, it's like he's wagging his tail and running over, so cute...

FUCK I'M SORRY I'M ANTHROPOMORPHIZING AGAIN AS EASILY AS I BREATHE

└ Lol, that's one red card]

“Hyung is tired today.”

“I'll pass too~...”

Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae lazily waved their hands at the youngest, as if telling him to get out quickly.

[Did Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae have any activities??]

[They look completely drained of energy ㅋㅋ. Did the two of them have a photoshoot or something?]

[I heard one of Kang Ichae's interviews in the US was canceled ㅠㅠㅠ The haters swarmed and attacked him, and looking at him now, he definitely looks pale.]

[Fuck... stay healthy...]

“Let's play a balance game!”

Despite his hyungs' exhaustion, Jeong Dajun did not seem to care at all. He squeezed his legs in and wedged himself into an empty spot.

[But the baby pig is persistent

└ Is he a pig or a puppy, pick one

└└ A piggy-puppy...]

“First, Ichae-hyung!! Teaming up with Hoyun-hyung to play a game, or dropping two ranks in the game.”

“Aren't those the same thing?”

“Ah, you're right.”

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL-']

[Ah fuck, the young ones are dissing their hyung for being bad at games ㅋㅋㅋ]

Looking annoyed, Seo Hoyun flopped onto the nearby bed. Jeong Dajun rushed over and shook him.

“Hoyun-hyung, if you were going to a deserted island, who would you take with you!”

“I'd go alone.”

Seo Hoyun retorted indifferently and closed his eyes completely. Jeong Dajun paid him no mind, lay down beside him, and chattered nonstop.

“Hey, why is everyone in my room?”

“I've been thinking about some original content. We can take all the trending things and mash them into a skit! Oh?! You're here?!!!”

Jeong Dajun, who had been rambling until the other members arrived, shot up when he saw Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon open the door and walk in.

“Hey, hey, you hyungs should listen too! It's a dating show format where you're organizing mementos from an ex-lover, then you get sad and ride a kick scooter! Then you get into a small accident, lose your memory, and wake up at the beach! And while watching the fireworks that fill the night sky, you realize you were a king in your past life...! What do you think?! Isn't the plot super exciting?!”

“I don't want to do it.”

“......”

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋ Yep! < ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Such a fucking quick agreement ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

At Kim Seonghyeon's low, firm voice, Jeong Dajun instantly shut his mouth. The commotion seemed to die down for a moment, but...

“...Sounds fun.”

A single comment from Seong Jiwon, who stood next to him, made the atmosphere stir again.

Even the previously still Seo Hoyun's eyebrows twitched. He soon opened his closed eyes and turned his face toward Seong Jiwon.

[Ah fuck, look at Seo Hoyun's expression]

[The coexistence of 'Are you fucking crazy?' and 'But it's Seong Jiwon' ㅋㅋㅋ]

“Hmm... Filming this will be tiring, so should we skip practice today?”

“Who wants to film?”

At Seong Jiwon's words, the members who had shot up to their feet put their heads together and started planning the skit.

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL-']

[Look at them all jumping up]

[Seriously, they go all the way to America and still practice? Seong Jiwon is fucking intense ㅋㅋ]

[Dajun-ah, what are you writing? 'The role of a chaebol who owns a 1 trillion won apartment and graduated early from the world's top university at age 11' < How do you even act that out?

└ Fuck, where the hell is a 1 trillion won apartment?]

[No, more importantly, 'The role of a childhood friend who gazes wistfully into the air every 5 seconds and says, 'I will save this world for you'' fuck, how do you do that?]

[The level of acting required of a world-class idol ㄷㄷ]

“Alright, alright. Let's decide by drawing lots.”

Saying it was to choose the roles fairly, they made slips of paper, put them in a tissue box, and shook it wildly. A moment later, the screen went dark and a title appeared.

【~Could a destiny like this happen in New York? Brace yourself~】

Following that, a shaky shot showed Seong Jiwon fiddling with a wine glass. Sitting by the hotel window, Seong Jiwon gazed intently at the New York nightscape.

【The chaebol who owns a 1 trillion won apartment and graduated early from the world's top university at age 11, Seong Jiwon.】

“Hah... The only thing I have is a 1 trillion won apartment in New York...”

[Ah fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jiwon-ah, please ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

He gave a bitter smile, saying his family had not come to see him in years, and because of that, the only thing that could fill the void was money.

“Only Wine from 711 can comfort me.”

[If it's from the year 711, don't drink it]

[Lo ㅋㅋ ah, the biochemical weapon is killing me ㅋㅋ]

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋㅋ I'm dying, G1-ah]

[Kang Ichae, who's holding the camera, seems to be desperately clenching his jaw ㅋㅋㅋ

└ But his hand is trembling ㅋㅋ]

The moment he opened the window with a faint smile, the phone in Seong Jiwon's pocket vibrated.

[What, why is his phone ringing]

[I'm already getting anxious]

“Dajun-ah, what is it.”

After checking the caller ID, Seong Jiwon pressed the call button, put the phone on speaker, and took another sip of wine.

[Jiwon-ah!]

Jeong Dajun's voice overlapped, coming not only from the phone's speaker but also from outside the window. Surprised, Seong Jiwon shifted his gaze and saw Jeong Dajun below, waving his hands wildly at him.

【A man overflowing with the charm of a wild stallion, who rides a two-wheeled vehicle, Jeong Dajun.】

[Ah, what's with him coming on a bicycle ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Jeong Dajun, who had rented a New York public bike, grinned and spread his arms wide.

[What are you doing, jump!]

[This is the 8th floor]

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ how are you going to catch Jiwon, Dajun-ah...]

[I think I know what Jeong Dajun's emotional high point for this drama is, and it's pissing me off

└ Jeong Dajun fucking loves the classics. Wounded chaebol X free-spirited commoner]

[I'm going crazy, my idol is directing Rapunzel]

“Da, Dajun-ah...!”

Jeong Dajun's voice belted out 'Throw away your complicated worries and leave everything to me this dawn, Babe~!' through the speakerphone.

[Subtly slipping in Level S2 lyrics]

[He's good at promoting. As expected from someone with music show MC experience.]

Kang Ichae, who had been cackling, switched to the self-cam. He waved enthusiastically at Jeong Dajun outside the window for a while, then turned the camera to Kim Seonghyeon, who was on his phone in a corner of the room.

[Oh fuck, you scared me. Seonghyeon-ah, why are you over there;;]

[No, I seriously didn't notice him. Ah, why is that big guy over there ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Was this maybe when Kim Seonghyeon was sending PopPop messages? Wasn't this when he sent 'I really miss you guys'<< ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Seems like it ㅋㅋ

└└ We were so touched, but it turns out it was an SOS signal from the leader]

“Hoo...”

Kim Seonghyeon put his phone away, let out a sigh, and swept his hair back.

[Whoa, Seonghyeon~ is handsome]

[Wow, I really, no joke, want to marry Kim Seonghyeon. Anyone who can tell me how, I'll give you 1000 naegong]

[You can take my dantian, not just my naegong, I just want to marry him]

【'The childhood friend who gazes wistfully into the air every 5 seconds and says, 'I will save this world for you.''】

“I. will. save. this. world, for you.”

[I take it back]

[LOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL-']

[Kang Ichae finally couldn't hold it in and broke down

Where are you putting the camera, you punk ㅋㅋ]

Along with a suppressed laugh, the screen tilted crookedly, capturing Kang Ichae's red hair as he collapsed. Then, with a sudden WHIP, it switched to self-cam mode, and Seo Hoyun appeared.

[Ah, the eternal bad boy has arrived]

[The chaebol position has appeared]

【The protagonist's childhood friend who is always in the supporter position】

Seo Hoyun covered his mouth and muttered, his gaze lowered.

“So you were... in a place like this.”

【The childhood friend who is frustrated by the shy yet resolute protagonist who can do anything】

“Seonghyeon-ah. You don't have to save the world for me...”

As his long eyelashes trembled, Kim Seonghyeon quickly bowed his head as if he had seen something he should not have.

[To think he's even acting out the trembling eyelashes]

[Hey, where did the guy who said he didn't want to do it go?

└ Hey, is that really the guy from A Dirty Trial?

└ Looks like he didn't want to practice]

[Look at him seizing the prime opportunity to tease Kim Seonghyeon and immediately starting to act]

[Looking at it now, it seems like Jeong Dajun didn't watch a K-drama, but a fucking awesome anime]

[What did he watch? All the anime he watched last year have been aged to perfection ㄷㄷ]

He then scowled and muttered, 'I think it would be better to just practice.'

However, Seo Hoyun maintained his expression as if he had not heard a thing. He approached Kim Seonghyeon, knelt on one knee, and tilted his chin up slightly.

“Why is it? When I look at you, Seonghyeon... I get a familiar feeling.”

“Because we're in the same group.”

“You, chosen as an astronaut, will soon depart into that vast darkness, but...”

“I do want to go home.”

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋ ah, Seonghyeon-ah ㅋㅋㅋ]

“I will look at that blue sky and think of you...”

“Sorry, but am I dead?”

[Seonghyeon-ah, are you a T?

└ Fuck ㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun simply held his gaze without any reaction.

Kim Seonghyeon's face twisted as if he had chewed on something sour, but since five seconds had passed, he spat out, 'I will save this world for you,' like a rap.

Then, suddenly, Seo Hoyun's hand shot up and WHAM! it landed on Kim Seonghyeon's right shoulder, gripping it tightly.

“I told you not to say things like that in front of others!”

“......”

[Lo ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ what was that WHAM sound ㅋㅋ]

[Did Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder not get dislocated? ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, it's so fucking annoying. How have you not kicked them out and are still promoting with them, Seonghyeon ㄷㄷ Your patience is incredible]

While the leader covered his ears, ignoring whatever Seo Hoyun was saying, the youngest trotted back to the hotel. He presented Seong Jiwon with a large bouquet of flowers he had gotten from who-knows-where.

As a moved Seong Jiwon wiped at the corners of his eyes, Kang Ichae, who had witnessed the scene, staggered as if in shock and collapsed onto the bed.

“How could you abandon me...!”

[The reason Kim Seonghyeon is the leader

He doesn't kick the members out

└ This explains everything

└ He is truly a man of great patience]

“I want to quit...”

[But the problem is that Kim Seonghyeon wants to quit

└ Lo ㅋㅋㅋ ah, I laughed so hard I'm drooling ㅠ ㅋ]

As Kim Seonghyeon muttered to himself, staring blankly at the scene with a lifeless expression, Seo Hoyun approached and whispered softly to him.

“Let's leave, to a place where it's just the two of us...”

“......”

[Ah, Kim Seonghyeon holding back his curses is so sexy ㅠ ㅋㅋㅋ

[The boys are the same as ever...]

[As long as they're happy, it's OK ha]

And so, the self-produced content that Noeuls had watched, thinking it was Jeong Dajun's New York vlog, came to a complete end.


[Hey, I saw Joo Woosung and Blue Tiger ㄷㄷ]

Sightings of Joo Woosung started popping up on private SNS accounts.

[Isn't that the place where Kim Seonghyeon is filming his lodging program?]

[Heol, crazy]

[What is this combination?????]

[Wait, are Joosung-ie and Blue Tiger close? I thought JWS didn't have any friends besides SHY]

[Didn't their filming locations just overlap?]

The fans could never have known, but they were members of the 'Anti-SHY Club.'


Chapter 457

I coordinated my schedule with the members to appear on the overnight reality show where Kim Seonghyeon starred as a part-timer. That part was fine.

The show used a commuting format for its part-timer, so we finished filming, returned our mics, and said goodbye to the staff as usual. Everything was fine. It was also fine when we rented a nearby villa at the youngest's earnest request, hoping for an MT-like atmosphere.

“......”

“Oh~, Seo Hoyun, you're alive?”

But why were Lim Hyeonsu and Joo Woosung here, laying out meat for a barbecue?

“Ah, Woosung-ah. I didn't buy any perilla leaves.”

“Tsk, you're right. I knew I was forgetting something... It's a hassle. Should we just eat without them?”

“What?! The perilla leaves are the whole point!”

Lim Hyeonsu's face immediately turned serious. Joo Woosung scratched the back of his head.

Is it okay for people at the top of the industry to be this free?

Besides, how did they even find this villa?

My eyes narrowed as I looked at the two of them.

“What in the world are you two doing here?”

“We gathered for the regular Anti-SHY Club dinner meeting today. Heeyeong said she was busy but would come later if she could, and Joo Woosung said he had something to discuss with you.”

I guess it's a relief that at least one of them is missing.

I was about to ask how they knew about the villa when Kang Ichae came strolling over, crunching on a piece of candy. He was undoubtedly late because he was teasing Kim Seonghyeon under the pretext of parking. He spotted Lim Hyeonsu and jumped in surprise.

“Kyaak! Master!!!”

“My disciple~!!”

What's with these two now?

Lim Hyeonsu looked delighted to see her disciple after a long time. She pushed me aside and ran toward Kang Ichae.

“Master, what are you doing here...!”

“I came to praise my disciple's achievements!”

“Oh, did you perhaps see my Song Camp?!”

“Hey! Is that even a question?! I had to use all my willpower to stop myself from going there as a judge and giving you a perfect score!!”

“Ahahaha~!! Oh, Master, you're too much~!!”

Joo Woosung stared at the giddy, bouncing composer duo with a thoroughly displeased look.

Kim Seonghyeon entered the villa's yard late, startled to see Joo Woosung, and approached him.

“Senior, you really came!”

“Yeah, Seonghyeon-ah. Thanks for telling me the location. I got here without any trouble thanks to you. Ah, but by any chance, do you guys have any perilla leaves?”

“We probably do! I packed some!!”

“Good.”

So the culprit who leaked the information was Kim Seonghyeon.

Seong Jiwon and Jeong Dajun came through the gate last. They looked slightly puzzled by the sudden appearance of Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu but soon greeted them without much resistance.

“No... I came because I had something to discuss.”

What, grilling pork belly?

I gave him a skeptical look. Joo Woosung scrunched up his face, beckoned with his hand, and walked into the kitchen. He grumbled as he opened the refrigerator door.

“I had something to tell you, and as it happened, Blue Tiger noona said she wanted to see Kang Ichae. When I contacted Kim Seonghyeon, he told me you guys were coming here—”

“You're rambling.”

“......”

Joo Woosung slammed the door shut with a THUD. He surveyed the area with a sigh, then quietly lowered his voice to ask, “Are all of you going to renew your contracts?”

“...Pardon?”

Why is he coming at me so bluntly all of a sudden?

“The Dawn, isn't it about time for talks to start? That's what I've heard from people around.”

The average exclusive contract period for a rookie artist was seven years. However, Daepaseong had unusually specified five years, whether in preparation for failure or because they had not properly assessed the market.

“...Well, our youngest has a solid plan all worked out. He said we'll renew our contracts, promote intensely for another three years, and then all enlist in the military together.”

“You don't have to go to the military.”

“I've already served.”

And Kang Ichae won't have to go.

The members had discussed this issue. We all took it for granted that we would continue together as a group, so renewing our contracts seemed like a natural course of action.

When Jeong Dajun brought up the perfectly normal hope of maybe moving out of the dorm after five years, Kang Ichae would cling to him, insisting they live in the dorm until they die.

When things got too heated, Seong Jiwon usually stepped in with a smile and directed the traffic.

“It would be really nice to be together for a long time, right?”

He said something embarrassing so casually, as always, so I just nodded beside him.

“You guys get along well.”

“Black Call is the same way, isn't it?”

“...That's true, but... we can't renew our contracts in this state.”

“...What?”

Joo Woosung hesitated, then rubbed his cheek as if he were in a difficult position and brought up an unexpected topic.

“Of course, Black Call exists because of our current company, but you've experienced it, so you know. We have so many restrictions, both known and unknown. If things stay as they are, I don't think we'll be able to do what we want. We need more freedom.”

“......”

“We're going to create a new label.”

A new label?

“Does the company know? It won't be easy to start over.”

“It was no joke. You have no idea how much the 'high-and-mighty' people fought. Chae Jeongwoo quickly jumped in, and since his private interests aligned with the executives who wanted to split off, it's somehow being resolved, but still. We've also been recruiting talent over the past few years.”

For the past few years, he said. It seemed like a plan they had held for a long time. Still, creating a new label could not be easy.

Joo Woosung wiped the sweat from his forehead and glanced down at me.

“Well, Daepaseong is a label too, but they interfere with every little thing.”

“......”

It's not like The Dawn hasn't been screwed over once or twice either.

However, I could not understand what that had to do with the label Black Call was creating, so I kept my mouth shut.

Joo Woosung scoffed.

“Did you know? Chae Jeongwoo's original dream is to establish and run his own agency.”

“That's amazing.”

“He's a scary bastard.”

Joo Woosung shook his head, muttering that Chae Jeongwoo was definitely not someone to be taken lightly. He then shrugged and continued his story.

“Anyway, as you know well, a label is ultimately what you make of it. The label we're establishing will be with executives who are dissatisfied with the current system, so we'll minimize interference from the main company, and it's not going to be exclusively for Black Call.”

“......”

“So... Seo Hoyun, when you renew your contract later, keep this as an option too.”

It seems he'd been hovering around me all this time just to tell me this.

He was a guy who managed his own affairs well, so I knew he would handle things on his own. However, I was also a little worried, anticipating the hardships Black Call would have to overcome.

At the same time, I thought that if they succeeded in becoming independent, it was a pretty good offer for The Dawn.

“...Yes. I'll consider it.”

At my answer, Joo Woosung's lips curled up in satisfaction.

“Good. Once things are a bit more certain, I'll let your whole team know.”

Only then did Joo Woosung's stiff expression soften a little, as if he had finally gotten his main point across. He patted my shoulder.

“...It won't be easy, but let's do our best.”

The guy who, just three years ago, was sick and tired of the idol life, had now chosen a difficult path to pursue more activities.

I stared blankly at Joo Woosung's back as he passed by and left the kitchen, then sighed. Leaning against the sink, I pulled my phone from my pants pocket. The screen showed a missed call from Min Jiheon, logged just a few minutes ago.

What's this?

I tried calling several more times, but the other end of the line remained silent.

I clicked my tongue softly and looked for the number of Min Jiheon's Manager, which I had saved just in case. However, he did not know Min Jiheon's whereabouts either.

After ending the call, I immediately went on social media and searched for any traces of Min Jiheon.

[Just saw MJH in Daehangno. Guess he came to see his old theater troupe.]

“...Agh.”

In any case, seeing that he was out and about, it didn't seem like anything major was wrong. Still, I was too bothered to just leave it alone.

As I walked outside, I heard Lim Hyeonsu's cackling laughter as she chatted with the members in the villa's front yard.

“Is Seo Hoyun's temper still the same?”

“Ah, of course. Hoyun is as cool as ever.”

“...Did I hear that right?”

I put on a black cardigan and walked toward the main gate. Seong Jiwon, who had been quietly chatting with Lim Hyeonsu while helping with the barbecue preparations, looked over at me.

“Huh? Hoyun, where are you going?”

“Just have to take care of something.”

“Hyung! Come back before all the meat is gone! Otherwise, you won't have any dinner!!”

I don't know if that'll be possible.

I pressed down firmly on Jeong Dajun's head and grabbed my car keys.

Fortunately, the villa on the outskirts of Gyeonggi Province and the place where Min Jiheon was sighted were not too far apart. I arrived in forty minutes.

I found a parking lot, parked the car, and picked up my phone again.

[The customer is not available. You will be connected to the voice mailbox after the beep...]

The black cap Min Jiheon had given me was in the car, so I put it on and wore a mask. To be honest, I had never been to this place, not even as a student. I was unfamiliar with it and got lost.

It was evening, so the streets were crowded with people. I did not draw much attention, but some people glanced at me, so I pulled my cap down lower.

I went to the theater where the play by Min Jiheon's former troupe was being performed. The show must have just ended because people were pouring out in a crowd.

“Hey, hey, did you see who was behind us? It was Min Jiheon!!”

“What?!?!! I had no idea!!”

“Maybe because he's a real celebrity, but his aura was on another level...”

I was about to turn toward a less crowded area to avoid the throng when the audience members' excited chatter reached my ears.

“Ah, but he left in the middle... I wonder if he had something urgent to do.”

...Then he's probably not here anymore.

I stepped into a back alley, took out my phone again, and was about to make a call when I sensed a presence.

A man with brown hair stood under a burnt-out streetlight with a cigarette in his mouth.

...A cigarette?

The unfamiliar smell and the absence of the faint smile always on his face made me think he was someone else.

I frowned at the sight of him expertly exhaling white smoke while staring into the air. I was about to take another step closer.

“......”

“Jiheon-ah, did you enjoy our show?”

From the opposite direction, men who appeared to be from the theater troupe approached Min Jiheon and asked him a friendly question.

Min Jiheon spotted them and gave a small smile.

“Yes, it was fun.”

“The ending scene was good, right?”

“It was great.”

You left in the middle of the play, though.

I frowned at the strange sense of unease. The corners of Min Jiheon's mouth curved smoothly.

Seeing him made me feel unpleasant.

“Thanks for coming to see it. When you come, everyone's morale goes up. It's great. Especially since the younger ones think of you as a legend.”

“If you say it like that, it makes me sound old.”

“Hahaha, what are you talking about? It feels like just yesterday you were in college.”

I could not find the right time to intervene, so I just watched quietly as they chattered excitedly.

“Jiheon was no joke back in the day, either. When he first joined the troupe, he was so overly desperate that I was suspicious, thinking he was a bit strange, but it turned out to be all talent.”

“And oh, his acting as a student suffering from a mental illness was insane!!”

“I was so creeped out back then. How could he act out having hallucinations so well... The story of how the others secretly avoided you for a while because they thought you were scary and gave them the creeps has also been passed down like a legend.”

Min Jiheon took a drag from the filter without replying.

“I told you I recognized your talent back then.”

They did not seem to have any ill intent. At a glance, it was clearly the sound of seniors congratulating their junior.

Min Jiheon, who had been silent the whole time, took a deep breath and slowly nodded.

“It's all thanks to you, Seniors.”

“Yeah, come visit often. I don't know much about the entertainment industry, but you must have uncomfortable and difficult moments sometimes, right? When that happens, come here and rest easy.”

“...Yes, well.”

“It's comforting and nice to see old acquaintances, isn't it?”

Our Jiheon doesn't look it, but he's super shy around strangers...

What are they talking about?

Having heard that much, I took a step forward and shouted forcefully, “Jiheon-hyung!”

Startled by the sudden intruder, everyone's gaze instantly focused on me. The same went for Min Jiheon, who was smoking his cigarette.

I took off my black cap and mask and smiled brightly like someone else. Someone muttered, “...Crazy.”

It's Seo Hoyun. It seemed like they were whispering my name, but I paid it no mind. I walked straight to Min Jiheon and snatched his arm.

“What the...”

“There you are! I've been looking for you forever!”

I could feel Min Jiheon flinch at my voice, which was full of aegyo. A faint frown threatened to form on my face as the acrid smell of cigarettes, instead of his usual sweet citrus scent, wafted from him.

However, I maintained my expression as best as I could and put on a radiant smile.

“Jiheon-hyung, how could you leave first like that~?!”

From now on, I was Jeong Dajun, who adored Min Jiheon.


Chapter 458

“I know you're busy, but it's okay if we go together... Oh? Hello~!”

“...Ah, yes, hello.”

I ignored Min Jiheon's scowl and asked the people who bowed a beat too late.

“...Are you hyung's friends?”

I deliberately widened my eyes and asked innocently.

Min Jiheon looked away without a word, as if he had a stomachache.

It doesn't matter, since I don't really need an answer.

Whether they were friends or colleagues from his theater troupe, what do I care?

I tilted my head and continued.

“Um... are you colleagues from when hyung was in a theater troupe a long time ago? I'm sorry, but would it be okay if I took Jiheon-hyung with me??”

“Ah, y-yes, of course! Yes, yes, we have to get going soon anyway.”

“Wow~, thank you! Everyone's been waiting for Jiheon-hyung with bated breath!!”

I made it painfully obvious that I had no time to waste. They nodded slowly but still glanced this way with regret.

“Seo Hoyun, well then, take care...”

“Hyung, you didn't even answer your phone! You're so mean!”

I cut off their hesitant goodbyes, clinging to Min Jiheon and putting on a fervent act until they were gone.

“Do you have any idea how much I ran around looking for you?!”

After confirming they had completely vanished, I pulled away from him.

Min Jiheon, who had been glancing at me, sighed softly. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket, put it to his lips, and lit it.

I quickly snatched it and threw it to the ground.

“Put it out. The smell will get on me.”

“...Hyung, weren't you a smoker?”

“Since when?”

Min Jiheon, convinced from his past experiences and 'Please Take the Camera' that I was a smoker, stared at me dumbfounded before crushing the pack in his hand.

“How did you know to come here?”

“You, why didn't you answer my calls?”

“...I didn't want to, so I didn't answer.”

“You did earlier.”

“By mistake.”

Yeah, right.

In three years, I had never once seen Min Jiheon smoke. The unfamiliar, acrid smell from him felt like a representation of his state of mind, and it made me a little uncomfortable.

“Your timing is terrible. So, what's the main point?” Min Jiheon smiled faintly, his face placid.

His image from the set of 'Before the Moon Wanes' overlaid the expression.

“It doesn't make sense, logically. For a kid who sees strange things, the people around him accept it so naturally.”

I could not know everything about Min Jiheon, but I knew his life was much more twisted than others'.

The problem arose because most people could not understand Min Jiheon. Humans are beings who cannot purely accept what is different from themselves.

The people I saw earlier were probably a similar type.

I figured they found Min Jiheon's ability unsettling and avoided it because it transcended common sense, but when it became profitable, they forcibly fit it into the 'normal' category, relabeling it as 'talent' and accepting it.

They had no ill intention and no malice, but their actions had left deep scars on Min Jiheon.

“...If we had run into each other at the premiere earlier, I wouldn't have come this far.”

“I was originally planning to go to the VIP premiere.”

I crossed my arms and looked at him, hiding the unpleasant feeling poking at my chest.

“But I gave up on that idea after a staff member from 'A Dirty Trial', whom I knew through an acquaintance, spoiled the final scene for me.”

What was he talking about?

I raised an eyebrow. His lips, hesitant to speak, trembled slightly.

“In the scene where you commit suicide, I didn't think I'd be able to control my expression. So I went to see it alone separately.”

“......”

“Like before, and recently, your acting has really hit its peak. It seemed completely real.”

The entire time he spoke, Min Jiheon's eyes constantly avoided mine.

“...Is this because I asked you to kill me back then?”

“I'm not trying to blame you. I know the situation was unavoidable. It's just, I still thought that you, hyung...”

He hesitated, then breathed out deeply and rubbed his chin with his palm.

“...Now, I don't know anymore either.”

Min Jiheon once ran out without finishing a play by his old theater troupe.

The troupe members had chattered freely about the Min Jiheon from when he was just starting to act.

And there were the things scrawled in the script for 'Before the Moon Wanes' in handwriting that showed heavy pen pressure.

While I was lost in thought, Min Jiheon seemed to swallow a sigh and then grinned.

“It's fine. It's nothing serious, so I'll contact you later. I'm tired, so I'm going to head out first...”

I grabbed Min Jiheon's arm as he avoided my gaze and turned his back. Then, I looked directly into his pale, sunflower-like eyes.

“I won't do it again.”

“......”

“I promise.”

Next, I snatched the crushed cigarette pack from his hand and threw it into a recycling bin in the corner of the alley.

“These are bad for your health, so quit.”

I pulled the cap I was holding down over Min Jiheon's head, put my mask back on, grabbed his arm, and walked out of the alley. I thought he might resist, but he surprisingly followed without even asking our destination.

It was evening in Daehangno. Even though we tried to cover up, the moment we stepped onto the main street, people's attention was instantly drawn to us.

A crowd gathered in an instant. Voices called out for Min Jiheon and me, and phone flashes went off from all directions.

I nodded to those who looked like fans and tried to hurry away, but the obediently following Min Jiheon suddenly spoke.

“...I'm actually thinking of making a map of all the best restaurants in the country.”

“You do that.”

“I have over 300 places saved on the map.”

“Good for you.”

“Want to go together?”

“I'm busy.”

We finally reached the parked SUV. I opened the passenger door and pushed Min Jiheon inside.

“...But hey, are you sure it's okay to be seen with me? Hyung, aren't you pushing that idol-with-few-friends image— Ack!”

Before he could buckle his seatbelt, the pungent smell of cigarettes hit my nose. I grabbed the can of FebrOze from the car and started spraying it all over Min Jiheon. He had been muttering something but started coughing and choking as he opened the window.

“Ah, seriously! Do you have to spray it right in my face?!”

“Who told you to smoke?”

“I don't smoke! I'll never smoke again! It was just... for a little while during my theater troupe days.”

“How did you quit?”

To my simple question, Min Jiheon answered with surprising hesitation.

“...Uh, because they said that to become a celebrity and be loved by many, managing your image is important...”

I ignored him as he mumbled and trailed off, started the engine, and spoke.

“Good thing you worked hard.”

“......”

“You're popular, aren't you?”

Isn't he the nation's actor? How many directors and production companies are desperate to cast Min Jiheon.

I was driving, so I could not see his expression clearly, but a soft thud sounded as if he leaned his head against the car window, followed by a voice that had lost some of its edge.

“...Right, I am pretty popular.”

After muttering that quietly, he fell silent.

A song by a British singer-songwriter from the 1980s played on the radio. A moment later, a small mumble followed.

“...This is a song I like.”

When I turned the volume up a little, he chuckled softly.

.

.

.

“Alright, alright!! Focus! Don't doze off!!”

By the time I dragged Min Jiheon back to the villa, dinner was already over. Instead, everyone ate ice cream while being forced to listen to Jeong Dajun's lecture on 'Masterpieces of Korean Drama'.

I did not know how long it had been going on, but not only the members but also Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu had sour expressions.

“So what I'm saying is that 'Before the Moon Wanes' is what contains the 'spirit' of us Koreans. Senior Min Jiheon's hand acting in episode 8 is, I swear, the greatest masterpiece I have ever seen!”

While Min Jiheon took off his hat and looked around, I strode toward the table.

“The trust for each other shown in episode 11! The affection! He, who shows such complex emotions with only gestures and not a single line of dialogue, is our country's greatest actor! A national treasure! A masterpiece, without a doubt...”

“I've brought that masterpiece right here.”

“Hello...”

“Gyaaaah!!”

Jeong Dajun, who had been speaking passionately, was so startled by Min Jiheon's appearance that he dropped his ice cream spoon.

Kim Seonghyeon deftly blocked the flying scoop of ice cream with the lid of a nickel-silver pot used for ramen.

Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae, who witnessed the whole scene, cried out in admiration and clapped.

“Seonghyeon-ah, you were like a baseball player!!”

“His reflexes are insane!”

“Senior!!”

As Jeong Dajun scrambled to his feet and rushed over, Min Jiheon just blinked in bewilderment.

“Senior! Why are you here... No, never mind! Anyway! I have something to ask you!!”

“Y-Yes?”

“To be honest, I was a liiittle bit hopeful that you might make a cameo in 'A Dirty Trial' this time. Because you haven't acted at all since 'Before the Moon Wanes'!!!”

Watching Jeong Dajun rattle off his opinions, I was slightly impressed.

My own acting still has a long way to go. This is what a true die-hard fan looks like.

I glanced at the two of them and lit the barbecue grill. Just then, Joo Woosung stealthily approached.

“What the, Seo Hoyun, I was wondering where you went. You brought Min Jiheon?”

“Is this all that's left?”

“There's more pork neck in the fridge.”

As Joo Woosung started to get up, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been listening with pricked ears, shot up and declared he would get it, then scurried off.

While waiting for Kim Seonghyeon, I watched Min Jiheon. He seemed to have just been released from Jeong Dajun's clutches and was now facing Kang Ichae. Looking a bit awkward, I gestured for Min Jiheon to come over.

Min Jiheon approached slowly and hesitantly, greeting Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu with an awkward expression.

“Uh... Lim Hyeonsu, Joo Woosung. Hello.”

“Pig, grill this and eat.”

“...Yep.”

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon brought the meat. I gave my spot to Min Jiheon and tapped Joo Woosung.

“Joo Woosung, Senior Min Jiheon says he wants to join the Anti-SHY Club.”

“...Huh? Me? I do?”

“Eh? A new member~?”

Across from them, Lim Hyeonsu crunched on a cucumber dipped in gochujang and replied indifferently.

“The entry requirements here are strict. How much have you suffered, Min Jiheon? Surely it can't be more than me?”

“The name of the club is just for show. Aren't you all people I've cared for with the utmost sincerity?”

“......”

“......”

“Can't you tell just by seeing me personally bring Senior Min Jiheon here even after finishing my schedule?”

At that moment, Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu exchanged glances, then looked at Min Jiheon with pity.

“...Fucking pitiful, shit... What the hell happened to Min Jiheon for Seo Hoyun to be taking care of him like this...”

“Min Jiheon, the Anti-SHY Club is always open...”

“There's a new member fee, I'll text you the details later. There's another member named Kim Heeyeong, I think we can introduce you at next week's meeting... Oh, and we also have regular fundraising, so keep that in mind.”

“...Yes?”

Seeing Joo Woosung take the lead grilling meat and looking after the new member of the Anti-SHY Club was naturally irritating. However, watching Min Jiheon quietly eat without refusing the club's offer made the tightness in my chest loosen a bit.

I did not have an appetite, so I popped a stray piece of candy into my mouth and was about to head inside the villa.

But Kang Ichae slipped in front of me at the entrance, looked down, and did not move.

“Move it, you bastard.”

He had been incredibly friendly and gentle lately, so I figured he was just joking and tried to push Kang Ichae aside nonchalantly, but my path remained blocked.

“......”

A chilling feeling pierced through me.

When I slowly raised my head, a cold gaze met mine.

The image of him talking with Min Jiheon flashed through my mind.

Kang Ichae's lips twisted into a strange smile.

“Hahahaha...”

“......”

“I think we still have something to talk about.”

It was time for my karma to catch up with me.
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In early October, the once-blue sky turned to ash as nature began its winter preparations. WH Entertainment's stock price had risen over 50% from the previous year, thanks to the endless popularity of its male idols.

Would they succeed in renewing their contract with Black Call? Would High Five win the grand prize again this year? Would The Dawn's next album also chart on Billboard? And would the rookie group Estelle create a new sensation?

Talk and troubles abounded, but WH Entertainment remained the center of attention.

[Title: I really can't figure out that weirdo

Around autumn, Kang Ichae was all over Seo Hoyun, calling him 'hyung' this and 'hyung' that, but now he's being cold.

1. Why is Kang Ichae acting like that?

While the youngest was away filming for his MC gig, Kang Ichae, Kim Seonghyeon, and Seong Jiwon showed up unannounced as usual and started a live stream eating cup ramen, when Seo Hoyun suddenly burst in.

Seo Hoyun: What are you doing?

Kang Ichae: Hmph!! Tsk!!

Seo Hoyun: ...?

Kim Seonghyeon: (Here we go again...)

2. The rapper with the crazy appetite

Turns out, Seo Hoyun had heard from Seong Jiwon that the guys were eating ramen and bought some gimbap for them...

The way he carried it in was a bit like a patriarchal father coming home from work, but

Seong Jiwon: Wooow thank you, Hoyun-ah!!!^—^

Seo Hoyun: ㅇㅇㅋㅋ

Just when I thought things were going peacefully

Kang Ichae: Excuse me~~ but the ramen and gimbap combo is way past its prime~~

??ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ;;??

When exactly did it go out of style...?

According to Kang Ichae, the trend is ramen and strawberry ice cream...

└ Not long ago, Kang Ichae was all 'Hyung♡ whatcha doin'♡ let's go together♡' to Seo Hoyun, why is he suddenly like this

└└ Did they fight?

└└ Seo Hoyun must have done something wrong, he sighed like crazy and then actually went and bought ice cream ㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Aren't they always like that?ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Just when you're worried it's a feud, they're best buds on the live stream the next day.

└ Besides, no matter how maliciously a 'wrecker' channel edits this... I don't think it'll become a controversy.

“Rapper's tyranny, demanding the eldest hyung buy strawberry ice cream during a live stream” How about that

└└ Just sounds a bit like TMI

└└ fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ The eldest hyungs next to them being so calm~ is hilarious. It's not the first or second time they've seen this.

A foreign Noeuls commented 'Is Ichae crazy?' and Kim Seonghyeon replied, "Always...”]

Despite all the attention, the agency's artists and their fans lived peacefully.

Of course, in one corner of the internet, people still clung to sighting photos from a few weeks ago, engaging in heated debates.

[Has it still not been revealed why Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu were together? I'm so curious what it was about]

[Blue Tiger and JWS were already friends with Seo Hoyun individually. I didn't know Blue Tiger and Joosung-ie were close, though...]

[No, they probably knew each other 3 years ago too, right? Didn't they receive a song from them? They didn't seem super close, though]

[Joo Woosung is just creating a smokescreen because he's meeting a woman ㅋㅋ A leopard can't change its spots

└ People like you are going to get sued for this...]

[It's not for a drama shoot with Min Jiheon, right?? It's just that the sighting photos look so much like drama stills ㅋㅋ

└ It's been weeks and I still don't know about this either

└ ㄴㄴThey said he went to see the theater troupe Min Jiheon originally belonged to

└└ Oh, looks like they went together

└ He must have been happy to see people he knows after a long time... I've liked Min Jiheon for a while, but this is the first time I've seen that expression on him...]

[I'm all for this pairing ㅠ It seems like Min Jiheon is finally showing his face thanks to Seo Hoyun. I was so worried because he hasn't been in any projects for a whole year ㅠㅠㅠ Min Jiheon doesn't have social media either, so it's so hard to get info...]

[Look at Seo Hoyun's stiff expression ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He just walked past the people taking his picture without even greeting them

└ He made eye contact and nodded right after, though]

[And here they were talking about his fan-love this and that ㅋㅋ He's just plain rude]

[He gets on Billboard once and gets famous from Song Camp, and suddenly he's acting like a top star~ ㅎㅅㅎ]

Among the comments were many putting down The Dawn, as if proving the group's recent popularity. Naturally, the fans, who had been through thick and thin, were completely unfazed.

[But... aren't our oppas top stars?]

[The mention of Billboard made me wonder if it was some secret media play by WH, so I kept reading...

└ Me too ㅋㅋ I thought the Billboard mention was a hater-fan's twisted compliment and was like 'IKR... The Dawn worked so hard ㅠ' and then got cyberbullied from both sides

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah that's fucking hilarious]

[These days, I don't even feel like refuting it... I don't have to painstakingly prove anything to the crazies, I'm just... unbothered~]

[Thanks for the backhanded compliment ㅋㅅ]

Just as the Noeuls' main interest shifted to what kind of album The Dawn would release next, a photo appeared on the group's official social media. The picture showed five intertwined hands, all wearing matching rings.

【THE DAWN full ALBUM Comeback Announcement

❬THE DAWN❭】

It was the signal flare for The Dawn's final comeback of the year.


"Ah, you're here?"

"Eung."

I was backstage at the Yuyu Bank set.

Jeong Dajun was graduating from his MC position at Yuyu Bank because of The Dawn's impending comeback, so he had a special performance scheduled for today. I came to the pre-recording with Kim Seonghyeon to cheer him on, bringing a camcorder.

I had heard the survival girl group audition show, Starlight, was also filming here. Sure enough, I saw Seong Jiwon talking with a staff member in the hallway.

Seong Jiwon seemed to have just finished his conversation. He bowed to the staff member, then spotted us and waved, his eyes curving into a smile.

"Are you done with your schedule?"

"Yeah," I said. "What about Ichae?"

"He said he couldn't make it because he's finishing up a B-side track," Seong Jiwon explained. "He was practically crying, begging us to film it for him with the camcorder."

"...It's going to be broadcast anyway, though?"

Kim Seonghyeon shrugged as if to say, How should I know what's going on in his head?

Seong Jiwon saw this and burst out laughing, then led the way.

WH Entertainment had been actively supporting The Dawn lately. With the commotion around Black Call's contract renewal, it was obvious the company intended to squeeze as much profit as possible from The Dawn, the fish in their bowl.

Thanks to that, the number of our B-side tracks increased significantly. Kang Ichae, however, looked like he was dying from making revisions until the very last minute.

Well, it's good if it's perfect.

Since it'll be my last album—

—well, maybe not. In any case, since I'm putting a period on it, I want to make the results and quality the absolute best.

The other members were also suffering a lot. Though their faces glowed, they were steeped in exhaustion.

"My stamina really isn't what it used to be..."

"Haha, Seonghyeon-ah, what are you talking about?"

Seong Jiwon laughed out loud as if he found it amusing and opened the waiting room door. Inside, a monitoring TV was set up so they could watch the pre-recording in real time.

"...Ah, Dajun's on."

Jeong Dajun appeared with a bright expression, moving naturally as if he wasn't nervous at all.

【Closing the distance between you and me every day

If you're struggling, I'll smile for you

Just tell me yes】

"Aigoo, he's a natural-born celebrity."

Perhaps because he had done so well as an MC, all the staff members watched Jeong Dajun's performance with touched expressions.

Kim Seonghyeon noticed this, leaned toward me with a small smile, and whispered.

"We should treat the youngest to some beef when we get back to the dorm."

【This parting won't be the end

We'll meet again someday

Until that day, Please smile!】

I nodded at Kim Seonghyeon, who was smiling and saying he could now understand why Kang Ichae wanted to film this. In reality, my mind was filled with other thoughts.

"It's a bit late to bring this up again, but if I were you, hyung, I'd be more suspicious."

The memory was from the morning after I had led Min Jiheon from the streets of Daehangno to the villa. Before we left for home, he had called me over.

"...What are you talking about?" I had asked.

"Hyung, you have a younger brother, right? The one who's ten years younger."

My lips twisted at the unwelcome topic. Min Jiheon subtly drew back and spoke cautiously.

"...I've been careful until now because it was just my own speculation, but looking at it now, it doesn't seem completely unrelated that you, hyung, were the only one who became ten years younger."

Perhaps it was because so many harsh situations had piled up on Min Jiheon like a mountain.

"If it were me... I wouldn't rule out the possibility that your brother might not be there when you return to your original world."

He was at times so realistic that he seemed cold-hearted.

...I know.

I had been aware of that possibility for years.

I just don't have a way to prepare for it.

My days were spent just scrambling to solve the problems right in front of me. The present was no different.

Because the System Window only ever repeated the word 'Unknown', I had no way to confirm Seo Hojin's safety back there unless I fully completed 'Idol Maker' and returned to my original world. I wasn't unaware that the System Window was suspicious. Even so, having someone else point it out made me feel quite...

"...yoon-ah."

...shitty...

"—Hoyun-ah!"

My mind snapped back. I lifted my head and saw Seong Jiwon looking at me with a worried expression.

"Are you okay?"

"...Ah, yeah." I replied quietly, forcing a slight smile. "Jeong Dajun, he did a great job."

"...Yeah..."

I pretended not to notice Seong Jiwon, who seemed to want to say more, and left the waiting room to find Jeong Dajun.

As I rounded the corner at the end of the hall to go backstage, I ran into a group of Starlight trainees gathered by a vending machine.

"Mentor Seong Jiwon, Seniors, hello!!"

The kids spotted us and bowed a full ninety degrees with sharp discipline.

"Aren't you tired?" Seong Jiwon asked kindly.

"No, sir!!!"

They all shook their heads so vigorously it was almost excessive, repeatedly saying they were fine. Amidst the chaos, a few trainees sent us looks of wonder.

Nothing good will come from getting too involved.

I stood a little distance away, letting my gaze drift over them, when something at the edge caught my eye.

"PD, I really... what do I do."

"—on unni, weren't you fine just now?"

"Unni, you said you were super nervous, but that was a total lie. As soon as the music started, you were flying around the most~."

For a moment, my heart sank.

"Really! You guys are teasing me right now, aren't you..."

"Why are you still with an agency like that?"

"...I know, I'm not sure what to do either."

"For now, just pull yourself together and rethink things."

I tried to get her out of that malicious agency and help her debut, but I failed.

[...I'm so sorry. Please don't worry about the rumors online. It's about the agency.]

[Like you advised me last time, I'm going to leave the agency, so I'll immediately clarify to the public that you're not my PD...In the worst-case scenario, I'll try again as an individual trainee—ye...]

The trainee from the survival audition program I had planned...

"I was just working hard..."

Song Jion stood before me, looking much more mature.


Chapter 460

I couldn't react at all.

I stood frozen, staring at one spot. The trainees, who had been watching me with curiosity, began to look around with bewildered expressions, wondering if I was looking at them.

“Looks like the kids really follow you, huh?”

Before any other emotions could color their gazes, I deliberately smiled leisurely at Seong Jiwon as if it were all planned.

“...Thankfully. I haven't mentioned it on the show, but some of them have been our fans since elementary school.”

Seong Jiwon's face stiffened slightly as he answered. He seemed to sense something was off.

“Ah, really? Wait... then how old are they now?”

Kim Seonghyeon gasped in shock beside me. I moved first. Jeong Dajun had been seriously monitoring the stage with even breaths, not tired at all despite filling the stage by himself. He spotted us and waved his hands enthusiastically.

I stepped forward to get closer to our youngest. Seong Jiwon stood right next to me and asked quietly.

“Hoyun-ah, what's wrong?”

“......”

“Did something happen?”

I made sure not to look flustered and opened my mouth slowly.

“No. I just saw something wrong for a moment.”

.

.

.

Jeong Dajun's Yuyu Bank schedule wasn't over yet. I went out to grab a drink for a change of pace and spotted Song Jion in front of a vending machine. I watched her struggle for a moment, seeing that it wasn't working properly, then took a deep breath and walked over.

“...Excuse me for a moment.”

“Ah, yes, yes.”

I put in enough bills and skillfully pressed the buttons a few times in a row. A cascade of cans tumbled down.

“What are you drinking?”

“...Pardon?”

“I'm asking what you want to drink.”

“Anything! It's okay!”

What did she like again?

I barely managed to recall, handed her an ion drink, and flashed a slight smile to show I was harmless.

“The vending machines at this broadcast station are a bit faulty, so you have to press the button several times.”

“Ah, yes! I'll remember that.”

At the same time, I quickly gestured to bring up Song Jion's stats.

Ding!

[Song Jion

Singing: C+

Dancing: B+

Variety: E0

Acting: E-

Charm: B-

Contribution: 0%]

...Ah, right.

She has no contribution.

I had considered if Song Jion might be connected to me being dragged into 'Idol Maker', but it seemed she was completely unrelated.

I fiddled with the can, organized my thoughts for a moment, then lowered my head with a stifled sigh.

“...Well then, keep up the good work.”

I had confirmed what was important and was about to leave, but Song Jion's cautious voice stopped me.

“...Uh, um, Senior.”

“Yes, what is it?”

“Um... I'll pay you back for the drink later. Even if I have to go through Mentor Seong Jiwon...”

And here I thought it was something important.

I'd already been dragged into a huge mess after meeting Jeong Cheongyeon, so a sharp retort slipped out before I could stop it. Song Jion flinched slightly but stubbornly finished what she had to say.

“It's nothing, what's the big deal?”

I tried my best not to show any tension and curved my eyes into a smile. Perhaps my acting practice had paid off, because Song Jion looked completely relieved and grinned before speaking again.

“...No, really! I've heard so much about you from Mentor Seong Jiwon. He said you're an amazing person, Senior Seo Hoyun.”

“......”

“Actually, I got on Starlight because PD Kim Heeyeong introduced me... The PD also told me what an incredible person you are, Senior Seo Hoyun...!”

What on earth kind of nonsense has she been hearing?

I tuned out about half of what Song Jion was saying and lowered my gaze.

Though she was nervous, her face was full of life. She seemed like a completely different person from the Song Jion in my last memory.

“...—so I don't want to make even the slightest mistake in front of you, Senior. I really want to become like your group someday...”

“Isn't it hard?”

“...Pardon?”

I asked, half on impulse, and tilted my chin to the side.

“...Being on the show. Isn't it difficult?”

“Ah! Starlight? I'm nervous, but it's okay!”

Is that so?

When you were on my show, you seemed overwhelmed from the very beginning.

“I don't know everything since it's still the beginning, but the kids are gentle and kind, and I like it here because I feel closer to my dream...”

Running into Song Jion was bothering me, so I had briefly checked for information on Starlight in the waiting room.

The show... was surprisingly unpopular.

Despite having a decent basic format, the viewership ratings were extremely low. The only occasional comments were that it was fun only when Seong Jiwon appeared.

And, if I had to pinpoint the reason,

“W-Well, even if I don't make it to the final lineup, I'm not going to give up...”

It seemed to be because there was no provocative malicious editing.

Thus, there weren't many malicious posts targeting the trainees.

Song Jion trailed off, glancing around as if she thought she'd talked too much. I gave a soft smile.

“...I'll be cheering for you.”

“...Ah!”

“I hope things go well for you.”

“...Yes, y-yes!! Thank you!”

A bright smile bloomed on her face as Song Jion bowed deeply and scurried away.

I watched him for a moment, then leaned my back against the wall and swept my hair back.

This feels strange.

Starlight's popularity was at rock bottom, but Song Jion was managing to make an impression on the public.

Jeong Cheongyeon had even given up on being a celebrity, but in contrast, Song Jion was trying again.

If she hadn't appeared on my show.

What would have happened to the Song Jion of the original world after that?

If all of this has nothing to do with Jeong Cheongyeon or Song Jion, then the system...

Ding!

Just as I was sinking into my thoughts, an unpleasant notification sound rang in my ear.

[...Back then, if you hadn't gone to see Ms. Song Jion.]

[You wouldn't have had to die, Mr. Seo Hoyun. Don't you regret it?]

I don't know what the intention is behind asking me this question right now.

I glared at it and muttered under my breath.

“...It was my fault for not driving safely, that's all.”


Not long before Jeong Dajun's birthday, The Dawn released two music videos.

'Come Closer'.

The first of the two videos began with The Dawn's symbolic blue light.

A faint dawn sky reflected in a window. Soon, Seo Hoyun appeared, sitting alone in an empty office and busily typing on a keyboard.

He sank into his chair with a long sigh. His phone lit up on the desk. He turned it off with a complicated expression and walked out.

【Come little closer】

With that, the sound of drums spread as the scene transitioned to Kang Ichae. He wore a leather jacket and leaned casually against a glossy black SUV designed with a military vehicle motif.

Kang Ichae lowered the phone from his ear, his lips curling into a smirk.

【You said no because you thought you'd regret it

To my hundredth question, that's what you said

Why are you so complicated?】

With a mischievous voice, Kang Ichae layered the rap lyrics over the melody and tilted his head back towards the sky.

【Wouldn't leaving you alone be a sin?

I'll treat you as the most special person in the world

The only one without permission,

To me, Please come little closer】

The screen changed again. Kim Seonghyeon sat in a conference room, buried in documents. He furrowed his brow deeply and ran a hand through his hair as if things weren't going well.

【You told me to stop wasting time

And turned away coldly, but,

I don't really care】

Just then, the door burst open. Seong Jiwon stormed in, threw the documents on the desk, and snatched the paper from Kim Seonghyeon's hand to toss it into the air.

Then he smiled brightly at the stunned and dumbfounded Kim Seonghyeon.

【Don't look at the clock

Match my step and Grap my wrist

To our pace—】

As the papers fell, the background changed from above, revealing Seo Hoyun in an elevator. He pulled off his employee ID with one hand and twisted one corner of his mouth up.

【I'm not particularly sorry, That's not the case

Once I start, I can't control myself

If you want to know how it feels, to me

come little closer】

The 'Ding!' of the elevator's arrival sounded outside the melody. The location switched to the company lobby. Seo Hoyun took the hand of a waiting Jeong Dajun, helped him up, and spun him around once.

They ran out of the building together, where the other members waited for them.

They exchanged greetings and were about to get into the SUV Kang Ichae had brought, when,

-TRRRING—

The song stopped for a moment. A loud alarm blared as the SUV's trunk opened, and balloons of all colors popped out.

【When our eyes meet

You hold my hand and smile

As if all problems disappear】

With a slick expression, Kang Ichae spread his arms wide and unfurled a banner that read 'THE DAWN'. Colorful fireworks embroidered the night sky.

【Yes, Will we get—】

Seo Hoyun shook his head, pushed Kang Ichae into the trunk, and got into the car. Then, as if on cue, smoke billowed from the car's exhaust pipe, and it disappeared from the screen against the backdrop of the splendid fireworks in the night.

【Anyways, come little closer】

Before it vanished completely, Kang Ichae reappeared through the SUV's rear window and threw his arms around Kim Seonghyeon in a tight hug. With that final scene, 'Come Closer' came to an end.

And two days later,

【Hmm— Hmm—】

The music video for the B-side track 'Film' was also uploaded to YouTube.

The video began in front of The Dawn's old, abandoned agency building. The camera moved past bustling staff, through flashing lights, reflectors, and snake-like cables, out an emergency exit, and closed up on Kim Seonghyeon standing on a white staircase.

The staff member he was talking with walked away. A calm intro began to play. Kim Seonghyeon turned his gaze and quietly started to sing.

【If all of this is for you

I think it's not so bad】

Just then, Jeong Dajun, who was beside him, suddenly jumped in and spread his arms wide.

【Where are we standing right now

Are our footsteps following the same path

I want to ask, but I just wait

I just see it coming】

From behind a reflector, Seong Jiwon, who was facing Kang Ichae and discussing the music video storyboard, lifted his head.

【It would be a lie to say there were no hardships

The days we laughed carelessly and danced messily

The dawns we swallowed our tears in secret】

Kang Ichae also turned his face to follow Seong Jiwon's. A slick smile played on his lips as his eyes met the camera.

【Looking back, we were so ignorant

That's why it shone brighter, our film】

As soon as it was released, 'THE DAWN' topped various music charts.

'Film' seemed to be neck and neck with the title track 'Come closer' in the rankings, but in the end, the B-side track showed the remarkable feat of taking the number one spot.

【Snow falling in summer and heat hazes in winter

A sunflower welcoming the moon or an evening primrose facing the sun

Even amidst all the incomprehensible things】

Not long after, a Billboard prediction was published. It stated that 'Come Closer' and 'Film' would chart at 29th and 34th, respectively.

【We are still in that place

In our rightful positions】

By the time another week had passed, both songs succeeded in charting on Billboard at even higher ranks than initially predicted.

【Hmm – Hmm -】

After the song's climax, the scene showed the alleyway leading to their former agency, familiar to fans, and then slowly rewound time.

The sky was sometimes blue. At one moment petals flew by, at another instant fallen leaves scattered, and then, it dropped pure white snowflakes.

It symbolized the seasons The Dawn had spent there.

【Where are we standing right now

Are our footsteps following the same path】

The sky once again took on the hue of a gray dawn. Seo Hoyun was shown standing under a faint streetlight at the entrance of the alley.

Under the light falling like a stage spotlight, he lifted his chin slightly and smiled faintly amidst the floating dust particles.

【I want to ask, but I just wait

I just see it coming】

Following the humming melody, the screen faded to black with 'Film' appearing on it, concluding the music video.

By mid-November, not only the first-week sales for 'THE DAWN' album but also the domestic tracking period had ended.

Those records were the best The Dawn had ever set, and,

【If all of this is for you

I think I'm glad】

For Seo Hoyun, it was a perfect full stop.


Chapter 461

If this was the plan, why the hell did you ask us to meet?

Joo Woosung clicked his tongue while watching a horror movie filled with surround-sound screams and rampant blood, then leaned back on the sofa.

The Anti-SHY Club, which had been holding regular meetings for quite some time, met at least once every two weeks for some pointless chatter.

Following Lim Hyeonsu's suggestion, who had recently whined about being bored and coaxed them into watching a movie on the projector in her studio, the screen busily changed scenes, but not a single person present paid it any attention.

Not Lim Hyeonsu, who repeatedly listened to a B-side track composed by Kang Ichae and cried out in admiration. Nor Kim Heeyeong, who was utterly exhausted as usual, yawning as she organized printed photos on the table.

The horror genre wasn't his taste either. He just fiddled with his phone, eagerly waiting for the person who was about to arrive.

Why does this bother me so much.

He leaned his head back against the sofa. The top five trending videos on YouTube were all dominated by The Dawn.

❬[Your Home is Under the Telephone Pole Ep.23/The Dawn] This idol... is strong!❭

On the show, two fixed panelists invited guests to a studio set up like a pub to drink and conduct an interview. It seemed the members, excluding the youngest ones, had appeared.

He dragged the time bar to the end. The panelists and Kim Seonghyeon were passed out on the table. In their midst, Seong Jiwon leisurely sipped his drink, while Seo Hoyun simply wore a placid smile.

[Is Seong Jiwon freaking crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ how many bottles is that now ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I didn't know he was such a heavy drinker. First time seeing the panelists get KO'd]

[Seo Hoyun is so good at dodging drinks. He takes everyone else out without drinking himself]

[He must be a lightweight ㅠㅠ his blush is cute]

He probably caked on some blusher during the break.

Joo Woosung clearly remembered Seo Hoyun downing several bottles at a drinking session without his complexion changing one bit.

Joo Woosung could bet all his real estate that it was the result of pathologically managing his image, calculated to appeal to what the fans would like.

【I'm just always grateful to the fans...】

A famous talk show hosted by an American comedian automatically followed as a related video. It was a show you could get invited to if you charted on Billboard, one that Black Call had also appeared on several times.

The melody of their newly released title track, 'Come closer,' flowed out.

The choreography was difficult and matched the intense beat, but Seo Hoyun executed the moves with ease.

He looks like he can dance.

As he was assessing this, the stage ended and the next pre-recorded segment played. This time, they performed 'Film' against the backdrop of an American home set with a strong winter vibe.

【Where are we standing right now

Are our footsteps following the same path

I want to ask, but I just wait

I just see it coming】

Joo Woosung let out a small groan at the sight of Seo Hoyun turning to sing while gazing at the snow fluttering outside the window frame.

【If all of this is for you

I think I'm glad】

He felt a wave of nausea.

He rubbed his forehead with his palm and let out a deep sigh at the strange sense of foreboding. Kim Heeyeong, who was rummaging through a photo album next to him, suddenly threw out a question.

“Hey guys, quiz time. Anyone want to guess what's changed about me since then?”

“Nails?”

“Hair color?”

“You brats, you're not even looking, geez...”

Kim Heeyeong tapped her bangs and chuckled, her voice not sounding particularly hurt. An indifferent, low-pitched voice came from someone who had just opened the door and entered.

“I'm here.”

Joo Woosung, who had been staring at his phone screen, lifted his gaze to see a figure with a cool impression sweep past him.

“...It's been a while, huh?”

“It has.”

Seo Hoyun replied to Joo Woosung nonchalantly, then glanced at Kim Heeyeong. Seo Hoyun tapped his own bangs. Just as Joo Woosung was about to look at Seo Hoyun in confusion,

“Composer-nim, take this. I brought it straight from the airport.”

Standing crookedly beside the sofa, Seo Hoyun pulled a gift from a shopping bag and tossed it to Lim Hyeonsu. Lim Hyeonsu caught it deftly, her eyes widening.

“What is it?”

“A gift. I bought it while I was in the States.”

“Noona, be careful, there might be a bomb inside,” Joo Woosung advised.

Lim Hyeonsu seemed to agree. She muttered, “If I die here, the culprit is Seo Hoyun,” as she tore off the wrapping paper and let out a scream.

“AH!! CRAZY!!! It's a Metal Chemistry Heart Bone poster!!!”

“It was really hard to get.”

“Whoa! Awesome!! Thank you so much...”

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been shouting with her mouth covered, suddenly paused, frowned, and slowly spoke again.

“...Ah, no, I won't be fooled by Seo Hoyun anymore... What do you want? Just spit it out.”

“I don't really want anything...”

As Seo Hoyun let his eyebrows droop and spoke in a dejected tone, Lim Hyeonsu stammered.

“W-What, really? You don't want anything?”

“Actually, there is.”

“Ah, fuck, I knew this bastard was up to something.”

You've got no business here, you bastard...

Having been fooled so many times, Joo Woosung had learned to recognize the expression Seo Hoyun made when he was teasing someone.

Lim Hyeonsu screamed her head off about how he should go to Kang Ichae if he wanted a song. Seo Hoyun ignored her and slid a shopping bag toward Kim Heeyeong as well.

“PD Kim Heeyeong, here you go.”

“Oh~, what's this, you got something for me too? ...Whoa, what great taste. How did you know I like this candle?”

“I'm glad.”

Looking tired, Seo Hoyun yawned and plopped down into the empty spot on the sofa next to Joo Woosung. Although he hadn't received a gift and there was no particular apology for it, Joo Woosung didn't find it displeasing.

Ah, this bastard is somehow...

Strange.

He had seemed a bit off in the video, but seeing him in person, the sense of dissonance was even stronger.

His well-groomed hair and indifferent expression were the same, but for some reason, he seemed down, as if something was deeply bothering him.

A corner of his chest filled with unease. His eyes met Seo Hoyun's, who had let out another yawn. Even though his gaze was languid, Joo Woosung flinched as if he'd been caught staring.

“Seo Hoyun, aren't you leaving for Japan in a few days?”

Thanks to Kim Heeyeong's question, which cut in with good, though likely unintentional, timing, he escaped Seo Hoyun's gaze and breathed a sigh of relief.

“...Yes, that's right.”

“Didn't you say you're releasing a Japanese version of 'Flight'? Is The Dawn really going to win the Grand Prize this time?! I heard the tracking ended last week.”

The tracking for most music awards ceremonies was completed by mid-November. While the Grand Prize could be affected by the judges' scores, the results didn't change much if album sales were overwhelming, as they had to be mindful of public opinion to some extent.

“Yes, that's right. We'll have to wait and see, though.”

In other words, Seo Hoyun could receive the Grand Prize he had so desperately wanted.

Even with the result he had longed for clearly in front of him, Seo Hoyun didn't look overjoyed.

Normally, when a topic like this comes up, he should have been picking a fight, saying something like, 'If we don't get it, please disband Black Call.

That's why Joo Woosung felt strangely wary of Seo Hoyun, but Seo Hoyun was just calmly conversing with Lim Hyeonsu.

“But this photo came out like a pictorial. I feel like I should debut as a celebrity right now, what do you think? Don't you think Lim Hyeonsu is wasting her face right now?”

“I'm sorry, Composer-nim. Don't you need fans to be a celebrity or anything?”

“W-What, I have fans too, you bastard!”

Lim Hyeonsu jumped up and down, claiming that mortals didn't know her popularity because she was always so accessible. Seo Hoyun ignored her, impassively scanned his surroundings, and picked up one of the photos scattered on the coffee table.



“What's this?”

“Min Jiheon took it,” Kim Heeyeong answered.

The photo in question was taken by Min Jiheon, who had attended the Anti-SHY Club meeting for the first time. While looking around Lim Hyeonsu's studio, he had discovered a camera on the second floor and captured the other three.

After a series of similar-angled shots taken with a selfie stick, this fresh perspective had emerged. Kim Heeyeong had apparently rushed to get it printed.

Nodding as if to say, 'I see,' Seo Hoyun suddenly brought up another question.

“Speaking of which, is Senior Min Jiheon not coming today?”

“Uh, he said he's busy.”

“Really? How is he doing these days, Senior?”

“Uh...”

Just as Joo Woosung was about to open his mouth a beat late, Lim Hyeonsu, who was clutching the Metal Chemistry Heart Bone poster preciously, quickly cut in and answered instead.

“He said he wants to start acting in dramas again, so he went to a meeting. Hey, did you know Min Jiheon got a dog? He said he'll bring it next time, so I think I need to air out the cigarette smell from the studio beforehand. Oh, and Min Jiheon is really considerate. He kept his mouth shut while we were having our 'unhappiness battle' about what we suffered from Seo Hoyun.”

Lim Hyeonsu said she would have tattled immediately, but Seo Hoyun, who would have normally teased her, showed no reaction.

“...Hmm.”

Staring at the photo, Seo Hoyun smiled faintly.

“It came out well. Cute.”

Not only Joo Woosung, who had been staring at Seo Hoyun the whole time, but even Lim Hyeonsu got goosebumps, her hair standing on end as she stared at him.

“Excuse me for a moment.”

During the awkward silence, Seo Hoyun's phone vibrated. The name 'Bastard Dongsaeng' appeared on the screen. It was the only moment his raw feelings showed on his face, which had been so emotionally restrained until now. He frowned slightly and started grabbing his coat.

“I'm leaving first.”

“Uh... uh.”

As Seo Hoyun walked away quickly while answering the phone, Lim Hyeonsu stammered.

“What's... what's wrong with him? Where's Seo Hoyun? Where'd the bastard I know go?”

“...T-That's what I'm saying.”

“Why is he acting like that when there are no cameras?!!”

The two of them shrieked at each other in excitement, rubbing their arms from the goosebumps.

“Ah, fuck, when Min Jiheon was running his mouth about how much Seo Hoyun had changed, I thought it was nonsense, but seeing him act like that for real is giving me the creeps.”

“Hey, why are you guys making such a fuss? Maybe Seo Hoyun has mellowed out with age. He's really nice to the staff.”

Joo Woosung sighed at Kim Heeyeong's attempt to placate them. He stretched his legs into the empty space on the sofa where Seo Hoyun had been and looked in the direction he had left.

His uncharacteristically subdued state in the video had been unsettling.

I get it now, why he was in a bad mood.

Joo Woosung also felt downcast as he fiddled with the corner of his eye.

Seo Hoyun, you really never change.

Whenever he loses his mind, it's always because of his younger brother.


I drove my own SUV to a municipal crematorium located on the outskirts of Gyeonggi Province. It was a weekday afternoon with very few people coming and going, but I pulled my hat and mask down firmly before getting out of the car, just in case an employee recognized me.

It's not like something happened, right?

The fact that he called and asked to meet when I had no schedule was suspicious enough, but the fact that he wanted to meet here was even more bizarre.

It wasn't the anniversary of their death, nor was there any special occasion.

Before I reached the building where my parents were enshrined, I saw a familiar figure sitting on a bench in front of the tree burial area.

I spotted the familiar back of his head. He sat on a bench where a bouquet of flowers lay, with wired earphones in his ears.

“Seo Hojin.”

I called his name, but he didn't seem to hear me.

I walked over slowly. Just as I was about to tap my little brother's shoulder.

“Hey, you...”

Seo Hojin's head lifted first and turned towards me.

“Hyung.”

Seo Hojin carefully smiled as he removed the earphones from his ears. They were attached to a very worn-out looking MP3 player...

“When did you get here?”

He seemed... very unfamiliar.


Chapter 462

Seo Hojin stared at me with a calm, composed expression, then slowly turned his back.

“Ah, wait a second. Greet me again.”

He cleared his throat with an 'ahem' and spoke softly.

“...Yes, mister.”

“......”

“The moment I got these documents, I had a feeling... that no matter how hard I tried, I wouldn't be able to win this trial... Ack!”

This little punk...

I pressed his head down and sat beside him on the bench. Seo Hojin snickered.

...I was surprised for a moment.

He had said he enjoyed 'A Dirty Trial'. Excited from teasing me, the guy rubbed the back of his head and grumbled.

“It gives me the creeps seeing you act all prim and proper with others when you're like this with me, hyung.”

“Then mind your own business, you brat.”

“I want to ignore it, but I see you every three steps in Korea these days.”

I guess I would hate it too if I were in Seo Hojin's shoes, seeing the uncle who always pesters him so often.

Seo Hojin muttered as he wound his earphones around his MP3 player.

“...It'll get better soon, though, since I'm leaving the country.”

“What?”

“I was thinking of going abroad for a bit during the winter after the semester ends.”

Seo Hojin clutched a yellow bouquet, probably for his parents. I looked him over slowly and asked.

“...Didn't you usually do an internship every break?”

“Yeah, but I feel like if it's not this year, I won't get another chance to just have fun, and you look super busy, hyung.”

“...Where are you going?”

“Hmm, I haven't decided yet.”

Seo Hojin playfully said he was thinking of deciding with a spinner wheel and kicked at a carelessly tossed cigarette butt. I took my wallet from my jacket pocket and held out a card.

“Go ahead then.”

“...Huh, really?”

“Why not?”

Seo Hojin tried to pull his hand back, but I forced the card into it and added lightly.

“Just be back when I receive my award.”

Because everything will be over by then.

Seo Hojin blinked once, then smiled brightly and obediently agreed. I patted his shoulder and headed into the building ahead of him.

I walked slowly and stopped before the urn where his parents were enshrined. Just then, Seo Hojin trotted up behind me, suddenly reached for my chest, and shouted confidently.

“Here, I present to you the greatest celebrity in the Republic of Korea!”

Shut up, please...

“He's even been nominated for an acting award!! And he'll probably win the Grand Prize as an idol early next year!!”

How did he know about that?

Even though I knew no one was there, I felt needlessly embarrassed and ashamed. I quickly covered Seo Hojin's mouth and glanced at the photo on the urn.

The two had not gotten along well in life, but now they seemed rather close, sharing the same box.

I did not have many good memories of this place.

A crying, small 10-year-old Seo Hojin. A 15-year-old Seo Hojin staring at the ground with a sullen expression. A 20-year-old Seo Hojin who chattered nonstop to lift the mood.

It was because the kid who was always busy watching my every move was with me.

“......”

The sudden quiet made me turn to the side. Seo Hojin stood with his hands clasped as if in prayer, his eyelashes lowered.

The unfamiliar sight, one I had never seen in his life, made my stomach churn.

Seo Hojin seemed to sense my gaze. He raised his head and soon smiled.

“...Hey, what do people usually say in their acceptance speeches?”

I calmed my stomach and answered a beat too late.

“...Just thanking people you're not really thankful for.”

“And talking about me?”

“...What?”

I did not understand for a moment and my eyes widened.

I realized it a few seconds later.

Seo Hojin was implicitly asking me to mention him in my acceptance speech.

...Has he lost his mind...

His personal life had already been massively exposed during 'Shining Star Season 2', and with witness accounts spreading, his personal information had been completely doxxed. The moment I mentioned him, those looking for prey would surely rush in and tear him apart.

“Don't cross the line.”

I was deliberately forceful, but Seo Hojin did not flinch. He just stared right at me.

“Hmm. I guess it is a bit much, huh?”

“......”

“Sorry.”

Seo Hojin apologized obediently, then touched my arm lightly and smiled.

“I just wanted to be remembered as your little brother, hyung.”

He then left the building first, placed the bouquet on the ground, and walked to the car. He did not seem particularly angry. On the way back, Seo Hojin chattered on, continuously expressing his excitement for his trip abroad.

My mind was a mess, so I only half-listened. As we crossed a large bridge, Seo Hojin suddenly grew quiet, as if he had fallen asleep.

I drove to the apartment parking lot instead of the dorm and turned off the engine. I gazed quietly at the still-sleeping Seo Hojin. He looked the same as he did long ago when he was asleep.

“...Show me Seo Hojin's stats.”

DING!

[Seo Hojin

Song: N/A

Dance: N/A

Variety: N/A

Acting: N/A

Charm: N/A

Contribution: 0%]

I let out a small sigh at the System Window, relieved to confirm that the older brother was not leeching off the younger one.

Just then, Seo Hojin's eyebrows furrowed as if he were having a nightmare, and his lips began to mumble. The sight reminded me of a much younger, baby-faced Seo Hojin from long ago, and a faint smile escaped me.

“What are you dreaming about...”

I unconsciously brushed Seo Hojin's hair back, as if he were a small child.

...He's leaving for a while.

For a moment, my hand paused.

I knew that Seo Hojin was not a newborn baby, that I could not keep him cooped up by my side anymore.

Normally, I would have readily told him to go, that he had worked hard and should enjoy himself to the fullest. I would have meant it, too.

“The one I have left isn't my parents, it's you, hyung.”

However, I could not easily do so, probably because I felt the same way, just like the sincere words Seo Hojin had once shared.

For me, too, the absence of my parents had long since become a painful scar...

“Hojin-ah.”

I pulled my hand from my sleeping brother and leaned my head against the steering wheel, murmuring.

“Do you want to stay with me forever?”

Just as I'm the only one you have left, you're the only one I have left.


As chilly winds began to blow, The Dawn crossed the sea. They made a successful comeback with their flight-themed album and finished a two-day concert.

【Just as we were accidentally born into this world

This too must be something that can't be helped

Even if I don't become your No.1

A one-of-a-kind bittersweet Feeling】

The concert took place in a large baseball stadium. The setlist was packed with their existing title tracks and famous B-sides. On top of that, he selected a popular Japanese song for a solo performance.

[Legend...

Just a legend...]

[I'm just so fucking happy and overwhelmed...]

I thought the lead vocalist, Seo Hoyun, would perform something that fit his image, but he unexpectedly chose a ballad.

An acoustic guitar intro flowed, and screams erupted inside the dome. Seo Hoyun sat on a bench on a stage decorated like a railroad crossing and lifted his microphone.

【What must I do to be forgiven

Is it because I have no grit? I was silent for a long time】

It was 'Lamp', the OST of a famous 1990s anime, a song so famous it was called the nation's song.

【If a Lamp that can grant a wish appears

I just want to go to your side】

During the grand orchestral interlude, Seo Hoyun lowered the hand holding the microphone. Simultaneously, thousands of shooting stars poured down from the VCR screen that enveloped the stage. Below them, the broadcast showed Seo Hoyun's figure, looking up at the overflowing starlight.

Fancams flooded social media, and various reactions spread quickly.

[Seo Hoyun is seriously in his prime...

He filmed a whole movie with 'Lamp']

[They made the production so damn pretty ㅠㅠ This man... my star who ruins all melo and action movies for me... my boyfriend...

└ “My boyfriend...”

└└ I tried to slip in the parasocial relationship like finely chopped carrots, but failed miserably]

[Title: My honest opinion on Seo Hoyun this time...;

I hope Hoyun is happy

└ I'm one with Seo Hoyun right now, so I came in here ready to curse you out but I'm leaving in tears

└└ Sorry for the clickbait. Have a happy end of the year...

└└ What is with these warm comments... sob

└└ What are you guys doing...]

Not long after the concert wrapped up, news broke that Seo Hoyun was nominated for Best Supporting Actor at the Baekchun Film Awards for his role as Kang Kiyoung in 'A Dirty Trial'.

[Title: A Dirty Trial's Kang Kiyoung is a legend...

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say the Kang Kiyoung sickness was trending ㅋ]

[Title: Wonder if Hoyun will get the award this time

It's been a while since A Dirty Trial passed 10 million admissions, right?

└ Yeah ㅋ, and it was the fastest to reach 10 million admissions

└└ Then they have to give him the Best Supporting Actor award ㅋ]

The other nominees were also very strong, but the consensus was that Seo Hoyun would receive it.

Even excluding his status as the hottest star, the movie's box office performance was overwhelmingly superior compared to other works.

[No matter how much the Baekchun Film Awards values professionalism ㅋ, Seo Hoyun was just Kang Kiyoung...

└ Seo Hoyun is probably preparing his acceptance speech too

└└ Seriously curious what he'll say

└└ He'll probably only thank Noeul ㅋ

└└ Considering Seo Hoyun's personality, he might not even mention the people he dislikes at his current agency ㅋ]

Just as 'A Dirty Trial' became a hot topic among fans, a notification for The Dawn's live stream popped up on my phone.

【Amazing☆Not a lie☆The case of the unlimited Japanese ski trip live stream☆】

[Get off the internet, Dajun-ah]

Noeuls quickly logged on to see Jeong Dajun in a snowy landscape. He wore snug goggles and a hat, hopping up and down and waving his hands wildly.

“Dajun says hello!!”

[Look at him saying 'suki suki' because he's at a ski resort ㅋㅋㅋㅋ ah his short Japanese is so cute]

[I think Kim Seonghyeon definitely said 'That little shit...']

[Ah, the rhyme with Jiwon's name ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Jeong Dajun explained in a rapid-fire burst that they were at a ski resort for a trip after finishing their Japan schedule. He showed the surrounding scenery, saying it was hard to even walk properly.

The panning screen briefly caught a glimpse of Seo Hoyun and Seong Jiwon chatting quietly.

“Whoa, the snow here is piled up higher than I am tall. You guys be careful... Ang-Ichae-aek!!!”

“Dive into the snow!!!”

“Jaaam-pu!!”

As Kang Ichae jumped, a cackling Jeong Dajun jumped along with him. A horrified Kim Seonghyeon threw down his umbrella, grabbed Kang Ichae with his right hand and Jeong Dajun with his left, and dragged them from the snow.

“You guys! Are you going to keep!! this up?!”

“Yeees~.”

[Ah, the dog owner is having a hard time ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Not reflecting at all]

[Those two are definitely doing that because Kim Seonghyeon's reaction is funny]

Jeong Dajun, who listened to the lecture with a pout, abandoned Kang Ichae and ran ahead. Unaware that the live was still on, the camera showed Seo Hoyun. He stood in a corner, holding a steaming cup and sharing an umbrella with Seong Jiwon. Instead of his usual sly smile, he stared blankly beyond the highlands.

[I want to film a melodrama with that man

It could happen, so be prepared]

[I get why he's every director's next number one pick... ㅠ I wonder if he's reminiscing about something]

[Huuuhk, I'm getting overly immersed thinking of Prosecutor Kang Kiyoung... ㅠㅠㅠ]

However, the veteran Noeuls, about four years in, reacted indifferently.

[Look at Seo Hoyun's expression

Looks like he wants to go home quickly]

[That man... what could he be thinking?

Imagining eating a hot bowl of sundae-gukbap back in Korea]

[He looks like he's wondering why he had to come on a ski trip when it's not for a schedule and Noeul isn't even here]

[FR, he's giving off major 'I want to go home' vibes]

Unaware that the troublemaking elephant who had been rolling in the snow was approaching, Seong Jiwon's eyes curved as he asked Seo Hoyun a question.

“Isn't this the first time we've all traveled together when it's snowing? Hoyun-ah, how do you feel?”

“You're right. Especially here, trash is falling from the sk...”

“We're live, so say a word to Noeul!!”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey Seo Hoyun]

[Ah, Jeong Dajun was an MC after all, what incredible quick thinking]

Just then, Jeong Dajun arrived and quickly shoved the camera he had grabbed in their faces, cutting him off. Seo Hoyun smiled softly, took it, and switched it to a self-cam.

Then, as if embarrassed, he buried his nose in his scarf.

“...Hmm, it's a shame.”

“......”

“I wanted to come with Noeul and see this beautiful scenery...”

[Oh my...~!! ㅠㅠ So cute...]

[Going to the airport to enact my bucket list

Give me a ticket for the fastest flight to Japan right now]

[Ah, baby ㅜ.ㅠ Look at him being all shy]

Again, the veteran fans who had seen it all just snorted.

[Didn't you just say trash was falling from the sky?]

[Mr. Seo Hoyun, you're the king of playing coy]

[Your amazing professionalism]

[You're a true idol]

Seo Hoyun blinked at the comments that felt like playful teasing, then his expression hardened and he pressed his lips together.

At that, even while thinking there was no way he was actually hurt, the Noeuls grew antsy and spammed the chat, worried they might have hurt his feelings, but then, Seo Hoyun raised an eyebrow.

And then, he casually added one more thing.

“If you keep this up, I'll get upset.”


Chapter 463

[I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry]

[Seo Hoyun-nim is a god]

[I really want to see that sight]

"Yeah, I'm already sulking~."

Seo Hoyun coldly dismissed them, sipped his cocoa, and handed the selfie cam to Jeong Dajun. He then disappeared off-screen with Seong Jiwon.

[Whoa... so touching]

[Why is he really acting like this, suddenly even speaking informally to Noeul]

[To show us his temper... your grace is immeasurable...]

"Is it... something to be immeasurably grateful for...?"

Jeong Dajun tilted his head, finding it strange, before he laid out the schedule.

"Weeell... anyway! I'll give Noeul a special rundown of today's plan. First, as soon as we get there, we'll unpack everything! Then we'll rent skis and snowboards! Conquer all the courses!! Head back to the inn and slurp down some hot pot! Then go sledding for a bit before returning to the inn again for the hot springs!"

Unaware that fans desperately awaited Seo Hoyun's reappearance, Jeong Dajun quickly ended the live stream after detailing the plan.

When the stream returned, it showed Kim Seonghyeon. He had taken off his snowboard and roughly threw his gloves to the ground.

"...—Hey, Kang Ichae!! The place you took me wasn't a beginner's course, it was an advanced one!!!"

"I!! I didn't know either!! But you did well?! Anyway, congratulations on being born strong!!!"

"You, get over here right now."

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋ looks like he somehow managed to finish the advanced course ㅋㅋ]

[Congratulations on being born a strong man, Kim Seonghyeon

└ If he wasn't born strong, he would have withered away in The Dawn...

└└ I think he's already withering away...

└└ Seonghyeon is basically a cactus

└└ A cactus, that's crazy ㅋㅋㅋ]

Kim Seonghyeon and Kang Ichae bickered loudly for a while, completely ignoring everyone around them, before the live stream cut off again. It soon returned, showing Seong Jiwon with flushed red cheeks.

"Sorry, my phone turned off because it was cold."

"—None of you would understand... curry udon... that's right, who would have thought to put curry in udon? Cream in udon? Cider in watermelon? Everyone must have been horrified at first!"

"It's okay now that we're inside the restaurant."

"—But they became steady sellers! It's because of people like me that such innovative dishes were invented!!"

"Seo Hoyun, what do you want to eat."

"Just udon."

[The Dawn really only says what they want to say]

[They never listen to others]

[The collective monologue group, The Dawn]

"So I promise you all right here. I will create a new Korean version of ramen. Tomato ramen!!"

"Ah, Dajun-ah. That already exists in Japan."

"What did you say~?!!"

Jeong Dajun puffed up his cheeks, genuinely wronged at being one step too late, and diligently inhaled his curry udon.

[It's like they want to share every moment of their daily lives ㅋㅋ]

[Wait, am I on this trip with them too? ㅋㅋ]

[Ah, this is hilarious]

After their meal, Seo Hoyun saw the members off to ski and snowboard again. He then took the selfie cam and headed to a nearby cafe.

[Gasp gasp gasp Hoyun-ah please just speak informally one time]

[Please insult us just a little bit]

[It's thrilling]

Seo Hoyun checked the chat and just chuckled, showing no other reaction. He yawned and walked slowly to a window seat that overlooked the pure white, snow-covered ski resort. He rested his chin on his hand.

"Let's just sit here and chat."

[Looks like he's planning to just enjoy the hot springs]

[He absolutely will not do extreme sports]

"Right, I'm not a fan of extreme sports. When I was really young, I did ski sometimes..."

It seemed like a childhood episode was about to come out, but then he trailed off.

"...Yeah, well. Something like that."

Seo Hoyun smiled, but he looked strangely upset. A few chat messages quickly changed the topic.

[Hoyun-ah, you were nominated for A Dirty Trial!!]

[OMG congratulations so much

Please mention us in your acceptance speech]

"...Ah, the acceptance speech..."

Seo Hoyun's expression only darkened, and he grew quieter.

"...Acceptance speech..."

He muttered the word, crossed his arms, and sank deep into his chair.

"...Sorry, I was just thinking for a moment. Ah, how about I tell you a fun story instead?"

Fans frantically typed in the chat that just looking at his face was fun and that he didn't need to feel pressured, but Seo Hoyun's mouth didn't stop.

"This is something I caught Kim Seonghyeon with while he was organizing his photo drive. Back in his crew days, with yellow hair, riding a motorcycle..."

The chat speed momentarily slowed at the fascinating, unheard-of story.

[C... crazy...]

[A lie... it's a lie, right...?]

"Would I lie to Noeul? Go look for it, the photo should still be there."

[We are blessed]

[Thank you Seo Hoyun I will repay this kindness even after death]

[I'll go look for it right now]

Seo Hoyun added that Kim Seonghyeon would probably grumble at him later, then casually pushed back his unstyled bangs.

"Seong Jiwon... hmm, a lot of people probably think he's just delicate, but he's very strong. He's also objectively level-headed..."

[No, we know that]

[Everyone knows that except you, Hoyun-ah]

"Huh? Really?"

Seo Hoyun blinked, slightly surprised, then continued.

"...Well, anyway. Jeong Dajun has a historical drama script he wrote when he was in elementary school. He probably took it out and sniffled over it alone in his room."

[LMAOoooooooo]

[The makings of a baby director ㄷㄷ]

[Since elementary school ㄷㄷ his talent is on another level ㄷ]

"There's probably even a video of him acting it out, filmed with a camcorder. I heard about it before."

[I want to see that right now]

[Please, Ichae]

[Ichae's embarrassing past, please]

At the fans' urging, Seo Hoyun's eyes curved as if he had thought of something fun.

"Ah, our Ichae."

[YESYESYESYESYES]

[Ah fuck a big one's coming]

"There are too many. Kang Ichae was much cuter when he was younger. He..."

"Waaaiiit!!"

A hand suddenly shot out in front of the camera. Kang Ichae had appeared with impeccable timing.

[What is it]

[AH!!! WHAT IS IT!!!]

"Gasp, pant, ugh, wait a minute."

"Ichae-yah, your hand is cold?"

"...This hyung, really..."

Unable to catch his breath, Kang Ichae panted. His eyebrows furrowed deeply, and a low growl rumbled in his throat.

[Weren't you going to the ski lift just now? ㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋ Did he see the live stream? ㅋ]

Kang Ichae deliberately shook his head, scattering snow from his hair all over Seo Hoyun's face. He then winked playfully at the camera.

"The totally sexy and cute Ichae has arrived, but oops! Oh my!! It's already time to end the live stream~!!"

[Please I'm so curious I won't be able to sleep]

[Wait a moment have mercy]

"Bye, Noeul, love you, bye!"

[Hey]

[Hey please]

[Please tell us]

The live stream ended coldly as the chat continued to scream.


So energetic, these brats.

Everyone else was soaked in snow, coughing and sneezing repeatedly. I, however, arrived at the inn looking fresh, since I hadn't gone snowboarding. Jeong Dajun, thoroughly warmed from the hot spring, whined about making a "darkness hot pot," an idea he must have seen somewhere where you turn off the lights and add ingredients to boil.

Of course, all the members thoroughly ignored the maknae.

I walked down the traditional inn's hallway and entered our Western-style room. Seong Jiwon's eyes sparkled as he pulled alcohol from his suitcase.

"It's our last vacation of the year, how about a drink?"

I wasn't really in the mood, but Seong Jiwon was the one offering. I quietly sat and pretended to bring the glass to my lips.

The guy usually didn't seem to enjoy drinking, but today he popped open one bottle after another.

"Hoyun-hyung hyung-hyung! Hyungs! Wanna play yaja time?"

"Get lost."

"Yep, sorry!"

Kang Ichae fell asleep after just one drink. The maknae seemed to hold out for a bit before passing out spread-eagled.

The leader tried his best to keep up with Seong Jiwon but eventually collapsed.

I nudged the members sprawled on the floor into a corner with my foot and rubbed my dry face.

"Haaah..."

Even though I had discreetly avoided drinks, my mind started to get hazy.

Seong Jiwon smiled more brightly than usual. I shuddered and said, "You killed them all. Stop it and go to sleep."

"Hoyun-ah, you're really strong. Honestly, I thought I'd be the last one standing."

"I know you're perfectly fine, you punk."

"Ahaha."

My vision spun, so I opened the window for some cool air. A chilly wind rushed in fiercely. I furrowed my brow slightly. Seong Jiwon stroked his own cheek, nodded off, and mumbled quietly.

"...Hoyun-ah, you know."

"What."

"Is something going on these days?"

Seong Jiwon continued to speak, still facing downward.

"Your attitude has been bothering me. It was the same when you ran into the trainee Song Jion the other day."

I thought his sudden drinking was because of stress, but this was the real topic.

I mulled over how much to say and how to begin. I swept my hair back and answered slowly.

"I mistook her for someone I know."

"Really? Okay. Then, on a different note, why do you keep looking at Hojin's contact info?"

How was I supposed to deal with this guy? He never asked questions first in any situation, but now he clung to the topic so tenaciously.

"Is something bothering you?"

I sighed softly and looked straight at Seong Jiwon.

"...He made an absurd request."

"A request? Will it be hard on you if you grant it?"

"No, he'll be the one to suffer instead."

Even if I tried to leave now, Seong Jiwon would probably dig into it endlessly. I answered in a roundabout way.

After a moment of silence, Seong Jiwon leaned toward me.

"Did Hojin say that?"

"What?"

"Did he say he's having a hard time because of you?"

...No, that's not it.

I've never heard anything like that from him.

However,

"It's obvious."

That he'll suffer because of me.

Asking me to mention him during my acceptance speech. It's strange that I'm even contemplating something I would have normally ignored.

"There's nothing good about getting involved with me."

"Hey, that's a little upsetting to hear."

"......"

"For me, only good things have happened from being involved with you."

It was like that in the past, and it's the same now.

Seong Jiwon's eyes curved gently as his sparkling, transparent brown eyes met mine.

"I don't know what words were exchanged between you two brothers. So I can't give you any useful advice, but I still want to tell you this."

"......"

"You're just imagining the worst. Something that hasn't happened yet, and might never happen."

A snowflake, mixed with the knife-like wind, drifted into the room and landed on Seong Jiwon's hair.

The guy seems to have a rough idea of what's going on with me.

"You know, wake up from your imagination and step away from people's gazes..."

Seong Jiwon realized his glass was empty as he went to pour more alcohol. He shook the bottle before opening a new one.

"...Wouldn't it be more practical to consider what the person you care about really wants?"

Seong Jiwon downed the refilled glass and smiled pleasantly. He then turned to the window and gasped softly.

"Whoa..."

I finally felt that Seong Jiwon was also a little drunk as he leaned his head on the windowsill and stared blankly outside.

"The snow... it's falling so beautifully, isn't it?"

A quiet stillness settled, as if it had swallowed the sound of the piling snow.

"...It's only good luck if money falls instead of snow."

Seong Jiwon smiled slightly, as if he also remembered our first Christmas.

"...I'm going to go out for a bit to sober up."

"Okay, be safe."

We watched the falling snow together for a moment before I sighed and got up. I left the beaming Seong Jiwon behind, threw on a long padded coat that I didn't know whose it was, wrapped a scarf around my neck, and left the inn.

The street was empty.

The cold seeped through my thin slippers, but I just stood there and looked up at the sky. The scent of snow-dampened cedar trees reached my nose.

I thought the brutally cold night wind would sober me up quickly, but my head still felt heavy.

"Hey."

An alarm chimed as if in response.

[Yes, Seo Hoyun.]

I plopped down on an old wooden bench with a cloth screen. I lightly brushed the snow from the bridge of my nose and stared at the shimmering rectangular window before me.

[What's wrong?]

Seong Jiwon was right.

I was assuming the absolute worst, to an extreme degree.

If Song Jion and Jeong Cheongyeon have nothing to do with the system, then I think I know who's behind all of this. At this point, there's no way I can't know who the fool who sacrificed himself for me in the original world was.

"I'm talking about you."

What was the meaning of the concern you sometimes showed me?

A snowflake fluttered like a flower petal and landed on my eyelashes. I brushed it away with the back of my hand and whispered softly.

"Are you perhaps my..."

I forcefully suppressed the unrelenting anxiety, scattering the words I was about to exhale in a white breath.

"...No."

I'm a little scared.

Because I still haven't escaped my imagination.

"...It's nothing."

In the end, I hid my true feelings and recalled a promise I made to my parents long ago.

That I would take good care of my younger brother. That ridiculously light and fragile promise that wouldn't have been strange if it had shattered at any moment.

I smiled faintly as I recalled that time.

"It's cold, isn't it."

I received no answer. I just stared at the System Window, which only shimmered with a blue light. Then, I quietly closed my eyes and made my own decision.


Chapter 464

I returned from Japan and immediately dove into preparations for the final concert in Seoul.

After that busy period, only the year-end awards ceremony remained. This time last year had been chaotic, but everyone was relatively relaxed now, perhaps from experience.

Of course, we decided to use our free time to include a song we hadn't revealed at the Japan concert. Because of that, Practice Machine Seong Jiwon relentlessly tormented me. I only escaped that hell by using the Baekchun Arts Awards as an excuse.

I slicked my hair back with pomade and put on a simple, double-breasted jacket without a tie. Right before I stepped onto the red carpet, my manager glanced at the paper in my hand and sighed.

The paper listed the names of investors, CEOs, and other influential people.

“Ugh, Hoyun... can you really memorize all those names?”

“Yes, of course.”

I smiled widely at my worried manager and tucked the paper inside my jacket. Soon, the van door opened, and camera flashes erupted.

“A Billboard hit in music, a national program in variety shows, and a ten-million-viewer movie in acting! You'd be a spy if you don't know who this is these days. Seo Hoyun has arrived!”

I stepped onto the red carpet, flashed a bright smile, and raised my hand. After posing for press photos at the photo line, I signed the electronic display board that read 'Baekchun Arts Awards' and went inside.

A staff member guided me to a temporary waiting room behind the main hall. In the hallway, I spotted a group of men in black suits crowded together, talking.

A head of bright, light brown hair sticking out from the group was particularly noticeable.

I think I know who that is.

I had heard he was participating as a presenter.

I clicked my tongue and tried to hurry past, pretending not to see them, but a hand shot out from the swarm of black suits and grabbed my arm.

“Sorry! I have something to discuss with Seo Hoyun...”

Heh, Min Jiheon groaned playfully and stuck close to me.

“Well now, shall we go?”

I have nothing to say to you, get lost.

I glared at him, but the guy pretended not to notice, pushing my back with a cheerful grin.

“I would've died if it weren't for you, Seo Hoyun.”

As we slipped away from the openly disappointed directors, Min Jiheon sighed quietly and muttered.

“I feel like their stares are going to burn a hole through the back of my head.”

It had been a while since he had appeared at an official acting event, not just variety or fashion shows. The surrounding directors and industry officials kept glancing over, clearly coveting Min Jiheon.

“I don't think that's because of me. I heard Director Joo is aiming for your next project, Seo Hoyun.”

Ah, my next project.

“Seo Hoyun, have you prepared an acceptance speech?” Min Jiheon asked.

“Am I winning an award this time?”

“Even I don't know that yet.”

We reached the waiting room with my name on it. Once the door was closed, I took the paper from my jacket and held it out to Min Jiheon.

“The company prepared a speech for me.”

“Huh? They did?”

Min Jiheon tilted his head in confusion, read the paper, and frowned deeply.

“Is... is this a punishment essay?!”

“I thought it was a wedding gift registry.”

“CEO Jeong Gayoung, President Kim Jiun... Wow... this is seriously disgusting. Look at them, writing down every single name. Hasn't The Dawn been around for a while? They still interfere like this?”

We've been around for quite a while, but it seems they consider acting a separate matter. They're coming at me with everything they've got.

Min Jiheon clicked his tongue, folded the paper, and handed it back.

“Hmm, I never imagined it would be this bad... I wonder if you can even finish the speech in the allotted time.”

Probably not. Just reading the names without any flowery language would take at least five minutes.

“I'm busy with this, so get out.”

I had already memorized it all, but I wanted to be alone, so I told him to leave.

Min Jiheon pouted and accurately pointed out, “Aren't you just trying to get rid of me?” He turned, grabbed the doorknob, and hesitated slightly before speaking.

“Those friends you introduced me to, hyung. They were nice.”

They're not my friends, you punk.

After Min Jiheon left, I was alone. I turned on my phone and saw a notification. On the fan platform, a photo showed The Dawn members giving a thumbs-up. They were watching the Baekchun Arts Awards on a projector.

I clicked my tongue, opened my messenger app, and rested my chin on my hand.

A knock came as I tapped my fingers on the table. I followed the staff member who entered and moved to the official venue.

The Baekchun Arts Awards took place in the lobby of a new hotel. Tables were arranged by section, divided into film and TV categories.

“Whoa, Seo Hoyun. Congratulations on the Billboard hit!!!”

“Ahaha, thank you.”

I greeted Director Kim Jehyeok, Jang Seongshik, and Shin Heechan, who all welcomed me warmly, then sat down. The main lights dimmed, and the awards ceremony began.

The awards for the TV category came first. Soon, a famous comedian MC began walking among the cast members, conducting interviews in a relaxed, break-like segment.

“Ah, here's the A Dirty Trial team! Our young bloods, Seo Hoyun and Shin Heechan. It might be embarrassing in front of the Seniors, but could you give us a cute little heart... wait, what is that pose?!”

Shin Heechan awkwardly made a hand heart. Next to him, I unleashed a collection of trendy idol hearts, making the MC squeal with delight.

“No way! Prosecutor Kang Kiyoung! How can a prosecutor be so well-versed in these trends?! No! What was that heart just now?!”

It's a bunny heart.

I stuck my thumbs out a little to make them look like bunny ears, then bent my index fingers over my middle fingers to change it into a cat heart.

The entire hall erupted when I even made a half-heart against the cheek of a bewildered Jang Seongshik, who had no idea what was going on.

The MC praised me, saying idols truly have a different spirit. My conscience had packed its bags long ago, so I just smiled gently.

Time passed. When it was time for the Best Supporting Actor award in the film category, Jang Seongshik nudged me.

“You should get ready, Hoyun.”

I smiled, but my heart fluttered a little.

Min Jiheon came on stage as the presenter for the Best Supporting Actor award and smiled. After some trivial small talk, the VCR showed the nominees' faces.

“The 61st Baekchun Arts Awards, Best Supporting Actor in the film category...”

I stared at the stage, trying to compose my expression, when the announcement came.

“From A Dirty Trial, Seo Hoyun-nim! Congratulations!!!”

A thunderous roar erupted. Shin Heechan, Jang Seongshik, and Director Kim Jehyeok grabbed my shoulders and shook me.

“Hey!! Hoyun-ah, congratulations!!”

“Seo Hoyun!! Amazing! Amazing!”

Jang Seongshik was as happy as if he had won himself, saying he knew I would get it. I thanked him and stood up. Shin Heechan, despite not winning the Best New Actor award, showed no disappointment and congratulated me wholeheartedly.

“In 'A Dirty Trial,' Seo Hoyun-nim took on the role of the corrupt prosecutor Kang Kiyoung, creating tension in his confrontation with the lead. Despite it being his first screen debut, he showcased solid acting skills, proving he is an actor whose future we can look forward to even more. We congratulate you on your award.”

As I stood before the microphone, the paper in my jacket rustled.

WH Entertainment was probably monitoring this live, ready to check off each name one by one to see if I said them correctly.

“Hoyun, can you really memorize all those names?”

Of course, I memorized them all.

“There are people who are always working hard behind the spotlight.”

I just never said I would mention them here.

I was displeased that the long list of text contained not a single line about the hardworking staff.

“They film until dawn, catch a few winks at a jjimjilbang, and then work until dawn again.”

This was clearly not the speech WH Entertainment wanted. My manager was probably tearing his hair out in the waiting room, but I didn't stop.

“Our staff, who took the bus from Yeouido to work late, who stayed up all night, who never gave up and filmed to the very end whether it rained or snowed. I truly don't know how to express my gratitude. The only reason I could receive this award is thanks to our staff, who loved this film so much.”

Actors and directors known for treating their staff well smiled and applauded.

“Most of all, the reason I was able to come this far is all thanks to Noeul. Thank you for always cheering me on.”

As soon as I finished, the staff below the stage grew busy, as if my time was up, but I just stood there blankly, fiddling with the stand microphone.

“...Wouldn't it be more realistic and necessary to consider what the person you like truly wants.”

I was still standing at a crossroads.

Amidst the barrage of stares fixed on me, I slowly parted my lips.

“...And finally...”

“I did it because I wanted to be remembered as your brother.”

“...I would like to add a personal word to my younger brother.”

I lifted my head. Min Jiheon blinked in surprise. My gaze swept past him and the audience witnessing this unpredictable speech, landing directly on the camera.

“Dummy.”

I wonder if you're watching at home right now.

“...As I thought, don't go on that overseas trip. Cancel your plane ticket.”

It was the first time. The first time I had ever mentioned my brother at an official event.

A few years ago, or even just a few months ago, I would never have granted his request. I wouldn't have even considered it.

But I did this foolish thing because of the expression I saw on Seo Hojin's face at the columbarium.

“It might be a little cringey, but let's spend the end of the year together as a family.”

Under the dazzling lights, I deliberately smiled with confidence. It was for my original younger brother, who might be watching from somewhere.

Even if my brother in the original world really did sacrifice himself for me. Even if he won't be there when I clear the game and go back...

“And... don't be scared.”

Somehow, I will keep that old, dusty promise.

“No matter where you are, if you get lost, your big brother will come find you.”

I grinned one last time and walked off the stage with the trophy and bouquet.

The belated, lukewarm applause died down. In the following acting and directing awards, both Kim Jehyeok and Jang Seongshik won.

The A Dirty Trial team hugged each other, their excitement not cooling even after the ceremony had completely ended.


When the ceremony ended, I returned to the waiting room to find my manager with a tearful expression.

My manager asked if I'd forgotten what I memorized because I was nervous. I just smiled at him. As I headed for the underground parking garage, Min Jiheon, who was leaning by the elevator with his arms crossed, saw me and smiled.

“Seo Hoyun, that spirit of yours is still alive and well.”

“What, my style?”

“No, your attitude.”

I chuckled, waved, and bypassed Min Jiheon to get on the elevator. My manager's continuous nagging became background music as I turned on my phone. Several messages had already arrived.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Cringey ㅋ]

That little bastard, really.

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Yeah let's spend it together]

[Bastard Dongsaeng: Let's eat some good food too]

Ding.

The elevator arrived at the basement level with a cheerful sound. I pocketed my phone and walked into the parking garage. A cluster of fans seemed to be waiting for me there.

Normally, I would have just passed them by, but it was especially cold today, and I couldn't help but be concerned.

“Just a moment,” I said, asking the bodyguards for their understanding. I approached the fans, accepted their letters, and made eye contact with each one as I greeted them. I spotted someone who had been a fan since my Second Chance days. As I was about to speak to them familiarly, a bouquet of blue flowers was suddenly thrust in my face.

“Seo Hoyuuuun!!”

“...Ye-yes?”

The person's eyes were a little red.

This person always tried to tease me or make me laugh at fan signs and events, so I was a bit taken aback by this unfamiliar side.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun, you don't be scared either. If you get lost, we'll come find you.”

“......”

“You're someone who shines no matter where you are, so we'll definitely be able to find you.”

My eyes widened at the unexpected comfort. I blinked a few times, my reply coming a beat too late.

“...Okay.”

A weak laugh escaped me.

“Okay, I get it.”

Not because it was funny, but just because it was so unexpected.

The bodyguards, with truly troubled faces, urged me to leave. Only then did I accept the bouquet from the fan and head to the car.

I turned, lightly pressed my lips to the blue petals, and gave a big wave.

“Get home safe!”

A silly laugh kept escaping me even after I got in the van and left the hotel for the busy streets. The fan's voice from a moment ago echoed in my ears.

I opened the window and looked outside. The sound of Salvation Army bells drifted from across the street, as if already preparing for the coming Christmas.


Chapter 465

❬Seo Hoyun Baekchun Arts Awards Best Supporting Actor Acceptance Speech❭

Kang Yeonhu frowned slightly, flicking through YouTube shorts on his phone in the corner of WH Entertainment's smallest training room.

He was too busy with High Five's comeback to watch 'A Dirty Trial', but he had heard the news. He knew Seo Hoyun was nominated for Best Supporting Actor at the Baekchun Arts Awards.

He watched Seo Hoyun win the award live during the Baekchun Arts Awards broadcast while returning to the dorm after a music show pre-recording. Kang Yeonhu let out a dry laugh as he watched the acceptance speech.

【There are always people working hard behind the spotlight.】

They must have given Seo Hoyun a designated speech, just as they always did for him, but he completely ignored it and said whatever he wanted, which was so typically Seo Hoyun.

However, his thoughts scattered at what followed.

【...I'd like to say something personal to my younger brother.】

Seo Hoyun had mentioned his younger brother with his own lips.

【This might sound a bit cringey, but let's spend the end of the year together as a family.】

He usually avoided mentioning his family at all costs. He must have anticipated the repercussions of an idol, whose family matters were already public, bringing them up again at an official event.

Sure enough, people desperately tried to decipher his abstract comment, digging into Seo Hoyun and his brother. They even brought up the video of Seo Hoyun's car accident again.

He's a smart guy, so why.

Kang Yeonhu skimmed related posts. He was about to read the comments but quickly shook his head and turned off his phone.

He clicked his tongue with an odd unease just as the door burst open.

"Oh, sorry... Huh, isn't that Kang Yeonhu Hyung-nim!"

"Ah, Gyutae."

The person who barged in was Yoo Gyutae, the rapper for WH Entertainment's rookie idol group, Estelle. He wore a black cap pulled down low.

Honestly, Kang Yeonhu didn't exactly welcome the emergence of a new rookie idol group.

Yoo Gyutae was different, though. Kang Yeonhu felt close to him because their trainee days had overlapped for a while.

Yoo Gyutae, who usually looked stiff, immediately broke into a wide grin and hurried over.

"Perfect timing! Hyung-nim, do you want to watch The Dawn's online concert livestream with me?"

"...No..."

"Really? It's gonna be amazing, though."

Yoo Gyutae's peculiar trait was his immense respect for The Dawn, especially Seo Hoyun.

"Ah, this is gonna be so much fun... Senior Seo Hoyun is gonna be insane..."

He treated the snake-like man almost like a god of idols.

Despite Kang Yeonhu's firm refusal, Yoo Gyutae sat beside him, opened his laptop, and started playing the online concert he had already paid for.

Yoo Gyutae had been completely smitten with Seo Hoyun ever since The Dawn performed "Second Chance." Even seniors, let alone juniors, found Seo Hoyun difficult to approach.

"...Gyutae, didn't you say you ran into Seo Hoyun in person a little while ago?"

"Yep, we just passed by each other for a moment!"

A few days ago, in mid-December, WH Entertainment's idols gathered to film a music video for a new company song.

A full group shoot was impossible due to busy schedules, but they met the artists scheduled before and after them while waiting.

That day, Kang Yeonhu spotted Yoo Gyutae struggling to maintain a blank expression when he came face-to-face with Seo Hoyun. Yoo Gyutae only offered a silent nod.

Seo Hoyun, surrounded by his members and listening to their chatter with a bothered look, simply nodded back at Yoo Gyutae.

Since his debut, Yoo Gyutae had pretended not to be a fan of The Dawn. To Seo Hoyun, he was just an unfamiliar rookie.

"Does Seo Hoyun know you're a fan?"

"He doesn't need to know," Yoo Gyutae stated firmly.

"I don't want to be a nuisance by making it obvious I'm a fan."

I don't think you'd be a nuisance even if you did make it obvious now.

Early this year, when The Dawn's activities and news dwindled, WH Entertainment ambitiously debuted Estelle. Naturally, existing WH artist fandoms, especially Noeul, protested the most.

But since then, every track The Dawn released dominated domestic music charts and even entered Billboard. The fandoms didn't seem to care much anymore, likely thinking a rookie idol group wouldn't have much impact.

Even if Yoo Gyutae declared himself a fan of The Dawn, it probably wouldn't cause any major ripples.

"Of course! I'm well aware that The Dawn Seniors have risen to a level so high they can't be compared to rookies like us. I know that even if I say I respect them, it might not cause any waves."

"But?"

"So I've sometimes let my imagination run wild! About confessing that I'm a fan of The Dawn! But, if it were Senior Seong Jiwon, maybe, but when I imagine Senior Seo Hoyun's reaction..."

His excited eyebrows drooped as he mumbled.

"...He'd probably think I'm exaggerating and just good at navigating social situations..."

"Oh..."

...That sounds plausible.

Even if a rookie idol tried to appeal to him, the distrustful Seo Hoyun would likely brush it off nonchalantly.

Convinced by the credible story, Kang Yeonhu rubbed his forehead and asked, "Still, if you'd confessed, you could've gone to the year-end concert in person. It's common for juniors to go to their seniors' concerts."

"I tried to get a ticket myself. Of course, I failed..."

"Hmm, if you got a VIP-exclusive ticket..."

"That's out of the question!"

Kang Yeonhu, having witnessed firsthand how die-hard Noeul get angry about complimentary seats, shut his mouth.

"Gyutae... why do you respect Seo Hoyun...?"

"Can I be honest?"

"Go ahead."

"His temper."

......

"...His guts?"

"Never mind, just don't."

Yoo Gyutae eagerly explained that his temper and guts were the kind of boldness that could overcome any adversity, but Kang Yeonhu pretended not to hear.

"And the way he seems unfazed in front of his fans is cool."

"Huh?"

"Usually, when most people are having a hard time, it shows on their faces, right?"

That's true.

Especially in their profession, where their private lives were so public, they sometimes inadvertently revealed their true emotions.

"But I've never seen that side of Seo Hoyun. He's a true professional, and it's so cool!"

"...Is that so?"

Kang Yeonhu crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. He might have agreed in the past, but...

"Wouldn't all idols want to be like that?"

......

"Oh, it's starting."

While Kang Yeonhu hesitated, unsure how to respond, the VCR started playing on the screen. It showed a dark concert hall, signaling the start of The Dawn's concert.

Yoo Gyutae threw off his cap, his sparkling eyes fixed on the laptop. Kang Yeonhu glanced at him, swept his hair back, and followed his gaze.

...Well, maybe that is for the best.

But is it really possible to only ever show your good side to the fans?

He knew Seo Hoyun worked hard as an idol. That was why he held a concert at Jamsil Stadium and charted on Billboard. He was even being mentioned as a Grand Prize nominee again, just like last year.

Still, Kang Yeonhu felt an inexplicable unease.

Seo Hoyun was human, so he must have his own ups and downs. The way he always appeared so composed felt very out of place.

An idol who never reveals his own hardships.

But are the fans really happy with that?


The florist, a Noeul who had taken a two-year break from offline fangirling, stood alone outside the concert venue, trying to calm her trembling heart. Then, a slogan caught her eye.

What is that?

It was an enlarged photo of Kim Seonghyeon with yellow hair and an awkward smile next to a motorcycle. There wasn't just one or two of them.

She showed her ticket and entered, receiving a blue slogan. It seemed to be for a sing-along event, as everyone entering received one.

Whoa, the lyrics are on the back of the slogan. Thank goodness.

She had been so busy with her life and came in such a hurry that she had no idea about the event.

She followed the directions to her seat in the first row of the extended stage and saw that all the spots had chairs.

Seated standing... Overwhelmingly grateful!

A few years ago, she preferred the standing section, but now it was too tiring. She could never do it.

"I wonder why they're allowing re-entry after the sound check?"

"I know, right? The pre-announcement said no re-entry... Hey, but what's with Seo Hoyun's white casual clothes?"

"For that guy, even the sound check is an official schedule..."

Ah, I should have come earlier!

She had debated skipping it until the end, thinking she couldn't get back in.

She overheard fans behind her saying that Seo Hoyun was a god of fan service these days. Once you experienced his interactions, you could never be satisfied with anyone else's.

"He was amazing back then, but these days he's just..."

"A god..."

Lies...

He was already the best a few years ago. How could he possibly get any better?

There was a time when she, too, was passionately devoted to The Dawn, but external factors forced her to take a break from fangirling after a final video call fan sign event.

Back then, she told Seo Hoyun she probably couldn't see him often. The smiling words he said in reply were still etched in her memory.

I wonder if he's doing well?

The group was now so popular compared to when she was seriously into them that they didn't need her worries.

Well, it seems like the December Grand Prize is out of the picture, though.

For some reason, all WH Entertainment artists were absent from the December music award ceremonies.

Of course, even so, the Grand Prizes at the Mango Music Awards and the GMA went to Black Call without any major upsets.

Honestly, I thought they would win one this year.

At this rate, what if the January awards all go to Black Call too?

This year, The Dawn had dominated domestic music charts and even charted on Billboard, just as much as Black Call.

If they didn't win a single Grand Prize, she might unconsciously pray for Black Call's disbandment.

This is unsettling, haa...

Just as she sighed deeply, the sound of a sandy wind drifted from somewhere. The large screens lit up, and a vast desert unfolded across the stage.

The screen swept by quickly, as if swimming through desert sand. An arcade building with an arched roof over a row of columns appeared on the side screens.

Suddenly, the central screen turned black. A golden coin appeared, spinning round and round.

【THE DAWN IS COMING—】

Simultaneously, the arcade building's lights turned on. Neon green lights filled the concert hall, and flames roared fiercely around the stage.

"Oh, my god."

The central screen then rose, revealing a lavishly decorated semi-circular table on the stage.

She thought the first song would be "Level S2" based on the VCR, but The Dawn appeared in monochrome suits.

She repeated 'I'm so glad I came' hundreds of times in her head. Kim Seonghyeon tossed and caught a coin, then climbed onto the table and raised his hand.

【Don't think too deeply, it's my round】

The live performance echoed through the venue, every breath of the members audible. In an instant, all her distracting thoughts vanished.

【Blow away your complicated worries】

Kim Seonghyeon kicked off the table and jumped down. The camera caught Seo Hoyun's face, previously hidden in shadow, and displayed it on the large screen.

He wore a gray suit with a red and navy striped tie. He tossed a card behind his back, rested his chin on his hand, and curved his eyes into a smile.

【In this dawn, leave everything to me】

It was truly the appearance of a born idol.


Chapter 466

“Waaaaaaah!!”

She waved her light stick frantically, swept up in the concert's feverish heat. Before she knew it, three songs had passed.

The music, which had seemed endless, paused for a moment. The members of The Dawn wiped away their sweat, drank water, or waved toward Noeul. Cheers erupted from the audience with their every move.

After the brief interaction between the fans and The Dawn, a spectacular VCR video appeared on the screen.

Meanwhile, the members who had vanished backstage reappeared, riding in hot-air balloons in groups of two and three. As they waved to the rhythm of 'Connected', a lump formed in her throat.

【Even if we fly higher toward the sun

These wings won't melt

They'll only burn hotter】

The song already had a lavish beat, but the bold new arrangement created an even more brilliant and magnificent harmony.

The hot-air balloons soared high into the sky. Seeing Jeong Dajun smiling brightly as he approached the second floor, seemingly without fear, sent a surge of excitement through her.

【When our eyes meet

Anxiety melts away

All we have left are wings and faith】

“I think I'm going to faint...”

She unconsciously nodded in agreement with the murmur from beside her. Just then, the members of The Dawn jumped from the hot-air balloons that had descended to the stage and ran straight to the extended stage.

“Everyone! Sing with us!” Seong Jiwon shouted, waving his hand widely.

【What's the problem today

Don't be so difficult

Don't speak with your guard up

Let's be nice and sweet to each other, Ah, you get it】

This song...!!!

It was 'Candies', a legendary song among the Noeuls.

While performing the choreography that involved lightly sweeping the floor with his hand, Kim Seonghyeon spun. He must have spotted a slogan with his embarrassing past, because he frowned and smiled sheepishly.

He quickly changed his expression, faced forward, and sang.

“...I want to marry Kim Seonghyeon.”

Me too...

Even amidst the loud music, murmurs like that one came through clearly.

She was unconsciously imagining herself marrying Kim Seonghyeon and honeymooning in Bali when she spotted Seo Hoyun walking casually behind him, wearing a white jacket.

They called him the god of fan service among the Noeuls, and he truly lived up to the name.

He tried his best to make eye contact with every single person. Even while singing his heart out, he would strike a pose or shoot hearts at the crowd.

【Breathlessly

My heart beats faster】

You're incredibly handsome, she fangirled internally. Then her eyes met Seo Hoyun's directly.

【Our moments, shared only by the two of us

Still linger in my mouth】

Seo Hoyun flicked his eyebrow slightly and brought the microphone to his lips.

【Whatever you want, I'll match it for you

What's so hard about swallowing my pride】

As he switched places with Kang Ichae and moved to the side, Seo Hoyun extended his right hand toward her section and mouthed some words.

...Long time no see??

Damn, my ego has gotten seriously huge.

Even if she was in the front row, how could she think he was talking to her?

【Was it sour? Was it sweet?

I don't know if you understand what I'm saying right now

It's okay, I'm actually really nervous too, No I mean it

For now, just say ah and take my candy】

However, Seo Hoyun's finger pointed directly at her. Then, he tapped his Adam's apple and made an OK sign by curling his thumb and index finger.

“...Uh...”

He really is talking to me.

Two years ago, when she was an active Noeul, a regular health check-up suddenly revealed an unfamiliar illness. Despite its difficult name, the cure rate was high and the surgery seemed minor, but she had still been scared and afraid.

A week before that sudden surgery, she had won a video call slot and gotten to talk with Seo Hoyun.

The memory was still vivid. She had forgotten all the questions she had prepared for that short, precious time and had ended up sobbing about how hard life was. Thinking back, she couldn't have been more of a mess.

Back then, Seo Hoyun...

“Okay!!!”

Despite her surprise, she raised both hands and made a large circle. At that, Seo Hoyun straightened up and smiled, his eyes crinkling beautifully.

【Our moments, shared only by the two of us

Still linger in my mouth】

The fans, who thought it was just a gesture, cheered, and the sound spread through the venue.

“...Oh, what the...”

Seo Hoyun had listened silently throughout the video call. In the last few seconds, he finally spoke.

He told her she would do well.

He said she would get healthy, both in body and mind, and that they would see each other again somewhere.

He had said, 'I'll ask you again if you're okay'.

He actually did it.

She had been so sure he wouldn't remember.

After that, she couldn't concentrate on the rest of the performance.

“Alright, everyone. Let's take a picture~!”

The concert neared its end. It was time for The Dawn and their fans to take a photo together.

“Scooch a little closer.”

“Don't push my head!!”

The Dawn members turned their backs to the audience and posed on cue. With a click, the lights suddenly went out, and whistles came from a few sections.

【Where we are standing right now】

At the same time, a group sing-along of a B-side track from 'Film' began.

【Are our footsteps following the same path

I want to ask, but I just wait】

The voices, slightly off-key at first, gradually formed a harmony under Seong Jiwon's direction.

She cleared her throat and looked at the lyrics on the back of her slogan.

【Looking back, it was so ignorant

And that's why it shone brighter, our film】

She guessed the members probably already knew about the sing-along event. She could tell from seeing Kim Seonghyeon get emotional and Jeong Dajun burst into laughter.

Kang Ichae had a hand on Seong Jiwon's shoulder, leaning on him with a slight smile.

【Like snow in summer and heat haze in winter

A sunflower welcoming the moon or a moonflower facing the sun

Even amidst all the things we can't understand】

Or maybe not?

She wasn't really sure.

Until the other person reveals their true feelings, all speculation is just that, speculation.

Because the love of many was focused on one side, she was confident that the fan knew the idol better.

After all, Noeul could rattle off detailed profiles of what Seo Hoyun liked and disliked, and which seasons he preferred.

But, it also feels like he knows me better.

However, she had no idea what he was actually feeling right now.

【We are still in that place

In our own places】

If others heard her, they might have scoffed, telling her to worry about herself instead of a male idol at the peak of his popularity.

She had intended to think that way herself before entering the concert hall. She might even feel foolish when she looked back on this later.

But was there anything to be ashamed of?

Isn't it natural to worry about someone you like?

【Where we are standing right now

Are our footsteps following the same path】

Is he truly enjoying the concert? Is everything okay? Is the sudden fame not a burden? Is he eating well? Does he still hate mint chocolate...?

As she thought of an endless stream of trivial questions while looking at Seo Hoyun on the screen, she put down her slogan and sang along with the lyrics.

【I want to ask, but I just wait】

In the end, she always had to wait.

In the imbalance of this relationship, she had to wait until her star chose to reveal his true feelings himself.


The two-day concert from December 23rd to 24th ended. I returned to the company to pick up my Best Supporting Actor trophy. I took the elevator, pressed the button for the Management Team's floor, and got off. A faint light leaked from the office at the end of the hall.

Who on earth is here at this late hour?

I peeked through the open door's crack and found Jeong Seonui alone, packing items from her desk into a box.

Sensing a strange atmosphere, I deliberately made my presence known. Jeong Seonui's head lifted.

“...Team Leader-nim. Why're you at work on Christmas?”

“Is the 24th Christmas?”

“It's after midnight.”

Jeong Seonui pushed up her glasses and chuckled at my reply. I slowly lowered my gaze and saw a box neatly packed with a laptop, a calendar, and other things.

There was only one reason for this.

“Are you quitting?”

“So direct.”

Did you lose the office politics game?

The atmosphere at the company had been strange lately.

As I tilted my head, Jeong Seonui clicked the pen in her hand and continued.

“...Well, that's how it turned out.”

“Then who's the new head of the management team?”

“You'll find out next year.”

“Then I guess Lee Jihyeon will be promoted to Assistant Manager next year.”

Internal politics were common, so I thought it was just a passing storm, but seeing Jeong Seonui, who had lasted so long, leave like this meant it had been a bloodbath.

She tried to act nonchalant, but she must have been shaken. She dropped the pen she was about to place in the box. I chuckled, entered the management office, and closed the door.

“Well, is there anything else you wanna ask about my resignation?”

“Ah, I'm not particularly interested in you, Team Leader-nim.”

“......”

“Just make sure you tie up loose ends before you go.”

Last year, I had a painful experience because someone failed to manage the information about a person colluding with the paparazzi.

In reality, the only ones within WH Entertainment who knew about that were Team Leader Jeong Seonui and her superiors.

“...Tie up loose ends?”

“About last year's Grand Prize.”

I couldn't let things go wrong again.

However, upon hearing my words, Jeong Seonui asked back, looking genuinely bewildered.

“What about last year's Grand Prize?”

“Because we didn't get it because of me, right?”

“Because of you, Seo Hoyun?”

The conversation felt like it was going in circles.

Is she messing with me?

Pretending not to know on purpose?

Dumbfounded, I crossed my arms and stared at her. Jeong Seonui thought for a moment, then took off her glasses and set them on the desk.

“...Seo Hoyun, your individual activities don't necessarily translate to the group's popularity. The reason The Dawn didn't win the Grand Prize last year was because your popularity was neck-and-neck with High Five. Why would that be your fault, Seo Hoyun?”

“Because, I...”

I stopped myself mid-sentence.

Jeong Seonui's slightly furrowed brow held a genuine concern for me.

“......”

“Seo Hoyun?”

Facing her, I was reminded of the illogical events that had happened to me in the past.

...Wow.

I gently bit the inside of my cheek, then smiled at Jeong Seonui as if nothing was wrong.

“...It's nothing.”

“......”

Then I moved casually, picked up the pen from the floor, and placed it in the box on her desk.

I carefully observed her, a faint wrinkle still on her brow from her lingering confusion, and said with a smile.

“Team Leader-nim, have a good Christmas.”

“...Yes, well.”

She lifted the box and walked past me. As she stood at the door, I held the knob and opened it for her. Jeong Seonui paused for a moment, then mumbled softly.

“...Excuse me. I know I was a bit strict during my time here, but... it wasn't that I didn't wish for The Dawn's success.”

“......”

“I hope you win the Grand Prize this time.”

And with that, she left.

A laugh escaped me at her pure encouragement.

I walked slowly over to the window and sat on the sill.

“...Well, I'll be.”

Jeong Seonui's memory had been erased.

And the only being that could do that was the System.

A world where there was nothing left to fear.

There was no longer any need to find out who had leaked the information about the collusion.

Because now, I have become a clean, flawless idol here.

“Damn thing... it's so thorough.”

I wonder who it takes after.

Two weeks until the Grand Prize.

Within that time, I will find out.

All I have to do is lean on time and wait for the result.

Outside, a giant screen on the building across the street broadcasted The Dawn. I could see myself, smiling artificially as if I had no flaws.

Staring at him, I pressed my forehead against the window and repeated to myself, over and over, that I could do it.


Chapter 467

Fir trees still filled the streets, not yet cleared away even after Christmas, and outdated carols still played.

As December 31st drew closer, restless and sentimental laments piled up, just as they did every year.

[Wow, this year went by so fast... Guys, I've been through so much...]

[I'm turning a year older tomorrow? Is this a hidden camera prank?]

[Age is just a number to us.

But? If the international age system is introduced, I won't refuse it.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ You're clearly happy about it, you punk.

└ To regress once again, how troublesome, haha.]

The Noeuls, on the other hand, spent every day happily, unshaken by any year-end depression.

[Title: Three steps, one The Dawn.

Ahhh...

To the me of three years ago,

if you told me that the idol I liked would become the next Black Call,

I'd have thought you'd lost your mind and told you to fuck off...

But now?

I see The Dawn everywhere...

Miracles do exist in this world, oh my god.

└ This reminds me of the fans who liked The Dawn back when they were a 4-member group, haha. After they got a bit famous, they'd post a thank you message every 30 minutes... haha.

└└ They're still a fan...

└└ Oh my god...

└└ That changed to posting a thank you message every 15 minutes.

└└ Ah, shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: The funniest thing about public perception is Kim Seonghyeon.

It's so funny how Kim Seonghyeon became the nation's son-in-law after 'Healing Life' aired.

└ It makes sense.

He's polite, respectful, courteous to elders, good at housework, and sharp, but he's also fun to tease... my god.

└ Every time my mom watches, she mutters, 'I wish our daughter would marry a man like that...'

└ Noeul is the one who finds it truly absurd. You'd think they'd be proud he's getting so much buzz from a lodging show, but ever since Kim Seonghyeon's son-in-law moments became famous, they've been biting their nails.

└└ Everyone's cracking open a soju and being like 'I even thought about our honeymoon'.

└└ Shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: The Dawn kids also appeared on Healing Life to support Seonghyeon and Jiwon.

But as soon as they appeared,

they entered saying, 'Aaaah~~~~ isn't it the nation's son-in-law~~~~'.

└ Hyenas that never miss their prey...

└ Jeong Dajun, shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Look at his volume, he could probably make announcements with his real voice.

└ It's hilarious how Seonghyeon has no reaction.

They're right next to him going, 'Son-in-law~~ please marry me~~' and he just responds with something like, 'Oh, you're here?'.

└└ He's not fazed by much these days.]

[Title: Seonghyun's PDs are feeling really bitter right now.

They said Seonghyeon has become less fun to tease.

Last time at the concert, they held up embarrassing history slogans, but he wasn't fazed at all...]

After finishing their two-day concert, The Dawn seemed to enjoy a short break. Sightings of Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon spending time with their families at different restaurants were posted, while a photo of Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae fooling around at a PC Bang circulated online.

And among the news, there was, of course, word about Seo Hoyun.

[Title: I saw Seo Hoyun at the end of the year.

At the west coast ㅇㅇ.

└ I saw him too.

He came with some guy? Not sure who it was...

└└ Joo Woosung?

└└ Haha, if it was Joo Woosung, I would've recognized him!!!ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Look at how everyone immediately thinks of Joo Woosung whenever Seo Hoyun is seen hanging out with someone.

└└ It's because they only have each other as idol friends...ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: I saw a photo from another sighting.

I think that person isn't a celebrity, but his younger brother.

└ Huh? Seo Hoyun has a younger brother?

└└ Did you not know? He became famous again because of the acceptance speech.

└└ His brother's ID photo is also circulating.]

[Title: So they went to the sea together...

He spent time with him just like he said in his speech.

If you're happy, then I'm happy ㅠㅠ♡♡♡

└ Is this about Seo Hoyun?ㅋㅋ

He's such an attention seeker.

└└ I know, right... He spoke so vaguely, sparking all sorts of speculation...ㅋㅋㅋㅋ He seems to be enjoying it;;

└└ (This comment has been deleted)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ (This comment has been reported)

└└ Noeul... how do they even use language like that.

I thought they'd mellowed out, but their fighting power is still as strong as ever.

└└ When they see a malicious comment, they rush in like the hornet-man.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

However, The Dawn's fans were reluctant to dig too deeply into the details. They knew all too well what kind of reactions it would attract.

As time passed and December 31st arrived, social media and various online communities filled with talk about the 'KBS Song Festival,' which marked the end of the year as always.

[Are Black Call and High Five appearing this time?

└ Black Call no, High Five yes ㅇㅇ

└└ Ah, okay okay.]

[Whoa, MAZE is in the lineup too.

It's nice to see all the kids from Shining Star doing well little by little. It feels like if you live diligently, your efforts get recognized...]

[Lea Purple's Yeonri's solo debut song is so good. It has a 2000s vibe, the Y2K aesthetic is insane.]

[High Five too ㅇㅇ. Acknowledged, it's the golden age of idols.

└ President of middle schoolers... for real.]

The KBS Song Festival's cue sheet hadn't leaked, but the Noeuls weren't too concerned.

[They said Black Call isn't appearing this time, so our boys will be the finale, right?]

Based on the circumstances, The Dawn was certain to be the final act.

[Seong Jiwon said he's performing something he practiced hard for and told us to look forward to it with PopPop, haha.]

[What could it be? Maybe an amazing orchestral arrangement?]

Just as everyone was busy with other things while having the broadcast on, a cry went out.

[OMG!!!!!!]

About an hour and a half into the show, The Dawn's special stage appeared unexpectedly.

【THE DAWN – Special Stage】

It was 'Cinderella' by the female solo artist 'Kelsey,' a dance track that had gained sensational popularity a few years ago.

[Ah, I'm so, so happy, this is crazy.]

[How did they know Cinderella is one of my absolute favorite songs?]

[I love idols who don't forget their roots.]

[Oh my god, even after becoming Billboard artists, they're still doing a sexy female solo cover. Thank you.]

[Wait, there's a tango part in Cinderella.

Who's playing Kelsey in that part? Please tell me.]

Seo Hoyun opened the stage.

【It's not twelve o'clock yet.】

Singing the intro, Seo Hoyun stood at the center. He formed a circle with just his thumb and index finger, moving it to the right like a clock hand as he grinned. A teardrop-shaped jewel by the corner of his left eye sparkled.

[Huuuh, Seo Hoyun, you're the ultimate idol.]

[I'm going crazy, why is he so dazzling lately?]

[Ah, his energy is back, he's so damn good at his main job.]

[Maybe it's because The Dawn lives in the practice room, but the quality is insane.]

[The members' skill levels are fucking crazy, haha.]

[Seo Hoyun's dancing is truly insane.

└ Effort never betrays you...

└ Joo Woosung:?

└ Kim Seonghyeon:?

└└ Agh ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ So annoying, these superhuman dancers.]

Even though their preparation time must not have been long, every single one of their movements was sharp and precise.

As the chorus began, the tango choreography started, and Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae moved to the center.

[Crazy, Kang Ichae is Kelsey and Jiwon is doing the back dancer part, holy shit, hahaha.]

[How on earth did they decide this?

First of all, Kang Ichae 100% volunteered for it.]

[The way I see it, Seong Jiwon wanted to be Kelsey too but lost at rock-paper-scissors and ended up as the back dancer.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

【Can you kiss me gently?】

Seong Jiwon spun with his right hand on Kang Ichae's waist and flipped open one side of his leather jacket with his other hand.

Kang Ichae revealed his shoulder and winked at the camera.

[Wow, Jiwon and Ichae are so cool, haha.]

[Kang Ichae, this punk, his job satisfaction is at 200%.]

【Let's focus on our time alone.】

As the provocative dance moves continued with the rapidly changing violin melody, the members' gazes, for some reason, kept drifting toward Kim Seonghyeon, who stood in the back.

[What's going on? Why do the members look so expectant?]

[??? Isn't Seonghyeon doing a back dancer part?]

At the peak of the performance, the most famous dance break of 'Cinderella' began, a spectacular tango.

Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head toward the ceiling, squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them. He grasped Jeong Dajun's hand and spun forward in a wide arc.

[Gasp!]

Then, standing close beside Jeong Dajun, Kim Seonghyeon swept his hand from the maknae's shoulder to his waist and did a hip thrust.

[Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[So our Seonghyeon was Kelsey too, I see ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[This was worth the anticipation, shit ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[This dancer pairing is so fun. Look at Kim Seonghyeon avoiding the maknae's eyes, hahaha.]

【Before it strikes twelve,

I'll leave one shoe behind.】

At the same time, Kim Seonghyeon bent at the waist, his other hand sweeping from his leg to his ankle as if taking off a shoe. His ears were bright red.

[I'm trying to focus on the leader's dance lines, but it's so cute how you can see the members enjoying it in the back ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hahaha, even Seong Jiwon, who's dancing his heart out diagonally, is grinning from ear to ear ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

However, Kim Seonghyeon's partner, Jeong Dajun, showed no hint of a smile, unlike the other members. He seriously twitched an eyebrow and tucked his chin.

[Wow, Dajun's facial acting is insane.]

[He's usually all Dajun-ging Dajun-ging, so it's amazing whenever he does this.]

[Our baby is a real pro...]

Just then, Seo Hoyun glanced quickly at the two, then grabbed Kim Seonghyeon's wrist and pulled him so close their breaths could mingle. He turned his head to face the front and lowered his gaze.

【Can you kiss me gently?】

[Crazy Bastard]

[You madman]

[Ah, please.]

【Let's focus on our time alone.】

Unable to hide his disgusted expression, Kim Seonghyeon hurriedly pulled away from Seo Hoyun.

Seeing this, Seo Hoyun's lips curled into a smirk as he did a full turn.

[Ah, pushing him away is definitely part of the choreography, but it's so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Seonghyeon-ah, you put real force into it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hurriedly taking screenshots and replaying it.

Ah, Seo Hoyun turning and striding away is so fucking cool ㅜㅜ]

[I think I'm going to faint.

To think they'd serve this up not at a fan meeting, but on a year-end stage.]

Gathered at the center of the stage, The Dawn struck their ending pose, making the shape of clock hands with their thumbs and index fingers.

The bright lights dimmed. The final shot was Seo Hoyun winking at Kim Seonghyeon.


“Ah~, that was fun.”

This is why I'm an idol.

After thoroughly enjoying the other idol performances, including High Five's, we headed back to the stage for the final countdown.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been sulking until now, hung his head and muttered.

“...Seo Hoyun, was that fun for you?”

“Rather than fun... I'd call it lovely?”

“I'm scared of how used to your bullshit I've become...”

I dragged Kim Seonghyeon, who tried to get away with a look of resignation, up the stairs. The inverted-triangle light sticks glowed blue, rippling like a wave.

“Everyone— let's count down together!” the excited MC called.

All the performers on stage jumped around and shouted the numbers.

“3, 2...!”

The year is finally ending.

“1!! Happy New Year!”

“Please take care of us this year too!!”

I waved to the Noeuls and turned around. My eyes met with Kang Yeonhu, who was heading backstage while whispering amicably with the High Five members.

Kang Yeonhu, you're really something.

The new year, a new beginning.

Normally, I would have just ignored him and moved on, but Kang Yeonhu seemed to be in quite high spirits too. He gave me a smiling-eye grin.

There are cameras everywhere here.

I inwardly clicked my tongue at the sight of a slightly relaxed Kang Yeonhu. I returned to the waiting room, gathered all our things, and headed for the parking lot. A sea of people trying to leave met us there.

“Excuse me, coming through!”

Thanks to Kim Seonghyeon's shout, the idols and staff made a little space. We squeezed through the gap and barely boarded the van.

I fastened my seatbelt and let out a small sigh, but the other members were still chattering restlessly, their excitement not yet gone.

“How old is Dajun now?”

“Twenty-three!”

“Woah~, our maknae is still a baby~!”

“My age... is it...?” Jeong Dajun's eyes narrowed in displeasure.

It might be unfortunate for Jeong Dajun, but it was obvious that Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Kang Ichae would probably still treat the maknae like a baby even after he turned thirty.

“Anyway, sometimes I get scared of myself. The final act of a year-end stage at twenty-three? What will I be like in five years?!”

“You'll probably just be Jeong Dajun in five years...”

Undaunted by Kim Seonghyeon's dose of reality, Jeong Dajun continued to lay out his ambitions. He declared that next year, they would confidently beat Black Call with skill and seize the final stage, even if Black Call appeared. He then suddenly looked around at the members and asked.

“Hey, hyungs, in a week, what are you going to do if we win the Grand Prize?!”

The moment he asked, a camera flash went off. I furrowed my brow and turned my head. Kang Ichae, sitting next to me, pulled a photo from a Polaroid camera with a beaming face.

“Theeen, I'll have to say thank you to Noeul~.”

He gave a vague reply to Jeong Dajun's question and thrust the picture toward me.

“Ta-da, what do you think? I took a good picture, right?”

“It's blurry as hell.”

“Gasp, that's right! I guess it's because only good people can see it clearly~.”

I was so dumbfounded that I ignored him.

Kang Ichae snickered, shook the hand holding the photo vigorously, and showed it to me again.

In the slightly clearer photo, I was smiling while looking at Jeong Dajun.

I tore my gaze from the photo and lifted my head. My eyes met with the guy who had been staring directly at me, not at the picture.

Kang Ichae's eyes curved like half-moons.

“See? What did I tell you?”

“It came out beautifully in the end.”


Chapter 468

Beep—

I parked the SUV in the dome stadium's lot, where the Korea Music Awards were being held. I slipped the car key into my pocket and got out. The staff checked my face and let me pass without suspicion.

“Seo Hoyun, good luck tomorrow!”

“Ahaha, thank you.”

They cheered me on, not knowing I planned to bolt the moment the awards ceremony ended.

My plan was to get into the SUV I had prepared, all by myself, and head straight home the instant I received the Grand Prize tomorrow.

I took a mask from my pocket, put it on, and took a taxi back to the company. While ordering coffee at the cafe inside the building, I sent a message to Seo Hojin.

[Don't forget to get ready for tomorrow]

A reply came instantly, as if he had been waiting.

[Bastard Dongsaeng : OK]

Afterward, I headed to the studio to get food for the members, but the company's atmosphere felt strangely off.

...Ah, the shake-up...

I heard that a large number of people from a certain faction, starting with Jeong Seonui, had either quit or been transferred. WH Entertainment quickly filled the vacancies by hiring outside personnel, as if they had been waiting for this.

They're fast.

It seemed everyone was whispering about the drastic organizational restructuring.

Somehow, this seems like a situation related to Black Call Label.

A short article recently came out saying that Black Call planned a new label. I didn't bother looking it up on community forums, but it was obvious that all sorts of speculative rumors were flying around.

Joo Woosung must be happy.

I continued my slow train of thought as I walked and arrived in front of Kang Ichae's studio. The moment I entered the password and grabbed the doorknob, the door flung open from the inside.

For a moment, I lost my balance and staggered.

“What...”

An arm grabbed me and pulled me in. A voice full of mischief rang out.

“Hey, psycho.”

I slowly raised my gaze and saw Joo Woosung with a hat pulled down low over his eyes.

“...Why are you here? Planning to join The Dawn?”

“Don't say something so horrifying.”

I'm being sarcastic, you bastard.

Joo Woosung took off his hat, glanced outside, then closed the door. He even snatched the mocha latte I was holding and took a gulp.

“Ugh, why is this so sweet? What are you going to do when you get older? Take care of your health.”

His bullshit comes in so many varieties...

Knowing I would still be drinking it just fine and healthy ten years from now, I tilted my head.

“How did you get in here? No, forget that, what is it?”

“What is what?”

“Do you have business with me?”

“Hmm~, business with the klutz?”

He was always like this, but seeing Joo Woosung act so smug and annoying made my desire to talk plummet. When I shut my mouth, his grinning face contorted, and he slammed his hat on the sofa table.

“Look at that, look at that. Just because I'm in a good mood and acting like this, you think I'm being a damn fool.”

“Wow, Joo Woosung, you should set up a fortune-telling mat.”

When I openly revealed my true thoughts, Joo Woosung, who had been glaring, plopped down on the sofa and sipped the mocha latte.

“I just came looking for you and ran into Kim Seonghyeon. He said I could wait here. He even told me to make myself comfortable, you know?”

At this rate, if Joo Woosung told Kim Seonghyeon to die, he'd probably do it.

“Huhu...”

“......”

“Haha...”

While internally cursing Joo Woosung's hardcore fan, I roughly swept my hair back. Joo Woosung kept smirking and glancing at me.

I wondered if he had finally gone completely insane, but his strange behavior suggested he had a separate purpose. I let out a deep sigh and had to ask a question I didn't want to.

“So what's the reason you're acting like a fool?”

“Your choice of words is really... Ahem, anyway, you know about the article on our label, right?”

Joo Woosung answered quickly, grinning from ear to ear.

I had seen the article too. It said the person who used to be in charge of WH Entertainment's US distribution had become the CEO of the new sub-label.

“I can't go into detail, but... Chae Jeongwoo did something big. They got royally screwed over by a kid they treated like a brainless nobody.”

...What, Chae Jeongwoo was behind this shake-up?

How did Chae Jeongwoo pull this off?

However, with the most important Grand Prize award ceremony just ahead, prying into company matters with Joo Woosung was unnecessary. I sat on the sofa next to him and asked.

“You must have felt very wronged all this time.”

“Wouldn't you?”

It was true. The Dawn hadn't even been with WH Entertainment for two years, yet there were too many restrictions.

“But now, all that pent-up frustration is gone. From now on, I'll be able to do all the solo and unit activities I want.”

Observing Joo Woosung, who was excited like a little kid, I picked a piece of candy from the neat pile next to his hat and replied half-heartedly.

“Really, truly, I'm so happy for you, but haven't we already talked about this? Is this a topic you really need to grab me and bring up again right now?”

“Look at this cold bastard. Of course, it is. The awards ceremony is tomorrow.”

What does that have to do with anything?

When I stared at him with narrowed eyes, Joo Woosung cleared his throat. Ahem.

“...You know what? Maybe it's because I've been through so much with you, but I think I can tell just by looking at your eyes now.”

“Tell what.”

“You're thinking about something else right now, aren't you?”

Joo Woosung turned his body sideways, resting his arm on the back of the sofa as he continued.

“I don't know what's going on with you, and I have no intention of asking, but get your head in the game from now on.”

“......”

There were only two awards ceremonies left.

The Korea Music Awards scheduled for tomorrow, and the Seoul Popular Music Records, which would be held in February.

Moreover, the only idol group to have ever won the Grand Prize at the Seoul Popular Music Records was Black Call, so The Dawn's only remaining chance was the Korea Music Awards.

“...I know. You're telling me to make sure I win the Grand Prize from now on. I'm going to do that even if you don't point it out, Joo Woosung, so mind your own business.”

“This bastard, what is he saying?”

A sigh of disbelief escaped Joo Woosung's lips.

“Right now, it might seem like winning the Grand Prize is everything, right? It's not. What comes after is even more important. It's a chance to prove your worth before renegotiating your contract. You have to use the Grand Prize as a starting point to grow bigger and get into a favorable position. Only then will your future activities go more smoothly.”

As if his throat was dry, Joo Woosung chugged the now-lukewarm mocha latte and tossed the empty disposable cup into the trash.

“So...”

Joo Woosung stopped talking and blinked a few times, then lifted his gaze to meet mine directly.

“Since you've already set foot in this world, don't even think about trying to run away.”

For me, this was the final stop, but for him, it seemed it was still the starting line.

“...I get it. I want to do this for a long time too.”

I stared into Joo Woosung's sparkling eyes for a moment before picking up his hat and answering slowly.

“...But, just in case Black Call...”

“......”

“wins the Grand Prize again this time, you should be prepared to disband and enlist in the military, let alone start a label.”

“Haha, right. That's the Seo Hoyun I know...”

Joo Woosung burst out laughing, then his expression soured.

“...Wait a minute. I was trying to laugh it off, but I have a really bad feeling about this.”

“Did it sound like a joke?”

“...Shit...”

Annoyed, he snatched the hat from my hand and stood up. Mumbling something under his breath, Joo Woosung looked me up and down before kicking my leg lightly.

“...Anyway, see you tomorrow.”

Instead of answering, I just waved my hand lightly. Joo Woosung left the studio. I sighed and lay down on the sofa.

“...It's strange.”

Joo Woosung, your intuition is damn good in the weirdest ways.

I didn't give any hint, but somehow he knew.

In reality, my mind was completely filled with other thoughts.

“The moment I get the Grand Prize, I'm going straight home in my car.”

I had informed Seo Hojin unilaterally the day I dragged him to the sea after half-forcing him to cancel his trip abroad.

Seo Hojin, who had been yawning and blankly watching the approaching waves, furrowed his brow for a moment before his gaze slowly shifted to me.

“So, you wait at home. So we can go back together.”

My plan was to return to my original world as soon as I won the Grand Prize.

Seo Hojin tightened his loosened scarf and muttered.

“...You really are something special, hyung. I honestly didn't know if you'd actually pull it off.”

“Of course.”

My mind was already firmly made up.

Return to the original world and confirm Seo Hojin's safety.

If there was a way for Seo Hojin to save me, then there must also be a way for me to save Seo Hojin.

There must have been some kind of condition.

If I could just figure that out, I was confident I could overcome it with the experience I had accumulated so far.

However, if that failed...

...I should probably prepare myself mentally.

As a last resort, I too could use that method where a life was sacrificed for a life.

I rubbed my face dryly and sank deep into the sofa. I was blankly scanning the studio, which was filled with traces of The Dawn, when I spotted an album that had fallen under the table.

I picked it up without thinking, and a warning message written on the cover caught my eye.

[The Dawn Album - When writing comments, make sure to write your name ><~!]

“Good grief...”

Shaking my head, I opened the album, and the Polaroid pictures that Kang Ichae had been diligently taking all this time appeared.

Yesterday at the dorm, they were diligently writing something, saying it was a gift for the fans. It seemed this was what they were working on.

The very first page was decorated with a picture of me from when we spent our first year-end as a full five-member group.

[Looks like he has a bad personality – Seonghyeon]

[It's actually bad – Dajun /Ichae]

[Hehehe, that's his charm!! - Jiwon]

I clicked my tongue in disapproval and turned to the next page.

There was a picture of Jeong Dajun leaping up in a round shape in the sea while filming for Ocean Train.

[Wow, Dajun looks like a total elephant in this one - Ichae]

[This is the album we're showing Noeul, right? – Seonghyeon]

[I'm sorry, but my heart is fragile these days, so I'm getting hurt. - Jeong Dajun]

Next was a picture of Jeong Dajun from 'Will you go to prom with me', holding drumsticks like chopsticks and smiling brightly, and Seong Jiwon with his hands on the piano keys.

[Until this point, I really had no idea I would actually end up playing the drums... - Dajun]

[You need more practice hehe – Jiwon]

[Kyaak - Ichae]

[I'm sorry for not being able to protect you... – Seonghyeon]

This time, it was a picture of Kim Seonghyeon from the 'Life Experience Field Trip' shoot, squatting on a boat wearing pink rubber gloves. I let out a small laugh at the sight of him expertly cleaning a fish.

[Seonghyeon-hyung, how about publishing a guide to housekeeping – Dajun]

[First, I'm planning to write the leader's autobiography – Seonghyeon]

Another page.

While preparing for 'Level S2', most of the members were sprawled out like zombies, but there was a photo of Seong Jiwon alone, playfully waving his hand.

[Jiwon-hyung's quadra kill confirmed ㅋ – Ichae]

[^◡^!!! - Jiwon]

Are they really planning to show this to the fans?

Their language is getting more and more unrestrained.

As it went on, the names were omitted, and it was filled with just posts teasing each other.

This... I don't think this should ever be revealed to the world...

Next to it was a photo of the members with their arms around each other's shoulders backstage during the filming of the Song Camp finale.

[Ichae-yah, you worked hard]

[Kang Ichae, you went through a lot]

[That guy was cool]

Letting out a small chuckle, I also picked up a pen and added a note.

[You did well]

And the last page of the album.

There was a picture of me.

Was it taken a week ago, at the end of the year? Unlike when I had just started as a member of The Dawn, I had a softer expression on my face. Among the string of comments, one in particular stood out.

[Live happily for a long, long time!]

I could tell who wrote it just by the handwriting.

I neatly put the album away and lay down on the sofa.

[Idol Maker Clear Condition!

Win the Grand Prize at one of the top 3 music awards ceremonies held between December and February. (0/1)

Clear all Main Scenarios. (1/1)]

I watched the trophy floating in the air in the corner of my vision, then closed my eyes.

It still felt like I could hear the sound of the waves in my ears.

“...You know.”

Under the pitch-black night sky, Seo Hojin, who had been shuffling the sand with his toes, hesitated before carefully speaking.

“I'm curious about something.”

SWOOSH—

The sea churned violently, creating foam.

Shrouded in darkness, Seo Hojin's expression was hard to see.

“Aren't you scared, hyung?”

Scared?

Letting out a quiet breath, I got up and returned to the dorm. Unable to sleep even with my eyes closed, I stayed up all night, then got my makeup and outfit done before heading to the venue where the awards ceremony was being held.

Despite the car's tinted windows, my eyes were dazzled by the barrage of camera flashes.

Ignoring the murmuring of the reporters, I uncupped my chin from my hand.

Hojin-ah.

I'm going to keep my promise to our parents.

When you're scared, you go all-in, you bastard.

Watching the van door open, I composed my expression and took a step forward.

And so, the curtain rose on the Korea Music Awards.
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The Korea Music Awards was held at the same venue as last year.

"This is the Korea Music Awards, boasting the highest authority and longest history in the Republic of Korea."

Performing artists appeared one by one and headed to their seats as the audience's cheers grew louder. We walked out to a grand trumpet fanfare, dressed in white pilot uniforms.

"The Korea Music Awards is broadcasting live. Before the awards, we will review the judging criteria for digital music and physical albums!"

I let the narration about the judging criteria go in one ear and out the other while we moved to The Dawn's assigned seats.

The award method for the Korea Music Awards was not much different from last year. Six teams were selected for the Main Prize based on digital stream counts and album sales. The Grand Prize was then awarded to the one team with the highest digital score and the one team with the highest album score. The only change was that the percentage of the judges' scores had been significantly lowered.

"The Korea Music Awards, from the Rookie Award to the Grand Prize, we are here for every glorious moment."

I clicked my tongue inwardly at our seating arrangement, sandwiched between High Five and Black Call, and sat down.

Kang Yeonhu also looked awkward, as if he wanted to escape reality.

WAAAAAH!!

The audience's commotion instantly grew louder.

Ah, this is so damn annoying.

Black Call had appeared. They were the emperors of K-Pop, the light, the justice. They were a group tailor-made for such titles, where no modifier felt like an exaggeration.

I tried to manage my expression, but my brow furrowed on its own.

The most popular member of Black Call, 'that guy', wore a low-saturation red leather jacket. He blew kisses to the fans, then his eyes met mine and his lips curved into a smirk.

Don't smile. I might get attached.

He couldn't be unaware that I'd grab him by the collar if Black Call swept the Grand Prize here too. Seeing him grin so shamelessly was incredibly irritating.

I managed my expression and shifted my gaze to the stage.

After the Rookie Award announcement, four teams, including High Five, performed before the Main Prize was awarded. We were also in the lineup, so we followed a staff member backstage to prepare.

We were second to last.

After the staff's brief instructions, Seong Jiwon, who had been quiet, fiddled with his in-ear monitor and stopped me. "...Um, I'm getting confused with the timing. Do you want to go over the blocking one more time?"

I stared at Seong Jiwon for a moment, then obediently agreed and went through the choreography with him. After turning this way and that on his own, Seong Jiwon thanked me with a faint smile.

"Are you nervous?"

"A little? I'm being like this today for some reason. Maybe because it's an important awards show?"

"Take a Herbal Calming Pill."

"Haha... Should I?"

I watched Seong Jiwon's slightly trembling fingertips and crossed my arms.

Come to think of it, the members sometimes get full of spirit one moment, then freeze up before an unexpectedly important stage.

When that happened, Kim Seonghyeon would repeatedly check his in-ear, Jeong Dajun would go over the choreography again and again, and Kang Ichae would cling to the others or crack jokes to lighten the tense mood.

I scanned our surroundings, then clapped my hands once to get everyone's attention. "Leader, how about a cheer?"

Jeong Dajun's eyes widened. He trotted over, wondering what was up with me. "A cheer? Are we doing a cheer?!"

To think we still don't have a proper cheer after more than four years.

Beneath Kim Seonghyeon's grumbling voice, five hands stacked in the air.

"Seo Hoyun, what should the cheer be?"

"...Me?"

"Yeah."

...Why is he asking me to do this?

I felt a bit flustered by the sudden task, but the members stared at me quietly, so I slowly lowered my gaze. "...Tell me we can do it."

For a moment, there was no reaction. I was about to take back my words, but Jeong Dajun shot his hand up even faster than Kim Seonghyeon and shouted, "Ah~ We can totally do it, ahhh!!"

"Of course!! The world is ours!!!"

Kim Seonghyeon just sighed softly as he watched Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun dash off, but he did not try to stop them.

A hand suddenly grabbed my shoulder just as I was about to follow the youngest members. "Seo Hoyun."

Kim Seonghyeon, who had called my name, smiled so widely his dimples showed. He said softly, "Anything. We can do it well, all of us."

Kim Seonghyeon patted my shoulder with the same hand and left first. Seong Jiwon followed, tapping my back as he passed.

I watched the members' retreating backs for a moment, then slowly started to walk.

I followed the staff's directions up the stairs alone and stared blankly at the closed VCR wall. A violin and cello cut through the murmuring noise, their sound echoing out. At the same time, the wall split open and light poured in.

WAAAAAH...

I reflexively looked at the camera and lifted my chin.

The backup dancers below, dressed in aviator uniforms and carrying briefcases, all lifted their heads in unison. At that moment, I smiled relaxedly and opened my mouth.

【This is the dawn bound for sunset.】

The sound, a mechanical voice in the music video, now flowed out in my own voice.

【Please, fasten your seatbelt.】

A blue sea shimmered under a sky of fluffy white clouds on the screen in the center of the floor. I pushed off the railing I was leaning on, took off my air force cap, and raised my right hand in a salute.

The backup dancers responded by forming a rectangle and saluting. A Jimmy Jib camera then pushed through them and rushed toward Kang Ichae.

【Some noises tries to fill me with doubt

or push me away, maybe I missed it all】

I could see Kang Ichae spin in his chair, gesture like he was answering a phone, and then crinkle the corners of his eyes.

As I slowly descended the stairs watching him, a thought suddenly struck me.

【Bid me Bon Voyage!】

That Kang Ichae is a truly good person.

It's funny, but it's the truth. Just look at how he helped, pretending not to know the full situation until the very end.

【Between disaster and miracle.】

If it had been me, I would have made sure he keenly felt that life doesn't always go the way you want.

I snickered, then moved behind the line of backup dancers and adjusted my in-ear.

【We're standing there holding hands.】

Fierce flames shot up as a stage effect. The members emerged from between the backup dancers and swung their arms in unison.

Five steps forward.

【All right, we're taking flight

Beyond the tidal wave of the planet

I'll take you to the place you miss】

Turn around once, then two steps to the left.

The entire stage, including the audience seats, went dark. I walked through the darkness, following glowing lines on the floor, as the camera focused solely on Seong Jiwon, who remained in the center.

【I think I know a little bit now】

A pin spotlight switched on, brightly illuminating only Seong Jiwon in the middle.

【How we can fly to the end】

Then, a diverse chorus of men and women appeared on the second floor. Their voices richly filled out Seong Jiwon's tone.

【Belief— (Ah— Ah— Ah—)】

The moment they raised the lanterns connected to wires, Seong Jiwon's head turned toward me.

I looked into his gentle, dark brown eyes and extended my arm.

【Even in space where meteors burn

You'll be able to settle down safely】

Seong Jiwon also reached out and firmly grasped my right hand.

【We do not know where to land

I'm not afraid of waiting endlessly

Is this bluffing? Am I bragging?

I don't care, cause I feel we're going to have a happy ending

The ending that becomes clearer and clearer, our closing credits】

The instant Seong Jiwon and I lowered our clasped hands, Jeong Dajun leaped into the air, using him as a stepping stone as if he knew no fear.

【All right, we're taking flight

Beyond the tidal wave of the planet!

I'll take you to the place you miss】

Cheers from the audience pierced my in-ear from over Jeong Dajun's shoulder, and it finally hit me.

This performance really could be my last.

【(Ah— Ah— Ah—)】

When I turned around, a montage of The Dawn's music videos played on the large screen at the back. A clip of me flipping a King of Spades card and smirking flashed by. It was followed by Seong Jiwon walking through a snowy field, his breath turning white. Then, Kim Seonghyeon appeared, setting down his helmet and leaning against a motorcycle to a funky intro. Jeong Dajun passed by, wearing a traditional robe and holding a fan open amidst the backup dancers.

【(Ah— Ah— Ah—)】

From the damn cold winter mountain to the grueling underwater shoot, the video fully captured our hardships.

【Between disaster and miracle

(Ah— Ah— Ah—)】

A breathless, overwhelmed sound escaped from Kim Seonghyeon, who watched beside me.

I suddenly felt I knew why Kim Seonghyeon had asked me to lead the cheer.

Just as I recognized when Kim Seonghyeon was nervous, he also sensed when I was anxious.

【Between disaster and miracle

(Ah— Ah— Ah—)】

Ah, it's disgusting. I don't know who on earth had the idea to form an idol group with hot-blooded young men still wet behind the ears and shove them all into one dorm. We were crammed together so much that we came to know each other far too well. We were too close to be just colleagues, yet too ambiguous to be just friends.

【We're standing there holding hands.】

In any case, we were here together.

A horizon appeared on the screen, a red glow rising toward the morning past the deep blue dawn. Finally, Kang Ichae appeared, tilting his chin and pulling up the corner of his lip.

As I watched Kang Ichae and tried to even my ragged breathing, someone tapped my left shoulder. It was the very person from the video.

His mouth moved.

'Behind you.'

I timed it with the very end of the song, took out my in-ear, and turned around. A flood of slowly swaying blue lights greeted me.

"...Tell me we can do it."

...It seems I wasn't asking Kim Seonghyeon to confirm whether we'd win the Grand Prize.

I was hoping for a miracle. That we could come back here again. That we could safely resolve this shitty situation and live happily ever after with these guys in this world, just like in a common fairy tale ending.

There was no way Kim Seonghyeon could have known my inner thoughts, but he had given me the exact answer I wanted.

"We can do anything well, all of us."


Chapter 470

The stage lights faded. I followed the glowing lines on the floor down to the backstage area. A special performance was scheduled right after ours, and on our way, we ran into Black Call, who were last in the lineup.

“Whoa, celebrities.”

Chae Jeongwoo, the man who had supposedly turned the company upside down, flashed his usual mischievous smile.

As our members exchanged greetings, a staff member approached Black Call. While they started moving one by one after hearing the instructions, Joo Woosung, who was readjusting his in-ear monitor, paused before following them. He turned back and faced me directly, standing with a crooked stance.

“......”

One corner of his mouth twitched up.

“Just now, you were a real idol.”

I watched Joo Woosung walk away for a moment, then returned to the artists' seating area. The special performance had apparently ended, as Black Call's VCR was now playing.

The video started with Black Call's early debut days, moved through each member's activities, and then transitioned into a montage of their flashy music videos like 'Get Over', 'Kings', and 'Blackout'.

【Writing a new history for K-Pop by setting records on the Billboard charts, Black Call!】

Following that, scenes of all the awards they had won so far flashed by in an overlapping montage, culminating in the moment at the Music TV Awards Live where Black Call won 'Artist of the Year', cheering and embracing one another.

【I will be your idol for life.】

The VCR cut to black right after showing Joo Woosung kissing the trophy in his hand. A thick blue fog spread across the stage.

Soon, a Zippo lighter engraved with a ranunculus appeared on the blackened screen, spinning around and around.

Ting,

The Zippo lighter's lid opened by itself. A giant, five-meter-tall skull slowly rose from the center of the stage.

FWOOSH...

【Na na na na na na—】

The moment the lighter on the screen ignited, stage flames shot up with the melody. The skull's jaw opened to form a staircase.

【Na na na na na na—】

From within, Joo Woosung appeared. He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed and a bored expression. He tapped his cheek with one hand, then the corners of his lips curled into a smirk.

【It's getting on my nerves】

So they're the ones who came prepared.

【I want to push you without any room to breathe

I grab your anxious hand and ask, Are you mine?】

The funky melody transformed into a grand string trio. The presence of Black Call swept through the entire venue.

【When you step on my heart

That's when our lips will meet】

Chae Jeongwoo's voice didn't waver in the slightest as he moved to the center, maintaining the flashy yet powerful choreography.

The label is going to be so damn successful...

All the other artists seated around us seemed to have lost their minds, staring at Black Call's performance, feeling the overwhelming gap between them and us.

Conscious of the cameras that must be filming the area, I nodded my head to the beat and thought.

...Just a little more.

I felt like we could even beat Black Call.

It seemed I wasn't the only one who thought so. The members next to me also stared at the stage with blazing eyes.

Suddenly, I remembered what Joo Woosung had said yesterday.

“Don't even think about running away when you've already set foot in here.”

I didn't know what the future held or if I could really return to this place, but I too was imagining The Dawn one year from now, three years from now, and even further into the future. Maybe by then, we really would beat Black Call and perform the finale at an awards show. Or maybe we'd be receiving a major award alongside them overseas.

When Joo Woosung goes to the military... that'll be truly thrilling.

Seeing Joo Woosung's face fill the large screen on the left gave me a strange feeling.

Yeah, it'll be boring without you.

Our first meeting wasn't exactly pleasant, but it was true his help had been a huge part of getting here. I was just thinking that I hoped he would stay just as he was, dedicating himself to what he loved and living happily, when the music ended.

As the applause died down, a narration for the upcoming awards began, and a man in a neat suit walked onto the stage.

“Hello, I am actor Kim Junhyeok.”

It was the part of the ceremony where only the Digital Song of the Year and Album of the Year awards remained.

After briefly sharing an update on his life and talking about the history of the Korea Music Awards, actor Kim Junhyeok smiled slightly.

“Well then, what was the song that excited us the most this past year? I'll now announce that song.”

Jeong Dajun froze, hunching over and clasping his hands together.

Seong Jiwon gave his shoulder a small pat.

“The 46th Korea Music Awards, Grand Prize for the Digital Song Division is...”

Like Black Call, The Dawn had also won a main award in both categories. However, our digital song performance was better than our album sales, so if we were to win a grand prize here, it would most likely be in the digital song category.

I discreetly prepared to stand up.

Right, Woosung, thank you for everything until now—,

“Black Call, Blackout. Congratulations.”

—you son of a bitch!!!

Rage that boiled up from the pit of my stomach almost contorted my expression.

Following Jeon Saeyoung, who shot up and blew a kiss to the camera, Joo Woosung simply walked out with a nonchalant air, as if this was the expected outcome. He flashed a smile in our direction.

You bastard, if you win the album award too, you better shave your head and get ready for the military...

Black Call had managed to achieve a grand prize triple crown at a domestic awards show. Because of that, the mouse-sized bit of gratitude I had felt for Joo Woosung just moments before completely vanished.

“Ah, thank you. Honestly, um. I was very anxious...”

After Jeon Saeyoung was the first to give his thanks, Chae Jeongwoo briefly mentioned the label. Then Joo Woosung took the microphone.

“Umm...”

He looks pretty damn happy, that bastard.

Joo Woosung, who had been grinning, spoke in a low, soft voice, as if whispering.

“...You know, lately, I'm really excited for tomorrow.”

As Joo Woosung's childlike, innocent smile was captured in a close-up on the large screen, everyone stared at him as if mesmerized.

“There were times when every day was arduous and difficult, but now I just feel happy, like I've returned to the days when I first started this life. To the people who made me feel this way... to Bloys...”

It was hard to even hate him when Joo Woosung looked so incredibly happy.

“...Thank you. We are Black Call!”

Watching Black Call make their way down from the stage, drawing hearts and waving to their fans the entire time, I felt a sigh about to escape.

Talent, effort, and even character...

Maybe I should just let it go...

No, no matter what, this is unforgivable.

【Korea Music Awards

Grand Prize, Album Division】

I was swallowing my irritation and clicking my tongue inwardly when a grand orchestra performance began. Jang Seongshik, with whom I had filmed A Dirty Trial, came up to present the Album of the Year award, along with the broadcasting station's chairman.

“This is Jang Seongshik. I'm here to present the honorable Grand Prize for the Album Division of the Korea Music Awards.”

After a brief greeting, the nominees for the grand prize appeared on the back screen. When The Dawn appeared at the very end, a huge cheer erupted from the audience.

Jang Seongshik, who was watching with a pleased smile, took an envelope from his jacket.

“...Well then, since we've all been waiting for a long time.”

At that moment, tension-building background music filled the space.

As Jang Seongshik opened the envelope, Kang Ichae, who was sitting next to me, lowered his head and began fiddling with his fingertips.

“...Hoyun-hyung.”

Kang Ichae then leaned his upper body toward me and said in a low voice.

“Hey, you worked hard.”

“......”

“No matter what happens from now on... remember.”

Then he looked me straight in the eye with an unwavering gaze.

“We did really well,” Kang Ichae added with a small smile.

“The 46th Korea Music Awards, Grand Prize for the Album Division!!”

Along with his words, Jang Seongshik's voice echoed throughout the venue.

“The album, Aeronautics!”

Kang Ichae had probably sensed it.

That this long, long game, which had started like a disaster...

“The Dawn, congratulations!!!”

had come to an end today.

ROOOOAR!!!

Amidst the celebrities cheering and congratulating us, I stared at the System Window that filled my vision.

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun!!]

[After four years, you have cleared Idol Maker!]

I slowly closed and opened my eyes. As I was about to stand up, my arm was suddenly pulled.

“...Hey.”

Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun were holding onto me, burying their faces in my shoulders in a hug. I was about to push them away but let out a sigh and shifted my gaze. Seong Jiwon looked this way with wet eyes, as if he had been crying.

“Hey, it's the, the Grand Prize.”

“...Yeah, I know.”

“We won the Grand Prize!”

“I know, you punk.”

I clenched my fist once, then patted Kim Seonghyeon's back a few times.

“You worked hard.”

As if remembering all the hardships up to now, Kim Seonghyeon let out a breath he had been holding and burst into tears.

I whispered for him to get a grip so we could go. As I lifted my chin, I saw Joo Woosung mouthing something at me with his eyebrows deeply furrowed.

I just smiled back at him and started moving, pushing my members who were busy sniffling.

Thump, thump, thump.

Walking down the narrow corridor to the stage, I passed Jang Seongshik and the chairman, who were clapping with bright expressions, and looked up at the empty air.

Ding!

[Mr. Seo Hoyun.]

[Thank you for safely completing the long journey of 'Idol Maker'.]

ROOOOAR...

[You have gained a new life and the inevitability of being able to live stably.]

[If you accept the clear reward, 'Idol Maker' will completely terminate. If not accepted within a certain period, the reward will be forcibly collected.]

As we moved onto the stage, I saw Kim Seonghyeon, who had received the trophy from the station chairman, roughly wipe his tears with his right hand and approach the stand microphone. I received a bouquet from Jang Seongshik.

[Mr. Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

No.

Not yet.

As soon as the awards show ended, I had to rush to the car I had prepared in advance, drive home, and confirm Seo Hojin's safety. Only then could I return to my original world with peace of mind.

“Th... ah, hello. We are The Dawn.”

I briefly ignored the System Window that hadn't disappeared and stared straight ahead.

Just as Kim Seonghyeon hesitantly and carefully opened his mouth, a new window suddenly popped up.

[—Unlocking all of Seo Hoyun's traits.]

...Traits?

What traits?

Before I could even grasp the situation, another new window appeared.

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun

My Proud Grand Prize-Winning Singer.

Singing: A+

Dancing: A-

Variety: S-

Acting: A-

Charm: S-

Adaptability: 100%]

“Thank you, the reason we could receive this award is...”

Adaptability? What is that?

“entirely thanks to Noeul.”

Adrift among my members who were shedding tears drop by drop, I stared blankly at the System Window that was appearing automatically.

[Congratulations!

Unlocking the 'Adaptability' trait!]

['Adaptability' is connected to other individuals' 'Contribution' and represents the degree to which Mr. Seo Hoyun has adapted to this world.]

The degree to which I've adapted to this world.

...In an instant, a realization struck me like a bolt of lightning.

A world that was excessively kind to me.

The settings that had been conveniently changed for me.

“We'll always be one, and we promise to show you our best selves!”

Seong Jiwon's head seemed to turn toward me, but his face was obscured by the backlight of the stage lights.

“Yoon-ah, your speech...”

[To put it simply, it's better to think of it as a parallel world.]

Even as my members pushed me toward the microphone, my mind was filled only with my conversation with Min Jiheon.

“Listen carefully. To return to my original world, I have to clear this scenario, this Quest. So if you can explain what this system is...”

“What do you mean by, 'how things originally were,' hyung?”

“The world I was in, of course.”

At the time, I had taken Min Jiheon's question as a simple inquiry.

But what if it wasn't?

“Yoon-ah?”

At the moment I held the most glorious trophy, the premise I had taken for granted until now shattered.

Ding!

[...Lastly, I should probably tell you this so you don't do anything stupid later.]

I blinked slowly, lifted my chin, and faced the translucent, rectangular blue window.

[Did you believe it was a parallel world?]

The blinding lights seemed to pierce my eyes.

The audience waited for my speech.

[Failing to clear the game meant you could never log out, which meant death.]

[There is only one world. The settings were just changed for convenience.]

The fans, who were crying and laughing, sincerely congratulated me, telling me that only brilliant and wonderful days remained for me now.

[...The part about a parallel world was just a phrase added to increase the Player's immersion in the game. I didn't know you'd be so obsessed with a brother from another world. Thanks to that, you worked hard to clear it, though.]

Like the ending of an unpopular fairy tale, in front of everyone wishing me a long and happy life, I stood there stupidly, holding the bouquet, like someone who had just been struck on the back of the head.

[There was never a world to go back to, Mr. Seo Hoyun. So...]

The light wavered as if hesitating to speak, then it added one more sentence.

[I'm sorry for lying, hyung.]
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[Soon, all memories and traces related to this will disappear... This is truly the end.]

The System Window wavered.

[You've worked hard until now.]

The members were filled with ecstasy amidst the roaring cheers of fans that poured down like a flood.

[Farewell.]

With those last words, the System Window vanished.

I stood frozen before the flower-adorned microphone. I slowly closed and opened my eyes.

“......”

My lips twitched. I lowered my gaze as my head drooped, until my eyes landed on the tips of my polished black dress shoes.

Only then did a cracked, stammering voice escape me.

“Until now...”

A hollow laugh followed.

“...Really...”

What am I doing here right now?

“...Yes!”

Just then, Kang Ichae casually slung an arm over my shoulder, grabbed the microphone, and finished the acceptance speech for me.

“Thank you so, so much, Noeul!”

The presenter, Jang Seongshik, approached. He gave me a tight hug, patted my back, and then let go.

“This concludes the Korea Music Awards. You have all worked so hard this year! Once again, congratulations to all the winners.”

As the MC gave his closing remarks, all the performers came up on stage.

“Thank you! We love you, everyone!!”

The members, busy bowing and giving thanks, missed the start of the song. They sang along while holding their bouquets.

【You pull me like gravity

Remember the day we heard the sound of the waves】

Something tapped my back. I turned and saw Joo Woosung. He seemed to mouth something, but I couldn't understand what it was.

【Come on, it's time to fly

Beyond the planet's tidal waves

I'll take you to that place you long for】

A camera filmed me from behind him, and the fans' lightsticks were clearly visible. All eyes turned this way. It seemed to be my turn.

However, I just stood there blankly with the microphone lowered.

【Even in a universe of burning meteors

You'll be able to land safely】

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon pulled me into a hug and sang my part for me. I felt his hand patting my back, but I couldn't respond.

After the song ended, we all bowed together. The members quickly grabbed my arm and led me backstage.

Once my vision went completely dark, Kim Seonghyeon, holding both of my shoulders, asked quietly, “Hey, Seo Hoyun. What's wrong with you?”

Only then did I snap out of it a little.

“Are you okay?”

“......”

His brow furrowed deeply, as if he couldn't understand my behavior, but his voice was laced with warm concern.

“I'm going... first.”

“......”

“...I'm leaving first, sorry.”

I pulled out my in-ear monitor and handed it to a random staff member. I took off my jacket and immediately started walking.

“Hoyun-hyung! Where are you going, hyung!”

I heard the members calling after me, but I just muttered to myself.

Just a moment, I really just need a moment.

I walked down the hallway, brightly lit by artificial white lights. People greeted me, but I had no time to pay them any mind. I headed for the waiting room and pushed the door open.

“Wow! The Dawn, congratulations on the Grand Prize~!!”

“You've worked so hard all this time!!”

A small burst of confetti went off. It was likely prepared to film a reaction video for winning the Grand Prize. A staff member from WH Entertainment, holding a camcorder, asked in surprise, “Seo Hoyun, why are you alone?”

Without answering, I strode inside and grabbed my phone from my bag on the corner of the sofa.

“What's wrong? Did something happen?”

I searched for my car key, my hands shaking so badly that I turned the bag upside down and shook it frantically.

“Seo Hoyun!”

A flustered groan spread through the room. I just grabbed my car key and wallet and walked out.

I went down to the underground parking garage, got into my SUV, and gasped for breath.

“Ha... ha.”

I rubbed my face with both hands as a weak laugh began to leak out.

“...Hahaha!”

Ah, this is fun.

“...Yeah, wow, fuck, I was so surprised.”

I moved my hands from my face and muttered lowly, “I won't curse you out for this prank... so just show me the logout window.”

[Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

The corners of my raised lips stiffened.

“No... Hey, I told you to stop talking nonsense. Log me out, and tell me where my little brother is. What reward are you talking about...”

[Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

“Fuck!!”

I slammed my fist on the steering wheel at the System Window that kept displaying the same message. The horn blared loudly.

“I told you to stop!! Spouting that fucking!! Bullshit!!”

After catching my breath for a long while, I collected myself and started the engine.

“No, it's fine.”

I muttered as I shifted gears and put my foot on the accelerator.

“...There's no way...”

“If you receive something, you have to give something in return.”

A conversation I had with Min Jiheon suddenly came to mind, gnawing unpleasantly at my thoughts.

I did it, Hojin-ah.

I ignored it.

In any case, it was time to go home.

Biting my lower lip, I called Seo Hojin on speakerphone. He didn't pick up. I clicked my tongue at the congested road and tried calling several more times, but only got his voicemail.

Unable to reach him, I arrived home and calmly entered the passcode.

Beep, beep, beep, click.

A faint, unfamiliar voice came from inside the house, and the smell of cigarettes hit me.

The veranda window must have been open. On the sofa table, cigarette ash had piled up in the ashtray I used. The cigarettes, burned down to the filter, were now being scattered across the table by the winter wind.

Seo Hojin wasn't here.

Without taking off my shoes, I rushed to the veranda and looked down at the ground below the apartment. The area under the streetlight was clean, without a single trace.

Son of a bitch.

I cursed and raised my phone again, biting my nails. Then, the family photo in my line of sight...

“...What.”

Seo Hojin's face was gone.

As if possessed, I walked over and pulled an album from the drawer. I flipped through several pages but couldn't find Seo Hojin.

When I came to my senses, all the albums were scattered on the floor. The edge of a page had cut my finger, and it was bleeding. I hurriedly took out the lumpy family photo from my wallet, the one Seo Hojin had taped back together.

“......”

After seeing the result, I stood up, stumbled backward, and collapsed onto the sofa.

I stared blankly at a commercial for The Dawn playing on the TV before I slowly picked up the remote and turned it off.

The cold wind from the veranda dirtied my pant cuffs with cigarette ash. I pushed my hair back, stared blankly into the air, and spoke.

“...Logout.”

[Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

“Logout.”

[Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

“Logout.”

[Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

I kept muttering it, but the System Window only showed the same words. I wiped at the corners of my eyes.

“...Logout...”

Ding!

[Seo Hoyun, will you accept the reward?]

I quietly mulled over the current situation.

The system suddenly spouted strange things, and Seo Hojin had vanished.

Is this... a dream?

Or have I entered my subconscious without realizing it? They say the subconscious reveals one's fears and emotions.

I need to wake up. There's no time to waste.

I won the Grand Prize I wanted so badly. I had to check if Seo Hojin was safe, save him, come back, and find my new daily life.

A cough burst from my throat. I flailed my hands, but there was nothing to grab, so I ended up just curling into a ball. My ears felt clogged, as if they were full of water.

...Ring!

I heard a sound.

......

Di...

Diri...

Diriring!

Diriring!

[The System Window requests.]

[You can now view all of 'Seo Hojin's' memories.]

Something black shimmered.

[Will you accept?]

It was what I had witnessed during Kang Ichae's incident.

As I parted my lips, an answer escaped me unwittingly.

“...Accept.”

[Will you accept?]

“Fuck, accept, accept, accept! Accept!!”

[Accepting memories.]

My eyelids closed against my will. It was a familiar sensation, just like when I received the members' memories.

The sound of lapping waves reached my ears, and the distinct salty smell of seawater brushed past my nose.

And so, when I opened my eyes...

[Viewing all of 'Seo Hojin's' memories.]

I was standing in the sea.


SWOOOOOSH.

...It's really dark.

Seo Hojin pulled his coat closed and gazed at the distant horizon.

It was a pitch-black night where no one could be seen, aside from the occasional passing truck.

Standing on a large bridge built over the dark, churning waves, Seo Hojin tilted his gaunt face.

The phone in his right hand vibrated continuously.

[Kang Ichae: Hey]

[Kang Ichae: Hey Seo Hojin where are you]

I'm still two years older than him.

Seo Hojin, who was roughly scanning the texts, let out a smirk.

[Kang Ichae: Answer your phone]

“He's so casual with his speech...”

The problem was that I let him get away with too much because he was cute when he was younger.

Seo Hojin shoved the phone into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes.

It was the thing his hyung used to smoke whenever things weren't going well.

He had never once been able to bring himself to nag his hyung to quit, but he had always been unhappy about it.

The cigarette wouldn't light, whether because of the biting wind or the cheap lighter. He flicked the wheel several times and took a hard drag on the filter. The acrid smoke he couldn't exhale went straight down his throat.

What's so great about this bitter thing that he smoked it so much?

Seo Hojin tossed the cigarette that had gone out while he was coughing into the sea. He took out a new one and put it to his lips. After repeating the same action and finally managing to stop coughing, he clicked his tongue and checked the news on a portal site with his phone.

[The Late PD Seo Hoyun Passes Away, Production of 'Pick the One' Temporarily Halted]

His hyung was dead.

It seemed many people were expressing their condolences. Among them were trainees who had appeared on his hyung's program.

Kang Ichae had cried quite a lot, so Seo Hojin had to spend a long time consoling him.

Seo Hoyun's death caused a huge stir.

No, just as it seemed to, it quickly died down again. A scandal involving a celebrity with a clean image had broken out.

If you were going to go like this, you shouldn't have lived so diligently.

To think this was the result of living so desperately.

He dropped the phone that kept getting calls from Kang Ichae and kicked it. It sank into the sea far below, not even making a splash.

Seo Hojin looked down at where it fell, then took out another cigarette.

“...Hyung.”

Seo Hojin put it to his lips and mumbled nonchalantly.

“It's so cold here...”

He sighed and rubbed out the end of the cigarette on the bridge railing.

“It's cold, really.”

Seo Hojin took off his coat, draped it over the bridge railing, and threw away the cigarette pack for the last time.

He stared silently at the violently churning waves, so black they felt like an abyss.

Ding!

A brilliant flash of light from the edge of his vision washed over him. Thinking it was a car's headlights, he frowned and was about to turn his head.

[Infamy Points have been accumulated.]

[Clashing with Player 'Seo Hoyun's' good deeds.]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

[LOADING]

Seo Hojin's heart pounded.

[LOADING COMPLETE!]

[You have met the conditions to start the game.]

His coat hung on the bridge railing. His white sneakers were on his feet.

The shadow beneath him gradually grew longer and darker.

[You can revive Player Seo Hoyun.]

As Seo Hojin raised his gaze again, something unidentifiable flickered whitely in the darkness, reflected in his eyes.

[Will you begin?]


Chapter 472

Seo Hojin had never been religious. He didn't believe in superstitions or ghosts. His brother always scoffed at such topics.

[You can revive Player Seo Hoyun.]

But in this moment, he had to believe.

A shimmering black figure appeared from nowhere. It told him to bet his life to save his brother.

He thought it was bullshit, but he was too desperate to ignore it.

Seo Hojin squeezed his eyes shut, opened them, and pressed 'Accept'.

Drowsiness washed over him, and his consciousness faded. When he opened his eyes again, he stood in an unfamiliar place.

It was a small, cramped space with a single computer and unfamiliar devices. It looked like the editing room at his brother's broadcasting station.

He stood dumbfounded, too stunned to react, as Seo Hoyun's life played out before him like a movie.

After watching his brother's life reach its familiar end, Seo Hojin was silent for a moment. He then asked if he could truly save his brother and how it was possible.

The system explained that it had started the game using a fissure from conflicting energies, with Seo Hojin's life force as the foundation.

He didn't quite understand what 'conflicting energies' meant.

More importantly, why an editing room of all places?

Seo Hojin tilted his head and decided to focus on the problem at hand.

...Let's do this.

Seo Hojin received little information.

First, he had used his own life as the price to revive Seo Hoyun and 'overwrite' him at age twenty-three. Changing the entire world was impossible, but he could manipulate the memories and traces of those around Seo Hoyun, including Seo Hoyun himself. In other words, he could give Seo Hoyun any profession.

Seo Hojin decided to call this 'reconstruction'.

Second, the game started one month before Seo Hoyun's death and couldn't be set to a time before their parents' car accident.

Finally, if he completed the Quest by increasing 'Recognition' and building 'Plausibility', Seo Hoyun would be granted a complete life.

As long as I have energy, I can repeat the reconstruction.

And he did have that energy.

Well... I probably won't need to try more than a few times.

Thinking it would be simple, Seo Hojin erased all traces of himself from Seo Hoyun's life, along with his memories from age twenty-four to thirty-three. He knew his brother would realize something was wrong if the memories remained but his younger brother had vanished.

That was the first world Seo Hojin created.

Seo Hojin had only one wish. For Seo Hoyun to clear the game safely and live a normal, happy life.

...What the?

However, his brother didn't even last a few months.

He couldn't focus on his life, was always lost, and eventually lost stability.

HOOOONK.

[GAME OVER!]

He died.

The moment he realized that fact, Seo Hojin found himself standing on the bridge, facing the 'black figure' again.

[Would you like to reset?]

A dump truck sped past, its horn blaring as if to run him over. Seo Hojin stared at the pitch-black sea and cried for a long time.

Facing Seo Hoyun's death again was agonizing, but he learned a lesson.

I can't delete too much.

When I removed his entire time as a PD, Seo Hoyun seemed unable to find a goal in life.

Again... Let's do it again.

He clutched his aching chest and pondered how to maintain Seo Hoyun's memories while diluting the Infamy Points and helping him gain recognition. He would surely be confused if he kept all his memories up to his early thirties.

Let's call it a parallel world.

He judged his brother had a strong attachment to his job as a PD and believed he would desperately try to complete this and return.

As for a profession that can raise recognition...

...A politician?

He shuddered at the thought and rubbed his arms. He could easily picture Seo Hoyun's bulldozer-like temper turning half of South Korea's citizens into his enemies.

No, there's the entertainment industry.

Since he was young, his brother had received countless business cards from people on the street asking if he wanted to be a celebrity. It was the same even after he became a PD. Of course, the offers died down once they learned Seo Hoyun's personality.

Why didn't I think of this sooner?

Seo Hojin snapped his fingers and hurriedly began the reconstruction.

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun-nim! You have been selected as a Player for Actor Maker.]

He seemed to be doing a bit better the second time around. He vehemently denied reality at first but gradually adapted.

However, he strangely didn't seem very desperate.

“...Isn't my brother acting a little strange?”

DING!

[Is that so?]

Something felt odd about his brother's bland attitude, but time passed steadily.

He was on a roll, appearing in a web drama, gaining attention as a Rising star, and even receiving a rookie award, when suddenly,

[GAME OVER!]

[Would you like to reset?]

“Seriously, hyung, are you a sunfish?!”

He had messed up spectacularly again.

“What's the reason?!! Huh?!”

Furious, he swept his hair back and checked his remaining energy. The game ended from insufficient stability, but he was convinced the celebrity path was correct and tried to reconstruct again.

[Would you like to reset?]

Repeating it anew.

[Would you like to reset?]

One more time!

[Would you like to reset?]

He repeated it.

【Congratulations, Seo Hoyun! This is the Rookie of the Year Award!】

And once again, the day of Seo Hoyun's death arrived.

Learning from continuous failure, Seo Hoyun skipped the awards ceremony, unlike before, and went to see a therapist.

Seo Hojin knew from the last world that a rookie award wasn't enough to clear the game. He just felt like shit.

DING!

[...Are you okay?]

“......”

No.

He had reconstructed so many times that the once-mechanical System Window now resembled his own speech, but he had achieved nothing.

【How have you been feeling lately? You received an award and many good things have happened.】

【...Yes, I received the award.】

Forced to watch Seo Hoyun in real-time, Seo Hojin felt his own heart chip away day by day.

He sat in the dark editing room and buried his face in his hands.

...Just how many attempts has this been?

Seo Hojin judged that Seo Hoyun could be loved anywhere. He thought if his brother fully immersed himself in the game, he could reach the ending.

He had believed so, yet this time, his brother hadn't even lasted a year.

What's more, the game's cycle is getting shorter and shorter.

He calculated his remaining energy. There was only one chance left.

...What do I have to do to save my brother?

As he learned from his failures, a terrible powerlessness enveloped Seo Hojin. It was enough to make him want to give up everything and resign to fate.

【You received the award, but you're still not happy?】

Seo Hoyun sat on the therapist's sofa, answering listlessly with his chin propped on his hand, then fell silent.

【...You know, this might sound crazy.】

Then he opened his mouth.

【I think I've lost something important that I shouldn't forget.】

【Something you shouldn't forget?】

【...Sometimes...】

Seo Hoyun continued to speak, unaware that Seo Hojin's mind was going completely blank.

【Sometimes, I dream about a younger brother.】

The youthful yet withered face of twenty-three-year-old Seo Hoyun filled his vision. As Seo Hoyun tilted his head, his bangs fell across his forehead.

【But I don't have a younger brother. The dream is so clear and vivid... but I just can't recall his face.】

While Seo Hojin stared blankly, Seo Hoyun touched the corner of his eye.

【I feel like I have to find him.】

With those words, the counseling room walls crumbled, and Seo Hoyun's world collapsed with them.

[GAME OVER!]

[GAME OVER!]

[GAME OVER!]

[GAME OVER!]

[GAME OVER!]

.

.

.

Seo Hojin was ejected from the editing room and returned to the bridge.

HOOOOONK!!

Seo Hojin deftly dodged the dump truck. He leaned against the railing, took out a cigarette, and stared silently at the sea.

He stayed like that for a long while.

“...Ah...”

...So that's what it was.

Soon, Seo Hojin covered his forehead with his palm and laughed, his shoulders shaking.

[Would you like to reset?]

He knew the way.

With his back to the slowly rising sun, Seo Hojin staggered to his feet.

He fumbled to put on the coat from the bridge railing, straightened his white sneakers, and started running.

“GASP, PANT...”

He had wasted countless opportunities. Only one game remained.

“COUGH, GASP...”

He decided to return to the environment most familiar to Seo Hoyun, one where the younger brother he had spent his entire life with existed.

He had always stood back and watched, but if his presence could help his brother feel secure and focus on the goal...

I'll go in.

Just until the game is cleared.

Breathless, he ran past a bus stop and saw a personal ad for a Pick the One trainee. A few sticky notes on the electronic display fluttered to the ground.

But I can't do it alone.

Originally, Seo Hojin's role was to create a world for Seo Hoyun to live in, based on his own life force.

If he interfered, the system would become much more unstable. Even if he bore all the penalties himself, Seo Hoyun's probability of failure would increase.

I need reinsurance.

His sacrifice alone was enough.

However, he needed someone to take the side effects when he was in danger. Someone who would always stay by Seo Hoyun's side and remain with him even after everything was settled.

There is someone.

He ran a long, long distance. He ran and ran.

He passed through the luxurious golden apartment gate, expertly punched in the lobby code, and rode the elevator up. As he was about to enter the door code, the door clanked open from inside.

The face used to sparkle like a celebrity's, but the reddened eyes, hollow gaze, and parched lips were unfamiliar.

“Seo Hojin?”

They had known each other since childhood.

The guy Seo Hoyun had suddenly thrown at him, telling them to be friends. The ridiculous kid who actually went along with it and spoke to him so informally.

Kang Ichae.

There were many words to describe the guy, but Seo Hojin couldn't say any of them. He just caught his breath.

“You weren't answering your phone, what's...”

He pushed Kang Ichae into the apartment and slammed the door.

The bewildered guy stared at him.

It was time to tell an absurd story.

“Kang Ichae.”

...But you'll believe me.

Because Kang Ichae was also in that 'overwritten' world.

“...Help me.”

Despite the winter cold, he placed his sweat-drenched hand on Kang Ichae's shoulder and gripped it tightly.

He would understand a refusal. Accepting could be dangerous, and a situation could arise that even Seo Hojin couldn't handle.

Nevertheless, you'll have no choice but to accept my proposal.

It was the only chance they had left, and he wasn't the only one who was desperate.

Seo Hojin's gaze swept over Kang Ichae's swollen eyes before meeting his wavering pupils.

“Don't you want to save Hoyun-hyung?”

He already knew the answer.


Chapter 473

Would sending him to the military twice be a bit too harsh?

In the cramped editing room, Seo Hojin meticulously crafted the settings for 'Idol Seo Hoyun'. He looked at the system, which had accumulated all his experiences.

[How am I doing? Isn't this just like your way of speaking, Seo Hojin?!]

No. You look stupid.

The system, which had used a business-like tone at first, began mimicking his speech and actions, moving as if it had its own will.

He furrowed his brow slightly and looked down at his limbs. He noted his small hands and feet.

Why this form of all things.

Was I about 10 years old?

His energy depleted after forcing the reconstruction, and his form changed on its own.

My brother, an idol...

He thought it was ridiculous, but since he had already tried being an actor, what did it matter?

There's a merit to it, anyway.

Unlike an actor who works alone, idols are tied together in a group. The surprisingly soft-hearted Seo Hoyun wouldn't easily abandon the game if he moved as part of a group.

Seo Hojin combed through his brother's life. He selected people who owed him a debt and could provide stability, designating them as members. Among them, of course, was Kang Ichae, who had accepted his proposal and would have his memory erased.

After pushing away anyone potentially harmful and surrounding Seo Hoyun with helpful people, Seo Hojin stood up.

Before entering the game, he had to erase even his own memories to avoid making the perceptive Seo Hoyun uneasy.

“You know, right? The timing to call me.”

[Yes!! If something big happens to Seo Hoyun, I'm to call for Seo Hojin in the subconscious, right?! Understood!]

[However, please be careful. It's dangerous for you too, Seo Hojin, if you travel to the subconscious too often.]

Seo Hojin nodded vaguely, then suddenly stopped and turned.

"Ah, wait a minute."

[Yes?]

“You know, my brother's stage name, I've been thinking...”

A faint smile touched Seo Hojin's lips.

“Let's make it HouHou.”

[...]

Afterward, he set his memories to erase only in the final reconstructed world, then jumped in.

[Seo Hoyun-nim, congratulations! You have been selected as a Player for Idol Maker.]

The final reconstruction appeared to be a success.

Seo Hoyun adapted with surprising speed, faster than in any other world.

【The composer is donating their talent.】

As if he only knew how to go straight, he got songs, released albums, climbed the music charts, grew close with the members, and won awards.

His recognition grew at a steep, incomparable rate.

【The Dawn takes first place! Congratulations!】

Whenever Seo Hojin returned to the subconscious, he silently stared at the editing room monitor.

【Hoyun-ah, I love you!】

It was fascinating to see the person who was always cursed now being loved everywhere.

【I'm going to kill you once and send you to the subconscious.】

Of course, it wasn't always positive.

The system once glitched when Seong Jiwon sensed Seo Hoyun's true identity. As a result, Seo Hoyun was sent to the subconscious.

Seo Hojin clutched his wildly pounding heart and hurried after him, only to find an unfamiliar broadcast station. The space, perhaps influenced by Player Seo Hoyun, had expanded significantly. People now moved about in the once-empty place.

In his child form, Seo Hojin anxiously sought out Seo Hoyun. He called himself a guide and tried to help him escape.

【It's okay, hyung. It'll be okay. You're safe, and I'll make sure of it!】

【Come here. Take my hand, hyung. At least until we get somewhere safe.】

Facing Seo Hoyun, who said such things while everything collapsed around them, made him feel a little choked up.

Still, hyung really cares about me a lot.

However, 'a lot' wasn't the right expression.

Seo Hoyun was far more obsessed with him.

【Don't play stupid pranks on your hyung right now. I'm on edge.】

He realized this when problems kept arising from the precarious reconstruction. Despite shouldering Seo Hoyun's penalties whenever he could, a part of his own memory eventually disappeared.

Seo Hoyun seemed to have lost his will to live.

The scene must have looked pitiful even to the system.

“You crazy bastard!”

[Uwaah, I'm sorry...]

Without his knowledge, the system proposed a partial reset to Seo Hoyun.

When Seo Hojin found out late, he grabbed the back of his neck.

We're already short on points...!

A much greater amount of inevitability was needed to stabilize Seo Hoyun in the 'overwritten world' because Seo Hojin had directly participated.

Seo Hojin and Seo Hoyun had to do everything they could.

If they were short on points, they had to create Quests to gain recognition, and Seo Hoyun had to complete those hellish Quests.

In that respect, the brothers were quite in sync.

...But this is too unstable.

He had to devise a new plan for stability.

He decided to arbitrarily overlay the discarded 'Actor Maker' onto this world.

He had never done anything like this before and didn't know what dangers lurked, but he needed to take a gamble.

The system informed him that conflicting energies could create a crack and an opportunity. He used this, forcibly causing a fissure by drawing in Jeong Cheongyeon, his brother's polar opposite. He bestowed her with memories and made them meet.

It worked!

Then, a Glitch naturally formed in the system.

Seo Hojin hurriedly overlaid 'Actor Maker' and told Seo Hoyun it was an error.

His perceptive brother seemed to notice the system's intention, but thankfully, he didn't seem to care much.

He hadn't expected Kang Ichae, his insurance, to get caught up in it. He felt sorry, but he couldn't turn back.

【That's right. You might not have known, but I'm your brother. ...I'm sorry I was a little late. I mean, for being late on your birthday...】

The only consolation in this crazy situation was that Seo Hoyun still hadn't realized this wasn't a parallel world.

He was always preoccupied with his younger brother.

Perhaps that was why he never knew.

【What kind of idol contacts a paparazzo and trades information?】

The reason they didn't win the Grand Prize in their third year was also because of him.

The recognition The Dawn had built was considerable, but still insufficient to stabilize Seo Hoyun's life.

At this rate, he'll definitely die again.

If Seo Hoyun had won the Grand Prize and completed Kang Ichae's Main Scenario, he would have only lived a few more years.

To extend the final game, Seo Hojin ultimately leaked paparazzi information to a WH Entertainment official.

【...So this is what happened because of that?】

He felt guilty seeing the devastated Seo Hoyun, but...

It's okay, hyung.

He had taken out enough insurance, even accounting for the system's potential instability from not winning the Grand Prize.

He confessed everything to Kang Ichae before entering the final reconstruction.

Of course, he excluded the fact that he would disappear when the game was cleared.

“You're a real crazy bastard... you're good at sweet-talking people.”

Kang Ichae roughly ran a hand through his hair and sighed heavily. He wiped his face with his palm and muttered.

“Just like Hoyun-hyung...”

Seo Hojin felt awkward facing his reddened eyes after placing such a heavy burden on him, but he had no other choice.

As he had hinted, he made the system visible to Kang Ichae when Seo Hoyun was in danger, sharing the burden.

Perhaps falling into the actor tycoon game wasn't all bad. The guy who should have long forgotten his proposal readily accepted the system's penalty, thinking only of Seo Hoyun.

Just when things seemed to be going well, events deviated from his plan. Kang Ichae took on too many penalties and fell into the subconscious.

Seo Hojin couldn't easily access that space in the subconscious, and he panicked, wondering how to handle it.

[Upon checking, something outside the system's control authority was trying to approach Seo Hoyun. From outside the system, an unidentified entity is shaking Seo Hoyun.]

Something strange happened to Seo Hoyun.

An external entity.

Damn it, what is this?

Seo Hojin couldn't make heads or tails of the 'external entity' that had suddenly appeared and was twisting the situation as it pleased.

[Congratulations!

Unlocking the 'Contribution' trait!]

[The 'Contribution' is connected to Player Seo Hoyun's '???' and indicates the degree of help or benefit given to Seo Hoyun.]

He couldn't just leave an opponent who unlocked the hidden Contribution, revealed it to Seo Hoyun, and kept spouting strange things.

Seo Hojin gritted his teeth and controlled the external entity. It seemed to be completely blocked after Kang Ichae's Main Scenario, as it never appeared again.

...Let's focus for now.

He did his best until the very end.

The advertisements filled the streets, the variety shows featuring The Dawn came on whenever you turned on the TV, the excellent album sales, and even a Billboard record.

Once he confirmed enough recognition had been accumulated to save and sustain Seo Hoyun, Seo Hojin erased the WH Entertainment officials' memories so The Dawn could finally win the Grand Prize.

It's really soon.

And he was certain.

This time, it would truly be a success.

The only thing left was for him to quietly disappear...

“Hyung, when did you get here?”

Why did he push himself to return to the real world with his memories intact?

“I did it because I wanted to be remembered as your little brother.”

He gained enough recognition and stability to escape the subconscious with his memories intact. He met his brother and impulsively blurted out words without realizing it.

Seo Hojin still didn't understand himself.

After trying so hard not to be found out by Seo Hoyun, why did he do such a thing?

“Do you want to stay with hyung forever?”

...He really didn't know.


The living room was pitch-black, with no lights on.

Boisterous noise came from the TV.

【The 46th Korea Music Awards, Grand Prize for Album of the Year!!】

Seo Hojin's lowered head slowly rose.

【The Dawn, congratulations!!!】

The Dawn clutched the trophy. A grinning Seo Hoyun. The people gave him a round of applause.

“...It's over.”

Seo Hojin watched the awards ceremony on TV, chain-smoking the cigarettes he had grown used to. They were stronger than Seo Hoyun's, but he lacked the confidence to message Seo Hoyun without something to lean on.

To stop Seo Hoyun's futile efforts, born from his firm belief that it was a parallel world, Seo Hojin confessed part of the truth to him and then asked the system.

“...All the memories related to me will be slowly erased from hyung, right?”

[Yes. It's difficult to erase the memories immediately, so we are deleting traces of you first, Seo Hojin.]

He wanted to erase the memories as soon as the game was cleared, but the system said it was impossible.

Unlike previous reconstructions where memories were deleted from the start, it would take time to erase them from Seo Hoyun. He had figured out too much in Idol Maker, and erasing them without causing dissonance would be difficult.

Seo Hojin clicked his tongue softly and repeatedly warned the system.

“Erase them cleanly, and don't ever contact him after the awards ceremony. The message I just sent hyung is the last one.”

[I know, you don't have to emphasize it so much.]

“Kang Ichae too... just leave him in the dark.”

The system was silent for a moment, then carefully displayed a window.

[Seo Hojin, it's time to return to the subconscious.]

[Don't worry, you won't disappear right away.]

[...If you really want, it'll be a bit of a stretch, but I can try to arrange a place in the subconscious for you to say goodbye to Seo Hoyun.]

“It's fine.”

It shouldn't have a self, yet its text seemed to worry about him.

A crack from conflicting energies had formed, leaving only the system intact.

How on earth did this come to be...

“Good work.”

But he didn't care.

Whether this was a devil, a ghost, or something else.

He succeeded in saving his brother in the end, so what did it matter?

Seo Hojin walked to the veranda and looked out at the pitch-black darkness. The surging darkness, ready to swallow him whole, reminded him of the day he saw the sea with Seo Hoyun.

“...I have a question.”

In front of the violently churning, foaming sea, Seo Hojin had looked at his brother and asked.

“Aren't you scared, hyung?”

Seo Hoyun didn't answer, but the incredibly perceptive Seo Hojin knew how he felt.

"Bwahaha..."

And that sight became a great comfort.

“Ahaha, you idiot.”

Seo Hojin stubbed out his cigarette, stretched, and recalled the face from the TV.

Twenty-seven, Seo Hoyun.

Strangely calm, yet full of life and sparkling...

An age where he could do anything.

Seo Hojin really liked that.

“Ah, it's been a long, long road!”

Seo Hojin burst into pleasant laughter.

His brother said in his acceptance speech that he would come looking for him, but no.

Seo Hojin was perfectly happy.

“Why bother coming to find me.”

Seo Hojin was no longer afraid of that sea.

TRRRING!

TRRRING!

TRRRING!

TRRR...
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The noisy, ringing black System Window suddenly vanished. A moment later, it displayed a new message.

VMMMM...

[Seo Hoyun, congratulations.

You have cleared all Quests.]

VMMMM...

VMMM...

[Would you like to receive your reward?]

He stared at it silently as the endlessly vibrating phone also fell quiet.

The clock's hour hand had moved more than halfway around since he first entered the house. A distant red dawn light passed through the veranda sash and touched the tips of his feet.

I slowly buried my face in my palms and breathed shallowly.

At this point, I had no choice but to admit it.

That I had been royally backstabbed.

Where did it all go wrong? What should I have done?

While his hyung was so ignorant, spending so much time on futile things, his little brother...

“......”

I reached out and picked up Seo Hojin's pack of cigarettes from the sofa table. I put one in my mouth, then picked up the cheap lighter beside it and spun the wheel.

FWICK, FWICK...

After a couple of tries, I took a deep drag from the lit cigarette.

The acrid smoke invaded my lungs for the first time in a while, making me cough.

“Cough...”

I hunched over and exhaled the smoke. The stimulating taste, felt after so long, made my stomach tingle.

“...Ha, haha.”

No. My stomach was tingling because I was laughing.

There's nothing I can do.

“Ahahaha, haha...”

I tried to calm down, but realizing that fact made my bitter laughter unstoppable.

“...Wow, my little brother.”

Something hot surged up my throat, and my vision blurred. My cheeks felt strangely wet. I brushed them with the back of my hand, and it came away damp. I looked at it and blinked as a small droplet rolled down.

I stopped wiping my face. I leaned back into the sofa, tilted my head back, and took a deep drag from the filter before exhaling.

Staring at the ceiling, now hazy with smoke, I muttered in devastation.

“He really smoked some strong stuff...”


Chapter 474

[When the kids cried, I cried too...]

Noeul's spirits soared right up until The Dawn won the Grand Prize at the Korea Music Awards.

[ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ The Grand Prize is so moving

I can't believe they've come this far]

[I knew they'd win, of course... but no, I know our boys are already superstars, but my heart pounded so hard when I actually faced the situation]

[So damn refreshing. A year's worth of frustration just washed away]

[AH!!! Grand Prize winner The Dawn!!!!! I'm so proud!!]

But Seo Hoyun was missing from the live broadcast The Dawn held afterward. He wasn't even in the Grand Prize acceptance reaction video.

He didn't appear in the private messages he frequently sent to fans, nor on any official SNS channels.

[Is something wrong? ㅜㅜ There haven't been any announcements...]

[Wow, I thought he was an idol with eternal love for his fans haha~ The speed at which he's cutting ties after winning the Grand Prize is insane

└ Why would he cut ties after winning the Grand Prize? Do you have a brain?

└└ Seriously ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Even malicious comments require some intelligence ㅠㅠ]

[It's probably nothing, right...??]

About a week later, WH Entertainment suddenly posted a notice. It announced Seo Hoyun's temporary suspension of activities.

The reason was his health.

[Huh? Is Hoyun sick?;;]

[GET WELL SOON HOYOON]

[Hey, Seo Hoyun is the type to grit his teeth and push through even when he's sick... He must have been in really bad shape at the awards ceremony...]

[WE LOVE YOU!!]

[That's what I'm saying. He worked so hard in Japan too... I was so surprised when the staff later told stories about how he silently endured and finished the music video shoot even when he wasn't feeling well ㅜㅜ]

[How sick is he ㅠㅠ He seemed off at the awards ceremony anyway]

The notice explained that his condition had continued to decline, so he would temporarily halt all activities on the advice of medical staff.

However, his attitude at the awards ceremony may have been the cause, as a controversy soon erupted online.

[Title: I think SHY has lost his mind, not just his health

Especially his acceptance speech

His attitude was so weird...;;

He couldn't even finish his speech, Kang Ichae had to do it for him

People say it's because he was overwhelmed by the Grand Prize, but I'm sure that's not it...ㅋㅋ

└ Who doesn't know he seemed weird then? The fans are just desperately trying to shield him...

└ Why?? Was there something up with Seo Hoyun??

└ He just looked completely zoned out after winning the Grand Prize

└└ ;; Just watched the video. Is it a panic attack?

└└ A panic attack? At the exact moment he wins the Grand Prize? He was fine on stageha... It was just a dead-eyed ending shot

└└ These comments are a mess. Since when do mental illnesses show up on a schedule? ㅋㅋ]

[Title: As someone who's experienced it, I'm sure of it

Seo Hoyun is 100% having a panic attack...

└ I knew it, right?ㅜㅜ

└ Yeah, I think so too. People are saying he was nervous or overwhelmed, but nope, that's not it

└ Ah, my faith in humanity is shattered, get lost]

[Title: Aren't you guys speculating too much?

I think he just couldn't believe he won the Grand Prize

I went on YouTube and other communities, and I was surprised that even other fandoms were only talking about Seo Hoyun...

Anyway, people are so good at trying to paint celebrities as weirdos~

└ This is only a controversy because of Seo Hoyun's fame ㅋㅋ If he were a nobody, this wouldn't even be a story

└ I felt he was strange too...

It's just... not the time when idols usually get that dead-eyed look

Who acts like that when they win the Grand Prize?

└ I just feel bad for the members who had to work hard to cover for him...

└ It's not just the idol scene, it's blowing up everywhere else too ㅋㅋㅋ It's a war between 'He was just overwhelmed' vs 'He had a panic attack'

└└ Fucking bullshit. Anyone with eyes can see he's sick... The fact that there was no news and then suddenly a hiatus for health reasons proves it

└└ ㅋㅋ These Crazy Bastards are taking this chance to furiously type away on their keyboards]

Even the Noeuls, who would normally ignore such a small dispute and just report the comments, started to get restless.

[My hands are shaking...]

Seo Hoyun had always been the one to smile brightly and act as if nothing was wrong, even when a storm raged around them.

[Ah, I'm worried... I've never seen him like this before ㅜㅜ

It's even more worrying because this has never happened with him...]

[Hoyun-ah, it's okay

I can wait forever!!]

[You must have been tired after running for so long. It's okay to take a good long rest. I love you]

[Hoyun-ah, I really love you so much]

This time, he wasn't smiling.


"Hah, heok..."

Jeong Dajun took a deep breath.

He had rented a car and driven alone to the countryside village where The Dawn filmed their rural self-produced content three and a half years ago.

It's raining so hard...

The weather was cruel.

Jeong Dajun lightly bit his lower lip and turned off the ignition. He needed to go further up to find the time capsule they had made with the members, but the heavy rain blocked the path for the car.

He took a raincoat from the glove box, put it on, and decided to walk.

"Ugh, really..."

The surroundings were quiet except for the sound of rain.

Jeong Dajun hadn't driven to this deserted countryside village just because all his schedules were canceled.

"Ugh, mud."

Jeong Dajun had recently sensed a strange atmosphere within the team.

Especially Seo Hoyun.

He had seemed extremely strange from the moment he received the Grand Prize. It was unsettling just to see Seo Hoyun, who always handled his duties meticulously, miss all his parts during the encore performance.

So, Jeong Dajun cautiously brought it up with the WH Entertainment staff but only received dismissive responses.

"Ah, Hoyun? Well, he must have his reasons, right? He's on vacation for a while, so he'll probably be fine after some rest."

That answer wasn't necessarily wrong, but it was still suspicious. The Seo Hoyun he knew would have filmed the live broadcast no matter what.

Sure enough, his ominous premonition was correct. The vanished Seo Hoyun went off the grid for over a week, completely out of contact.

A small commotion arose at the company since he had never caused such a problem before, but it quickly subsided.

They said Seo Hoyun must need a rest after working so hard. They said this kind of issue was common and that plenty of celebrities disappeared on the day of an event.

Everyone just tried to placate The Dawn.

...They only say that because they don't know you, hyung.

Maybe if it were him, but Seo Hoyun?

Seo Hoyun, who strictly separated his public and private life, would never irresponsibly run away because of a personal issue.

The other members must have had similar thoughts, as they frequently visited Seo Hoyun's house.

During that time, Jeong Dajun holed himself up at the company to practice. Whenever he ran into his older members, he would rush over like a hawk and ask about Seo Hoyun's well-being.

"Hyung, how was he?!"

"...Uh, Hoyun said he's just resting for a bit."

"What??"

"Yeah. I guess he overdid it a little. He said he'll be back soon."

"Really?!"

That day, he had finally heard a tiny piece of news from Seong Jiwon.

But the serious faces of his hyungs right before they noticed him made Jeong Dajun so uneasy that he secretly followed them to the studio on the upper floor.

"...I've never seen him act like that before."

"...Hmph."

Jeong Dajun pressed himself against the corner wall and peeked out. He saw Seong Jiwon let out a short groan and lower his gaze.

"...Hoyun said he already told the company, and it seems like he's in contact with them... So let's not bother Hoyun anymore."

"I know. Poking around won't do any good. Still, I hope we can check on him every few days."

As Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon debated whether to tell the youngest members, Jeong Dajun hesitated before turning on his heel.

The two sensed his presence and belatedly called out to him in alarm, but Jeong Dajun immediately left the company and hailed a taxi. He planned to go to the dorm and tell Kang Ichae what was happening.

"—So you're saying hyung has nowhere to go back to."

However, Jeong Dajun's plan did not happen right away.

As he hurriedly entered the front door, Kang Ichae was on the phone with someone.

"Hyung, please, let's just meet. I didn't know either. If I had known, I never would have agreed! My memories only came back after I received the Grand Prize..."

Kang Ichae, who was always relaxed, was completely on edge. Jeong Dajun's steps slowed.

"...I know, I was stupid. I should have been suspicious from the start when the system was passed to me. You, me, we were all fooled by Seo Hojin."

Seo Hojin?

Who was that again? The name is familiar...

Kang Ichae's mouth snapped shut.

A moment of silence followed, but Jeong Dajun didn't understand what it meant.

"...So, are you just going to stay like that? Because Hojin-hyung is gone?"

A tremor laced Kang Ichae's voice as he spoke slowly after a long pause.

"Are you trying to quit everything now?"

Startled, Jeong Dajun was about to stumble back when the door flew open.

Kang Ichae faced the frozen Jeong Dajun. He slowly lowered the phone from his ear and pressed the end call button. Then, he simply said he was stepping out for a bit and left.

Left alone in the dorm, Jeong Dajun was thrown into confusion.

...Quit? What does that mean?

Don't tell me he's going to retire.

His heart raced. Jeong Dajun hurriedly tried to contact Seo Hoyun, but the call wouldn't connect.

"Hah, heok..."

That was why.

Desperate to do something, anything, Jeong Dajun had come here. He thought he needed to sell some memories to persuade Seo Hoyun.

It was definitely around here.

His entire body was soaked by the time he reached the house, despite the raincoat. Jeong Dajun grabbed a shovel from a corner and began to dig where the time capsule was buried.

Rainwater weighed down his eyelashes. Dirt splattered his cheek. He roughly wiped his face with his forearm and put his strength back into his hands.

"Aack!"

Jeong Dajun had been digging a hole up to his waist when he misstepped, tumbled to the ground, and finally stopped.

He stared blankly at the dark sky, then slowly pulled out his phone and made a call.

[Hello?]

"M-Miss Lee Jihyeon..."

[Jeong Dajun?]

When he asked Lee Jihyeon about the time capsule's location, Lee Jihyeon seemed flustered for a moment. She replied that the company was keeping it, just in case someone else took it.

Saying he would go get it now, Jeong Dajun immediately drove back to the company. He entered the lobby in his mud-caked raincoat and was met with horrified stares, but he ignored them and approached Lee Jihyeon, who was already waiting.

Lee Jihyeon's eyes widened in surprise.

"Oh my gosh, are you okay?"

"Do you have the time capsule?!"

"Uh, yes, I do..."

Lee Jihyeon held out the slightly grimy time capsule. Jeong Dajun took it and calmly opened it.

[I hope the desperation is still there and that the fans can be happy.]

The neat, upright handwriting seemed to be Kim Seonghyeon's. Jeong Dajun anxiously unfolded the next one.

[Ah~~ K-Pop will be conquered by Jeong Dajun ㅋㅋ Just you wait ㅋㅋ~~!!]

He frowned at his own message before checking the others.

'To keep having fun with the members—', 'I hope The Dawn will always be happy—'. After looking over Kang Ichae's and Seong Jiwon's messages, Jeong Dajun carefully took out the last letter.

[Return everything to how it was.]

To how it was?

Two lines were drawn straight through the text written in elegant handwriting.

[Let's make sure to eat well even after 5 years ㅋㅋ Don't get too stressed even if hyung nags you~^^]

...Why am I getting so angry?

Swallowing a sigh, Jeong Dajun bowed his thanks to Lee Jihyeon and headed to Seo Hoyun's house.

He knew his hyungs had been turned away several times, so he braced himself and repeatedly pressed the doorbell.

"...Huh?"

The door swung open.

It was Seo Hoyun, whom he hadn't seen in about ten days.

He was a little thinner. The whites of his eyes were red and bloodshot.

As Jeong Dajun stood with his mouth agape at the unexpected sight, Seo Hoyun's gaze slowly fell upon him. He mumbled sluggishly.

"...Why?"


Chapter 475

Wh-What is this?

Jeong Dajun, terrified someone might see them, quickly pushed Seo Hoyun inside. A cold wind blew in through the veranda's sash, but the faint smell of cigarettes permeated the entire house.

Is this really Hoyun-hyung?

As a rule, idols don't smoke.

They don't date.

And they manage themselves meticulously.

Weren't these the standards Seo Hoyun himself had set, all for the sake of becoming a successful celebrity?

“...Hyung.”

But Seo Hoyun was a complete wreck.

Jeong Dajun planned to say something the moment he saw him, but the words wouldn't come out when he saw the exhausted look on Seo Hoyun's face in the narrow entryway.

Jeong Dajun ground the dripping mud and rainwater into the floor with his shoe and asked.

“Hyung, you're not... quitting being an idol, are you?”

Only then did Seo Hoyun's gaze lift.

“...It's just, people are saying strange things. It's not that I believe them... but I overheard your call with Ichae-hyung. Of course, there's no way Hoyun-hyung would do that... No, wait, can you look at this first?”

Facing that expressionless face, Jeong Dajun rambled, pouring out a pathetic torrent of emotional words.

“Hyung, do you remember when we were filming that rural reality content, we wrote letters to open in five years?”

“Jeong Dajun.”

“I know this is out of the blue for you, and honestly, I don't even know why I brought it, but... won't you read it with me? Including the ones the other hyungs wrote...”

“Dajun ah.”

Seo Hoyun called his name again with emphasis. He brushed his own chin with his right hand, then grabbed Jeong Dajun's cheek and stretched it.

“Just how did you have to roll around to end up like this?”

His sarcastic tone was just like his usual self, as if asking if he knew umbrellas had been invented.

Jeong Dajun's lips twitched.

I had a bit of a hard time digging in the ground.

He had meant to say it lightly, but his mouth wouldn't open. While Jeong Dajun hesitated, Seo Hoyun took the box and disappeared. He returned with a towel, tossed it to him, and flopped onto the sofa.

“Thanks, I'll look at it, but what was that nonsense just now?”

“Huh... What?”

“Quitting? I just said I was taking a short break.”

Seo Hoyun added that he had already notified the company. His face looked slightly weary. Jeong Dajun took off his raincoat, dried himself with the towel, and awkwardly approached him.

“You're going to rest? Where?”

“Hmm... Someplace with few people where I can heal?”

“...Want me to go with you?”

Seo Hoyun didn't answer, just let out a small, wry laugh.

Jeong Dajun knew exactly what that meant. It was a clear rejection.

“I'm going to meet someone.”

“......”

“Seo Hojin.”

“...Seo Hojin...?”

Jeong Dajun, who had asked reflexively, suddenly came to his senses.

“Ah, ah... Hoyun-hyung's younger brother. Right.”

“......”

Come to think of it, his brother's name had come up when Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun were on the phone.

Why couldn't I remember until now?

Confused, he kept his mouth shut and watched him cautiously, but Seo Hoyun just stared back at him quietly.

“Haa...”

Then, after fiddling with a cigarette pack and sighing, Seo Hoyun waved his hand dismissively, a clear gesture for him to leave. As Jeong Dajun hesitated, Seo Hoyun followed him to the entrance, took out an umbrella, and held it out.

“I'll be back soon.”

Got it?

At the uncharacteristically gentle voice, Jeong Dajun hesitated before nodding.

Though practically kicked out, Jeong Dajun believed the promise wholeheartedly. Seo Hoyun had never lied before.

The next day, he visited Seo Hoyun's house again to see if he had read the letters from the time capsule, but the door was tightly shut.

He squatted in front of the door to wait for Seo Hoyun when Kang Ichae called.

“Oh, Ichae-hyung...”

[Where are you.]

“I'm in front of Hoyun-hyung's house right now.”

[In front of his house?]

A deeply subdued voice answered through the receiver.

“Yeah, but he's not home. He did say he was going to meet Hojin-hyung yesterday...”

[...He said he was going to meet Hojin-hyung?]

When Kang Ichae asked blankly, Jeong Dajun also realized it.

[...Did hyung really say that?]

That something was happening to Seo Hoyun.


VMM...

VMM...

In the parking garage of the WH Entertainment building, a figure sat in a sleek sports car, flicking his fingernails. He glanced down at the incessantly vibrating phone.

...Agh, all hell's broken loose.

The callers were Min Jiheon and The Dawn.

They said they couldn't get in touch with Seo Hoyun, and to hold onto him if he was seen or contacted.

...What the hell are they talking about?

Bewildered, he came to the company and tried calling Seo Hoyun, but the call didn't connect. Until then, he had thought it was half a joke, but now he suddenly felt uneasy and glanced around.

Just then, a person walking briskly caught his eye. It was an employee from the planning team who had been with The Dawn since before they joined WH Entertainment.

He quickly grabbed her and asked if she had seen Seo Hoyun.

“Seo Hoyun? I just saw him 10 minutes ago.”

“What?”

“He just picked up The Dawn's activity files. Said he wanted to look back on past memories after winning the grand prize.”

What's he going to use that for?

Joo Woosung knew Seo Hoyun's personality well and didn't believe for a second that the guy had taken the records just for a simple trip down memory lane.

“Jeong Dajun was the same, everyone's making such random requests... Anyway, Joo Woosung, don't worry and go see him. Seo Hoyun's complexion has been looking better these past few days, though.”

After hearing that, Joo Woosung thought for a moment and decided to just wait quietly in the company's underground parking garage so he wouldn't miss the guy.

Isn't this a bit much?

He even came to the company.

Of course, Joo Woosung knew that Seo Hoyun had been acting strangely at the Korea Music Awards.

Sometimes a person just wants a change of pace.

He didn't know the exact situation, but Joo Woosung firmly believed what Seo Hoyun had said the day before the awards ceremony, that he wanted to be an idol for a long time.

He tapped his forearm with his fingers, casually thinking he should treat him to a meal when they met. Just then, the parking garage elevator doors opened, revealing Seo Hoyun with a large backpack on.

Joo Woosung raised an eyebrow slightly, immediately got out of his sports car, and followed Seo Hoyun. As the guy got into the driver's seat of a white SUV, Joo Woosung quickly opened the passenger door and hopped in.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun, you bastard, why the hell aren't you answering your ph...”

But Joo Woosung couldn't finish his sentence. A coughing fit erupted from him.

A moment later, a pungent smell filled his nose. He whipped his head around to see a cigarette dangling from Seo Hoyun's lips.

“What...!!”

He hurriedly snatched it away and disposed of it.

Seo Hoyun, who had been staring at him with blinking eyes, calmly took out another one and lit it.

“Is it your turn now?”

Then he took a drag from the filter, exhaled the smoke like a sigh, and started the car.

“My dear Woosung, hello. What brings you to the company?”

He looks anything but 'hello'.

“...What's wrong with you?”

“I asked what brings you here.”

“I'm asking what's wrong with you.”

“...Look at this.”

Everyone just ignores my questions these days...

Joo Woosung saw Seo Hoyun snicker and mutter to himself. He grew anxious, reminded of people he had seen in a similar state before.

“...I get that you suddenly want to rebel, but don't do it in the company parking lot. You'll get your picture taken.”

“I'm about to leave, so don't worry.”

“Where are you going? The dorm?”

“......”

Seo Hoyun stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and answered obediently.

“A trip.”

Joo Woosung was at a loss for words.

He carefully studied Seo Hoyun keying a destination into the navigation. Seeing the haggard face, dark circles, and red-rimmed eyes, Joo Woosung realized he had made a huge misjudgment.

“...Seo Hoyun, wait... Actually, I have a favor to ask.”

“...What.”

First, I have to get him out of this car, no matter what.

“I, uh... I haven't eaten. Let's get something to eat.”

Seo Hoyun tapped the steering wheel and wiggled his fingers.

“Should we?”

Just when he thought there was no way he'd fall for such a flimsy excuse, Seo Hoyun surprisingly agreed.

Joo Woosung sighed in relief, but then Seo Hoyun's head dropped. Only then did Joo Woosung see his hands gripping the steering wheel, trembling finely.

“A-Are you okay?”

“Ah, it's just... Suddenly, I'm a little...”

Seo Hoyun's breathing became severely ragged, and Joo Woosung grew restless. He knew exactly what kind of trauma Seo Hoyun had.

“Should I drive?”

Joo Woosung quickly unbuckled his seatbelt and got out.

CLICK.

“......”

The moment he rounded the SUV to the driver's side, the doors locked with an echoing sound.

At the same time, Joo Woosung realized.

He realized that unlike him, Seo Hoyun was an actor. An actor who had honed his craft through movies and dramas and had even won awards for it.

“...Hey, the door... it's locked...”

VMMMM...

As Joo Woosung stammered in disbelief, the window slid down a crack. Seo Hoyun looked nonchalant, now wearing a bright eye-smile as if he had never been trembling at all.

“Woosung-ah, was your favor just to get a meal?”

“...Open it.”

“You think I will?”

Son of a bitch.

He pounded madly on the car window with one hand and jiggled the door handle with the other.

“Aren't you going to open this right now?!”

“My dear Woosung is great and all... but your timing is just the worst.”

“You son of a bitch!!”

Even as Joo Woosung cursed at him, Seo Hoyun just smirked and waved his hand casually, telling him to back off so he wouldn't get hurt.

“Congratulations again on the label. You'll do great.”

“Hey, you bastard! Hey!! Hey, Seo Hoyun!!”

“You were pretty pathetic at first... but Joo Woosung, you were the most celebrity-like idol I've ever seen.”

Just open the door, you crazy bastard!

“Stay healthy...”

He was so pissed off he was about to kick the door.

“See you later.”

The car's exhaust roared as it sped past him.

“Hey!! Seo Hoyun, you son of a bitch!”

Stunned, Joo Woosung jumped aside and wiped his face. He grabbed his phone with a trembling hand, took a picture of the license plate, and jotted down the address he had glimpsed on the navigation screen.

“That... that fucking bastard to the very end, and I believed him. Agh, fuck... fuck...!”

He cursed the guy who had been a consistent bastard for as long as he'd known him.

.

.

.

The day was bright and clear.

An old B-side track, 'Dive', played from the radio. It was an unexpected choice, but not too surprising considering The Dawn's recent popularity. I glanced at the blue sky outside the car window and hummed along softly.

【The words I spat out, knowing nothing, cling like summer heat

Like a lotus flower that has ceased to breathe】

Ah, I should have stopped by the company a little earlier.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the ocean's surface to breathe

We can't stay trapped in loneliness forever】

I hadn't planned on showing such a disgraceful side of myself to Joo Woosung.

【Let us dive till the end

Until we rise to the ocean's surface to breathe】

But how was I to know? That I would run into Joo Woosung there.

Just as unease washed over me, the navigation's mechanical voice announced my arrival.

“Hoo...”

I got out of the SUV and looked ahead. A two-story house, worn by time, came into view.

After checking that no one had followed me, I grabbed the backpack from the back seat.

I punched in the front door's passcode and stepped into the silent space.

I meticulously drew the curtains, blocking the sunlight. Then I took a laptop and a hard drive from my backpack and placed them on the table before the sofa.

I brushed a strand of hair from my eyes, put a cigarette to my lips, and took a deep breath.

“Alright.”

Shall we begin?


Chapter 476

【I dweamt a dweam... a scawy dweam... Ah, fuck.】

"PUHAHAHA."

Seo Hojin cackled. He replayed videos of Seo Hoyun through the system, just waiting for the day he would disappear.

【Hoyunie is having a hawd time too, hmph hmph...】

“Ah, this is hilarious.”

He could barely stand to watch at first, but now he found it nothing but fun.

[This is my favorite one!]

The excited system kept playing different clips. It had been so influenced by Seo Hojin over time that it was now uncannily good at finding things he liked.

【You're going to do whatever you want once you make up your mind anyway, but you're still making such a show of it.】

【...Your hyung is a little hurt.】

【It probably hurts because it's true, and stop calling me hyung all the time. It's annoying how you only do it when you're at a disadvantage.】

“Ah, so Ichae pointed that out? I concede, I totally concede! My hyung really does have that habit.”

Seo Hojin had been traveling between the unconscious and reality, so he didn't know everything about his brother's situation. He felt an odd excitement learning about these past events now.

“Ah, this is hilarious...”

Seo Hojin sank deep into the small editing room's chair and lifted his hand. His small hand was gone, replaced by his restored adult form.

It's... going well.

Seo Hojin's smile faded. He fell silent for a moment before asking the system a question.

“Can I still not watch in real-time?”

Normally, Seo Hojin could have observed Seo Hoyun's actions as soon as he entered the unconscious. Strangely, after the game's main Quest was completed, he could no longer check on Seo Hoyun from within the unconscious.

[No, it's not working. I don't know if it's because the game is complete, or if an 'external entity' is interfering like before...]

[Anyway, do you want to see Seo Hoyun?]

[If it's just for a moment, I think I could summon him into the unconscious.]

Seo Hojin stroked his chin and remained silent for a long while before tilting his head.

“Why would I?”

It's all over anyway.

Facing Seo Hoyun, regardless of his condition, will only make things needlessly complicated.

“...Forget it. Just make sure he doesn't find out about the things I did.”

[Of course. That message that appeared during the awards ceremony was the last of it.]

“Right, right.”

Seo Hojin had revealed a part of the truth to stop Seo Hoyun from doing anything unnecessary, but he hadn't shown the process behind it. There was no need to tell him.

Seo Hojin ruffled his hair to shake off his sinking mood and started to get up from his chair.

BZZZT...

A screen filled with static materialized right in front of his face.

“...What is this? Did you do this?”

[Huh? No?]

While Seo Hojin was still bewildered, the screen showed a room. Its curtains were drawn to block the sun, and it flickered with a cheap, orange light.

[...This looks like a live feed.]

Why is this showing up now? Why is Seo Hoyun's status, which was unavailable, suddenly being captured?

Anxious about the unpredictable situation, Seo Hojin reached for the screen just as Seo Hoyun's figure appeared.

“...Thank goodness.”

He's okay.

His relief was short-lived. Something was suspicious about Seo Hoyun, who was engrossed in his laptop.

What on earth is he doing?

Seo Hoyun endlessly pressed the spacebar and arrow keys, changing music as if selecting a BGM. It was as if he were editing something.

...Don't tell me he's gone insane, has he?

Has he lost his mind to the point that he still believes he's a PD...

Seo Hojin started biting his nails without realizing it and began to rise from his seat again in anxiety.

Seo Hoyun set up a camera in front of the sofa table, clicked the mouse, and stared straight ahead. He slowly began to speak.

【...Hello, this is Seo Hoyun.】

At the same time, a terribly hoarse voice flowed from the editing room's speakers.

“...What.”

【I'm making this video because I want to confess the truth to all of you.】

Truth' and 'confession'.

Seo Hojin was overcome with anxiety when he heard those two words.

【I am not an idol.】

A chill crept up Seo Hojin's spine.

【I was a PD for QBS Broadcasting Station, where I produced the trainee survival program 'Pick the One'. It was quite unusual to be in charge of a main program at thirty-three... but I earned a notorious reputation for continuously giving the trainees negative edits.】

“What... What the hell is this hyung doing?!!”

【Then, in the winter when I turned thirty-three, I died in a car accident. However, when I opened my eyes, I found myself in a body that was 10 years younger. Afterward, a system suddenly appeared and informed me that this was a parallel world, and if I didn't complete the game, I would never be able to log out. Therefore, I was unexpectedly forced to become an idol.】

Seo Hojin slammed his fist on the desk, but the oblivious Seo Hoyun continued his story.

【To clear the game, I needed to complete Quests. Using my knowledge from my days as a PD, I completed them by any means necessary. I threatened a composer who used chart manipulation to get a good song, and I even forced a friendship with an idol in the same industry by using their scandal to create a surprise issue. Also... I contacted a paparazzi I knew personally from my PD days and deliberately fueled controversies.】

“Live... is this broadcasting live right now?”

[Just a moment, I'm checking!]

“Check it, hurry up!!”

【...Most of the leaks you've all experienced were personally spread by me. From Today's drug photos during Shining Star Season 1 to my own family matters in Season 2, all of it.】

If this gets out, Seo Hoyun will be completely ostracized.

【After enduring four absurd and bizarre years, I cleared the game by winning the Grand Prize at the Korea Music Awards.】

I should have erased my brother's memories, no matter the cost.

Seo Hojin squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them and bit his lip. Just then, Seo Hoyun's face lifted into an empty smile.

【It was all for the sole purpose of returning to my original world to see my younger brother.】

Then, as if perfectly aimed, Seo Hoyun's gaze met Seo Hojin's.

【But then, the little bastard of a brother that I worked myself to the bone to feed, shelter, and raise... turns out he stabbed me in the back right at the very end, can you believe it?】

Horror washed over Seo Hojin's face just as the system's alert sounded.

[I've just finished checking. It's not being broadcast anywhere. It's not a live stream, it's a recording!]

As Seo Hojin processed the message and started to turn his head back toward Seo Hoyun,

【Hojin-ah.】

Seo Hojin's breath caught in his throat when Seo Hoyun called his name.

【I know you're still alive and watching me.】

He's trying to start a conversation.

【Bring me there.】

“...What?”

【If you don't bring me to the unconscious where you are right now, I'm going to upload this recording.】

“...Is, is he crazy?”

How on earth does he know that I'm still here, and that I can summon him...

Seo Hojin clutched his head and gritted his teeth.

No, that's not the important part.

If Seo Hoyun uploads that video, he'll be branded a madman and might even have to retire from the entertainment industry completely.

“Has that psycho completely lost it...!”

That damn memory wipe!!

Seo Hojin tried to steady his ragged breaths and ran a hand messily through his hair.

He knew his brother's personality well. He was absolutely not the type of person to stir up trouble that would get everyone involved blamed for no reason.

...Even if he has truly snapped and, by some one-in-a-million chance, uploads the video, WH Entertainment will handle it thoroughly, and by then, all traces of 'Seo Hojin' will be gone...

【...Pfft.】

Seo Hojin looked at the screen at the sound of a scoff. Seo Hoyun was flicking a lighter's wheel.

【I can hear the gears turning in your head all the way from here.】

Considering my brother's bulldozer-like temper, it seems there's nothing he wouldn't do, but...

Seo Hojin's eyes scanned the area around Seo Hoyun.

Why isn't he at home?

Why would he choose an empty villa of all places?

Seo Hojin bit his lip as an unpleasant thought crept into his mind. Just then, he heard a faint murmur.

【...Please.】

The fingertips of the hand holding the lighter trembled.

Seo Hojin's shoulders trembled slightly when he saw this.

【Are you going to leave like this, without even saying goodbye? I only need to see you for a moment.】

After all, Seo Hoyun had never once shown any weakness in front of him. He had always acted as if he feared nothing.

【I just... I just want to see you one more time, that's all.】

“......”

Get a grip.

Don't fall for his plea!

That was what his rational mind told him.

However...

Goddammit!

Seo Hojin gritted his teeth.


DING!

DING!

DIRING!

.

.

.

Endless alerts chimed in Seo Hojin's ear. He looked down with a complicated expression at Seo Hoyun, who lay in the middle of a small space crammed with computers and unfamiliar devices.

This was their first time facing each other since the truth had been revealed.

Honestly, Seo Hojin was afraid of what Seo Hoyun would bring up, so he deliberately looked away and scratched the back of his head.

I'll persuade him quickly and send him back safely.

The time allotted for this reunion wouldn't be long.

Just as Seo Hojin steeled himself, Seo Hoyun's eyelids flew open.

“...Uh, um...”

This is the man who raised me after our parents died, the man who died in front of me multiple times, my hyung who pretended to be fine in front of that ocean.

Seo Hojin felt that if he met those eyes, unnecessary words would spill out, so he quickly lowered his head.

I knew this would happen.

“So, you told me to bring you here, and I pushed myself to do it, but...”

I knew I'd get all sentimental if I saw his face.

“P-please say what you have to say and go. I know you're surprised, hyung, but...”

“Hojin-ah.”

Seo Hojin's heart sank at the gentle tone.

“Seo Hojin.”

Seo Hoyun sat up and reached for Seo Hojin.

Seo Hojin instinctively sensed danger and tried to back away, but he could not escape. Seo Hoyun grabbed him by the collar.

THWACK!!

“It was fucking hard to find you.”

Sprawled on the floor, Seo Hojin clutched his cheek and stared up blankly.

Seo Hoyun panted, his eyes like a demon's, and deliberately spoke in an affectionate voice.

“I told you if you ever got lost, your hyung would come find you, you little bastard.”


Chapter 477

It seems I've raised a terribly unfilial son.

Relief washed over me, but anger surged in its wake.

I took another step toward Seo Hojin, who stared up at me with a dumb look on his face.

“Wait, just a minute!” Seo Hojin shrieked, jumping up as if electrocuted. “Why are you coming at me again? You already hit me!”

“So what?” I asked. “Did you think it would be over with just one hit?”

“Ah, no, that's... Aack!”

I grabbed him by the collar again. He let out a shrill cry, terrified I would hit him. As he squeezed his eyes shut and twisted his head away, I scanned every inch of his face.

I was still angry, but with my uninjured little brother beside me, the sanity I had lost over the past few days slowly returned.

“......”

I remained silent. When the punch he expected never came, Seo Hojin peeked his eyes open. He seized the opportunity, roughly shook off my arm, and scrambled back.

“You hit me the moment you got here!”

“Did it hurt?”

“Of course it did! And me, I... you think I'm not angry?! What were all those confessions from before?! Were you really planning to upload them if I hadn't called you?!!!”

“Am I crazy?”

If it was a problem that would end with just me being buried, I wouldn't care.

However, in reality, it was obvious it would harm everyone involved.

When I answered nonchalantly, Seo Hojin's glare sharpened as he grew more pissed off.

“Then why did you go to the villa?!”

I just smiled, not wanting to tell Seo Hojin the unpleasant news.

In any case, you were scared by my actions, and I came here.

After a short silence, Seo Hojin sighed and rubbed his eyes. A trembling voice escaped from between his hands.

“...We ended things cleanly. It's dangerous, you didn't have to come all this way.”

I stared silently at Seo Hojin spouting such audacious words.

Lately, I've been wondering.

“I don't want to see you die anymore, hyung.”

Where on earth did something like this come from?

I blurted out to the Seo Hojin in front of me, “You think I wanted to see it?”

Unable to offer any rebuttal, Seo Hojin just stood there. I turned my back on him, walked to a corner, and plopped down on the floor.

I looked around at the translucent screens floating in the air and gestured for him to come over.

“Just sit down. I didn't come here to fight with you.”

After hesitating for a moment, Seo Hojin slowly approached and sat down.

“Those things there.”

The unfamiliar scenes mixed in seemed to be the games Seo Hojin had tried so far, though most of them appeared to be from Idol Maker.

“How far back can you see?”

“...If it's the past, then everything.”

“Can I see?”

He seemed reluctant, but when I urged him again, Seo Hojin grumbled and started searching through the videos. A moment where he was choosing a dialogue option popped up.

“......”

“L-Let's watch something else!”

I glared at him. He flinched and quickly pulled up the stage from The Dawn's Second Chance showcase.

After that, various activities of The Dawn appeared in a random mix, from the filming of Shining Star to my birthday in Japan, and even our busking on the streets of Europe.

All the while, Seo Hojin kept glancing at me.

“I thought I was going to die from the heat back then.”

“...Really?”

“And Jeong Dajun was suddenly causing such a scene.”

I shared stories that even he, who had watched from afar, couldn't possibly know, telling him how I felt and what I was thinking. Seo Hojin's ears seemed to perk up.

After countless scenes flashed by, an image of me appeared. I was talking to the system under a snow-dusted cedar tree during a ski trip to Japan with the members.

【You. Are you perhaps my...】

Seo Hojin, bathed in the light from the screen, froze as if he had stopped breathing.

【...No, it's nothing.】

I stared blankly at him.

【It's cold, isn't it.】

He must have felt my gaze, but my little brother just lowered his head and fiddled with his fingertips.

The video, which had ended, began to repeat from the beginning as if a tape was rewinding.

“...Hyung.”

“......”

“It's about time for you to go. It'll get dangerous if you delay any longer.”

He added that, deliberately avoiding my eyes, and raised his hand. An alert popped up as if on cue.

Ding!

[Congratulations, Seo Hoyun! You have cleared all Quests.]

[Would you like to receive your reward?]

A choked, strangled voice squeezed past Seo Hojin's lips, pressuring me.

“Accept it.”

He knows it too.

“If you accept, everything will be over.”

That this is truly the time for farewell.

I looked past Seo Hojin's trembling hand to the system.

[Would you like to receive your reward?]

I lowered my gaze and, instead of accepting right away, asked quietly, “...Hojin-ah.”

“......”

“Don't you have any last words for me?”

After a moment of silence, Seo Hojin forced a smile.

“...Being sentimental? That's not like you.”

He then slowly swept his hair back and scratched the nape of his neck.

“Um... Your personality was truly awful, hyung. It was really tough living as your little brother.”

That bastard.

“...Live a little more comfortably now.”

As if that was all, Seo Hojin gave a faint, dry laugh.

[Would you like to receive your reward?]

I couldn't bring myself to smile back.

I clenched my jaw once, then released it. Keeping my brother in my sights, I spat out the word I had desperately wanted to avoid saying.

“...Accept.”

A bright light enveloped me, and a fanfare erupted.

Ding!

[Congratulations! Seo Hoyun!]

[Points will be awarded for clearing 'Idol Maker'.]

SHRRRRRR-

As the number of points climbed to a dizzying height, Seo Hojin's face slowly lowered.

“...Hyung, thank you for everything...”

“Open the reset window.”

Ding!

[ RESET

A chance to start over from the very beginning ]

Leaving the horrified Seo Hojin behind, I carefully read the small warning text at the bottom of the window I had not seen in a while. I recalled the system's previous explanation.

[...In this place, which follows a game format, there is something that fills the role of 'inevitability' in place of process. You know what that is, right? As you guessed, it's points!]

[The more difficult it is to grant inevitability in reality, the greater the points assigned to the item.]

Right, points.

How much I've struggled to collect these until now.

“Designate 'Seo Hojin's life' as the section.”

“Whaaat?!!!” Seo Hojin's cry spread like a scream.

[Designating 'Seo Hojin's life'.]

[ERROR!]

['Seo Hojin's life' is the origin of 'Idol Maker'. As Player 'Seo Hoyun' was revived based on 'Seo Hojin's life', resetting it may have an unknown effect on Player 'Seo Hoyun' in the future.]

I had fully expected this.

The points would, at best, only serve as a tool to fulfill the inevitability of this situation. So if I turned back Seo Hojin's life, it was natural that not only the game itself but I, too, would not remain unscathed.

[Confirmed that Player Seo Hoyun has cleared Idol Maker to the end. All game settings except for 'Seo Hoyun' will be maintained.]

[Checking if 'Seo Hojin's life' can be reset.]

[Checking—]

[Checking—]

[Check complete.]

[You can use points to reset the designated section.]

“No, wait a minute!”

[Would you like to reset?]

Seeing the blinking “......” and “No” options, a frantic Seo Hojin hurriedly grabbed my arm.

“What is this crazy...! C-Calm down and listen, hyung! If you reset, not only you but I will be in danger too!!”

“Stop lying.”

“I-It's really true!!”

You think I'll fall for it twice?

The moment I violently shoved Seo Hojin away, a wall-like barrier formed between us.

“Hey! Hey, you crazy hyung!! Aren't you going to stop right now?! Do you have any idea how I managed to finish this game!!!”

“You did? I'm the one who ran around like crazy to do it.”

I kindly corrected his claim and turned my eyes to the System Window.

[Would you like to reset?]

“Reset.”

“This crazy bastard!”

[You have selected to reset.]

[Resetting the designated section 'Seo Hojin's life'.]

[Applying...]

At the same time, the floor around Seo Hojin cracked and collapsed. I could no longer hear the voice of Seo Hojin, who pounded on the transparent wall and shouted at me.

“...! !!”

Judging by the shape of his mouth, he was probably cursing, saying something like 'Hey, fuck'.

It was shocking at first, but now it doesn't really faze me.

I tilted my head, stuck one hand in my pocket, and watched him with a crooked gaze.

“Seo Hojin.”

Instead of getting angry at the defiant brat, I suppressed all my past emotions and gave him a bright smile.

“See? Who told you to backstab your hyung?”

Just as Seo Hojin slammed his fist against the wall, veins popping on his jaw from clenching his teeth, the floor suddenly dropped out from under him.

I watched the scene unfold.

My little brother grew distant.

[Applying...]

I watched Seo Hojin as he left.

Until he became a dot, and then disappeared from sight.

[Applying...]

[Applying...]

[Applying...]

Ding!

[The designated section has been reset.]

...He will now live a normal life in the real world.

[Seo Hojin's life has been reset.]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

['Seo Hojin's life' is an initial setting of 'Idol Maker'. Because a fundamental setting of the game has been reset, there is a possibility that the traces of Player Seo Hoyun of 'Idol Maker' will be erased.]

“Yeah, yeah,” I answered dismissively and looked around.

The editing room was a mess, split in half, but the various screens still floated intact in the air.

What I had left now were the few points remaining after using a massive amount for the reset.

[...You're crazy. Completely crazy.]

And a System Window grumbling in a familiar tone, I guess.

[I helped you, but you'll regret this, Seo Hoyun.]

[Since you've cleared the game of Idol Maker, you can't die now. You might have to stay trapped here forever. You might even regret it and wish you had died instead!]

Its skill at casting curses is top-notch.

Ignoring the flashing blue window, I shifted my gaze. I saw myself smiling brightly at an audience, apparently during a concert. Right next to it were countless moments lined up, containing the judgments and choices Seo Hojin made to save me. Worlds where I was an actor, a PD, and whatever else.

As I observed them for a while, a black light suddenly flickered in the corner of my vision.

...What is this. It's still here.

[Game start conditions have been met.]

[You can revive Player Seo Hoyun in exchange for Seo Hojin's life. Would you like to begin?]

“Get lost.”

There was no need to look any further. If I accepted this, Seo Hojin would come back to this place.

[Game start conditions have been met.]

[You can revive Player Seo Hoyun in exchange for Seo Hojin's life. Would you like to begin?]

“I said, get lost.”

I tsked my tongue and flopped down on the editing room floor.

I turned my head away from my most brilliant days, closed my eyes, and muttered, “...I should have done this from the very beginning.”

From the very, very beginning.


Chapter 478

Seo Hoyun was discovered unconscious at the villa and transported to the hospital.

Though it was not an official statement from WH Entertainment, this sentence, accompanied by numerous articles, burrowed into the public consciousness as fact.

Countless people had witnessed Seo Hoyun's white SUV disappear toward the villa. Hours later, a sports car arrived. Not long after, a 119 ambulance entered the premises, its siren wailing loudly.

All sorts of rumors began to circulate after he was taken to the hospital.

Was it a simple health issue?

Or was it some kind of attempt?

Among them, two opinions gained the most traction. Many still harbored doubts about his strange behavior at the awards ceremony. They found it suspicious that he had secretly gone to the villa without telling anyone.

According to a source 'in the know', Joo Woosung was the first person to inform the agency of the location. As someone known to be a close friend of Seo Hoyun, a sticky, prying interest clung to him, wondering if he had sensed any signs beforehand.

The agency asked the public to refrain from excessive speculation, but all eyes were fixed on the situation and refused to look away.

Advertisements for The Dawn still played on the large electronic billboards on buildings, but companies with various vested interests rang WH Entertainment's phones off the hook.

Contradictory articles surfaced and then disappeared, repeating this cycle throughout the day.

Only those who loved him sank into a helpless silence.


You know, I just had a thought.

Was not sending me to the military twice a courtesy from Seo Hojin?

Gee, thanks a lot...

I had been reviewing the past this whole time in the dark editing room where half the floor had collapsed. Leaning back in my chair, I called the System.

“......”

No answer.

“Hey, get out here.”

[...What is it.]

Its lukewarm attitude surprised me.

“What, are you sulking or something?”

[No? I'm not?]

It's not even Seo Hojin, so what's its problem?

The two were so similar that I couldn't distinguish which of the various incidents that screwed me over were the System's mockery and which were Seo Hojin's spite.

I clicked my tongue and got to the point.

“...We have a lot to do, so listen carefully.”

From what I had seen of the past, Seo Hojin used the System to deliver messages to me.

“I know that Seo Hojin has been interfering with the real world through you until now... so can I do it too?”

[...Wow~!! Perhaps! Are you having regrets now?!! After you reset it with your own hands, Seo Hoyun?! Interfering now won't change a thing, you know?!]

This bastard is being so sarcastic...

[The game is over, Seo Hoyun. You can't open a System Window in the real world.]

“What about interfering with the past?”

[...Ah, I think I know what you're thinking. In theory, it might be possible for relatively recent events... but don't do it.]

[Let me be clear. You can't interfere enough to change causality. Not even in the slightest. A small change in the initial conditions can have a massive impact on the present.]

[Have you perhaps never heard of the butterfly effect?]

I picked my ear, indifferently staring at the windows that kept popping up with endless sarcasm.

“Hey, I'm not trying to change the past. I'm trying to make the things that happened in the past happen exactly as they did.”

[...Excuse me, but did you understand what I just said?]

I ignored the uncomprehending System and scanned through the screens. Then, I found the time when I had been debuted for less than a year, when all the members went to the countryside to film our own content.

The memory of Jeong Dajun in a raincoat splattered with mud and rain, holding out a letter, suddenly came to mind. I fell silent for a moment before speaking to the System.

“First, let's try it as an experiment.”

[...Hah... I told you it wouldn't work...]

[...]

[...]

[...Huh.]

[...It, it's working...?]

I laughed softly and closed my eyes. When I opened them, a strange displacement washed over me from the tips of my toes. I found myself standing in that countryside village.

My vision was blurry, like looking through a fogged-up camera lens, but I could still distinguish objects and people.

The surroundings were dark. I stood there blankly, looking around, when a door opened. I came face-to-face with a familiar person.

...Damn.

It was Kang Ichae.

Relief and unease welled up inside me. Kang Ichae wore a mischievous expression and quickly disappeared into the nearby interview area.

TRRRING!

My head throbbed. I took a deep breath, pulled myself out of that space, and turned my gaze back to the video. Kang Ichae was tilting his head in confusion.

【Actually, on my way to the interview earlier, I ran into one more person... That one was a bit more realistic, so I was like, wow, they really prepared hard for this...?】

【Waaaaaaah! Don't say it!】

A terrified Jeong Dajun cried, begging the members to please stay with him.

Ting!

[Are you happy? Creating a sense of fear on the set while dressed as a ghost?]

“...What, the ghost was me?”

Though I was only there for a moment, fatigue already piled up. I grumbled and massaged my shoulders while the System muttered a question.

[Well, are you satisfied? I understand the uncharacteristic desire to take a trip down memory lane, but.]

“It's not like that.”

My eyes felt like they would pop out from the rapidly changing screens, but I focused.

“You know that 'external entity' that was interfering with me?”

[Yes.]

“That was me.”

[...Pardon?]

Found it!

I quickly pressed the spacebar.

“I was interfering to save Kang Ichae.”

[...Pardon???]

It was a time of peaceful days after finishing Song Camp. I had entered the Billboard charts and even been invited to a prestigious American awards ceremony, so I felt quite satisfied.

Seeing my past self smiling proudly, unaware of the danger that would soon befall Kang Ichae and oblivious to whatever trouble Seo Hojin was causing, made me laugh hollowly.

If only I had warned him a little sooner... Kang Ichae wouldn't have even fallen into an unconscious state.

Even though I knew I had to recreate the past exactly as it was, I decided to experiment. I clicked the mouse and spoke kindly.

“Hey, is this really the time for you to be smiling like that?”

On the other side of the screen, my past self only staggered slightly, as if a headache was setting in. I clicked my tongue softly and rewound to a more recent past, shouting at the 'me' who was attending the Music TV Awards.

“Hey! Can you hear me! Hey, hey!! ...What, why can't he hear me?”

Just as I brushed my bangs back in frustration, the screens all turned off with a sudden POP.

Soon, a single scene appeared amidst crackling static.

【[Seo Hoyun, listen carefully from now on. The headaches and auditory hallucinations are gone, right? I've temporarily blocked them. The symptoms you're currently experiencing are not caused by the System. As I mentioned before, they're not a penalty either.]

[Upon checking, something outside the System's control authority was trying to approach you, Seo Hoyun. From outside the System, an unidentified entity is trying to shake you.]】

The System had blocked it.

“...So competent.”

[I'm sorry...]

I thought the System was just unstable when I experienced all those side effects in the real world, but now that I was trying to invade from the outside, it was needlessly robust.

Direct messages are impossible.

Not giving up, I picked out the screen from when I was invited to the fashion show.

Dong—, Dong...

Models in glamorous outfits and accessories strode down the runway to serene music.

“Unlock the Contribution trait and open Kang Ichae's stats.”

【[Congratulations!

The 'Contribution' trait has been unlocked!]

['Contribution' is connected to Player Seo Hoyun's '???' and indicates the degree to which someone has helped or benefited Seo Hoyun.]

[※Contribution can also be raised by shouldering Player Seo Hoyun's physical penalties!

Frequent substitution will result in physical penalties leading to death. Please be careful.]

[Kang Ichae Contribution: 3¿7%]】

I could see my past self staggering as he rushed out of the fashion show.

I remembered how my heart had plummeted when I received that.

I immediately grabbed a memo pad and pen from the desk drawer and scribbled down Kang Ichae's address from memory. I neatly folded the paper and spoke to the System.

“Register this memo as an item, and add a provocative warning message.”

[For instance?]

Now I understood everything.

“Follow him inside.”

How the message had arrived with words that so precisely poked at my guilt.

“If he dies, it's your fault.”

I sighed in relief only after confirming that my pale past self, who had been about to move alone, was fortunately going with Min Jiheon.

After that, the process of finding Kang Ichae and asking Min Jiheon to kill him followed. When I saw Min Jiheon carefully examining the limp 'me' after striking my chest hard, then sinking onto the sofa with a haggard face and rubbing his dry face... I was struck anew by the thought that I was a real piece of trash.

“......”

As I stared blankly at Min Jiheon, who couldn't hide his anxiety and got up again to pace around, the System Window kept obtrusively popping up.

[...Seo Hoyun, I don't understand. Why did you become the external entity? No, in the first place, how did you know that Seo Hojin could call you into his subconscious?]

[You've been ignorant of everything until now...]

I know.

I was so damn ignorant that I suffered a lot of losses.

But things are different now.

“Because I heard.”

[...Pardon?]

Why I recklessly entered the subconscious and reset Seo Hojin's life. Why I became an external entity to save Kang Ichae. These were things I could never have accomplished if I hadn't known the inside story.

But I received a hint.

I took one last look at Min Jiheon, then zoomed in on a screen from further in the past. It showed 'me' driving in a hurry after winning the grand prize at the Korea Music Awards.

“I heard it at the very end.”

I saw my past self searching for the missing Seo Hojin at home. He stumbled backward after discovering the photos where my younger brother had been excised as if carved out.

I waited with bated breath.

The moment the game was cleared, in that instant free from the System's control! I pressed the spacebar.

Because this had to be the only moment when it was possible to convey the truth.

[...To whom?]

Who do you think?

I took a slow breath and said.

“Grant me all of Seo Hojin's memories.”

[The System Window makes a request.]

[You can now view all of 'Seo Hojin's' memories.]

【Fuck, accept, accept, accept! Accept!!】

That's right.

I had definitely 'heard' it.

I tore my eyes from the monitor, stared blankly at the floor, and counted the seconds. Then, when I looked up, I saw my past self. He had realized the truth through the memories of Seo Hojin that were granted to him, laughed with a stupid look on his face, and was now sitting on the sofa, smoking a cigarette.

I calmed my increasingly frantic heart and clicked the mouse.

“...Hey, you idiot.”

The hints I learned through Seo Hojin's memories. The conditions for starting the game, and the times when both Seo Hojin and I existed simultaneously in Idol Maker.

Recalling these things, I spoke, feigning confidence.

“Get up, you bastard. It's not over yet, so don't give up.”

Talking to my past, sniveling self was even more unbearable than I expected, and I was well aware of how incredibly pathetic this whole act was.

“...I have a method in mind, so open your ears and listen carefully from now on, you son of a bitch. Do exactly as I say.”

However, there were too many things I had left behind to give up cleanly.

Clinging to the small hope that I could go back, I bet everything on this final gamble.

I tore my gaze from my past self, who stared blankly into space. I scanned the countless screens slowly unfolding one by one and spat out the words with force.

“Edit.”

I will restart the game.


Chapter 479

“Ichae-yah, go get some rest.”

Kang Ichae stared at the floor from a chair in the corner of the hospital room when a gentle voice reached his ears. He slowly raised his eyes and saw Seong Jiwon, whose brow was slightly furrowed.

“You look terrible. You're the only one who hasn't gone back to the dorm at all.”

“......”

“Go get some sleep.”

Kang Ichae, who had been staring blankly, slowly nodded.

...How many days has it been?

Joo Woosung's quick response had rushed Seo Hoyun to the hospital before anything worse could happen, but Seo Hoyun was still unconscious.

Many people had visited. Everyone who heard the news late rushed over, reacting with disbelief.

For Kang Ichae, it felt like holding Seo Hoyun's funeral for a second time. Back then, he had also just sat there, having lost all sense of reality.

There's... nothing I can do.

The only silver lining was that Seo Hoyun was still alive.

Kang Ichae had desperately waited for Min Jiheon to visit, thinking Min Jiheon might know something. When they finally met, however, Min Jiheon said he knew nothing and had received no separate contact. Min Jiheon simply stood there, gazing at Seo Hoyun for a long, quiet moment before silently leaving the room.

There's nothing I can do...

He rubbed his eyes, then covered his face as a deep sigh escaped his lips. Just then, he sensed someone beside him.

“Kang Ichae.”

It was Kim Seonghyeon. He must have finished his conversation with the Manager. Kim Seonghyeon patted Kang Ichae's shoulder and knelt to meet his gaze.

“Hey, Seo Hoyun will be fine, so go home for a bit. I'll call you right away if anything happens.”

The people around them seemed to think Seo Hoyun had done something reckless due to pressure, but the members never agreed. They trusted Seo Hoyun completely. He wasn't the type of person to do something like that.

“This happened before, remember? He'll be fine this time, too.”

Besides, this was not the first time Seo Hoyun had lost consciousness like this.

“...Alright.”

But something felt different this time. Unlike in the world where Seo Hoyun was an actor, there was no certainty that he would come back. Kang Ichae couldn't bring himself to confess this to the gently comforting Kim Seonghyeon.

He silently stood up, holding the bag Seong Jiwon had packed for him. Just then, the hospital room door flew open.

“Oh! Ichae-hyung, are you finally going to the dorm?”

Jeong Dajun's head peeked in.

Their eyes met. Jeong Dajun smiled brightly, strode over with open arms, and wrapped Kang Ichae in a tight hug.

“You know, Ichae-hyung. Hoyun-hyung told me something.”

As an almost hot warmth spread through him, Jeong Dajun tightened his grip and whispered softly.

“He said he'd be back soon.”

Grinning, Jeong Dajun pulled away and patted Kang Ichae's back firmly.

Unable to respond, Kang Ichae left the room with a heavy heart and headed for the hospital's back entrance. There, he saw the back of someone huddled on a bench, a pile of cigarette butts at their feet.

It was the person who had deceived him all this time.

Kang Ichae had been avoiding Seo Hojin, ensuring they never ran into each other in the hospital room and ignoring his continuous calls. He tried to walk past again, pretending not to see him, but the man's head shot up and he grabbed Kang Ichae.

“Ichae-yah.”

“Let go.”

“I'm so sorry for everything. Just a moment, please, let's just talk...”

Kang Ichae was about to snap at him to let go, but he met Seo Hojin's gaze and instantly lost his will to fight. He let out a small sigh and gave a slight nod. Seo Hojin carefully released his arm and spoke in a voice that sounded on the verge of tears.

“Thank you, uh, thank you...”

“......”

“...My brother did something strange.”

He would have.

Now that Kang Ichae remembered the entire past, he easily understood how the current situation had come to be, with Seo Hoyun in a coma and Seo Hojin standing before him. The man who would live and die for his younger brother had caused a huge mess.

“...I'm scared that if things go on like this, I'll lose my memories of my brother this time. I want to solve it somehow with my own power, but the system doesn't appear anymore. Ichae... I thought maybe you could see it...”

His trembling voice confessed his desire to go back to Seo Hoyun. He knew what that would mean for Kang Ichae.

Kang Ichae looked down at the pathetically pleading Seo Hojin with a complicated expression.

They're too alike.

Outwardly, and inwardly.

Kang Ichae muttered softly to Seo Hojin, whose eyes were badly swollen.

“Hojin-ah, I can't see it anymore either.”

“......”

“I can't see anything.”

Seo Hojin's strained expression crumbled instantly. Kang Ichae simply apologized, “Sorry,” and turned away.


In the taxi to the dorm, The Dawn's 'In May' started playing. It was from a time when they were filled with the hope that they could solve anything as long as they were together.

He entered the dorm and lay on his bed but couldn't fall asleep. Sitting up, Kang Ichae scrubbed his face, then turned on his computer and put on his headset. He habitually played a song he had stopped working on.

His thoughts weren't clear, maybe because he hadn't been sleeping well lately.

...What should I do.

After tapping foolishly at the keyboard, he went online for the first time in a while.

The main news feed was filled with photos of Seo Hoyun. The corner of Kang Ichae's mouth twisted into a smirk.

“Wow, this hyung is really popular...”

It would have been unimaginable a few years ago, but now, many people wanted to know everything about Seo Hoyun. His every move became gossip, passed from one person's lips to another.

So, Kang Ichae became curious. He recalled Seo Hojin's fear.

“...I'm scared that if things go on like this, I'll lose my memories of my brother this time.”

Would the public really forget Seo Hoyun, just as Seo Hojin feared? If Seo Hoyun was currently unconscious, he would likely try to erase every trace of himself. Then everyone in the world would live on, having forgotten Seo Hoyun's existence. The members and Kang Ichae himself would no longer find any trace of him.

Would the four of them continue their activities, unaware they had lost their memories?

“...Wow.”

Kang Ichae sank back into his chair and let out a heavy breath.

...Was I too naive?

To think that everyone experiences meetings and partings, that happiness and unhappiness happen, and that one must accept it as the natural order of things.

Now, he might really have to admit it.

That the pure hope and new solutions he had held onto didn't exist.

That the things he had wished for were nothing more than miracles.

It was then, as he stared blankly at the monitor, that a sound reached his ears.

DING!

It wasn't the system Seo Hojin desperately hoped for, but a pop-up at the top of his computer screen announcing an email.

“...What the.”

Kang Ichae shot upright and clicked the mouse.

CLICK.

[[Seo Hoyun] Subject: Ichae-yah]

Seeing the subject line, a flicker of hope that Seo Hoyun had woken up surged through him, but his heart soon sank as his mind grew complicated. It was most likely a scheduled email.

I don't want to check it.

Kang Ichae's hand on the mouse hesitated for a long time, just like that day he had hesitated to open the farewell letter his mother had written.

He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them and forced his finger to move.

CLICK.

[Kang Ichae, hello.

I know you're probably really mad, but don't just throw this in the trash. Read it to the end.]

He thought it might be an apology for causing this whole situation. It might be an apology for saying he'd try to come back at Song Camp, but ultimately failing.

[I have a favor to ask of you.]

But it wasn't.

Videos were attached at the bottom of the long message.

[I've attached a few videos to the email, so check them out.]

He downloaded the files Seo Hoyun had attached and opened a random one.

Familiar voices flowed through the headset.

Laughter. A low voice. A nostalgic melody.

[Please upload them in the order I've marked, one every two days.]

Kang Ichae forgot to breathe as he read through the message for a long time.

Everything was written there. Seo Hoyun's current state, what he had prepared, and what he was asking of Kang Ichae and the members.

Kang Ichae checked the videos one by one. He couldn't get past even a few seconds of each. He played the very last file.

He rubbed his face with trembling hands.

[When this gets out, the backlash will probably be huge. Not just me, but you guys will get cursed out enough to live a long life.]

Turning his gaze back to the email, Kang Ichae clenched his jaw. Something hot surged up from the bottom of his throat. Kang Ichae slowly, very slowly, read on.

[To be honest, it's not a great method, and I thought about it a lot.

Besides, I'm not even sure if this will actually work.

But I have to bet everything on it at least once.]

In the darkness, the flickering blue light of the monitor illuminated Kang Ichae. He slowly scrolled down with the mouse wheel.

[I don't want to make you suffer any more than this, but no matter how much I thought about it, there was no one else I could ask this of.

I'm sorry for being a pain in the ass to you until the very end.

But you'll do it, right?]

Even after reading the sentence that revealed Seo Hoyun's typical, shameless attitude, Kang Ichae couldn't scoff as he usually would.

He had to read the last line over and over for a long time.

[See you again, us.]

The first light of dawn crept across the floor at his feet.

Only then did Kang Ichae realize he had been holding his breath, and he exhaled slowly. He took off his headphones and ran a hand through his hair. CREAK. The chair tilted back. He stood, walked to the window, and opened it. Leaning his head against the frame, he stared as the edge of the dark sky slowly turned red. He swore.

“...Son of a bitch.”

He felt his cheeks grow damp.

“Son of a bitch, of course I'll do it...”

Outside, where dawn was breaking, an unknown bird chirped. Kang Ichae tried to calm himself, taking a deep breath of the cold air.

He watched the things he loved so dearly.

The dawn is coming.

Their beginning, and their end.

The brilliant time when they poured everything they had into it without hesitation.


Chapter 480

Min Jiheon slumped over a desk in a room full of scripts. He sighed softly and flipped through a calendar.

Today should have been the filming day for his new pre-produced drama. The schedule was postponed because Min Jiheon was known to be close with Seo Hoyun, attracting an endless swarm of reporters.

Min Jiheon watched them relentlessly push forward and hurl questions. He was struck by a renewed realization.

The living are far more terrifying than the dead.

They should know when to stop.

Min Jiheon ran a hand through his hair. He sat up and recalled seeing Seo Hoyun at the hospital.

His peaceful appearance made him look like he was just sleeping. It felt wrong to disturb him.

Min Jiheon had not said anything. He simply stood there, blankly staring at his face.

Did he enter his subconscious?

He had witnessed such a state several times before, so it was impossible for him not to know.

Kang Ichae had asked for help and told him that Seo Hoyun seemed to have made this choice willingly.

Even so, Seo Hoyun never asked him for help.

He's freakishly good at keeping his promises.

His hand automatically reached for the pack of cigarettes in his drawer.

A headache throbbed whenever he tried to guess how Seo Hoyun had managed it without his help.

In those moments, the image of Seo Hoyun's younger brother also lingered in his mind. He had met him in front of the hospital room and the boy shared a strikingly similar aura.

Damn it.

If only I hadn't known that Seo Hoyun had a younger brother, it wouldn't be bothering me this much.

If only we weren't so similar in that regard...

“......”

He sighed deeply again and pulled out his phone. He had a message from his younger sister.

It was a link to a new article in the entertainment section.

〈Support for The Dawn's Hoyun, and the Video 'Letter' He Edited Himself〉

He clicked the link. The article reported that The Dawn members, starting with Kang Ichae, were posting a YouTube link on their personal social media accounts without comment.

Min Jiheon frowned for a moment, then refreshed the page.

〈Why Did The Dawn Upload This Video to Their Personal Channels?〉

〈Seo Hoyun's 'Letter'... An Unconventional Marketing Ploy by the Agency?〉

New article headlines tagged with 'The Dawn' or 'Seo Hoyun' poured in.

Min Jiheon tapped his fingers on the desk, hesitating. He accessed the YouTube link but couldn't bring himself to watch the video yet. His eyes drifted down to the comments instead.

[Wow if this is agency marketing I'll give them that

└ The member is in a coma, you think they'd use that for marketing? Fuck, be a decent human being, please]

[Did Kang Ichae really have to upload the video and send the link just to get the members all this hate? Did that make him feel better?

└ But all the members shared the link?

└└ Didn't Seo Hoyun ask for it? ㅋ]

[What the fuck... What's with the people hating on Seo Hoyun? It's obvious he edited this for his own records from way back. Why are people like this? Do you use your fucking heads as decorations? Who would go into a coma just to get attention? Ah~~~ㅋ]

[Hoyun-ah, stop trying to get attention and just die peacefully. That would be a good death ㅜㅜ]

[I just miss you so much...]

[Thank you, Hoyun-ah. Thank you so much for showing yourself. Even if it's the old you, that's okay. I miss you...]

[Ah, this is so fun ㅋ]

He lost even more courage.

Min Jiheon took a short, deep breath at the unfavorable reactions. He clicked the play button.

A familiar staircase appeared, with an old, abandoned mint-colored bicycle. Min Jiheon instantly recognized it as the old Daepaseong building.

【Letter Part 1】

A cheerful voice flowed from the speakers.

The person holding the camera seemed to be Jeong Dajun, The Dawn's youngest member. Jeong Dajun explained that the planning team had told him to film a vlog. The camera then showed Seo Hoyun, sitting at the top of the stairs with his chin in his hand.

The bare-faced Seo Hoyun looked younger than he did now and was wrapped in a chilly aura.

【Uh... it's Hoyun-hyung.】

Jeong Dajun spotted Seo Hoyun and muttered with slight awkwardness. The shaky camera hesitated, then started to pull away as if to escape. Just then, Seo Hoyun's head snapped in their direction.

【Where are you coming from?】

【...Ah, the convenience store!】

【Hmm. Where are the others?】

【Probably at the company...? I think they're practicing?】

They look incredibly awkward.

Min Jiheon had only ever seen him on good terms with the members, so this scene felt unfamiliar.

Jeong Dajun stammered and scratched his head. Seo Hoyun cocked an eyebrow at him, then let out a heavy sigh and left without another word.

The screen went black. Then, Seo Hoyun's face appeared again.

【Alright, Seo Hoyun, this shoot is just for an internal check, so don't think too hard about it.】

Min Jiheon heard the friendly words of a staff member from behind the camera and realized.

This was a camera test.

The agency did this periodically to help them get used to the camera and check the image they projected through the lens.

【First, please give us a light self-introduction.】

【Yes.】

Seo Hoyun was a celebrity, but he acted awkward in front of the camera. Still, he fearlessly looked directly into the lens and spoke softly.

【Hello, I'm Seo Hoyun.】

Silence fell over the studio.

【...Is that it?】

【That's it. ...Is there more I need to do?】

My god.

It might have seemed defiant, but his question was genuine.

【...Well, people usually state their agency and position. Uh... what about special talents? It's good to have at least one personal skill prepared.】

【A special talent... I'm good at editing.】

【...Pardon?】

【Yes.】

The staff member was not on screen, but their bewilderment was palpable. Seo Hoyun himself seemed embarrassed by his answer and averted his eyes.

【Haa... I'm sorry, but can we do this again tomorrow? I'll come prepared.】

“I've never seen hyung like this before.”

It was so surprising it was absurd.

Min Jiheon let out a disbelieving laugh. The scene changed to show all the members of The Dawn backstage.

【Let's do our cheer.】

【...Do we have a cheer?】

【Nope.】

【Just go with it, quickly.】

Five hands met in the air, raised up, and then scattered.

The other members looked happy, but Seo Hoyun's lips were tightly sealed.

He looked as if he found it incredibly strange to belong there.

In the following scenes, Seo Hoyun shied away from the flashing cameras. He seemed unimpressed by the cheering fans.

He even showed little reaction to his personal electronic billboard from Shining Star.

In contrast, the other members always looked bright, cheerful, and happy.

Min Jiheon gradually tilted his head.

I don't think the agency ordered this...

WH Entertainment had no reason to cause a bigger commotion when its public reputation was already plummeting.

Then is this really his intention?

But why would Seo Hoyun do this?

It was obvious the criticism aimed at the agency would now turn to Seo Hoyun.

Min Jiheon watched the entire video, which was so unlike an idol and so unlike Seo Hoyun. He was confused. He could not understand The Dawn's purpose in uploading it.

Was it to commemorate Seo Hoyun? If so, his behavior in the video was too unsettling.

[Did the agency make them do it?]

[Seo Hoyun made this, right??

└ Yeah, it says so in the description

└└ The editing is too natural

└└ Seo Hoyun is famous for being good at editing]

[The agency's marketing is on point ㅋ]

[Regardless of them uploading the video, Seo Hoyun back then was the worst. His attitude was so half-assed; it doesn't seem like he was sincere;;]

[Kang Ichae must be out of his mind to upload this now]

[Do you all have to swarm a memorial video like a pack of dogs? Please just leave it alone]

See.

There was no need to create such a mess.

Then, he suddenly realized this situation was all too familiar. Drawing attention by getting hate. This developing state of affairs.

[But if this is Letter Part 1, doesn't that mean there's more? When is the next one getting uploaded???]

Before he knew it, people were already waiting for Seo Hoyun's next move.

[A member said there are two more before Seo Hoyun's birthday

└ When's his birthday??

└└ January 30th]

[They said it's every two days]

[Time is passing so slowly...]

Min Jiheon was dumbfounded.

“...Huh.”

He couldn't judge Seo Hoyun's actions.

However, even giving him the benefit of the doubt, Seo Hoyun was not a sentimental person.

He would not go out of his way to send a three-part letter right before his birthday just to say goodbye.

“This rascal...”

He's aiming for something.

Min Jiheon laughed hollowly and threw the pack of cigarettes into the trash can.

“Looks like I can't turn over a new leaf.”


The favor Seo Hoyun asked of Kang Ichae was simple.

[Ichae-yah, I'm going to restart the game.]

The initial condition for Idol Maker was 'a fissure created from conflicting energies, based on Seo Hojin's life'.

With so little information, he would have been busy just trying to proceed with the game.

However, Seo Hoyun had a question.

[I don't know about Seo Hojin, but I have no intention of blindly risking my life just because I'm told to.]

Why life, of all things?

Over the past four years, his own reckless behavior had made Seo Hojin sick or drained his life force, but they had ultimately survived together. Furthermore, after the game was completed, Seo Hojin had not vanished from energy depletion. He had simply returned to the subconscious.

In other words, Seo Hojin's 'life' might not be a resource that was consumed directly.

Perhaps 'life' was a fuel, interchangeable with the energy needed to sustain this world.

[I won't bet on anyone.]

A realization struck Seo Hoyun like lightning.

Seo Hojin had been using his life to supplement the insufficient energy.

Fulfilling a single inevitability required a vast number of points. Seo Hojin's life was not nearly enough to repeat the game multiple times. It was probably not a direct substitution, but a continuous supplement for the energy that was lacking when the game began.

[To do that, I'll have to take some heat.]

Then, another question entered his mind.

What were the conflicting energies? Seo Hoyun had interpreted the phrase 'conflicting energies' as the clash between 'infamy' and 'good karma' from a memory. He concluded it was the result of the harsh criticism he received as a PD entangled with the sympathy he gained in death.

[I'm warning you in advance, it won't be a pretty sight.]

Through endless conversations with the system, Seo Hoyun became certain.

His hypothesis was highly plausible.

[Anyway, the bigger the controversy, the better. I don't know if it'll work, but starting a new game requires a lot of energy, and since I'm trying to overturn something that's already complete, I'll probably have to create a massive fissure too.]

Furthermore, Seo Hoyun judged.

A new conflict was inevitable.

A massive conflict, far greater and incomparable to any before.

[I don't know if it'll go well... and even if I return safely, the game won't be easy, but just sitting back and doing nothing doesn't suit my personality.]

So, Seo Hoyun put his plan into action.

The day after the awards ceremony, he conveyed these plans to his dazed, defeated self.

He was confident in his ability to gather infamy.

However,

[Trying to edit this to focus on me is more than a little pathetic... but it's something I can never do alone.]

Being loved and supported by someone was not an easy task.

[I'm going to try begging Noeul for forgiveness.]

Especially since that someone was not family, a member, or an acquaintance.

[They probably hate me a lot, but I'll ask them to help me just this once.]

Seo Hoyun decided to release the video in several parts. He judged that the first part's most important goal was to capture public attention.

So, just like in his PD days, he deliberately made a blatantly biased edit. He chose only the scenes where he ignored the other members, failed to focus on his main job, and showed no gratitude.

However, there was something that even the meticulous Seo Hoyun had not anticipated.

[Ah... Hoyun-ah, I miss you so, so much...]

[I've been crying ever since I saw the letter you made]

[Seo Hoyun is so funny. You're trying to show only your blunt side, but you were actually kind back then too]

Noeul had refuted the video more actively than he had expected.

The day after 'Letter Part 1' was uploaded, hand-edited fan videos flooded the video platforms in response. They were under the short title, 'Reply'.

Most of them used scenes from 'Letter Part 1'.

Seo Hoyun had furrowed his brows slightly under the barrage of camera flashes, but soon offered an awkward smile and a wave.

Seo Hoyun had been expressionless at the fans' cheers, but he lingered around, unable to leave. He signed autographs until a security guard caught him and led him away.

Seo Hoyun had stood nonchalantly before his personal Shining Star billboard. A long while later, he carefully gathered the post-it notes and tucked them into his coat.

Another video was composed entirely of footage Noeul had personally filmed of him on his way to official schedules.

【Hoyun-ah!】

A slightly younger Seo Hoyun, perhaps from his early debut days, hesitantly approached. He received a letter, his eyes widened, and he touched his forehead.

For some reason, he looked a little happy.

And the background changed.

【Hoyun-ah~.】

Amidst the sound of cicadas, suggesting summer, Seo Hoyun wore long clothes by himself. He fanned Noeuls with a 'Please Take the Camera' script. He scolded them, telling them to go inside quickly before they got heatstroke.

However, the fan,

【Seo Hoyun!】

called out,

【Hoyun-ah!】

and called out,

【Seo Hoyun!】

and called out again.

On a day when snow poured down, they waited for Seo Hoyun to appear for his radio schedule, their breath puffing white in the air. He spotted the fans from a distance, asked his Manager for a moment, and strode over.

【Good grief...】

He tilted his umbrella over the fans, his eyes curving into crescents.

【What are you doing out here in the cold, really.】

Contrary to his scolding words, he looked purely happy to see them.


Chapter 481

Fans generally found Seo Hoyun difficult to read.

When he acted prickly with those around him, one would think something was wrong, but he would be cruising along just fine. When he was all smiles and made everyone feel at ease, it would later be revealed that he had been going through the worst of times.

However, the one thing fans were certain of was that Seo Hoyun's attitude toward them was always consistent.

[He's never once been careless with a fan]

[I remember two years ago. It was cold waiting outside, but Hoyun came out on purpose to give us hot packs and scolded us like crazy... When I tried to brush it off, telling him not to worry, the nagging just got extended for another year.]

[That day, I was feeling down after a sudden reality check, but the moment he saw me at the fansign, that punk asked me what was wrong...]

[Hoyun always smiled like that whenever I went to see him. Ah, I really miss him. I miss him so, so much.]

As replies like these piled up, the controversy surrounding Seo Hoyun grew daily. The flames fanned even higher when a video surfaced of Min Jiheon. Min Jiheon, who had remained silent on the matter, remarked to a fan he encountered, "By the way, isn't Hoyun good at editing?"

And so, after two days, the members uploaded ❬❬In the Letter❭❭ as promised.

On a set piled high with colorful Christmas presents, Jeong Dajun peeked his head out. Next to him, Seo Hoyun was wrapped in a blanket, fiddling with a decorative gift ribbon.

A song played softly in the background, likely on the filming set.

【The white, scattering snowflakes

The warm gazes looking at me

May they always be by my side】

It was '23:59', a double title track from their Christmas album two years ago.

Seo Hoyun, who had looked indifferent, hummed the next line of lyrics. He then suddenly grabbed Jeong Dajun's chin with one hand and squished his cheeks.

【...What is it?? Why?】

【Ah, just because.】

【...??】

Jeong Dajun, who had looked surprised, soon pouted and raised his eyebrows. Seo Hoyun chuckled, let go, and recited the lyrics again. He looked to be in a very good mood.

The screen then changed to show Seo Hoyun eating ice cream with Kim Seonghyeon at the dorm. He played a mean prank on Kim Seonghyeon, which ended with him in a headlock, giggling.

The scene shifted again to the practice room The Dawn used to use.

When Seong Jiwon clapped his hands to signal the start of practice, a pitch-black lump in the corner wriggled before Seo Hoyun's face poked out. Kang Ichae cackled and threw a joke his way, but Seo Hoyun just yawned widely.

The camera closed in on the black blanket. Then, the scene suddenly showed Seo Hoyun squatting in a row with the other members behind the set, watching sparklers.

Just then, colorful fireworks exploded, beautifully embroidering the night sky. The members' eyes widened as they watched, and then they burst into laughter.

And so, the second letter ended.

Afterward, Seong Jiwon uploaded a photo on social media of all the members holding sparklers together. The photo, even without a caption, spread like wildfire through news articles.

[Fuck ㅋ I thought my opinion might change after the second video, but nope. I don't get why they're posting this now, and who is this letter even for?]

[You're a celebrity, just show us your good side. Stop being so pathetic, dredging up memories no one can relate to ㅠㅠ I'm disappointed.]

[Hoyun, your letter made all these memories flash by...ㅜ I was studying for my college entrance exam retake back then, and I got through it by listening to The Dawn's songs every day.]

[Around that time, I used to listen to their B-sides on the bus home from work every day... So many masterpieces.]

[A young man I kept an eye on because he seemed to live so diligently... I hope he comes back for sure.]

[I knew celebrities were crazy for attention, but what's the reason for acting like such an attention whore right now??]

[My point exactly... Why are they filming a melodrama right now...? Just post it when he's actually dead. I can be sad for him then.]

[Just follow your parents cleanly.]

[I love you, I really love you.]

The situation gradually blazed out of control.

While a variety of reactions poured down on Seo Hoyun, the Noeuls just continued to cheer him on silently.

[You have to come back for your birthday.]

They did this so that it would be okay whenever Seo Hoyun returned.

Amidst a tangled mess of widespread sympathy, a portion of malice, and the support born from a solid foundation of affection, January 29th arrived.

7:11 PM.

The final letter was uploaded.

【...Ah, Hoyun, you're here?】

【Hello.】

The filming studio, which had often appeared in The Dawn's self-produced content, came into view. It was likely WH Entertainment.

Seo Hoyun, meticulously styled from head to toe, walked over as the camera lens zoomed in with a whirring sound. His slightly overgrown black hair poked at his eyes.

Fans could easily tell from his appearance that this video was relatively recent.

Isn't this from when he had finished Song Camp and entered the Billboard charts, becoming a superstar?

As soon as he greeted the staff and sat on the sofa, the head PD began to speak.

【We don't have much time, so we'll start the interview right away, but don't be too nervous. This isn't for an outside source. It's an internal company project anyway. All you have to do, Seo Hoyun, is comfortably answer my questions.】

【Like a 100 Questions and 100 Answers?】

【That's right, but since you're busy, I won't ask you a hundred.】

Seo Hoyun smiled brightly, as if he found that amusing. A staff member first asked him to introduce himself to the viewers.

【Hello, everyone. It's nice to see you. This is Hoyun of The Dawn.】

【Hoyun, have you been feeling your popularity lately? Following Song Camp, you entered the Billboard charts, and the movie A Dirty Trial was a huge hit.】

【Ah, I'm so very grateful. It's all thanks to the fans.】

His soft, low voice reached the viewers with a gentle resonance. Seo Hoyun leaned back on the sofa leisurely and showed no signs of nervousness.

【Seo Hoyun, what's your specialty?】

【Perfect rhythm, perfect pitch. It's the only thing Kang Ichae acknowledges when we're recording.】

【Oh, I thought it would be acting.】

【I'm an idol, you know.】

I have a lot of pride when it comes to singing, it seems, Seo Hoyun added slyly.

The staff member laughed out loud and continued asking questions.

What's your favorite food lately? What's your routine before a concert? What was the most difficult thing you've faced recently?

Seo Hoyun, who had been answering calmly without a hint of panic, paused for a moment at the final question.

【If you have a wish you desperately want to come true?】

Even though it was just a typical question, Seo Hoyun fell silent for a moment.

【For a very long time...】

He lowered his gaze and uttered a wish that was only natural for an idol.

【To be The Dawn... for a very, very long time.】

Strangely, it felt as desperate as if he were voicing something that could never come true.

The head PD declared the interview satisfactorily concluded, but Seo Hoyun himself looked regretful. He seemed not to know why he had said such a thing.

He scratched his head, stood up, and gave his closing remarks.

Immediately, the screen faded to black as if signaling the end.

Just when it seemed his letter was over, the screen lit up again.

【...】

Then, the image of Seo Hoyun appeared. His back was to a white wall, and his face was weary.

【Hello, everyone.】

He swept a hand under his dark-rimmed eyes and remained silent for a moment before he spoke, his voice completely raw.

【The fact that you're watching this must mean the members gave in to my whining. I pestered them to upload this when I was having a hard time, so I'm just grateful to the members for granting my request.】

【There's a lot of unnecessary stuff in the video, isn't there? It's been a while since I've edited anything, and maybe because it feels awkward and embarrassing to focus on myself, I found it very difficult. Still, this was the best way I could express the thoughts I have.】

Just a moment ago in the previous video, he had been smiling as if he did not know a single misfortune in the world. Now, he murmured softly, the rims of his eyes red.

【It's embarrassing to reveal my circumstances or true feelings, and I never felt the need to, so I always put it off... but for this one time, I want to gather my courage and speak honestly.】

Seo Hoyun slowly lowered his long eyelashes.

【Looking back on my life so far, I was truly foolish. Back then, I wanted to climb higher than anyone else, and under the pretext of wanting to live, I committed many foolish acts.】

【I thought it couldn't be helped even if I disappointed those who had expectations of me. Even as I ran forward looking only ahead, I would often feel a contradictory anxiety that 'tomorrow' might not exist for me. 'Can I really do it?', 'What should I do if people turn their backs on me?', 'What if I lose the precious things I have?'. Whenever those fears struck, I became weak. So, not wanting to appear weak, I hid it and made sure not to show it... but I'm only now realizing that doing so made those around me feel small and pushed them to the edge of a cliff.】

His mid-low voice, always full of confidence, trembled as if with anxiety.

【...I've learned a lot. Your unconditional love, the people who care for me, the sense of stability that comes from trust. It was amazing that such things could truly exist, and every day was a realization that I had just been a frog in a well, ignorant.】

【So, it's a bit hasty to say I've changed... but the slightly more learned me has reconsidered the things I've done up until now. I've come to think that perhaps there might have been other methods, other paths. I also feel a sense of regret, wondering if I could have at least asked for advice from those around me.】

After an awkward laugh, Seo Hoyun fell silent for a moment before he carefully continued.

【...Is this a bit rambling? In the end, there's something else I want to say to all of you.】

He took a deep breath and looked directly at the camera.

Then, he confessed.

【Thank you. ...Thank you for giving me more love than I deserve.】

The winter sunlight slanted in, illuminating his disheveled hair.

【Thanks to all of you, I am once again living a new life. I'm so sorry for constantly making you worry. However, because I want to hold onto this chance no matter what, because I want to live as your idol, I want to shamelessly make this request.】

His pale cheeks were also tinged with red as fragments of light seeped in.

【May there be a tomorrow for me. May there be a tomorrow for you, who gave me courage. May we have a continuing tomorrow, even if it doesn't shine brilliantly, even if it wavers.】

He forced his lips into a wide, bright smile that revealed his teeth.

【For once, I'll make a shameless wish. I am The Dawn's Hoyun.】


Tick, tick, tick, tick.

The clock, though half-distorted due to a crack, still worked. I looked at the calendar.

January 29th.

[...There's not much time left.]

I slowly nodded my head.

I had deliberately uploaded the last video on this day. I did it so that the more time passed, the more they would think of me.

“...There's not much time left.”

I shifted my gaze to the screen. I could see Seoul, where an unusual amount of snow fell heavily. Even though it was late at night, my advertisement billboard hung at a bus stop lit by artificial white light. Every space except for my face was completely covered with colorful post-it notes cheering me on.

I've done everything I can.

All that was left was to wait patiently.

As I tried to suppress my anxiety, the System Window appeared and blocked my view with a question.

[...Seo Hoyun, there's something I'm curious about.]

“What.”

[Besides what you've discussed with me, was there anything else delivered from the future? A surefire way to start the game, perhaps.]

The system had warned me that even if I started the game again, it would be unstable and not last long. Surprisingly, it had followed my lead.

I thought it had been convinced, but it seems it still has questions about my actions.

[No, it's just that you have no hesitation. You're overflowing with confidence...]

Confidence, my ass.

I scowled and clicked my tongue softly.

“...He said he'd come find me.”

[...Pardon?]

I ignored the series of windows it displayed in its confusion and focused on the clock. Then, after a slight hesitation, I added in a small voice.

“...We made a promise.”

The time of our judgment is approaching.

[...You're spouting nonsense. You're not in your right mind.]

I ignored the System Window's text and focused on the screen.

From office workers with haggard faces returning home after working late, to young students who had studied late and now hurried their steps out of school.

The once-bustling streets grew quiet, and the noisy city of Seoul fell silent in an instant.

It was bizarre. The snowflakes grew even thicker, and a harsh wind swept through the world.

I tried not to miss a single moment.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

The ticking sound hammered heavily into my ears, as if weight had been added to the clock's hands. I tapped my fingers on the floor in time with that uniform interval.

Ten seconds left.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

Five seconds.

Tick, tick, tick...

Three, two, one...

I looked at the clock again.

All the hands were aligned in a straight line, pointing to the very top.

However—,

Tick, tick, tick, tick...

nothing happened.

...Tick, tick, tick...

Time was clearly still flowing. That damn sound kept ringing out, but five minutes passed, then thirty, then over an hour!

...Not a single notification appeared.

I slowly lowered my gaze.

[...Seo Hoyun.]

I...

[...I'm sorry it turned out this way, Seo Hoyun.]

I had failed.

“...Ah...”

It was all over.

I had tried so hard to struggle and not give up until the very end. It must have been too naive of me to think that people would pray for me after seeing that video.

Now I... have to be trapped here forever.

Powerlessly watching as I'm forgotten by everyone. Turning all of Seo Hojin's efforts to nothing.

Alone, in a lifetime of regret...

...—No.

I slapped my cheek hard with one hand.

“Fuck, wait.”

Nothing was set in stone.

I could not just let everything go based on a premature assumption. I was just imagining the worst right now. Something that had not happened yet. Something that might not happen.

“Wait patiently.”

I have to believe.

Before I went up on the awards ceremony stage, someone had whispered to me.

That we could do anything well.

And someone else had said it. That even if it seemed naive, there would be a solution at the end of this. That someone would eventually come for me...

The blue bouquet that was handed to me, the reddening eyes of the one who always threw jokes, the bell of the Salvation Army preparing for the coming Christmas.

I recalled those things as if brainwashing myself. I clasped my hands as if in prayer and endured. It's okay, it's okay, it's okay, it's okay, let's wait, it's okay. As I kept muttering like that, I heard something.

CRUNCH. It was the sound of someone stepping on thin snow.

“......”

I saw a student in a school uniform with a black bag. They breathed out white puffs of air as they walked toward the bus stop.

The student placed their bag on the bench, rubbed their reddened hands together a few times, and took out a pencil case and a post-it note.

[...'???' is accumulating.]

The student squatted down and used the bench like a desk, propping their arm on it. They slowly began to write on the post-it.

After hesitating a few times, rubbing their nose or scratching their head, the student stood up a few minutes later. They stuck the completed post-it on the billboard.

[Infamy Points are accumulating. They are clashing with Player 'Seo Hoyun's Good Deeds.]

[Checking if the game can be started.]

[LOADING...]

[ERROR!]

[LOADING...]

[LOADING...]

[ERROR!]

[LOADING...]

[LOADING...]

[ERROR!]

[LOADING...]

I blinked blankly as I read the words.

[LOADING COMPLETE!]

[Insufficient life force. The essential conditions have been met through the crack, but you may experience difficulties in game progression.]

[There is a high probability that this will be a game without a complete clear. If the Player fails to complete a Quest, they will die immediately.]

...From January 29th to January 30th.

The day...

[Hoyun-ah, tomorrow has come!]

...An hour and a half after the day had changed.

[Seo Hoyun-nim,]

I finally faced the message I had been waiting for.

I stared at the empty bus stop the student had left.

The snow that had been pouring fiercely from the sky now quietly reached the ground, like falling flower petals.

I let out a hollow laugh. I could feel my face slowly contorting. I reveled in the thrill that spread through my brain and my entire body, and I laughed like a madman.

When I was lost and afraid, they really came to find me, just as they promised.

[Will you start 'Eternal Idol Maker'?]

It was my birthday.


Chapter 482

It was hard to stop laughing. I lowered my gaze and barely managed to calm down. Then I rubbed the back of my neck and said cheerfully.

“...Hey, did you see this title? I thought it would be Idol Maker Season 2.”

[In any case, it's better than that.]

Eternal Idol.

It was a plausible-sounding title at a glance, but in reality, it meant I had to play the game forever.

Nevertheless, I did not feel too bad about it.

Ah, I want to go back quickly.

[Will you start 'Eternal Idol Maker'?]

I want to be a little more coy, show them whatever side they want to see, and sometimes even act childish on purpose.

As I was humming a tune...

[Um, Seo Hoyun, but...]

POP. The system exploded as if it were on fire.

[In order to start 'Eternal Idol Maker', settings and recognition data must be inherited from 'Idol Maker'.]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

[An error has been discovered in 'Idol Maker'. The settings and recognition data from 'Idol Maker' cannot be loaded until this error is resolved.]

“...What is this?”

[Checking...]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

[Checking...]

[ERROR!]

[Check complete.]

[ERROR!]

[ERROR!]

[Player Seo Hoyun can be revived in exchange for Seo Hojin's life. Would you like to start?]

The excitement that had swelled up in me deflated in an instant.

I rubbed my face for a moment. I was about to stand up, grab a chair, and raise hell when the System Window popped up in front of my eyes.

[Wait a minute, calm down!!]

[...Um, from what I've confirmed, there are no particular errors. In my opinion, to properly end Idol Maker...]

“...There's another place that requires my intervention?”

[...Yes.]

As far as I could remember, the black system had only appeared when I was saving Kang Ichae. My eyelashes trembled as I slowly clenched and unclenched my fist.

Calm down.

I've come this far. I can't lose my cool and mess things up now.

I just have to recreate the past exactly as it was.

If there was a place where my intervention was necessary to resolve the error, then I would do it.

And then, I will start the new game cleanly.

“You, do you know when that error occurred?”

[...I'll look for it.]

In the dark editing room, multiple screens overlapped and separated. They played and quickly rewound, over and over.

CLICK.

Finally, a video appeared.

Whatever scene comes up, I just have to resolve it and leave...

SWOOOOOSH...

...I just have to leave.

The sound of the waves, so violent it was almost brutal, slammed into my ears. I reflexively held my breath.

On a large bridge built over black, churning waves, a man with a gaunt face clutched his phone and pulled his black coat tighter.

【Speaking so informally to me...】

I spotted Seo Hojin take a cigarette from his pocket. He tried to light it and coughed. My lips parted.

“Wrong...”

My throat was tight, and the words could not come out all at once.

“...I think you played the wrong one.”

[...Seo Hoyun. It's here.]

The beginning of the game.

[This is the right place.]

Below my vision, which was filled with the screen, something black shimmered. I tried my best to ignore the feeling that my heart was burning to a crisp.

Even as Seo Hojin repeatedly clicked his cheap lighter, even as he flicked the wheel several times and took a hard drag on the filter, even when he dropped his phone on the ground, I tried to remain calm and think.

There's... nothing for me to intervene in.

...For now, let's just see what happens when the bizarre entity that started all this arrives.

The memories I had given myself were only fragmented. While I knew what Seo Hojin did on the bridge, I did not know the conversation he had after encountering that strange thing.

Let's wait.

【Hyung. It's so cold here...】

“It's okay.”

Even as Seo Hojin stubbed out his barely-smoked cigarette.

Let's wait patiently.

Even as he took off his coat and draped it over the bridge railing.

Patience...

The moment the guy threw away his cigarette pack and climbed onto the fence, a surge of feeling, like blood rushing to my head, made my hand shoot out first. I paused the scene with the mouse. I struggled, demanding the system send me there. A wave of nausea and a foreign sensation washed over me from my toes, and my vision blurred...

And when I opened my eyes, I was facing Seo Hojin.

My brother, who I could only see blurrily, was staring at me.

I should not have been able to feel anything, but it felt like my body trembled in the fierce wind. I lowered my head and read the black System Window that had been appearing ever since I entered my subconscious and reset.

I had thought it was useless, and I believed I would ignore it for the rest of my life.

[You have met the conditions to start the game.]

[Player Seo Hoyun can be revived. Would you like to start?]

I needed it.

[Infamy Points are accumulating.]

[They are clashing with Player Seo Hoyun's Good Deeds.]

Seo Hojin could not see or hear me. To him, I was just a text message.

Once the loading finished, I brought up the system with a trembling hand.

Everything had started with me.

Not a god, not a devil, not a monster, not some unimaginable, terrifying entity...

Me.

A terrible fucking bastard.

[You have met the conditions to start the game.]

[Player Seo Hoyun can be revived. Would you like to start?]

I could not speak for a long time. Seo Hojin's coat fluttered as if it would fly off in the fierce sea wind. My brother looked this way, his face like he had been struck by lightning.

As if he were desperately hoping for something.

“This...”

There was no going back.

“If you accept this, you're going to suffer for a very long time.”

['Seo Hojin' will be playing the game for a long time to come.]

Even while fully aware of the immense suffering it would cause him, I had to say it.

“I'm sorry, but you have to put yourself on the line to save me. ...It could get very dangerous... no, it will definitely get dangerous.”

[Seo Hojin will revive Player Seo Hoyun at the cost of his own life.]

[He will be in life-threatening danger while playing the game.]

“Fuck, this is trash. Even if you do this for me, nothing will change. I won't change...”

[Player Seo Hoyun will continue to live selfishly, unchanged.]

I looked up with a sunken expression. Seo Hojin, who had been gripping the railing with his toes on the lowest part of the fence, jumped down. Then he opened his mouth.

“Hyung?”

My heart dropped.

Seo Hojin should not be able to see my form.

“...Of course, it's probably not you.”

I must be really losing my mind...

Seo Hojin scratched the back of his head.

“It sounded so much like the kind of nagging Hyung would do, so I just threw it out there.”

Seo Hojin sighed and squatted down. A puff of white breath escaped his lips and scattered into the night sky.

“He was always like this. Whenever I tried to do something for him, Hyung would get scared and tell me not to.”

It wasn't just me. From way back, he never asked anyone for help, just somehow managed to get through things on his own, Seo Hojin muttered. He then sat on the ground and looked up at me.

“I always wondered why, but now I get it. No matter how much time passed, to Hyung, I was still the ten-year-old who couldn't do anything.”

A truck with its headlights on approached noisily. The direct light from behind me cast Seo Hojin's face in shadow. All I could hear was his voice, which sounded strangely excited.

“But it's okay. Don't worry. You might not know this, Hyung, but...”

As the truck's light passed and my eyes adjusted to the rapidly encroaching darkness, his expression was revealed. Only his hair was tossed about in every direction by the fiercely whipping wind. Seo Hojin's eyes were curved, and he was smiling brightly.

As if he were very happy.

“It's because I'm a bit like you, Hyung.”

[The game will now begin.]

A white flash of light struck the dark sea. It was a sign that it was time to go back. The light rushed toward us from the distance like a tidal wave.

[Player Seo Hojin's life will be used to fill the energy void.]

...Seo Hojin's guess was half right and half wrong.

I did not stop Seo Hojin because I thought he was weak. I just did not want to ruin him.

I was content with ruminating on the times when we did not have everything, but we were enough for each other.

There are things that remain vivid even as the years pass. Seventeen years old, I gladly accepted the shortened school day and came home in the early afternoon. I open the front door, ask Mom when Dad is coming home, and lie down on my bed without even taking off my school uniform.

If I closed my eyes like that, something warm would snuggle into my arms. When his breathing became regular, I would quietly open my eyes and watch him with wonder.

Sometimes, there are moments of such illogical certainty. The certainty that I could preserve this time perfectly, forever.

That even if my senses dulled later, the dust floating in the air, the light weight on my arm, the small breaths on my neck, the clattering of a pot lid from the kitchen as something was being boiled, would be eternally preserved. I was sure that in the moments I recalled that quiet, ordinary afternoon, any pain or anxiety would feel very distant.

The sunlight that shone on us back then was so very white.

[Time paradox will be corrected.]

[Preparing for synchronization.]

This light, rushing fiercely over the waves, would not wait for us.

But Seo Hojin smiled innocently.

“Let's go now.”

My vision turned white.

[Re-establishing new system.]

White.

“See you later.”

[...Terminating the game.]

Whiter...

.

.

.

[Are you sleeping?]

I slowly blinked my eyes.

[Ah~, are you perhaps free~? While I was going through all sorts of trouble creating the new game settings~?]

Only then did I realize I was sitting blankly in the collapsing, ruin-like editing room.

[Seo Hoyun, what's with that reaction? You knew you were an outside entity, but you didn't think you were the one who started it all?]

[I had a hunch as soon as you intervened, Seo Hoyun. I was wondering how Seo Hojin was granted the energy to start the game in the first place, and that mystery has been solved.]

[My, my. What a funny person.]

Just a stream of nagging I have no interest in...

[Anyway, that was really reckless. Seo Hojin pulled off something incredible by shouldering the burden of his life force. He dramatically changed the settings based on the points he had gathered so far.]

[Even if you start the game, the world won't be kind to you anymore, Seo Hoyun.]

[When you go back, the settings will be all jumbled, and people with hostility toward you might appear, and the Quest difficulty? It'll be incomparably harder than it is now.]

[Under these conditions, Seo Hoyun, even if you go back, you won't even last six months...]

I sighed and buried my face in my hands.

[...What is it?]

[Don't tell me... are you crying???!!]

“Why would I be?”

Of course not. I ignored the grumbling System Window and pushed myself to my feet.

“Whatever, is it over now?”

[...Yes, it's done.]

[Since you're starting over, don't have any regrets. Even though you'll be living on borrowed time until you're a wrinkly old man.]

I was about to say something but just snorted in disbelief.

I scanned the collapsing editing room.

On the screen in front of me, full of static, I could see myself busily answering calls and frantically typing on a keyboard. Next to it, I was tired from an all-nighter, taking off my glasses and pressing the bridge of my nose with my fingers. Diagonally from that was a scene of me working hard to persuade a big-name celebrity to appear on a show.

Then, one by one, they flickered out with a popping sound, like lightbulbs bursting.

I would never return to this place.

Neither Seo Hojin, nor I.

“...There's one thing that's bothering me.”

I turned my gaze away without any lingering attachment.

Because there was something I was more curious about than all that.

[Yes, what is it.]

“That huge energy... the kind that can turn back time, save a person, and maintain the settings. What exactly was it?”

I knew one of them was Bad Karma.

In response, a shocked reply came back, as if chiding a child who knew nothing.

[...Gasp... Seo Hoyun. You still don't know? I thought you obviously knew, since you were committing such a crazy act...]

[I mean, can't you tell from all the Quests and the Main Scenario so far?]

Haven't the explanations been vague up until now?

Was it the recognition that fulfilled destiny, or the good deeds that clashed with infamy to create energy, or what?

Since it felt like any answer I gave would be wrong, I just kept my mouth shut. The system puffed up like smoke, as if sighing, and etched out the words.

[...Well, it's many things. Some call it a concept that transcends time, and others describe it as the source of all energy. Most people think it's just a chemical reaction, but in reality, it's impossible to generate something like that no matter how advanced technology becomes. You can create something similar, but you can't generate and draw out the exact same energy. That's because no one knows where, how, or why that energy is created. That's why it also holds value as the strongest energy of all.]

“Too long.”

[...Yes, yes, um... in the language spoken by humanity, this is the closest word to it...]

The moment I saw the next two words, the gloomy mood that had settled over me instantly evaporated.

"Puhahahahaha."

[...]

Hearing it, I could understand why the system was so surprised that I did not know yet.

My god... It was so cliché it was almost painful.

[...Stop laughing and go, now.]

“Yeah, yeah.”

I scrunched up my face as I laughed, then slowly closed my eyelids. Someone's words suddenly came to mind, and I was inwardly impressed.

Wow... that guy is amazing.

That day, after finishing my first drama shoot, when I first talked about the system with Min Jiheon at a cafe.

Back then, I was ignorant, and Min Jiheon pitied me. That guy, who knew nothing just like me, had figured it out instinctively.

“Why does this only happen to you, Hyung? Why is a PD who lived in Seoul suddenly ten years younger and living this life, struggling as an idol.”

He was talking about the conditions to start either Idol Maker or Eternal Idol Maker.

The energy I received on the bridge where I met Seo Hojin, and at that bus stop in Seoul where the snow fell so heavily, all to start this game.

The thing that revived me, and revived me again, and held me fast to life until the very end, so tenaciously...

“That's partly because you're lucky, Hyung, but...”

Min Jiheon, that clever bastard.

You were right.

“It's because you're loved.”

Love, of all things.
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Jeong Dajun sighed repeatedly, his expression dark. His melancholic face contorted, the memory clearly agonizing.

“...Those were really difficult times,” Jeong Dajun muttered gloomily.

“...Everyone watched the video Hoyun-hyung edited and prayed for him to wake up. It's no exaggeration that the whole country was cheering for him, but in the end, he never woke from his coma. We tried to handle the aftermath, and... well, as you know, we disbanded a year later.”

His messy, unkempt blond hair shifted.

“We couldn't promote as a group, so we all scattered to pursue solo careers. Jiwon-hyung and Seonghyeon-hyung stayed with the company and appeared on variety shows, but Ichae-hyung must've hated being in Korea, because he went back to the US. I went solo and found some success on my own, but... I don't know. I miss the days when I was with The Dawn.”

He smiled lonelily, picked up a fruit knife, and carefully began peeling an apple.

“...I guess not many people remember The Dawn anymore.”

“......”

“I miss Hoyun-hyung.”

A long silence descended.

I took the plate Jeong Dajun held out. I picked up an apple clumsily carved into a rabbit shape and grimaced.

“Hold on.”

“Yep~!”

“So, in your dream, I was dead?”

“...Uh, I'm not sure. You were in a coma, so I'm sure you would've woken up, right?! That was just an interview a year later, so things could've changed after a few more years!!”

“Damn, you have some detailed dreams...”

I crunched on the apple and leaned back, but Jeong Dajun suddenly threw himself on top of me.

“Gahk!!”

“See?! Thaaat's what I mean!!”

I coughed, the merciless weight crushing my stomach, but Jeong Dajun paid no mind and pounded his fists on me. His loud, fake wail was strangely reminiscent of a certain rapper.

“It was such an unlucky dream! Hoyun-hyung, do you have any idea how much we worried while you were unconscious? Waaah! I had that nightmare every single night!”

What is he, a seal? Crying like 'waaah waaah'?

I understood how the members felt, so I quietly endured the youngest's whining. Jeong Dajun soon stopped and stealthily sat up. Just as I had thought, the spot on the blanket where he had buried his face was completely dry.

When I pointed at the blanket, Jeong Dajun just pouted and avoided my gaze.

I sighed and stuffed the apple—or whatever it was pretending to be a rabbit—into Jeong Dajun's mouth.

“That's why I've been quietly cooped up here for four days, reflecting on my actions.”

“Quietly? Huh, why are you suddenly getting up?!”

I popped a piece of fruit into my own mouth and slid my feet into a pair of slippers. I opened the closet, pulled out a black leather jacket I didn't recognize, and was putting it on when Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon happened to open the door and walk in.

After blinking in surprise and glancing outside, the two of them hurried inside and fired off questions like a machine gun.

“What's this? Seo Hoyun, are you going somewhere?”

“How's your body? You're not in pain? What business do you have to attend to?”

“The doctor said I'm perfectly fine, enough to be discharged.”

Despite all the tests I had gone through after coming back, not a single symptom had appeared. I gave Kim Seonghyeon a light tap as he looked me up and down, muttering unhappily that it was his jacket.

“Don't worry, I'll be back soon.”

The last few days had been a whirlwind. I was swamped just discussing future plans with the company. As a result, I hadn't even had a chance to see the one person I truly needed to meet.

Kim Seonghyeon looked me over from head to toe, clearly displeased, before crossing his arms.

“I know you feel cooped up, but... it'll be dangerous.”

Honestly, it wasn't the right time for me to be going out.

Furthermore, the company had deliberately kept the official statement about my condition vague, partly to gauge the public's reaction.

The problem was, this only caused the already rampant rumors to swell even further.

In the end, not wanting to make the fans worry any more, I separately wrote a long, handwritten letter to Noeul.

“And if you don't rest... I think the fans will be really angry...”

“......”

In response,

[Hoyun-ah, if the company posted an official statement, you should just go to sleep]

[Is this the time to be holding a pencil? A 3-page handwritten letter in the 21st century?]

[That's so old-fashioned, Hoyun-ah]

[The sick kid should just go rest~~~~ If you send another message in a few days pretending to be all fine and dandy, my blood pressure is going to skyrocket ;;;^^!!]

[We're already specialists at ignoring trolls, don't worry about it]

[We already fucking love you without you doing this... don't tear the hearts of your delicate fans and just live your daily life]

[Don't do anything, just breathe... roll around and hang out with your friends...ㅠ!!! Don't work, get lost!!]

The reactions were vicious.

Kim Seonghyeon, who seemed aware of their reactions, added in a worried voice.

“Right, well... I'm sure you have a lot of people you need to talk to. Just be careful of the reporters... and you have to come back soon.”

I simply smiled in response.

He was the first one to burst into tears when our eyes met on the day I woke up here, yet when he said things like this, he sounded incredibly dependable.

“I'm going.”

“Ah, Hoyun-ah. It's still really cold outside. Take this.”

Seong Jiwon took off the blue scarf he was wearing and handed it to me, then hesitated.

“You know... Ichae and Hojin are fighting really badly outside...”

“Again?”

Nothing new, I guess.

As I nonchalantly adjusted the scarf, Seong Jiwon offered an awkward smile.

“Lately, Ichae has been... well, you know how he is with you.”

An awkward silence fell over the room, but I remained quiet and simply nodded.

“...Well, I'll try talking to him.”

It's not like I can avoid him forever.

Seong Jiwon looked like he had more to say, but he couldn't continue the conversation because Jeong Dajun was clinging to him, asking to go too. I pressed down on the crown of Jeong Dajun's head, stuffed my phone, wallet, and a handful of candy from the table into my pockets, and left the room.

As I walked slowly down the hall towards the elevators, I heard a heated conversation.

“Hey! Kang Ichae, have you just decided to throw all sense of courtesy and boundaries out the window?!”

It was Seo Hojin.

He sounded like he was about to explode.

“Just because you got your memories back, you think you can act however you want?”

“Yeah, I do. What're you gonna do about it?”

“...W-What're you gonna... Hey! You know I'm your hyung, right?!!”

“Ha! Hah! Wahaha! You should be on your knees begging me, and you're pulling the hyung card?! Hyuuuung?! Like hyung, like dongsaeng, you're that desperate to hear someone call you hyung, are you?!!”

Those two seemed to be fighting every time I saw them. I decided to watch, curious to see how far they'd take it. Their voices grew louder and louder until, finally, Seo Hojin was the one to explode.

“I regret it so much. I must have been insane. To think I was all happy-go-lucky playing IRIX with you, Kang Ichae, even with my memories gone!!”

“I regret it too!! I was being generous and playing with a friendless bastard, and my rank dropped because of it!!”

“How is that my fault?! It's because you suck!!”

I feel like I'm losing brain cells just listening to them.

The fuming Kang Ichae finally noticed me, and his eyebrow twitched. Surprisingly, he didn't look away. He stared right at me, the corner of his lip curling up.

“...Ah, so your attitude completely changes once you've gotten what you wanted. You were clinging to me just a few days ago when your brother was sick.”

“...That's!”

“Why are you acting so confident in front of me? What are you going to do if I tattle to your brother? About what else you were planning to do...”

“What was he planning to do?”

“...!!”

As I took a step forward and asked, a startled Seo Hojin turned to look at me.

Well now.

Hit a nerve?

To be honest, I had a good idea of what Seo Hojin had been planning to do, even without hearing it. I pulled my little brother close, slinging an arm around his shoulders, and whispered sweetly.

“Hojin-ah.”

However, he must have found it threatening, because his shoulders flinched violently.

“Apologize to Kang Ichae.”

“...Ichae-yah, I'm sorry.”

“To me, too.”

“...I'm sorry, Hyung-nim. I've sinned gravely.”

Even after receiving Seo Hojin's apology, Kang Ichae squinted, staring with a look of clear dissatisfaction.

What is it now.

“Hyung, you apologize to me.”

“......”

As if he'd finally decided to stop treating me like I was part of the scenery, Kang Ichae spoke to me for the first time in a long while, his expression unreadable. He looked like he might be angry, or maybe hesitant.

For now, I just held out the candy in my hand.

“Want some?”

Kang Ichae glared at me for a long moment before, as if his anger had fizzled out, he brushed past my shoulder and left.

Seo Hojin, who had been tensely watching for a reaction, seemed frustrated as well. He scratched his head roughly, then brazenly snatched a piece of candy from my hand and started eating it.

“I don't know how long he plans to keep avoiding you like that.”

“......”

I knew. At least those two were fighting.

For the past few days, Kang Ichae had been avoiding me like I had the plague.

In fact, aside from the time he buried his face in my shoulder and mumbled something right after I woke up, those were the first words he'd spoken to me.

Seo Hojin seemed bothered by Kang Ichae's disappearance toward the hospital room, his eyes lingering there for a moment before he finally changed the subject.

“...Hyung, are you okay, though?”

“About what?”

“...I heard you started a new game. How is it? ...I'm a little worried. I don't know if the settings got messed up, but our relatives are posting a ton of stuff about you...”

There was that, too.

As I had explained to Kang Ichae via email and to Seo Hojin in person after returning, when I started 'Eternal Idol Maker', I inherited the settings from 'Idol Maker'. Thanks to that, I could maintain my idol profession and people's memories of me were preserved.

However, the arbitrary settings Seo Hojin had added were now all messed up. People didn't remember me being a PD, but they acted as if the feelings from that time still lingered.

Broadcasting staff I was close to during my PD days somehow found out and sent me sudden, friendly messages of comfort, and my relatives posted all sorts of nonsense on the internet and called the company.

There were already plenty of people spouting nonsense about me, so I didn't need to worry about one more thing being added to the list.

The worrying part was...

“Should I sue them?”

...This guy.

I grabbed the cheek of the gravely muttering Seo Hojin and pulled.

“ACK!!! It hurts!!!”

“I pulled it to make it hurt.”

“Wha... Wha...!!”

The sputtering Seo Hojin couldn't bring himself to fight back.

I knew that Seo Hojin was now an adult who would no longer be hurt by his relatives. I was proud of that, but I couldn't help but still be a little worried.

I patted Seo Hojin's thinned cheeks.

“You, what are you going to say if our relatives approach you?”

“...'Get lost'?”

“No, fucking run.”

Because if I run into them, I'm going to kill them.

I let go of the smirking Seo Hojin and started walking away at a leisurely pace.

“What, where are you going?”

“......”

I wrapped the scarf around my neck again and looked out the window. Despite the bad weather with heavy snow falling, I could see a crowd of reporters camped out in front of the hospital, hoping to get something. I probably wasn't the only one who had been hounded by reporters for the past few days.

“To go get slapped, in order.”
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I didn't need to wander. I took a car straight to the familiar studio, where a round Christmas wreath still hung on the door despite it being February. I rang the doorbell, and the door flew open.

"Whoa! Are you crazy?! It's Seo Hoyun! You-you-you! You're allowed to be out already?!" Lim Hyeonsu shouted, her messy blond hair tied up tightly. She jumped in surprise.

I tilted my head to peek inside for the others, but Lim Hyeonsu, worried someone might see me, quickly grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. She then circled me, looking me over.

"What the hell?! When did you get discharged? What'd the doctor say? And hey, look at this bastard's face! It's half gone! Are you even eating properly?"

"Is it a national holiday today or something?" I replied simply to her incessant, needless worrying.

"...Fuck, and here I am worrying about you," Lim Hyeonsu grumbled, taking a step back.

I gave Kim Heeyeong a casual greeting and scanned the studio. It was the same as always, aside from the scattered Christmas decorations, but the person I was looking for was nowhere to be seen.

"Where's Min Jiheon?"

I had contacted Lim Hyeonsu beforehand, and she said she wasn't sure if Joo Woosung would come, so that was understandable.

But Min Jiheon?

"Ah, he got a call from his younger sister and went out to the rooftop."

"Really? Does Min Jiheon come to the meetings regularly?" I asked, nudging a clutter of CDs into a corner with my foot.

Lim Hyeonsu opened a window, pulled out a cigarette, and muttered, "Well, yeah, but Joo Woosung doesn't even show his face anymore. Does he answer your calls, by any chance? That bastard adores you, after all."

I stared blankly at Lim Hyeonsu, or more precisely, at the white cigarette trembling in her fingertips.

"No matter how many new people join, we have to keep the legacy of the original Anti-SHY Club members alive... What's with you? Why are you staring?"

......

"Are you trying to stop me? From smok—"

"No? I never did that. What kind of nonsense are you talking about right now?"

"You're definitely trying to stop me, you little shit..."

Anyway, Min Jiheon was outside, and Joo Woosung isn't here.

I quickly turned my head and started walking. "Anyway, I'm off to see Min Jiheon."

"Yeah, yeah."

As I opened the studio door to the rooftop, I nodded to Kim Heeyeong, who sat quietly on the sofa next to it. Her reaction was strange.

"PD, what's wrong?"

"...Huh? No?"

"...Did I do something wrong?"

Kim Heeyeong, who would normally have welcomed me, desperately avoided my gaze.

I frowned, wondering for a moment if I had made some mistake.

After hesitating, Kim Heeyeong stammered, "Ah... no, Seo Hoyun, you haven't done anything wrong. It's just, lately... for some reason, when I see you, Seo Hoyun..."

......

"I get a little... no, I get incredibly pissed off..."

"Ah, I see."

Let's get out of here. Let's scram before I get a glass of water thrown at me.

So starting a new game and changing the settings affects even these kinds of emotions, huh.

I went through the emergency door, climbed the stairs, and opened the rooftop door. Warm winter sunlight poured down.

Huge plants, which Lim Hyeonsu had bought and planted in bulk during her gardening obsession, grew so lushly from the entrance that they blocked the view, seemingly unaffected by the season.

I pushed through the tangled stems and saw someone sitting on a bench. I checked for a cigarette, but he only held his phone. He sensed my presence, looked my way, and his eyes curved gently.

"Oh?"

You seem to be in a pretty good mood.

I casually strolled over and sat beside him. Min Jiheon slipped his phone into his pocket and spoke with an excited voice.

"Hello?"

"Yeah, hello."

"You're looking better than last time."

In fact, I had already met Min Jiheon in my hospital room right after I woke up and had a long conversation with him about how I entered the unconscious, what I did there, and the newly started game.

"Thanks to you."

"Ahaha."

Surprisingly, Min Jiheon wasn't truly upset with me, though there might have been some lingering resentment. I had put him through a lot of trouble by entangling him in various ways, but Min Jiheon simply understood my position and ended it with some grumbling. Since I confessed everything honestly and my younger brother was ultimately involved, Min Jiheon seemed to pity me rather than hate me.

It seems this bastard feels a sense of kinship with me, just as I sometimes do with him.

Min Jiheon raised a hand to block the dazzling sunlight and asked me a question. "What are you going to do after you're discharged?"

"I have to get back to work."

"Ah, you can't die. Right."

There's that, but I also miss my fans.

We enjoyed the winter in silence for a long while. The plants and flowers, so lush it was embarrassing to call it a rooftop garden, fluttered in the wind.

Then, Min Jiheon suddenly stared intently at me. A sense of deja vu washed over me, and I cautiously opened my mouth.

"...Well, is there something you want to say?"

"Ah, it's because you're fascinating, Seo Hoyun," he replied playfully, as if he also remembered our unpleasant first meeting. "The way you've tenaciously survived."

That was what Min Jiheon had said back then. He had asked if I was an idol, then sneered that I wouldn't last long in this state. I thought at the time he was just being territorial, but thinking it over, it seemed to mean I would fail the game.

I must have seemed unstable to Min Jiheon.

So I was curious.

"Hey."

"Yeah."

"In your eyes, do I still look like I won't last long?"

"...Hmm." Min Jiheon smiled brightly, as if I had asked an interesting question. "Let's see," he said, carefully looking me over.

"Well, there's something written on your face, hyung. Let me try to read it."

"What?"

"On your forehead, I see a 'J'. On your left cheek, an 'E'. On your right cheek, a 'R'... Whoops! It's true!"

I scrunched up my face in disbelief, but Min Jiheon just cackled, finding it all amusing.

"Ah, alright, alright. Hmm. Honestly, it doesn't seem like it'll be easy, but you'll be fine. You were like that from the beginning, hyung. You looked like you were about to die any second, yet you managed to endure for four years."

"And so?"

"I thought you were like a leech."

"And so."

"I think you'll live for a ve~ry long time."

"Then should we hit up all those hundreds of famous restaurants?"

"...Huh?"

The guy gaped, then got the chills and rubbed his arms vigorously.

"...I take it back. I think it's my time to die."

I chuckled, feeling better at Min Jiheon's flustered state, and stood up.

Well, the only actor I care about is doing better than I thought, and I've paid my respects to the Anti-SHY Club. I just have one more person to meet.

Min Jiheon obediently followed behind me. I stopped with my hand on the rooftop door and turned my head.

"Jiheon-ah."

"Yeees?"

"Do you remember what you said after the drama filming ended a while back?"

Min Jiheon looked up at me with a puzzled expression, as if recalling the past.

I added briefly, "You were right."

His eyes widened, and then he smiled, looking a little pleased.


The apartment entrance, which I hadn't seen in a long time, was the same as ever. I passed the security guard, who greeted me warmly but without excessive interest, went through security, and reached the familiar floor.

Joo Woosung didn't appear, no matter how many times I rang the doorbell. It was the same when I called his phone. Annoyed, I decided to relax, squatting down by the front door to type a text.

[Me: Guess you're not home]

[Me: I'll come back later]

After hitting send, I tapped my right foot against the floor in a steady, TAP, TAP, TAP. About five minutes later, the door clunked open.

The other person looked a bit disheveled as he craned his neck to look around. He sensed my presence, flinched, and looked down.

Our eyes met. I grinned.

"Hi?"

The guy muttered a curse and tried to slam the door shut, but I stuck my left foot in the way. He was too flustered to put any force into it, so I stood up and pushed the door wide open. I took a green tea latte from my carrier, handed it to him, and looked him over.

"Aigoo, what's this state our superstar's face is in."

......

"Coming in?"

Joo Woosung pressed his lips together tightly, as if he didn't even want to deal with me.

I looked at Joo Woosung and snickered inwardly.

He's thinking, 'Should I punch this guy or not?

I was stroking Nyangnyang, who sat on the sofa welcoming me with a wagging tail, when Joo Woosung could no longer suppress his irritation and sneered at me.

"...Have you stopped with the informal speech?"

"Ah, I wasn't in my right mind back then. I apologize."

When I apologized so readily, Joo Woosung became even more guarded, as if he couldn't figure out my 'scheme'.

"Why are you here?" His tone was rough.

"Because there's been no word at all from someone who would normally be contacting me relentlessly and visiting my hospital room constantly."

......

"And things were a bit... like that, the last time we met."

To be honest, I wasn't in my right mind until a few weeks ago. Even though I had heard a way to overcome this shitty situation, it didn't make the shitty present any better. Because of that, there were moments I felt I was about to go completely insane, no matter how hard I bit my tongue to stay sane. The time I faced Joo Woosung in the car was one of those moments.

"...You, you intentionally put the wrong destination in the navigation, didn't you?"

"It wasn't on purpose."

My hands were shaking so much back then. Thanks to that, it bought me some time, so I guess it turned out well, though.

When I answered so brazenly, Joo Woosung sighed in disbelief. He turned on his heel and went into his room. I wondered if it was some kind of protest, but he soon came out with a cigarette case in his right hand.

"Here... take this."

Joo Woosung hesitantly gave it back to me. I took the familiar object, my eyebrow twitching.

I opened the cigarette case and saw a small bundle wrapped in white paper, tucked between the few cigarettes. I took it out and unwrapped it, revealing a hidden USB.

As I thought.

Joo Woosung had it.

It wouldn't have mattered if the hard drive containing the 'letter' was discovered, as I had disposed of it long ago. The USB containing the blackmail video for Seo Hojin, however, had to be physically destroyed. Even if I deleted the files, they could be recovered through data recovery.

I had intended to get rid of it before anyone could see it, before I was summoned to the unconscious, but Seo Hojin called me earlier than expected, and I didn't have the chance. I had no choice but to hastily shove the USB into the cigarette case. After everything settled, I searched for it but couldn't find it.

Just in case, I subtly sounded out company personnel and others, but they all seemed to have no idea what I was talking about.

That was why I came to see Joo Woosung, the guy who was the first to find me.

......

I held the USB and stared silently at Joo Woosung. He looked down at it blankly, his face complicated.

This video not only exposed my past life but also mentioned Joo Woosung's weakness without his permission.

I don't want to be misunderstood.

"Did you watch it?"

He couldn't easily meet my eyes and turned his head aside. I waited for a reaction. Joo Woosung slowly opened his mouth.

"The part where you said you're not an idol, but a PD—"

Fuck.

"...I watched up to that point and closed it."

Joo Woosung, who had been avoiding my gaze, glanced cautiously my way.

I was the one who was flustered as I asked, "Why?"

......

"Why didn't you watch it to the end?"

The guy hesitated before answering.

"Because I thought you wouldn't want me to see it..."
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Joo Woosung avoided my gaze and swept his hair back.

...He was right. I didn't want to show this video to anyone. That was why, pathetic as it was, I had shoved the USB into a cigarette pack, bolted from my hospital room when wandering around would do me no good, and come all this way to hound the guy who wasn't even answering his phone.

However.

This is unexpected.

Honestly, I had thought he'd already seen everything. I assumed he was avoiding me because he knew the truth, but apparently not. He wasn't the type to lie, but a normal person would have been curious enough to check.

“What about lunch?” I asked, feigning nonchalance.

“I already ate.”

“Dessert, maybe?”

“I don't usually eat dessert.”

Oh, is that so? I bought time with meaningless conversation and slowly observed Joo Woosung.

The guy, who had been fidgeting, now seemed displeased with my move to arbitrarily change the subject. He was too awkward to steal a glance, but I guessed he didn't want to just let it slide as if nothing had happened.

What should I do...

I didn't really intend to tell Joo Woosung the truth. There was a chance of a system error, and besides, I considered it an expired story. Besides, the guy in front of me originally disliked me, the PD, quite a bit. He had treated me like a demon obsessed with ratings and would even jump in surprise and avoid me whenever we met in the hallway.

Is he still scared of me?

“Pfft.”

I burst out laughing.

Joo Woosung looked at me quizzically.

The answer to my question came so quickly it was almost funny I had even wondered for a moment.

Right, how did we end up like this...

At first, my only thought was to take advantage of the naive fool who had made a stupid mistake.

I clenched and unclenched the hand holding the USB, then shoved the object into my pocket and scrutinized Joo Woosung piece by piece.

“...I could tell you what was said in the video, but I don't really see the point.”

His eyebrows were slightly raised from tension, his lips pressed tightly together. His light-colored eyes were fixed not on the USB, but on me.

“I'm still the same person you know, Joo Woosung... and I quite like how things are now.”

He was worried about me.

“I'm an idol.”

“......”

“One who desperately wants to join your label, Joo Woosung.”

His somewhat conflicted expression made me feel better, and I grinned slyly.

Joo Woosung's face immediately scrunched up.

However, my declaration perhaps made him feel slightly, just slightly, better. He relaxed his tense shoulders and slowly lowered his head.

“...Hey.”

“Yeees.”

“...Wanna get some food?”

“You said you already ate.”

“That was my way of saying I didn't want to eat with you.”

“And now you do?”

“Yeah.”

Then he picked up Nyangnyang. On his own whim, he opened a delivery app and ordered food.

You're strange too. I was about to say something more but decided against it and sat on the sofa.

He also sat down next to me, grumbling after Nyangnyang scratched him.

Sunlight filtered through the blackout curtains, making Joo Woosung's hair seem to reflect transparently. I stared at him quietly, my mind filled with bewilderment.

...What, is this it?

He's forgiving me just like that? After I raised such hell?

Joo Woosung was said to be strict about separating public and private matters, yet he had posted a link to the video I edited on his social media without me even asking. I recalled how he had stood firm even after getting a ton of flak from some people, and I subtly brought it up.

“Joo Woosung. You didn't answer my calls, but your anger seems to have cooled down quickly, huh? I was actually prepared to get slapped.”

“If you want.”

“My apologies.”

Joo Woosung replied with a straight face, making it impossible to tell if he was joking. He soon let out a small laugh, as if my reaction deflated him.

“Well... I was scared about what kind of bomb you might drop, and I didn't answer because I was afraid I'd bother you too much if I saw you, but...”

“......”

“Surprisingly, now that we're face to face, I'm not that angry. I'm very surprised and annoyed, but...”

I kept my mouth shut, finding this reformed guy a bit fascinating.

Joo Woosung propped his chin on his hand and added, “You came back in the end.”

“......”

“So that's enough.”

Sometimes, I don't even know how to respond.


[Me: where r u]

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung, we're really heading back to the hotel soon]

[Jeong Dajun: Ichae-hyung and I got lost in the square ㅋㅋ]

[Jeong Dajun: Wow, daebak, Prague is so pretty]

[Jeong Dajun: But I didn't forget and bought hot chocolate!! Here comes a proof shot for Hoyun-hyung~ ㅋ]

I opened the window, and the Vltava River shimmered brightly. The dazzling light made me shift my gaze and check my phone.

[Jeong Dajun: Proof shot canceled~~ I spilled some on the floor, sorry, hehe]

[Kim Seonghyeon: Hey, found the lost kids. We're heading back together]

After arriving in the Czech Republic, I had muttered that I was so tired I wanted some hot chocolate. Jeong Dajun hadn't forgotten. As soon as we reached the hotel, he used it as an excuse for an errand and dashed out into the city.

I sat by the heater, bundled in layers of clothes, and enjoyed the winter sun. The sunlight was quite strong, even for mid-February. I was drowsy but couldn't sleep yet. I still hadn't finished reading all the letters the fans had sent to the company, even during the long flight.

[These days, I know all about every rare red ginseng out there... It's a shame WH doesn't accept artist tributes...]

[If you overwork yourself during the next promotion, I'm going to grab my slippers and march right up to WH Entertainment]

Since waking up, I had been living like a bum. I watched the reply videos from Noeuls that had been uploaded until I fell asleep, then woke up again to read handwritten letters. Contrary to Noeul's wish for me to rest well, I wanted to start promoting again even a day sooner. I missed them, and I also had to promote to survive.

The controversy had not yet fully subsided. The agency's stance was that while simple messenger communication was fine, it was too early for me to show my face in person.

Lee Jihyeon's suggestion to promote a fan song first, rather than an official title track, was adopted. Kang Ichae surprisingly burned with motivation and quickly wrote a new song.

However.

“It's a perfect song to listen to while being snowed on in a foreign country...”

And so, because of Kang Ichae's remark, here we were in the Czech Republic.

I suspect he just wanted to go on a trip, though.

The company perhaps thought it would be smoother to film overseas than in Korea, where crowds gathered everywhere and restricted our movements. So, the company promptly sent us here.

[Have fun with the members!]

Of course, even here, Kang Ichae still gave me the cold shoulder.

I'm starting to wonder if he's taken a vow of silence these days.

I clicked my tongue and read the last line.

[P.S. Hoyun-ah. ㅠㅠ I have a favor to ask.]

What is it?

[Later, when you're on PopPop, could you send this message just once? ♡]

I immediately took out my phone and typed the exact request.

[I miss Noeul♡]

The Noeuls will like this. The thought made me smile contentedly, but...

[I'm eating, why are you suddenly like this????]

[Looking for how to block Seo Hoyun]

[Hoyun-ah... you reek of soju]

[ㅋ ok]

[The heart is giving me goosebumps;;]

“...This is pissing me off...”

What's with this reaction?

I added that they could forget it if they didn't like it. A flood of messages followed, screaming apologies and admitting they were wrong. However, it was already too late.

The hotel bell rang. I got up and opened the door. Seong Jiwon stood there, his nose red and a bright smile on his face.

“Hoyun-ah! We don't have a schedule today, wanna go out for a bit?”

“Where are the others?”

“They're already out~!”

Seong Jiwon brushed the snow off, carefully came inside, and pulled me toward the window. I looked down and saw the three members, who had already arrived, bickering in the hotel garden that led to the old town.

Jeong Dajun noticed us watching and jumped up and down, waving his hands.

“Wow, they've got a lot of energy...”

“Ahaha.”

And here I am, about to pass out.

The weather had turned cloudy again. It was cold, my body ached, and I wanted to stay in the hotel and read letters. I was about to refuse, but then the head of the punk in the pitch-black coat turned to look up. For a brief moment, our eyes met. I fell silent before speaking.

“Is it cold outside?”

Seong Jiwon advised that it was very cold now that the sun was setting. I followed his advice and armed myself with a long padded coat, a scarf, and gloves. I walked down the plush orange carpeted stairs and out the main entrance. The youngest member came running noisily toward me.

“Ah~~!! Mister Hoyun! Your hot chocolate delivery is here! But I've realized something, the hot chocolate here is... extremely...”

“......”

“It's not that sweet!! Good heavens! This is truly terrible news for you, who only acknowledges a drink if it has ten pumps of syrup!”

“What on earth kind of foreign drama did you watch on the plane?”

Jeong Dajun spoke in a translated tone, chattering on as if he had realized some great truth. I took the sticky, half-empty cup of hot chocolate from him and took a sip.

Kim Seonghyeon scolded Jeong Dajun, telling him not to run while carrying things. Meanwhile, Kang Ichae continued to ignore me with a frosty attitude. We maintained this strange atmosphere as we walked to the old town and explored every corner of the city. After our meal at a restaurant, we kindly gave autographs to tourists who asked. Then we entered the square and bought an ugly wooden doll from a market stall as a gift for Seo Hojin.

Just as the sun set, we moved to see the castle by the river. We were walking on an old bridge when Kim Seonghyeon, who held a guidebook, suddenly spoke.

“Ah, right. The local guide told me, you see? On this bridge, there are several statues where you can make a wish ...”

“It's an emergency!!”

“Hey! Hey, don't you guys dump your souvenirs on me and run off!!”

Before Kim Seonghyeon could even finish, Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun dashed off. They somehow grabbed a random passing local to ask for directions. Then they placed their hands on the bridge's railing and began to fervently chant something.

“Agh, those guys...”

“Seonghyeon-ah. Go make a wish too. We'll wait here.”

Seong Jiwon smiled and took the souvenirs for him. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been scratching his head, sighed and moved. He went over to the two of them, gave each a flick on the head, and started nagging them about something.

Like Seong Jiwon, I wasn't particularly interested in making a wish. I leaned against the railing with the massive pile of souvenirs and gazed at the other side of the river. The snowfall suddenly grew heavier, but the scenery was breathtaking.

“What are they so desperate for?”

Seong Jiwon opened his three-fold umbrella and replied casually. “Hmm... I don't know about Dajun, but you already know Ichae's wish, don't you?”

...Of course, I know.

In every interview, in every playful joke, in the time capsule buried for so long, Kang Ichae always made the same wish.

However, I was no different from a sinner in the members' eyes, so I was at a loss for words and couldn't easily respond.

Seong Jiwon came closer and tilted the umbrella toward me with a smile.

“Hoyun-ah, be a little nicer to Ichae.”

“...Hey. It's not like I'm doing it on purpose.”

He runs away whenever he sees me.

I felt unfairly accused and made an excuse, but Seong Jiwon pretended not to hear. He playfully poked at the snow-covered railing, drawing a picture. Then he blew on his reddened fingers.

“Well... I understand you two haven't been able to talk much lately. Your stability comes first, after all... Ah, Hoyun-ah. We can keep promoting together in the future, right?”

“...Of course, right?”

“That's a relief! You were talking as if you just hoped for a tomorrow, so I was a little worried, you know...”

A strange sense of unease reared its head in my chest.

“You know, you should probably quit smoking, too... I mean, it reminded me of when you were a broadcast station official, so I actually thought it was kind of cool, but still, you're an idol, and smoking is bad for your health...”

“...What?”

“......”

We stared at each other in bewilderment.

I went through hell to quit smoking as soon as I came back... No, more importantly.

“Wait. Hey, what are you talking about right now?”

“...Wait, no way... Have I been misunderstanding this whole time by myself? I thought we had an unspoken agreement to move past it after my birthday...”

I stared for a moment at the flustered, rambling Seong Jiwon before asking, “Don't tell me... you know who I am?”

“......”

At that, Seong Jiwon's ears turned red. Soon, a small mumble could be heard.

“Of course, I know...”


Chapter 486

“Ah, how embarrassing.”

I think I'm the one who should be flustered.

He just meekly accepted this phenomenon that defies all logic?

Seong Jiwon rubbed his face with his palms, endlessly ashamed, and soon muttered quietly.

“I... no, it seems I've misunderstood all this time. I thought you were just avoiding the topic, but I didn't think you truly didn't know...”

Just avoiding it? The system was blasting warnings like crazy. Besides, a chain of system errors occurred right after Seong Jiwon dropped hints that he'd recognized me.

“Hey...”

It seemed too late to back out now. I had been tense the whole time listening to Seong Jiwon's explanation, and I asked cautiously.

“Just when did it start?”

“...That... since my birthday, two years ago.”

Seong Jiwon let out a pained sound, lifted his head, and looked into the empty air. However, no System Window appeared. Only the silently falling snow filled his vision.

He was openly confessing that he recognized me from my time as PD Seo, no, that he's believed it all along, and yet no error was occurring.

Does this mean he's already suffered all the side effects he was going to get?

“A lot of strange things happened after that, you know... It was a bit odd for someone usually healthy to collapse so many times. I just guessed that something must be going on this time, too.”

“But why are you so embarrassed?”

“......”

I gave him the benefit of the doubt, assuming he understood the situation correctly. I didn't get why he was so ashamed about it, so when I asked, Seong Jiwon avoided my gaze and touched the back of his ear.

“...Because you were playing completely dumb. I thought we had a mutual understanding to forget the past and just make a fresh start.”

“......”

“That's how I misunderstood.”

How could someone be so considerate that they'd misunderstand in this way?

I was so dumbfounded that I sighed, then replied with a joke.

“First, let's stop with the formal speech.”

“......”

“Are you not going to do it?”

“Yes?! Ah, no... I'm not!”

“See? You're not.”

Watching Seong Jiwon flinch in bewilderment, I laughed quietly and reached for the umbrella he held, tilting it to keep his shoulder from getting wet.

We had both misunderstood, but it didn't take many words to clear up years of confusion.

“Jiwon-ah, it is a fresh start.”

That alone was enough.

Seong Jiwon nodded, looking a little relieved.

As more people started to crowd around, we exchanged a look, picked up the souvenirs we had placed on the ground, and walked toward the end of the bridge.

“...But...”

“What.”

“You're going to quit smoking, right?”

“......”

Stop bringing that up.

As I grumbled with a frown, Seong Jiwon burst into a childlike laugh. Just then, in the distance, we saw Kim Seonghyeon and Jeong Dajun waving their hands with proud faces, having finally succeeded in making a wish after pushing through the massive crowd.

When I asked what they wished for, both Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon kept their lips sealed, saying it was a secret. I wondered if Prague also had a superstition that wishes don't come true if you mention them before they're granted.

“Where's Kang Ichae?”

“Oh, you're right?”

“What do you mean, 'you're right'?”

No matter how much I craned my neck, I couldn't see him, as if he had been swallowed by the crowd.

I said I would go find Kang Ichae and started walking.

After pushing through all sorts of street vendors and musicians singing romantic songs, I saw a place where an unusual number of people were gathered.

According to what Kim Seonghyeon had been chattering about, making a wish was incredibly complicated, requiring you to move from place to place and touch various statues.

Kang Ichae was also caught up in that flow, with his hand on some statue and his eyes squeezed shut.

I should be a little nicer to Kang Ichae.

When he's quiet like this, I can still vividly remember him from his short and small days.

I approached Kang Ichae, leaned against the railing next to the statue with my arms crossed, and slowly parted my lips.

“What did you wish for?”

“......”

Kang Ichae, as if he had already sensed my presence, retorted without even opening his eyes.

“That I'll never again be swayed by my rude, unlucky, and selfish brothers...”

“......”

Any intention I had of being kind evaporated in an instant.

I was seriously considering just leaving when Kang Ichae peeked open one eye, scanned my expression, and added with a small smirk.

“Just kidding.”

Now that I had found my stray, I was about to leave the noisy guy behind and retrace my steps, but Kang Ichae followed me.

“Well, look at you. The blockhead is suddenly talking to me? What a surprise.”

“Why are you suddenly following me? It's creepy.”

“I have a few things to ask.”

After avoiding me like the plague all this time?

“Go ahead.”

“Are you going to die soon?”

What was this nonsense now?

I stopped in my tracks, dumbfounded, and turned around.

The sun had set at some point and the streetlights were on, their orange glow reflecting on the water's surface. Amidst the people laughing, talking, and bustling past, Kang Ichae just stood there, staring at me.

“You said it in your letter. That even if you returned safely, the game wouldn't be easy.”

“......”

“I understood it to mean that the new game you started is so difficult that even you can't handle it.”

“......”

“Are you sure you're safe?”

I thought for a moment before giving a slight nod with my chin.

“Ask your other questions first.”

Kang Ichae looked displeased, then stuck a hand in his pocket and let out his words like a sigh.

“...Why did you have to leave the email with me?”

I just stared at him without answering that question either. By the time a little snow had collected on his shoulders, he continued.

“...You know. These days, videos have a scheduled upload feature... You could have spread the video yourself, even without going through me.”

Min Jiheon wasn't mad at me in the first place, and he said he avoided Joo Woosung because he was afraid of being questioned too much. Now, I thought I understood why Kang Ichae had been shunning me.

He was scared.

Scared that I was still hiding my intentions from him, that I would unilaterally do something stupid and ruin the peaceful life we had barely managed to regain.

What's with him?

He must not know yet.

For someone so quick-witted.

I was the one who gave Kang Ichae his memories.

I did it because I thought he had a right to know, but also because it would have been difficult to ask a favor of a Kang Ichae who didn't know the full context.

“I've made a lot of guesses... but I don't know. I want to hear it from you directly.”

If I wanted to make an excuse for Kang Ichae's question, it wouldn't be impossible.

However, it didn't seem like Kang Ichae would want that kind of lie.

“......”

And in reality, that wasn't the reason.

I adjusted my scarf, stood at a slight angle, and looked at Kang Ichae.

“Then can I ask you something too?”

“...What.”

“You touched the dog carved on the statue while making your wish, right?”

What kind of nonsense is this, was written all over his face.

“That's wrong. To make a wish come true, you're actually supposed to touch the saint falling from the bridge, not the dog. To do it properly, you have to go through five statues in order... Why is making one wish so complicated?”

“...The legends are all different.”

“You'd be better off wishing to me.”

His wish was so simple that Seong Jiwon, the other members, and everyone else knew it, thanks to him shouting it tirelessly.

“I'll grant it for you.”

Wouldn't pleading earnestly with me have a higher chance of success than wishing to a dirty statue of a dog?

While I was at it, I decided to answer Kang Ichae's first question, which I had brushed off.

“The new Quest I got... is really, so, fucking difficult.”

I almost fainted when I checked the Quest that appeared as soon as I returned from my unconscious state.

Now, if I collapsed just once, I was really going to die. It was so bad that I was starting to wonder if I needed to expand my acting career overseas just to survive.

On top of that, Black Call was still doing well. No, they were actually in their prime.

To avoid being pushed aside by the junior idols rising from below, I had to work hard on my activities. After returning here, I had been contemplating how to gain a steady level of recognition for a peaceful old age.

“I can't do it alone.”

Even setting aside the fact that I desperately needed a member and composer like him, I couldn't do without our members, who were like my dependents.

It pricked my conscience to mobilize someone I'd known since childhood for something like this, but I was fully aware that Kang Ichae was no longer a child, so I whispered.

“Run with me.”

The corners of Kang Ichae's mouth twitched. I tore my gaze from him and turned my body.

“I came back as promised... So you can't go back on your word either.”

As I slowly crossed the bridge, I heard footsteps behind me, matching my pace.

Just then, Jeong Dajun, who had spotted us, ran over with a wide smile.

“Hoyun-hyung! Isn't this view so pretty?! So moving, so emotional! Ichae-hyung!! Once we get back to the hotel, let's lie down and make snow angels... What, hyung, why are you smiling like that?”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was holding a hot pack to his cheek, sniffled as if cold and waved his hand.

“Hey, let's take a picture to remember this.”

We handed a phone to a passerby and asked if they could take a picture. After striking a few poses, we offered our thanks and continued across the bridge, bursting into boisterous laughter.

At that moment, a melody mixed with the sound of wind flowed from the accordion held by a musician. It was a familiar song. Many people hummed along as if they knew it too, and we joined in on the chorus. Being here, all the unpleasant events of the past felt as distant as a dream.

In the distance, the castle's reflection shimmered on the Vltava River. The city's blazing lights were submerged, flickering beneath the water, and the snow, falling hard enough to wash everything away, piled up softly on the railing of the oldest bridge. Adjusting my scarf, I looked at the guys standing on the street.

Kim Seonghyeon was checking on Jeong Dajun, whose hands were bright red from touching all the statues, and handed him his gloves. Seong Jiwon pretended to check the photos while showing them to Kang Ichae, carefully observing his expression. Kang Ichae just wiped under his nose with his index finger and gave a small nod.

When we returned, spring would come.

When the snow melted, we would have a lot to do.

“Hyung.”

Kang Ichae, who had been walking ahead, called out to me with an excited voice as he approached.

The two of us followed the group, leaving footprints on the street. As if he was incredibly excited about the future ahead, as if he had let go of all his past grudges, he chattered nonstop.

“I was just thinking, you said you'd grant my wish. Does that mean we can come back to this bridge in a few years? ...Whoa, what's with that look? For real?”

I didn't deny it.

It was a bit late and embarrassing, but after endless arrogance, I had learned to accept things with humility.

I might lose my way in life from time to time,

“Then are we going to do unit activities too? Are we all going to live in a dorm together even after 30 years?!!”

“You wished for a lot, you punk...”

but in the end, someone would willingly come looking for me.


Chapter 487

What kind of person is Seo Hoyun?

〈Seo Hoyun's Relative Exposes, 'Is He Even Human After Treating Me Like This...'〉

Along with witness accounts of him acting indifferently in front of someone shedding tears, rumors also circulated that he was a kind celebrity who couldn't leave struggling staff members behind and would stay up all night to help.

Besides that, word quietly spread that the leader of a certain group, a Mr. Kang, had testified that he wasn't such a bad person. However, those who wished for Seo Hoyun's downfall did not easily believe such stories.

〈Seo Hoyun, 'Who Are You?' Dismisses Relative's Baseless Rumors〉

However, who was Seo Hoyun?

He was not a meek person who could be easily swayed by others.

〈Min Jiheon, Seo Hoyun, Yu Jia Confirmed to Star in Drama 'Please Take the Camera 2'!〉

〈'Please Take the Camera 2' Raises 'Questions' on Whether It Can Afford the Appearance Fees of a K-Pop Star and a Hallyu Star〉

Moreover, he was already too much of a top star to falter over malicious rumors.

〈Jeong Dajun Acquires 'Korean Cuisine Chef Certificate' Ahead of His Spectacular Solo Debut!〉

〈The Dawn's Seonghyeon, a Hidden 'Donation Angel' for a Children's Hospital... Donates Entire Appearance Fee from a Street Dancer Variety Show〉

〈Chart-Topping, Proven OST King Seong Jiwon Reveals Shocking Ambition, "I want to add some rap next time..."〉

〈Another Collaboration Between Kang Ichae and Nerdy Freak! Guitarist Complains, "I'm going to be tormented by that perfectionist again!"〉

Not only Seo Hoyun, but all of The Dawn continued their activities busily.

〈'The Dawn's Daepaseong Label Merges with Black Call Label... To Eat from the Same Rice Bowl〉

〈PD Kim Heeyeong Joins Hands with Lim Hyeonsu for a Follow-Up Variety Show to Song Camp... Will It Be Overshadowed by the Glory of Past Seasons?〉

〈Interview with High Five's Leader, Kang Yeonhu, Who Carries on WH's Legacy... A Bright Smile as He Says, "I still want to do well"〉

〈The Most Respected Celebrities by Current Idols are Unquestionably Joo Woosung and Kang Ichae〉

Of course, it wasn't without its ups and downs.

Perhaps they might even repeat their foolish mistakes.

〈Black Call Surpasses The Dawn to Take #1 on Billboard... Raising the Stature of K-Pop〉

〈Chae Jeongwoo, "Honestly, I want to expand the label"?!〉

〈Amidst Joo Woosung's 'Massive Hit' Solo and the Label's Soaring Success, a Sighting with Seo Hoyun〉

〈"We'll Be Back Safely!" The ☆s Entering the Military〉

However, as Kang Ichae once wrote in his own lyrics, at that distant moment when the day breaks, they would talk until the sun rises.

〈A Source Remarks, "Composer Kang Ichae has no more hit songs left in him..."〉

〈Seo Hoyun States, "I want to work like a cow for the rest of my life," Kang Ichae a Day Later, "A song has come to me..." Possibility of a Seo Hoyun Unit Appearance?〉

〈The Dawn's Full Group Concert Sells Out in 1 Second〉

In those moments, even time would feel like it was flowing slowly.

If you're still scared, try asking them to hold your hand.

〈The Dawn's Major Clash with Same-House Rival Black Call... The Storm That All Other Idols Fear and Avoid〉

〈The Dawn's New Song Breaks Consecutive #1 Record on Billboard, Shattering Black Call's Record... Challenging for a Grammy Awards Record?〉

Then, from the place we know best, they will shout until we're sick of it.

〈The Curtain Rises Again, The Dawn's Dazzling Comeback〉

The next dawn will always arrive.


The underground parking lot of a studio near Seoul, frequently used by WH Entertainment artists.

A man was arguing with a security guard at the door leading inside.

It was Jeong Dajun.

He had heard that one of the members had a shoot here today, so he rushed over with flowers but was blocked right at the entrance because security wouldn't let him in without a visitor's pass.

“It's... it's me! Me, me! Don't you know who I am?!”

“Unless you're a spy, there's no way I wouldn't know.”

“What idol group am I a member of?!”

“Jeong Dajun of The Dawn.”

“Cor-rect! I'm a member of the same group as my hyung who's filming inside! Now! Let me in, please!!”

“I'm sorry, but you can't.”

“Why! You said you'd know unless I was a spy! Are you doubting me! I'll prove I'm really Dajun, go on Billboard right now! My face is plastered all over the #1 spot!!”

He howled like a wounded animal, but the passing studio staff only glanced at him, and the security guard didn't budge.

“Wow. Jeong Dajun is begging a security guard...”

“His hair is so short.”

“He's going to the military soon.”

Sob!

In the end, Jeong Dajun had to quickly pull on a hat and retreat to a corner of the parking lot. He gloomily patted his hair, then took out his phone and logged into the fandom platform.

[Seonghyeon: A picture from the Czech Republic about 3 years ago

It snowed a lot back then...haha]

Kim Seonghyeon, who was about to enlist, seemed to be on a trip down memory lane, having posted a group photo a few minutes ago. An incredible number of comments were already attached.

Wow, the hyungs looked a bit young back then too...

It felt strange to think that they were around his current age at the time.

Was it because of his impending enlistment, or because he missed those days a little? Jeong Dajun fell into a strange sentimentality and quietly stared at the hyungs in the photo.

They looked happy.

As he leaned against the wall and squatted down, hugging the bouquet of flowers tightly, a shadow suddenly loomed from behind and fell over him.

“Our maknae, what are you doing?”

When he lifted his head, he saw Seong Jiwon chuckling and lightly waving two visitor passes. Perhaps because he had been fighting a fierce battle for over 30 minutes, Jeong Dajun felt tears welling up for no reason.

“Uwaaah, hyuuuung~!”

He rushed forward to hide his embarrassment, but instead of dodging as usual, Seong Jiwon hugged him back. It was so unexpected that he froze in surprise, and then he felt a hand stroking his short, chestnut-like hair.

“Your hair is cute.”

“...I was wondering why you were accepting my hug for once. You're enlisting soon, but you still haven't shaved your head, hyung?”

“Hmm, I'm planning to do it on the last day, but Dajun-ah, are you sure you won't regret enlisting together as a trio?”

“I'll re-gret it sooooo much... At the tender age of twenty-six... at the absolute... peak of my career...”

Seong Jiwon didn't say anything to Jeong Dajun's mumbling, just poked his cheek.

“Should we just take it back now and do one more promotion? I think we could break the consecutive #1 record then... and if we participate in the American awards show, we might even achieve a triple grand prize streak...”

“Hmm, it'd be hard to promote with this haircut.”

“Ah, hyung!!!”

“Besides, if that happens, Ichae will accept the awards for us, so what does it matter?”

Kang Ichae, who had recently gone to the US saying he would prepare a unit with Seo Hoyun, seemed busy working on songs with various artists. He was supposed to have returned yesterday, but there had been no news from him yet.

As he pouted, Seong Jiwon smiled slyly.

“Just say it honestly, Dajun-ah. It's not because of the records, you just want to be with the hyungs, so you want to promote as a full group, right?”

“......”

He's dragging my true feelings right to the surface. Jeong Dajun, who had been playing ignorant, sighed inwardly.

He was now a reasonably capable adult in society, but whenever he was with The Dawn, he couldn't seem to shake off his maknae image.

He trotted after Seong Jiwon into the elevator, went up a floor, walked down a long hallway, turned the corner to the right, and stood in front of the last waiting room. He knocked before Seong Jiwon could, and after a moment, the door opened to reveal a familiar face.

“Seonghyeon-hyung!”

“The maknae's here...”

The variety show he appeared on had broken its all-time highest viewership rating, and he had recently filmed another special episode. He must have gone through a lot, as Kim Seonghyeon's jawline seemed even more defined.

When Jeong Dajun greeted him brightly, Kim Seonghyeon's lips pulled up into a dimpled smile, and he gestured for him to come in.

“Good to see you. I can't handle that guy on my own... By the way, Jeong Dajun, where did you get your hair cut?”

“...Why.”

“Oh, so I don't go there.”

Just you wait a week... Once you shave your head, you'll look the same anyway, Seonghyeon-hyung...

Engraving a deep grudge in his heart, Jeong Dajun muttered to himself as he stepped inside.

The waiting room was filled with flowers and gifts from domestic and international brands. The scent of freesia was particularly strong, making him feel like he had walked into a flower garden, when a familiar voice reached him.

“You're here?”

Jeong Dajun smiled brightly.

His cold appearance and intimidating baritone voice were the same, but it was strangely fascinating how his aura had noticeably softened over the past few years.

Today, he's the star to whom I would offer these flowers.

“Hoyun-hyung!”

Seo Hoyun, who slowly tore his eyes away from his phone and looked at Jeong Dajun confidently holding up the bouquet, burst into a hearty laugh.

“Puhahahaha.”

“......”

“Wow... Pffft... Keuk... My god, you're so handsome??”

Hoyun-hyung has been so bright lately, it's good to see... Yes, it's good...

He tried his best to act mature, but he couldn't help but put a little too much force into the bouquet he was handing over.

“Hoyun-hyung... happy birthday to you... happy birthday to you... Happy birthday dear hyung I don't~ love... yeah...”

“Chestnut, that hurts, you know?”

“Bouncy!! Bouncy is better, you know!! Hmph... Just focus on your shoot.”

Every birthday, Seo Hoyun would post a video thanking Noeul for the birthday wishes, and at some point, it became a tradition for the members to also express their gratitude on their own birthdays using all sorts of creative ideas. For reference, he had done a breakdance for his birthday last year.

Chuckling, Seo Hoyun placed his phone on the sofa table. I snuck a glance at it and saw the names Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon on the screen. I wondered if those hyungs were coming too and was about to ask when the door burst open again.

“What is the most beautiful transfer of money in the world?!!”

Here we go again...

“Ichae... Kang!”

“......”

“The baby's here, make some noise, kang kang~~!!!”

No one reacted.

Nevertheless, Kang Ichae seemed to be in a fantastic mood. He grabbed Seong Jiwon's hand and forcibly spun him around, then went over to Kim Seonghyeon for a high five, and finally threw an arm around my shoulder and burst out laughing by himself.

Then he handed a blue bouquet to Seo Hoyun, slid his dark navy sunglasses down with his index finger, and curved his lips playfully.

“It's been three years of birthday bouquets, hyung.”

“Awesome, right?”

“I admit you're persistent. I'll buy you a bigger one next time.”

When Seo Hoyun joked that at this rate, he'd be tending a garden for him in a few decades, Kang Ichae just giggled, plopped his butt on the table, and dangled his feet.

“Ah~~ It's so, so good to be with our members after so long. Hyungs, Dajun-ah, listen up. Let me tell you how much I suffered in America...! How many tears I shed on my pillow because I missed my family...!!”

“Ichae-ya, we had a video call four days ago.”

“Oh, right. We had pork belly yesterday without you, hyung.”

“What?!! Why?!!!”

“What do you mean, why... Ah, since you weren't here, Kang Ichae, Hojin did say we should eat the most expensive thing.”

“That bastard...! No, how could even Seonghyeon-hyung...!!”

The waiting room instantly became boisterous.

Before long, a staff member came to the waiting room to announce that the shoot would begin soon. Seo Hoyun, gathering all the bouquets he had received, replied that he would be right there and turned to the members.

“Hey. You guys want to leave first?”

“Seo Hoyun, you'll be done soon anyway, right? Kang Ichae said Hojin is coming to see you later too. Let's pick him up and all have dinner together.”

“Okay.”

Jeong Dajun, who was watching the hyungs talk, suddenly remembered something and quickly grabbed Seo Hoyun, who was about to leave.

“Ah! Hoyun-hyung!! I bought this bouquet because they recommended it as your birth flower! The yellowest one in the middle, uh, was it a Marigold... The flower meaning was happiness... or something like that, I forgot. Look it up on the internet later.”[1]

“Really?”

“Yep! Anyway... It's pretty, right?”

Seo Hoyun's gaze fell to the bouquet in his arms.

“You're right. It's pretty.”

Seo Hoyun hugged the yellow bouquet tightly. The tip of his nose tickled, perhaps because of the pollen flying everywhere, and he felt like he was about to sneeze. Looking straight at Jeong Dajun, Seo Hoyun's eyes curved as he smiled.

“Does it suit me?”

There was no need for him to look up the meaning again.

After all, Seo Hoyun had known the meaning of his birthday flower for a very long time.






1 The marigold flower symbolizes joy, optimism, and remembrance, while also carrying deep cultural connections to the sun, resilience, and honoring the dead.



Author's Remarks

Hello, this is Out of Touch.

I hope you are having a good day.

It has been two years since I started this series in October 2021, and only now am I able to greet you, the readers, directly again.

Since I was writing this while working another job, I have some regrets that I couldn't achieve as much as I wanted due to the limits of my time and energy. However, I'm trying to be content with the fact that I've received more love than I deserve and have safely brought the story to a close.

To be honest, I'm not very good at letting things go, so I feel a bit strange, but imagining my beloved friends living happily somewhere, bickering and fighting, then laughing and fighting again... (and so on)... I think that's enough.

Won't Seo Hoyun be living shamelessly and well wherever he is? I hope that in your world, too, he will fully grasp his own life.

Finally, I would like to add a personal thank you.

To my editor, C-nim, who was so dependable to the very end even though I only gave him a hard time. To my family who always cheered me on, my wonderful friends who always made me laugh, and my much-loved B. Thank you for always supporting me with unwavering affection.

And to the readers, thank you for giving me courage when it was often difficult to tell Seo Hoyun's story. I worked hard to show you a better story and made it to the end, and thanks to you, I truly enjoyed it.

I hope that everyone who has read this novel walks a path full of green fields and yellow flowers.

May the path always be filled with love.

Be healthy and happy.

Sincerely, Out of Touch.

ps, There are side stories.

See you again, everyone!


Chuseok Special Side Story

It all started with a single sentence from Kang Ichae.

“What's Chuseok?”

This was after the disastrous promotions following Shining Star Season 2 had ended, and Kang Ichae's plagiarism case had been resolved. The rapper threw out the question while lying on a sleeping bag spread out in the practice room, and everyone shot him looks of horror. Jeong Dajun even dropped the ice cream he was eating and let out a shrill scream.

“Hyung... are, are you a foreigner? What is Chuseok?!!”

“Kang Ichae... you don't know what Chuseok is?”

“Ichae-ya...”

Even Seong Jiwon looked at Kang Ichae with pity.

Kang Ichae, who was munching on a Pepero stick, sat up with a slightly flustered laugh.

“Wait, wait! I'm kidding. I know what Chuseok is.”

Even if he had lived abroad, after promoting in Korea for so long, how could he not know what Chuseok was? Trolling was second nature to him, so this time too, he had just said it for fun, but.

“Wow, you, you scared me... For a second, I couldn't even think of what to say.”

“Hey, aren't you underestimating your hyung too much? I may look like this, but I've also shouted 'Have a happy Hangawi~!' in an official video~!”

To his surprise, everyone had genuinely believed him, making Kang Ichae the one who was more bewildered.

This Chuseok was special.

In their first year, they had been so busy running around to regional events that they had to ask, “What's a Chuseok holiday?” But this year, their third year, was different. They had received a whole two days off! As (second-hand) rookies!

It was all thanks to Seo Hoyun laying down the law, demanding they be sent home for the holiday. With the illegal slave-driving Daepaseong shut down, the agency's artists were able to clear their schedules and enjoy a proper Chuseok holiday.

Everyone began to discuss the holiday boisterously.

“What are you hyungs doing for Chuseok?”

“I have to go see my grandmother.”

“Me too, back to my hometown.”

“Aha. Me too.”

Jeong Dajun boasted that he was going to give out a ton of official The Dawn merchandise to his cousins this time. Seong Jiwon, as always, would spend a quiet and cozy time with his family, and Kim Seonghyeon would be endlessly tormented by his younger siblings.

After a round of introductions to each member's fulfilling Chuseok plans, it was Kang Ichae's turn.

“What about you, hyung?”

“......”

Kang Ichae lay back down on the practice room floor and answered nonchalantly.

“Nothing to do. I'm just going to stay at the dorm.”

Feeling the crisp snap of the Pepero stick, Kang Ichae clasped his hands behind his head. The plagiarism controversy over the fan song had just happened a few days ago, so he was naturally keeping a low profile.

However, as Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon watched him, a question arose in their minds.

But... alone on Chuseok?

Why isn't he spending it with his family? Are they overseas, so three days isn't enough?

While the two of them were struggling to figure it out, Jeong Dajun, who had been quiet, shot up and raised his fist with a determined face.

“...I've got a feeling.”

What feeling?

However, ignoring the bewildered stares directed at him, Jeong Dajun slapped his forehead. As if he had just thought of a brilliant idea.

“It's coming! It's here! I can feel it! The answer... is camping-ga-ga-ga-ga!!”

“...What?”

“What did you say? We have to go hiking to see the sunrise? You're absolutely right! It's the sunrise! Let's go see the sunrise, Ichae-hyung!! Our name is The Dawn! So we have to go see it!”

“...Are you possessed?”

Muttering, Kang Ichae pushed himself up with his elbows. Then he stuck a Pepero stick in Jeong Dajun's mouth and said playfully.

“What are you seeing, our maknae... and I find things like camping a hassle. Everyone should just go see their families...”

“Hahahaha! If you don't like camping, we can go glamping!!! I'll show you how to flex! Now! Let's go, Thug Chae! It's your time!”

“W-What?”

As Jeong Dajun suddenly went wild, Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon exchanged glances.

Kang Ichae... he might look like a delinquent who enjoys solitude, but he actually disliked being alone. It was a well-known fact.

In the end, Kim Seonghyeon sent a message to his family group chat saying, 'I'll be there a day early, something came up,' and grabbed Kang Ichae's shoulder.

“Alright, let's go.”

“...We're going?”

“Of course, whether it's glamping or camping~!”

Seong Jiwon nodded at Kang Ichae, who was looking bewildered by Jeong Dajun's madness. He smiled brightly and didn't forget to press down on the wild Jeong Dajun's shoulder to make him sit.

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at Kang Ichae. Was he perhaps annoyed by this? However, contrary to his worries, the corners of Kang Ichae's mouth were twitching as he watched TV.

...He seemed a little happy.


“I'm not going.”

That was Seo Hoyun's sharp reply as he took a long sip of the frappuccino Kim Seonghyeon had handed him in front of the Daepaseong building. At the firm answer that left no room for negotiation, Kim Seonghyeon let out a deep sigh.

“......”

“I have work.”

“It would be nice to go camping and stay overnight. It's better when all five of us are together.”

“Isn't four enough? Have a good time.”

Seo Hoyun looked extremely tired. Seeing him work so hard, it wasn't surprising that he always got good results.

It was true that he had softened considerably compared to when they first met, but Seo Hoyun was still Seo Hoyun. Seeing him only drink the frappuccino, it didn't seem like he would be very cooperative.

Of course, it wouldn't be a big problem if they went as four, as Seo Hoyun said... but for some reason, he didn't want to.

Just as he was about to try and persuade him again, Lee Jihyeon peeked her head out.

“Heek!”

“Hahahaha...”

She looked like a zombie. Lee Jihyeon gave a dead-person-like laugh at the startled Kim Seonghyeon and then gestured to Seo Hoyun.

“Come on... I've finished all the materials...”

“Yes. ...I'm coming.”

Seo Hoyun patted Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder as he passed. Then, perhaps seeing Kim Seonghyeon's expression, he added briefly.

“Baby, don't cry just because hyung isn't there.”

“Just go, already.”

It's better if you don't come. When Kim Seonghyeon showed his disgust, Seo Hoyun smirked and disappeared into the meeting room.

Well... we'll have fun even without Seo Hoyun.

Feeling a little disappointed, he lingered for a while before relaying the news to the remaining members.

Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon seemed a bit disappointed but didn't want to force him, so they accepted it.

However, Jeong Dajun threw a fit.

“What?! No way! We have to go see the sun on a holiday! Isn't our name The Dawn? If we're The Dawn, we must, absolutely must, see the rising sun of dawn together?!”

Kim Seonghyeon covered his ears at the miraculous logic pouring out. Despite his reaction, Jeong Dajun puffed out his cheeks and slammed the desk. BANG!

“Hoyun-hyung will come if he hears this! Let's go-o-o-o-o!!”

You think he'll come just for that?

Except for Jeong Dajun, no one seemed to have much hope. His eyes met Seong Jiwon's, and he smiled brightly.

“It'll be fun, right?”

So, the remaining four decided to spend the first day of their three-day vacation with their families and meet up on the afternoon of the second day. Seo Hoyun also said he would visit his family once during the holiday.

The four even rented a car and booked a glamping site on the outskirts of Gyeonggi Province. On the way, they bought meat with great care at a rundown supermarket, but they didn't just come out with groceries.

“Jenga! Jenga! Of course it's Jenga!”

“I'm disappointed in you, Dajun, you know nothing. It has to be a board game!!”

The voices of the maknaes started to get louder over trivial issues like what game to play at the campsite. It was then that Seong Jiwon, who was watching the fierce battle with no signs of backing down, slowly moved.

“Seonghyeon-ah, give me a second.”

He took the two bickering maknaes outside the supermarket.

A moment later.

“Hyung, I'm sorry...”

“We were wrong...”

“It's okay!”

The maknaes returned, looking completely dejected. A bright smile was etched on Seong Jiwon's face as he accepted their apology.

“......”

How on earth did he do that?

Kim Seonghyeon stared at him with a dumbfounded expression, but Seong Jiwon just smiled brightly and held up a bottle of liquor.

They moved to the campsite, grilled meat, and chatted. The atmosphere became even more festive when Kim Seonghyeon brought out some jeon he had packed from his hometown, and they talked about what happened when they each went home.

As it started to get dark, the topic naturally turned to a bonfire. The maknaes, who had already rushed to the fire pit, had firewood in their hands.

The logs that Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae had haphazardly piled up swayed precariously.

“What is this? Dajun-ah. Do I just put a lot in?”

“You're asking that after you've already put it in? ...Oh. Ooooh! The fire is soaring!”

“Woooooah!!! This is... fire! It's fire!”

“Hey!! What did you guys put in there?!!”

Peeling off the maknaes who were running wild like primitive men who had just discovered fire, Kim Seonghyeon quickly brought over the tongs. After a few pokes, the fiercely blazing flames subsided. He let out a sigh of relief and sent an SOS look towards Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon, who was sipping his drink, just watched the scene quietly and then gestured to Kang Ichae, “Ichae-ya, aren't you thirsty?”

At the sight of his gently curving eyes, Kang Ichae took the cup. After downing a shot of kaoliang wine, Kang Ichae collapsed onto the table.

“Ahaha... It's quiet now, right?”

“......”

Scary...

His bright smile is so scary...

Afraid he'd get into trouble too if he poked the bear, he kept his mouth shut and silently ate meat for thirty minutes. Then, Seong Jiwon tilted his head and spoke.

“Seonghyeon-ah. We're missing someone. When is Hoyun coming?”

“He's not coming. He's probably meeting his brother right about now.”

“He's coming now?”

“I said he's not coming.”

Sensing something strange in the looping conversation, Kim Seonghyeon quickly checked on Seong Jiwon. He had been sipping from his glass by himself for a while, and it seemed the alcohol was getting to him.

That's rare.

On the other hand, Kim Seonghyeon, who had been busy grilling meat, cleaning up the fire, and taking care of the members, hadn't had much chance to drink and was quite sober.

The kids are quiet now, so nothing should happen. He was just tossing some aurora powder next to Jeong Dajun and watching the colorful flames when Seong Jiwon's lips, flushed from the alcohol, parted.

“Hoyun... is really cool.”

He had been saying things like this quite often since his own birthday, so Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon just casually agreed, “Yep, yep, yeees, Seo Hoyun is the best.”

But a sneering voice came from the corner.

“What's so great about him?”

Kang Ichae, who they thought was dead drunk, was now resting his chin on the table.

“You've been liking him a lot lately. Always looking for Hoyun-hyung. Ah, I'm curious too, so tell me. Why do you admire Hoyun-hyung so much...”

“......”

Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon, who were peacefully watching the aurora bonfire, tensed up and exchanged glances.

Is this... a big problem?

It's a code red emergency...

Just like at the end of Shining Star Season 2... if those two fought, it was really... really... really tough!

The nightmare of the past, where the shrimp's back was broken in a whale's fight, seemed to be descending upon them again.

Seong Jiwon whispered, his white fingertips tracing the rim of his glass.

“Well. Does it need an explanation? He's just cool from head to toe.”

“He's a jerk.”

“That indifferent, blunt way of speaking is what's cool.”

“Look at him not even denying it...” Jeong Dajun, who was watching with great interest while eating popcorn, whispered quietly, and Kim Seonghyeon hurriedly covered his mouth.

Kang Ichae seemed quite dumbfounded. He scrutinized Seong Jiwon, then smiled provocatively.

“Why are you suddenly being like this? Did something happen? Should I guess? Ah, was it perhaps around the end of August? When Hoyun-hyung was quite anxious?”

“...Hoyun was?”

“Yeah.”

Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon thought they were just having a normal conversation. However, recalling their track record, Kim Seonghyeon felt his mouth go dry.

It was then that Seong Jiwon shot up. Just as Kim Seonghyeon, who was on high alert, was about to step between them, Seong Jiwon strode over to Kang Ichae and...

“...Ugh.”

He spread his arms wide and hugged Kang Ichae. Seong Jiwon's eyes, red from the alcohol, curved into a gentle crescent.

“Ichae-ya, I'm happy.”

“......”

“Are you happy too?”

“......”

Suddenly pulled into a tight hug, Kang Ichae froze. He looked at Seong Jiwon's angelic smile and took a deep breath. With a sigh, Kang Ichae patted Seong Jiwon.

“...If you're happy, that's all that matters.”

“......”

The two staggered to their feet, said they would clean up later so just wait, and walked into the glamping tent. As Seong Jiwon whined, “Hoyun is a really, really, really good person. Of course, Ichae is too!!” Kang Ichae's trailing reply followed, “I know, I know, so just go inside.”

Left behind, Jeong Dajun and Kim Seonghyeon stared at their backs with dumbfounded expressions. Only the crackling sound of the bonfire filled the space.

“Seonghyeon-hyung. Why are their drinking habits like that?”

“I don't know, don't ask me...”

Jeong Dajun seemed to have a moment of clarity and muttered maturely, “I shouldn't drink...” Kim Seonghyeon was grateful for the maknae who had learned a lesson from others' mistakes.

However, that thought was quickly retracted. Jeong Dajun, who had rolled up his sleeves to help clean up, tripped over his own feet and went tumbling, even though he wasn't drunk.

In the end, after quickly sending Jeong Dajun inside, Kim Seonghyeon was left alone at the barbecue area and pressed his forehead.

“Phew...”

Is this what holidays are like...

Would it have been better if Seo Hoyun was here?

With that thought, Kim Seonghyeon slowly began to clean up. He was tying up the leftover food in a food waste bag to prevent bugs and was trudging towards the garbage area for recycling.

Suddenly, he sensed a presence and turned around. In the darkness stood a black car and a man leaning casually against it.

He was dressed all in black, so if it weren't for the faint light from his phone, he would have passed by without seeing him.

Uh. As he muttered, the man, who had something in his mouth, seemed to notice Kim Seonghyeon and turned his head.

“......”

...You scared me.

“...Seo Hoyun.”

His face was already cold, so he was scary when he was just standing still, but seeing him like this at one in the morning made his heart pound.

“Why are you here?”

“Am I not allowed?”

No, of course that's not it...

Didn't he say he couldn't come? As Seo Hoyun approached, what he thought was a cigarette in his mouth transformed into a lollipop. Feeling sorry for even suspecting him, he shut his mouth and started walking again. Seo Hoyun, who had watched Kim Seonghyeon's gaze fix on the stick in his mouth before sliding away, knew exactly what he was thinking but changed the subject with a face that said it didn't matter.

“Where are the kids?”

“They went to bed first.”

“They went to bed early.”

I can't bring myself to say I sent them off soaked in alcohol. As he mulled over the unspoken words, Seo Hoyun pushed himself off the car he was leaning on and followed him.

“How did you get here? Taxis don't even come this way. Did you drive?”

“I did.”

You did? He swallowed the words, but Seo Hoyun, as if he could read minds, just raised an eyebrow.

The guy who would usually greet him with, “Baby, hyung's here, you're so cute—” and so on, was unusually cold today. It must mean he was in a bad mood. Kim Seonghyeon pretended not to notice, emptied the trash can, and went back to the barbecue area.

Seo Hoyun, who had also followed him to the barbecue area, glanced at the table where the drinking party had taken place and kicked out a chair to drag it over. Kim Seonghyeon also took a seat next to Seo Hoyun, who had plopped down on a chair. Seo Hoyun, who was just fiddling with his car keys in his pocket, suddenly spoke.

“It's Chuseok, and you don't even have songpyeon?”

“......”

Songpyeon, my ass...

A dry laugh escaped, but seeing his tired expression, he didn't retort and just pushed the remaining meat towards him. However, Seo Hoyun shook his head, leaned back in his chair, and said with a blank expression.

“Seonghyeon-ah, make me some songpyeon.”

“Seonghyeon-ah, grill me some new meat.”

“Seonghyeon-ah, make me some jeon.”

...It was all stuff like this.

As the baseless nagging continued, Kim Seonghyeon, who was chewing on a leftover carrot, grumbled in disbelief.

“Hey, why don't you just ask for Chuseok allowance too?”

“Are you going to give it to me? I won't refuse then.”

Only after Kim Seonghyeon's voice was laced with grumbling did Seo Hoyun smile a little. The cool look in his eyes disappeared, and his lips formed a soft curve.

Taking his hands out of his pockets, Seo Hoyun sat up straight and poured soju into a plastic cup used for beer. It seemed something had indeed been bothering him.

“Holidays are annoying.”

Muttering, Seo Hoyun downed the drink in one go. He didn't seem to want to talk about it in detail, so Kim Seonghyeon just silently poured him drinks until he had finished three bottles of soju.

After a while, Seo Hoyun suddenly rested his chin on his hand and asked.

“Kim Seonghyeon, did your siblings squeeze a lot of allowance out of you?”

“A ton.”

“Yeah?”

Kim Seonghyeon took out his now-empty wallet from his pocket and showed it to him. Seo Hoyun, who was looking at him blankly, tapped the table, hesitated, and asked.

“It's not weird to give your own younger sibling allowance on a holiday, right?”

“What?”

What kind of absurd question is this?

Kim Seonghyeon frowned and looked at Seo Hoyun. From his somewhat raw atmosphere, Kim Seonghyeon realized that Seo Hoyun was a little drunk.

“...No? The ones who squeezed me dry this time were all my own siblings.”

“So, fuck.”

So. Seo Hoyun, who deliberately repeated the word, complained, “Fussing over something so useless... they've received it before. It's not like they're going to get it from relatives anymore,” and then threw back another shot of soju.

Seeing Seo Hoyun suddenly mention his younger brother like this, he got the gist. It seemed he had fought with his brother over holiday allowance.

Generally, as far as Kim Seonghyeon knew, it was unheard of to give allowance to a sibling less than a year younger, but he wasn't sure in Seo Hoyun's case.

Perhaps his younger brother had the same thought as him and refused the allowance, causing a problem.

After some thought, Kim Seonghyeon held out his hand.

“Give me a thousand won.”

“......”

A bewildered look came back at him.

His ears were... quite red, but Kim Seonghyeon didn't withdraw his hand. When he showed his determination not to back down unless he was given the money, Seo Hoyun, as if possessed, took out a blue bill and gave it to him. Kim Seonghyeon, pretending to be the junior, bowed his head very slightly and said, “Thank you.”

“See. Isn't... isn't me taking it weirder?”

“......”

Seo Hoyun's eyes were wide.

A same-aged leader receiving allowance from a member? The meaning was that this situation was weirder, so giving allowance to his own brother was nothing.

It was something he did impulsively in his drunken state to cheer Seo Hoyun up. Kim Seonghyeon felt his ears burning, but explaining it in detail seemed even more pathetic, so he eventually shut his mouth.

“Pffft.”

Soon, Seo Hoyun burst out laughing. Seeing the guy collapse on the table and laugh so heartily made him even more annoyed.

“It's a participation fee. A participation fee. Stop laughing. It's a participation fee!”

“Ah, a thousand-won participation fee is too expensive, baby. Give your hyung a break...”

He deliberately frowned, but Seo Hoyun didn't even care. After laughing his fill, Seo Hoyun rested his chin on his hand and poured Kim Seonghyeon a drink.

“You got your allowance, now take the drink I'm giving you too.”

“......”

“You little punk, you're cute.”

I'm not cute at all.

The two talked for a long time about trivial things. What the Chuseok gift from Daepaseong was like, what the other members did for Chuseok.

As the conversation dragged on, Seo Hoyun kept tilting the bottle, and as a result, Kim Seonghyeon got completely drunk. Just like that time after Shining Star Season 1 ended, when they shared drinks at a street stall in the early morning.

“......”

Seo Hoyun. He almost called him hyung for a moment, but Kim Seonghyeon managed to catch the word. The person here was Seo Hoyun, his member. Seo Hoyun didn't seem to be getting drunk at all and just kept filling Kim Seonghyeon's glass.

This bastard... is he pouring the alcohol on his rice or something? Kim Seonghyeon, who had only been suspicious, was finally defeated and collapsed on the table.

Seo Hoyun helped Kim Seonghyeon up, took a few steps towards the glamping site, but he was too heavy, so he ended up dumping him on the ground.

“There. From today, this is your home.”

This bastard, really...

Kim Seonghyeon staggered and barely managed to sit up straight. From above his head, he heard a chuckling sound.

I feel sick, it's cold, I want to go home, I still have to finish cleaning the table... Various thoughts swirled in his head, but what came out of his mouth was something else.

“You said you weren't coming.”

“What?”

“Why did you come? You said you were busy... The kids waited so long. They kept asking when you were coming.”

He thought he would be ignored, but surprisingly, Seo Hoyun answered obediently.

“I couldn't not come. Jeong Dajun came to me and chattered on and on. Said our group name is The Dawn, so we have to go see the sunrise...”

So?

Not understanding, he blinked his eyes and barely managed to lift his face to read his expression. Perhaps because Seo Hoyun had been looking at him the whole time, Kim Seonghyeon's eyes met Seo Hoyun's, who was squatting in front of him.

Whether it was the sunrise or whatever, he whispered, his eyes curving playfully.

“I came to see The Dawn.”


“I'm gonna throw up...”

In the early morning, when darkness still lay low, Jeong Dajun, who had woken up and was bustling about, nagged loudly at the members who were still soaked in alcohol.

“No! For an idol to say things like 'I'm gonna throw up'! That's a total disqualification! And you smell like alcohol! Idols are only supposed to smell like sweet cotton candy!! Look at Hoyun-hyung! Hyung is fine!”

“Bouncy is speaking the gospel truth.”

“Ha! Right?!! Now, now! Take your hangover cures! Drink water!”

Seo Hoyun yawned widely and backed up Jeong Dajun. His attitude was quite annoying, but since he wasn't wrong, no one could fight back. Even Seong Jiwon got into the car with a slightly pale complexion.

Jeong Dajun, who had woken up the most sober, took the wheel, and so they moved to Wangbang Mountain at five in the morning to see the sun.

Kang Ichae, who got out of the car, looked like he was about to die while hiking and eventually collapsed.

“Ugh... Do we... really... have to hike? Couldn't we have just seen the sun from flat ground?”

“Don't be weak! I will show Thug Chae the sun! That shining sunrise! The beauty!!”

Jeong Dajun burned with passion and grabbed the fallen Kang Ichae, forcing him to stand up.

However, whenever Jeong Dajun led, an event was bound to happen. Seong Jiwon, who was following Jeong Dajun, suddenly tilted his head as if something was strange.

“Huh? Dajun-ah. I don't think this is the right way.”

“Whaaat?!”

No wonder there were few people in the parking lot and the mountain was getting deserted! Normally, Kim Seonghyeon, who was good at hiking, would have led everyone, but the problem was that he had been drinking with Seo Hoyun late into the night.

With a sense of responsibility that he couldn't let the group get lost, Kim Seonghyeon's mind cleared, and he quickly grabbed Jeong Dajun. They began to find their way, relying on the flashlight from Seong Jiwon's phone. They were just about to get back on the track. Seo Hoyun slowly stopped walking.

“Hey, I think we can see it from here too.”

He was right. The five of them huddled together, holding onto each other tightly so they wouldn't fall. The brightening dawn beyond the deep blue sky seemed to herald the coming sun.

Seong Jiwon turned off his flashlight and nudged Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun, who were squatting and chatting. The dawn was gradually breaking. In an instant, the sky began to turn red.

Although it wasn't the summit of the mountain, they were lucky enough to see the sunrise. The rising sun was half-hidden by the mountain, and there were a lot of clouds, so they couldn't see its full form, but.

“...We saw it in the end.”

“It's hidden by the clouds.”

“It's there, though.”

Despite Seo Hoyun's jab, Kang Ichae just grinned. Jeong Dajun blinked his eyes and then giggled.

“Should we make a wish anyway?”

Do people normally make a wish during the Chuseok sunrise?

However, Seong Jiwon smiled and said, “Should we?” and Kang Ichae's eyes sparkled as if he had discovered something very interesting. Seo Hoyun didn't seem to be listening and was still yawning, but he couldn't win against Kang Ichae's pestering and pretended to make a wish.

As the four of them fell silent for a moment, Kim Seonghyeon also squatted in front of them, clasped his hands, and made a wish.

First, as always, he wished for the health and peace of the people he loved. Until last year, that would have been the end of it, but this year, he had a few more things to wish for.

Four is good, but I think five is the best. The formations come out prettier, too. Of course, Seo Hoyun is sometimes annoying and frustrating, but that's okay.

So please let us be happy forever.

No. Even if not forever, please let us be together for a very, very long time...

After wishing that far, he opened his eyes and met four pairs of eyes staring at him. It was because he had been making his wish for too long.

Looking at their bright eyes full of curiosity and mischief, Kim Seonghyeon cleared his throat, ahem, and stood up.

“...Let's go.”

As they retraced their steps back down, Kang Ichae, who was following behind, said playfully.

“I hope Seonghyeon-hyung's wish comes true.”

“Ahaha, Seonghyeon-ah. Me too.”

“What! Then me too!!”

Behind Jeong Dajun's competitive shout, he heard Seo Hoyun's low laugh. He pressed down on Kim Seonghyeon's head, whose ears had turned red.

“You're lucky, our Seonghyeon.”

He was a little curious about what the realistic Seo Hoyun had wished for, but since he wasn't the type to answer, he didn't bother asking.

The boisterous noise continued all the way down the mountain. Another small argument broke out over something trivial, and Seo Hoyun, who had been sneering the whole time, was dragged in as the sacrificial lamb. In the end, Seo Hoyun agreed to buy everyone lunch as a penalty for being late.

That the lunch was gukbap, what more needs to be said?

Chuseok Special Side Story End


SS Chapter 1

“Seo Hoyun is dead.”

On a bustling movie set, a Hallyu star sprawled in exhaustion. He lay on a chair with his long legs stretched out and a script covering his face when the unexpected news reached him.

“What?”

The surrounding staff members began to stir.

Someone gasped. Another sighed regretfully. The man, exhausted from continuous filming, turned his head, and his script thudded to the floor.

“Min Jiheon, are you okay?”

“Ah, yes...”

Min Jiheon forced a smile and waved his hand. He cautiously scanned the staff, not even bothering to pick up the fallen script.

The staff members whispered to each other with shocked expressions, seemingly oblivious to his gaze.

“How did that happen? Seo Hoyun was totally fine and thriving!”

“...What? Have you been living in a cave? You’re telling me you didn’t know until now?”

“Well, I was at a temple for a few months.”

“...I see.”

A staff member clicked his tongue in disapproval.

“Seo Hoyun was so popular, it's such a shame... You have no idea how much I cried back then.”

“I-I didn’t see it...”

“It was total chaos. When the news came out, people were begging for him to be saved. I'm not kidding, you'd hear a The Dawn song everywhere you went.”

“Ah... I should look it up.”

The staff members whispered for a while longer. When they finally noticed Min Jiheon’s gaze, they looked startled, bowed their heads, and moved away. Lost in thought, Min Jiheon picked up the script and pulled his phone from his pocket.

Countless messages read "Min Jiheon," and "Jiheon-ah," but he scrolled past them all to find one person.

Seo Hoyun.

The man did not even have a profile picture. Min Jiheon nervously licked his lips, then long-pressed the chat room with his thumb and looked down at the screen.

[Me: Seo Hoyun]

Even in late winter.

[Me: I had a shoot.]

Even as spring arrived.

[Me: Hoyun, the sunset is so beautiful]

[Me: You're watching it too, right, hyung?]

...Even now.

For a long time, no reply had come from him. Min Jiheon stared at the glowing phone screen and puffed softly, blowing away a strand of hair that fell onto his forehead.

Probably, there won't be one in the future either.

His chest unconsciously tightened and his heart ached. Min Jiheon wiped the corner of his eye. A staff member called out that preparations were complete. Min Jiheon shoved his phone into his pocket, stood up, and answered, “Yeees.”

He looked up at the lukewarm rain pouring from the filming equipment. He took a deep breath. As soon as the camera light turned on, he strode forward.

In front of the camera, he acted, shed hot tears, laughed, and whispered words of love.

The shoot ended two hours later, after he had concentrated so hard he forgot reality. Min Jiheon smiled at the staff's praise, "Another brilliant performance today," and wiped the rain from his face with a towel.

He raised his arm to wipe his dripping chin and glared at his phone, which still showed no reply.

...Should I try anyway?

You never know.

I know it's a pathetic thing to do, but it's still worth a try.

He hesitated for a moment with his pale hands, then tapped on the keyboard.

[Me: I miss you]

He waited for a reply that would not come for a very long time...

You've got a message!

[Hoyun-hyung: 凸]

“Oh.”

It came.

Hehe.


January 30th.

An idol, Seo Hoyun, who was not... born with mystical powers, miraculously came back to life!

[Seo Hoyun Halts Activities... Leaves a 3-Page-Long Letter, 'Don't Worry']

The Republic of Korea was turned upside down.

The most popular idol and Grand Prize winner had posted a desperate video. His fans had cheered him on, and he had finally regained consciousness. What story could possibly get more attention than this?

Some called it moving. Cynics sneered that it was just a grand hoax by a celebrity who wanted to make more money.

However, Seo Hoyun remained silent, as if unbothered.

Despite causing such a storm, he had not once shown his face in an official capacity as spring approached, aside from the daily fan messages he left.

However, there was one place where people could see Seo Hoyun's face on the big screen once again.

【Mister.】

It was the re-release of ‘A Dirty Trial’.

In front of the courthouse, Seo Hoyun, dressed in a black coat, held a cup of warm coffee. He blew out a puff of white breath as he spoke to Jang Seongshik.

【You know, I booked a flight this winter. I wanted to travel somewhere far away.】

【Huh? Kang Kiyoung is going on a trip?】

Seo Hoyun's face filled the nearly 15-meter-wide cinema screen. He looked somewhat pale, the area under his eyes was red, and his gaze was sunken, but the corners of his lips, turned up in a grin, were full of mischief.

【What's the occasion? You've never gone on a trip before.】

【Hmm.】

Jang Seongshik stared at him in bewilderment. Seo Hoyun, who had wrapped his coat tighter over his suit as if cold, crinkled his eyes and smiled shyly.

【This country is just too cold in the winter.】

The staff member from Min Jiheon's set who had exclaimed, "Seo Hoyun (from A Dirty Trial) is dead!!" sighed as he watched the mischievous smile of a man on the verge of suicide.

Soon, the camera, which had been showing the 'Prosecutor Kang Kiyoung' nameplate buried under a pile of documents, slowly panned. It revealed Seo Hoyun flipping through papers, rubbing his dry face, and then bursting into an empty laugh.

Muttering a quiet curse, Seo Hoyun looked out the window. Snow fell fiercely upon the earth.

Time flowed on, and the movie raced towards its climax.

Jang Seongshik had fiercely chased the case, finding traces of Seo Hoyun everywhere.

【Kang Kiyoung... Is that you, Kiyoung?】

Inside an empty shipping container at the port, the man stood with his feet on the blood of a corpse.

Seo Hoyun readjusted his grip on the gun and tapped the muzzle against the other person's forehead.

【...You should live a little more despicably.】

His vision blurred, the corners of his mouth slowly curling up.

【You should close your eyes, Mister.】

A gunshot echoed resoundingly.

Although a considerable number of the audience members already knew the ending, they were all so drawn into the performance that they could not even breathe.

Even as the credits rolled on the black screen, the audience, still immersed in the afterglow, rose to their feet with sighs.

“Wow, Seo Hoyun's acting is insane. It's like he completely devoured the character of Kang Kiyoung...”

“His gaze and his voice were so real.”

As they walked out, seriously discussing their impressions, a man in their midst wore a beanie, sunglasses, and a mask.

“Huu, huu, huu...”

He was sobbing so hard his mask was soaked.

“Whoa, it's Jeong Dajun...”

“He's still... rewatching it?”

“He's relentless, seriously...”

Everyone knew the Billboard star had watched A Dirty Trial 'nn' number of times. Jeong Dajun showing up every day for the re-release had already become a time-honored tradition among the Noeuls and cinephiles.

Considerate citizens kept their distance, not wanting to disturb his viewing experience. Jeong Dajun, who had been sobbing with tears and snot streaming down his face, took off his sunglasses and descended with swollen eyes.

“Oh my god... this is Hoyun-hyung's masterpiece. It should go to the Oscars. Why hasn't it been invited yet?”

The other hyungs need to rewatch it for the nth time too... Jeong Dajun wiped his tears and opened an app to call a taxi, but someone called out to him.

“Maknae.”

“...Huh!”

He turned around at the familiar voice. In the underground parking lot stood a tall man in a navy coat and scarf.

Jeong Dajun went, "Uh, uh, uh," and waved his hands frantically.

“Kkyak! Hyuuung!! What are you doing here?!”

“I came to pick you up.”

“...Huuh?”

But how did you know I was here?

Kim Seonghyeon strode over. He reached out a finger, pushed down Jeong Dajun's sunglasses, and then smiled so wide his dimples showed, as if in disbelief.

“You cried again?”

Jeong Dajun's eyes widened, and he let out a sound of admiration.

“Oh... Knghh...”

“Oh?”

“Seonghyeon-hyung... that was just like the 47-minute mark of episode 3 of a really good romance drama, but maybe like a drama from 10 years ago? The trend these days isn't really like this, y'know.”

“Spouting nonsense means you're healthy.”

Kim Seonghyeon grabbed Jeong Dajun and shoved him into the passenger seat of an old SUV. Jeong Dajun tossed aside all the accessories hiding his face and chattered nonstop as he fastened his seatbelt.

“Wow, seeing Hoyun-hyung's face on a giant screen made me feel so proud and happy, you know?! Don't you think it's about time he did a new project? When is his next work coming out, I wonder??”

“Did you have fun?”

“Totally! It was worth sneaking out of practice and running away for, you know?! Hahahaha!”

Jeong Dajun hummed, enjoying the view of the highway at dawn. He blinked when he noticed the car was taking a different route than the one to their dorm.

“...But, hyung.”

“What?”

“This isn't the way to the dorm.”

“Because it's not.”

Kim Seonghyeon rested one arm on the window and spat out the words bluntly.

“I came to catch you.”

“......”

“I asked if you had fun.”

Where... are you taking me?

The leader kept his eyes on the road and tapped his phone, as if showing it to Jeong Dajun.

It was a signal for him to check.

With trembling hands, Jeong Dajun picked up the phone and expertly unlocked Kim Seonghyeon's phone.

[Me: Catch him?]

[Seong Jiwon: Yep!]

[Seong Jiwon: IXus, Theater 6 hehe]

“I-I never said anything...!”

The place, the time, or that I was even going to a movie...!

Did he see an eyewitness account? No. The message was sent before he even went to see the movie.

Goosebumps rose on his skin. Jeong Dajun hurriedly pulled his own phone from his pocket. A message from Kang Ichae had arrived.

[It's~Ichae~!!: SOS]

[It's~Ichae~!!: SOS!!!!ㅠㅠㅠ]

“Heek!”

Everyone knew what happened when you ran away and got caught.

“Now, how is it?”

He looked to his side. Kim Seonghyeon, stopped at a red light, grinned at him.

“Still feel like a drama?”

“S-scary! It's scary! I said it's scary!”

Trapped in a horror movie, Jeong Dajun wailed, "Let me out! Let me out!!!" but the SUV carrying him headed steadily toward the WH building.

Dragged into the basement of the giant "black company" building, where the lights of were brightly lit, Jeong Dajun discovered one rapper who was already a "corpse" and a vocalist standing next to him, arms crossed, looking down coldly.

“...Heok.”

“Ah.”

The vocalist, who had a face as beautiful as an angel's, lifted his long eyelashes, looked at him, and opened his lips.

“Enjoy your break?”

Seong Jiwon's words meant... you're dead meat.

He could see a future where he would soon become Corpse #2 sprawled on the floor, but Jeong Dajun mustered his courage and shouted.

“F... Fine! I admit it! It was wrong of me to say I was going to buy drinks and then run away! But why are there... only four of us here?! Why four! The Dawn has five members! If even one is missing, it's zero!! Where! Is! Seo! Ho! Yun!!”

“...Hmm.”

Seong Jiwon's eyes curved into a beautiful arc.

“Our Dajun is so spirited.”

“......”

“He even has the energy to shout.”

Goosebumps prickled all over his body.

“Wait a minute! Wait!”

He sent a desperate rescue signal, but Kim Seonghyeon just rolled his eyes and looked away. Soon, the practice room door slammed shut. Jeong Dajun howled like a wounded animal.

Where is Hoyun-hyung! Hoyun-hyung...!


No matter what happens in the world, people find a way to live their daily lives, even if by force.

They went to work, went to school, and carried on with their jobs as usual.

But no matter how busy they were, there were those who would never let go of the things they loved...

[Bunny, I miss you]

They were the ones who loved Seo Hoyun.


SS Chapter 2

[Where did our cute Baby Rabbit go...

└ He must've gone into his rabbit hole ㅜ.ㅜ

Go hibernate and sleep tight

└ You crazy people]

[What's the big deal? The Japanese Noeuls are still saying 'Cats are just naturally shy♡'

└ They're relentless...]

A few months had passed since Seo Hoyun halted his activities. During the hiatus, fans dug through Seo Hoyun's past work.

The re-release of ‘A Dirty Trial’ in particular reignited the flames.

[Title: Ugh, A Dirty Trial was re-released

Do you want me to cry again? The production team is so cruel. Seriously, releasing it at this time is like they want us all to die... It was right for Kang Kiyoung to die then... No, but still, what did Kang Kiyoung do that was so wrong? He was just an innocent kid who'd never even traveled abroad, lived fiercely, and only killed someone because his revenge failed.

└ Did you go watch it again?

└└ Do you even know what love is?]

The Dawn's songs played everywhere, not just in the movie scene. Despite being on break since late January, they never left the charts. The group had entered the Billboard charts, won grand prizes, and held many splendid titles.

[Wow, look at this firepower even with no group content ㅋㅋ

└ Because it's The Dawn...]

[I'm so proud I could die]

The members consistently showed their faces individually, but Seo Hoyun's absence meant no group activities. At most, only one or two members appeared on an entertainment show.

When official activities stopped, complaints were bound to pile up, but something existed to quell the anxiety.

【A Warm Fancam Filmed Today】

The Dawn had opened their own YouTube channel, where they uploaded videos just a few tens of seconds long.

The titles were things like 'OMG Must Watch, Attention Noeuls', 'I Miss You So Much I'm Crying', and '...Are you sleeping?'. Most of the videos were ten-second clips filmed by Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun.

[I'm still confused, is this an official account or a college student's account?]

The video quality was poor, the camerawork was bad, and there was no context.

The videos showed things like Jeong Dajun suddenly wearing a mascot head to play the drums, or endlessly zooming in on a sleeping Kim Seonghyeon's face. Other times, Kang Ichae would pretend to sob at his desk while working, or Seong Jiwon would hum nonchalantly next to a 'corpse' in the practice room...

They had no interest in profit. It was just an archive for memories, but that might be why it drew even more attention.

[Watching Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun on YouTube all the time, why do they seem so much like regular people?

Of course, their faces are not regular.]

A significant number of old videos were also unearthed on the channel.

If a past image of Seo Hoyun so much as flickered by, everyone hit the pause button.

It wasn't anything special. Seo Hoyun was usually lying in a corner of the practice room, using a duffel bag as a pillow and poking Jeong Dajun's cheeks.

Or, Seo Hoyun would be in front of a cafe, looking bored and playing on his phone next to Kim Seonghyeon. Kim Seonghyeon would be shouting, "An americano, and... a java chip frappuccino with five pumps of mocha syrup, one pump of hazelnut syrup, and a drizzle, and also whole java chips on top. Ah, on top of the whipped cream."

[Seonghyeon, what are you doing?]

[Why does he look so used to making this kind of crazy order for Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋ]

Among them, one video had the highest number of views.

【Hyung, you know~. We have to leave soon.】

The video seemed to be in their dorm. Someone lay on the sofa, covered with a black blanket. Jeong Dajun giggled and scurried over.

【Father discovered!!】

【...】

【Ehh~ Dad's not sleeping, don't change the channel~.】

A mischievous urge surged in Jeong Dajun. Jeong Dajun turned the camera to selfie mode and poked Seo Hoyun's cheek.

Seo Hoyun frowned and turned his head slightly.

【...?】

Huh, he should be up by now...

Muttering this, a flustered Jeong Dajun shook Seo Hoyun.

【...Hyung? Hoyun-hyung?! Are you dead?!】

For a long moment, Seo Hoyun didn't answer. Then, his eyelashes trembled and his lips parted.

【...Five more minutes.】

【Huh?】

【Five more minutes...】

Seo Hoyun breathed without moving, as if in a deep sleep. Jeong Dajun blinked, scratched his head awkwardly, and turned off the camera.

[...Why do I like this?]

[Ah, seriously, why do I like this?]

That was really all there was to it, but the fans watched it over and over again.

[I come here every day... I know, I never thought I'd rewatch a 14-second video this much.]

[Ah, so Hoyun also says 'five more minutes'... Hah, I want to barge into Seo Hoyun's house and tuck him in every day.]

[Is it okay to feel love for his sleeping face?]

[To me, this is the #1 video promoting marriage.

└ I made this my alarm sound.

└└ Shit, you win.]

They watched, and watched, and rewatched the occasional uploads of Seo Hoyun's past, never tiring of them, but it wasn't satisfying.

So they tried even harder to find traces of Seo Hoyun in other recent media.

[I think Hoyun edited this video?!]

[Oh my, I smell Hoyun.]

[It's hilarious how they're predicting it's Seo Hoyun just because the editing is clean, even though no one said anything.]

This white hand seen for a moment is Seo Hoyun's, this is a gukbap restaurant that Seo Hoyun likes, isn't that scarf on the chair Seo Hoyun's... The madness gradually intensified.

[Huh? It's Seo Hoyun.

I can feel Seo Hoyun's breath.]

[Report this bastard.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, seriously.]

The Noeuls giggled and played for a while, but soon grew a little downcast.

[I want to see his face.]

[I know Hoyun is good at keeping in touch, but I want to see him moving.]

Because they missed Seo Hoyun.

[Seo Hoyun smiling and saying 'Hello, Noeul' is pure bliss, I wonder what he's doing now.

└ There's a rumor he's filming a movie...

└└ Is that confirmed?

└└ Let's not list our wishful thinking...]

As always, malicious comments appeared when they felt down.

[Seo Hoyun made all his money so he's not coming back now ㅋㅋ]

[I thought he was sharp, but not to this extent ㅠㅠ;; A male idol's life is so damn easy ㅠㅠ]

These kinds of comments were nothing. Vicious rumors about Seo Hoyun surged, and malicious people overflowed.

But the fans didn't budge.

[How cliché tsk.]

Having gone through so much, they had reached a state where they could post 'Hoyun-ah, I love you' with one hand and type insults at haters with the other.

[Noeuls' mental fortitude is insane;;]

[To not get swept away by the negative comments...]

Then the indestructible fans would reply.

[Have you ever seen a mountain move just because the wind blows?]

[To obtain a star, one must pay the price of pain...]

[Shit, Noeuls are so damn mature. Are they Buddhas? Jesus?]

The Noeuls diligently reported and cursed at the comments every day, then sighed and wandered the internet.

[The 'WH is bullshitting' theory is the most plausible. Just seeing how Seo Hoyun usually posts on PopPop, it seems like he wants to see Noeul quickly...]

[Did WH start their bullshit again? Are they restricting lives again?]

[Since contract renewal season is coming up, they're doing a ton of media play. Ah, they've lost their touch.]

There was a lot of anxiety about the contract renewal, but truthfully, the fans weren't too worried about The Dawn's intentions.

The problem was the agency surrounding Seo Hoyun.

[I miss our rabbit who pretends to be coy.]

[What's the most recent video of Hoyun... Was it that picture of Noeul he sent last time?]

[...The letter?

└ Fuck...

└└ Hah, I regretted it after I said it too.]

Just hearing the first syllable of 'letter' made them sigh.

[I don't know, my heart aches too much to watch that...]

[You can't even joke about this...]

The end of January was truly... truly so full of news about Seo Hoyun that The Dawn's songs played everywhere in South Korea. Every subway station was filled with his face, and building billboards were covered in replies to him.

It could be seen as the peak of Seo Hoyun's popularity, but for the fans, looking back at that time was heart-wrenching.

Most of it was support and touching moments, but when they recalled the countless malicious comments that followed, their hearts didn't just ache. They grew angry enough to want to grab a weapon immediately.

[Sigh, I'm gonna go watch Hoyun's aegyo.]

[Agreed, puing puing]

And so, for several months, the cycle repeated.

[Seo Hoyun, you drug-like man, what have you done to me.

I miss you so much, there's no other man like you.]

However, the weather was nice that day.

The last cold snap of winter continued, but flowers began to bloom.

Somewhere, might Seo Hoyun be watching them too?

In any case, they waited.

[Hoyun-ah, take your time coming back.]

Just as someone had prayed, tomorrow always comes.


“Whoa~, the weather is killer today.”

The flower shop owner whistled as he looked outside.

Despite it being March, the sky was sunken, cloudy, and gloomy.

I'd better take good care of the flowers.

Thinking this, he tapped at his phone.

Let's see, today's reservations.

Still, it was a well-known shop by word-of-mouth, so reservations flooded in.

People mainly reserved flowers for graduations and anniversaries, but the bouquet reserved this time through the open chat was truly large and extravagant.

The order specified everything from flowers that were hard to get, to the design, arrangement, and even included photos that showed they had done their research.

What's with all these picky details?

He grumbled for a moment, but broke into a wide grin at the request to use the best and most expensive materials with no budget limit.

The reservation order and requests were demanding, but he was satisfied after putting his craftsmanship to the test. He admired the flowers he had created, mixing blue and yellow with all his might.

“Wow, this is beautiful, isn't it?”

It was definitely a bouquet for a lover.

“The person who receives this will be so happy! Wahahaha!”

The reservation was for two o'clock, and the current time was 1:45. Customers were usually late, so the owner was about to stand up and do some maintenance.

SLIDE

Just then, an old white SUV rolled up and stopped in front of the flower shop.

Parallel parking must be tough there, he's good.

The owner thought, and paid it no mind.

JINGLE.

The door jingled open, and the owner offered a casual greeting while organizing his materials.

“I'm here to pick up a flower reservation.”

A low, husky voice.

“Yes, the name on the reservation?”

“It's Kang Kiyoung.”

Ah, Kang Kiyoung. The person who reserved that huge bouquet.

The owner was crouched down packing materials, so he could only barely turn his head to look.

Jet-black, glossy shoes, sharply creased black slacks, and a dark coat over them...

Whoa, he's dressed all in black.

Making that assessment, the owner stood up.

“Ah, just a moment. I have it ready. You've already paid, so...”

Lifting his head, the owner blinked.

“...Uh.”

A black mask.

The mask covered almost the man's entire face, but just seeing the shape of his eyes was enough to startle the owner.

The owner stopped mid-motion, taking the flowers from the refrigerator. The man stared intently this way.

More precisely, at the flowers.

“...Uh, uh... You've already paid, so it's fine.”

“You can just take them...”

Barely managing to move his hands, the owner took the large Marigold bouquet from the showcase. He turned around and hesitantly asked again.

“Kang Kiyoung...?”

“Yes.”

At the owner's words, the man gave a short reply and accepted the offered bouquet. As the man drew close, a faint, strange scent of winter wind wafted from him.

The man gazed at the bouquet and smiled softly.

“They're beautiful.”

“......”

“I like them.”

A familiar voice.

“Have a good day,” the man said in a small voice and quickly left.

The owner, frozen until the white SUV departed, blinked and scrambled to his desk.

The owner hurriedly turned on the internet and searched for the reservation name.

Kang... Kiyoung.

“......”

After confirming the name, the owner let out a breath.


SS Chapter 3

Spring was in the air, but by afternoon, thick clouds gathered and threatened rain across the country.

People rushed into buildings and killed time surfing the web.

【OMG☆Huge Incident☆You'll totally regret it if you don't come in...ㅠㅠ】

[Was this title written by Jeong Dajun or Kang Ichae?]

[Obviously the youngest.]

[Jeong Dajun, stop using 'huge incident' and stars. It's out of style.]

The Dawn's communication app suddenly went live. People who saw the title thought little of it and entered with a yawn.

“Hello.”

Seong Jiwon appeared, not Kang Ichae or Jeong Dajun. He smiled brighter than an angel in the dark room.

The Noeuls were first taken aback, then typed comments with trembling hands.

[...Jiwon-ah...]

[The title... you...]

“Yes?” Seong Jiwon asked.

He tilted his head with a gentle, confused smile. A Noeul started typing, ‘Stars are out of style, and stop hanging out with Kang Ichae,’ but quickly deleted it.

[Kya~ The title is so witty☆]

[★☆Huge Incident☆★]

“Ahaha. Really?”

Seong Jiwon laughed shyly, as if plotting something mischievous. As the screen adjusted to the darkness, people were startled to see a corpse behind him.

[That... friend behind you.]

[What... what is that?]

It was Jeong Dajun, looking completely drained.

[It's a corpse.]

[Oh my god, Dajun-ah, what happened?]

“Ah, Dajun was just a bit too enthusiastic. Ahaha.”

Jeong Dajun, who lay face down, slowly crawled up. He urgently wrote on a piece of paper.

“The... cul... prit... is...”

【NOWIJ GNOES】

[A... a dying message?!]

[Dajun-ah, you don't have to write it... backwards like that.]

[LMAOㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, Jeong Dajun is the same as ever.]

“Hmm, you wrote it well.”

The Seong Jiwon of ‘Nowij Gnoes’ looked at Jeong Dajun as if he were cute. He had Jeong Dajun sit next to him without a single correction.

“Well, since we have time, shall we have a little chat?”

“......”

“Or maybe Dajun can show us the choreography he practiced today...”

“─Let's watch a drama! A drama! Hahahaha!”

The zombie shot to his feet. He scurried over, turned on the monitor, and started typing. He pulled up the most recently aired drama while chattering away.

“Alright! Noeul! You let your guard down, didn't you~?! Today, it's time to review ‘Adoring You Like a Flower’!”

[This is the 24th time we're reviewing it, Dajun-ah...]

[Teacher, I want to stop now...]

[I'm dropping out.]

However, Jeong Dajun was a member of The Dawn. He saw the Noeuls' whining and declared, “You want to see it?! Alright!” He stubbornly began to pour out commentary on the historical drama.

“Ah, you say this is a historical error? That's right, this character should have died seven years prior. However, it's possible in ‘Adoring You Like a Flower.’ Isn't that what fiction is for?”

[Look at Jeong Dajun, he's surprisingly knowledgeable because he watches so many historical dramas ㄷㄷ]

[I was about to ask how he knew that, but then I was convinced when I found out it was a fact from a historical drama from 20 years ago.]

└ Even though he writes dying messages backwards.

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋ

While the Noeuls marveled at Jeong Dajun's surprisingly vast knowledge, the youngest member watched the drama with his lips pouted in concentration. When a romance scene appeared, he smacked his forehead.

“Woooah! Look at this! You have to see this! I waited for nine-ten every single day for this moment!”

[Teacher, this is the fifteenth time we've seen this scene and heard this story...]

Jeong Dajun reacted with fervent enthusiasm, but Seong Jiwon glanced at his phone. He spun his chair around once, making Jeong Dajun turn with it.

“Um, Dajun-ah.”

“This!! This is the highlight! The man whose feelings were completely unreadable throughout the drama─.”

“...Dajun-ah?”

“Finally lets down his guard and makes a passionate confession of love!!”

“Jeong Dajun.”

“...Eek.”

Seong Jiwon stared at him without a smile.

“Do you want to practice more?”

“......”

Jeong Dajun blinked and frantically shook his head. He backed away stealthily, opened the door, and scurried off.

Left alone, Seong Jiwon lowered his eyebrows and chuckled. He said, "Wait a moment," then adjusted the tablet's angle and left.

[Dammit Dajun-ah, please.]

[If Seong Jiwon catches him, Jeong Dajun is dead meat...]

[Guys, you left the live on ㅋㅋㅋ]

Thanks to them, the viewers were left with an empty screen. Five minutes passed with no one returning. Just as people thought the Manager would show up to turn it off...

Ahem. A cough sounded.

[...Huh?]

The screen shook.

[??????????]

A man dressed entirely in white fumbled with the camera. He muttered in a troubled tone, “Why is it like this...”

[OMG?????????]

[Is... is it really him?]

A large, white hand covered the camera, turning the screen black. As the fans grew confused, a whispering voice spoke.

“...Close your eyes.”

It was a familiar voice.

The chat glitched to a halt.

He knew the fans wouldn't actually close their eyes. He spoke playfully and rustled something.

No way.

[Hoyun-ah?]

A low laugh followed. He spoke once more.

“I told you to close your eyes?”

A silence followed. Perhaps he was reading every comment, or maybe he was choosing his words carefully.

Finally, he seemed to have organized his thoughts. He cleared his throat with a 'keum' and removed the hand covering the screen.

The screen washed in white light before slowly coming into focus. A large bouquet of flowers appeared.

Blue roses nestled among vibrant green leaves. Warm, full yellow peonies were placed between them. It was bright and refreshing, but─

“Hello.”

The moment his face appeared, everything else was forgotten.

He had a cool impression, with dark hair contrasting his pale white skin and eyelashes so long they cast a shadow.

It was a man they had not seen in a very long time.

“It's Hoyun.”

It was Seo Hoyun.

[AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH]

[WAAAAHHHHHHHH]

[THERAINMAKINGRITUALWORKED]

The chat scrolled up so fast it could freeze the screen. Even Seo Hoyun, famous for his fast reading, shut his mouth and blinked.

[ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ Hoyun-ah]

[SCREAAAAAM]

[WEMISSEDYOU]

“Yes, it's been a while...”

There was a mountain of things they wanted to ask. About his health, his recent activities, what he was up to. So why was it that only the words 'I missed you' came out now?

[Ididn'texpecttoseeyouhere]

Seo Hoyun simply watched until the reaction calmed down, then fiddled with his fingers.

“...You didn't expect to see me today?”

...Huh?

His tone was noticeably softer. As the Noeuls paused, the top star's lips twitched as if he were a little nervous.

“...How is it?”

[...What is?]

[Your... handsome face? It's killer.]

“The flowers. That... Ah, ahem.”

With an expression that said 'that's not it', Seo Hoyun looked back and forth between the flowers and the camera in embarrassment. He stammered.

“I bought flowers today. To show them to Noeul.”

[Huh?]

“Don't you like this kind of thing?”

For real?

Is Seo Hoyun really holding a bouquet of yellow and blue flowers he prepared and fumbling with it on a live broadcast?

The same Seo Hoyun who looks like he wouldn't bleed a single drop even if you stabbed him?

However, Seo Hoyun frowned.

“...I thought Noeul would like it?”

In that moment, everyone quickly grasped the situation.

Seo Hoyun had bought flowers because he wanted to show them to Noeul.

[Wow, it's crazy, they're so pretty.]

[I've never seen such pretty flowers in my life!!!]

[How did you know I like this kind of thing!!!]

[Waaaah I'm so happy.]

The flowers did not matter, but they could not stand to see the handsome man in distress. They desperately poured out their joy as if placating a lover.

“Ah.”

Seo Hoyun's eyes crinkled into a bright smile.

“I knew it.”

Everyone was in an uproar.

[Yes...?]

Seeming to have gained some confidence, Seo Hoyun rummaged through the bouquet. He began to gently explain the name and meaning of each flower. “Look, there are blue roses mixed in here too, right? I figured if I was going to buy them, I should prepare these...”

Unfortunately, Noeul had no interest in his flower commentary.

They were just dazed. Their gazes were fixed on his gently lowered eyelashes, his low and soft voice, and his eyes.

[This... is Seo Hoyun, right?]

[It is Hoyun, right...?]

[Who are you?]

No matter how much he faked it, could he fake being in such an extremely good mood?

Why was he doing this when he knew his fandom's mindset was usually, ‘What's the point if you can't even give it to us through the screen...’?

[Are... you still sick?]

[Don't push yourself, I'm worried.]

[Who kidnapped Hoyun?]

The fans threw out jokes to break the awkward atmosphere. Even with the chat scrolling by at an ignorant speed, Seo Hoyun read them and paused.

“......”

He frowned, as if this was not what he wanted. He looked like he had a lot to say.

[Ah, never mind.]

[Never mind, we're sorry.]

As they hurriedly apologized again, Seo Hoyun propped his chin on his hand and stared intently at the monitor.

“...Right.”

Is he going back to his usual self now?

“I'll just be the only one who's upset, then.”

[...?]

It was a complete shock.

The guy who would normally reply with a 200% fake ‘No, I'm not sick. Don't worry. haha’ now answered as if he were genuinely sulking.

[I'm... I'm sorry.]


SS Chapter 4

"...Hmph."

The live broadcast ended.

"Ugh..."

I stared at my reflection in the dark monitor. I tugged at the bangs falling into my eyes and sighed deeply.

"Ah, damn it."

I wanted to say so many things, but I couldn't get them across properly. Before entering the room, I had organized everything I wanted to say. I planned how I'd been doing, what I'd do from now on, and even how I'd tell them to look forward to it, but once the live started, I got swept up in the excitement.

Couldn't I have been a bit calmer?

Still, I only brought up things the fans used to like... I mulled it over but eventually realized I couldn't turn back time. I scratched my head and stood up.

"This isn't easy."

I carefully picked up the bouquet, making sure not a single petal fell as I walked. I planned to go back, dry them one by one, and give them to the fans during our comeback. I scratched my head roughly and went downstairs. I planned to grab a few drinks from the company cafe and head back to the dorm, but sharp gazes pricked me.

It was partly because I held the bouquet, but the stares felt more malicious than that.

I also heard low whispers. "Oh, it's Seo Hoyun... He's at the company today?"

When our eyes met, they hastily turned away, pretending they weren't looking. I just smiled brightly and strode toward the cafe. That's when I saw a guy sitting by the lounge window, his long legs stretched out.

"Kim Seonghyeon."

Our leader looked a little troubled. The guy who'd stalled the management office to keep WH from interfering while I did my live.

"Were you waiting for your hyung, baby?"

"......"

Kim Seonghyeon's eyebrow twitched as I approached. He ignored me and stood up. He walked in step with me, holding a bouquet in one hand and grabbing a frappuccino that was clearly mine.

"Are you sulking?"

He still didn't answer. We got off the elevator, walked to the parking lot, and got in the car.

Click. Kim Seonghyeon locked the doors without starting the engine. He whipped his head to the side and asked, "Were you okay?"

"And now you talk? After ignoring me just a moment ago?"

"Ah. It's just, there were too many eyes on us at the company... Anyway... you didn't hear anything weird, did you?"

Well, look at him.

I tilted my head defiantly instead of giving a straight answer. "And you? Did you do a good job stalling the management office?"

I had streamed that live video on my own, without WH's permission. I wanted to greet Noeul as soon as possible, but WH blocked it.

What does that mean, you ask? It means they're being fucking difficult ahead of contract renewals.

It was currently March. The Dawn's contract renewal was in July. We hadn't even entered the renewal season, but all sorts of media plays were already starting. When I first regained consciousness and returned to reality, they seemed to leave me alone, probably thinking a desperate man might do anything, but as time passed, they started trying to subtly rein me in. Because of that, even though 'Eternal Idol Maker' had begun, I couldn't make a move for several months.

Those bastards have lost their touch.

If we don't promote, The Dawn is finished, and so is my life.

"Did you get a lot of hate?"

"...Um, well."

Ignoring the painful reality, I deliberately made a lighthearted joke.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been quiet, sighed and leaned his head against the seat. "So what? It's just a bit of hate."

He seemed so genuinely unbothered that I stared at him in surprise.

Kim Seonghyeon frowned. "What are you staring at?"

"Nothing..." I thought for a moment before blurting out, "Just thinking how mature our baby is, not even crying."

"...Get out."

Though he looked fed up, Kim Seonghyeon started the car and drove out of the underground parking lot. Just then, a song by The Dawn started playing on the radio.

【I think I'm starting to understand now

How to see our flight through to the end】

Our songs had been a constant on Korean radio for months. Countless people requested them, and they never left the top of the charts.

The rain shower must have already stopped. I watched the dazzling sun shine down on us and opened my mouth. "What about the others?"

"Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon are practicing. Kang Ichae is still in the US."

"When is he finishing the mini-album work?"

"He's done. Don't you think he'll be here today? He was crying his eyes out, saying he wanted to come back quickly."

Crying his eyes out? No way.

I stared at him in disbelief. Kim Seonghyeon, knowing he'd said something ridiculous, just laughed a little. "He'll make a cool comeback."

A new song, a new album, new choreography. Kang Ichae, having returned from Prague, had commendably written some masterpieces. I needed those songs to survive.

[Quest Arrived!]

...Because a Quest with such a ridiculous difficulty level had just arrived.

A curse almost escaped my lips as I read the notification reflected in the window, but I forced my mouth into a smile. I was comforting myself that this is just how you get by in life when I heard a low groan from the seat next to me.

"...Seo Hoyun."

"What is it?"

"Are you really okay?"

When I turned my head, Kim Seonghyeon was running his tongue over his lips, a sign of his nervousness. "Lately... you know. Things have been... There are a lot of strange rumors going around."

"......"

There was a reason he was saying that. Even after winning the grand prize and temporarily halting our activities, The Dawn's popularity seemed to pierce the sky, but internally, many problems still remained...

[ERROR!]

One of them was the system. After miraculously returning to life, I was checking the system settings when I raised an eyebrow.

[Cannot view character settings.]

[Cannot view char■cter sett■ngs...]

Then, as if it was overloaded, it burst with a pop.

Staring in bewilderment, I waited a moment before trying something else.

"...Item Shop?"

[Cannot open the Item Sh■p...]

Pop. Another burst.

It showed me nothing, like an old computer on the verge of being thrown out. The system, which had crackled for a while as if overloaded, sent a message after a short time.

[Seo Hoyun, I'm sorry, but this really won't work... When the game settings were changed, all the configurations got jumbled up. I expected the Quest difficulty to rise, but things like the Item Shop or character settings are impossible.]

The Item Shop, character information, and all the ridiculously convenient features that had surrounded me were gone. According to the System Window, I only had two things left.

Quests, and an endlessly apologetic System Window message.

[I'm doing my best, but, umm...]

"So now I have to fend for myself?"

[...Yep.]

'A world that was excessively kind to me' no longer existed.

Perhaps because of that, the malice surrounding me, just as Kim Seonghyeon mentioned, was beyond imagination. The internet flooded with malicious comments, my relatives ran rampant, and even the bastards I could have easily dealt with before were back.

However, that's all it was.

Seeing Kim Seonghyeon constantly glancing my way in worry, I actually laughed a little.

"Hey."

"...What."

"I'm Seo Hoyun."

Who do you think you're worrying about?

As we exited the underground parking lot, the city streets opened up before us. In the distance, beyond a large bridge, the vast Han River spread out, with cherry blossoms scattering in the wind. The dazzling sun shone on the city, shimmering and reflecting on the river's surface. All the remaining snow had melted away, and spring had fully arrived.

"I'm totally fine."

I watched the cherry blossoms scatter and pulled my mouth into a smile.

"And I'm confident."

After I said that, a brief silence fell over Kim Seonghyeon. I knew this was the moment for him to either grumble or voice his worries. I expected a long lecture and looked out the window, but surprisingly, Kim Seonghyeon's silence continued. He tapped the steering wheel and said, "...Me too."

"...?"

"This is nothing. Compared to everything we've been through, this is actually no big deal."

Kim Seonghyeon looked ahead, then slowly stopped at a red light. He turned to me and smiled, his dimples showing.

"Let's do this."


"WAAAAAAH."

"What's for dinner?"

"Seonghyeon made it!"

"Aren't you glad it's not Jeong Dajun?"

When I returned to the dorm after finishing work, an unpacked suitcase sat in the entryway. A head of red hair was sprawled on the floor from the entrance, wailing, 'I'm so, so moved to see you after so long.' But since it had only been about three days, no one paid him any mind as they sat down.

"So, I'm retaking my exam tomorrow, so I need to maintain my best condition today... Huk!!! Wait a minute. Kim Seonghyeon-gun. Did you sprinkle 'sesame seeds' on the galbijjim? Don't you know this gets you points deducted on the Korean culinary certification exam?!"

"Just shut up and eat."

"Hehe. It's yummy."

The Dawn lived in an apartment that had good security but wasn't very large. Thanks to that, the table was always small, so we'd all huddle together around dinnertime.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was poking at the steaming galbijjim, asked, "Maknae, just how much have you spent on exam fees?"

"He's probably spent enough on retake fees to buy a house in Seoul."

"...Hoyun-hyung, don't exaggerate. Jiwon-hyung, stop laughing. If you're all just going to nitpick, please be quiet."

I poked Jeong Dajun's sulkily puffed-up cheeks, and he grumbled twice as much.

As Kang Ichae, who had been sprawled in the entryway, sluggishly got up and sat down, Jeong Dajun changed the subject by placing a piece of galbi in Kang Ichae's bowl.

"Oh, right. Hyungs, you guys haven't been at the dorm much lately... You're not going to be home much in the future either, right?"

"Well, yeah. We have a lot of solo activities and a lot to prepare."

"Really?"

Jeong Dajun swallowed the food he was chewing and said, "Then I'm moving out."

Everyone continued to scoop up more side dishes without much thought.

Seong Jiwon, who had been laughing quietly beside him, asked, "Where to, practice?"

"......"

"......"

"Hahaha, just kidding."

Jeong Dajun, who had been trapped in twelve-hour practice sessions, shivered and trembled in fear. "It's not practice..."

"What, are you going on a show? Did you get an offer?"

"Huh? Nope?"

Hmm?

Everyone sensed the situation was taking an unusual turn but waited without saying much. Kang Ichae, however, had frozen stiff.

Jeong Dajun, chewing on his spoon, said nonchalantly, "From the dorm."

"......"

"......"

"...!!!!"

CLANG!!!

Kang Ichae dropped his chopsticks, horrified.

"Hey, manners."

"Did I... hear that wrong?"

This punk is ignoring me.

Kang Ichae, looking utterly shocked, stammered as he asked again for confirmation. "Da, Dajun-ah. You mean... you're sleeping out, right? Should we go camping...? Like before?"

"That's not what I mean. I'm going to live on my own."

"...!!"

The maknae picked up the dropped chopsticks, wiped them sparkling clean with a tissue, and handed a pair of wooden chopsticks from the side to Kang Ichae. Then he smiled brightly.

"Living alone... it's been my dream!!"

That day, Kang Ichae died.


SS Chapter 5

“No way!”

Kang Ichae finally came to his senses 14 hours later. He only woke up after Jeong Dajun ate three bowls of rice, said, “Well then, see you!”, had a good night's sleep, and left to find a new place.

The crazed rapper threw his biggest tantrum yet.

“This is ridiculous! No! No no no no, wait a minute, what's going on?! It's... it's a dream, right? The maknae is moving out? But why?!”

All the members were at the dorm except for Jeong Dajun, who was out finding a place, and Kim Seonghyeon, who had followed him out of worry.

“Even Hoyun-hyung and Seonghyeon-hyung, who are having the hardest time at the dorm, aren't talking about moving out, so why is the maknae the first one?! Did this hyung do something wrong?! Ooooh... Oh... Sob sob sob sob sob. Damn my life...”

“Wow, it's like a musical.”

Seong Jiwon lightly clapped his hands, admiring the dramatic mood swings.

Kang Ichae grabbed his hair and muttered obsessively, but neither Seong Jiwon, who was organizing a shelf, nor Seo Hoyun, who lay on the sofa chewing dried squid on his phone, seemed particularly moved.

Seo Hoyun said indifferently, “You hate it that much?”

“...!”

The Dawn, why have you become so cold?

He furrowed his brow, but Seong Jiwon smiled and said carefully, “Um, Ichae-yah. I think we need to explain. We're telling you late because you were in the US...”

“What is it...”

“Actually, the contract for this dorm is expiring soon.”

Huh?

Seong Jiwon pulled out a few of his books, placed them on the floor, and tied them up neatly.

“A few days ago, WH asked us first if we were going to change dorms, but if we get a new place through WH, it could cause some trouble.”

With the contract renewal period approaching, WH was interfering in all areas, including live performances and activities. If they extended the dorm contract now, WH would likely use the media to claim The Dawn intended to renew their contract.

It would be a relief if it ended there, but WH would surely keep bringing up The Dawn and constantly fatigue the fans. This also didn't align with The Dawn's plan to keep the agency on edge until the very last minute.

“...So for now, Dajun suggested that we move out on our own until the situation is sorted out.”

However, if they announced they were leaving the dorm right before the contract renewal, WH would never make it public. The Dawn's departure would affect the stock price.

As Kang Ichae blinked, Seong Jiwon smiled sheepishly and added, “I didn't think it would happen this fast, though...”

“Dajun tried to tell you several times.”

Beep, beedee-.

At that moment, the dorm door clattered open and Jeong Dajun appeared.

“Super-smart Jeong Dajun makes his entrance!!!”

He had a contract stuck to his forehead.

“How on earth did you stick that on?”

While Seo Hoyun was baffled, Jeong Dajun went, hoo~, blew out a breath, put his hands on his hips, and shouted proudly, “I've signed the contract!”

“What?! Already?!”

“He did his research well, didn't he?”

Jeong Dajun, with the contract still on his forehead, leaned against the wall and struck a full-on idol photoshoot pose. Kim Seonghyeon skillfully dodged him, took off his shoes, and added another word.

“The place is nice, the price isn't bad, the location is good... and most importantly, the previous tenant kept it clean.”

“...Hmm.”

Seo Hoyun's eyebrows twitched. He finally got up from the sofa and peeled the contract off Jeong Dajun's forehead.

“Kyaak!”

“Give it here.”

Paying no attention to Jeong Dajun falling over, Seo Hoyun rustled through the papers.

Kang Ichae rolled over as Seo Hoyun took the rest of the documents from Kim Seonghyeon.

“Ma-Maknae-yah! If you sign a contract so rashly, you could get into big trouble~~!”

“Hold on.”

Seo Hoyun firmly pressed a hand on the frantic Kang Ichae's forehead.

“It looks fine?”

“...!”

“Bouncy, you must have prepared hard, huh?”

“Ha!!! Right?!!”

Seo Hoyun sounded a little proud, but Jeong Dajun, puffed up with pride, slid across the floor. He struck 'Idol Photoshoot Pose 2' and repeatedly swept his hair back.

Kang Ichae snatched the papers from Seo Hoyun and scanned them quickly. Since he owned a building himself, he was well-versed in real estate contracts.

He understood what Jeong Dajun was thinking.

But this wasn't right.

I won't miss a single thing.

He read on, determined to nitpick and cling to any mistake he could find. The lease term, rent payment date, security deposit, duties and responsibilities of the lessor and lessee, contract termination conditions and cancellation procedures, cleaning fees upon moving out, various special clauses...

“How is it?!”

“......”

...It's perfect!

His grip tightened, crumpling the paper.

Kang Ichae crumpled a corner and muttered, “...I don't like the handwriting.”

“......”

“......”

“That bastard is trying so damn hard...”

Seo Hoyun muttered, but a desperate Kang Ichae sat Jeong Dajun down on the sofa.

“Da-Dajun-ah. Think about it. I still want to live with The Dawn. You do too, right? If you're not here, I'll cry all night.”

“That's pretty extreme...”

“Dajun-ah! Or was I... the only one who was serious? Are you... are you sick of me?”

Though Kim Seonghyeon frowned and retorted, taking the dried squid Seo Hoyun had been eating to chew on it himself, Kang Ichae was resolute.

However, no matter how extreme Kang Ichae's words were as he tried to hold onto Jeong Dajun, his opponent was The Dawn's maknae.

“Hyung.”

Just a few years ago, if Kang Ichae had cried and clung to him, Jeong Dajun might have softened and given in.

However, he had been raised in a jungle.

Was it a jungle like the entertainment industry, full of jealousy and checks, where there was never a peaceful day? No, it was his internal environment.

The provocateur Seo Hoyun, who became a disaster himself if there wasn't a storm.

Kang Ichae, who cackled and fanned the flames, saying it was fun.

Seong Jiwon, who watched the crazy antics and laughed, "How energetic!"

And even Kim Seonghyeon, who was always the victim...

“You're not being serious, are you?”

Jeong Dajun earnestly grabbed Kang Ichae's shoulders.

“Saying things like that is a loss for you, hyung.”

“......”

Surrounded by those four, Jeong Dajun had built up his social skills until he was diamond-hard and immune to all poisons.

“Puhahahaha.”

"AHAHAHA."

“Whoa, ssp, that was pretty funny.”

As his hyungs cracked up beside him and Kang Ichae froze like a crumbling plaster statue, Jeong Dajun went, "Hmph," turned his head, and confidently put the contract away.

“Anyway, hyungs. I'm moving out in three days.”

The contract was already signed. No matter how much Kang Ichae clung to his pant leg and sniffled, or more accurately, pretended to, Jeong Dajun would not be swayed.

“For now, don't let the Noeuls know for a few months. As for Ichae-hyung, who I tried to tell several times yesterday but was too out of it to listen...”

“......”

“Sigh.”

Instead, Jeong Dajun looked at his hyung, who was two years his senior, with pity.

“Ichae-hyung... don't cry even when I'm not here.”

“...!!”

“In this rough world, let's live energetically!!”

Damn it all!

He was too mature!

"Well then, see you," Jeong Dajun primly said he was going out to prepare for the move and left. Kang Ichae dropped to his knees with a thud.

However, his ordeal wasn't over.

“Hey.”

Seo Hoyun ignored Kang Ichae and turned to the other members.

“What are you guys going to do when Jeong Dajun leaves?”

“Hmm... I found out while helping the maknae that there are a lot of nice places near the company. The apartment next to the maknae's seems good too.”

“Ah, Seonghyeon, you're going to do that? Hmm... If we don't live together, it'll be a bit difficult to coordinate practice.”

“Then I'll commute from my parents' house for a while.”

“...!!”

A domino effect started with Jeong Dajun and began to collapse in an instant. As a chain reaction of escapes followed the maknae's move for independence, Kang Ichae's jaw dropped.

“Me...? Alone?”

“Kang Ichae, you can just go live in one of your buildings.”

The Dawn was being torn to shreds!!

Everyone stepped over Kang Ichae, who lay (intentionally) in a dramatic pose before the entrance, and walked out the door.

"SOB SOB SOB SOB SOB."

Left alone in the dorm, Kang Ichae tensed his stomach and wailed at the top of his lungs, but no one came back.

“Kkeueong~~ sob sob sob.”

Cold-hearted The Dawn. I'm crying like this and no one pays me any attention.

We can talk about this more. I might have been out of my mind yesterday because of jet lag, but we can talk today.

The fox, who had let out a few more fake sobs, stopped crying abruptly. He stared coldly at the ceiling of The Dawn's old dorm.

“...No?”

But who was Kang Ichae?

His eyes gleamed as he spat out the words in a low voice, as if chewing on them.

“I can't just die like this.”

Because Kang Ichae was a man of grit, one who would get up eight times after falling seven.


Jeong Dajun enjoyed his beautiful independent life.

“Wake up at 6 AM...”

The hour hand pointed to 10 AM.

“I brew a cup of morning coffee, and I read a book to understand the world economy.”

It was orange juice that Kim Seonghyeon had packed for him. The book he'd bought to cultivate his mind was only used as a placemat when eating ramen.

He pushed the soup-stained book aside and continued his imaginary interview.

“...I guess you could say I'm getting anxious because of my busy schedule today. Still, one must maintain composure.”

Seo Hoyun had asked for the members to get some rest since they were moving. WH, perhaps taking the hint from the expired dorm contract, obediently gave the artists a vacation. Thus, even as an individual, he had no schedule.

However, he didn't let it bother him and continued introducing his home with a bright smile.

“This is my mirror. You can see the view of the gray apartment building... Ah, that's not it.”

As he continued, however, Jeong Dajun realized something was missing.

"...HMMMM."

It was the reactions.

There was no Kang Ichae beside him to shout, 'Alright! Ahh, you're so busy! This is truly the day in the life of a busy career man!'

Then, a comment from Seo Hoyun like, 'Are you that free?' should follow, with reactions from Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon like, 'Guys, eat before you do that,' to make it perfect...

“Sseup...”

On his first day after moving, Jeong Dajun thought deeply for a moment before flopping onto his bed.

I thought it would be fine, but it's a little boring, isn't it?

After living together in a bustling crowd for five years straight, suddenly being alone wasn't easy. Cleaning, chores, and meals were not difficult for him to handle as an adult man, but the biggest problem was something else.

I think... I might be a little lonely?

That was it.

...It can't be helped.

It's not good to rely on the hyungs forever.

Didn't I promise myself I wouldn't become a mediocre younger brother who couldn't be relied on in the slightest?

So, let's think of even this solitude as a weight that a grown-up person should enjoy. That's exactly what all the 'lonely but mature department heads' I saw in dramas did...

Ha. To think you're even having these worries, Jeong Dajun, you're really something else...

Ding~ diririring~ diriririring~.

“Who is it!!!”

When the frivolous intercom rang, Jeong Dajun ran over with a wide smile and looked at the front door monitor. It was just the packages he had sent from the dorm to prepare for the move.

“...That was fast.”

Ugh.

He opened the door and brought in the packages. He looked at the luggage piled up in the entryway and sighed.

...Hmm, what is this?

Why does this feel so empty?

Jeong Dajun scratched his head and paced back and forth in the living room, where only silence had flowed for a full thirty minutes.

He lay still on the sofa, wondering whether to watch a drama he'd already seen or go to the company for some free practice.

He figured he should probably practice and was about to get up when the intercom rang again.

DING~ DING-A-LING~.

Another package? Jeong Dajun thought indifferently as he finished getting ready to go to the company. I'll go now, practice, and work out to build up my cardiopulmonary endurance.

In the time it took to form a thought that was extremely practice-maniac Seong Jiwon-like and waste-no-time Seo Hoyun-like...

“Yeees~.”

Opening the door, Jeong Dajun doubted his own eyes.

“...Yeees?”

He was dazzling.

“...Hello.”

A suit-clad Kang Ichae stood at the doorway, dressed to the nines as if for a scheduled event, and smiled faintly. He wore a calm, navy suit with gray undertones, a slim-fit cashmere turtleneck, and a stylish gray watch peeking out from under his sleeve. Though he usually dressed casually, Jeong Dajun was momentarily speechless at the coolness of a top star who looked like he had just stepped off a magazine cover.

“...Wh-what? Do you have a schedule?”

“No.”

Kang Ichae glanced briefly inside, then lowered his head for a moment. His styled bangs, swept to the side, fell onto his neat forehead.

He spoke in a slightly cracked voice, as if it held a story that couldn't be heard without tears.

“...Dajun-ah.”

Overwhelmed by the madness, Jeong Dajun shuffled backward. Kang Ichae showed a dazzling smile and raised one hand.

“Wanna watch a movie with hyung?”

Jeong Dajun was about to instinctively reply that he really didn't want to, but Kang Ichae silently twirled his hand, showing the title of the DVD he held.

‘The Rooftop Puppy Living Alone is Sad’.

It was a rare DVD from Min Jiheon's theater days, one that was now impossible to find.
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Jeong Dajun's favorite Min Jiheon play was now in danger of being replaced.

【You and I... we promised.】

"Waaaaah."

In the low-quality video, which Jeong Dajun had no idea how anyone had obtained, a youthful Min Jiheon clung to someone's hand with a distorted expression.

【That we'd go see the stars together...】

Jeong Dajun focused on the screen with tears streaming down his face. Next to him, Kang Ichae stood silently with his arms crossed, not even blinking.

Since plays were a matter of personal taste, it did not seem to have captured Kang Ichae's heart. Jeong Dajun, however, had no time to worry about Kang Ichae's reaction.

It's perfect!

The not-for-sale DVD was titled 'The Sad Puppy in the Rooftop Apartment' and seemed to have been filmed internally for reference or as a gift. It did not have an amazing story.

It was a story about a protagonist desperately clinging to those around him, set against the crude backdrop of wavering youth. The plot was a mess, the props were simple, and Min Jiheon's acting was more awkward than expected.

However, the intense and pitiful gazes and the simple, honest voice that flashed by every now and then tugged at Jeong Dajun's heartstrings. The new box of tissues was emptied in an instant.

【...Let's go. To a new home.】

Then, with a click, the lights went out, and applause erupted from the darkness. Jeong Dajun, still streaming tears, clapped like a madman when the video on the DVD suddenly flickered and died.

“...Aack?”

There should be more, right? The emotional arc can't just end here!

A horrified Jeong Dajun hurriedly looked at the DVD case.

“It's only Part 1?!”

“Hmm...”

To commit such an atrocious act of only showing Part 1...!

Kang Ichae uncrossed his arms, then stood up briskly and said nonchalantly, “Looks like it's over. Should this hyung get going then?”

Kang Ichae picked up the neatly folded navy blazer beside him with one arm. He smiled with his eyes curved while wearing only a black turtleneck. As expected of a celebrity, he looked like he was in a photoshoot, but Jeong Dajun could not care less about that.

“Waaait a minute! What about the sequel?”

“Hmm?”

“Th-this has to have a sequel!”

“A sequel...? Ah.”

Kang Ichae's eyes widened as if in surprise.

“Uh, I got a whole bunch of them from an acquaintance, so I'm not sure.”

“......”

“I think it might be at my place... Should I look for it later?”

“Right now! Let's go!! Together!!!”

Jeong Dajun shot to his feet. Kang Ichae's troubled smile resembled crocodile tears or the captivating smile Seo Hoyun used to bewitch people, but Jeong Dajun ignored all the warning signs.

Jeong Dajun pestered Kang Ichae, got a ride in his car without even putting on socks, and entered his house...

“...Huh?”

His jaw dropped.

It was an incredibly spacious place, the kind rarely seen in Seoul. The last time he had visited, it was just a white, empty house. Kang Ichae had said it was a hassle to manage, so he did not lend it to anyone and just left it empty. Jeong Dajun had just accepted that.

However, it was different now. A chandelier hung right from the entrance, and the walls and furniture, finished with high-end mahogany wood, gave off a warm yet sophisticated atmosphere.

Overwhelmed, he entered hesitantly. He was momentarily stunned by the panoramic view of the vast Han River. As he walked down the long hallway, Jeong Dajun felt bewildered.

What's this? Did Ichae-hyung actually have a dream of living alone?

Though, it was a house that could not possibly be explained by the simple phrase 'a dream of living alone'.

Following Kang Ichae's lead, he was greeted by a cozy and luxurious home theater.

Lighting installed in the corners of the ceiling and walls created a subtle ambiance. Speakers were placed on the walls, a soundproof door completely blocked outside noise, a massive display filled the entire wall, and there were even premium recliner sofas.

“Oh, here it is.”

Despite the unbelievable scenery, Kang Ichae calmly walked over, found the DVD in a corner, and held it out to Jeong Dajun.

“Great, you can watch it when you get home.”

“...Uh.”

“...Or do you want to watch it now?”

Kang Ichae whispered in a voice as smooth as a devil's, and Jeong Dajun's whole body tingled with anticipation.

“Can I... Can I watch it before I go?”

“Ah.”

He gave a soft, melting smile.

“Of course, you can.”

And so, he sat.

Jeong Dajun could not close his mouth at the new world that followed.

“Woah! What is this?! It feels like they're reciting the lines right next to me...!”

The surround sound system, drenched in money.

“What?! Hyung, what are these chairs?! They're better than a movie theater...!”

The chairs, drenched in money.

“But isn't the volume too loud? What if the neighbors hear...!”

“It's fine, it's soundproof.”

“...!!”

The soundproofing, drenched in money.

Completely captivated by the trifecta of the ultra-luxurious premium theater room, Jeong Dajun melted into a puddle and was able to focus on the play. He ended up staying up until dawn and shedding tears.

“Ah... I don't want to go. I want to watch more.”

“No, it's gotten really late.”

“Nngh... Alright... I'll get going now.”

“Okay, get home safe!”

However, Kang Ichae let Jeong Dajun go without a fuss. After playing the part of the 'cool hyung' with an innocent smile, Kang Ichae went out to the terrace for some fresh air as Jeong Dajun dragged his feet on his way out.

“Hoo...”

When he saw Jeong Dajun scurrying away like a puppy from down below, the corners of his mouth lifted.

You think I'd let you go that easily?

Jeong Dajun would never know.

That to lure the youngest member, Kang Ichae had called an interior designer to his empty house that very day, shoved an amount of money they could not refuse into their hands, and had it renovated...

“Dajun-ah, you won't be able to forget this experience.”

Because it would be different from watching on Jeong Dajun's old laptop at home.

Kang Ichae, who had been eyeing his prey, checked the clock as it struck two in the morning. He then immediately picked up his phone to begin the next phase.

[Me: Seonghyeon-hyung.]

[Me: ...You asleep?]

It was time to evoke Kim Seonghyeon's sympathy.


This time, Kang Ichae arranged to meet Kim Seonghyeon at a private cafe. When meeting Jeong Dajun, he had dressed to dazzle, wearing a navy jacket, a slim-fit cashmere turtleneck, and shiny patent leather shoes, but this time was different.

Wearing a thin t-shirt from who-knows-where, ripped blue jeans, and a casually thrown-on gray zip-up hoodie, Kang Ichae stared blankly out the window without even looking at his phone.

“Kang Ichae!”

Turning to the side, he saw Kim Seonghyeon breathing heavily. The leader swept his hair back and looked down at him.

“Why did you run all the way here?”

“I have a schedule. I came during a break in between.”

“Really?”

Kim Seonghyeon plopped down in front of him, scanned Kang Ichae, and furrowed his thick eyebrows.

“...?”

It was because Kang Ichae, who would usually have smiled slyly like a fox and acted cute, saying 'Aww, I missed you toooo', was now wearing a weak smile. Behind him, leaves fluttered down, and a somehow lonely atmosphere surrounded him.

In the end, it was Kim Seonghyeon who spoke first.

“Why did you want to meet?”

However, who was Kim Seonghyeon?

He was the leader of The Dawn. If even Jeong Dajun had reached the level of an indestructible vajra, what did that say about the leader?

Though he could be soft, Kim Seonghyeon was by no means slow-witted. When he asked sharply, Kang Ichae scratched his head.

“Ah... first, hyung, you left this at the dorm.”

“......”

Suspicious.

He accepted it while scrutinizing Kang Ichae.

“Huh? ...Is this the photo we took on our trip the other day?”

“I had it printed.”

Kang Ichae smiled a little. Kim Seonghyeon, his tension completely gone, looked him over.

“Looking back, I realized we haven't traveled together often, just us.”

“What? You pestered us whenever you didn't have a schedule, so we've already gone on about five overnight trips this year alone.”

“......”

“Even more if you count the day trips.”

Oops.

Kang Ichae quickly changed the subject.

“Anyway, I've been staying at the dorm and organizing photos, and...”

“...And?”

This part was important.

Kang Ichae gave a pained smile and looked over Kim Seonghyeon. Kim Seonghyeon was...

Is this real or not?

...trying to discern.

Worried he might fail to control his expression, Kang Ichae covered his face with his hands. At the sight, which looked as if he were holding back tears, Kim Seonghyeon's eyes widened, and he half-rose from his chair.

“Ah... it's nothing.”

“What is it?”

“It's really nothing, hyung.”

Kang Ichae lowered his head and patted Kim Seonghyeon's shoulder.

“You have a schedule, so you should get going. I need to get back to work too.”

“...??”

Kang Ichae turned to leave, holding his tongue until the very end. Jingle. The shop door closed, leaving Kim Seonghyeon behind, puzzled.

...What was that?

Kang Ichae had paid for the drinks, but Kim Seonghyeon stopped by the counter, thinking of buying something before he left. However, the sight of Kang Ichae from earlier was still bothering him.

Is Kang Ichae having a hard time?

I knew he hated being alone, but we see each other all day for practice and schedules anyway, right? And after the contract renewal, won't we end up living together again someday? There's no way it would affect him that much... right?

...Or would it?

Hold on a minute.

If Kim Seonghyeon had one problem, it was that while he was quick-witted and suspicious—

he was a sucker for sentimentality.

If he's really having a hard time, wouldn't I be pushing him away when he needs help?

The leader's deliberation continued. Tap, tap. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been tapping the counter, finally could not take it anymore and picked up his phone to make a call.

Ring... Click.

[Oh, Seonghyeon-ah.]

A gentle voice followed.

[What's wrong?]

It was Seong Jiwon.

The moment he heard that soft yet firm voice, Kim Seonghyeon felt as if a dam had broken, and he spat out the words as fast as a rapper.

“Seong Jiwon, have you seen Kang Ichae recently? How is he these days? Did something happen?”

[Oh, uhh?]

A troubled voice came from the other side. A moment of silence followed, making Kim Seonghyeon even more anxious.

[...Seonghyeon-ah, did you just meet with Ichae?]

“...Yeah.”

[Ahhh...]

His tone suggested he knew something.

[To be honest, he's not like his old self.]

His heart sank.

[I haven't heard anything specific. It's just that he's been spacing out a lot lately and can't focus on his work... I hope it's nothing serious.]

“...Since when did you start feeling that way?” he added very cautiously.

[Well... about two weeks ago?]

Two weeks ago? Wasn't that when the members started living on their own?

As Kim Seonghyeon dazedly accepted his americano, Seong Jiwon let out a troubled "Umm," then gently soothed him.

[Seonghyeon-ah. We all know what Ichae needs, right?]

“......”

[...You haven't looked for a place yet, have you?]

Kim Seonghyeon numbly nodded his head.


As a shocked Kim Seonghyeon staggered back to his schedule, americano in hand.

Seong Jiwon hung up the phone and looked to his side.

“He called right away.”

Kang Ichae said, taking off his sunglasses in the darkness.

“The request?”

“Accomplished.”

Seong Jiwon beamed.

In the first place,

[Me: Jiwon-hyung]

[Me: Let's live together again right now]

[Practice Terminator: Okay!! hehehe]

[Me: hehehehehehe ><]

Seong Jiwon, who was crazy about practicing, had easily agreed.

With his arms crossed, Kang Ichae fiddled with his sunglasses and carefully scanned the spot Kim Seonghyeon had just left.

“You were a great help.”

“Not at all, it's more convenient to live together if we're going to practice!”

"Hahaha!"

With a perfect accomplice to cover his tracks, he was waiting for Kim Seonghyeon with his mouth wide open, like a carnivorous plant...

Evoke sympathy, but don't make it obvious.

‘Seonghyeon is such a good guy’, ‘Where else would you find someone like him’, ‘He's our leader, after all’... Giggling, they agreed to book a grand coffee truck for their busy leader.

This was Kang Ichae's way of spending money.

Kim Seonghyeon would have coughed up blood if he knew...

Conscience?

Sorry, but who has time for that right now?

In reality, Kang Ichae would not be able to last a few months and would become depressed. He would space out and be unable to focus on work, so was this not just a glimpse of the future?

Kim Seonghyeon is done. With his personality, he'll start worrying about me soon enough.

Then he'll come back.

Kang Ichae picked up his phone and looked at his chat history.

Only one person was left. Scrolling all the way up, the single-letter reply, 'K', stood out. Seong Jiwon, having finished booking the coffee truck, looked at Kang Ichae and spoke cautiously.

“But, um... have you talked to him?”

“...Hoo.”

“Umm~...”

The final stage of Kang Ichae's ‘The Dawn Lives Together Forever’ plan.

“Hoyun won't be easy.”

It was Seo Hoyun.
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What kind of person was Seo Hoyun?

Normally, he was cold and uninterested in anything that didn't benefit him, but he had a mischievous side and occasionally enjoyed flustering people. That didn't mean he was always annoying. He would remember a passing comment from years ago and suddenly give a surprise gift.

He was a bastard, but he had everything else.

Kang Ichae had known Seo Hoyun for over a decade, but predicting his patterns was still difficult. He adored his younger brother, but surprisingly wasn't obsessed with living with Seo Hojin. Wasn't that why he still lived in the dorm without much complaint?

"I'll be living on my own! Mwahahaha!!!"

So from the start, even as Jeong Dajun shouted at the top of his lungs, Kang Ichae had a certain faith.

He believed that Seo Hoyun, watching silently with his arms crossed, would end it with a simple, "Do whatever."

"Then I'll commute from home for a while."

...However, Seo Hoyun just said it casually.

"Huh?"

What did you say?

Kang Ichae was startled by how nonchalantly Seo Hoyun spoke. What he heard sounded like complete nonsense, but Seo Hoyun was so composed that Kang Ichae couldn't be sure.

"Wait, hyung. Were you serious just now?"

"Why?"

Right after The Dawn members trooped out, Kang Ichae caught up to him again. Seo Hoyun just answered while looking at his phone.

"What Jeong Dajun said is right, and there's no reason for me to be here if no one else is."

I'm here, Kang Ichae swallowed back the words and retorted.

"Hyung. Living separately is inefficient."

Seo Hoyun tore his gaze from his phone. He lifted his chin and scanned Kang Ichae from top to bottom.

Kang Ichae found it absurd and raised his eyebrows. Seo Hoyun tilted his head.

"...Hmm."

"......"

"Kang Ichae, you're strange."

Then he left.

"...??"

What was that? What was that reaction? 'Kang Ichae, you're strange?'

Left alone, Kang Ichae scratched his head and mulled over Seo Hoyun's last words.

Forget it. If I go now, I'll get shot down for sure.

He knew that even if he clung to Seo Hoyun's pant leg and begged, Seo Hoyun would walk away coldly without batting an eye.

Where did the man who whispered, 'Let's run together,' go?!

Filled with injustice, Kang Ichae grumbled but tenaciously began to formulate a plan. First, he would persuade Seong Jiwon with conversation. Then, he would lure Jeong Dajun with bait. Finally, he would coax Kim Seonghyeon with affection.

Huhu, it was a success.

His plan and its execution were a complete success.

He smiled, satisfied, thinking of The Dawn's original members gathering at his house instead of the dorm. The thought of their familiar nagging and loud chaos felt like coming home. Kang Ichae smiled like a well-fed fox.

Almost there.

The final highlight was Seo Hoyun, but...

Where the hell did he go?

He was nowhere to be seen.

Wondering if Seo Hoyun was with Lee Jihyeon, he threw open the office door. BAM!

"Huh? Seo Hoyun isn't here."

He arrived at the movie filming location.

"Seo Hoyun isn't here?"

"No, he filmed really quickly and then just vanished. I heard he had another schedule."

"Ah, I see..."

He even visited Lim Hyeonsu's studio, crashing the Anti-SHY Club's gathering for the first time in a while.

"Huh?! Who... It's Ichaeeeeee!!"

"Masterrrrr~~!!!"

"Get in here, get in here~~."

"This is a tearful reunion, truly tearful."

Beside them, Kim Heeyeong clicked her tongue. Tsk tsk, but Kang Ichae beamed, bouncing around with Lim Hyeonsu. He got so excited that he completely forgot about Seo Hoyun and spent three hours discussing music before he returned.

Wait... This isn't right!

It was fun, but his priorities were mixed up. Growing desperate, Kang Ichae sent a message to someone he knew.

[Me: Did hyung go home???]

A quick reply came back not long after.

[Mini Evil Bastard: Yeah, hyung came home]

Damn it.

[Mini Evil Bastard: But I don't see him much either. He just sleeps here and leaves.]

[Me: Hojin-ah...]

[Me: Wanna come live at the dorm?]

[Mini Evil Bastard: Why would I...?]

When the non-celebrity Seo Hojin sent a baffled text, Kang Ichae grumbled that the brothers were identical in their coldness. He scrapped the plan to bring Seo Hojin over.

The easygoing and affectionate members would all welcome Seo Hojin with open arms, but it was obvious Seo Hojin would freak out. More importantly, Seo Hoyun probably wouldn't be too happy about it either.

Damn it. I have to at least run into him to try any kind of scheme.

With Seo Hoyun, it was hard to win him over without pulling off some crazy mission.

Having missed his chance, Kang Ichae grew anxious. He decided to eat with Kim Seonghyeon to heal for a bit.

"You mean Seo Hoyun?"

Kim Seonghyeon mumbled around a mouthful of avocado toast at the WH cafeteria. He swallowed with a gulp and answered.

"He's busy these days. There's the spy movie he got a love call for... oh, and there's 'that thing' we're preparing."

"Show me his schedule."

Kang Ichae couldn't believe his eyes when he saw the schedule Kim Seonghyeon showed him. What was Seo Hoyun so busy with? His schedule was packed in thirty-minute increments.

Kang Ichae doubted any human could handle such a schedule.

This hyung is determined to live a long life!

Which he loved!

But still, man!!

"Well, we'll probably see him during practice. It's true we don't see him as much since he moved out of the dorm... What, why, what's wrong?! Don't tell me... are you crying?!"

"Waaaaah..."

"You're not crying."

As Kang Ichae faked tears, Kim Seonghyeon sighed and gave him an exasperated look. Then, to shut up the fake crying, he speared a tomato with his fork and offered it.

"We'll see him in four days."

Chewing the tomato pushed firmly into his mouth, Kang Ichae had no choice but to resort to his worst-case scenario.

A swift and decisive battle. Laying the groundwork is a no-go for Seo Hoyun, who pursues extreme efficiency.

After parting with Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae thought hard, then entered the group chat and sent a message.

[Me: Who wants to eat pork belly with cutie Ichae today♡]

Soon, messages from the members started arriving.

[Baby Jeong Dajun: Me!!! But hyung, can I go home first and watch a movie??]

[Official Baby Boiled Dumpling: You don't have any side dish containers at your place, do you?]

[Practice Terminator: Hehehe, sounds great!!]

But Seo Hoyun still hadn't replied.

So, after waiting for about thirty minutes.

[The Real Evil Bastard: Your place?]

Hooked.

Kang Ichae confidently raised the corners of his lips. He replied, 'Yeah, how about in two hours?' and a response came five minutes later.

[The Real Evil Bastard: OK]

"Ha."

He was going to come anyway.

Kang Ichae checked his house again to make sure everything was perfect. He threw every kind of meat he could grab at the local supermarket into his cart and even bought alcohol, which he didn't particularly like. He pulled his hat down low, dragged the cart, and thought of ten ways to lure Seo Hoyun to the dorm.

I'm confident.

Overflowing with confidence, Kang Ichae slung his bag over his shoulder, pressed the elevator button, and waited for the luxurious elevator to reach the top.

Ding. The elevator doors opened.

"......"

“Yes, I know about the filming schedule.”

A man in a black turtleneck and gray sneakers leaned against a small suitcase, talking on the phone. The man stretched his long legs out in the hallway, looking as if he had been waiting for someone.

His eyes scanned Kang Ichae as he spoke slowly.

"I'm planning to leave tomorrow at dawn, not today."

"......"

"Something came up."

His voice was raspy, as if he was in very poor condition.

Kang Ichae slowly stepped out of the elevator and crossed his arms. Seo Hoyun looked at him without hanging up the phone.

"I can't cancel it. —Yes, you may go."

While Kang Ichae wondered if 'something' meant the dinner with the members or some damn drama or movie shoot, Seo Hoyun ended the call. He stood up lightly and asked him.

"Are all the guys here?"

"...Of course~."

"Good. There's something I wanted to ask them in person."

Seo Hoyun said it simply, but Kang Ichae immediately blocked his path.

"Hyung, before we eat."

"......"

"I have something to say."

Time for a swift and decisive battle.

Seo Hoyun's eyebrows twitched as if asking what the hell was happening, but Kang Ichae maintained a relaxed smile.

"I'll be honest."

There was one way that worked on a rogue like him.

"Come to my place. The rent is a waste."

"......"

It was money.

"Dajun and Seonghyeon-hyung have already fallen for me, and Jiwon-hyung... well, he hasn't exactly fallen, but he agreed with me."

"......"

"There are already three people staying at my place. So, isn't the rent the rest of us are paying to live separately a waste?"

He decided to go with money.

No matter how successful an idol Seo Hoyun was, his habit of minimizing waste hadn't changed, and what about the inefficient travel paths created by not living together? Seo Hoyun hated inefficiency, so persuading him with logic should work.

Seo Hojin is a bit of a concern, but still.

Of course, that sly fox would have quickly figured out his desire to just live together.

So what?

He was the type to know people's true feelings but ignore them anyway.

He expected a response like, 'It's a damn waste of money,' or 'I don't care as long as it doesn't interfere with my schedule.' But Seo Hoyun just kept his mouth shut, staring at Kang Ichae with his dark eyes.

"......"

"......"

Kang Ichae's eyebrows twitched slightly.

This might not be working.

Then it was time to move on to the next phase. He had more than enough alternatives for Seo Hoyun. After all, Kang Ichae knew Seo Hoyun very well.

Feeling he had the upper hand, Kang Ichae put on a relaxed smile, but Seo Hoyun just slowly scanned him from top to bottom.

"...Hmm."

Wondering what kind of reaction he would get, Kang Ichae quickly prepared Plan B, but Seo Hoyun crossed his arms and said.

"Kang Ichae. I've been thinking for a while..."

"What."

"Let's be honest."

Honest about what?

Seo Hoyun tilted his head a little more. His long bangs fell over his forehead.

"Say you miss me."

"......"

"One word is all it takes."

...Huh?

While Kang Ichae blinked, Seo Hoyun grabbed his shoulder. "Move," he said, pushing him aside. He familiarly punched in the passcode and opened the door.

"Ah, Hoyun, you're here?"

"Oh~ Hyung, long time no see~."

The scene inside Kang Ichae's house came into view. Kim Seonghyeon portioned side dishes he brought from home into containers. Jeong Dajun giggled happily with all his DVDs. Next to Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon brewed tea. They all moved around Kang Ichae's house with familiarity.

Before Kang Ichae could feel proud of the sight, which was no different from their old dorm...

"Hey."

Seo Hoyun said with his arms crossed.

"If it's going to be like this, let's just all live together."

"...Should we?"

"Should we?!"

"I'm for it!"

Hey.

"If you're okay with using Kang Ichae's place."

"Uh... that."

"Is that okay with you, Ichae?"

This was what he had set everything up for anyway. He dazedly nodded his head.

"I'd love that..."

But wait a minute. I did all of this. How dare he swoop in and snatch the credit at the very end?

Kang Ichae was incredibly pissed at Seo Hoyun and had a lot to say.

However, when he looked up, Seo Hoyun was smiling at him. Kang Ichae couldn't say a word.

"You happy?"

...Ah, I'm so pissed.
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Ah, what a bad feeling.

After watching the flowers sway gently, Kang Yeonhu forced himself to calm his unsettled heart and started walking.

“Oh, Yeonhu. Hello.”

“Hello.”

As Kang Yeonhu walked through the WH building, familiar faces greeted him warmly. He offered them a trustworthy smile in return.

Every time he passed, trainees would make a fuss, and the staff would look at him like a reliable partner.

He maintained the right amount of distance, made appropriate comments, and even wore a polite smile. He looked perfect to anyone watching, but Kang Yeonhu’s own footsteps gradually quickened.

He had no choice but to stop on the second-floor balcony that overlooked the WH Entertainment lobby.

WHOOSH.

A whistle sounded. Not only Kang Yeonhu, who turned his head, but also the bustling staff on the first floor stopped and looked toward one spot.

WHOOOOSH—...

On the giant screen, the camera started on a pair of heavy black combat boots. It sensually scanned past faded gray jogger pants, then brushed by long, slender fingers twirling a car key.

Wheat-colored hair swayed, and the man's playful smile filled the screen.

Joo Woosung.

He was the role model of idols, the celebrity of celebrities, the man who made it possible for Black Call to reach the pinnacle of success.

It was the teaser for his upcoming solo album.

It was not the first or second time they had seen celebrities' faces in the building, yet everyone stared at him as if mesmerized. Kang Yeonhu almost had his gaze stolen by Joo Woosung's face filling the lobby.

“Yeonhu-yah.”

A voice from the opposite side brought him back to his senses.

Senior Chae Jeongwoo, whom Kang Yeonhu had always respected, stood there.

“Senior!”

Delighted, Kang Yeonhu ran to him in a single bound. The man had been leaning against the railing watching the screen. He tore his eyes from Joo Woosung and asked Kang Yeonhu a question.

“Wow, it’s been a while! Sorry for calling you out of the blue. I wanted to see you since you were at the company anyway.”

“It’s okay!”

“Have you been well?”

Kang Yeonhu took the cup Chae Jeongwoo offered and recognized it was chamomile. He smiled slightly and thanked him. Chae Jeongwoo simply smiled lightly in return.

“I heard you guys are preparing for a comeback?”

Kang Yeonhu nodded without much thought.

“Yes, the timing just worked out that way.”

The company had proposed the comeback first.

Except for Black Call, who had reached an untouchable position within WH, and The Dawn, whose future treatment was uncertain, the remaining artists under WH had no choice but to obediently follow their agency's opinions.

This was true whether the proposal was good or bad.

Hiding his burning anxiety, he took a sip of the tea. Chae Jeongwoo asked with a placid smile.

“Has the pressure from the company gotten worse?”

“...Cough, cough!”

What is he saying, so brazenly, and in the middle of the company building?

“Aigoo, Yeonhu-yah...” Chae Jeongwoo started rummaging through his pockets for a tissue. Kang Yeonhu waved his hand dismissively and whispered in a barely audible voice.

“Um, Senior, we’re in the company building...”

“Ah, there’s no one listening here. They’re all captivated by Joo Woosung.”

“......”

It was a statement of tremendous arrogance. If the subject had been anyone else, the listener might have felt secondhand embarrassment.

However, since Chae Jeongwoo had mentioned Joo Woosung, the claim felt quite plausible. Indeed, looking down at the lobby, no one was not staring blankly at Joo Woosung.

So, Chae Jeongwoo handed him a tissue and smiled beautifully.

“And if you say it with a smile, won’t it seem like everything’s fine?”

“......”

...This senior has somehow gotten even scarier.

Kang Yeonhu tried his best to hide his bewilderment and smiled along with him.

“...No, nothing’s wrong.”

It was a blatant lie.

The company is in turmoil.

There had been a large-scale personnel reshuffle last Christmas.

Being told to transfer to another department or change job positions was essentially a recommendation to quit.

Internal politics were common at WH, but this time it was a bloodbath. From Management Team Leader Jeong Seonui, who had held on for a long time, to the higher-ups, many had voluntarily resigned.

A place hit by a typhoon is bound to become ruins. The teams that lost their core members were in a state of confusion, and Kang Yeonhu’s team was no different.

Whether due to the dysfunctional decision-making process or because they were too distracted by internal politics, Daepaseong’s activities had come to a complete halt.

They packaged the months-long hiatus as if it were nothing, but sharp-eyed fans were realizing that The Dawn's future activities were not going smoothly.

We got beaten down last time we tried media play.

They had floated a rumor that group activities were difficult, citing Seo Hoyun's need for a rest, and got beaten to a pulp for it.

They had tried to repeat their old method of knocking the group down before contract renewals, and it had backfired spectacularly.

Wavering, WH made the worst possible move.

[Seo Hoyun Confirmed for Supporting Role in Spy Film... Casting Shrouded in Secrecy]

After seeing the article, Kang Yeonhu could not overcome a moment of curiosity. He checked the internet's reaction and dropped the sandwich he was eating.

He had once marveled at the dazzling display of Noeul's curses and their insane solidarity online, with hashtags like ‘Doyouthinkwearefools?’ and ‘WHdontfuckwithuswhateverouridoldoesisalwaysright’.

If someone insulted Seo Hoyun, they would rush in like a swarm of hornets and then post things like, ‘Haaa~ that was refreshing.’ Kang Yeonhu quietly picked up his sandwich and closed the internet browser.

...A comeback at a time like this would be insane.

Even if they were called WH's golden child or whatever, High Five would ultimately face the same fate when it came to contract renewals.

Do I have to confide in Chae Jeongwoo about these behind-the-scenes issues that make my stomach ache just thinking about them?

“Nothing’s wrong.”

Am I crazy?

Kang Yeonhu put on a picture-perfect smile, but Chae Jeongwoo wiped his dry lips and set down his chamomile tea.

“Yeonhu-yah...”

“Yes?”

“If you stay silent for too long before answering, it’s actually more obvious.”

“......”

Kang Yeonhu blinked, looking into Chae Jeongwoo’s warm eyes.

“...Hoo.”

He stopped acting like the picture-perfect idol and rubbed his forehead. Chae Jeongwoo burst into a hearty laugh.

“...It’ll pass. If I just stay still, the storm will pass.”

I still have a grace period.

The contract period is seven years, and I still have time left.

“Senior will also... be healthy.”

He did not know the details, but even after Chae Jeongwoo left to establish his own label, Black Call had successfully maintained its independent form.

“The Dawn is...”

But what about the idol group that rolled in from the outside?

...I don’t know.

It’s dangerous.

In truth, The Dawn was currently more popular than any other group. Including the buzz around Seo Hoyun, he might be receiving more love calls than anyone in Black Call right now.

But a celebrity's popularity cools down easily.

He had not run into Seo Hoyun at the company much lately either. Kang Yeonhu was seriously worried that Seo Hoyun might be getting shelved.

On top of that, a rumor had recently started circulating that The Dawn had completely moved out of the dorms provided by WH. Kang Yeonhu’s anxiety grew uncontrollably.

Why did they move out of the dorms?

To transfer to a new company?

That’s not good.

WH was not a very pleasant corporation.

Even if Seo Hoyun left and started a new company, he would not be able to get the trademark rights for The Dawn, and what about the music they released under Daepaseong?

Was that all? If you became enemies with WH, you could not easily appear on broadcasts, let alone in magazines.

It might not matter now since they were so popular, but in the long run, it was a fatal blow.

“...Still, they’re very popular, so The Dawn will be fine.”

After letting out a long sigh, Kang Yeonhu noticed a strange silence.

He turned his head. His senior looked down at him with an odd smile.

“You know.”

“...What is it?”

“When are you going to worry about yourself?”

Kang Yeonhu was at a loss for words.

“From what I can see, I don’t think you need to worry about Seo Hoyun at all.”

“......”

...Was he asking if I have the energy to worry about someone else after getting rolled over like that at WH?

Why worry about a rival?

I know. I know I’m being stupid right now.

But Kang Yeonhu had seen it too.

Last winter, he saw a video of the man, who looked like he would not bleed a drop if you stabbed him, desperately craving affection with a tired, worn-out face.

After receiving the grand prize, he had turned deathly pale as if struck by lightning. The expression on the man's face as he later confessed, revealing his weakness, was so unforgettable that he could not sleep for days.

“...It’s because there’s not much I can do.”

No matter how much of a madman he is, it won't be easy for him.

Especially when the agency is being swayed back and forth in chaos, blocking the artist's path.

“...Hmm.”

Chae Jeongwoo tilted his head.

“I see, so that’s the feeling inside the company right now.”

Chae Jeongwoo tapped the railing.

“I don’t know Seo Hoyun well, but... according to our Woosung.”

Chae Jeongwoo gestured slightly toward the large screen in the lobby.

He gestured toward Joo Woosung, who looked as if he had nothing to fear in the world.

“He said Seo Hoyun is a corpse without his guts, but he's also ridiculously stubborn and a psycho with a bad personality who knows how to use people.”

“...That’s harsh.”

“Please understand. It’s Joo Woosung’s way of showing affection.”

For a moment, the insult made him wonder if he should defend Seo Hoyun himself.

As if it were just hearsay, Chae Jeongwoo shrugged and whispered.

“Joo Woosung seems to be looking forward to it, while you seem to be genuinely worried...”

Chae Jeongwoo’s eyes crinkled as he smiled.

“I think that’s what makes someone a true celebrity’s celebrity, you know?”


Ahhhhh, for fuck’s sake.

“Cut!”

The coast was where artificial rain fell for the shoot.

“Cut, Seo Hoyun! That was perfect, absolutely perfect!”

It was a spy-action movie with a budget in the tens of billions.

It took seven years to write the script. It was great that I got a supporting role in a film that received unprecedented funding from a domestic distributor for its overseas expansion.

But how many times have I fallen down the stairs for this scene now?

“Seo Hoyun?”

“......”

“Seo Hoyun?!!”

The director called "cut." Since I was already lying on the ground, I was about to just rest my head and take a break, but the director kept talking to me, so I failed.

When I barely managed to lift my head, the staff applauded.

“Wow! I thought you were actually dead! Seo Hoyun, are you possessed by the god of acting?!”

"...Hahaha."

“Seo Hoyun, you have great physical control. I was hesitant when you said you’d do the stunt yourself, but my worries were for nothing!”

“It’s because I was a good dancer from birth.”

“Huh? ...Ah! Whoa! I see!”

The moment the director expressed his admiration, I shamelessly got up.

“As expected of a young guy, you’re so good with your body!”

“......”

“No, is it not a matter of the body? A youthful will! The energy of struggle~?! Hahaha!”

I had run in the rain ten times and fallen down the stairs for the seventh time. I just wished they would realize I'm in my late thirties.

As I held back what I wanted to say, the director smiled brightly.

“Alright! We’ve filmed the scene where you run in the rain, get pushed around by people, get hit by a falling box, and then fall down the stairs— now all that’s left is the warehouse explosion scene!”

"...Hahahaha."

Goddammit.

I'm telling you, I'm an old man.
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“Anyway, you did a great job, Seo Hoyun. Go get some rest! The next shoot is in an hour and a half!” the director said. He clapped me on the shoulder and ushered me off-camera.

“Yeees...”

I took a towel and dried my wet hair with trembling hands. The staff cleaned up the set with bright smiles, pleased the shoot had ended sooner than expected. Suddenly, a collective sigh was heard.

“Huh?”

The staff members reviewing the footage let out a disappointed sigh.

“Aargh, here's the flaw at the bus stop.”

“Was this shot yesterday? We'll have to use CG to fix it.”

Well, it's just a fleeting scene... 

I wondered what the muttering staff were looking at and started to approach them, but my head suddenly spun. Feeling dizzy, I leaned against a pillar. The staff stared at me with wide eyes.

Shoot.

Worried that rumors about my health might start, I tilted my head and pulled up the corners of my mouth, pretending nothing was wrong. The staff quickly looked away and began to whisper among themselves.

“Wow, he's handsome...”

“Whoa, that startled me...”

I got away with it.

I pulled my hat down and left the area. As I navigated through the scattered camera equipment, the System Window floated up.

DING!

[You're a pretty good~ actor, aren't you?]

I tried to ignore it and keep walking, but pop-ups continued to appear.

[I don't know how you're even moving, Seo Hoyun. Aren't you a living corpse?]

“......”

[Didn't I warn you? That it would be unbelievably tough if you came back? That it would be absolutely insane? Didn't I try to talk you out of it?]

I walked until no staff were in sight, but the nagging poured in until I finally snapped.

“So, should I have just died?”

[...That's not what I meant!!]

It's really pissed.

In truth, the System Window was not just spouting nonsense. Starting the new game felt quite different from the previous penalties. I would come to my senses standing in a completely new place with no memory of moving, or a huge chunk of time would have passed.

It was similar to a state of long-term sleep deprivation. When Min Jiheon heard about it, he called it ‘soul-slipping’.

“You're forcibly tethering a soul to an empty vessel. Without a stable source of energy, of course you'd be unsteady,” Min Jiheon had said.

“Maniacal.”

“When have you ever not been.”

Min Jiheon was right, as always.

See, even now.

“Stop nagging me...”

Even while talking perfectly fine, if I just blinked...

“...stop it.”

A new place appeared before me.

A salt-tinged wind blew past. I was sprawled out in a field of reeds that flourished beside a coastal road.

“Fuck...”

One wrong move and I would have been a goner.

“Agh, fuck...”

I barely lifted my watch to check the time. About fifteen minutes had passed.

I gazed up at the dazzling sky, where clouds drifted lazily, and asked, “Did I do anything weird?”

[Always.]

“Guess not.”

I spat out the reed in my mouth, "Ptooey," and closed my eyes. SWOOSH, SPLASH. As I listened to the sound of the waves and reflected on my life, my phone vibrated.

[Kang Ichae : Huhu Huhu hoo]

[Kang Ichae : Upload prep complete><]

Messages full of emoticons from the guys had arrived.

[Seong Jiwon : Good job hahaha]

[Kim Seonghyeon : You worked hard]

[Jeong Dajun : Lord Kang Ichae makes his entrance~~~~]

Finally.

I watched the messages flood in, sighed, and was about to put my phone down when it vibrated once more.

[Jeong Dajun : Hoyun-hyung, I heard you have a shoot today]

[Jeong Dajun : But you're not feeling well...]

[Jeong Dajun : You'd feel down going alone...]

My eyebrow twitched.

[Jeong Dajun : So~~~~ I've made you the king of coffee trucks again!!!! Hahahahahaha]

[Kang Ichae : Wahahahahaha!!!]

[Seong Jiwon : hahahahahaha]

[Kim Seonghyeon : I couldn't stop him... I'm sorry...]

[Seong Jiwon : Seonghyeon contributed the most haha]

Would you look at that.

They had already sent a proof shot, a picture of the coffee trucks. The directors and staff made cute little heart poses in front of a banner that read ‘Huhu —This is the King of Coffee Trucks— Seo. Ho. Yun.’

Just when I was thinking they had done something rather cute...

“...Wait, how many are there?”

[I can see at least three?]

My mind snapped to attention. I shot up and zoomed in on the photo when another message arrived from Jeong Dajun.

[Dajun : So cheer up!!!]

...I was speechless.

Giving up on trying to stop them, I lay down in the reed field once more. I watched the clouds drift across the sky before I tapped my phone and made a call.

TRRRR— The phone rang for only a few seconds before he picked up.

[Hello?]

My troublemaker.

[...Huh? Hello?]

“...Seo Hojin, have you eaten?”

Still lying down, I turned my head to look at the swaying reeds.

[There were some side dishes you made when you were staying at home.]

“Those are frozen, so you have to defrost them. Take the lid off before you microwave them.”

[...You think I don't know that?]

I let out a small laugh at his incredulous tone. I finally got to my feet and started walking along the quiet road. The salty scent of the sea drifted in on the wind. I casually swept back my hair, wondering how to begin the conversation.

[...Hrmmm.]

Seo Hojin let out a low sigh.

[...For someone who never calls to suddenly call, you must have something you want to say.]

Oh?

I stopped with my hands in my pockets as Seo Hojin asked cautiously, [Did your soul slip out?]

“......”

[Given your condition, you called because you were wondering if it was affecting me somehow, didn't you?]

...Even if he has regained all his memories. Can he really be this sharp?

I remained silent and kicked at the gravel on the ground.

“...Hojin-ah.”

[What.]

“I asked if you've eaten, you punk.”

[...]

Seo Hojin was so dumbfounded he seemed at a loss for words.

[...I ate. I opened the lid on the side dish, put it in the microwave, and heated it. Happy? Let's hang up now. I don't even want to talk to you.]

“Oh, is that so?”

[...No, I do want to talk!!!]

Starting with a “No, but seriously—,” Seo Hojin fumed for a good while. He ranted about how ‘Hyung has always had a bad personality and been so picky, etcetera, etcetera,’ and the intensity gradually increased to the point where it started to get to me.

After rattling off a barrage of complaints, his voice took on a resentful tone as he vented his frustrations.

[It's obvious why you called. I'm not in pain. Me. How could I be in pain because of what you did that day? It has nothing to do with me anymore. Because you took on everything.]

“......”

[Because you did everything you wanted.]

I did not reply and just watched the waves. After a moment's hesitation, Seo Hojin spoke again.

[...Still, it's not that I resent you, Hyung.]

Hearing his subdued voice, I lowered my gaze and smiled slightly.

Of course, as the good older brother, it was my duty to let such minor rebellion slide.

“Alright, you dummy.”

A gentle breeze blew. Looking out at the distant sea, I saw the sunset (noeul) was beginning. Thinking I should take a picture and send it to Noeul, I wandered around in search of a more scenic spot.

“When I get back to Seoul, let's eat a proper meal, not frozen side dishes.”

[...Something delicious.]

“Yeah, something expensive.”

As I walked on, the street where we had filmed yesterday came into view. A dilapidated, corroded bus stop stood out among the rows of buildings.

Is that the bus stop? The one they mentioned fixing with CG?

I was about to pass by indifferently when I noticed something and stopped in my tracks.

“......”

[Hyung? What's wrong?]

Seeing the sight before me, I rubbed my brow and chuckled.

“...Hey, I'm hanging up. Your hyung has to go and beg for forgiveness.”

[Huh?]

Without answering Seo Hojin's confused question, I hung up and plopped down on the bus stop bench.

It was not a digital screen, just an old ad poster of me that someone had put up. It was a sight I had seen many times in the past, but I was surprised one still remained in a rural place like this. The corner of the poster was torn, but it was still covered in post-it notes, all with messages like ‘We miss you, you punk’ and ‘When on earth are you coming back?’

I slowly crouched down to look at them one by one, then carefully peeled a post-it note from the poster.

[I love you]

I peeled off the yellow post-it and smiled faintly.

Lifting my head, I saw the sun was already touching the surface of the ocean. I gazed at the reddening sky and pulled my hat down low.

“Me too.”

The sound of crashing waves could be heard.


Two days later, a video was uploaded to Kang Ichae's personal YouTube channel without any warning.

It was a single song, uploaded without The Dawn's logo or name.

Clicking on it brought up a black screen that crackled like an old film, with the word ‘Define’ stamped in orange text.

【Nights, dreams, dawns are coming

This is the night when we are defined】

With its powerful, repetitive drum sounds and synth pads, the track was unmistakably a Kang Ichae original. The beat was unpredictably fierce and stormy, yet the song's atmosphere was strangely calm and profound.

【I will give you everything, my soul, my love, my oh my my my】

Then, a clear voice emerged, and the mood of the song shifted as if struck by a cold wind.

【When the stars fall and morning breaks

On the other side, a new dawn begins】

It was immediately clear whose voice it was, and so, people began a heated debate over the mere four-minute video.

【Nights, dreams, dawns are coming

This is the night I dreamed of

The song only speaks the truth

You just have to believe in me】

Why bother uploading it to a personal channel? Even for a solo track, could it not have been uploaded to the official one? Was there trouble with the agency? Or was he desperately begging for attention?

Why?

Questions starting with ‘Why bother’ flooded in like a waterfall, but the video played on regardless.

【The lights shimmer, submerged underwater

Snow piles on the railing of the oldest bridge

You, with your reddened hands, full of heart

Red light pouring onto the lake

Everything that defines us】

The music, which had been building towards the latter half, came to a sudden stop.

【Ah— Ah— Ah】

A very old turntable appeared, from which someone's rough humming could be heard.

【Ah— Ah— Ah】

The camera, which had been showing the smoothly spinning vinyl, slowly began to pan.

【I want to hold your hand and tell you

Let's be together for every moment

Slowly, very slowly】

The camera slowly panned across five mugs placed neatly on the dining table, sheet music adorned with musical notes, and old sneakers scattered by the front door.

【Holding hands, wrapping arms around waists

Matching our steps and smiling

In time with our faded memories】

A foot poked out from a messy pile of clothes, a sign of an all-nighter.

【Even if I regret it so much

Even if we can't be perfect

I'll show you everything when I'm in front of you

You might forget as time passes but

I feel this is eternal

If only I could preserve it as it is】

Bright white sunlight streamed through the curtains.

【Very slowly

Holding hands, wrapping arms around waists

Matching footsteps, pulling shoulders close】

Beneath the curtains, which swayed as if dancing, a blue shadow stretched across the floor.

【To the old radio that plays very slowly

To the song we still love

Let's dance as if it's forever】

The shadow of the billowing curtains gradually faded into an image of waves reflecting a red light...

【...I am reflected in your eyes】

CLICK.

As the vinyl stopped spinning, the four-minute-long video came to an end.

Clicking the 'Show More' section below the video revealed a single line. He could not write it outright in the title, but this song, created by The Dawn, was ultimately a kind of dedication.

[It's a tribute song]

For those who had waited all this time.
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Woo Kyungwoon adjusted the duffel bag on his shoulder and looked up at the school on the hill.

"When the hell are they going to fix this school? At this rate, I'm going to become a martial artist."

He desperately wanted to turn back, but Seo Hojin had asked him, or rather threatened him, to bring a textbook he had left at school. So, Woo Kyungwoon trudged up the hill, sweating profusely.

A moment later.

"Agh, that bastard Seo Hojin."

After resisting the urge to give up about a hundred times, Woo Kyungwoon finally retrieved the textbook from the department lounge. He reached the street where he was supposed to meet Seo Hojin, threw down the lumpy bag, and squatted.

[Me: Hojin-nim~~~ When are you coming? haha]

[Me: You said you didn't want to climb the hill, so I brought the book for you!!]

However, no reply came.

As expected, Woo Kyungwoon grumbled for a good while before habitually opening YouTube. He swiped through Shorts filled with gaming and politics, then suddenly stopped.

【To the old, slow-stretching radio

To the rhythm of our favorite song

Let’s dance as if it’s forever】

Huh?

Woo Kyungwoon blinked. He looked at a video titled, ‘Kang Ichae’s new self-composed song for The Dawn – A shot at the agency?’

Isn’t this Seo Hojin’s brother’s group?

The Short showed what appeared to be a video of The Dawn. It was accompanied by speculative comments like, ‘Even if it’s a self-composed song, if it was edited, there should be credits,’ and ‘This is Seo Hoyun’s editing.’

Then, a photo and large text filled the screen at the end of the Short.

【The items shown in the video are not props from a music video, but The Dawn’s personal belongings】

【From worn-out sneakers to hand-stained mugs, traces of The Dawn are left intact】

【Could this truly be a message to their agency?】

"...A message?"

The video had about two thousand comments. He wondered why it was so popular, so he tapped the comment section. He was flooded with comments in both Korean and English.

[I'm shaking... my heart is fucking pounding

I can't say it's official but

this is a tribute song for Noeul]

[There's no way WH has this kind of artistic sense...]

[You think Kang Ichae uploaded this because he was bored?

That guy never releases self-composed songs these days. If it’s not going on an album, it goes straight to the trash.]

[Sorry, but how neglected have you Noeuls been to be hyping up a single self-composed song this much

└ We can hype it to the ends of the earth

└└ To the old, slow-stretching radio, to the rhythm of the song we still love, let’s dance as if it’s forever]

While the Noeuls were fired up, Woo Kyungwoon tilted his head in confusion again.

Why are they so angry?

Isn’t it a good thing if they release a self-composed song?

Suddenly curious, Woo Kyungwoon did a search. He found that WH had released a flood of news articles a day late, like ‘The Dawn’s Surprise Self-Composed Song ‘Define’ Revealed...’ and ‘Surprise Gift for Fans Revealed to be an Unreleased Track.’ But he also noticed the public’s reaction was cold.

Although he had to retake his entrance exams, Woo Kyungwoon had wracked his brain reading countless passages for the Legal Education Eligibility Test. He quickly grasped the meaning behind this complex, new information.

[This is the members making their move.]

The Dawn had released a self-composed song without their agency’s knowledge. This caused a stir before their contract renewal.

And the fans’ anger grew over the fact that the company had been neglecting them.

[I'm about to smash everything right now]

[Let's start a revolution, my blood is boiling, fuck]

[Let's go!!!!!!!]

However, Woo Kyungwoon still didn’t understand.

Why would an agency neglect its idols?

Anywhere in South Korea, you could look up at a billboard and see Seo Hoyun’s face. Even Woo Kyungwoon, who had zero interest in idols, knew him as ‘Ah, that idol who enhances national prestige.’ If that was the case, wouldn’t they be making an insane amount of money?

But they neglect a group like that?

As Woo Kyungwoon felt uneasy, a message popped up on his phone screen.

[Bastard: Something came up.]

[Bastard: I'll get it myself, so just leave it in the department lounge.]

"......"

You son of a bitch... he thought, but he remembered the cram-session tutoring he had received from him. Woo Kyungwoon replied, ‘haha you’re busy, got it!!’ and wiped away a tear.

He dusted off his knees and was about to stand up when he felt eyes on him.

Woo Kyungwoon started to feel embarrassed, thinking he must look pathetic as a grown adult sitting on the ground, but he noticed the gazes were slightly off.

He followed their line of sight and saw a man standing next to him. The man had his arms crossed and a hat pulled down low.

The man wore a black mask that covered most of his face. He was clearly not an ordinary person. Woo Kyungwoon knew instantly who it was.

"...Gasp."

The man looked down at Woo Kyungwoon, then pulled down his mask with an amused grin.

"I was waiting to see when you'd notice."

"......"

Holy shit...

It was his pain-in-the-ass friend’s older brother, Seo Hoyun.

He looked tired, as if he had come straight from a schedule, but his face was practically glowing.

"Ah, hello, sir!"

"Been well? Studying hard?"

"...Of course!"

He couldn’t exactly say, ‘I get tormented by Seo Hojin every day!’ So Woo Kyungwoon kept his mouth shut and cautiously observed him.

He was clearly here to find his younger brother, but Seo Hoyun showed no sign of moving. He just quietly watched Woo Kyungwoon.

He’s scary....

The atmosphere had changed subtly, but his characteristic intimidating presence was the same as ever.

So, Woo Kyungwoon, who would normally be chirping away like a noisy chick, avoided his gaze. Seo Hoyun, on the other hand, stuck his hands in his pockets and tilted his head.

"I have a question, if you don't mind me asking."

"...Ask away, sir!!"

"How's Seo Hojin doing these days?"

How's he doing?

Blinking in bewilderment, Woo Kyungwoon managed to squeeze out an answer.

"Uh... he's studying well."

"......"

"...Is he popular?"

He’s still an asshole, though. Woo Kyungwoon swallowed the words and watched him cautiously. Seo Hoyun was silent, as if deep in thought.

"Is that so?"

A strange emotion laced his cracked voice.

Unsure what kind of answer he had been expecting, Woo Kyungwoon blinked. Seo Hoyun let out a light sigh and said, "I'm glad he's doing well," as he fumbled in his pocket.

"...Hyung-nim?"

...He was pulling out his wallet.

"——Woo Kyungwoon!!!"

In the distance, Seo Hojin ran toward them with a horrified expression.

"Hy-Hyung-nim!! Hyung-nim! Please! Stop, Hyung-nim!"

His face drained of all color. He begged desperately as he rushed over and raised his voice.

"—Wow, thanks, Kyungwoon-ah. You brought the book for me. You've proven what a great friend you are, and now we have to go study, so you should head back quickly."

"......"

"The sun's setting soon, it's dangerous!!"

Is he rapping?

His eyes screamed, ‘Get lost, yeah~ get lost quickly, please, if my brother gives you allowance, absolutely do not take it, seriously, are you kidding me?’

Seo Hoyun’s eyebrow twitched. Sensing the unusual atmosphere, Woo Kyungwoon was about to hurry away before he got caught in the crossfire.

"Uh... well then, you two enjoy your meal..."

"Kyungwoon."

"...Yessir! Yes, yessir?"

Seo Hoyun called out to him and asked.

"If you ever need anything, contact me anytime."

"......"

With Seo Hojin glaring at him, he quickly nodded and scurried away.

For a moment, his heart pounded with the fear Seo Hojin had instilled in him, but his honest impression was...

Wow, he’s still so fucking cool.

Where else could you find such an amazing older brother?

An aura that was both gentle and firm, and a heavy charisma. The feeling that he would kindly overlook any mistake you made....

As Woo Kyungwoon walked away with a sense of regret, he heard a voice from behind.

"What to do, Seo Hojin has gotten even uglier."

"It's always like this, always..."

...I must have misheard.


"Wow, look at the date. Is it already a holiday where I get an allowance?"

Eating with Seo Hojin was not going smoothly. He chattered nonstop. I covered one ear and flipped through the menu, then handed it to the approaching waiter.

"One of everything from here to here, please."

"......"

His expression seemed to ask, Is this for real? But since I had been eating with Min Jiheon a lot lately, this amount seemed standard.

Figuring a grown man should be able to eat this much, I gave Seo Hojin’s leg a light kick.

"You can't eat this much?"

"...I'm sorry."

Taking it as a sign to shut up, Seo Hojin pressed his lips together and watched my expression.

"Um... Hyung, are you filming a drama?"

"A movie."

"Huh? What about promotions?"

"Preparing for that at the same time."

"...Is that even a humanly possible schedule?"

"Everyone lives like this."

I replied nonchalantly and sipped my tea, but Seo Hojin frowned.

"...Let's... say that's true... but how are you going to do promotions? I heard the agency is in chaos right now."

So the news reached Seo Hojin’s ears as well.

I clicked my tongue and set down my teacup.

We were almost there with the contract renewal, but one thing was missing.

The CEO of Daepaseong.

I just needed to secure that guy, but it was not proving easy.

I thought of Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon, who were probably struggling in the countryside right now, and shrugged.

"It's fine. We just need to find the orchard."

"......?"

I ignored Seo Hojin, who looked at me with a ‘what are you talking about’ expression, and sipped my tea.

Nothing’s wrong, really.

As we exchanged meaningless conversation, I stared intently at Seo Hojin.

...It doesn’t seem like he’s lying.

However, I had been feeling a sense of unease from Seo Hojin lately.

Seo Hojin, having realized everything, was constantly trying to return to his daily life.

He couldn’t remember anything he had studied, so he gritted his teeth and forced it all back into his head. Despite that, he would laugh it off, saying his body felt comfortable.

The thing that bothered me most was that Seo Hojin occasionally made a slip of the tongue.

When I stopped by the house a while ago, he was peeling a tangerine and watching TV. He muttered.

"Hyung, didn't you use to have a commercial for that?"

"No?"

"Oh... huh? Not anymore?"

When things like that happened, he would immediately clam up. I would just pretend not to notice.

Look at him trying to gloss it over.

Seo Hojin, who had repeated countless worlds, was clearly confused.

Even I thought it was a crazy place when I was trapped in ‘that editing room’ last winter. So how must it have been for Seo Hojin, who had stayed there continuously?

It’s no wonder he’s losing his mind.

As soon as we met today, he looked me up and down as if checking my condition. Even now, while pretending to be casual, he was still probing me.

I considered it similar to my own bad habit.

"...Hm?"

When did he get so big? Lost in my complex feelings, I just stared at him. Seo Hojin tilted his head.

"...Why are you staring at me so creepily... Ack!"

"Watch your tone."

"Ow, that really hurt..."

Another kick to the shin quieted him down. I accepted the food from the waiter who opened the door to our private room and asked.

"Are you studying hard?"

"I have to. Who knows? If I become a prosecutor, I'll be able to use lines from A Dirty Trial."

...But the prosecutor Kang Kiyoung commits suicide at the end?

"...Cough."

Seo Hojin, who was chewing on some fish, looked at my expression with confusion before he understood the implication. He coughed and quickly drank some water.

"—Ah, no! It's not like that! I didn't mean it!"

"......"

"Wow, a slip of the tongue! A slip of the tongue!! I'm sorry! It was a slip of the tongue!!"

This little bastard is triggering my trauma...

My expression hardened so much I could feel it without a mirror, but Seo Hojin desperately defended himself.

Still, this was something I could... let... slide. So, being the proper older brother, I engraved the character for patience [忍] in my mind and held out my plate. Seo Hojin quickly took the deboned fish, and I moved on to the next question.

"Are the relatives contacting you?"

"...I feel like the moment I answer this, I'll be walking on a path of thorns."

"So they are."

"It was a trap question..."

Seo Hojin scratched his head, glanced at me cautiously, then sighed and spoke.

"...They do. I don't know how they got my number."

Seo Hojin added without emotion and poked at the sweet and sour pork.

"But I don't really care. Because..."

Seo Hojin whispered seriously.

"Including relatives, among all the people I share blood with, no one has given me a harder time than you, Hyung."

"......"

Yeah, you little shit...

I couldn’t deny it. I was annoyed, but I was not in a position to say anything. I let out a short sigh and poured some water.

"...If you sue, you could get some sweet compensation."

"Huh?"

Seeing Seo Hojin’s wide-eyed, surprised reaction, I said bluntly.

"You'll handle it well on your own."

"......"

"You're like me, after all."

The kid I thought took completely after our mother was, in fact, like me.

Just as Seo Hojin had told me when he stood on the bridge.

"...That's right."

Seo Hojin looked at me and, for some reason, grinned foolishly as if he was in a great mood.

"Don't worry. It was really nothing."

Yeah, right. I suppressed the surging emotions and pretended to be unfazed, but Seo Hojin kept chattering.

"Just, you know. They said my face looks better. That they don't have to buy me that toy I cried and begged for anymore, and so on... Ahaha."

Laughing, Seo Hojin chewed on the sweet and sour pork.

"Hyung, this place is really delicious—" he said as he lifted his gaze, but he suddenly burst into a coughing fit.

"...Cough."

"......"

"Cough, cough, hack, keuk."

...You know.

I had already engraved the character for patience [忍] three times.

"...A toy."

I stared at my brother for a moment. I slowly put down my spoon and bit out each word.

"Don't have to buy it for you anymore?"

Seo Hojin looked at me with an expression that screamed, I’m so fucked.
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I'm screwed.

Seo Hojin coughed violently, clamping a hand over his mouth and lowering his head. Looking up at his brother's face right now would be suicide.

Damn it.

He didn't even have to look. He felt the murderous aura radiating from his brother with his entire body.

I misspoke.

Seo Hoyun had let everything slide. The sarcastic remark about an allowance, the Prosecutor Kang Kiyoung case, and even the comment that 'my brother was harder on me than our relatives'.

A few years ago, he would have been shot on the spot without even getting to the 'al' in 'allowance', but the Seo Hoyun of today had merely shown his displeasure, sighed, and listened in silence.

It was as if he was acknowledging his own past mistakes.

He had even made sure Hojin ate properly, watching with a pleased expression as Hojin stuffed his face. So Hojin had simply thought, Wow, Hyung is in a good mood today, and smiled back.

Moreover, he had even said, “You’ll handle it well on your own.”

Those were words Seo Hojin had never heard before.

And so, he got carried away and said something he shouldn't have.

“...Um, Hyung.”

With a trembling body, Seo Hojin very carefully set down his spoon. He desperately tried to get his panicked mind to work.

“What I said earlier...”

At that moment, the door slid open with a rattle.

“Sir, are you enjoying your meal? Here's some steamed egg on the house!”

“...!”

It was the appearance of a savior.

A middle-aged man who looked like the owner, not the previous waiter, smiled brightly.

“Aigoo~, the staff was making such a fuss, I wondered who it was, and it's our very own Seo Hoyun. My youngest daughter is a hu~ge fan of The Dawn!”

“...Really?”

The celebrity Seo Hoyun asked, smiling.

My god, to be able to quell Seo Hoyun's wrath, even for a moment. Noeul, you truly are the world's greatest fandom!

While he was inwardly shedding tears, the owner held out a piece of paper and subtly asked.

“By the way, are you not filming another drama?”

“Will you watch it if I do?”

“Oh my, oh my! Of course! If it's possible, I hope you'll film a sequel to that drama you did with Yu Jia.”

That didn't mean Seo Hoyun wouldn't kill Seo Hojin, however. While they chatted and laughed, Seo Hojin kept his mouth shut. He remained silent even as the owner left, saying, “Come again, so I can see that handsome face often~”

He had only bought himself another fifteen seconds of life. Now, it was time to await his death sentence.

“They're generous. Let's eat this and go.”

“...Huh?”

Seo Hoyun said calmly. Stunned, Seo Hojin cautiously lifted his head and blinked.

What is this?

He seemed perfectly fine.

Seo Hoyun, scooping up a spoonful of the steaming egg, was just like his usual self.

“Aren't you eating?”

“...Uh, no... You're not going to say anything?”

After hesitating for a long while, Seo Hojin asked. Seo Hoyun, in turn, asked, bewildered.

“Say anything about what?”

“......”

“Isn't this conversation over?”

Over?

After speaking so breezily, he wiped his mouth and stood up. Seo Hojin quickly shoved the steamed egg into his mouth and followed Seo Hoyun out, feeling like he was about to get indigestion.

Seo Hoyun, who had been chatting and laughing with the waiter, finished paying and turned around.

“Seo Hojin. Need a ride?”

“Uh... I have to go to school anyway, so... I'll walk.”

“Really? Alright. I'm leaving first.”

Seo Hojin blinked, staring blankly as Seo Hoyun pulled his car from the parking lot and drove away.

“...Eh?”

That's it?

Is that person really my brother?

In the old days, he would have charged at him with blazing eyes, demanding, 'What the hell is that toy? What the fuck did you want so badly? Goddammit!' Instead, Seo Hoyun had simply driven away cleanly.

Left alone in the underground parking garage, Seo Hojin scratched his head.

“Wow...”

His brother had changed.

“...He's really mellowed out a lot.”

...Then again, a lot of time has passed.

Perhaps becoming generous even to those who were hostile to him was a sign that he had grown stronger.

Although his heart still pounded from the tension, it was a good thing.

“...That's amazing.”

...Am I a little disappointed?


[Hyung did that?]

“Yup.”

A few days later, Seo Hojin stopped by the supermarket. It seemed Seo Hoyun was concerned about him not eating proper meals, so he thought he would try cooking for himself.

He held a bag heavy with textbooks in one hand and his phone in the other, which was quite cumbersome. He shoved the bag into the shopping cart and picked up his phone again.

[He really just let it go like that?]

“I'm telling you, he did.”

While on the phone with Kang Ichae, Seo Hojin crunched on a piece of candy. It had been a while since he'd quit smoking, but his mouth still felt empty and needed something to chew on.

[...Is that really Seo Hoyun?]

“That's what I'm saying. Don't you think he's changed, too?”

[Hmm...]

Kang Ichae hummed, seemingly lost in thought for a moment.

[Hyung does seem... a little different lately. I was surprised when he acted so unexpectedly when we tried to live together at the dorm... but he was still annoying. That's the essence of Hoyun-hyung.]

“......”

[So honestly, I don't believe your story.]

“Me neither.”

A brother who patiently puts up with his younger brother's defiance?

Wasn't this the 'gentle and kind brother' that Woo Kyungwoon had described?

He had scoffed and asked if Woo Kyungwoon was crazy when he saw him making a huge fuss upon their reunion, but thinking about it now, it wasn't entirely wrong.

[You're going to be in big trouble if you let your guard down.]

...Yeah, well.

While he felt ambivalent, Kang Ichae clicked his tongue and changed the subject.

[Speaking of which, I heard Hyung had a company dinner yesterday. They said he was dragged around by industry people until dawn.]

“Really? Did he go to the dorm today?”

[He's not home. Seems like he went out for a schedule.]

I see.

His brother lived a busy life anyway, so it wasn't surprising news.

After a moment of thought, Seo Hojin asked.

“So... are your group's activities going okay?”

[Ah, that?]

Kang Ichae laughed and said.

[No need to worry.]

His voice was somehow full of confidence.

Feeling a little warm and fuzzy inside, Seo Hojin said, 'Alright,' and ended the call.

He tossed whatever he could grab into the cart and pushed it toward the checkout counter. He had a lot to do today as well.

I should go back, cook, do the laundry... and then study.

Now that he was back to his daily routine, he had to study hard too.

Seo Hojin was bewildered by the material when he returned, as it felt completely new. His mind felt empty, as if all the knowledge he had accumulated had vanished without a trace. This was the busiest time at Law School, so he had to grit his teeth and study hard starting now.

That, in fact, was the way to lessen his brother's worries.

As he walked briskly, the kids' corner next to the checkout counter caught his eye. Normally, he wouldn't have given it a second glance, but the other day came to mind, and it bothered him for some reason.

He had lied to Seo Hoyun, saying, 'Ah, I don't even remember the thing with our relatives anymore.'

Of course I remember.

Memories from his childhood were particularly vivid.

In reality, it happened after their parents' accident, when Seo Hoyun wasn't in his right mind and Hojin was left with relatives.

Back then, Seo Hojin had been left with relatives for half a year. He just didn't get to eat much. He had heard their bullshit from time to time and, as a child, it sometimes hurt, but the real reason he cried and begged was because he wanted to go back to Seo Hoyun.

Well, I did cry.

From the moment he reunited with his brother six months later, the matter with the relatives no longer seemed important.

It was just a useless memory to dwell on.

Seo Hoyun, however, considered it a great humiliation. He seemed to feel guilty that he hadn't been by Seo Hojin's side.

Perhaps that was why.

“Is there anything you want?”

Whenever they passed the toy section at the supermarket, his brother would invariably ask that.

However, Seo Hojin knew their financial situation and didn't want to whine to the college-student Seo Hoyun, who looked exhausted from all his part-time jobs.

“...No? Not at all?”

So when Seo Hojin shook his head and tried to quickly push the cart away, Seo Hoyun would chuckle. He would move his hand from the cart handle and gently push Hojin's forehead.

“Right, you're all grown up.”

The expression on his brother's face as he looked down at him was still vivid.

On days like that, he would also chain-smoke all night.

“Ugh.”

Pushing the cart, Seo Hojin scratched his cheek.

“I really didn't need anything.”

Why did he feel so guilty?

His brother wasn't his parent, so why did he try so hard to play that role? It was something Seo Hojin would never understand.

It was the same recently.

Relatives?

After witnessing my brother's death several times, does he really think I'd care about something like that now?

Facing his relatives was so boring it made him yawn.

It had even become a small hobby of his to greet them with sarcasm whenever they met. “Wow~ you're here again? You must have a lot of free time. If you have so much time to spare, why not volunteer or something?”

The only thing Seo Hojin, who was no ordinary college student, had to worry about was his still-intense-as-hell brother.

It's truly absurd.

He recalled the uncomfortable expression Seo Hoyun would make whenever their relatives were mentioned and smiled faintly. On his way back after paying at the supermarket, a call came as he was getting close to home.

“Kang Ichae?”

He answered the phone while waiting for the elevator in front of his apartment building.

Then, a familiar voice laced with laughter came through.

[You really took care of our maternal uncle already, huh?]

“...Hyung?”

The voice on the other end of the line was none other than Seo Hoyun's.

[After what you said, I went and met our uncles. Besides the one you gathered fraud evidence on, you won't be hearing from any other relatives from now on. I also got a promise they'll never see you, even if they try to visit.]

“...Uh, huh?”

[There's nothing your hyung can't do, right?]

...This sounds like he packaged a threat as a promise.

Thinking that he really hadn't changed in this regard, Seo Hojin chuckled as he stepped into the elevator.

“What, you called just to tell me that?”

His disappointment vanished in an instant.

Because his brother still cared about him.

Standing in front of his door, Seo Hojin held the phone with his shoulder and pressed the keypad.

“You're really something else, Hyung. You're busy. Couldn't you have just told me when you saw me later?”

[Ah, we'll be seeing each other soon.]

“We will?”

However, when he swung the door open, Seo Hojin was a bit puzzled.

“...?”

A cold wind seeped in.

He looked closer and saw the veranda sash was open. Blackout curtains were drawn, and wind periodically seeped into the dim apartment, making the curtains flutter wildly. Seo Hojin took off his shoes and closed the veranda door, listening to his phone.

“When?”

Huh, but why does the apartment smell so much like—

It was at that moment.

The instant he finished closing the veranda door, a strange, chilling sensation crept up his spine.

“Now.”

A gentle voice spoke, not from the receiver, but piercing his ear in reality.

Seo Hojin froze as if struck by lightning. Still holding his phone, he turned around very slowly.

In the darkness, he saw a face completely devoid of a smile.

“...Hyung?”

Seo Hojin, who hadn't seen him upon entering, froze on the spot. Seo Hoyun sat on the sofa with his legs crossed. Next to him was a large, unidentifiable box.

Seo Hoyun took the lollipop from his mouth and asked very gently.

“You're back?”

Contrary to his soft voice, his expression didn't change. Only his eyes rolled to follow Seo Hojin.

Stiff as a board, Seo Hojin very slowly lowered his phone and took a step back.

“What took you so long? I've been waiting.”

“......”

And no wonder. Seo Hoyun had been watching him silently from the darkness. As his vision adjusted, his brother's form became clear.

He lightly rubbed his fingertips together, as if rolling a cigarette.

He's drunk.

This wasn't simple intoxication.

He was used to seeing him passed out in front of the door, or pulling out his wallet to hand him allowance money.

This was different. The smell of alcohol was piercingly strong, but his pronunciation was perfectly clear.

“...What's going on?”

This was the kind of drunk he got when he drank because he was in a bad mood.

...the kind of drunk he only saw when Seo Hojin had made a truly irreversible mistake.

Get a grip.

Dealing with him now is really dangerous.

First, I need to get him out of here.

Get him out, and we'll talk later.

His body stiffened with a fear that rose from the abyss, but Seo Hojin forced the corners of his mouth up, feigning composure.

The moment he showed any weakness, Seo Hoyun would pounce.

“...Hyung, I didn't expect to see you so soon. I thought you were busy with your schedule?”

“......”

“Still, it's good to see your face... Ahem, it's good.”

...Good.

He's still listening quietly.

The air around them was stretched taut, but his opponent was drunk.

He was somewhat confident he could persuade a drunkard like that to leave.

“But I'm sorry, if it's not urgent, can we talk later? I have something scheduled, so I just need to drop my stuff off and head straight to school...”

KWANG!!!

Seo Hojin couldn't finish his sentence.

His brother had kicked the enormous box.

“AAAAARGH!”

He screamed and stumbled backward. Unidentifiable objects spilled from the torn box.

CLATTER!

“Wh-what...”

“Where do you think you're going.”

CRASH! RUSTLE... A black object that touched his foot rolled away. Seo Hojin stared blankly at the floor, unable to guess what it was.

“I heard you cried.”

“...What?”

He flinched and stepped back, a subtle, piercing pain spreading through his foot.

“Ah...!”

Lifting his heel, Seo Hojin realized what they were.

They were tiny toy parts.

He turned his stiff neck to look at the toppled box. The box depicted a cute mobile and a giant spaceship. English text on it read: [Boasting the largest number of parts of any existing toy!]

Parts: 11,237.

Playtime: approximately 17 hours.

“I bought it.”

“......”

“So, Hojin-ah, stop crying...”

Seo Hoyun nudged a toy part with his foot. He rested his chin on his hand and finally, he smiled brightly.

...his eyes gleaming with madness.

“Should Hyung... assemble it... right in front of you?”

Hell had arrived.


SS Chapter 12

Seo Hoyun was kind to me.

When Seo Hoyun was in his twenties and Seo Hojin was in his teens, Seo Hoyun disappeared for a few days. He reappeared with a tired face and randomly handed me the latest model of a cell phone.

After Seo Hoyun entered his thirties and Seo Hojin his twenties, I came back from military leave, and he had suddenly bought me walnut pastries.

The gifts I had received over the decades piled up, one by one. Noise-canceling wireless earphones to help me concentrate, a watch he gave me so I wouldn't be looked down on, a luxury pen as a reward for studying well...

And so, there were times when Seo Hoyun would give Seo Hojin gifts. It seemed as if Seo Hojin's frugal attitude had provoked Seo Hoyun. In those moments, Seo Hojin felt a little embarrassed, but he liked it, so he accepted them without a word.

He once asked, "Why'd you buy something so expensive?" and was met with a barrage of nagging. In any case, those were days of good brotherly love.

However.

There were, very occasionally, dangerous moments.

On those days, a chilling storm might rage, or the sky might be clear without a single cloud. Seo Hoyun could be tired or in a good mood, but sometimes, his mood would plummet like a gyro drop ride.

When?

When he felt he 'hadn't been able to do something' for me.

Especially when Seo Hoyun, who didn't even like alcohol that much, came home this drunk, I had to be as quiet as a mouse. I had rebelled once, and Seo Hoyun... (the rest is omitted)... Anyway, I almost died.

"...You're not going to do it?"

And now was 'that time'.

The pungent smell of alcohol filled the air. Toy parts lay scattered across the floor. Seo Hoyun sat on the sofa, watching without moving a muscle.

"...I'll do it!"

Instead of rebelling with thoughts like, Now? Really now? Sorry, but I'm tired. Does it make sense to throw a toy at a twenty-seven-year-old and tell him to assemble it?, Seo Hojin immediately sat down on the living room floor.

His survival instincts had kicked in.

Looking closer, he had even bought assembly gloves so my hands wouldn't hurt. Gritting his teeth, Seo Hojin put on the gloves and quickly scanned the box. It felt like decades since he had last touched a Lego set, but a jolt of intuition came to him.

17 hours. A beginner would definitely take longer.

He reached for the most urgent part first. The instruction manual was nearly 500 pages long, making his mind go blank, but he barely held onto his sanity.

There must be a loophole.

Seo Hojin pretended to browse and flipped to the last page. He planned to check the appearance of the finished product first. As long as the outside looked plausible, the inside didn't matter, and he could save time by not assembling the interior.

Just as Seo Hojin was getting a feel for it, the smell of alcohol hit his nose.

"...!"

A shadow fell over him before he could even lift his head.

Seo Hoyun, who had approached without him noticing, reached out with his long fingers. He flipped the manual to the first page and whispered softly.

"Why are you looking at the last page first?"

Goosebumps crawled up his spine.

"...I-I-I just wanted to see what the finished thing looks like!"

Suppressing a scream, Seo Hojin quickly answered and started looking for the first piece to assemble. He resolved to do it step by step, but his hands trembled, causing him to keep dropping the parts.

Calm down, Seo Hojin.

Let's just wait until he sobers up. When Seo Hoyun's mind clears, he'll tell me to stop. Even if he's crazy, he's not the type to waste time on useless things. Or maybe he'll doze off, fall over, and go to sleep.

He was busy assembling the Lego set while running hopeful scenarios in his head, but after an hour and a half, Seo Hojin realized something.

...I put it together wrong.

He had missed a piece that was supposed to go on the inside.

For a moment, his fingertips trembled.

A glance at the instructions made the situation even more grim. To build it correctly, he would have to take it apart and start over from the beginning.

Should I pretend I don't know and just move on?

The moment he glanced up, thinking his brother wouldn't know what a spaceship was supposed to look like...

"......"

"......"

Seo Hoyun was looking down at him, his long eyelashes lowered. He watched without even blinking.

He knows something is wrong.

Damn it!!

There had been countless moments when he was proud of how quick-witted and smart Seo Hoyun was, but right now, it was just terrifying.

Besides, seeing the glint in his eyes, this wasn't because of the alcohol.

In other words, his brother right now was...

Completely sane.

His brother was completely insane.

He almost cried as he quickly disassembled what he had built.

Is there no way out? Do I really have to assemble the whole thing?

Even for Seo Hojin, who was usually quick on his feet, his thoughts were a jumble in this disastrous situation. Desperately racking his brain, Seo Hojin finally thought of an escape route and his lips twitched.

"I'm... h-hungry."

His brother, who was crazy about food, wouldn't be able to ignore this request.

He looked up with the most pitiful expression he could muster when, DING-DONG, the doorbell rang.

"...!"

His body froze for a moment at the sudden sound, but Seo Hojin got up and opened the door anyway.

In front of it was a food delivery.

"Of course. You have to eat while you work."

He blankly set up the food and glanced at Seo Hoyun.

"Eat."

Creak, creak... His movements were unnatural. He could no longer tell if his hands were made of Lego or flesh.

As he ate, trembling, Seo Hoyun just rested his chin on his hand and stared blankly in his direction.

"Aren't you... eating, Hyung?"

Feeling like he might choke on his food, he asked cautiously.

Seo Hoyun smiled softly. "Just watching you eat is enough to make me full."

"......"

He felt every hair on his body stand on end.

And so, Seo Hojin resigned himself to his fate and endured the agonizing hours of death.

Three hours in.

I should have killed that bastard relative sooner...

Five hours in.

No, I shouldn't have even looked at the Lego set in the supermarket.

Seven hours in...

Maybe I'm the one who's really in the wrong? Is Hyung doing this for my own good?

...Eleven hours in.

These building block toys are truly a great invention! To be able to build something like this, I'm so lucky!

As Seo Hojin was gradually becoming one with the Lego set, dawn had broken. It was around the time he couldn't even tell if it was today or tomorrow.

"It's... It's done! It's done! I finally finished it!"

"......"

"Hyung! Look at this!"

Surprisingly, Seo Hojin, who wasn't bad with his hands, finished the assembly in thirteen hours.

Behold, the beautiful, grotesque, and dizzying Lego model of eleven thousand, two hundred and thirty-seven pieces that he had completed.

"Oh, really?"

And even more grotesquely, Seo Hoyun, who had been watching for thirteen hours without blinking, casually kicked the remaining parts with his foot.

"But why are there so many pieces left over?"

"......"

Honestly, who could tell if all eleven thousand, two hundred and thirty-seven pieces had been used or not?

In that moment when even Seo Hojin was left speechless and dumbfounded, Seo Hoyun flicked the parts one by one and tilted his head as if he didn't understand.

"Did you build it wrong?"

He looked ready to make him dismantle the whole thing and start over if he tried to gloss over it.

"Wait, h-here! It's written in the manual!"

Seo Hojin hurriedly found and held out the part of the manual that read [Extra parts are included!].

Seo Hoyun hummed and quietly read it.

"...So it is."

"Right?! Hahaha, right?"

It was a relief to be acknowledged.

If he had to reassemble those eleven thousand, two hundred and thirty-seven pieces, he would have rather chewed and swallowed the spare parts to destroy the evidence.

His thinking ability having evaporated from assembling nonstop, Seo Hojin felt an explosive urge to storm out and have a smoke, but...

"...Wow!"

Seeing Seo Hoyun staring at him blankly, as if waiting for a comment, he hastily broke into a bright smile like a ten-year-old kid.

"That was fun! It's so great to play like this with you, Hyung, after so long. It feels like a void I've felt since childhood is being filled!!"

"......"

He got carried away, and the latter half came out sarcastic.

Seo Hoyun muttered.

"...A void?"

"Cohesion! Co-he-sion! Look at how these small, scattered blocks connect with each other to be born as one giant spaceship! My god, it's such a beautiful thing! Maybe the truth of life is contained within this."

With trembling hands, he lifted the spaceship, cradling it preciously as if nothing in the world could interfere.

"...Pfft."

At that, Seo Hoyun's eyes curved in satisfaction.

It was a bright smile that would have made him look like a kind older brother to others, but...

"You like it that much?"

"......"

Seo Hojin nearly choked on the curses rising in his throat.

Mom...

Why didn't you give birth to me sooner...


After sending Hojin, who had dark circles under his eyes, to his room, I took a short nap. The alcohol had worn off, but I was tired from staying up all night with him. Then, I immediately got in my car and drove three hours from Seoul to the countryside.

"Ah, my head."

I parked the SUV near a vinyl greenhouse in the countryside and looked at my phone, with the sound of the drizzling rain as a backdrop.

[Seo Hoyun, why are you carrying Lego sets around these days?]

[I don't know lol. Why would the frugal Seo Hoyun buy such an expensive Lego set...]

[Hoyun-ah, you're so weird and funny. I still can't figure you out.]

Ding!

[Do you usually... act out and cause trouble when you drink?]

"No."

My head was splitting, so I pressed my forehead firmly.

"I actually sobered up early on."

[Ohh...]

"But watching him do it was actually pretty nice."

[Gasp, Seo Hoyun...!]

The System Window popped up.

[I'm... I'm so moved. To think you were so considerate of your brother...!]

"No."

I said, rummaging through the glovebox for a piece of candy.

"Watching him suffer relieves my stress."

[......]

I found out that Seo Hojin hates Legos, you see.

I sank deep into the car seat and let out a smirk. The image of his face, sweating profusely as he assembled the parts, kept coming to mind.

He's just like he was back then, when you see him like that.

Feeling better, I hummed a tune, ordered another toy set, and then opened a portal site.

【The Dawn's Contract Renewal Approaches... WH/Daepaseong Remain "Silent"】

That was enough teasing my brother for now. It was time to harvest the fruit.

【What Will Happen to WH's Stock Price the Moment They Lose The Dawn as a Full Group?】

【WH Only Repeats "Under Discussion"】

As expected, a storm seemed to be brewing after I uploaded the self-composed song. Articles about The Dawn's contract renewal were pouring out endlessly, and all related parties were on edge, but...

"They're trying so hard."

The person who actually needed to be there was absent.

After being acquired by WH, the Daepaseong CEO had become a puppet president, pushed aside by management interference and pressure. Neither I nor the other employees had seen the CEO recently.

In other words, he was avoiding the situation.

Closing the portal site, I rested my chin on my hand and looked at the message the leader sent yesterday.

[Kim Seonghyeon: I found the CEO]

[Kim Seonghyeon: We'll get ready in Seoul]

[Kim Seonghyeon: It's raining, so drive safe]

At that moment, a light turned on in a modified container house near the distant vinyl greenhouse.

The tarp-covered container did an excellent job of blocking the rain, and a man who came out from inside seemed to be enjoying the atmosphere as he poured hot water from a pot to make a cup of tea.

"Well, well."

He's living well.

Pleased to see him, I flicked my headlights once or twice as a greeting.

In the distance, I could see him flinch and look in my direction.

I flicked the lights one more time for an encore, then grabbed an umbrella from the passenger seat and opened the car door.

"...What the?"

SPLASH, SPLASH.

I strode through the heavy downpour, right up to the front of the container.

Seeing him for the first time in a while, he seemed more surprised than happy, frozen in place.

"...Seo Hoyun?"

I looked down at the CEO and smiled.

Judging by his appearance, it seemed he just wanted to sit back comfortably and collect his money.

"You'll get wet, CEO-nim."

Unfortunately for him, I'm a master of making a scene.

Lowering my umbrella, I very slowly scanned the Daepaseong CEO from top to bottom and asked sweetly.

"Have you been thinking of me?"


SS Chapter 13

“Fuck.”

I'd rather a meteor fell before I have to go to work.

【The Dawn Main Rapper X Sub Dancer Rock Ballad ‘I'm Praying a Meteor Falls Before I Go to Work Tomorrow’ Cover】

Lee Jihyeon gloomily pulled out her earphones. No meteor had fallen, not even a bird dropping. She had once again made it to work safely.

She scanned her ID but could not muster the courage to head to the office. Instead, she sat in a spot overlooking the Han River, grabbed her mouse, and opened her laptop. She then habitually opened the company review site.

[WH Entertainment

Pros: You sometimes see celebrities.

Cons: Management that engages in intense office politics, bosses who don't understand the field, crazy bastards who want to get paid for doing nothing, and a staff of grunts who entered with passion for the industry but are deceived over and over and over again until they work like slaves. Usually, you clock in at 7 AM and clock out at 3 AM, (sometimes you clock in at 3 AM and clock out at 7 AM the next day) ... (Omitted)...

One-line review: Escaping is a sign of intelligence.]

As soon as she arrived at work, Lee Jihyeon pulled up her resignation letter and scrolled the mouse wheel. Drrrk, drrrk. Even passionate graduates from ElRit started crawling on all fours down the company hallways with hollow faces within a week. This month alone, more than ten employees she knew had resigned.

Was it because the long hours were hard?

No. She could have endured the hardship if there had been some results at the end. It was because only projects that made absolutely no sense received approval.

The middle managers only cared about what the higher-ups thought. They would unconditionally say, "Yep, yep, of course we have to do it," jot it down, and then toss it to the employees below, not caring a hoot whether they got cursed out. Moreover, those higher-ups undoubtedly regarded everyone, employee or artist, as nothing more than parts on a conveyor belt.

This is killing me.

Every day since she joined WH had been like this, but the past week was the most painful. The higher-ups misrepresented the project she had poured her passion into, and it was taking flak. They rejected the proposal she had worked so hard on, staying up all night to produce a really good result.

[Lee Jihyeon has lost her touch.]

I haven't lost my touch.

[Ah, this is so lame lol. You're just in it for the money, right?]

[You've really fallen into a rut.]

No!!

Her throat hurt from downing soju all week.

Why... are there... so many bastards in the upper ranks who want to leech off everyone without doing anything?

I think I'm going to go crazy.

No, she might have already gone crazy. She could not live sanely, so she lived on soju and beer as if it were water, her dark circles growing deeper.

Was it better back at Daepaseong?

Daepaseong was lazy and WH was the devil. Lee Jihyeon reached a conclusion immediately without much serious thought.

A stupid, lazy bastard is the lesser of two evils...

Stupid but diligent bastards really needed to be killed. Lee Jihyeon realized this after downing two bottles of soju in a row. She had no idea where the CEO was, what he was doing, or when he would return. Daepaseong, caught up in WH's office politics, would never be the same again.

Her heart ached as she scanned the flood of complaints about the company on social media with empty eyes.

“...Hah.”

Lee Jihyeon let out a deep sigh that rose from her core and squeezed her eyes shut.

She made up her mind.

I'm going to quit.

This time, for real. She did not have much to prepare. She already had a resignation form saved on her hard drive.

Once she decided, she could not stop her hands from moving on their own.

I'm quitting today, right now.

She would only do the bare minimum for the handover. For her successor, she would write ‘Run’ in her locker and post on the company review site.

[Please review WH!

Pros: You can see the Han River.

Cons: It makes you want to jump in.]

She felt relieved, but also bitter. She had worked with affection since her Daepaseong days, but this was how it ended.

Lee Jihyeon closed her laptop. She muttered with the vacant eyes of a zombie while staring out the window.

“......This fucking sucks.”

Leaning against the large glass window, she stared intently at the Han River again and spat out blankly.

“Should I just jump?”

“You can't do that, can you?”

Startled, she spun around. A man holding two drinks looked at her.

The man who could now, without a doubt, be called the most famous celebrity here.

“Want a drink?”

Seo Hoyun.

He approached her and offered a cup of coffee. She took it quietly and mumbled.

“...Thank you, Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes.”

She took a light sip. The bitter taste of coffee beans filled her mouth and cleared her mind a little.

That aside.

“What brings you here?”

“Nothing.”

As if you'd come to see me for no reason.

Lee Jihyeon grumbled inwardly and snuck glances at Seo Hoyun. His long bangs lightly tickled the corners of his eyes. Other employees also snuck glances at him as they passed, but Seo Hoyun was unfazed, as if he were used to it.

He's a celebrity. Seeing him like this, so popular, it feels new.

Seo Hoyun's snot-nosed kid days... No. He was a viper from the start. No matter how famous he was, what did it have to do with her? She was leaving anyway.

Seo Hoyun did not say much, just sipped his coffee next to her. Lee Jihyeon finally broke the silence.

“Are you here about a project proposal?”

“Nope?”

“...Really, nothing?”

“Yeees. Nothing.”

He was still someone who made her strangely nervous. They had worked together for years, but far from getting easier, she found herself more flustered around him than when she saw her own boss. Feeling self-conscious, Lee Jihyeon finally spoke up first out of guilt.

“...Seo Hoyun, I think you overheard me earlier, but please, don't misunderstand. I don't really want to jump into the Han River. I'm really attached to The Dawn. It's not that I don't want to work, it's just...”

Lee Jihyeon trailed off, then muttered.

“...You know how it is, Seo Hoyun.”

It was not as if Seo Hoyun did not know the current situation.

Even though the artists were the ones actively promoting, their decision-making power was practically ignored. After all, WH had the connections with broadcasting stations and the capital. The comments like 'What are the artists doing?' or 'Shouldn't they be able to stop it with that much experience?' were not entirely true. If you looked closely, the artists themselves could not do much.

No matter how much they expressed their opinions, WH would only say, "We understand," on the surface. Then they would ultimately ignore them, arbitrarily setting and presenting schedules that did not consider the artists' wishes at all.

If they protested, the company would bring up contract violations and subtly threaten them, saying that the livelihoods of many people depended on their every unpredictable action. Or they would act as if something could really be changed, only to end up taking away desired schedules one by one. So they had no choice but to stop protesting.

Even if they wanted to pull out now, the company would just keep muttering things like, 'Think about the staff and the fans,' and 'Just endure it a little longer and it'll pass'...

That was WH's way of safely and slowly sucking the marrow from their employees' bones. It was a structure that exploited affection and responsibility as assets until they were completely depleted.

“It’s frustrating, isn’t it?”

“Huh?”

Seo Hoyun asked without looking at her.

“It's frustrating. No matter what proposal you submit, it gets cut.”

“...Yes.”

“All your opinions are ignored, even though it was Daepaseong that raised The Dawn until now.”

Seo Hoyun was subtly taking her side.

So Seo Hoyun does understand the employees' difficulties after all!

Lee Jihyeon's face brightened instantly, and she nodded.

“I've seen a few. The researcher concept from last time was interesting.”

“...Really? You saw that?”

“Yes. I look at all of your proposals, Lee Jihyeon. Whether they pass or not.”

That's actually a little scary, but also touching.

Unsure if the thrill in her chest was joy or fear, she continued.

“It seemed fun, right?! But instead of that... the one where we wear animal ears and play the Truth Game got approved.”

“That's outdated.”

“...Yes. We already did it a few years ago.”

Thinking of the countless proposals she had thrown away made her depressed all over again. Predictable plans led to uninteresting and cliché results. In reality, it was all about playing it safe with no risks. A team that was safe, moderate, and optimized for risk management. Inside it, she was slowly rotting.

Whatever, I'm quitting anyway.

She would shake it all off and go farm in the countryside, or just lie down and do nothing but stare at the ceiling. However, Lee Jihyeon could not guarantee that she would not regret it.

Because she liked this job.

Because it was her pride.

Because she truly loved creating something for others to love.

“Hah...”

And so, in the end.

“...Seo Hoyun.”

Lee Jihyeon stared quietly at the Han River and sighed.

“Sometimes... this might sound crazy, but I miss the Daepaseong days.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. It wasn't... great, but at least we were free. Resources were scarce, but we could do things freely without restrictions...!! And the reactions were pretty good...”

“But it was a mess.”

“......”

“And it wasn't systematic.”

Lee Jihyeon immediately regretted it and shut her mouth.

She had crossed a line. No matter how frankly she spoke, Seo Hoyun would never miss those small-agency days.

“...You're right. It was a mess.”

Compared to when Daepaseong was independent, Seo Hoyun was now a far more famous celebrity and made much more money, and when it was time to renew his contract, he would leave.

She lowered her head and tried to act as nonchalant as possible.

“No, right, it's just... you're right. It wasn't systematic and it was a mess. Yep.”

It was a story that had nothing to do with him, who would most likely find a new agency and leave. A sense of inexplicable disappointment and unfairness washed over her, but Lee Jihyeon had no choice but to repeat Seo Hoyun's words.

She sighed and raised her gaze to look at Seo Hoyun.

“Hahaha, that was a weird thing to say, right? I just saw you, Seo Hoyun, and it brought back some memories, so I was just joking.”

“You were going to quit.”

“...Huh?”

Seo Hoyun, leaning halfway against the window, looked at her, bathed in sunlight. He was an objectively dazzlingly handsome man, but that was not what surprised her.

“H-How did you...?”

“Well.”

It was because Seo Hoyun tilted his head and gave her a faint smile.

“Because I've always been watching you.”

A normal person would have been thrilled. It was a line straight out of a drama, delivered by a dazzlingly handsome man.

But Lee Jihyeon, who knew Seo Hoyun well, found her gaze automatically drawn to the drink he held.

It's not a frappuccino.

It was an americano.

The hair on her entire body stood on end.

I'm fucked.

Dangerous. Speaking from her experience as a slave, this was Lee Jihyeon's final warning to escape.

“Just kidding, hahahahaha. Hahaha! Hahahaha!”

“Just kidding? I'm hurt.”

“......”

No, was that a signal, not a warning, that it was already over?

Before her thoughts could continue, Lee Jihyeon immediately took a step back.

“Oh my! A sudden work call!”

“A call?”

She held up her phone, which was not even vibrating, and pretended to be startled. Seo Hoyun maintained his smile and asked again.

“But it's not vibrating?”

“Bzzzzzzzt! There it is! The vibration!”

“Hahaha.”

Don't come closer. Don't come closer. Please don't come closer.

Lee Jihyeon chanted the spell three times in her head, but Seo Hoyun crushed all her prayers. He took another step forward and looked down at her.

“Lee Jihyeon.”

As his shadow fell over her, Lee Jihyeon's trembling pupils quickly scanned her surroundings.

“Don't you want to go back to those days?”

“No? I'm very satisfied.”

“To the days that were a mess, spectacular day after day, and full of drama...”

“WH is really the best. The company... the company cafeteria is really delicious too!!”

“You want to see a makjang drama again? You miss when our 'Orchard' song came out? Ah, since you're being like this, Lee Jihyeon, I have no choice. I get it.”

Seo Hoyun smiled very kindly. His eyes twinkled playfully, as if he had found something fun.

“Shall we give it a try?”

“W-What?”

“What do you mean, what?”

Seo Hoyun lowered his waist slightly and whispered quietly to Lee Jihyeon, as if sharing a great secret.

“Now, let's shout it out...”

Lee Jihyeon should have realized it sooner.

“Like a mango, Fail Fail Fail.”

That this psycho had not been in his right mind from the moment he showed up with an americano.


SS Chapter 14

Having postponed her resignation, Lee Jihyeon sat at her desk and recalled her conversation with yesterday's cra... no, with Seo Hoyun.

“...Woof... woof woof?”

Instead of saying, 'What kind of bullshit is that? Explain it so I can understand,' Lee Jihyeon cursed at him with her eyes.

Seo Hoyun, who understood her request perfectly, kindly explained, “Um, there's nothing specific for you to do, Lee Jihyeon. Just don't resign and wait.”

Without resigning?

Tired of asking more questions, she furrowed her brow.

Seo Hoyun nodded slightly.

“Are you nervous?”

Terrified.

“I mean, I gave you the secret code earlier. If you get anxious, just shout it.”

“...What?”

“Do you like pineapples?”

Seo Hoyun grinned brightly.

“Like a Pineapple Pop Pop Pop.”

Is he suggesting we all just die together?

She stared at him with empty eyes, but Seo Hoyun vanished in a flash. Seo Hoyun had said so much, yet Lee Jihyeon understood nothing.

Still.

“...Ugh.”

Should I wait a little longer...

Since it's Seo Hoyun saying it, it somehow feels credible...

Lee Jihyeon, who had been ready to resign at any moment, decided to leave her resignation letter in her locker for the time being.

However, contrary to Seo Hoyun's bold words, the next day, WH was still a complete mess.

“I don't think this plan will work.”

Look at this person standing in front of me.

The new team leader, who had been parachuted into the position left vacant by the head of the Daepaseong Planning Team last quarter, meddled in every little thing.

“A concept where The Dawn members video call each other? They'd have better synergy if they were together. Besides, Kang Ichae is in the US again right now. The time difference is an issue... and I doubt someone so free-spirited would enjoy calling his members.”

Kang Ichae is crazy about The Dawn, you know?

Who would know better, you, or me, who's been with them since our Daepaseong days when the ceiling leaked?

She swallowed the words that rose to her throat. Knowing that persuasion wouldn't work on the stubborn and arrogant team leader, Lee Jihyeon mentally counted to three before speaking.

“I think the fans would like it. Seo Hoyun is back, too...”

“Ah, I don't know. I'll review it, but it's a concept WH has never tried before.”

Daepaseong is an independent label!

Do you people not understand the concept of an independent label??

Silently cursing inwardly, Lee Jihyeon sighed and returned to her desk. She typed in her password, ‘TlqtoRlemf’, trying to calm her boiling anger.

The second day.

“Lee Jihyeon, haven't you submitted any new plans?”

“What? I sent them by email this morning.”

“What?”

The team leader looked dumbfounded.

“They were all rejected.”

“Pardon...? I wasn't told anything.”

“I told you yesterday.”

If you mean yesterday, the only thing we talked about was the video call idea.

Lee Jihyeon mentally counted to two.

“Don't tell me you don't even have a backup plan?”

“......”

Lee Jihyeon pulled an all-nighter.

Even sighing was a luxury.

The proposals she had created, racking her brain until dark circles hung under her eyes, all went straight into the trash.

In the end, the plan the team leader submitted was one that another label had done four years ago...

She had firmly insisted that they might get a complaint from the other label, but he dismissed her with a 'classic is best'.

You've lost your touch, you son of a bitch...

The third day.

Lee Jihyeon, having reached a state of near-enlightenment, went to work.

That afternoon, the team leader was furious.

“This is the one High Five did! A complaint just came in, what are you going to do about this?!”

“...Pardon?”

Lee Jihyeon watched the documents SLAM down, then squeezed her eyes shut before opening them again.

“...But, you said it was fine yesterday.”

“What? I said that? I have no memory of it.”

He said it with a sneer.

“Lee Jihyeon, which company do you even belong to?”

Daepaseong, you bastard... Your direct subordinate!!

“Labels, you know this stuff is sensitive, right? We all have to make concessions for each other.”

“......”

“I heard you had a good sense for things, Lee Jihyeon, but you're not as great as I thought... Just rehashing old ideas.”

Twitch.

“Has The Dawn been too easy on you all this time?”

In that moment, Lee Jihyeon felt it with certainty.

I could kill him with this pen right now.

Filled with rage, she lifted her pen with a click.

RIIING!

At that moment, the team leader's phone rang.

“...What is it?”

“......”

The team leader checked the caller ID, grimaced slightly, and then stormed out.

Having missed the perfect opportunity for murder, Lee Jihyeon glared for a moment before blowing her bangs out of her face. Hoo.

Your phone just saved your life.

Otherwise, you and I would be on the news together right now.

Lee Jihyeon calmed herself down, just a little, and strode over to her locker. She took out the resignation letter she had left inside.

I can't take it anymore.

Seo Hoyun, I'm sorry, but I'm not that patient.

I'm escaping from these crazy bastards.

Glaring at the now-empty office, she clicked her pen.

Still, WH's welfare system is top-notch. If you just work without thinking, the office is gorgeous and the connections are great, but...

“...Hah.”

...I couldn't stand it.

Seo Hoyun, I'm truly sorry.

She apologized to Seo Hoyun in her head and prepared to sign.

Click.

Thinking it was the team leader, she spun around like a baseball player, ready to throw the resignation letter in his shameless face.

“...Huh?”

“Hm?”

She came face to face with the team leader of another planning team at WH.

Having lost her chance to throw the resignation letter, Lee Jihyeon blinked in bewilderment as the team leader opened her mouth.

“Um, Lee Jihyeon... right?”

“...Yes?”

“Good. I was looking for you.”

The team leader, famous for being good at her job, called out to Lee Jihyeon with a tired face.

“Could you spare me a moment?”

“Huh? Yes...”

Lee Jihyeon shoved the resignation letter into her pocket and followed her, not knowing what was going on.

What, what is this? Did she find out I was going to resign?

But her expectation of being called to the neighboring team leader's office was wrong. The woman yawned wearily and pressed the button for the top floor of the elevator.

It was a place only the CEO of WH or members of the president's office could go.

...Huh?

Am I in real trouble?

As she tried to figure out what she might have done wrong, the elevator doors opened.

“Alright, let's build a great team toge— Whoops!”

A WH director, the CEO of Daepaseong, and a middle-aged man who had been speaking most animatedly appeared.

The man peeked inside the elevator and smiled brightly.

“Oh, what's this. Team Leader Kang. Have you started the interviews already?”

She immediately remembered where she had seen him.

He was the one who had participated in a previous WH Workshop under the name 'I'm Department Head Jang, which is Department Head Jang even backwards,' and won first place by dancing to Joo Woosung's solo song 'Myth'.

“Yes, CEO Jang-nim. We're proceeding in order.”

“That's our Team Leader Kang, always so quick with her work.”

...CEO-nim?

While she stood there blankly, unable to follow the conversation, he smiled friendly and held the elevator door for them to exit.

“This is our Daepaseong. Hahaha! Isn't that right, everyone?”

“Haha! That's right!”

“You've said it!”

She quickly hurried out and bowed. As they walked down the hallway, Team Leader Kang glanced back at the closed elevator doors, scratched her head, and muttered.

“Looks like they've already sorted things out.”

“...Pardon?”

What is this?

She couldn't make any sense of the group she had just seen.

Team Leader Kang just waved her hand, held a door open for Lee Jihyeon, and entered a conference room. Complicated documents were spread across the table, and she took a seat.

“The situation is a bit complicated, so I'll explain first. Ah, and please help yourself to the snacks.”

Following the team leader's gesture, Lee Jihyeon's gaze fell upon the center of the conference room table.

In the spot where there were usually things like candy, there was an unusual snack.

In that moment, Lee Jihyeon doubted her eyes.

Crazy.

...It was dried mango.


Team Leader Kang rustled through a pile of documents, picked out a few sheets, and held up her index finger. “I'll explain quickly,” she said.

“First, the current CEO of WH is resigning due to health issues.”

What?

She then held up her middle finger.

“Department Head Jang from the Strategic Planning Team, whom you saw earlier, was the leading candidate for the next CEO of WH, but he refused. Instead, he requested to be a co-CEO of Daepaseong.”

Wha-what?

And then her ring finger.

“So, a board meeting was held this morning, including the CEO of Daepaseong, and he was officially appointed as a CEO. As a result, there will be a complete personnel reorganization at Daepaseong.”

Whaaat...??

A three-hit combo.

“Now... is there anything you don't understand so far?”

I don't understand any of it.

Although she had been determined to resign, she was so shocked by the company scandal that she couldn't help but ask.

“Um... why did Department Head Jang-nim...”

She swallowed the words 'get promoted like that?', but the team leader seemed to sense her intention and answered immediately.

“He's the younger cousin of the resigning WH CEO.”

“...!”

“They grew up almost like brothers.”

Understood completely.

Experiencing the rotten nepotism of South Korea firsthand, Lee Jihyeon nodded blankly.

Only then did she understand why the WH director and the Daepaseong CEO had been so deferential to Department Head Jang... no, to CEO Jang.

“He's a parachute hire, but a powerful and competent one. I've worked here for 15 years, and he's one of the only people I know with such great skill and character.”

The team leader added that he should have been promoted long ago but stayed in the department head position because he wanted to remain in the field. This only confused Lee Jihyeon more.

“Then... why would someone like that refuse the WH CEO position and become a co-CEO of Daepaseong?”

“That's obviously...”

Team Leader Kang swept her hair back and grinned.

“How would I know?”

“......”

“You'll get hurt if you try to pry into your superiors' affairs.”

Lee Jihyeon had a sudden realization.

This... this is like a trashy morning soap opera.

The more I dig, the more my head will hurt, and I'll be the only one to lose out.

The reason he wanted to become a CEO of Daepaseong was a mystery. She thought about it while looking at the dried mango.

But I can't tell if this is good news or bad news for me.

As Lee Jihyeon hesitated, Team Leader Kang clicked her pen and spoke.

“Alright, now that the situation is explained, shall we talk about you, Lee Jihyeon?”

Team Leader Kang slid a document across the table.

“Lee Jihyeon, CEO Jang has high expectations for you. He considers you an exceptional talent.”

“...Pardon?”

“We'd like you to continue working at Daepaseong.”

Just thirty minutes ago, she would have answered with a 'You think?', but Lee Jihyeon couldn't. A newly drawn organizational chart was laid out on the document the team leader presented.

As if seeing no reason to hide it, the team leader shrugged.

“A few people will be transferred.”

...It wasn't 'a few'.

Half of the people who had been tormenting her were gone.

The parachute hires from WH, the deep-rooted corrupt figures who had settled in at Daepaseong, the ones who had tormented Lee Jihyeon—they were all being transferred.

“It might take some time to adjust, but it was an unavoidable decision for the sake of an independent label. The replacement personnel have already been decided. They're all skilled people, so it will be fine. Myself included.”

As she blinked, the team leader took out a new document and showed it to her.

“However, we need to fill the vacancies at Daepaseong. Assistant Manager Lee Jihyeon, you're scheduled to be promoted to Manager next quarter.”

“What???”

“Congratulations. This is unprecedented.”

The team leader glanced at Lee Jihyeon's pocket and smiled.

“For your reference, the average salary and bonus for a manager is...”

It was an amount she couldn't refuse.

The team leader smiled brightly.

“So, what do you say?”

What do I say?

After the short meeting ended, Lee Jihyeon, completely drained, practically crawled out of the conference room.

What... what was that?

Lee Jihyeon accepted the offer.

All the bastards were getting fired and her salary was increasing. Her fantasy of 'I'd rather kill those sons of bitches and get a bigger paycheck' had become a reality. What office worker would refuse that?

What just happened?

To summarize, Daepaseong now has two CEOs.

One of them is a parachute hire so powerful that WH can't touch him.

On top of that, the boss and colleagues who tormented me are gone.

This doesn't make any sense.

It was too sudden.

Unless someone pulled some strings...

But could there really be such a person?

Someone who could persuade a powerful figure to become a CEO of Daepaseong, someone who knew Daepaseong inside and out enough to weed out only the corrupt elements, someone who could find a CEO secluded in an orchard and push a resolution through the board of directors...

Looking down at the dried mango in her hand, Lee Jihyeon suddenly blinked.

“Don't you want to go back to those days? When it was chaotic, spectacular every day, and full of drama...”

Someone's face came to mind clearly.

“Shall we give it a try?”

A radiant face, a strangely calm aura, and a mischievous glint in his eyes.

Unquestionably the most famous celebrity here.

...No way.

Really, no way.

Even if it's Seo Hoyun, he's only twenty-seven...

“Manager-nim.”

At that moment, a familiar voice reached her ears.

As if she had heard something she shouldn't have, she slowly turned her head with a horrified expression.

“Manager-nim. You haven't resigned yet?”

“......”

“Oh, whoops. Still Assistant Manager-nim?”

Seo Hoyun looked at her warmly, his expression seeming to say, 'Ah, has our slave arrived?'
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“Did your interview go well? The new Team Leader Kang is always tired because she has so much work, but she’s kind. She’s good at her job too.”

“......”

“I think she’ll get along well with you, Lee Jihyeon.”

The psycho, acting all sweet and friendly, looked her up and down. Lee Jihyeon felt as if she had just encountered a ghost. She wet her parched lips with her tongue and barely managed to squeeze out her voice.

“...I just heard about the promotion myself.”

“Oh? Me too.”

A lie.

“I, I saw the Daepaseong CEO earlier...”

“He looked healthy.”

“...And what’s more, Department Head Jang-nim is... coming on as the CEO.”

“He seems like a nice person, doesn’t he?”

He already knew everything.

She desperately wanted to ask what was going on but couldn’t muster the courage.

No, maybe it was better to never know for the rest of her life...

If you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.

...Should I pretend I don’t know?

Lee Jihyeon felt like the protagonist of a horror game, right before having to make a choice.

Option 1, don’t ask any more questions and quietly take what’s given.

Option 2, point out the fishy parts and get torn to shreds.

“...Seo Hoyun.”

If she were truly wise, she would have chosen option 1.

“...Somehow, it feels like this whole situation is predicated on The Dawn’s contract renewal.”

However, Lee Jihyeon was always the type of person to choose option 2.

“Y-Y-You know this is just maintaining the status quo, right?!”

Let’s go, time to get torn to shreds!!

“No matter how much you say you’ll establish Daepaseong as a standalone label, the fact that it’s ultimately under WH doesn’t change. I thought you, Seo Hoyun, would start at a completely new agency.”

Because he was more than capable of it.

So why did he insist on staying at Daepaseong?

“Why... did you do it?”

After blurting out all the fishy details, she was already regretting it as she slightly lifted her head.

But Seo Hoyun was smiling, an even deeper smile than before.

“Lee Jihyeon.”

“...Yes.”

“What do you think would have happened if The Dawn had left?”

Stay... stay calm.

Feeling threatened, Lee Jihyeon desperately racked her brain and stammered out a reply.

“If you had just left... WH Entertainment would have clung on, the broadcasting stations would have been abusive as a default, it would have been hard to get the trademark rights, and it would have been difficult to use your songs at concerts, right?”

“Then, what about now?”

...Trademark rights, abuse from broadcasting stations, business issues.

He had avoided them all.

“Do you think this is maintaining the status quo?”

...At a glance, it just looked like the status quo was being maintained, but in reality, it was much better than when Daepaseong was an independent agency. They were using WH’s resources and had cherry-picked only the elites from the team next door.

It’s impossible unless CEO Jang has a considerable amount of power.

Of course, there must have been adult circumstances, and an absurd amount of politicking must have gone on.

There must have been all sorts of meetings, deals, and tugs-of-war... but the conclusion was clear.

As long as CEO Jang was here.

WH can’t touch Daepaseong.

However, this was still just a guess. Lee Jihyeon changed the subject before prodding the abyss any further.

“...W-Well, anyway! Keeping the trademark is the best choice. Even if, just if... you had gone to a new agency with CEO Jang-nim, it would have been difficult to get the trademark transferred. Even if you persuaded the original CEO, there’s no way WH would have allowed it.”

The Dawn’s trademark belonged to Daepaseong, but WH held the reins.

The possibility of them handing over that trademark?

It was nonexistent from the start.

“...Honestly, with The Dawn’s level of fame, it wouldn’t have mattered if you changed the group name. Still, it’s better to keep the name...”

But then, Lee Jihyeon, who had been speaking, suddenly stopped.

“...so.”

Wait.

Could it be, this wasn't a grand plan for CEO Jang to transfer the rights to the members like a snatch-and-grab while he was the CEO of Daepaseong under WH?

“......”

...No, surely not.

Her mind went blank for a moment at the absurd thought. As Lee Jihyeon quietly shut her mouth, Seo Hoyun tilted his head.

“Why did you stop?”

“......”

She didn’t know how long the renewal period would be, but it was likely a short-term contract.

If they could secure the trademark rights within that time...

After that, it would be possible to become independent with a new agency.

“...Excuse me.”

“Yes.”

“Seo Hoyun, don’t... tell me.”

The moment the thought reached her, Lee Jihyeon’s head snapped up. Seo Hoyun, his fluttering eyelashes cast downward, was looking at Lee Jihyeon with satisfaction.

“Hmm...”

To say it again, he was a dazzlingly handsome man.

“Noeul cherishes that name.”

Despite that glittering exterior, her instincts sent a warning that this was getting dangerous.

“That’s great...! Hahaha!”

She said, quickly backing away.

“That’s... that’s so great! I should go and retrieve my proposal from the trash can now!”

“To see you burning with such passion, that’s wonderful.”

“...!”

“I want to keep working with you.”

Look at him, he’s even dropped the clueless celebrity act!

“Lee Jihyeon.”

“...Y-Yes...”

Seo Hoyun looked at Lee Jihyeon, then leaned in slightly and whispered, as if about to say something very important.

“Shall we give it a go? Like a Pineapple Pop Pop Pop.”

“...Like a Mango, Fail Fail Fail.”

“That’s right.”

That’s right, my ass...

.

.

.

After kindly escorting the petrified Lee Jihyeon, I checked my phone.

【Contract Renewal Signal... The Dawn to stay with WH?】

【A New Beginning for ‘Daepaseong’, Appoints Co-CEOs】

【Reveals Ambition for an ‘Independent Label’...】

It seemed CEO Jang’s side had already made a move, as articles about The Dawn’s contract renewal were pouring in.

“CEO Jang, you’re amazing.”

I chuckled and leaned against the second-floor railing overlooking the lobby.

“Seo Hoyun, do you know?”

A week ago, in this exact same spot—

CEO Jang had looked down at the lobby and said to me.

“I’ve seen a lot of people over the years. To be precise, people who crush others out of greed.”

Since last winter, a bloodbath had raged through WH. We had spotted a ‘gap’ in that political mess and approached CEO Jang.

CEO Jang, who had complicated family matters, seemed wary of me at first but eventually took my hand.

“That’s why I was indifferent when you first suggested I become the CEO, Seo Hoyun. Of course, it was a plan that would neatly resolve these complicated affairs... but in the end, the most important thing is, can I trust this person—isn’t that it?”

“And?”

“So I used my connections at the broadcasting stations to discreetly look into you, Seo Hoyun...”

CEO Jang grinned and continued.

“People were badmouthing you like crazy.”

“......”

Is this a build-up to insult me?

Now that I had started ‘Eternal Idol Maker’ and the settings had gotten tangled, it was inevitable that people who had a vague sense of my PD days would curse me.

As I stared at CEO Jang with a sour face, he chuckled heartily and continued.

“But, all the people who badmouthed you, Seo Hoyun, were people I didn’t like...”

CEO Jang whispered playfully.

“The on-site staff, on the other hand, all adored you to death.”

“...Pardon?”

“Should I tell you who?”

Then, CEO Jang slowly began to list names.

Ordinary names, not celebrities, names that ordinary people had never even heard of...

“How on earth did you win them over?”

Those were the names of the people I had worked with during my PD days.

When I fell into silence, CEO Jang, who had been glancing at me, laughed.

“They were practically begging me to please take good care of you. It was fascinating. So I decided to take a gamble and trust you.”

CEO Jang raised his index finger and pointed to the man on the electronic display in the middle of the lobby.

“That person over there is one of them.”

And now, I was looking at the giant electronic display he had pointed to.

Whoosh—...

A playful whistle, swaying wheat-colored hair, a confident smile.

The video cut out just as the guy kissed the trophy in his hand.

“...Unbelievable.”

I tore my gaze from the lobby and walked out to the parking lot.

Ziiiing...

As soon as the glass doors to the parking lot opened, I saw a sleek red sports car parked right in front.

It was a rare model that people would normally gather to see, but everyone was stealing glances at the man leaning against it rather than the car itself.

A guy in a black jacket, faded jeans, and white sneakers. His wheat-colored hair was disheveled as if it had been in the sun.

Our top star, who had just finished a spectacular solo comeback, conquered the Billboard charts, and even held a concert in LA, had come straight from the airport.

He looked exactly as he did on the electronic display, but it was strange how he seemed to shine even brighter in person. I was staring in wonder when our eyes met.

“Klutz.”

He lowered his sunglasses and tilted his chin defiantly.

“What took you so long?”

It was none other than the ever-shining Joo Woosung.

“Is it over?”

“Yes.”

“The result?”

“Didn’t you check the internet?”

“I was sleeping.”

“...Weren’t you waiting because you wanted to hear it quickly?”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. Joo Woosung cockily stuck his hands in his pockets and said.

“So, I’m supposed to hear it from someone else?”

“......”

“I want to hear it directly.”

It was such a Joo Woosung-like answer that I was at a loss for words.

He slightly lowered his black sunglasses and stared intently at my face. Then, a short silence fell.

“...Hmm.”

What.

“You little punk. You did well.”

Without even listening to my answer, Joo Woosung, having made up his own mind, immediately got into the driver’s seat. I didn’t particularly want to, but I got into the passenger seat as well.

Putting his sunglasses back on, Joo Woosung said, “Let’s go,” and started the engine.

“Now that it’s over, let’s get something to eat. I’m tired from the jet lag, and waiting for you was ex—tremely hard.”

“Is there anything you want to eat?”

“You have to ask?”

Ah, right.

It was obvious without even looking. When we get home, we’ll be eating Joo Woosung’s favorite kim—chi—fried—rice. I was so sick of it that I turned my gaze out the window.

He turned on the radio, and I continued to look outside, thinking about the future schedule. Numerous advertisements flashed by between the tall buildings of Seoul, among them Black Call and The Dawn.

CEO Jang’s words were still ringing in my head, and I unconsciously rubbed my forehead.

Well... I am grateful.

If it weren’t for the guy who introduced me to CEO Jang, I wouldn’t have even been able to start.

I glanced back at the guy who was still driving silently, and our eyes met again.

I could feel him gauging my mood a little.

“...By the way, Joo Woosung.”

I stared at him for a moment before carefully bringing up the main topic.

“Let’s adjust our next promotion period. It’s not good if our comeback schedules overlap.”

“......”

Watching the corners of his mouth droop in real-time, I felt the urge to poke him a little and asked.

“When are you enlisting in the military? Next year?”

“......”

“Don’t tell me it’s this year?”

“As if?!”

Seemingly done with his ‘cool top star’ act, Joo Woosung took off his sunglasses and immediately started squawking.

“Is that all you have to say after not seeing me for so long? Are you really trying to piss me off?”

“Yes, yes.”

Our precious brat is back.

“Hey, while we’re on the topic. You ignored me last time when I asked you to come to America with me. I went with you last time. Why won’t you come?”

“Ah, I was planning to go, but I was busy with a lot of things.”

“What about me? Am I, Joo Woosung, not busy?”

And so began the second verse.

“Still, I fed Nyangnyang for you.”

“Nyangnyang~?”

The noise was getting to be too much, so I covered my ears and opened the car’s sunroof, and I let the wind blow all his words away.

“Joo Woosung, what was that? Ah, you’re happy we’re in the same agency?”

“~~!!”

Joo Woosung kept chattering away next to me, but it all scattered and disappeared in the wind. There was no way he could hear what I was saying properly either.

I felt a little more cheerful and said with a laugh.

“Hey, Woosung-ah.”

Good riddance, to the trash that was WH.

Welcome back, B-list flavored Daepaseong.

“Thanks. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“What?!”

It must be tough being a world star, not being able to hear well.

Well, whatever. It’s good. There’s no fine dust in Seoul today, the sky is blue, and later I’ll get to see Nyangnyang and eat kimchi fried rice.

“Hey, you just insulted me, didn’t you!”

Isn’t this a happy ending?
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“Hoo.”

Twenty-one-year-old Kim Seonghyeon, his gray hood pulled down, looked at the small building nestled in a corner of Seoul.

A shabby logo that read ‘DAEPASEONG’ was attached to the front of the small building.

“...I’m nervous.”

Kim Seonghyeon had dropped out of high school and was drifting in a vague sense of anxiety, unable to find his way. However, since nothing would happen if he did nothing, he took the qualification exam and worked part-time jobs in his spare moments.

Then one day, he received a business card from an agency by chance at a local dance competition.

That single business card made Kim Seonghyeon, who had no connections in Seoul, leave his hometown with just one suitcase.

He came up to Seoul.

With a dream.

“...Why is it so busy here?”

People called this place a cold, gray city, but Kim Seonghyeon, who had just properly set foot in it, felt his heart tremble for some reason.

It was true that there was more fine dust and the sky was all gray compared to his hometown.

However, the unfamiliar skyscrapers, the Han River stretching wide under the sunlight, the people busily coming and going while on the phone—everything was fascinating.

And there he stood in the middle of it all, with a small suitcase containing only a few sets of clothes and daily necessities.

This was now the place where he would live.

It’s scary, but.

There was something he wanted to achieve, even if it meant leaving his familiar hometown.

I want to... become an idol.

The stars he had seen in a video by chance were so radiant.

The videos of idols that his hyungs and noonas had shown him in the sweaty crew practice room had left a deep impression on his heart.

Like Joo Woosung.

The idol group Black Call, which WH had ambitiously launched, took Korea by storm, and the most eye-catching member among them was Joo Woosung.

Joo Woosung—shone no matter where he stood.

Whatever he danced was overwhelmingly powerful, and his relaxed smile, as if it were nothing, was deeply embedded in Kim Seonghyeon’s heart.

Some might call it a pipe dream... but Kim Seonghyeon wanted to be like Joo Woosung too.

So he grinned, his dimples showing.

“Let’s do this.”

For some reason, this Daepaseong place has a good feeling about it!


It did not.

“......”

A week later, Kim Seonghyeon, sprawled out in the cold basement, gloomily buried his face in the dust-covered floor and mumbled.

“...I want to cry.”

Daepaseong was a mess.

Kim Seonghyeon was gentle but not stupid, so he realized that fact on his first day at the company.

When he knocked on the door with his suitcase beside him, a person with dark circles under his eyes came out and said, “Huh? You were cast? You already signed the contract...?”

He was extremely flustered, but he was told to come in for now. He sat in a corner of the office and carefully listened to the whispering behind him.

“Ah, I think he’s someone the person who quit brought in...”

“Gosh... They should have at least done a proper handover before leaving.”

“Do you think they would have done a handover after fighting with the CEO like that...”

And he immediately understood the situation.

It seemed that the only casting director at Daepaseong had a huge fight with the CEO a few days ago and quit...

They told me... the CEO was a decent person...

The person in charge of management, who had been looking at the business card, stared at Kim Seonghyeon’s face for a moment, then looked him up and down as if evaluating him.

“Hmm...”

The manager, who told the dumbfounded Kim Seonghyeon to wait a moment, came back thirty minutes later with a contract.

“Well, we have the contract you signed before. It’s a trainee contract... the period is short, and there are no particular obligations for you, Kim Seonghyeon, to fulfill, so you can terminate it at any time.”

“......”

“Just come to the company and practice for now. I’ll ask the CEO about it.”

It seemed like they were trying to accommodate him as much as possible.

The dazed Kim Seonghyeon accepted his proposal for the time being. He had to stay in a goshiwon until he found a new place, so he didn’t have the luxury of looking for a new company as well.

The man, who had been looking at him with pity for a moment, added a helpless remark, ‘Well, there’s nothing disadvantageous written about contract termination, so you can look for other companies... We do make decent money from managing actors, so we are planning to create an idol group, but the choice is yours, Kim Seonghyeon...’ and then fell silent.

That was already a week ago, and Kim Seonghyeon, lying in the basement, took a deep breath.

“...Sssseuuup.”

He turned over from his prone position and looked at the ceiling. His eyes caught the stained marks, which seemed to be from a water leak.

No matter how I look at it, this basement seems to be a converted warehouse.

The cheap mirror that was hastily brought in (it was several small full-length mirrors attached together), the non-working air conditioner, the cracked walls...

In many ways, it was a big problem.

Is this... Seoul?

No, is it because it’s Daepaseong?

Wasn’t it wrong from the start that he was the first trainee?

It was a very sharp guess, but the unyielding Kim Seonghyeon shook his head and shot up.

...Still, let’s do what I can!!

Since he had come all the way to Seoul, he didn’t want an ending where he achieved none of his dreams.

And...

“I made up my mind.”

He hated even more to say ‘it was never going to work out anyway’ without even trying.

And so, although no one at Daepaseong looked for Kim Seonghyeon, he came to the practice room every day.

He ate breakfast at the goshiwon he had hastily found, ran for about an hour at a nearby riverside park, and then worked delivery or loading/unloading jobs with flexible hours. On alternate days, he drove a cram school van and watched dance videos in his spare time.

And usually in the late afternoon, he would clock into Daepaseong and practice alone until dawn, without a teacher or colleagues.

His body was tired, but he felt it was manageable.

A place to lay my body is enough.

So Kim Seonghyeon subtly grew fond of Daepaseong and greeted the employees he met at the company cheerfully.

And so, about a month later.

“Seonghyeon-ah. Can you come here for a moment?”

The management office called for him.

Kim Seonghyeon, who was wiping his sweat with a towel and drinking water, heard the news and his eyes widened.

“Pardon?! A new trainee is coming?”

“Uh-huh.”

The manager affirmed briefly.

“Apparently, that friend was originally at D.Go.”

“D.Go?!”

Wasn’t D.Go one of the top three agencies in Korea?

Of course, its scale was smaller compared to WH or LV Entertainment, but it operated with a small, elite group, and every idol they produced was at least a moderate hit.

“I heard he was a trainee there for ten years or so... He has some recognition too.”

“Ten years?!”

“...Seonghyeon, you seem really happy.”

Why would a friend who was a trainee at D.Go for ten years come to Daepaseong?

The manager, looking at the excited Kim Seonghyeon with pity, swallowed a sigh and continued.

“His name is Seong Jiwon. He’s coming tomorrow, so I’ll introduce you.”

Besides, D.Go was famous for its solid training curriculum!

I’m so glad I stayed at Daepaseong!

If it’s a friend who trained at a place like that, wouldn’t he be able to teach him dance more systematically?

And, if he’s a friend who endured for ten years, he must be someone who hasn’t given up on his dream, just like him.

As he was smiling and saying thank you, the employee secretly wiped away a tear.

“Seonghyeon-ah...”

“Yes!!”

“...Seeing you makes me think I should live diligently too...”

The management office employee, who had been looking at Kim Seonghyeon with pity for his persistent attendance over the past month, patted his shoulder, saying that the family would grow even more from now on.

Kim Seonghyeon nodded his head vigorously and hurried back to the practice room.

“Ah, this is great??”

Kim Seonghyeon was so excited by this news that he paced around the practice room. Just as he was wondering how to introduce Daepaseong when they first met, his phone vibrated.

[Troublemaker1: Bro, you holding up?]

His younger sibling had contacted him.

He had never shared bad news with his family, who were worried about how he was doing in Seoul, but it was okay to share good news like this!

[Me: yeah lol another one is coming]

[Me: from a major agency!]

Tiring!

[Troublemaker1: Now he’s gonna tell you to get him water]

[Troublemaker2: Finally gonna get a harsh taste of Seoul lol]

These brats.

It was a relief that his youngest sibling, who was 10 years younger, wasn’t in the group chat yet. With four siblings, it was always a warzone, and they should never learn things like this.

Kim Seonghyeon frowned and lay down, using his duffel bag as a pillow.

...Wait, but our personalities might not match.

That would be a bit tough. There are only two of us at this Daepaseong, so we can’t ignore each other...

Then, another message came.

[Mom: Son~haha Treat him warmly, okay?]

[Mom: He might have trouble adjusting]

...Is that so?

That could be!

...Right, he’s probably as nervous as I am.

Since he’s a friend who trained for a long time, there will be a lot to learn, and the probability of being in the same group in the future is high.

With a fluttering heart, Kim Seonghyeon replied that he would, and smiled happily.

He spent the night in the practice room, then dragged his tired body back to the goshiwon. After getting a little shut-eye, he went out to work his part-time job again.

He was exhausted from the loading and unloading job, but thanks to the good news, he was full of energy.

“Seonghyeon-ah, hello~.”

“Hello!”

He bowed to greet people as he arrived at the company and hurried down the stairs to the practice room.

And he came face to face with him.

“...Oh.”

A man stood in front of the practice room door with his arms crossed, staring blankly inside.

He was a man who seemed to have just shed his boyishness. His fine brown hair fluttered softly, and his skin was clear and flawless. A single mole above his nose strangely drew one’s gaze.

His posture was upright, and he even had a somewhat serene aura.

Anyone could tell he was meant to be a celebrity...

That’s him.

The kid who trained at D.Go for 10 years.

His heart pounded. He shifted his duffel bag to the front and hugged it tightly, then approached Seong Jiwon and spoke carefully.

“Uh... hi.”

“......”

Seong Jiwon looked at him without a word.

“Um... you’re Seong Jiwon, right? I’m a trainee here. My name is Kim Seonghyeon.”

His expression didn’t change, and it was impossible to guess what he was thinking, so Kim Seonghyeon awkwardly scratched his head.

Hmm, he’s... quieter than I thought.

Is he nervous?

No, rather than nervous... hmm, he seems a bit chilly.

Seong Jiwon briefly lowered his gaze and gave a small nod. Kim Seonghyeon took that as a signal and continued.

“I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“...About me?”

“Yeah. That you trained at D.Go for over ten years!”

“......”

At that moment, Seong Jiwon’s expression froze.

Kim Seonghyeon finally noticed the cold demeanor and was flustered.

...What is it?

D-Don’t tell me it looks like I’m trying to assert seniority?

He just wanted to get along, but he hesitated, thinking that apologizing for no reason would make things more awkward. So Kim Seonghyeon pretended not to notice and praised him.

“Uh, people said you were famous at D.Go...”

“...Famous, there?”

“...Yeah.”

The manager-nim and the CEO said you were amazing...

“Ah, that you were very amazing.”

However, Seong Jiwon only grew colder.

Kim Seonghyeon, not knowing what was wrong, decided to quickly change the subject rather than apologize.

“I’ll show you the practice room. I was the first trainee to join... and you’re the second.”

He hurriedly opened the door, but the crooked mirrors and uneven floor, which revealed that it was just for show, were exposed. He felt a little embarrassed showing Daepaseong to Seong Jiwon, who had been at a well-funded agency.

But now... wasn’t this something they had to overcome together?

“...The, the mirrors are a bit bad.”

“......”

“Um... you came from a good agency, so you might not like this practice room, but let’s work hard.”

Kim Seonghyeon smiled awkwardly and held out his hand.

“We have to debut, no matter what.”

But Seong Jiwon did not take his hand.

As Kim Seonghyeon blinked and looked at him, Seong Jiwon lowered his long, pale eyelashes and raised the corners of his mouth.

...Wow.

His smile really looks like a celebrity’s.

Just as the dazed Kim Seonghyeon was thinking that...

“...I have a question.”

Seong Jiwon asked, his eyes curving like an angel’s.

“Why are you messing around?”
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Me...ssing around?

“Haah...”

I don’t know what just happened. As I froze, at a loss for words, Seong Jiwon, as if confirmed in his suspicions by my reaction, rubbed his forehead with his index finger.

“Here or there...”

“......”

“If you have something to say, just say it instead of beating around the bush.”

I was just trying to be friendly.

All I wanted to say was please take care of me...

Seong Jiwon was watching me quietly, as if waiting for my answer, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak, not knowing what I had done wrong.

So.

“...Um.”

Kim Seonghyeon replayed the conversation in his head and stammered.

“...Are you in a bad mood because you don’t like the practice room?”

“......”

“Sh-Should I ask them to get a new mirror?”

Even I had to admit it was a bit embarrassing...

Not noticing the other person’s gaze growing even colder, Kim Seonghyeon turned his head towards the inside of the practice room.

“Maybe a new speaker...”

Just as he was about to say that he was planning to buy a speaker with the money he had saved from his part-time job...

BAM.

The practice room door slammed shut.

Slowly turning his head, Kim Seonghyeon’s lips parted.

“...should I get one?”

Did I just...

Get ignored?


“Here’s your takeout order~.”

“Yep, thank you!”

Kim Seonghyeon started his day with deliveries again.

“Hoo.”

After finishing deliveries to the nearby offices, Kim Seonghyeon parked his motorcycle, let out a sigh, and took off his helmet. Running around under the bright sun with a helmet on made his whole body heat up. He swept back his sweat-drenched hair and checked the calls he had received today.

He had almost met his delivery target, and it was almost five in the afternoon, so it was time to go to the practice room...

“...I’m scared to go.”

He was genuinely scared.

The strange tension between Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon had been going on for two weeks.

After their first meeting, he had thought about clearing up the misunderstanding when they met again, but as soon as he saw Seong Jiwon the next day, Kim Seonghyeon immediately scrapped that plan.

“...I-I’ll just pass by.”

Because Seong Jiwon was emitting an incredibly icy chill...

The atmosphere screamed, ‘Don’t talk to me and get out of my sight right now’...

And the next day too.

“I’ll just use this spot...”

“......”

“Can I... play some music?”

“Play it.”

I... I can’t breathe.

It wasn’t that Seong Jiwon didn’t answer Kim Seonghyeon’s questions, but the atmosphere was just too cold.

When he mustered the courage to speak, only one-word answers came back, and after that, a gaze as if observing something would quietly fix on him...

They had spent two weeks ignoring each other like that (to be precise, with only Kim Seonghyeon feeling suffocated).

Kim Seonghyeon tapped his helmet and sighed.

It seems I’m thoroughly hated.

But he couldn’t figure out why.

“...I need to resolve this.”

As he muttered in a predicament, the phone in his hand buzzed.

[Troublemaker2: Bro, you okay?]

After pondering for a while, Kim Seonghyeon sent a reply.

[Me: Yeah]

[Troublemaker2: ;; You’re not okay, come back home]

[Troublemaker1: fr Dad said he’ll grill hanwoo if you come]

[Troublemaker2: ha lol actually he just wants to eat hanwoo]

“Sob sob...”

I want to go home.

His siblings were making a fuss, but Kim Seonghyeon, holding back tears, just sent a message saying ‘eat without me, I’m fine’ and sighed.

[Troublemaker2: Really? The youngest misses you]

Me too.

But he knew.

He had made up his mind and come all the way to Seoul. If he went back now, it would all end with him having achieved nothing.

Kim Seonghyeon pressed his lips together and accepted one last delivery for the day. The destination was an area packed with entertainment companies.

He frantically picked up the food from a nearby place, got permission to enter the company, and finished the delivery. It was already well past five o’clock.

Thinking he had to hurry, he got on the elevator to catch his breath. The moment he lifted his head.

“...Oh.”

Through the elevator’s glass wall, he saw the D.Go logo on the building across the street.

On the large electronic display below it, a video of a newly debuted idol was playing.

It’s Today.

It was the idol group that D.Go had ambitiously launched and was currently cruising to success.

He had seen them a few times while consistently monitoring music programs, and they weren’t bad, but he didn’t think they were that amazing either.

Getting off the elevator, Kim Seonghyeon felt indifferent as he got on his motorcycle parked on the street. From what he had seen so far, Seong Jiwon’s skills seemed more impressive—thinking that, he turned the motorcycle’s handlebars.

I wonder if he knows Seong Jiwon.

The members of Today looked to be around his age. If Seong Jiwon had been a trainee at D.Go for ten years, they must have known each other.

Wouldn’t it be hard to leave such a familiar place and start over somewhere new?

She said to... treat him well.

Suddenly, the message his mom had sent him came to mind.

...She said to treat him warmly because he might have trouble adjusting.

Recalling Seong Jiwon, who had been consistently coming to the practice room, Kim Seonghyeon tilted his head.

“...Hmph.”

...I have to go to the company.

I have to go and talk to him properly.

The motorcycle steadily made its way to Daepaseong, and upon arrival, he familiarly scanned his access card.

As he entered the practice room, the second trainee of Daepaseong immediately came into view.

“Hi...”

After greeting him in a voice so quiet only an ant could hear, Kim Seonghyeon hurried inside.

A quick glance showed that he was already drenched in sweat, looking like he had been practicing for quite a while.

“H-Hey.”

“......”

Now’s the time.

—Now is the time to talk, Kim Seonghyeon!

I’ve even prepared what I’m going to say.

I think there was a misunderstanding when we first met.

I think you’re really cool. The way you consistently come to practice, and seeing how good you are is inspiring. Let’s prepare hard together and definitely debut...

“......”

But the pale-colored eyes were staring intently at Kim Seonghyeon.

In a moment of tension...

“You practice well?”

“......”

“......”

“......”

I blew it.

I messed up...

Kim Seonghyeon had just pressed the button of doom.

Wasn’t Seong Jiwon getting colder in real-time...

Just as his mind was about to go blank, Kim Seonghyeon barely regained his composure and tried to explain.

“No, what I mean is...”

“Really?”

Seong Jiwon pulled up the corners of his mouth.

It was a beautiful smile to anyone, but,

“Thanks for that?”

“......”

...his eyes were not smiling.

Kim Seonghyeon quickly nodded his head, grabbed his duffel bag, and rushed outside.

He leaned against the wall to calm his pounding heart.

He’s scary!

He was even scarier because he was a type of person he had never met before.

If he had picked a fight in a low-class way, Kim Seonghyeon could have fought back, but Seong Jiwon didn’t do that. Instead, he seemed to be weighing something.

What was it?

He’s sizing me up for the kill...

And he could feel it directed at him...

If he made one wrong move, Seong Jiwon would chew him up to the bone.

“Damn it, where am I supposed to practice today...”

He was gloomily taking out his phone to look for a nearby practice room to rent when.

“About the new trainee.”

A quiet conversation flowing from the front of the management office caught his ear.

“Ah, Jiwon?”

“Yeah. I found out when I was drinking with an industry friend the other day... There’s a reason he left D.Go.”

Huh?

Kim Seonghyeon immediately hid behind the wall. He didn’t want to listen, but Daepaseong was so cramped that he would be spotted if he tried to pass by.

He peeked once and saw the managers whispering in the management office.

“They said he was a huge delinquent at the company.”

What?

“They were going to debut him, but he apparently threw a fit and left, saying he wouldn’t do it unless he was the center.”

“Really? He doesn’t seem like that.”

“I know, right? So the managers had a really hard time persuading him... I guess there was some arguing. In the end, when they went to the company the next morning to appease him...”

This is getting more and more like something I shouldn’t be hearing.

“The practice room mirrors were all shattered.”

He... shattered all the mirrors and left?

“What? You’re saying he did it?”

“I guess so. We’re actually wondering if we made a mistake bringing him in...”

As he flinched, the duffel bag he was holding fell to the floor with a thud. The conversation inside the management office stopped at the sound, and after a rustling noise—he made eye contact with someone.

It was a manager with a troubled face.

“...Oh, isn’t that Seonghyeon?”

He was someone who usually took good care of him. He had even asked if he had looked for a new agency. He had said things would get much better since they were forming a new team specializing in idols, and apologized.

When Kim Seonghyeon bowed, the man, who had been looking at him with a troubled expression, spoke.

“Is practice going well?”

“...Yes.”

“With the new friend too?”

“...Yes.”

He omitted the part about not knowing when that friend might kill him, but as if he saw through it, the man raised an eyebrow.

“...Did you hear?”

Nod.

When he nodded, the manager let out a deep sigh and rubbed his forehead.

“...I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to hear. Just forget it. You’re practicing together, so it might be uncomfortable after hearing something like this, but...”

However, there was something else that was bothering him.

“...That rumor.”

Kim Seonghyeon said, fidgeting with his fingers.

“You didn’t see it yourself, you just heard it from someone else, right?”

“Hmm? That’s right.”

Kim Seonghyeon lifted his gaze and said quietly.

“Then I’m not going to believe it.”

“......”

“...He might have his reasons too.”

Sensational rumors spread too easily, and it’s hard to distinguish lies.

In his past high school days, Kim Seonghyeon had learned that all too well.

There were definitely people who believed in him, but those who were distant or close turned their backs and pointed fingers at him.

He had the belief that he had done the right thing, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t hurt.

So, Kim Seonghyeon decided never to believe in ‘hearsay’ after that.

“And...”

And above all.

“...If you can’t say it to his face, don’t say it behind his back.”

He wanted to get along with him.

“I want to debut with him.”

In front of the dumbfounded manager, he bowed and left. As he put on his helmet and started his motorcycle, he felt bad for some reason.

It was partly because he had spoken harshly to someone who had been good to him, but more than that, he was worried about Seong Jiwon.

He had a bad time at his previous agency.

Then all the things he had said so far could have sounded like mockery.

It was my mistake.

Kim Seonghyeon scratched his head, kicked off the ground, and took off. The cool wind whipped past him, but his mood didn’t lighten up.

As he crossed the center of Seoul, people were all walking busily, as if they had a destination.

It felt suffocating.

Sometimes, it felt like he was standing still while others were moving forward.

There were times when he would stare blankly at the dust accumulating under the sunlight for no reason, times when he would suffer from indigestion after forcing himself to eat, and times when a certain emotion would surge up.

Nevertheless, time flowed cruelly, and in the end, he was now in the middle of Seoul.

Stopping at a red light, Kim Seonghyeon took a deep breath and lifted his head. The same video he had seen earlier was playing again on the large electronic display.

Looking at the brightly smiling new idol from D.Go, he thought of Seong Jiwon in the corner of the practice room.

His figure practicing alone in the dark basement without lights or an audience, his eyes shining serenely without a hint of hardship.

And, Kim Seonghyeon suddenly becomes curious.

Is he lonely?

I was.
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That night, lying on his goshiwon bed, Kim Seonghyeon couldn’t fall asleep.

“Agh, you idiot. Agh, seriously.”

He kept kicking his blanket and thrashing around because of the thoughts that kept popping into his head. After cleaning his room by rolling around on the dusty bed, Kim Seonghyeon took a deep breath to calm himself.

I know. It’s not my fault.

Rather than tossing and turning with an unknown anxiety, I’d rather go to Daepaseong and move my body.

Kim Seonghyeon shot up, packed his things, and left the goshiwon. He put his duffel bag on the seat of the motorcycle parked in front and pulled his helmet on tight.

I know it’s not my fault, but still...

...Still, just because.

Contrary to his complicated feelings, the motorcycle steadily ran and arrived in front of Daepaseong. As he was lightly turning the handlebars to park, something whitish came into view in front of the bright headlights.

Like a ghost...

“Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Aaaaaargh!!!”

Quickly slamming on the brakes, Kim Seonghyeon barely managed to stop the motorcycle and shot his head up.

“S-S-Seong Jiwon?!”

Right in the middle of the road in front of Daepaseong, Seong Jiwon was standing with his arms crossed, staring intently at Kim Seonghyeon.

“Are you, are you crazy?! Hey, what are you doing just standing there?!”

“......”

“What are you doing here...”

“You.”

His words were cut off sharply.

Even as Kim Seonghyeon stared with wide, foolishly surprised eyes, Seong Jiwon calmly took a step forward and said in a very composed voice.

“Is there a reason you don’t come in the morning?”

“What?”

...What nonsense are you spouting at this time of night?

He stared blankly, unable to comprehend it logically, but Seong Jiwon asked again in a very gentle voice.

“Is there a reason?”

...Looking at Seong Jiwon’s shining eyes, it was clear this wouldn’t end until he answered, so he tried to reply calmly.

“...I... uh, I work a part-time job in the morning and then come in.”

“A part-time job?”

“...Delivery.”

Seong Jiwon’s eyes slowly lowered.

His gaze fell on the helmet Kim Seonghyeon was holding, and Seong Jiwon slowly parted his lips.

“...I see.”

“...Uh-huh...”

Is it over?

“...I bought a speaker.”

“...??”

But it wasn’t.

It felt like he was having a collective monologue with a wall. Even though he couldn’t follow the context at all, Seong Jiwon continued to speak nonchalantly.

“A speak...er?”

“I talked to the management office and bought it with company money. The mirror will be coming soon too.”

“......”

“Don’t buy things like that with your own money.”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was suddenly scolded, thought, ‘Is this really the time for this kind of talk?’, but he just kept his mouth shut.

He was scared and just wanted to get out of there quickly.

“O...kay, I get it. Thanks.”

“......”

“I’ll check it out tomorrow...”

Seong Jiwon stood still, looking at Kim Seonghyeon, even while being directly hit by the dazzling headlights, as if he were used to such lighting.

There was no particular reply, so Kim Seonghyeon cried inwardly and left.

He’s not a ghost, right?

He almost got hit by a motorcycle, yet he didn’t even blink and was talking about speakers. He’s really not a ghost, right...

But it was right to get out of there now.

Just as he quietly started the motorcycle and was about to leave, a small voice was heard.

“Seonghyeon-ah.”

...Seonghyeon-ah?

He lifted his head, and the man in front of him was hesitating.

“It was seven years.”

“......”

“The period I trained for. It was seven years, not ten.”

Kim Seonghyeon blinked, not understanding what he meant.

But Seong Jiwon said in an even smaller voice.

“I didn’t particularly care about being the center either...”

...Ah.

Then slowly, a creeping, unpleasant premonition seeped in.

“Don’t tell me...”

He forced himself to swallow the words, ‘Did you hear what they said earlier?’

But Seong Jiwon seemed to understand immediately, lowered his eyelashes, and replied quietly.

“The soundproofing isn’t good.”

“......”

This damn...

This damn Daepaseong is really...

For the first time, he started to feel angry beyond embarrassment.

Anger welled up inside him, but surprisingly, Seong Jiwon didn’t seem to care much.

...What is it.

...No, actually, he seemed to be gauging my reaction.

Only then did Kim Seonghyeon quietly look Seong Jiwon over. Taking a breath and thinking again, it was three in the morning.

The night air was still cold, but Seong Jiwon’s clothes were quite thin, and his fingertips were frozen red. Judging by his wind-tousled hair, he seemed to have been standing outside for a long time.

...Don’t tell me, was he waiting?

He waited until I came back?

...Just to say this one thing?

The bewildered Kim Seonghyeon looked Seong Jiwon over and took off his helmet, holding it in his hand.

“Um...”

It seemed like they needed to talk about this.

“I’m sorry for listening in without permission.”

“......”

“I made a mistake.”

Even though I didn’t know your situation well, you must have been quite upset... Kim Seonghyeon, who had been swallowing his thoughts, decided to offer another explanation while he was at it.

“Please understand why I can’t come in the morning. I have to earn my own living expenses, but I’ll try to increase my hours from now on.”

“...?”

Seong Jiwon was staring at Kim Seonghyeon with wide eyes. His expression, which had been like ‘what’s with this guy?’, seemed to be gradually, very slightly, softening.

So, gaining courage, Kim Seonghyeon brought up the words that had been weighing on his mind.

“...You know. I want to get along with you.”

“......”

“I want to debut with you.”

You’re cool, and you’re so mature for your age, it’s hard to believe we’re the same age.

“So...”

Kim Seonghyeon glanced at him cautiously, then hugged his helmet tightly and said.

“...For now, the practice room. Let’s share it.”

“......”

“...If you’re okay with it.”

Before a reply like ‘How dare you’ could come back, Kim Seonghyeon quickly put on his helmet.

“If we’re done talking, I’ll be on my way— Ack!”

At that moment, a white hand grabbed the handlebars, and he let out a scream.

Looking up in fear, he saw Seong Jiwon smiling, his eyes curving.

“Wow...”

“......”

“You’re a really rare kind of kid.”

...That’s not an insult, right?

As he stammered in confusion and avoided his gaze, Seong Jiwon let go of the handlebars and tapped the helmet.

“Leave that here and come out. Let’s go get something to eat.”

It was three in the morning.

He wasn’t hungry and didn’t want to go, but Seong Jiwon dragged Kim Seonghyeon away without even waiting for an answer.

And so, Kim Seonghyeon went with Seong Jiwon to a 24-hour fast-food restaurant and sat down hesitantly. Seong Jiwon was staring at him without saying anything, and he was scared to death.

But the words he said after ordering were.

“I’m sorry for everything until now.”

It was a bit unexpected.

“Will you accept my apology?”

“...O-O-Okay.”

“Thank you.”

...So there are people like this in the world...

Kim Seonghyeon’s mind was reeling from being plunged into a cold bath and then a hot one. He was wondering if this was the harsh taste of Seoul as he stole a glance at Seong Jiwon, who looked strangely relieved.

“But...”

“Uh-huh.”

“...Were you okay, after hearing that?”

“Hmm.”

Seong Jiwon stirred his coffee.

“It would be a lie to say it didn’t bother me... but you got angry on my behalf.”

“......”

And, he smiled slightly.

“That was cool.”

...Kim Seonghyeon was too shocked to speak, but Seong Jiwon burst out laughing and started eating.

And so, after finishing his apology, Seong Jiwon didn’t bother to explain which parts of the ‘rumor’ were true. Still, the fact that he left an agency he had trained at for seven years must mean there was some reason, but he didn’t ask either.

There was no good that would come from digging deeper, and he didn’t want to ask.

Seong Jiwon picked up a french fry and mumbled as he chewed.

“I’m definitely going to debut. There was someone who helped me.”

“...Someone who helped you?”

“Yeah.”

I don’t have his contact information, and I don’t know who he is—Seong Jiwon said, wiping the french fry grease from his fingertips.

“I’m going to debut and find him again for sure.”

“......”

“And I’m going to tell him thank you.”

...Wow.

So cool.

It’s like a drama.

This guy is really going to debut.

Daepaseong had no professional trainers and no systematic curriculum. At the company level, it was close to neglect.

Nevertheless, when the accompaniment played, Seong Jiwon hit the exact pitch, and when the muffled song came out of the old speaker, he executed the dance more cleanly than anyone else.

So, even though Kim Seonghyeon didn’t know a single idol trainee, when he looked at Seong Jiwon...

“...You’ll definitely make it.”

Who else would be a celebrity if not a kid like this?

At the words filled with sincerity, Seong Jiwon slowly lifted his eyelids and smiled slightly.

“We have to make it together.”

...This guy.

He’s a little scary, but he seems like a good kid.

I’m glad I didn’t believe the rumors.

Kim Seonghyeon stuffed a french fry into his mouth and mumbled.

“...But, people really do talk recklessly. I think some parts might be exaggerated.”

“Huh?”

“Um... like the mirror.”

“Ah.”

Seong Jiwon, who had been sipping his coffee, tilted his head and said indifferently.

“That was me.”

“......”

Kim Seonghyeon swallowed the french fry and made a promise to himself.

...I’ll lay low from now on!!

.

.

.

“We’re here. Uh-huh, you have to come into the mountains a bit.”

Kim Seonghyeon was sitting in the passenger seat of a dark car.

He blinked his eyes open and looked out the window. It didn’t seem completely dark. He could just see a greenhouse with its lights on in the distance.

“I think the CEO is here.”

Where is this?

Kim Seonghyeon’s eyelashes fluttered as he looked at the navigation, and he realized.

They had to find the Daepaseong CEO right before the contract renewal, so this was the place they had found by asking around about where the former Daepaseong employees had gone after quitting.

“Yeah. I’ll be careful on my way back.”

As he woke up and tried to vaguely recall the contents of his dream, Seong Jiwon, who had just ended a call labeled ‘Hoyun’, laughed and poked him.

“Seonghyeon-ah, you’re awake?”

“Ugh...”

“Did you have a nightmare? You kept saying you were sorry.”

He barely managed to open his eyelids halfway and turned his head.

The subject of his nightmare, Seong Jiwon, was staring this way as if he were a spectacle.

His twenty-seven-year-old face was strangely unfamiliar. He had a gentle impression, but for some reason, he was also a little scary.

“...Hmm.”

As he flinched slightly, he curved his eyes playfully.

“Seonghyeon-ah. You might be a bit tired, but when we get back to Seoul...”

“......”

“Want to go straight to practice?”

...Whether he was twenty-one or twenty-seven, Seong Jiwon was still the same.

“...Can I cry?”

“Hahaha.”

He took out his phone and started tapping on it, looking happier than usual.

Looking at his fine hair, the mole on the bridge of his nose, his gentle eyes, and his slender fingers, the words just popped out of his mouth.

“...Seong Jiwon.”

“Huh?”

“That person from before...”

Seong Jiwon turned his head and looked this way.

“...Did you thank him?”

It was a question asked in a daze, and after asking, he slightly regretted it.

Would he ask what I meant again?

It was too sudden, out of the blue, and a question that had been collecting dust for years.

“Ah...”

Nevertheless, Seong Jiwon didn’t ask again.

He just stared at Kim Seonghyeon with wide eyes, then soon let out a small laugh and rested his cheek on the steering wheel.

“Yeah.”

And then he whispered very softly.

“I did.”


SS April Fool's Special

This special chapter is for April 1st, and we would like to inform you in advance that its content is not related to the main story.

“Young Master! The sun is high in the sky, please wake up!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was about to make his debutante, was in a hurry. Things would get complicated if he talked too much, so he had to move first.

“Today is your first debut in high society!!”

“Pardon??”

Wait, why am I like this?

Let’s just cut the nonsense. Kim Seonghyeon put aside such unimportant questions for now and, swept up in the moment, boarded the carriage.

Clip-clop. Clip-clop.

“Now, listen carefully. There are many scary people in the capital, and today, the Noble Son and the Grand Duke of the North are also arriving!”

“......”

“Ah, and the Crown Prince too, of course!”

It was Kim Seonghyeon’s first time going to the capital.

For Kim Seonghyeon, who had no interest in the romance fantasy genre, his mind began to go blank, wondering if what was happening now was reality or a dream.

Crown Prince? Noble Son? Grand Duke of the North?

“So...”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been listening quietly with wide eyes, asked in a daze.

“...Is this something like Cinderella?”

“How dare you speak an unfamiliar woman’s name!”

And he was scolded terribly.

And so, upon arriving at the royal palace in the carriage, Kim Seonghyeon stared blankly outside. The situation he faced upon arrival was a series of bewildering events.

“...They say the previous Master of the Magic Tower, Min Jiheon, developed a magic that endlessly stretches things upwards, didn’t they? He’s eccentric, but his skills are amazing.”

“Did you hear that the warrior Kim Heeyeong subdued the dragon in the south? That tiny warrior... it’s truly amazing!”

Because all he could hear was things he didn’t understand!

As he was spacing out, a small laugh was heard from beside him.

“It’s been a while, Seonghyeon.”

At the familiar voice, he turned his head, and a man was smiling like an angel.

“Are you nervous today?”

“...Seong Jiwon?”

“Shh.”

He muttered in a daze, but Seong Jiwon placed an index finger on his lips.

Just as he was about to ask what kind of prank this was, his cheeks tingled from a gaze.

Jealous gazes were fixed on him from all around.

“He’s being escorted by the Noble Son?”

“That young master, who on earth is he...?!”

What was this ‘young master’ and what on earth was a ‘Noble Son’? The only ‘Confucius’ Kim Seonghyeon knew was the scholar from the Spring and Autumn period.

Terms he didn’t know were historically accurate or not were being thrown around, but it was clear that he was being disliked. As his tender heart was startled and he flinched, Seong Jiwon moved closer to Kim Seonghyeon’s side.

“Don’t be nervous. I’ll be by your side.”

“......”

“Today will be a very fun day.”

He already wanted to go home.

But contrary to Kim Seonghyeon’s wishes, a loud fanfare suddenly began to sound from the entrance.

“His Grace...”

“......”

“The Heart of the Frigid Cold! The Lord of Ice and Snow! The Frostflame!”

The Onyx Monarch! The Shield of the Wild! The Grand Duke of the Northern Lands!

Who knows how many titles he had, but the long-winded introduction that went on for about five minutes gradually froze the atmosphere of the social gathering. Kim Seonghyeon stared at the entrance with wide eyes.

“Makes his entrance.”

The announcer lowered his voice very solemnly.

“The Chaos Chef Jeong Dajun.”

PARAPAPAMPAM~.

PAMPAMPAM~.

An almost flippant fanfare rang out, and everyone, as if sensing something ominous, snapped open their fans!

Thud.

The Grand Duke of the North, draped in all sorts of faux fur.

The Chaos Chef Jeong Dajun had arrived!

“Oh my, that’s the one...”

“The one who’s been under a curse since he was a child...”

Undaunted by the surrounding whispers, he scanned the hall with cold, intimidating eyes.

“Ha.”

He brushed the snow from his faux fur and let out a single phrase with a bitter smile.

“How dare you not invite me...”

“......”

“The price for that shall be your life, I say.”

“Goodness me!”

The hall stirred.

“...The rumors were true?!”

The moment he saw him, Kim Seonghyeon’s head began to ache. Because he couldn’t even tell if this was logical or not.

Seeing his expression colored with shock, Seong Jiwon’s eyebrows drooped.

“You must be surprised.”

Truly.

“Grand Duke Jeong Dajun... has been under a curse since childhood that makes him add ‘I say’ to the end of his sentences.”

“......”

“Haa... A pitiful situation. He’s still so young and promising.”

What is that?

Seriously, what is that?

“Mere wretches not even worth a glance, I say.” As the Grand Duke of the North muttered and sighed, a red-haired man appeared before him.

“Your Grace, it has been a long time.”

Who could that man be?

Somehow, with grace dripping from his every gesture, he didn’t seem like an ordinary person.

He tried to ignore it, but Seong Jiwon whispered from the side.

“That is the scion of the Count, Kang Ichae.”

“......”

“He hides poison within his fatal beauty.”

“What on earth does that mean??”

Regardless of whether Kim Seonghyeon was shocked or not, Kang Ichae smiled warmly and offered a polite greeting to Jeong Dajun.

“My, my, Your Grace, please don’t be angry. Shall I spin you an amusing tale?”

“...Hmm. ...Do try, I say.”

Was he also under a curse to add a ‘b’ sound?

The Grand Duke of the North, Jeong Dajun, looked at him with interest. Normally, most people would be afraid to even stand before him, but this young scion was facing him with confidence.

Kang Ichae’s eyes curved slightly.

“Your Grace is accustomed to battle. Therefore, I have prepared a jest befitting the occasion.”

“......”

“Do you know what you call a king who is only twelve inches tall?”

“...Hmm?”

The Chaos Chef Jeong Dajun, finding Kang Ichae’s boldness quite unfamiliar, furrowed his brow slightly, but Kang Ichae, befitting a man of fatal beauty, puffed out his chest and spoke confidently.

“A ‘ruler’.”

“......”

“......”

In an instant, a chill that brought to mind the Grand Duke’s homeland enveloped them.

But Kang Ichae staunchly opened his mouth again.

“Also, what do you call a lazy kangaroo? A pouch potato.”

“Banish this man at once, I say!!”

“Kyahk!”

Oh dear!

Kang Ichae was sent flying—poof!

“Hey! What are you all doing, I say!! Drag this man out, I say!!”

It was a fitting end for a villain.

Everyone whispered, but Jeong Dajun, as befitting the Grand Duke of the North, was unrestrained and continued to act as he pleased even in high society.

While he was blinking in bewilderment, Seong Jiwon whispered quietly.

“Seonghyeon.”

“Yes?”

“This is our chance. The center of the ballroom floor is empty.”

What do you mean, this is our chance?

When he lifted his head, Seong Jiwon was smiling warmly at him.

“You always wanted to debut, didn’t you?”

...Debut what??

But without a moment to retreat, Kim Seonghyeon was pushed from behind by Seong Jiwon and ended up being thrown under the magnificent chandelier.

Everyone’s eyes widened as they stared at Kim Seonghyeon, who had fallen in the center of the ballroom!

It was embarrassing, awkward, and bewildering, but...

...Right.

I’ve come this far.

I can’t go back with nothing!

Because I made up my mind.

So Kim Seonghyeon... began to breakdance in the center of the stage!!

DOOM-CHIT DOOM-CHIT.

“Oh my!!”

“Wh-What is that?”

Everyone started whispering like extras again, but the Young Master Kim Seonghyeon, who was doing a headspin on the floor, couldn’t hear them.

He had entered his own ‘zone’, where he couldn’t hear anything once he focused.

DOOM-CHIT DOOM-CHIT.

...Tada!

“Hah, heok...”

In that moment, as he was breathing heavily...

After a short silence, gasps erupted!

“Good heavens!”

He had become the star of the day!

Everyone rushed towards Kim Seonghyeon with flushed cheeks.

“I’ve never seen such a dance in my life!”

“My goodness, it was a truly beautiful dance!”

“R-Really??”

It seems our Kim Seonghyeon has successfully made his debut in high society!

I was worried because he’s such a country bumpkin, but I’m so relieved, so relieved.

As Kim Seonghyeon, his cheeks flushed, was catching his breath, Seong Jiwon approached him, and he smiled brightly.

“You worked really hard!”

“......”

“But your right hand was off by about 10 degrees. It can’t be helped since it’s your first time. Let’s practice together when we get back.”

Why do I feel like I’ve been tricked??

But as if now was not the time, Seong Jiwon clicked his tongue in disappointment and grabbed Kim Seonghyeon’s arm, starting to weave through the crowded hall.

Amidst gazes mixed with jealousy and a bit of curiosity, Kim Seonghyeon looked at Seong Jiwon’s back and asked.

“Where are we going?”

“Where else?”

Seong Jiwon glanced back slightly and smiled playfully.

“There’s someone waiting for you.”

For some reason, a bad feeling washed over him.

Leaving the noisy ballroom and heading towards the north terrace, a silence fell. As the curtain, bathed in the blue moonlight, fluttered, someone’s silhouette flickered through the gap.

I really, truly, so, desperately felt anxious—and wondered if the plot really had to be like this.

So I glanced at Seong Jiwon, and he smiled as if to say not to worry and took a step back.

“......Hah...”

Somehow, it felt like this ridiculous dream wouldn’t end until he faced it, so Kim Seonghyeon took a step forward and pulled back the curtain.

And he found him.

I knew it.

His dark hair was like the clouds at dawn, and his eyes were so calm they exuded a chill.

The man, who didn’t fit in with the warm golden light of the ballroom, saw him and quietly raised the corners of his mouth.

“You’ve come.”

It was Seo Hoyun.

Whether this guy was a prince or a pain in the ass, he desperately wanted to scream at him to get lost—but as if he had no idea what was on Kim Seonghyeon’s mind, Seo Hoyun smiled brightly.

“Now then.”

“I really hate this.”

“How do you know what I’m about to say?”

“I just hate it.”

At this rate, he was going to suggest they go to the small village surrounded by forests and lakes to the southwest.

He kept his mouth shut, not wanting to exchange even a single word, but Seo Hoyun laughed lowly and took another step closer.

“Did you enjoy the night?”

As he was wondering what to say to end this nonsense, Seo Hoyun tilted his head as if Kim Seonghyeon’s answer didn’t matter.

“You must have. The sweet scent of wine always lingers here.”

“I didn’t drink any.”

“And the court musicians’ performance must have been soft and elegant.”

“I was breakdancing to no music.”

“But the end of pleasure is ruin.”

“...Pardon?”

As if it were no big deal, Seo Hoyun spoke calmly.

“Let’s start a revolution.”

“......”

“All that wine is the people’s blood and taxes. Are you kidding me with nobles in 21st-century South Korea? How many years has it been since the class system was abolished in our country?”

Kim Seonghyeon, who was finding it increasingly difficult to understand what he was saying, was overwhelmed by Seo Hoyun’s madness and took a step back.

At that moment.

CRASH!

The building shook with a loud noise, as if someone had punched it!

People were screaming in the distance, but Seo Hoyun didn’t care and looked out from the terrace with his arms crossed.

And at that moment, an unbelievable sight appeared.

Beyond the terrace, riding a dragon...

“Seonghyeon hyong-hyong!! Let’s go-I say!!!”

It was the Grand Duke of the North, Jeong Dajun!

The dragon flapped its huge wings, and the sight was so overwhelming that Kim Seonghyeon couldn’t even open his eyes properly...

“Shall we go?”

“......”

Ah, screw all this narration.

“Hey.”

Kim Seonghyeon finally exploded. He threw off the fan he was forced to hold and the awkward gloves and glared at Seo Hoyun.

“Are you messing with me right now?”

This pain in the ass.

“What are you trying to do with me?”

He always teases me, he attracts all the aggro, he laughs when we’re being checked, he’s always asking to go eat gukbap...

“Stop being so reckless and tell me what I need to do.”

He never asked for help, but he meddles and solves everything, then shuts his mouth and pretends he did nothing.

And what’s more...

“At least explain what kind of help you need.”

He knew this guy was hiding something from him.

But it didn’t matter.

You don’t have to tell me that stuff.

“Just tell me what I have to do.”

Thinking about it, there were too many things that pissed him off.

As his anger gradually rose and he lifted his head, Kim Seonghyeon froze.

Because Seo Hoyun was looking at him with a slight smile.

“Seonghyeon-ah.”

It was a relaxed, yet strangely sincere smile. He frowned at it.

“What are you...”

“......”

“Why do you take so long to say you’ll come with me?”

...What did you say, you punk?

The moment a vein popped on Kim Seonghyeon’s forehead, Seo Hoyun continued nonchalantly.

“I need someone to shout the slogan for me.”

“......”

“I’d like you to do it.”

He grinned.

“So, in fact, you never had a choice.”

“Huh?”

By the time the dazed Kim Seonghyeon gave a weak reply, it was already too late. After saying that, Seo Hoyun kicked Kim Seonghyeon—poof~—and sent him flying onto the dragon.

“Aaaaaaaah— Ack?”

And so, the dragon brilliantly caught the screaming Kim Seonghyeon and placed him on its back!

“Nice catch!”

“Wow! That was cool!”

As he grabbed onto the roller coaster that was rapidly descending with a scream, Kang Ichae and Seong Jiwon were high-fiving next to him.

“Now then, Seonghyeon. Listen up, I say. First, we’ll go watch Min Jiheon’s drama! And we’ll eat the Korean food I made, I say!”

With the Grand Duke of the North, who was under the curse of ‘I say’!

When he lifted his head, the dawn was breaking beautifully.

.

.
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“Ugh...”

“Seonghyeon-hyung, what on earth is he dreaming about?”

Jeong Dajun sat and poked Kim Seonghyeon’s cheek.

“He’s been dreaming a lot lately.”

“Huh? Is he having a nightmare?”

Kang Ichae, who was playing next to the sofa, tilted his head and opened the book lying on Kim Seonghyeon’s chest.

“What’s this?”

“Didn’t Lee Jihyeon give him that novel as a gift? He came in with his eyes all swollen from crying while reading it.”

“Ooh... Should I read it too?”

The older members, watching the curious youngest ones, peeled a tangerine and said.

“By the way, what happened to that project? The romance fantasy one?”

“Ah— Lee Jihyeon texted me saying she wrote it when she was drunk. She said she’s sorry and wants to scrap it immediately.”

“That’s a shame. It was fun.”

Seo Hoyun said indifferently.

“It’s fine. They’re going to proceed with a ‘Kim Seonghyeon, Master Househusband’ content instead.”

“Woooooah!”

“Yaaaay! I can cook Korean food with him, I say!!”

Looking back and forth between the fired-up youngest members and the still-nightmare-ridden Kim Seonghyeon, Seo Hoyun thought, half-sincerely.

If it weren’t for him, we would have been totally screwed, right?

Kim Seonghyeon will probably never know, will he?

End of April Fool's Special.


SS Chapter 19

It was late spring.

Back when Seo Hoyun sealed the contract renewal with dried mangoes in hand...

[Revolution! Revolution! There is nothing but revolution!]

[Put that bastard Gyeongjo on the guillotine]

The Noeuls, knowing nothing, were still swept up in a frenzy.

It was not exactly anxiety about the contract renewal falling through. The Dawn, not being idols anymore? Did that even make sense? Each member's affection for The Dawn was so clear that everyone knew the five of them would stick together somehow.

However, one crucial thing weighed on the fans' minds.

[You son of a bitch Daepaseong, treat The Dawn right]

It was the agency problem. The agency had blocked their live streams and obstructed their activities. From Black Call to High Five, it seemed like a time-honored tradition to hold their idols back, constantly interfering with their careers.

So when the contract renewal articles were published, this was the fans' reaction.

<All members of The Dawn, as a group of five... Ushering in a new 'Dawn'>

[So beautiful]

<All members of The Dawn complete contract renewal with 'Daepaseong'... Ushering in a new 'Dawn'>

[Oh for fuck's sake]

So, they couldn't easily rejoice at the good news.

However, the fans' lingering unease resolved sooner than expected.

[Revolution again! Revolution! Revolu... huh?]

The official channels started working.

[...Huh?]

A 'hard drive raid' began, flooding the official channels with content several times a day. Unreleased clips of old self-produced content, behind-the-scenes photos from Shining Star Season 1, Please Take the Camera, the rural healing special, and even screenshots of The Dawn members' group chat started to be released in order.

[Wha... what is this? Why is WH acting like this?]

[I... I can taste it! The taste of Daepaseong]

[Are they crazy? But I'll bow my head and thank them for now]

So they greedily devoured the photos and content of the members with their youthful faces.

[Ah, fuck, the chat from the Our Song of the Radiant Dawn era is hilarious

Hoyun-hyung: (Photo)

Hoyun-hyung: Found Jeong Dajun

But the photo is of an ugly elephant statue on the street

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, seriously lol

└ Ha, such an old man ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ My dad does this too

└ What on earth does Seo Hoyun think Jeong Dajun is ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

This 'hard drive raid' gradually moved past the old days and continued to their more recent appearances.

When a photo of Seo Hoyun was released, the emotional impact peaked.

[Crazy]

He was supposedly filming an action movie, but the photo showed him in a suit, sitting amidst complex filming equipment. He pointed at the distant sunset against the sky and smiled softly.

[He's a prince, for real ㄷㄷ]

[A freaking handsome man has arrived...]

[Are you an actor or an idol? You're an idol!!!!!!!]

However, the idol they loved would not be returning anytime soon. No matter how many photos and videos were released, they would keep him shelved until official promotions began.

[When is my no-holds-barred idol making a comeback]

[Now that they've renewed, it'll probably take a while for self-produced content and stuff...]

[In that case, I guess protesting is the only answer...]

Just as they were about to raise the guillotine again.

【THE DAWN's live has started!】

The live stream began.

Fans rushed over at breakneck speed as a familiar melody flowed from a dimly lit, dark room.

【Nights dreams dawns are coming

This is the night where we are defined】

It was ‘Define’.

Slowly, the view became familiar. This was not the usual WH office or their dorm. The interior design somehow strongly reflected Kang Ichae's taste.

Just as they were about to ask where this was, Seong Jiwon stepped onto a platform, dressed in a casual office look with his hair neatly swept back.

"...Shall we begin?"

The moment he smiled shyly, everyone was left speechless.

[Ah... beautiful]

[His face is a deadly weapon]

[No, he even got his makeup done]

[Why are our babies overworking themselves like this]

Just as the Noeuls were soaked in emotion, having forgotten what they were going to say, Seong Jiwon cleared his throat with an "Ahem" and pressed the remote. A screen descended from the wall with a WHIRRR— sound.

"Uhm, let's get straight to the point. Shall we start the life update presentation?"

[Huh?]

"This presentation is for announcing the recent activities of the members who have been quiet for a while. We'll each bring a photo, present for one minute, and then the others can ask as many questions as they want."

[No, I mean, what is this]

"Ichae was supposed to come today, but his flight was delayed so he couldn't make it. He'll be posting a video message later, so please look forward to it!"

Seong Jiwon, having captured everyone's attention with his stunning visuals, cupped his slightly flushed cheeks and moved to the next slide.

"I'll start. I've been enjoying photography lately... I'm learning a lot from Ichae these days!"

[Cute~ hehe]

When a picture of Kang Ichae playing the ukulele and singing appeared on the screen, everyone smiled warmly.

However.

"This is a photo I took while Seonghyeon was practicing."

The next photo showed Kim Seonghyeon wiping away sweat with his t-shirt. His rolled-up sleeves revealed his forearms, and his abs were subtly exposed.

[Thank you for this, holy crap]

[The hellish guys who came from Daepaseong, crazy to succeed, already successful but want to be even more successful]

[This life update presentation thing is so great]

"Oh? Hahaha..."

Seong Jiwon's eyes widened in surprise, but he immediately moved to the next slide as if nothing had happened.

"Ah, this is a practice photo."

It was a photo of four members collapsed on the floor while one person smiled brightly and made a V-sign.

"Everyone looks happy, right?"

It could have been mistaken for a crime scene.

At that, as if he had been waiting, Jeong Dajun shot his hand up and waved it around.

"This is Jeong Dajun from The Dawn!!"

"Yes, Jeong Dajun. You may speak."

As if it were a press conference, Jeong Dajun shot to his feet, gripped a water bottle like a microphone, and shouted.

"Seong Jiwon. There are rumors that as the amount of practice increases, you sometimes don't let people go home!"

[This is turning less into a life update and more into a press conference]

"The Dawn is dying on the practice room floor, so why! On earth! Are you not listening at all?!"

[Or is it a hearing?]

No matter what mischievous questions Jeong Dajun threw, Seong Jiwon would just go, "...Hmm?" His eyes widened like an angel's before he nonchalantly said something devilish.

"...Wasn't that just you whining?"

"...!"

"...!"

"Ah, a joke... maybe?"

[Look at The Dawn stirring... fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hey, even Seo Hoyun is stirring... ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[So scary, Jiwon-kun...]

[scary...]

"Hmm, I'm actually going easy on you right now."

"It was a perfect presentation! Please step down! Step down!"

Jeong Dajun rushed in and hastily stopped Seong Jiwon just before he could go on a rampage.

The main vocalist tilted his head, still looking like he didn't understand, and quietly stepped down from the platform.

Jeong Dajun, who had been trembling, took a deep breath to calm himself as he stepped onto the stage.

"Th-the youngest will begin."

Then, with a SWISH—, he flipped his perfectly styled blond hair.

He brought up a rainbow-colored screen that read, 'The Dawn's Most Handsome Man (Gasp, it's official) Jeong Dajun!!'

"I recently moved out on my own."

[Ack]

However, it was not easy to accept. Judging from the numerous witness accounts posted online, they always seemed to be living together.

[Well... that can happen]

[Moving out is a bit fast... it's a shame]

While the Noeuls felt bittersweet for a moment, Jeong Dajun moved to the next slide.

Next, an animation of blooming flowers played, and the title '♡The Dawn's New Dorm (read: Thug Chae's house)♡' appeared on the screen.

"To Ichae-hyung's house."

[?]

Everyone watched a time-lapse of an empty room transforming into the current space and murmured, asking if this was Kang Ichae's house.

However, his hyungs, who already knew, reacted unenthusiastically.

"That's me too. Why don't you present something we don't know?"

"Boring."

[So many hate comments, but wait, they all moved into Kang Ichae's house??]

[Noeuls who were wondering 'Why didn't we know at all??' apparently didn't know because nothing had changed]

[The following conversation is also absurd

Dajun: I moved.

Hoyun: To where?

Dajun: To Ichae-hyung's house!!

Hoyun: Alone?

Dajun: No, the four of us!!

Hoyun: So, what's changed?

└ Seo Hoyun sharply pointed that out, but look at Jeong Dajun shamelessly shouting, "Nothing!! Is that a problem??"]

"Hmph! Then I'll do something else."

However, the indestructible one, having anticipated his hyungs' malicious comments, moved to the next slide.

"I've been enjoying reading books lately. Especially psychology books."

That was an unexpected topic, so everyone began to stir.

"And I realized. It's... really important not to be negative toward each other!"

"Haha."

"For example, I'm talking about Seo Hoyun over there. No matter how much he pisses you off, we must have an 'understanding heart'."

Jeong Dajun said, as if feeling sorry for him.

"That's right... It's not that hyung is really a bad person, it's the world that's bad."

"......"

SWISH...

Seo Hoyun's expression was revealed, seeming to say, He's totally fucking with me... However, Jeong Dajun hopped down with a very proud look on his face.

Kim Seonghyeon grinned as if he had raised the youngest member well, then slowly went up to the platform and changed the photo.

"Um... I was wondering what to talk about. First of all, I've been on a variety show late..."

"Whew~. The nation's son-in-law~~."

"Wooo~!"

"......"

Kim Seonghyeon tried to maintain a calm face as he moved to the next slide, but his ears were bright red.

"...ly, and I exercise and do housework. I have quite a few meetings, but..."

"That's the best support~."

"......"

After a long pause, Kim Seonghyeon displayed the last photo and spoke with a tired face, as if trying to finish quickly.

"...Any questions or comments?"

"I have one."

Seo Hoyun, who had been watching with a bored expression the whole time, crossed his legs and raised his hand.

"In life, there must be times when things are tough..."

And he leisurely tilted his head.

"When you want to cry, come to me."

[Fuck, Seonghyeon's skull just went POOF]

[Why would he go to you]

[Seriously, why would he go to you]

Kim Seonghyeon completely ignored Seo Hoyun's words and stepped down. In contrast, Seo Hoyun seemed to have sucked all the energy out of the leader. Now full of life, he stood up with a grin, walked onto the platform, and firmly pressed the remote.

"As for my recent activities."

TADA...

A beautiful sunset unfolded on the screen. In front of it stood a man with a shy smile, pretending he had lost all his venom.

"...I only thought of Noeul."

It was childish.

Jeers already poured in, but Seo Hoyun, as if expecting such a reaction, lowered his eyelashes pitifully.

Then, he raised the corners of his mouth ever so slightly.

"...Noeul, thank you for being there."

[Oh my...]

[Oh my...]

It is a rule to use your face when all else fails.

[Hey, you're just using your good looks right now]

[Are you kidding me, you punk]

While the other The Dawn members' expressions soured, only Seong Jiwon applauded enthusiastically.

The Noeuls murmured, wondering who this crazy stan was. Seo Hoyun just smiled at the camera once more and refreshingly came down from the stage.

Afterward, a text message arrived from Kang Ichae, filled with cutesy charm. 'Sorry my flight was delayed ㅠㅠ Let's do Part 2 when I arrive♡'.

[Hah... you guys]

When the live broadcast ended, the Noeuls quietly wiped their eyes.

[Seeing you guys living at Kang Ichae's house, I know you get along well enough...]

[Seriously, who would lend their house to a member they don't get along with...]

[Fuck ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

That was right.

Anyway, it was good to see them again, but the fans were still hesitant, unsure if renewing with Daepaseong was a good choice.

[Guuys I found something funny

A performance video of the new Daepaseong CEO

└ What?]

It came with the title, 'Seo Hoyun, beating Joo Woosung to take 1st place at the workshop?!'.

When the performance, which had secretly circulated like a legend, actually appeared, everyone was shocked.

[Oh... my god]

They felt they could understand why Joo Woosung had lost.

[Holy shit, so Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun can actually lose]

[So... this is our new CEO?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fuuuck ㅠㅠ]

And so, the shock temporarily quelled their anxiety.


"Ah, the weather is so nice today."

I walked cheerfully, looking at a text alert for a heavy rain advisory.

Everything was finally starting to go right. I had thrown away the shitty interference and shrewdly secured the WH welfare benefits. Daepaseong now ran wild without a care in the world. WH was still cautiously watching the new CEO.

Everything is perfect.

Album preparations were also going smoothly, so I headed to the studio with a light heart.

A large silver suitcase sticking out in front of the door caught my eye. I tilted my head.

Is it him?

Sure enough, a guy I had not seen in a while was crouched next to it, his body curled up.

Seeing him fiddle with his headset, I greeted him happily.

"Did the song vending machine arrive?"

I knew that as soon as we made eye contact, he would cling to me crying, 'I missed you so, so much,' so I was about to put some distance between us.

Kang Ichae lifted his head.

"......"

He frowned and said nothing.

"...Hmm?"

I furrowed my brow at his unexpected appearance. Kang Ichae looked me up and down, then took off his headset and opened his mouth.

"...Hyung."

Then he pouted and said.

"Myyyy flight was delayed, and it was so, so, so hard..."

"......"

"Coddle me."

...Hmm.

I frowned slightly and looked him up and down.

In the past, I would have dismissed it, thinking, What's this? Just the usual, cutesy Kang Ichae.

Look at this punk.

We had been active together for years, and if you included his childhood, we had known each other for well over a decade.

So I could tell right away.

He's probing.

I did not know why, though.

However, I was used to dealing with this kind of thing by now.

"Hmph."

When I showed no particular reaction, Kang Ichae, as if he had expected it, tried to raise his voice even more.

"You call me a vending machine as soon as I get here, I'm really upse..."

"Was it hard?"

The guy who was always so sly slightly stiffened the corners of his mouth. I grinned and asked.

"Want hyung to coddle you?"
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“...C-Coddle...?”

THUMP, THUMP.

“...Thump, thump?”

Kang Ichae stammered like a foreigner who could not understand a four-character idiom.

I remembered he was American and was about to kindly explain.

“Ta~~da~~~!!”

An elephant rushed over from far away, dribbling an imaginary basketball before executing a dunk, tackling Kang Ichae’s shoulder.

I peeled Jeong Dajun off the staggering Kang Ichae and stretched his cheek hard.

“You’ll get hurt, you brat.”

“So! How was my ultimate special talent?! Wasn’t it just like halftime? I’m thinking of using this for my entrance in the next self-produced content!”

“It sucks ass.”

“......”

Are boys this age always such a handful? Does it get even more tiring when they're around twenty-five on average...

No, thinking like this makes me feel like I need to get my head on straight.

“Hmph.”

Jeong Dajun, pouting and patting his knees, was more energetic than usual. He was probably happy to see the rapper after a long time, as he sat on Kang Ichae’s carrier and chattered away.

“Anyway, Ichae-Ichae, it’s been so long! Was the flight okay? But listen to this. There was an event for a script book with Senior Min Jiheon’s autograph, right? I sent this amazing story to the radio station, you know?! But then... oh my god! I didn’t win!!”

“......”

“So I sent in dozens more!”

Isn't that basically terrorism?

More importantly, couldn't he just ask me?

If I just said a word to Min Jiheon, it seemed like something that would be over in ten seconds.

As I covered my ears from the shrill chattering, a hand suddenly clamped Jeong Dajun’s excited mouth shut.

“Kang Ichae, you’re here?”

It was Daepaseong Trainee No. 1 and No. 2.

“Ichae-yah! It’s good to see you after so long.”

“Did you come straight here?”

Everyone patted Kang Ichae’s back and helped pull his carrier as they entered the studio.

He glanced at me once before following them inside.

Inside the studio, Jeong Dajun chattered nonstop, asking what kind of amazing story would get attention on the radio. Everyone just indifferently played along, saying “the one about you being an elephant,” as they put down their things.

Kim Seonghyeon clapped his hands. CLAP.

“Alright, some of us have schedules later, so let's get this recording done quickly.”

We had gathered to record a B-side track. The title track for the upcoming full-length album had already been recorded a long time ago. I was getting by with movie-related news and live performances, but a comeback was urgently needed to secure stable recognition.

The contract renewal was done and the comeback schedule was set, but there was one problem. Kang Ichae kept scrapping one of the B-side tracks, saying it was not good enough, which repeatedly delayed the recording.

Normally, a recording session would involve A&R staff and an engineer, but we were trying it out on our own first, worried the song might get scrapped again.

“Hmm...”

Kim Seonghyeon watched Kang Ichae, who had opened his laptop and was half-heartedly tapping the spacebar. He pulled up a chair and asked, “How’s the B-side? Does it seem okay?”

“......Yeah.”

“...Wh-Why the late reply?”

As Kim Seonghyeon grew flustered, Kang Ichae mumbled with a gloomy expression.

“...It’s bleak.”

“That means it’s amazing!”

Everyone was genuinely happy, but Kang Ichae only grew more somber.

It’s going to be good anyway.

In my experience, when Kang Ichae poured two hundred percent of his taste into a track, it resulted in a sleek and hot beat. When he agonized over it alone, a dark but incredible masterpiece was born.

Kang Ichae listlessly pressed the spacebar. CLICK.

“...Ugh, just listen to it first.”

As Kang Ichae played the track, the studio instantly fell silent.

Soon, a beat like a swirling wave flowed out.

“...!”

...It's good?

“If not this one, then the second one.”

“Huh? There’s more??”

“About five songs.”

Kang Ichae revealed his self-composed songs one after another. Each time everyone listened with serious expressions, he would play another one.

“...It’s good?”

“I-It’s really good?”

The more he revealed, the more shocked everyone became.

The signature heavy piano chords pounded against the heart, followed by a smoothly seeping string trio. The relentlessly driving melody never let up the tension and was incredibly stimulating.

“...Are you possessed or something?”

It’s amazing, so why does he hate it?

Kang Ichae, who possessed a talent that even Lim Hyeonsu was jealous of, had already surpassed a certain level. Even his one-off tracks contained a sense of cohesion within four minutes. Even the harshest critics who listened to his albums in their entirety unanimously praised Kang Ichae as a ‘once-in-a-generation genius’.

“...This?”

However, Kang Ichae himself seemed displeased with his own work and did not look happy. He sighed and chose the third song, as if he had no other choice.

“...Well, let’s try recording first.”

As Kim Seonghyeon went in to record, Kang Ichae started directing intensely, repeatedly pressing the spacebar.

“Why is he so intense today?”

“Y-Yeah, he is...”

It’s not even the official recording.

The only one who passed his strict standards was Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon went in and started recording. Kang Ichae lowered his eyelashes and listened quietly, then spat out as soon as it was over, “Hyung, that was good.”

At the gesture to come out, Seong Jiwon gave a slight, grateful smile and quickly exited.

Finally, it was my turn. I went inside and put on the black headphones. On the other side, Kang Ichae stared intently at me.

I finished my first attempt as usual and watched for his reaction. Kang Ichae leaned back so far his chair let out a CREAK— and he spat out in a hoarse voice.

“Again.”

...I have a bad feeling about this.

Suppressing my anxiety, I started singing, but Kang Ichae frowned the entire time. He looked like something was seriously bothering him.

While I was trying to read his expression, our eyes met. Kang Ichae said with a blank face, “What are you doing? Do it again.”

“......”

This bastard is so damn sensitive today...

In the end, he made me record fifteen times in a row. My voice was hoarse, and it felt like I could not even produce a proper sound anymore. It was hell.

Isn't this just bullying?

I came out clutching my overworked throat, but Kang Ichae tilted his head as if it still was not right.

“...That’s strange. There’s something more I want from you, hyung... but it’s not coming out.”

The guy pressed his forehead and sighed. “Maybe the song isn’t good...”

“Haa... Am I in a slump, maybe?”

“Oh, Ichae’s in a slump.”

“Gasp~. It’s a bit early this week.”

“......”

Surprisingly, no one paid him any attention. They just got up from their seats. “Should we go home now? Phew, we worked hard today.”

It was a familiar sight. He was going through ‘Slump, Part 24’. Kang Ichae's recent daily routine included pestering me for a video call every five minutes when he was in the US and asking for a tight hug because he was in a slump.

“Wait. What is this reaction?!”

“Sorry. I have to go film a variety show, so I’m leaving first.”

Even Kim Seonghyeon, who always worried first whenever the youngest fox cried pitifully, was ignoring him. The youngest, who had now become impressively strong-willed, yawned.

“Ichae-hyung, let us know when you’re done. Let’s go ride bikes by the Han River~.”

“Huh?”

Seong Jiwon blinked his large eyes.

“Dajun-ah, haven’t you learned the choreography yet?”

“...Eh?! No!! I learned it all!”

“Really?”

“Yep!”

“Hmm. Dajun is all grown up...”

Seong Jiwon smiled shyly.

“Seeing as your tricks don’t work on me anymore.”

“...!!”

“Actually, I just wanted to practice.”

Kim Seonghyeon, holding the doorknob, turned around with a horrified look.

In that moment, Seong Jiwon grabbed the scruff of Jeong Dajun's neck. Jeong Dajun screamed his lungs out, “Help me! Oh my god! This is abuse! Don’t look away, save me!!!” as Seong Jiwon dragged him out.

Since everyone had offered up the youngest as a sacrifice, I also got up from my seat. I thought I should probably get out before Seong Jiwon caught me too.

“......”

But Kang Ichae’s expression was not good.

I made a U-turn, came back, and plopped down in the corner of the sofa.

“...Huh?”

“Hey.”

I had to head to my movie filming schedule, but Kang Ichae came first. His probing gaze when we met at the door and his attitude during the recording both left a bad taste in my mouth.

“Are you having a hard time because of your slump?”

“...???”

I was bothered that my personal song vending machine was gloomy.

Kang Ichae acted like it was nothing, but as I knew from watching Lim Hyeonsu, an artist's temperament was sensitive, and these things were not easy to overcome. This seemed different from the burnout an office worker experiences, more like an ‘artist’s slump’.

Honestly, I'd never experienced it myself, so I could not easily sympathize. Besides, the densely filled practice notebook next to Kang Ichae was clear proof of his efforts.

Still, I was genuinely concerned, so I asked again. He frowned.

“...Me? Hyung, are you asking if I’m having a hard time because of a slump?”

“Yes.”

“......”

But this bastard looks like he’s seen a ghost.

I had no intention of moving until I got an answer, so I crossed my arms and stared at him. Kang Ichae scratched his head.

“Well... you’re right.”

“......”

“But it’ll pass.”

Kang Ichae spoke listlessly. He dragged a few files into the trash, deleted them, then swiveled his chair around to face me.

“Don’t worry. If I’m struggling, I won’t suffer alone. I’ll tell the members.”

He smiled slightly.

“You know I trust our members.”

...I know.

Feeling proud of him, I could feel the corners of my mouth lift slightly without even looking in a mirror. Unable to control my expression, I leaned forward, picked up a piece of candy, and tossed it to Kang Ichae.

“Did you get older? You’ve matured.”

“I wonder who I have to thank for maturing so quickly.”

“......”

“Yeah, that was meant to sting.”

He just can't let me have the last word.

It was not that annoying, so I just let it go. Kang Ichae unwrapped the candy, popped it in his mouth, and plopped down on the four-person sofa.

“So, what’s up with you, hyung?”

“Hm?”

“Isn’t there something you want to say?”

Me?

He playfully rolled his eyes and crunched on the candy.

“You’ve been hovering around since earlier. Do you need something?”

“No.”

“...Huh?”

I really did not. Kang Ichae always handled his own business competently. I just stopped by because I thought he might be struggling with a slump.

Kang Ichae frowned as if he did not understand.

“Really? Nothing?”

“Are your ears blocked?”

There was no reason to answer twice, so I ignored him. I was thinking of grabbing a meal with Kang Ichae before my schedule, so I picked up my phone and started looking for a Western restaurant nearby. To be honest, I was craving bean sprout soup, but I was considering treating him to Italian, which he liked, just for today.

“...Whoa.”

“......”

“Seo Hojin was right...”

Seo Hojin? Why is he coming up now?

As I frowned, he scratched his head awkwardly.

“...Uh, well. I was on the phone with Hojin the other day.”

“And?”

“...You introduced Seo Hojin as your younger brother to someone, right?”

Ah. That did happen.

It was when we had a meal together, right before I made Seo Hojin build the Lego set. The shop owner had asked while ringing us up.

“Oh... ah! Is this your family?”

In the old days, I would have shot Seo Hojin a look to tell him to get lost. During my infamous PD days, I hated introducing him as my brother to others. It was a hundred times better to hide him than to have him be gossiped about just for being a celebrity's family member.

But at that moment, Seo Hojin was keeping his mouth shut, pretending not to know.

After a moment of silence, I finally smiled and nodded.

“Yes, my younger brother.”

Even as we left the shop and headed to the underground parking lot, Seo Hojin did not say anything, so I thought it was no big deal.

Over that?

“He said you’ve, uh... softened up a bit.”

He mumbled, “After thinking about it for a while on my own, I started to wonder if... something was up with you, hyung...”

So that's why you were probing me earlier, wondering if I was hiding something from you again?

I thought he was fine since he'd been acting friendlier since last winter, even being cute with the members with every breath he took. When my thoughts reached that point, I felt a pang of pity for Kang Ichae and clicked my tongue.

“Time has passed.”

I also added, “And I’ve always cared about you.”

And the feelings of my gentle delinquent, too.

Kang Ichae's eyes widened.

“...Is this really Hoyun-hyung.”

“Yeah, your damn cool hyung.”

Great, I found a restaurant.

Kim Seonghyeon said he had a schedule... On my way out, if Jeong Dajun and Seong Jiwon are still in the practice room, I should take them with me and get them some food.

“Anyway, if you’re struggling, I’ll send you to study abroad. Go bust your ass in California.”

“Wow, our team is so warm and fuzzy...”

Kang Ichae, looking utterly baffled, rubbed his forehead for a moment, then laughed without a word. He gave a small nod.

His mood has lifted.

The smiling Kang Ichae looked somewhat refreshed. Out of curiosity, I looked him over as if examining every detail.

...He’s definitely gotten gentler than before.

Sometimes, he even looked like that little kid from the old days.

Did he let go of his grudge after this winter?

He had become so gentle and playful that I could even see an overlap with his younger self, the little kid who used to wait for me at the playground with his violin case after school. That was why it was hard to be so cold to him. I did not underestimate him, but the fact that I had placed such a heavy burden on a kid like that made me feel uncomfortable.

I shrugged and said lightly, “Don’t worry. You’re already helping enough.”

Still, worried the mood might not lighten up, I added a lighthearted joke.

“If you fail, what’s the worst that can happen? Death?”

“...What?”

“...Huh?”

“......”

“......”

A heavy silence fell over the studio.

My eyebrow twitched for a moment.

It was a joke?

It was the saying, "What's the worst that can happen, death?"

Just as I was wondering if this kid had forgotten his Korean from working in the US for too long, something suddenly occurred to me.

...Wait, did this bastard take that as my actual situation?

It was true that I die if I fail. Since Eternal Idol Maker began, I have desperately sought a lot of help from Kang Ichae. It would not have worked without Kang Ichae, and he knew that and cooperated. Even when ridiculously difficult Quests arrived, he was always there behind my confidence that I would succeed no matter what.

However, I had never shared the details of ‘failure’ with Kang Ichae. Not even the fact that I would die if I failed this.

I just thought he would have guessed by now.

“Are you going to die soon?”

Kang Ichae had brought it up in Prague, when the snow was falling heavily. In that moment, my mind started racing.

When Kang Ichae saw the Quest window, what were the side effects of failure? There was a warning message, wasn't there? It clearly said, ‘A physical penalty leading to death’, so shouldn't he have been aware?

I remembered Kang Ichae's gaze as he looked at me quietly under the orange streetlight.

“I understood it to mean that the new game you started is so difficult that even you can’t handle it. Are you safe?”

“Ask a different question first.”

And there it was, the conclusion.

He didn’t know.

Because when he asked if I was ‘safe’, I did not answer and changed the subject.

The Kang Ichae in front of me now spoke very slowly.

“...If you fail,”

Really slowly.

“...you die.”

My moment of panic lasted too long. I was busy pondering the reason his reaction to my joke was so strange.

So this was...

“...Well, I guess it’s not a saying for nothing.”

A mistake.

“What’s the worst that can happen, death?”

But one that could still be smoothed over.

Kang Ichae was still staring at me with wide eyes, but I put on a brave face. I shrugged and calmly gathered my things.

“We’re having lunch with the guys later, right? I’m just gonna stop by the planning office and...”

“Haha.”

Then, he suddenly burst out laughing.

“...Haha.”

“......”

“Hahahahahaha!”

Ah, fuck, really.

Just as I was about to discreetly get up, Kang Ichae, who was laughing heartily, lifted his right foot and slammed it down on the table. BAM!

The things on the table went crashing down, blocking the path to the entrance.

A terrible sense of déjà vu made me shut my eyes tight and then open them again.

The brat, sitting with his arms crossed, leaned forward like a delinquent kid and raised the corner of his mouth slightly.

“Hey.”

......

......

...Hey?

With a smile on his face, Kang Ichae spat out each word as if chewing on it.

“Say that again. What did you say?”
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I quietly looked down at the fallen objects, then very slowly looked up at Kang Ichae.

“...Ya?”

I muttered it again.

Kang Ichae scoffed as if he was utterly dumbfounded, then just as quickly stopped.

“So it’s true, you’re dying.”

“......”

“I guess I didn’t know. That for months, I was the only one getting excited like an idiot...”

Kang Ichae seemed at a loss for words for a moment and rubbed the corners of his eyes.

“When were you planning on telling me? When I figured it out? Or when you made a mistake like this?”

He looked at me with an expression of complete disgust.

“Or did you have no intention of telling me at all?”

When I remained silent, he seemed to take my expression as confirmation. Kang Ichae kicked an object with his foot, then put his leg down and mocked himself.

“Changed, my ass...”

...Let’s try to understand.

He seems to have misunderstood.

It looks like he thinks I’ll never tell him the truth.

Moreover, I was mistaken too.

I rashly assumed that since he was quick-witted, he would know my situation without me having to spell it out.

We’ve misunderstood each other.

If I had known he didn’t know, I would have set aside a day to tell him. Because we had changed. I was a man who kept his promises, and I was going to run with him.

However, he seemed too worked up right now. I planned to let the situation pass and explain it when Kang Ichae was in a better mood. It was a bit unfair, but this was my mistake.

“...Ichae-yah.”

So what should I do?

I have to calm the angry guy down and treat him kindly.

“...Did you just call me ‘ya’?”

“...What?”

...I need to correct him and say his earlier remark was a misunderstanding.

“Did you call me ‘ya’?”

No.

“...There’s a twelve-year age difference between us.”

First, I need to get my own damn anger under control.

“...And yet, you call me ‘ya’?”

“......”

“......”

“...Ri, right now.”

Kang Ichae looked extremely bewildered. So flustered that his anger momentarily subsided, he stammered as if he couldn’t believe the situation.

“...Right now... you want to argue about that?”

“Yeah.”

I really wanted to argue about it. I was furious.

“...What does that have to do with anything? I’m telling you I didn’t know you were dying, so what does a stupid word matter?”

“Kang Ichae-yah.”

I slowly approached him. I grabbed the shoulder of Kang Ichae, who sat on the sofa, with one hand. I pushed him back and whispered quietly.

“I think you sometimes forget because I look so young.”

Had Kang Ichae never called me ‘ya, ya’ before?

No, he had.

When I didn’t know about the past, I let it slide when that kid Kang Ichae, who was only two years younger due to my de-aging, would playfully say, ‘Ya, ya, Seo Hoyun.’ Even though it was annoying at times, even Joo Woosung, who used to be formal and call me PD, started calling me ‘Clumsy, Hoyun-ah, aigoo’ after I became ten years younger. So I could let Kang Ichae’s case slide as cute.

Because he didn’t know the past. With a two-year difference, he might try to act like my equal.

But now?

“Hyung is thirty-seven.”

Kang Ichae now knew that around the time he was starting elementary school, I was going through hell raising Seo Hojin.

I leaned forward and tapped my cheek.

“This means that no matter how shiny my face is, the inside doesn’t change.”

“......”

“Got it?”

Kang Ichae, whose shoulder I held, stared at me with a thoroughly dumbfounded expression.

...Hoo.

I had a lot to feel guilty about, so I always avoided it whenever Kang Ichae got angry. He was an overwhelmingly intimidating guy by nature, so there were times I was genuinely scared, but the real reason was that I was worried something would happen to the system. Explaining my situation sounded like bullshit, and if I got caught, there was a penalty. If I received a penalty, the system would be in danger, and something might happen to Seo Hojin.

And most importantly.

Because I was sorry.

I mean that because I felt sorry for Kang Ichae, I always yielded to him.

However, this situation was a misunderstanding, so it could be corrected.

“...Kang Ichae.”

After hesitating, I called his name. I was a little angry, but I still felt very sorry for him.

He must be dumbfounded too.

Well, since it had come to this, it was better to be honest and clear up the misunderstanding right away. Thinking about how to start talking and calm him down, I carefully opened my mouth.

“And about what I said earlier...”

“You crazy old boomer.”

“What?”

I stared at him, dumbfounded.

With his shoulder still held, Kang Ichae glared and spoke.

“A crazy old man who only avoids things.”

“......”

“I dedicated my youth, my songs, and my life to The Dawn, but when I’m in a slump and depressed, you’re the crazy person who only then pays a little attention and acts all high and mighty about it.”

“......”

What is this now?

This time, it was my turn to be dumbfounded, my mouth hanging open. Kang Ichae roughly brushed my hand off his shoulder. A glint of madness shone in his eyes as he sneered.

“If you wish, I’ll do it, Mister. Honestly, thirty-seven isn’t even like an old man these days, but if you want the honorifics that badly.”

“...Be honest. You haven’t liked me lately, have you?”

“I guess so. I was so amazed that Mister had gotten kinder lately, I was too stupid to realize.”

This guy...

I held it in and was about to say it was a misunderstanding. However, my opponent was a rapper, and he spat out his words without blinking.

“I did think it was strange how you’ve softened up lately. Still, you asked me to run with you in Prague, so I believed you, but the fact that you won’t tell me the important things even if you die, that has-n’t-changed-at-all.”

“......”

“The way you were coddling me earlier, that was just you trying to calm me down and move on because the atmosphere was tense, wasn’t it?”

...No, that was really just to cheer you up.

However, Kang Ichae seemed to have firmly misunderstood. He looked more and more pissed off as he continued to talk. In the end, he stood up and stared straight at me.

“The fact that you came into the dorm with me so quickly, that was just you trying to placate me, right?”

“...What?”

No.

That was just me thinking, ‘This kid Kang Ichae gets really lonely, so I should treat him well...’

“You, you told me to come.”

Really, it was a pure favor with no ulterior motives.

“Ha, hey, you... You told me to come, you bastard.”

“......”

Seeing Kang Ichae flustered for a moment, I started to get a little heated up myself.

He doubted me over that?

“Hey, Kang Ichae, don’t tell me you’ve been... doubting every single thing?”

I cared about Kang Ichae. I didn’t have to spout bullshit or use sweet talk. I could throw away the threats, the appeasement, and the probing, and it was all fine.

Because he was already a bastard who was inside my circle.

“This bastard, I’ve been letting it slide, and now this.”

But this?

“I made up my mind to treat you well! What’s the problem even when I’m nice to you?!!”

“Ma... ma-made up your mind?? After all the years I’ve been deceived, I can’t even be confused for a moment?!”

“What’s there to be confused about? I’m being damn honest right now, what the hell is so confusing?”

“Don’t make me laugh, who’s being honest? Tossing out some random nonsense and trying to move on, that’s your usual habit, hyung! In the first place, you suddenly saying you’re going to die...”

Kang Ichae suddenly bit his lip.

“That you’re dying...”

Instead of continuing, he let out a hollow laugh. I saw Kang Ichae run a hand through his hair as if he was going crazy, but I was about to explode myself.

“Ha, haha. Ha...”

“......”

“Wow, seriously...”

Kang Ichae let his head fall to the side, as if he didn’t even want to explain.

“...I really just hate it. I’m so sick and tired of you, hyung.”

“I’m about to lose my mind too.”

“Really? Then we’ve reached a conclusion.”

The guy spat out his words, laced with thorns.

“I’ll finish the work as fast as I can. Don’t talk to me.”

“I won’t.”

“Even if you come into our house, don’t acknowledge me.”

“Ah, so it’s okay for me to come into ‘our house’?”

As I crossed my arms and retorted sarcastically, Kang Ichae laughed as if in disbelief. Then he took a step forward, shoved his hands in his pockets, and glared at me with sunken eyes.

“Go ahead and try coming in, Mister.”

He spat out the words as if chewing them, the corners of his mouth raised in a sneer.

“If you want to see some crazy Gen Z power.”

With that, he turned without hesitation, slammed the door shut, and left.

Left alone in the deep silence, the sound of a System Window notification rang in my ears.

Tiring.

[Why...]

[Why on earth...]

[This isn't something to... fight... like this over?]

“......”

[Just hurry up and say you're sorry to each other...]

[Clear up the misunderstanding too...]

Ignoring the System Window, I kicked the cumbersome table out of the way and flung the door open, but the hallway was empty.

“Hah...”

I leaned my back against the door, ruffled my hair, and glared at the carrier case sitting forlornly in the corner of the studio.

“Ha, fuck...”

Today was a good day, how did it end up like this?

I kept cursing internally, then picked up my phone and called Kang Ichae.

【The customer you have called is unavailable. Please try again later.】

...I didn’t even hear a ringtone. It went straight to the automated message.

“......”

[...You've been blocked.]

So damn fast, really...


【Hm? You want me to play the piano?】

Lately, Kang Ichae was a charmer.

【Ahaha, I did that yesterday too? Not that I won’t. Is there a song you want? I’ll play it for you.】

No, ‘charmer’ didn’t quite cover it. He had always been the type to have a lot of aegyo, but this year was on a completely different level.

[Kang Ichae's aegyo is insane]

He would playfully smile and talk not only to the members but also to Noeul. He mostly seemed to be in a good mood. At times like that, he would improvise on the piano, praising life or singing songs filled with love for Noeul without even being asked.

[You can go to a gas station and say, "Fill 'er up with max-aegyo Kang Ichae." It's true.]

[A smile that comes from true happiness... Why do you look so happy...]

[This is the guy who made the most contestants cry on that audition show... right?]

So it was bound to be baffling. Even fans who used to say, ‘Kang Ichae has a lot of aegyo, unlike his scary-looking face~’ were flustered, thinking, He’s... this happy?

[If you're scared of Kang Ichae when he's alone, just give him The Dawn]

[I feel like Ichae will be an idol forever lol It's amazing how there's an idol who's a born superstar and also cherishes his group this much...]

One day, for instance, Kang Ichae started a solo live stream with a much calmer atmosphere than usual. He looked at each message posted by Noeul and answered them softly.

【You’re asking why I love The Dawn so much?】

Then, he smiled, rested his chin on his hand, looked at the chat, and whispered.

【...Do I have to have a reason?】

Laughing softly and saying, ‘I think I definitely had a reason in the past, but now I’m not so sure,’ Kang Ichae leaned forward, resting his upper body on the desk. Kang Ichae, who stared blankly at the scrolling chat, lowered his eyelashes.

【...You know.】

He seemed to get a little shy afterward, avoiding eye contact and scratching his head, but as if he absolutely had to say this one thing, he spoke quietly, very softly.

【For making it possible for us to be together... thank you.】

And so, everyone couldn’t help but fall in love.

[Uwaaaaaaaah]

[Ichae-yaaaaaaaaah]

[Kang Ichae-yaaaaaaak]

There wasn’t a single Kang Ichae fan who wouldn’t give their love to the guy who was going wild, wanting to do this for so long. While they were taking out clips and wailing, Seo Hoyun’s departure schedule was announced.

[OMG Hoyun is leaving the country today]

[Huh?? He's going to the US?

└ Yeah, final filming for that spy movie Midnight Protocol where he has a supporting role

└└ Crazy, I hope they wrap up filming and release it soon]

[He'll probably start promotions after the final filming for MPcol hahaha]

[But lol all the cinephiles are only talking about that ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Huh, really??

└└ Yeah lol search it up]

In fact, what Noeul said was no exaggeration. A quick search on the internet showed it was overflowing with posts anticipating the new movie ‘Midnight Protocol’. Various online communities were flooded with anticipatory speculation and support.

[Title: Drooling after reading the Midnight Protocol article

【Seo Hoyun has been cast as 'Han', codename Specter. 'Han' is a mysterious agent the protagonist encounters by chance abroad. He is fluent in English, Korean, and Chinese, but his exact origin is unknown. He helps the protagonist 'Baek Seonwoo' who is in crisis and accompanies him, but 'Baek Seonwoo' suspects he might be a double agent, leading to constant psychological warfare...】

Fuck when is this movie coming out

└ Kraaaaaaak I'm reading this article until it wears out

└ I... I... can seriously survive for 10 years on this

└ Heok... tteuheok... I'm so excited for Seo Hoyun's new filmography, come out quickly, I can't breathe]

[Title: When is Midnight Protocol coming out

I'm starving myself until MPcol comes out

└ Fill yourself up with Kang Kiyoung for now

└└ Mister, you know, I bought a plane ticket for the winter. This country is just too cold in the winter.

└└ Give me PD Lee Jeonghun too

└└ I told you to take care of my rice bowl and the slaves' rice bowls. I came here after ripping off my wings, what a waste.

└└ KRAAAAAAAH I'm being filled

└└ KRAAAAAAAAAAAAAK]

Curious, Noeul looked him up and was dumbfounded.

[This... to this extent?]

For some reason, the movie fans seemed even more excited than Noeul herself. Feeling like she had seen something she shouldn’t have, she forced herself to look away, closed the window, and quickly changed the subject.

[Anyway... I hope he comes back soon. Speaking of which, I heard Ichae is also in the US doing the final work on a B-side track]

[Are they leaving together??

└ If it's Ichae-kang, then of course...

└└ Of course, while wailing 'kang kang' like a fox...

└└ He probably tried to take Seonghyeon, Dajun, and Jiwon with him and failed...]

Them leaving together was treated as a foregone conclusion. Filming was already underway on location, so it was a schedule where only Seo Hoyun was joining separately. It was obvious that Kang Ichae would just tag along with a bright smile as if it were nothing.

Just as she was about to indifferently think, Hope you two have fun, news articles and videos of their airport departure were posted.

〔Seo Hoyun, Departing to Join 'Midnight Protocol' Location Filming〕

Their idol appeared at the airport.

The moment Seo Hoyun got out of the van, a burst of gasps erupted, and a torrent of shutter clicks poured out.

[Wow... he's freaking amazing]

In a creamy white knit sweater with the sleeves slightly rolled up, light-wash denim jeans, white sneakers, and even carrying a small black carrier, Seo Hoyun was the very picture of a young star. The moment Seo Hoyun made eye contact with the fans, he broke into a radiant smile.

〔The Dawn's Ichae 'Departing for Overseas Schedule'... Working on a Full-Length Album?〕

Following him, Kang Ichae appeared and took off his sunglasses. Wearing a black leather jacket, a chain ear cuff, and earrings, he waved to the fans with a mischievous smile.

[fkin rockstar appears]

The young star with a sparkling smile and calm eyes, and the rockstar who grinned and blew kisses when he saw his fans.

〔Departing Together! The Dawn, on good terms today too ♡〕

They absolutely did not make eye contact. They tried hard to act friendly in front of the cameras, but they radiated such a cold aura it could be felt even through the lens...

Seeing this, Noeul quietly closed the video and let out a hollow laugh.

[...The Dawn, who had a huge fight today too ☆]


SS Chapter 22

“Oh, Seo Hoyun, you’re here?”

The overseas location for the movie ‘Midnight Protocol’ was a set designed to look like a New York subway station. Filming was scheduled to start tomorrow, but I was told to check out the set beforehand. The scale was impressive.

“What do you think? The set is amazing, right?”

The scene involved the National Intelligence Service agent ‘Baek Seonwoo’ pursuing a woman with classified documents. He follows her from a public square into a subway station, only to realize agents from another organization are tracking him. In danger of being killed, he answers a call from an unknown number. The call is from Han, my character.

“Yes, it’s impressive.”

They had completely recreated a subway inside the studio. The realism of the set would make for incredible immersion in the tense scene where ‘Baek Seonwoo’ navigates a complex crowd under Hans’ instructions.

I looked around at the state-of-the-art cameras and film equipment.

They’re so different from the cameras used in variety shows.

The director, engrossed in his viewfinder, finally looked up and shouted in surprise.

“Woah!! As expected of Seo Hoyun. You came in a Shadow Look because it’s a spy role where you can’t be discovered, right?!!”

“......”

This is just my usual attire. I had a separate outfit for my airport arrival but changed as soon as I boarded the plane.

The director and the art director, thoroughly misunderstanding, shouted excitedly, “It’s pitch-black! As black as a black hole!”

“Ah~ I appreciate the effort, but Seo Hoyun, this won’t do.”

“Pardon? Why not?”

“You stand out too much because of your face.”

I’ll be covered in ashes and wearing a mask tomorrow anyway. How much could I really stand out?

Despite that, the director seemed deeply worried. He clicked his tongue and turned me this way and that.

“At this rate, you’ll be conspicuous even in a crowd of passersby, but strangely, I kind of like it. Right now, you look just like a killer with a mysterious vibe.”

“Is that so?”

I watched the directors have their serious conversation, then took off my hat and smiled slightly.

“Do you like me?”

“......”

“......”

A silence followed. They stepped back and started whispering.

“...I see why the other directors told me to be careful with Seo Hoyun. When he took off his hat and smiled, even I felt my heart flutter for a moment.”

“This is a real problem. Director, should we give our Hoyun some special effects makeup to look like an ordinary middle-aged man? You know, America has amazing technology. How about adding a concept where he’s disguised like a CIA agent?”

“Sorry, but we don’t have the budget.”

The gloomy director muttered, ‘We spent it all on building the subway...’

I left the director behind and fiddled with the phone in my pocket. After being told to rest, I gave a rough nod and left the film set. I squinted at the dazzling California sun and started walking.

I wasn't in the mood for sightseeing, so I decided to grab lunch at the nearest restaurant and entered a shopping mall. I took out my phone and scanned my messages, but there was still no word from Kang Ichae.

“...Hoo.”

Honestly, I thought that even if Kang Ichae threw a fit, it wouldn’t be a big deal. From what I’d seen over the past few months, he was a kid whose default expression was a playful smile. When he was in a good mood, he’d strum his guitar in the studio and appear, singing ‘Woah, HouHou~’. I believed this little misunderstanding would resolve quickly, so I sent him a text, but the ‘1’ next to the message never disappeared.

Right, he could have blocked me.

I figured if I left him alone for a few days, he’d cool his head and show up on his own, but—

The moment I tried to open the door to Kang Ichae’s studio after returning from filming in the province, I stopped.

“...What the?”

The studio’s passcode had been changed.

At first, I thought I entered it wrong and was about to try a combination of the members’ birthdays. Then, at the far end of the hall, the elevator doors opened. Kang Ichae and Kim Seonghyeon emerged.

Kang Ichae just glanced at me and walked over with his headphones on, without even a ‘HouHou, you’re here.’

Still, as the older one, shouldn’t I be the first to speak?

“Hey, Kang Ichae...”

He completely ignored me, brushed past, and went straight into the studio.

“......”

This feeling of déjà vu is strangely familiar. It reminds me of how Kang Ichae treated me like I was invisible or avoided me like I had a contagious disease after I woke up in the hospital...

Kim Seonghyeon followed a little later from the elevator and tilted his head.

“What, did you guys fight again?”

“Hah...”

“...Huh? For real?”

Kim Seonghyeon snickered, amused. “It’s been a while since you fought.” He tried to enter the studio but paused after pressing the passcode.

“...Wait, I don’t know it either??”

“......”

The day of our departure for the US dawned, and I still hadn't exchanged a single word with Kang Ichae. Whenever I tried to talk to him, he would put on his earphones and stare silently ahead. Then, getting out of the van, he would flash a bright smile at the fans as if nothing was wrong. It was quite irritating.

Right before boarding the plane, as soon as we entered an empty private lounge, I blocked his path.

“Hey, Kang Ichae. Are you really going to ignore your hyung?”

“......”

“Let’s talk.”

Kang Ichae stared at me for a moment, then lifted his phone and tapped the screen. A mechanical voice flowed out.

【I'm sorry. I didn't understand.】

“......”

【Do you have something to say?】

...This little punk...

I was stunned by his next-level Gen Z antics. I glared at him for a long time, barely reining in my patience.

Fine. He’s willing to talk to me, at least.

“I know you’re mad at me, but let’s just sit down calmly and talk—”

At that moment, a bright, clear female mechanical voice spoke from his phone again.

【I am not mature enough to understand that yet.】

“......”

Then he slipped away.

When I came to my senses, I was left alone, filled with a rage that had me debating whether to kill this bastard.

The situation didn’t change even after we arrived in LA. He had his hood pulled down low and nodded, so I thought he was listening, but as soon as he took off his hat, he popped in his earphones and went on his way, grooving to some beat.

That had been the past week.

I scratched my head furiously in the hallway.

“Shit, I’m pissed off too, you know.”

I knew Kang Ichae was seriously sulking, but I was getting pretty heated myself. I considered sending a long text, but it was obvious he wouldn't read it since he had blocked me.

If this keeps up, rumors of discord will start again.

It had happened before. Worried I might be causing the Noeuls unnecessary anxiety, I went online for the first time in a while.

[Title: Are they fighting again today?

Anyway, recommend something for lunch.

└ Hmm... Pasta

└ Should I get gukbap?

└└ Hoyun is here]

“......”

I stared at it for a moment, then closed the window.

Noeuls... why aren’t they worried?

Usually, rumors of discord should have been flying around by now. Weren't our Noeuls the ones who would appear with max-level combat power if someone started a fight anonymously? The fact that they didn't seem worried at all baffled me even more.

I soon found out why. I opened the app to send a PopPop, and notifications flooded in. It was because of a video Kang Ichae had posted five minutes ago.

[Old video

#ICHAE]

The video was a behind-the-scenes clip from a busking performance we did during a K-pop concert in Berlin a few years ago.

【Okay, everyone~ Look over here~.】

A slightly younger Kang Ichae appeared on the screen. The members tuned their instruments, joking around with him. He approached me as I crouched with my bass slung over my shoulder, frowning slightly. My hands were constantly getting tangled back then, as I wasn't used to the instrument.

【Hey, Kang Ichae. Is my hand like this?】

【Yeah.】

【Then why doesn’t it sound right?】

【Hey, it never sounds right at first.】

I scowled in frustration, and Kang Ichae giggled.

【Don’t worry, you’re doing great.】

“......”

Ting!

[I’m... touched...]

...Somehow, the flickering symptom is gone even though I haven’t been active.

“Ah—, my head.”

At that moment, my head was genuinely throbbing.

As I leaned against the wall, irritation surging, I heard a voice from beyond the restroom door.

“I’m telling you, Seo Hoyun has nothing.”

The voice was unmistakably Korean, and I was the subject of the phone call.

“Yeah, I couldn’t get anything.”

I pulled my hat down low and slowly approached. Inside the restroom, a man washed his hands at the sink, holding his phone to his ear with his shoulder.

“No matter how much I follow him, there’s nothing. Aww. They said he faked a hospitalization last winter just to get attention. They said Seo Hoyun is one hundred percent mentally ill, but why the hell is there no dirt?”

It’s a paparazzo.

I had a feeling I was being watched. He followed me all the way overseas, but it seems he hasn't managed to get anything. He used to stick to Joo Woosung like that, too.

Wait a minute.

Isn't this, perhaps, a good sign? A paparazzo came all the way overseas just to get a picture of me—have I really become a Joo Woosung-level superstar?

Just as I was getting intrigued, thinking this might be the stable level of fame needed for a peaceful old age, the voice from inside grew louder.

“Ah, I don’t know. I don’t know. Besides, security for the filming here is so tight, I really couldn’t get anything. They won’t even let me get close to the staff, so how am I supposed to get a scoop?”

He’s having a tough time all the way out here in a foreign land. Maybe I should say hello if I run into him at the entrance...

I thought that sarcastically.

“What, Kang Ichae?”

I froze.

“Don’t even mention it. He does nothing but work in the studio. That bastard doesn’t meet women or drink. I thought I could at least get a picture of him smoking.”

Ting!

[What on earth do they expect from Kang Ichae?]

My thoughts exactly. A picture of Kang Ichae smiling after finding a four-leaf clover would probably surface before one of him meeting a girl or drinking and smoking.

Is it because of his face? He does look a bit intimidating and can be rebellious at times—but it’s rare to find a kid kinder and more diligent than him.

I leaned against the wall, listening with indifference as he spoke again.

“...Ah, I’ll make the plane ticket worth it. Does it have to be clean? I can just take a photo that’s cleverly angled to be controversial.”

He ripped off sheets of paper towel. RIP, RIP.

“If not that, I’ll just stage a big show.”

“......”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s real or fake, anyway. What’s important is the view count.”

He added, as if it were no big deal.

“I’ll start tailing him again in 30 minutes. He’s human, so he’ll have to end his seclusion and come out eventually. The moment he does, I’ll be right on him.”

...Hmm.

Listening to that bullshit, I slowly looked around.

No CCTV, and no one watching nearby.

First, I kicked the door shut. BAM.

The man inside grunted. “...Huh?”

I picked up a nearby mop and quietly propped it against the door handle, locking it.

“...What the, why won’t this open?”

RATTLE RATTLE RATTLE!

“Hey! Nobody there?!”

RATTLE RATTLE RATTLE!!!

“Hey! Aish! I don’t know anyone here!”

I casually turned off the lights. A shriek echoed from within. Kiyak!

“Hey! Who’s there, you son of a bitch!”

For the finale, I gently placed a yellow ‘Out of service’ sign in front of the door. I plopped down in front of it and very enjoyably listened to the commotion echoing from inside.

“He-help me! Help me!”

The screams gradually turned into genuinely terrified sounds. The noise was strangely sweet, causing me to smile slightly and mutter.

“Do... mi, mi. Is that an F sharp?”

[...]

Why does Kang Ichae say he’s in a slump? When I hear sounds like this, it’s like a choir of angels.

Losing interest in the quiet silence that soon followed, I got up and headed toward the film set. When I smiled at the staff I encountered there, they exclaimed, “What a beautiful smile!” and “Angel!”

Ting!

[So... someone will get him, right?]

[You’re going to let him out, right?]

[Y-you’re going to let him out, right?!!!]

“He’s an adult with a cell phone, what’s there to worry about?”

Besides, according to the notice next to the door, it’s cleaning time in an hour. I bought some time for Kang Ichae and got to listen to some screams on the side.

I lifted my head and looked up at the sky.

“...You know.”

Under the dazzling California sun, I whispered quietly.

“...I was under a lot of stress. So many things happened.”

[Thanks to you, Seo Hoyun, I’m under a lot of stress too...]

“The world doesn’t go my way...”

[The world doesn’t go the way anyone wants it to...]

“But, I get why everyone goes on about California, California.”

I remembered how, for years, Joo Woosung and Lim Hyeonsu would tease me, shouting ‘Cali~ Cali~’ at every opportunity.

Finally understanding, I beamed.

“This is a gift from the heavens.”

For me to relieve some stress.

[Seo Hoyun... how is this a gift from the heavens, please, I’m begging you...]

[You know you have to be careful...!!]

Actually, the system wasn’t wrong. As a beloved idol, meticulously screwing someone over was definitely not an easy task.

[Besides, there’s no Item Shop here?]

But I just grinned and tapped my forehead.

“This angel still has his knowledge, you know.”

[...]

Even back in my PD days without a System Window, you think I couldn’t raise hell with the department head?

As I was about to walk away with a smile, the System Window blocked my view as if making a final plea.

[A-Angel Hoyun... how about you reconsider? You’ve really become as gentle as an angel these days...!]

“Ah, I have become gentle.”

I softened my eyes and whispered affectionately.

“Limited to Noeuls.”

Now.

It’s time to go rip off my wings.


SS Chapter 23

“Goddammit!”

Two days ago, Reporter Kim (37, Paparazzi) escaped a dark bathroom in a foreign country. He had been trapped for three hours. His dead phone made him feel like he would die too. The janitor, who was supposed to arrive at a set time, never showed. Then the door suddenly burst open and the janitor yelled furiously at him in rapid-fire Spanish.

Did I... Did I want to be in there!

Just yesterday, he had fallen asleep grinding his teeth. He had lost both Kang Ichae and Seo Hoyun.

I'll definitely get them tomorrow.

He couldn't afford to miss.

A few weeks ago, his department head had tossed him the assignment. 'This trip to America is suspicious. Dig into it,' he had said. Reporter Kim had scowled.

“What's suspicious about it? I looked at his schedule, and it's for a shoot.”

“How are you going to get by with such poor instincts?”

“......”

“Seo Hoyun is one hundred percent mentally ill. Guys like that always cause trouble when they go abroad.”

What kind of bullshit is this...

He should have said a woman was involved, or that Seo Hoyun was hitting the clubs. Cursing his boss for the vague instructions and measly expense budget, Reporter Kim tailed him to the very end. He couldn't return empty-handed after investing so much time.

Well, is there anyone who doesn't have a little dirt on them?

So today, he infiltrated the studio through a ceiling vent. Bugs and rats crawled around, but he could bear it for a scoop. He opened a crack in the vent and peeked into the movie studio.

“Ready— Action!”

A movie was being filmed.

Seo Hoyun stood out, his hat pulled low as he blended into the crowd. The moment the smiling man stood before the camera, everyone held their breath and watched him.

Seo Hoyun calculated the security camera's blind spot. He stepped back, then moved nonchalantly through a gap between people, hiding his body.

His physical skills are pretty amazing.

He was fast, precise, and agile.

The paparazzi only snapped out of it when he heard someone belatedly yell, “Cut!” He cursed himself for watching, mesmerized, until the filming ended. He finally raised his camera.

Through the viewfinder, his eyes met—

“......”

Met?

“...Gasp!”

Startled, he quickly pulled the camera back from the vent. He calmed his pounding heart and looked inside again. Seo Hoyun was just continuing his conversation with a staff member as if nothing had happened.

He, he didn't see me, right??

“Wow, fuck, his instincts are on an animal level...”

He clumsily climbed down from the vent, but he couldn't give up.

In the industry, many speculated that Seo Hoyun wasn't a prude, judging by his strangely clean record with the opposite sex. When Reporter Kim heard that, he had scoffed.

Of course someone with that face has to be seeing someone.

However, Seo Hoyun was surprisingly clean. His life was a simple repetition of home, company, home, company. He had even investigated the composer Lim Hyeonsu, whom Seo Hoyun met frequently, wondering if something was going on, but there was ab-so-lute-ly no-thing.

That was why he was now on his seventh day of tailing Seo Hoyun.

While dusting himself off and breathing the fresh air outside, he spotted Seo Hoyun.

“...Huh?”

Seo Hoyun took something white out of his pocket.

Thinking he was about to smoke, Reporter Kim excitedly raised his camera!

“Ah, for fuck's sake.”

It was a lollipop.

His disappointment was short-lived. Seo Hoyun glanced around, confirmed no one was there, and then quickened his pace anxiously.

Sensing something, Reporter Kim turned on his recorder and followed carefully. The moment he rounded the corner, a sweet, ticklish voice pierced his ears.

“I miss you too, so don't be so impatient.”

He quickly hid and peeked out. The superstar was talking on the phone with a shy smile.

“You work hard on your activities too... Yeah.”

“...!”

“...I'll be back soon, too.”

Zing. A thrill of ecstasy shot through him.

He's dating.

This is a real relationship!!!

Dammit! I did it!!

And here Seo Hoyun was, acting like he'd be an idol for life!

I knew you were like this!

The other person even seemed to be a celebrity. Reporter Kim immediately snapped a picture and excitedly typed a text.

[Me: Seo Hoyun just called someone and said 'I miss you']

[Me: Seems like a woman]

Five minutes later, a reply came from his boss.

[Boss: https://moonjin.kr/thedawn/live/711]

[Boss: Are you kidding me?]

...What is this?

He tilted his head and clicked the link. A live stream from The Dawn appeared.

Jeong Dajun, wearing a tightly tied apron and a chef's hat, vigorously whisked eggs. The yellow liquid splattered onto Kim Seonghyeon's face, who watched from the side. As Kim Seonghyeon silently wiped his face, his phone buzzed. JIIING—

【...Hmm? It's Seo Hoyun.】

【Huh? Answer it.】

【Hold on. ...Yeah, what's up?】

As soon as Kim Seonghyeon answered the phone.

【...Do you miss me?】

【Cough, cough, cough!】

【Haha, I miss you too, so don't be so impatient. Work hard on your activities.】

【Cough, cough!】

【...Right. I'll be back soon, too.】

Seo Hoyun had blurted out what he wanted to say without context and hung up.

Kim Seonghyeon screamed and dropped his phone. After a long “......” of silence, he washed his face with his dry hands and left for a moment, saying he felt sick. Jeong Dajun also silently downed the rolled omelet he had been mixing with his chopsticks in one go.

[So fucking random. He suddenly calls, says three things, and hangs up]

[Is this new acting practice? A variety show?]

└ I vote for 'he suddenly wanted to mess with him'

└ 22

[Title: Here's the reason why Seo Hoyun is good at acting]

[He practices on Kim Seonghyeon all the time]

└ Aha!!

└└ All the secrets are revealed

Watching the fans casually chat, saying things like 'Two birds with one stone Seo Hoyun' and 'as always :D', Reporter Kim was utterly bewildered.

Why are the fans like this...?

Just then, he flinched at a commotion from the studio.

Ah, I can't get caught now!

He hurriedly entered a nearby storage room to hide.

“Aish, it's a bust.”

The storage room was dead silent, as if not even an ant was there. He sighed, about to wait and go out again, but the storage room door wouldn't open no matter how much he rattled it.

A terrible sense of déjà vu followed.

“...Damn it!!”

He checked his phone, but data and calls didn't work there. Only an SOS Signal appeared. With no other choice, he carefully made his way deeper into the creepy storage room, searching for another exit.

It was too dark. The automatic lights kept turning on and off, making him feel like he was in a horror game the entire time he walked.

Agh, I'm terrible with this kind of stuff.

He puffed hard on his e-cigarette inside the warehouse to calm his mind and body, then frowned.

“...?”

It felt like someone was watching him. He tried to dismiss it as his imagination, but scary stories he'd read online swirled in his head, and his pace quickened.

Tap, tap, tap— While wandering for an exit, he suddenly stopped.

...Tap?

There was the sound of footsteps, somehow out of sync.

He hadn't even moved.

Terrified, he ran until he was out of breath.

“Hah, heok...”

Oh Buddha, oh God, oh Allah. As he prayed to every god in the world, he saw someone in the distance.

“Gasp...!”

It's a person!

But instead of relief, a bone-chilling fear washed over him first, and he froze.

...A person?

The figure, submerged in pitch-black darkness, had no visible face or expression. Paralyzed with fear, he stood panting and barely managed to raise his phone's light when...

“Are you lost?”

He saw an idol smiling without blinking.

“...Seo Hoyun?”

“Oh, you know me?”

“......”

Of course I know you.

He hurriedly nodded. His momentary joy plummeted.

Dammit! Running into Seo Hoyun wasn't part of the plan!

He wondered if Seo Hoyun was the one who had followed him, but that was impossible. The sound had clearly come from behind, and Seo Hoyun was in front of him.

Seo Hoyun let out a short 'hmph' of a laugh, put his phone away, and took a step closer.

“How did you end up in here? This isn't a place you just wander into.”

“No, it's just... I got confused.”

“Is that so?”

Before he could question if it was an auditory hallucination, Reporter Kim grew more curious about why Seo Hoyun was here, but Seo Hoyun just smiled amiably and gestured.

“I'll guide you.”

Is... this right?

Still, he decided to follow for now. This warehouse was too vast, gloomy, and scary.

“...Seo Hoyun, I enjoyed your acting just now.”

Let's pretend to be a staff member for now.

A top star filming movies and doing promotions would find it hard to remember every single staff member's face.

“How are you so good at acting?”

“Wow, really? Thank you.”

...He doesn't suspect a thing.

Watching Seo Hoyun smile and say, “It's all thanks to the staff—”, Reporter Kim seized the opportunity.

“Filming all the way in America... and an action movie, no less. Isn't it overwhelming?”

“I have to work hard. The staff is putting in so much effort.”

“Is that so?”

However, Seo Hoyun's answers were flawless. No matter how he edited the recording, there would be no controversy, only a string of heartwarming stories.

So, he poked more explicitly.

“Well, you did show outstanding acting in A Dirty Trial. Especially the suicide scene.”

“......”

“It was so brilliant that it's deeply etched in my memory. When you went to the villa six months ago, Seo Hoyun, wow, the first thing I thought was—is this a real-life version of A Dirty Trial.”

He became more and more provocative, since people are bound to slip up when they get angry. Seeing Seo Hoyun's silence, he lifted the corner of his mouth.

“There were a lot of sensational rumors, too. What were you doing there back then...”

Abruptly, Seo Hoyun stopped and looked up.

“...doing?”

There was no answer from him. Instead, he raised the corners of his mouth subtly towards the empty air, as if something there had spoken to him.

“Is... something there?”

“Ah, I'm sorry.”

“......”

Seo Hoyun answered in a bright tone, but he was still staring into space with a vacant smile. Reporter Kim recalled his boss's words.

“Seo Hoyun is one hundred percent mentally ill.”

No.

This isn't mental illness...

It really looks like he's seeing ‘something’.

He instinctively felt uneasy and took a step back. The discomfort and sense of wrongness that had been creeping up since he first faced Seo Hoyun now surged through his entire body.

...Why was he here in the first place?

The questions connected.

—Why was the warehouse door locked?

—Even though we're in a foreign country, why did he speak Korean as soon as he saw me?

—In the first place...

Why does it feel like he's known me for a long time?

He instinctively took another step back as the ceiling light bulb flickered, flickered, flickered, flickered, flickered, going wild. Between the crazed flashes of light, Seo Hoyun's face turned white, then black, white, then black...

“HIIK!”

“...Well, back then. I prayed earnestly.”

As he was completely terrified, Seo Hoyun looked at him. He curved his eyes into a bashful smile.

“To let me become an idol.”

Just like that, Seo Hoyun walked forward with a light step and creaked open the warehouse door on the opposite side. A dazzling light cut through the darkness and poured in. Seo Hoyun said with a brilliant smile.

“This is the way out!”

“......”

It looked like the exit of a haunted house. He wanted to leave immediately, but the exit door was being held... by a ghost...

His consciousness faded. He didn't want to look at that alien thing any longer. Forcing his trembling legs to move, he lowered his head and was about to leave, when.

“But you know.”

“...!”

A cold hand brushed past him.

Shudder. Just as goosebumps rose and he tried to pull away, a strong grip seized his arm.

“You'll get in a lot of trouble if you take pictures.”

When he lifted his head, two burly men looked down at him expressionlessly from the doorway. Whether they were bodyguards or whatever, fuck, the warmth of another human being brought tears to his eyes.

And the moment he turned his head...

“......”

There was no one in the warehouse.


“Thank you for saving me! Thank you!! Oh my god, oh Lord...”

Good grief.

This could be in a foreign movie.

I watched with amusement, my hat pulled down low, while the madman screamed his head off as the bodyguards dragged him away.

“Wow, that was fun.”

[...You crazy person.]

Tiring, I looked at the window that popped up.

[...Just how incredible is your creativity?]

[...You're using the fact that he feels a sense of wrongness because your settings are all jumbled up like this??]

[Thanks to you, that guy is throwing up on his way out right now??]

Throwing up after seeing a person, how rude.

But I understand. I did take care of a few paparazzi back when I was an office worker. If he knew the old me, he would instinctively feel a sense of repulsion. If he saw me with settings and memories all mixed up, he'd feel a sense of wrongness and discomfort. I deliberately provoked him in a dark place, but I didn't expect it to be this effective.

“How refreshing.”

[Yes....]

“This is what California is all about, you get it?”

[I see, so this is what California is...]

The staff, who are sensitive about spoiler leaks, will soon find out he's a paparazzi once they investigate him. Then, if we connect him to the WH legal team, it'll be a clean finish.

However, one thing was a bit of a shame.

“I wanted to hear a little more screaming...”

[...]

Well, anyway, the important thing is that he can no longer bother Kang Ichae. A strange pride washed over me at the thought that the guy could now focus entirely on his work.

Ah, Kang Ichae should really appreciate this kind of thing.

The moment I turned my head, my stress completely vanished.

“......”

“......”

Our eyes met.

A man smoking a cigarette, his eyes wide. The composer who had clung to me at Song Camp. The one Kang Ichae was particularly concerned about...

“...Baek Jijun?”

He looked back and forth between the paparazzi being dragged away and me. Then, flustered, he forced a smile, like someone who didn't know the exact situation but had a rough idea from the atmosphere.

“...Hello... there?”

Did he see?

“...Um, are you always.”

“......”

“Is your personality, Seo Hoyun...”

He saw.

Baek Jijun yelped, 'Ouch,' as if he'd burned his fingers. He put out his cigarette and hurriedly said.

“...As, as long as your voice is good, that's all that matters!”

At that moment, I began to seriously consider.

If I take care of this guy too, will Kang Ichae be happy?
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“No, I’m not a paparazzo or a stalker or anything like that. This is near my university, and the director invited me to hang out. Hahaha...”

“......”

“...Haaah... Yes.”

Baek Jijun trembled uncontrollably, desperately trying to explain himself. I slowly looked him up and down.

It seems like he might have heard my conversation with the system just now, but it probably sounded like I was just muttering to myself, so it should be fine.

However, he caught me laughing at the paparazzi, so maybe I should take care of him...

“I’m working on the BGM for Midnight Protocol!!!” Baek Jijun shouted.

“......”

“I’m super useful! The director said he couldn’t make this movie without Baek Jijun! Ugh, this is bad!!”

Ding!

[His intuition is good...]

My thoughts exactly.

Come to think of it, I had heard the music director was commissioning a few background tracks for Midnight Protocol from a famous composer. To think it was Baek Jijun.

Since he seemed desperate to prove his usefulness, I suppressed my impulse and greeted him nonchalantly.

“It’s been a while. Have you been well?”

“...Yep! Of course! You too, Seo Hoyun, have you been...”

But even if I greet him warmly, it’s not like we’re going to have a continuing relationship, is it?

I ignored his reply and walked toward the film set.

“...how you’ve been isn’t really my business! B-but it’s good to see you. Your voice is as great as ever!”

I turned to look at the guy shamelessly trailing after me. He just gave me a cheerful grin.

“Ooh, Baek Jijun!”

“Hello!”

The set staff welcomed Baek Jijun, so it seemed he wasn't lying about being invited for the BGM work. He probably didn't come here to see me. I plopped down alone and looked over the model gun parts on the table.

I had to film a scene where I assembled it later. I picked up a part and fitted the barrel. Just then, Baek Jijun, who had finished his greetings, sidled up and started peering over.

“Wow, that’s cool.”

“Baek Jijun.”

“Should I give you a song?!”

“Don’t talk to me.”

“......”

Now that my personality was completely exposed, there was no need to put on an act.

I felt the heavy, cold metal in my hand and wondered what to do after the shoot. Baek Jijun muttered.

“...Seo Hoyun, you really have a bad personality.”

“I’m glad you’ve realized it now.”

He mumbled something like, “I think I could have gone my whole life without knowing...” but I ignored him.

It’s better that he found out.

Even after Song Camp ended, he would contact me regularly, asking me to sing a song he’d give me. I always politely refused, but I knew I’d have to draw a firm line someday.

If I accepted this, I can’t even imagine how much more sulky Kang Ichae, who is still ignoring me without a word, would get.

Just how long is he going to be like this?

At that thought, my grip on the gun tightened unconsciously. Baek Jijun flinched.

“...Still, I’m glad I came.”

I pulled the slide back once and let it go. Our eyes met, and Baek Jijun grinned.

“I was in a bit of a slump, so I just came by to see if Seo Hoyun was here, but seeing you in person is the best.”

...You came to see me?

I raised an eyebrow. What was wrong with these composers? He didn't even seem to notice how strange his own words sounded and just chattered excitedly. “Maybe it’s because I’ve been scared this whole time, but I’m getting a feeling. I should probably scrap all the BGM.”

I ignored all of that and asked, “What exactly is a ‘slump’?”

“...Huh?”

I put down the model gun. “How do you solve it?”

Kang Ichae had said that. He was in a slump, but it was no big deal and would pass soon. Afterward, I was furious with the rebellious brat, but the fact that he'd mentioned being in a slump still bothered me.

If it existed as a number, like viewership ratings, I could at least understand it.

I didn't know, but maybe Baek Jijun, who had been active since he was young and produced dozens of ballad masterpieces, would know how to solve it.

Baek Jijun glanced back and forth between me and the gun, then swallowed nervously.

“...Um, there are various definitions.”

“......”

“Actually, you can still write songs even in a slump. The problem is that it’s just a forced sequence of things.”

“Explain it simply, please.”

He scratched his head, thought about it seriously, and then blurted out, “...It’s like a spring running dry.”

Baek Jijun propped his chin on his hand.

“There’s no spring that doesn’t run dry, and no candle that burns forever. In other words, a slump is when the wick has burned all the way down... You’re looking at me like I’m spouting nonsense.”

“No, I deeply empathize.”

“...Seo Hoyun, you might not understand, but every artist will get it.”

Is this what he calls a simple explanation?

If it had been Lim Hyeonsu, she would have said, ‘Drink like a motherfucker,’ or ‘Meet someone hot.’

A spring, a candle, a wick... What the hell is all that?

I lost what little interest I had left in Baek Jijun and turned my head away. He added with an awkward laugh, “But I’m sure Kang Ichae will figure it out on his own.”

“I didn’t say I was talking about Kang Ichae.”

“Aw, come on, I’ve heard things. Kang Ichae is a romantic guy, isn’t he?”

What?

The moment I scowled, Baek Jijun’s eyes widened.

“...Huh? Don’t tell me you don’t know?”

“......”

“...Y-you really don’t know??”

I stared at him, demanding an explanation. The composer slowly opened his mouth with a look that said he’d made a mistake.

“...Am I allowed to talk about this?”

And Baek Jijun explained.

“Um, well, first...”

After hearing him out, I was momentarily speechless. Baek Jijun, perhaps reading my mood from my expression, cautiously said, “Uh... but still. Yes. It’s a good thing to have a source of inspiration. I don’t know who or what that subject is, but... hahaha.”

“......”

“Hahahaha... hahaha...”

Baek Jijun, who had been watching me the whole time, seemed to sense something was wrong and stealthily got up to leave. Just then, the director approached and greeted Baek Jijun warmly.

“Whoa, what’s this. Jijun, you’re here?!”

“Wow! Director! I missed you so much!!”

Baek Jijun turned his head, speaking smoothly, and soon began a lively conversation with the director. After the director left, he glanced at me, tried to sneak away, and then whispered quietly.

“If you feel like smoking, let me know.”

“I don’t smoke.”

“Aw, come on. You always have that look on your face.”

He added with a bright smile, as if I needed just one drag, and left. The faint smell of cigarettes lingered in his scent.

I rubbed my forehead and kicked the ground idly with my toe. I mulled over Baek Jijun’s words, lowering my lashes for a moment before looking back at the set.


The shoot continued for a long time.

Since it was the long-awaited final shoot, everyone seemed fired up despite their fatigue. Stunt doubles bustled about, and the staff worked fiercely. The director, who stood in the middle of it all holding a script and waving his hands, shouted loudly.

“Alright, we’re starting the last one!”

I put the script aside, moved in front of the camera, and got ready. The director yelled, “Action!”

The end of the overseas location shoot for Midnight Protocol.

[In front of a ruined warehouse. Black smoke splits the sky, and flames soar between the steel frames. Agent Han tries to get up from the dust, coughing. His blood-soaked body has no strength.]

Once this is over, The Dawn’s activities will finally begin.

...On the condition that Kang Ichae finishes the last song.

[He watches the flames erupting from the warehouse again, then turns his gaze to the sky. A heavy downpour is falling.]

The heat from the black, burning smoke and hot flames touched my cheeks. I choked and coughed instinctively, and sweat beaded at the tips of my eyelashes.

[On the verge of death, he looks at the sky and reflects on his past, and he remembers ‘Baek Seonwoo,’ who, despite doubting him, had struggled desperately to save him until the very end.]

I tried to focus on the script’s directions, but it wasn’t working.

[And he laughs, as if in disbelief.]

In truth, my mind was filled with my conversation with Baek Jijun.

Baek Jijun, with an 'I've-stepped-on-a-landmine' expression, had seemed to hesitate for a moment before spitting it out.

“...W-well, as you know, Kang Ichae is the hottest person in the industry right now. Especially since Song Camp.”

I figured as much.

The guy who appeared like a comet a few years ago had such overwhelming talent that he surpassed others in a flash, despite his late start.

“There’s a truckload of people sending love calls to Kang Ichae, but he’s famous for rejecting them all, no matter how much money or what great opportunity is offered, so people were very curious. They wondered if maybe he wasn’t that desperate.”

I couldn’t agree with that.

Even when the genius hit a slump, he holed himself up in his studio drawing notes, skipped meals, and poured out countless masterpieces, only to throw them away without hesitation if he wasn't satisfied.

Who could look at him and say he wasn’t desperate?

“So, a lot of rumors went around. They said people asked through composer Lim Hyeonsu-nim what was up, what conditions he wanted, but do you know what his answer was two days ago?”

Baek Jijun let out a small laugh.

“He said he was sorry, but it couldn’t be helped. He said he was already claimed, and since he started composing for ‘these people,’ he has to live forever as a song vending machine for them.”

The flames and the pouring rain made reality feel even more blurred.

“...But he said he likes it.”

“...Pfft.”

Watching the orange light of the flames soaring in the distance, a laugh burst out of me.

Damn, what am I going to do with this guy.

"Pwahaha..."

After getting so angry and annoyed.

What’s he going to do now that I’ve found out he said that behind my back?

Baek Jijun had glanced at me cautiously, perhaps thinking I understood it as Kang Ichae looking for opportunities outside the group, but that wasn’t it.

The kid was still the same.

I, who had been holding it in and pretending to be serious, burst out laughing and didn’t even realize they had called ‘cut’.

“H-Hoyun...!”

Covered in fake blood, I lay on the ground, unable to hold back my laughter even after the ‘cut’ sign was given and the rain stopped.

The director approached me, wiping away tears.

“Please... Please, let’s have you switch to being an actor! Your acting is insane... My god! Look at him, he’s still laughing! He’s still immersed in his role!! To think we have to lose such a talent to the idol industry!”

I ignored the director, who was shouting, “It’s a tragedy! I’m so frustrated!” for whatever reason he misunderstood, and pushed myself up. As I wiped the blood and rainwater off with a towel, the director asked tearfully, “Next time... Hoyun. You’ll work with me next time too, right? You’ll pick me over all the other directors, right?”

“Ah, of course.”

I grinned. I was in a good mood, so why not.

We quickly reviewed the monitor, and it got an OK as is. I immediately slung my bag over my shoulder and started handing out gift certificates, but I ended up getting caught and had to take a few pictures holding a bouquet of flowers. The staff started grumbling, asking if our connection was over just because I gave them gift certificates and handwritten letters.

As I was about to leave, saying we should get a meal later, I approached the youngest staff members who were hesitating, unable to come closer. They looked at me with wide, rabbit-like eyes, not expecting me to come over to say goodbye. I quickly rattled off some words to them.

“The current director might not be a slave driver, but if you go to other sets, make sure you sign a labor contract. No matter how common long hours are, always keep a record of your work hours. Also, make sure the payment deadline is specified so your wages aren’t delayed.”

“...Yes?”

“Got it?”

“...Is this a labor counseling center??”

I glanced at the momentarily flustered staff, and they snapped their mouths shut with a whimper. I rummaged through my bag and handed out the gift certificates I had saved to give to the younger ones.

“Well then, I’m in a hurry.”

“S-so cool!”

“...He’s so slick!”

“Hey, hey, you kids over there, don’t fall for it! Seo Hoyun, why are you in such a hurry?! Don’t go!!”

“Sorry. I have to go quickly.”

I left the set, leaving behind the staff who were showering me with friendly jeers. I spoke to my Manager, got into the car alone, and picked up my phone. A message from Baek Jijun said, ‘I’m leaving first, but if you ever want to sing a song, feel free—’

“That’s not happening.”

Then I deliberately pressed the numbers I remembered and made a call. It still went to voicemail, a result no different from last time.

What’s the point of blocking my number?

You can’t block me from your life.

I started the engine to go see the audacious and amusing brat. The car must have automatically connected to my phone, because ‘Garage’ by Kang Ichae and Nerdy Freak started playing. Listening to the Korean part, I remembered an old interview and smiled.

That kid who insisted he wanted to include ‘The Dawn’ for the people he loved.


“...Trash.”

Kang Ichae flopped forward, resting his cheek on the desk as he muttered.

Trash song, trash beat, trash lyrics.

“How can I churn out nothing but trash for a whole month...”

But no matter how much he mocked himself, no one was there to react. This was the problem with being alone. There was no one to indulge him even if he squeezed out fake tears, which was why he used to call the American studio the 'Hyperbolic Time Chamber'.

“It’s over... It’s all over...”

Kang Ichae clicked the spacebar a few times, then dragged dozens of song files he had written in a rage over the past few days into the trash.

SHHHHK...

After hearing that dry sound, he rubbed his dry face and stared at the monitor. After a moment, he shot up and paced around the studio before finally going outside.

“...Nice weather.”

Passersby glanced at Kang Ichae. A few seemed to recognize him, their gazes lingering. Kang Ichae gave them a small smile, then walked on. He put his sunglasses back on, entered the beach park Lim Hyeonsu had told him about, and flopped down.

“The weather is damn good...” he muttered.

The sound of children’s laughter drifted from the distance, a gentle breeze blew even when he was still, and the warm sunlight poured down...

...Still no musical ideas are coming to me.

As he looked up at the sky bitterly, the loud roar of a motorcycle exhaust sounded from the distance. The driver stopped at the curb right in front of him and started walking this way.

A shadow fell over Kang Ichae.

“Yo.”

“...!”

Lim Hyeonsu, having taken off her helmet, playfully leaned over and grinned down at Kang Ichae.

“My disciple, your fucking awesome master has descended!!”
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Lim Hyeonsu parked her motorcycle, tossed her helmet aside, and flopped onto the grass without a mat. After hearing Kang Ichae’s story, she uttered just one thing.

“A slump? Go drink.”

It was a very Lim Hyeonsu-like answer.

Kang Ichae laughed awkwardly.

“Master, I can’t drink...”

“Oh, was that right? An allergy?”

No, I’m just a massive lightweight...

Kang Ichae swallowed the words and glanced at Lim Hyeonsu again. Her messy, bleached-blonde hair shone brightly beneath the scorching sun.

“Then fall madly in love. So hot it burns.”

“I’m an idol.”

“Tsk, right.”

She always said she was looking for love in California.

A sudden thought popped into Kang Ichae's head. Overcome with curiosity, he asked Lim Hyeonsu.

“Composer-nim, by the way, why is your stage name Blue Tiger?”

It has a completely different feel from your real name.

A long, long time ago, before their Japanese debut, Kang Ichae had heard a rumor from Jeong Dajun. The story was that Lim Hyeonsu’s first love had a blue tiger tattoo, which was why she chose ‘Blue Tiger’ as her stage name.

“Ah, I was just crazy about baseball back then.”

“......”

“Why the sudden question?”

Kang Ichae remembered how they had all marveled at the story back then. Except for Seo Hoyun, of course, who had looked disgusted.

Having believed it without question for years, Kang Ichae was momentarily speechless.

Lim Hyeonsu then said to him, “Wanna go watch some baseball? How about a change of pace?” Before he knew it, she started chattering about how the song that plays when someone hits a home run at the stadium is a total banger.

“So, I was originally thinking of going to a game with Heeyeong, Min Jiheon, and Joo Woosung too...”

Kang Ichae felt a sense of gratitude.

This couldn't have been a chance encounter. For her to have found Kang Ichae in this vast expanse of land.

However, Lim Hyeonsu’s voice grew more distant as Kang Ichae once again became lost in his worries.

It’s lasting a long time.

This slump felt particularly deep.

Just one B-side track, what’s so hard about that? It feels like something I could do if I just put my mind to it, so why does it feel so overwhelming?

“Master.”

When he snapped back to his senses, his mouth was already moving on its own.

“What.”

“What would you do if you could never compose again for the rest of your life?”

She didn’t laugh it off or say something like, ‘What kind of bullshit is that?’

“If I could never compose again...”

Lim Hyeonsu listened intently, then soon furrowed her brow.

“...I’d probably still live well, right? Since I have all the money I’ve saved up until now.”

“Hoyun-hyung would have been pissed if he heard that.”

“Everything comes down to money for that bastard.”

That’s true.

He could already hear what Seo Hoyun would say, playing automatically in his head. Follow the scent of money, for that is your path... As he imagined it, the light slowly drained from Kang Ichae’s eyes.

“Still, it would be a shame.”

Lim Hyeonsu took off her sunglasses and continued. She reached out her hand, slowly stirring the air.

“It would be such a shame. I’ve dedicated my entire life to music. If I were to sit back down because I was scared, scared of failing, scared I wouldn’t live up to expectations, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. Because pouring out that tingling feeling in your chest onto paper as musical notes is a truly wonderful thing.”

“......”

“Even if I’m scared, I pour everything out.”

The blue sky reflected in her eyes.

“And when someone finally listens to it...”

Lim Hyeonsu turned her head to meet his gaze and grinned.

“That’s when I feel alive.”

Kang Ichae thought her confidence, the effort she had built up her entire life, was truly magnificent.

“...Master.”

“What.”

“...That was really cool just now.”

“Fuck, I know. I was just thinking I dropped some epic lines.”

“What do I do if I get any cooler than this,” Lim Hyeonsu muttered seriously, shaking her head.

He stared blankly at her as she brushed off her knees and stood up. Lim Hyeonsu twirled the motorcycle key on her finger.

“This master is off to go drink with some hot people.”

“Should I give you a ride?”

“It’s fine, kid. I’m gonna drop this off at the hotel and take a taxi.”

“You’re leaving already.”

“You have someone waiting for you too.”

......

Lim Hyeonsu, who had been tapping on her phone, muttered, “This kid is a real piece of work...” and clicked her tongue.

Acting as if she would leave coolly at any moment, Lim Hyeonsu put on her motorcycle helmet, then turned back to Kang Ichae. “Ah.”

“Hey, Kang Ichae.”

“Yes.”

“You’re a badass motherfucker, enough to make even Lim Hyeonsu jealous.”

She grinned at Kang Ichae through the gap in her helmet.

“I’m looking forward to this album.”

Then, humming a tune, she snapped her helmet shield shut. CLICK. She got on her motorcycle, hit the accelerator, and vanished with a roar. VROOOM—

Kang Ichae blinked, watching the back of the disappearing motorcycle.

“...She’s so cool.”

Kang Ichae took off the sunglasses perched on his head, lay back down on the grass, and closed his eyes. The laughter of children echoed nearby, and the sound of a passing bicycle’s wheels drifted on the wind.

The salty scent of the sea seeped in on the breeze. The leaves rustled in that wind, brushing against each other with a soft, frictional sound.

He mulled over Lim Hyeonsu’s words.

Just as he furrowed his brow, trying to gather the quiet sounds, a shadow fell over him.

“What are you doing?”

A familiar, low voice spoke.

Kang Ichae knew who it was without opening his eyes, so he replied lightly.

“Praying.”

He added, “And reminiscing.”

“That I won’t be swayed a third time by the hopeless, annoying brothers who only think of themselves...”

“......”

He heard a tsking sound from beside him.

Soon, he felt the presence of someone settling down, rustling through the grass. He twitched the tip of his toe and asked.

“How did you find me?”

“As if you’d go anywhere far.”

“So, you rushed over?”

He’s still the same, easily brushing off nonsense.

However, Kang Ichae’s mood had improved enough to let it slide. Even though he knew the man was in the wrong.

In any case, a gentle breeze was blowing, and he had met his favorite master. Most importantly, the sunlight today was truly beautiful.

“I rushed over.”

Only then did Kang Ichae open his eyes.

Seo Hoyun's face was quite clean, but his fingertips were stained with dark red blood. However, a sticky, sweet scent replaced the smell of blood, so it seemed to be makeup. He looked as if he had come in a hurry right after a shoot.

Seo Hoyun, perhaps noticing Kang Ichae’s gaze, lightly fiddled with his blood-stained fingers, wiping them off as he spoke.

“...Hey.”

“What.”

“What I said back in the Czech Republic.”

His gaze, however, was fixed on Kang Ichae.

“None of it was a lie.”

Seo Hoyun wasn’t smiling, nor was he speaking lightly. He was just being sincere.

“If you misunderstand, it’s unfair to me.”

...This person, this is the problem with him.

It’s so troublesome how he makes it seem like even the problems you had don’t matter anymore.

He looked at the man who was about to shamelessly claim that he wasn't trying to hide the fact that he would die if he failed.

Kang Ichae stared at him intently, then said with a serious face, devoid of any laughter.

“No, that’s your problem, hyung.”

“......”

“Let’s be clear. The fact that you’ve been avoiding it for years, that you’re a huge condescending old man, and that you’re being so cold to me, that’s your problem.”

I can clearly see ‘Fucking hell...’ written all over your face.

However, Kang Ichae, who had a lot pent up, didn’t stop there.

“The fact that I’m still treating you so well after everything you and Hojin put me through is because I’m genuinely kind and an angel the likes of which the world has never seen.”

“Isn’t this brainwashing?”

“You caught me.”

Kang Ichae chuckled.

“How hard is it?”

“A fucking lot. I blank out sometimes. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s like my mind just disappears.”

“Even now?”

“Better than before.”

“...Looks like I’m stuck with someone on a timer.”

“That’s how everyone in the world lives.”

He doesn’t lose a single argument.

He stared in disbelief at Seo Hoyun, who was nonchalantly spouting nonsense like, “You never know what’s going to happen in a person’s life~” However, for someone acting like he could die today or tomorrow, Seo Hoyun looked remarkably composed.

“But I’m going to fucking fight tooth and nail to live to the very end.”

Kang Ichae squinted at the dazzling sun and looked at him without a word.

“With the guy who drops formalities with me.”

He really holds a grudge...

Kang Ichae had no intention of calling him out on it, though, so he just stared ahead without another word. Before them, the vast ocean glittered, embracing the shimmering sunlight. Seo Hoyun was frowning as if the light was too bright for his eyes.

It’s tingling.

A melody suddenly came to mind, and he started humming.

Ah, I think I know what Master meant.

The feeling of being nervous and excited at the same time, of my song gaining meaning through the person listening to it.

The final B-side track for the album, which had been filling his mind, now fit together perfectly like a puzzle.

He hummed the melody that scattered lightly on the pleasant breeze. The person who would normally have chided him just listened quietly.

“Should we head back?”

I want to let someone hear this.

“Should we go with this one?”

I want to tell our story with this melody.

When he smiled and looked at him, the still-sparkling Seo Hoyun propped his chin on his hand and said seriously.

“I like it.”

“Why?”

“It sounds like it’ll make a lot of money.”

"Puhahahahaha."

And this person was truly still the same.


[The Dawn to Make a Comeback... First Album in About a Year]

[Composer is Still Kang Ichae... Will They Succeed in Charting on Billboard Again?]

[‘Kang Ichae Remains Silent on Love Calls’ Past Interviews with Composers Resurface]

The news of The Dawn’s comeback after about a year drew a flood of attention. However, vicious rumors about them surged. Malicious people abounded, and those who spoke as if they knew Seo Hoyun tore into him with tiresome repetition. They called him a shameless bastard, not even human, a guy who only knew money, and a fake. Posts warning people to be careful because he was the type to suck people dry and then abandon them poured out several times, but Seo Hoyun went about his days, smiling dazzlingly as if nothing was wrong. He signed autographs for those he met, always nagged them to eat dinner, and sometimes got sulky when Noeul told him to ignore it.

【THE DAWN ‘Framed Eternity’ Official Album Trailer】

In the eye of the storm, a 20-second teaser was released.

A grand, already closed museum. The entrance is marked ‘CLOSED’, but a man whistling a tune breaks through the boundary and enters. In the middle of an empty corridor, devoid of visitors, lies a coffin, onto which the light of dawn quietly seeps.

The members show their respective tickets and enter. They glance at the coffin, then face the wheel placed beside it.

【Tell me your weakness— Turn.】

Instead, a wheel is placed in the center.

The leader broke the silence. As he cautiously spun the wheel with a nervous expression— R-R-R-RUMBLE, it turned with a heavy sound, and a letter appeared on the screen.

【Tell me your desire— turn.】

Then the screen transitions. Seong Jiwon, who entered alone, also gives the wheel a spin. Each time the wheel turned, an instrument appeared in each section of the museum.

【Tell me your fear...】

Gradually, one by one.

Finally, dressed in a black suit from head to toe, Seo Hoyun walks in slowly, his long eyelashes cast down. He places a single dried blue rose on the coffin and prays silently.

【Tell me your...】

Then he kicks the wheel, lifts his chin, and stares upward with a rebellious gaze, his right hand spread wide. SPREAD.

It was like a cue. From a distance, the sound of a hi-hat cymbal could be heard like a clock.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

【■■■■■】

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

Seo Hoyun folded his fingers down one by one.

【■■■■S】

Thumb.

【R■■■S】

Pinky, ring finger.

【RU■NS】

On the verge of being left with a single finger, he slowly folded his index finger to reveal the last letter, ‘I’...

【Oh, dear.】

All the lights go out. CLICK.

In the darkness, Seo Hoyun’s voice, tinged with laughter, slowly spreads.

【A promise is meant to be eternal.】

As if heralding a clamorous restart, the sound of a saxophone blares as if to scorch the eardrums.
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[What is this????]

[Seriously, what is this???]

The Dawn unveiled the teaser for their new album after nearly a year.

On top of that, the news of their contract renewal sent the fans' anticipation shooting through the roof.

[I've been waiting for this moment]

[I thought this was their military hiatus, it felt so fucking long (No, I'm exaggerating, sorry)]

Then, the highlight medley dropped after the teaser, heightening the atmosphere even more.

[Guys, have you heard The Dawn's highlight medley?]

[Of course.]

[Daepaseong's touch is back, this is legendary.]

[Everyone's just repeating 'No way' and 'Seriously'

What is this? The Dawnies have come back as an acapella group]

[Shit lol Every time I listen, I just keep repeating 'No way... no way...'. I especially love how the title track's octave just keeps hitting the ceiling endlessly]

The credits for lyrics, composition, and arrangement for all seven tracks simply read ‘by ICHAE KANG’.

[This is hilarious. Track 1 is crazy good. No, track 2 is so good. Track 3 is insane. Track 4, the title track, is it for real??? Track 5, fuck, Kang Ichae is a genius. Track 6, collapses... Track 7...]

[It's hilarious, Kang Ichae composed and wrote lyrics for everything.

Track 1 Kang Ichae. Track 2 Kang Ichae. Track 3 Kang Ichae. Track 4 Kang Ichae.]

[Track 7, fuck...]

Each member wrote lyrics for one B-side track, but the seventh track became a hot topic. Kang Ichae had confessed that it was an unusually difficult song.

[Collapses Lyrics by Seo Hoyun...]

[Ha, Hoyun-ah, please...]

[Track 7, fuck, I'm crying over this B-side...]

[Hold on, I'm crying just looking at the title of track 7...]

...The lyrics were by Seo Hoyun.

Everyone murmured as they looked at him.

The title track and B-sides intertwined organically into a perfect album. It could only be described as a masterpiece.

[Kang Ichae must be in a fucking good mood...;;]

[The stuff Kang Ichae released when he was in a bad mood is also really good]

[Just look at Aeronautics... lol

According to Kang Ichae, a song released when he's in a good mood.mp3

According to Kang Ichae, a song released when he's in a bad mood.mp3

└ Ah, fuck, both are masterpieces

└ Ichae-yah... you're a real artist ㅋㅋ]

Furthermore, critics at the listening party also spared no praise.

[The reviews from the listening party are insane, international fans are sharing them now

└ Oh, are they popular?

└└ Of course, they're fucking popular. We're talking about The Dawn here...

└└ Ah, I'm so hyped for Kang Ichae, so hyped for The Dawn]

But the fans didn't care about national pride right now. They defiantly demanded the release of the Framed Eternity music video.

And then.

【THE DAWN - ‘Framed Eternity’ Official Music Video】

At the end of their wait, the music video was released.

The video opened on a large stone building that looked like an art museum. A man ascended the wide marble staircase toward the arched entrance.

He wore a navy suit. He glanced at the ‘CLOSED’ sign, then entered without a care. He stepped into an empty, visitorless corridor.

Winter sunlight poured through the glass windows, brilliantly coloring the space as he walked.

Huge, empty frames lined the walls. They looked like they should hold masterpieces. He took off one glove and slowly ran his fingers along a frame as he passed.

A quiet classical melody suited for an art museum played as the camera moved, revealing a cylindrical central lobby that connected four exhibition halls.

The word ‘RUINS’ was written above the lobby. A black coffin lay in its center.

Kim Seonghyeon stood at a podium before the coffin. He wore white gloves and held a microphone.

“Thank you for being here with us. Today is likely the day we have all come to face a farewell.”

It was reminiscent of a funeral.

Kim Seonghyeon gripped the microphone with his white-gloved hand and calmly began to speak.

“...However, this is not a place to commemorate an end, nor is it a complete farewell. It is for us to reflect on the moments we shared togeth...”

A man with a blank expression walked over. He snatched a handkerchief from Jeong Dajun, who was dabbing at his eyes and pretending to cry. The man flicked the handkerchief over his shoulder.

Kim Seonghyeon frowned at the intruder.

“...to do so. Because we do not end here...”

SCREEECH!

Kim Seonghyeon momentarily stopped his speech.

The cold-looking man dragged a metal chair over and sat down. He propped his foot on the coffin with a thump and began tapping it.

It was quite irreverent.

“...That love will begin again in our hearts...”

Kim Seonghyeon gestured for him to stop, but Seo Hoyun paid him no mind. He kept his leg on the coffin and shamelessly hummed a song, tapping his foot.

“Say it again, that this is our beginning...”

“...Because it is great, that person will be in our hearts...”

“It’s okay, I'll lead you...”

“...will quietly remain...”

Kim Seonghyeon’s expression soured, but Seo Hoyun hummed on, unconcerned. The leader finally gave up his speech. He quietly put the microphone down and whispered to him.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

“What?”

“This is an important event, you know? Get your foot down.”

Seo Hoyun met Kim Seonghyeon's eyes, then pouted and tilted his head.

“Hmph?”

“......”

Relentless aggravation slowly contorted Kim Seonghyeon's face.

Seo Hoyun turned his head and nodded his chin toward Kang Ichae.

“O~kay.”

Kang Ichae recognized the silent signal. He grinned and snapped his fingers without hesitation.

At the snap, the moon slowly overlapped the winter sun shining through the transparent ceiling. It made a CRACKLE— sound, as if cracking.

The sun was swallowed. The world held its breath as darkness seeped in like a wave, consuming the space.

And then.

【Framed Eternity!!】

A powerful, jazzy brass sample kicked in, shaking up the atmosphere.

Everyone turned, their mouths agape. Jeong Dajun shot up from his chair, stood on it, and blew a saxophone with all his might.

Jeong Dajun then threw the saxophone aside. He leaped over Seo Hoyun, took Seong Jiwon’s hand, and spun around the hall as if asking for a waltz.

Seong Jiwon, who had been wide-eyed, smiled slightly and stood. The youngest member laughed while playfully holding hands and twirling, then strode into the empty exhibition hall.

【Welcome to our eternal gallery!】

The camera followed his back, then stopped abruptly.

Jeong Dajun took a letter from his pocket and looked at the glass shield in the center of his exhibition room.

He lay quietly before the empty cylindrical display stand and opened his mouth as if reading the letter.

【Our gallery Ah Ah Ah

I'll hang this moment on the wall

The shape of a love frozen in time

Opening only at dawn

Framed eternity, its all ours】

The song was medium-tempo, with a unique rhythm and an addictive hook.

Jeong Dajun read the letter earnestly. He then grinned and placed it on the central podium.

【What won't scatter

Is a single promise, preserved like a star

Even when the lights go out and darkness comes

The dawn exhibition opens again】

And then, the screen transitioned.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been at the podium, sighed deeply. He took off his white gloves and walked to his exhibition room. He took a ring hidden in his gloves and placed it on his display stand.

【The heart of a star doesn't grow cold

A night sea embroidered with worries like stars

But I've already made my way through the darkness】

His exhibition room then transformed into a universe filled with stars.

Kim Seonghyeon smiled slightly. The floor, painted with the Milky Way, folded, and the scene flipped like a turning page.

Kang Ichae was there, sitting on a display stand. He tapped his foot and held a quill pen.

【Is this an irrational act?

If you could frame a feeling,

would it last forever?

If memory stands still,

would eternity take its shape?】

Kang Ichae tapped his foot to the rhythm. He lifted the old-fashioned quill pen and began writing on the white wall.

He wrote musical notes that looked like a letter.

【How much illogic exists in the world

So why can't we make such a promise?】

He then stepped back from the wall, made a frame with his fingers, and narrowed his eyes.

He seemed to press the moment vividly into his heart.

【Well, art will be preserved】

The musical notes on the wall detached one by one, pouring down like rain.

As the notes rained down, the scene transitioned to Seong Jiwon.

Seong Jiwon opened a three-fold umbrella and smiled as he turned. A sparkling carousel inside his exhibition lit up and began to rotate slowly.

【It will be eternal

Even when the lights go out and darkness comes

This gallery is forever ours】

Seong Jiwon gently wrapped both hands around the umbrella handle. He turned to the camera and curved his eyes like an angel.

【The relentless waves that leave no room to breathe

The moments that ceaselessly stir the heart

They make us clearer

Like a story that's good no matter how many times you see it】

The camera filmed his warm smile, then exited the exhibition hall. The door closed with a THUD— and silence fell.

All instrumental accompaniment stopped. Only harmonies began to build.

【Ah— Ah— Ah—】

The camera, as if drawn by something, began moving slowly toward the lobby with the harmony as a background.

【Ah— Ah— Ah—】

Amid the resounding chorus, Seo Hoyun sat perched on the coffin. He looked up at the stars on the ceiling before slowly turning his head.

【The shabby things I had become precious

That's why I...】

Click.

The moment was captured, frozen like a film photograph. Seo Hoyun looked at the picture and smiled faintly.

【When you love me, it feels real.】

Then, a powerful synthesizer chorus erupted once more!

【Our gallery Ah Ah Ah

I'll hang this moment on the wall

The shape of a love frozen in time

Opening only at dawn

Framed eternity, its all ours】

Notes soared an octave higher as stars swirled across the night sky, pouring down on the gallery like lightning.

【What won't scatter

Is a single promise, preserved like a star

Even when the lights go out and darkness comes

The dawn exhibition opens again】

The stars intricately crossed through all the exhibition rooms and finally illuminated a blue rose placed on the coffin in the lobby's center.

【Framed eternity

For us, eternity will exist】

The camera tumbled out onto the museum's front steps, as if chased from the gallery. The wide-open doors closed with a THUD...

A small sign stood next to the entrance outside the gallery.

[Framed Eternity:

For the moments that will not end.]


[1st] Framed Eternity - THE DAWN 【NEW】

[2nd] No Pulse – THE DAWN 【NEW】

[3rd] Like a Bird – THE DAWN 【NEW】

[4th] Veins – Woosung 【▼3】

[5th] eveRdAWn – THE DAWN 【NEW】

Wow.

We're a digital powerhouse, aren't we?

I was in the office looking at the charts. I clicked a YouTube link, browsed the trending videos, and clicked on one related to The Dawn.

[The Dawn's Album That's Exploding with Reactions from Critics at Home and Abroad!]

[Dawn, Memory, Eternity, Festival. Sensuous Music and Clear Originality.]

[Their Gallery, Once in Ruins, Breathes Anew and Lives on in the Name of Eternity.]

[Rolling Stone's High Praise... All Green Lights for 'Album of the Year']

But was this marketing handled by CEO Jang?

I was about to scroll past indifferently, but the next introduction followed.

[Amidst the critics' high praise, the track that received the spotlight along with the title song was the 7th track. A song in which Seo Hoyun participated in writing lyrics for the first time...]

I watched without much emotion and then clicked on the comments.

[Ah fuck, why am I crying over a B-side...]

[Why am I suddenly crying for real...]

[Fuck... I can't stop crying...]

I chuckled and started walking.

I had to prepare for the music show in a few days. Every second was precious.

I saw a man with wheat-colored hair squatting in front of The Dawn's practice room.

“Joo Woosung?”

When did he get back?

“What are you doing here? I thought you were busy in LA.”

“......”

According to a social media post Kim Seonghyeon had shown me, Joo Woosung was in LA again for his solo song. It was a picture of him smiling playfully before a giant building. Its entire exterior wall was covered by Joo Woosung’s face.

He looked so radiant then, but squatting like this... he looked like the kid next door.

“What are you doing?”

He must have heard me, but the guy didn't lift his head. He was engrossed in something, with his earphones in.

【The Dawn – Framed Eternity】

It was our music video.

Joo Woosung brushed his wheat-colored hair back with his fingertips. He ignored me and watched the video to the end. Then he started rewinding to the group dance part.

“......”

And he replayed it again.

“...Hmm.”

I'm so screwed...

He obsessively replayed the 15-second clip. It looked like a nagging bomb was about to explode, so I tried to discreetly take my leave.

“Well then, I'm busy, so I'll be on my way...”

“Hoyun-ah.”

Damn it.

“You made a comeback.”

“...We did.”

“I've been thinking long and hard about it.”

“...Yes.”

Joo Woosung took out his earphones, rested his chin on his hand, and stared at me.

I slung the duffel bag over my shoulder and avoided his gaze.

This bastard is getting ready to pick a fight again.

I could already predict what Joo Woosung was going to say.

Hey, when are you ever going to get good at dancing? I feel bad for Seonghyeon. No, I should feel bad for you... I guess there are things even a genius like me can't do. Still, you have to accept reality. For now, just crawl into the WH basement and go practice.

It was obvious he would spout such nonsense, so I had already prepared my reply of ‘Uh-huh.’

However, Joo Woosung blurted out something else.

“I think you’re a good dancer.”

“......”

“......”

“...Excuse me?”
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...A good dancer... What?

Did I hear that right?

I thought he was messing with me, so I scowled down at Joo Woosung. Surprisingly, Joo Woosung was calm.

He touched his lips, put down his phone, and nodded.

“Yeah, definitely. You dance better than the other kids.”

“......”

“I think so.”

A chill ran down my spine.

I reflexively dropped to one knee, grabbed Joo Woosung's shoulders, and looked him over. He narrowed his eyes and pulled his chin back, hitting his head on the wall. THUD. He let out an 'Ack!'

“Does it hurt?”

“Of course it hurts, you bastard!!”

“No, Joo Woosung. Did you have a hard time in LA?”

I stared intently at his face, wondering if he had indigestion or if his mental state had shattered. He leaped up like a cat and slapped my hand away. WHACK!

“Hey, are you always this crazy even when you get a compliment?”

“......”

A com... pliment?

Was I... supposed to take that as a compliment? I narrowed my eyes suspiciously.

Joo Woosung just grumbled, "Just take it at face value, please." He stood up and opened the practice room door.

“Oh! Senior Ju Woosung, hello.”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Ah~ You came all the way from LA to check on Hoyun-hyung’s dancing!!”

“As if?!”

“Senioooooor!!!!”

Kim Seonghyeon spotted Joo Woosung and jumped about two meters in the air. He rushed over with a flushed face and showered Joo Woosung with embarrassing praise for his solo song, but Joo Woosung's half-hearted attitude remained unchanged.

...Seeing him act like that, he’s definitely Joo Woosung.

His gaze swept across the practice room. He then sat down in the back and jerked his chin at me.

“Hey, I don’t have much time, so hurry up.”

...Is this some kind of setup?

I reasonably suspected this was a ploy to chew me out once my guard was down. An ominous feeling crept up on me.

Seong Jiwon smiled brightly and pressed play on the speaker. The instrumental for ‘Framed Eternity’ began to flow out.

...Right.

The music show is just around the corner.

Even if I get an earful from him, it’s better to struggle properly and come back having grown than to mess up on our first comeback stage in a long time.

I have to do it.

The music started. Four minutes and twenty-seven seconds later, I was panting and full of regret.

“...Ahem.”

I shouldn't have stood next to Kim Seonghyeon.

The back of my head felt like it was being drilled, not just stared at. I glanced in the mirror and saw him watching me without blinking.

TAP. The guy who turned off the speaker strode over. He stood quietly in front of me, lowered his eyelashes, and his lips parted.

“Seo Hoyun ...”

“...Yes.”

A storm of nagging is about to hit.

He'll probably fly into a rage, telling me to make up for my lack of natural talent with sheer grind, or sneer, 'Still hammering away at it, I see.'

“Not bad.”

“...Pardon?”

I snapped my gaze up at his low voice.

“You did well. I think you just need to fix this one thing. The rest... well, it’s fine.”

“...?”

“Huh??”

The Traitor guys, who had been stealthily backing away, stared at us with dropped jaws. Then they started whispering.

“Senior, did you do something wrong to Hoyun-hyung?”

“No way. Did hyung do something wrong?”

I was so bewildered that I didn't even notice their chatter. As I blinked, Joo Woosung grinned and stood next to me.

“Should I show you myself?”

And Joo Woosung... taught me with all his heart.

For a whole hour, he never once raised his voice or got worked up.

I dazedly followed along with a few 'uh, huhs', but in reality, I didn't improve much. I just watched Joo Woosung explain things calmly, and before I knew it, the practice was over.

“Ah, I’m leaving.”

Even though there wasn't much progress, Joo Woosung didn't get angry. He just picked up his messenger bag and walked out casually.

It was so strange it felt unfamiliar. I muttered to myself.

“...Did that bastard eat something weird?”

“Bastard?!! How could you say that to a Senior...”

Kim Seonghyeon yapped away next to me, but this time, I really couldn't figure it out and just scratched my head.

Well...

It's probably just a passing phase.


However, it wasn't.

Joo Woosung's strange behavior was only the beginning.

“What’s this now?”

Two days later, Joo Woosung found a YouTube video titled [Klutz's Dance Transformation.mp3] and sent me the link.

On the screen, my dancing skills from my early days, to the middle of my career, and to my recent stages were organized chronologically.

[Me: So what?]

Isn't this bastard trying to mess with me?

However, Joo Woosung replied immediately.

DING!

[Joo Woosung: No...]

[Joo Woosung: It's just that you've definitely gotten better]

[Joo Woosung: It's amazing]

“...Is he crazy??”

Goosebumps erupted all over me. I instinctively held my phone as far away as possible and stared at it.

Kim Seonghyeon came over, glanced at the screen, and was horrified.

“Joo... Senior Joo Woosung is complimenting your dancing? Is such a thing even possible?”

“......”

“He... he’s never once... to me...”

“Get lost.”

I left the ungrateful bastard behind and went to the WH Cafe alone.

On one wall of the newly remodeled company cafe, a large screen played one of Joo Woosung's music videos.

【Here is the new album, ‘Starbridge!’ Give it up for Woosung!】

It was a recent outdoor stage in LA.

As the sun set and the sky gradually darkened, a famous talk show host, unable to hide his excitement, held and waved Joo Woosung's solo album.

Then the screen changed. In a dark space behind the stage, Joo Woosung, wearing a leather jacket over a black t-shirt, began to count the beat with his toes.

The audience sent countless cheers and whistles the moment the song began.

A trumpet blared coolly in the open air. A drum beat that seemed to blow everything away filled the venue. THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. Just as the dancers poured onto the stage, instantly raising the heat of the intro...

TAP, TAP, TAP.

Joo Woosung, who had been counting the beat with his head down and eyelashes lowered, said, 'Okay,' and rushed onto the stage.

In that moment, an electric guitar let out a piercing ZIIING...

【Hello, I'm Woosung...】

And Joo Woosung grinned.

【Let’s light this place up!】

—are we getting serious? Did we see this coming?

As he continued the live performance, his hair glittered, reflecting the red lights. He pointed a finger to the sky.

【Beyond the stars,

call my name

Answer the calls,

you're already in my orbit

So if you dare—】

Joo Woosung raised the corners of his lips and adjusted his headset mic.

【Carve your wish.】

How can the live version be even more amazing?

In the dance break that followed, Joo Woosung once again solidified his title as a god. I watched him, clicked my tongue, tsk, and turned my head, but something felt strange.

The people who would normally be staring blankly at Joo Woosung's stage were instead fixing their gazes to one side, away from the screen.

What is it?

That question didn't last long.

After taking a few more steps in that direction, I saw Joo Woosung ordering something at the company cafe counter.

“One green tea latte and...”

I hesitated, wondering if I should acknowledge him but feeling awkward. Joo Woosung seemed to feel my gaze, turned around, and raised one corner of his mouth.

“One chocolate frappuccino, too.”

“......”

...Why do I hate this so much?

Of course, going to LA can help you mess with the paparazzi and relieve stress— but can a person really change this much?

“Here.”

“...Thank you.”

I took the frappuccino that came out right away and turned my back. I expected him to follow me, chattering as always, but Joo Woosung just waved his hand gently.

“See you.”

“......”

“Keep working hard.”

So, I whipped around from my path to The Dawn's practice room. I strode right up to the guy who was about to head back to the Black Call floor and asked him directly.

“What are you doing?”

“...Huh?”

Joo Woosung choked on his green tea latte.

“What, what... is it?”

“First you suddenly tell me my dancing has improved. Then you teach me how to dance without a single complaint. Why are you being so creepy?”

If you want something, why don't you just say it?

I was disgusted by his cool attitude, acting like his goal was to be a great senior. Joo Woosung's eyes widened, and then he suddenly burst into a hearty laugh.

“Ah, I thought it was something serious...”

“......”

“Hey, Hoyun-ah.”

Then he stuck one hand in his pocket and grinned at me.

“It’s just, I felt like I haven’t been expressing it.”

What?

“Objectively, it’s amazing that your dancing has improved this much. You’ve made up for so much with effort. Honestly, when I first saw you, I was horrified. I thought you were crazy and wondered how a guy like that could be an idol...”

“......”

“...Ahem, anyway, I feel like you’ve really worked hard.”

Joo Woosung tapped my frappuccino with his green tea latte, as if making a toast.

“You’re doing well, Seo Hoyun.”

However, I wasn't in the mood to drink it.

I scowled, hesitated for a moment, and asked again.

“...Are you serious?”

I thought I'd never hear you say something like that in my entire life.

“Heh...”

However, Joo Woosung was smiling a little.

“Pfft, you like it that much?”

Joo Woosung smiled dazzlingly, his eyes crinkling in a way that made the viewer feel strange.

“I should’ve said it sooner, man.”

“......”

“You precious little brat.”

...Me?

Not you?

Joo Woosung hummed a tune as he leisurely disappeared.

I glared for a while in the direction he had disappeared, then finally let out a deep sigh and returned to the practice room.

Fuck... what the hell is this?

Feeling utterly strange, I practiced until I was exhausted and collapsed. My phone buzzed. ZIING.

[Kimchi Fried Rice: Hey you're going home now right]

It was Joo Woosung.

[Kimchi Fried Rice: Stop by my place and take care of Nyangnyang]

[Kimchi Fried Rice: The auto-feeder is broken]

I typed out 'I don't want to...' and then hesitated.

Come to think of it, it’s been a while since I saw Nyangnyang.

And Joo Woosung has been nice to me lately.

Time was tight, but I headed to Joo Woosung's apartment. I greeted the security guard, who now recognized me, and went up to Joo Woosung's place. I firmly pressed the passcode.

When I opened the door and went inside, the cat I hadn't seen in a while purred and rubbed against my leg.

“You been well?”

I chuckled and patted it a few times before heading to the kitchen. As I took out the bag of food and carefully poured it into the bowl, I noticed a few clothes scattered in the living room.

He must be busy.

He's a guy who lives neatly, so seeing these signs of life means something.

He's the type who hates anyone entering his home unless it's family to look after Nyangnyang, so he's always done all the cleaning and organizing himself.

I slowly looked around the house and saw a frightening number of trophies displayed in one corner. Those awards were renewed proof of Joo Woosung's greatness.

I already know he's an amazing bastard.

Plus, he takes good care of his juniors... and lately, he's been saying some pretty commendable things.

“...Hmm.”

I remembered his compliment and grinned.

He said I dance well.

Come to think of it, I really have gotten good, haven't I?

Although I can't open the status window right now, the last time I checked, my dance stat was A-. It was the result of enduring through sheer blood, sweat, and tears (well, not really), and all the members applauded it as a 'human victory'.

I've grown since then, so if I could open the status window, it might even be an S.

Ha, Seo Hoyun, you’re amazing.

Just how much effort did I put in to get acknowledged by Joo Woosung like this— A laugh escaped me. I was humming and petting Nyangnyang, about to head home.

That's when the neatly arranged books on the shelf caught my eye.

“This guy, he reads books too?”

My interest piqued. I looked at the books on the shelf, but the title of one book sticking out was unusual.

[Golden Child Guidelines]

Why would he read something like that? He must have been really bored— I thought, clicking my tongue, tsk tsk, and was about to leave when...

A strange feeling hit me.

“You precious little brat.”

“......”

Hey, no way...

“Wait.”

It can't be.

I stopped in my tracks and, as if possessed, I pulled it out.

Below the title 'Golden Child Guidelines', it read, 'Why on earth do they act like that?' and '101 Ways Children Think That Parents Don't Understand'.

I hurriedly opened it and saw lines heavily underlined in yellow highlighter.

The corners of the pages were even folded.

[Q. My child's skills aren't improving at all. Am I pushing them too hard?

A. Don't rush them harshly just because their skills aren't improving. A parent's nagging can make a child anxious.]

One more page... I turned to another page with a folded corner.

[Q. They have passion but seem to lack talent. In this case, is it better to make them give up quickly?

A. No. The most important thing is trust. Show faith in your child.]

...One more page.

[Q. My child has no aptitude for studying at all. What should I do?

A. Let's try endless praise. The important thing is to help them steady their heart so they can continue.]

Right below the sentence, Joo Woosung's handwriting caught my eye.

[Try this on Seo Hoyun☆]

“......”

I held the book, trembling with a deep rage that came from the pit of my stomach. My hands shook with fury. I threw the book onto the sofa. Nyangnyang, who was far away, hissed, HIIISS! and arched its back.

“This, fucking, bastard...”

Joo Woosung... you're incredible.

It's been a long time since someone made me this angry.

I swept my hair back and smiled brightly at the 'Golden Child Guidelines'.

“Fuck it. Let's see about this, Woosung-ah.”


SS Chapter 28

"Hmhmm~ Hm. Call my name~."

Joo Woosung lay on the floor of Black Call's practice room, quietly enjoying a good day.

His solo performance in LA a few days ago remained a hot topic online, and his song still ranked high on international music charts.

The records were astonishing enough to make anyone's jaw drop, but another reason put him in a good mood today.

Ah, that book seems to be working well on Seo Hoyun, doesn't it?

Even Joo Woosung considered The Dawn's new album, 'Framed Eternity', an incredible masterpiece, but the klutz he just saw in the practice room was the same as ever.

When Joo Woosung held back his nagging and threw out a desperate compliment, Seo Hoyun hesitated for a second before asking if he was serious. The moment was absolutely thrilling.

It was so thrilling it blew away his grudge.

I've helped him with his dancing so much, so why the hell is this bastard still like this?

So Joo Woosung hummed all day while he waited for the first music show fancam of 'Framed Eternity' to be uploaded.

【THE DAWN – Framed Eternity】

It's out!

He clicked the video. It zoomed in on Seo Hoyun waiting backstage. Seo Hoyun smiled like a different person when he looked at Noeul, but his gaze turned instantly cold as the instrumental began.

【The one thing that won't scatter

Is a single promise, preserved like a star

Even when the lights go out and darkness comes

The dawn's exhibition opens once more】

Hm?

【Is this irrational behavior?

If you could frame a feeling—】

His singing had always been good, so that didn't matter.

But for some reason, his piercing gaze was impressive.

【Our gallery Ah Ah Ah

I'll hang this moment on the wall

The shape of a love frozen in place】

He strode toward the front of the stage, raised a hand, and grabbed the camera.

【Only opens at dawn

Framed eternity, its all ours】

Oh... oh?

His dancing... isn't bad?

He still lacked a lot, but it was a drastic change from before.

[His live vocals have reached another level ㄷㄷ]

[ㄷㄷ Why do I love that you can see how pissed off he is in his eyes]

[Wow, Seo Hoyun is a really good dancer

└ He's always been a dancing machineㅇㅇ

└└ ㅋㅋㅋ Damn, look at how shameless Noeuls are

└└ Soon they'll be saying he came from a dance crew ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

"What... what the."

Joo Woosung felt slightly moved.

"It's not bad, right?"

He hadn't expected it, but the 'problem child' solution actually worked.

To think a book he picked up at a bookstore would be this effective! He had bought it because the guy came to mind when he had no idea what to do with the klutz.

"Hah, Joo Woosung. You've made a man out of him..."

He grinned, stood up, and headed to the company cafe. Around the corner, he ran into a welcome face.

"Oh, Seo Hoyun!"

Now, what should I say today?

He recalled the book's contents, pondering what compliment to give.

"Are you ordering?"

"Huh? Yeah."

"Aha."

Seo Hoyun also seemed to be in a good mood. He smiled brightly.

"......?"

It was an angelic smile, but a strange chill ran down Joo Woosung's spine.

Joo Woosung tried his best to act nonchalant and stood before the counter.

"Uh... um. One green tea latte, plea..."

"No, Hoyun will have a hot chocolate."

"......"

Seo Hoyun leaned in slightly, laughed lowly, and whispered in his ear.

"I said, hot chocolate, didn't I?"

A cold sweat trickled down his back.

Seo Hoyun stared blankly at him, his expression contrary to his gentle voice, so Joo Woosung went ahead and said it.

"Hot... chocolate."

"With chocolate powder on top."

Joo Woosung squeezed out, "...and chocolate powder and whipped cream..." before quickly backing away.

He reluctantly glanced over. Seo Hoyun leaned against a table with his arms propped up, looking Joo Woosung up and down as if appreciating a piece of art.

His gaze was so ominous that Joo Woosung wanted to leave immediately, but he recalled the book's advice.

Respect the child's emotions, and maintain a consistent reaction without being flustered by changes.

"You know, I saw your fancam from yesterday."

"Shh."

Seo Hoyun, however, tilted his head with a slight smile pulling at his lips.

"We haven't seen each other in a while. Are you only going to talk about work?"

"......"

"I'm sad."

Let's run.

That thing is crazy.

Other people were mesmerized by his relaxed vibe and deep voice, staring at him with 'Oh my...' expressions. Joo Woosung, however, didn't have the stomach to find this sort of thing cute.

"Right, eat up and practice hard."

His instincts screamed at him to escape immediately. He mumbled a reply and was about to hurry past.

"Did I do something wrong?"

A voice, sudden as a thunderclap, struck his ears.

"What?"

"Why are you being so cold?"

In that instant, the cafe became unnaturally quiet.

SNAP. Everyone stopped their conversations and glanced their way.

"After you treated me like a child and everything."

When... the hell... did I??

But the bastard acted choked with emotion, turning his head and biting his lip hard.

He's acting...!

CLICK. The company cafe employee turned off the music, as if wanting to focus on their conversation. Only then did Joo Woosung grasp the situation. He said in a flustered, urgent tone, "Hey, wait."

"......"

"I... I was wrong. I was wrong."

So please, stop this crazy act.

Joo Woosung tried to ignore the gazes poking him from all sides and whispered quietly.

Seo Hoyun just bit his lip for a moment.

"...Alright."

Seo Hoyun rubbed his face dryly and spat out as if exhausted.

"It's always like this."

What is, you bastard! What!

WHIP. Seo Hoyun turned and strode away. The completely mesmerized people around them began to whisper, their faces looking like they wanted to scream.

"...Wow, that was harsh..."

"That was a bit much..."

The company cafe employee, completely smitten with the lonely-looking handsome man, put the music back on with a pitiful expression.

【Wow Wow Wow

Don't go, don't go, don't go~.】

"......"

The nightmare of Hawaii was rearing its head.


Seo Hoyun's madness, however, didn't end there.

One day, he ran up like Kim Seonghyeon, shouting, "Joo Woosung-sunbaenim!" and showering him with compliments.

The next, he suddenly started talking with a lisp, as if he were three years old.

Another day, he said in an interview that he was grateful to have him by his side.

【I heard that The Dawn's comeback is predicted to enter the Billboard Hot 100!】

It was a video of The Dawn's magazine interview. While they explained their profiles and introduced their activities, an interviewer asked Seo Hoyun if he had a role model. He replied with a small laugh.

【Hmm, for me, it's Joo Woosung-sunbaenim.】

The time for using Joo Woosung to get famous should have been long past.

The interviewer giggled and commented.

【Oh my! It seems Seo Hoyun really respects Joo Woosung.】

【Of course.】

Then, Seo Hoyun looked at the camera and smiled as if a little embarrassed.

【...I always respect you, hyung.】

Goosebumps shot up all over his skin.

In every broadcast that followed, he mentioned Joo Woosung, spouting insincere nonsense like, 'the being who dances most elegantly and beautifully among all the people I know'.

This kid is insane.

He already knew Seo Hoyun wasn't in his right mind, but this past week, it felt like Seo Hoyun was determined to screw him over.

Something is fundamentally wrong.

He calmed his churning stomach and had just left the practice room when he ran into Chae Jeongwoo in the hallway.

"I heard you offended Seo Hoyun?" Chae Jeongwoo started nagging him bluntly the moment they met.

"What??"

"It's fa~mous news these days that you pissed off Seo Hoyun."

Chae Jeongwoo's nagging began. "Even if we're from different labels, we're still one family, so try to get along." What followed was a march of suffering.

Every ten minutes, he heard nonsense like, "Is something going on with Seo Hoyun these days?", "Please be nice to him~. He seems to respect you a lot, sunbae?", and "I didn't think you were like that, Joo Woosung..."

In the end, Joo Woosung returned home completely exhausted.

He flopped onto the sofa and saw a book placed on a shelf.

...Did I not put that there?

The thought briefly crossed his mind. He tilted his head, stood up, and approached it.

"Huh?"

But it was a new book.

It wasn't the book Joo Woosung had bought to correct the awkward problem child's behavior, but one he had never seen before.

As if possessed, he picked up the book titled 'Revised Edition! How Do You Stop an Even More Evolved Problem Child?'. A heavily folded page fell open naturally, as if it had been waiting for Joo Woosung.

A highlighter coloring one letter in each sentence caught his eye.

[Don't judge hastily.]

...J?

[First, comfort the child with warm attention.]



[Casually engage in everyday conversation, as if nothing is wrong.]

JWS...Joo Woosung?

[Don't scold them, provide a sense of stability.]

[Consider how you can get your point across in conversation.]

[Watch over them closely and consistently; every child moves at their own pace.]

Don't get co...?

The last sentence ended awkwardly, as if urging him to turn the page and creating a space between words.

[Do not rely on getting lucky, fully understand their emotions first.]

"ARGHHH!!"

A violent shudder ran through him. He threw the book away.

The book spelled out 'JWS, don't get cocky'. It fell to the floor, its pages fluttering open before landing on the last folded page.

[Q. My child keeps rebelling. What should I do?

A. Just as a startled rabbit hides in a corner, a child's rebellion is a sign that their heart is still uneasy. Please watch over them quietly until they approach you again.]

GULP. He swallowed hard and lowered his gaze. Below it, more words were written in a mature script.

[Hop~hop^^]

The moment he saw the small, round rabbit emoticon, Joo Woosung screamed.


[Kimchi Fried Rice: You crazy bastard]

[Kimchi Fried Rice: I was really wrong]

[Kimchi Fried Rice: I'll never get cocky again]

"So dramatic."

I mean, why did you even mess with me, dude?

I still had dozens of ways to act like a problem child. I ignored his messages and shoved my phone into my pocket.

I was busy with an acting shoot and needed to wash up quickly to prepare for a music show. I got off the elevator and opened the door to my apartment.

"Hyung!!"

"Ack!"

A heavy weight slammed into me.

I was knocked over and pinned to the entryway floor, attacked by an elephant that had seemingly slid into a lying position.

"Damn it, you're heavy!"

"Waaaah! Why are you so late!!!"

Gasping for breath, I lifted my head. I saw a face full of ecstasy, its eyes sparkling.

"Hyung! Noeul did it!!"

Instead of looking at the article on the phone he held out, I lifted my head and stared into the air.

Colorful papers only I could see slowly scattered, and a single blue window shimmered.

Ding!

Our first comeback since renewing our contracts.

On top of sweeping the domestic music charts...

['Eternal Idol Maker' Quest successful!

You have entered the Billboard chart within the top 30. The number of entries has exceeded a certain level, satisfying the condition.]

We even entered the international charts.

"Hey, get off me first. Seo Hoyun is going to d... Ack!"

"BWAHAHAHAK!"

I was about to scold Kim Seonghyeon, who had fallen over while trying to pull Jeong Dajun up. Seong Jiwon was happily taking pictures before gently flopping on top of us. Then my gaze landed on Kang Ichae.

"......"

Was he curious if the Quest was a success?

The guy looked at me with a face that was both overwhelmed and somehow tense.

Still in a pathetic state, piled under three members and lying on the entryway floor, I called out to him.

"Cough, Kang Ichae."

"......"

"Hey."

I grinned, ready to give him the answer he was curious about.

"Are you ready to dance even when you're a hunched-over old grandpa?"

"......"

Kang Ichae's eyes went wide. He ducked his head low.

Then, after hesitating, he plopped his butt down on Kim Seonghyeon... and fell forward with a THUD, mumbling.

"I really, really love The Dawn..."

"Kkyak! You're heavy!!! You're heavy, hyung!!"

"Jeong Dajun, you get off first..."

"Ahaha, I love them too!"

Let's go.

Time to ride the Eternal Idol Maker rollercoaster.


SS Chapter 29

“Today's number one candidate is... oh, this can't be!”

Lee Jihyeon tapped her phone, then looked up at the MC stage where loud music blared.

This was a music show right after their Billboard entry was announced.

“It's The Dawn versus The Dawn!”

Behind the MC, the members of The Dawn were split into two groups. The MC's voice mixed excitement with bewilderment.

The title track ‘Framed Eternity’ and the B-side ‘eveRdAWn’ were both nominated for first place, a rare sight that happened only a few times a year.

“Alright, today's Framed Eternity team is... Seong Jiwon and Seo Hoyun. What will you do if you win?”

All the staff in the back clapped, their expressions saying, Of course...

In fact, the atmosphere had been set the moment they entered the music show.

Seniors and juniors alike glanced at The Dawn with admiration as they passed. The MCs openly discussed 'how to hand the trophy to The Dawn without trembling'.

It was just like it had been with Black Call.

No matter who comes, they'll easily snag at least a dozen wins.

That meant the Daepaseong Planning Team was guaranteed a massive year-end bonus.

After the brief interview with the first-place candidates, the stage for the bright R&B-style 'eveRdAWn' began, even before the title track.

【Hmm Hmm Hmm】

The song started, smooth and groovy. A slightly rough lo-fi drum loop flowed underneath.

The lavishly budgeted set depicted a coastline.

Noeul light slowly spread, coloring the beach. The floor screen below displayed green grass and a sandy shore.

The members came out in light attire, barefoot in casual jeans. They sat on a model that looked like a beach ledge and began to sing.

【After the firework-like end of our love

I can't let it end so miserably】

Seong Jiwon's delicate, fluid, and breathy voice flowed out first.

【Oh Everdawn everdawn

My heart is racing

Ah Everdawn everdawn

You're standing on that beach】

Seo Hoyun playfully pointed his finger, and an aurora momentarily unfolded on the screen.

【In a scorching desert

I'll even watch the aurora that blooms for just an hour

With my never-ending affection

So that we can be the exception】

The aurora gradually scattered, and the scene returned to the beach dyed in Noeul light.

【Oh Everdawn everdawn

I'm desperately praying

Ah everdawn everdawn

That you'll be standing on that beach...】

Lee Jihyeon watched him for a moment, then stepped back and checked online for reviews from previous music shows.

[King-God-General Everdawn

King... God... General... ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I'm going crazy, what am I supposed to do with this masterpiece]

The stage reactions were, of course, incredible.

[Title: What's up with Seo Hoyun in his fancams lately]

[He used to stare at Kim Seonghyeon and enjoyed it when Kim Seonghyeon got uncomfortable. Kang Ichae would always walk by cackling next to them.

But guess what, today Kang Ichae was the target.

└ Kang Ichae was like, huh? and was so flustered he almost missed his part, but Seo Hoyun just smiled refreshingly, hit his own part, and sang like nothing happened ㅋㅋ

└└ Discord rumors ended in 3 seconds.]

This put to rest the discord rumors that no one had really cared about.

Still, something felt off. She tapped her phone.

Time flew by, and soon it was time to announce the first-place winner.

“Congratulations! The winner is The Dawn, with Framed Eternity!”

POP—, fireworks exploded.

As the MCs handed The Dawn a bouquet, the Daepaseong staff began packing up. They organized equipment and gathered their belongings to Cheolsu, saying things like, "We're good, we're good, good work."

But when it was Seo Hoyun's turn to give his acceptance speech, even the staff about to Cheolsu and the chattering officials all looked up at the stage.

“Huh?”

Seo Hoyun clutched the trophy with a strange expression, as if he had never won first place before.

Seong Jiwon lightly tapped him. Seo Hoyun turned to the camera as if nothing had happened, his eyes curving slightly as he whispered.

“Thank you for giving us another chance, and for always supporting us. We are The Dawn!”

Cheers erupted at his smooth, scripted-sounding speech.

The instrumental for Framed Eternity played for the encore, and the stage screen changed to the gallery from the music video. Seo Hoyun sat on the railing, getting closer to the fans, and sang into the microphone.

【The moments that relentlessly stir our hearts

Make us even more vivid

Like a story that's good to watch again and again】

Lee Jihyeon watched him quietly for a moment, then turned and headed into the waiting room. Inside, the management team leader looked into a box.

“What's this?”

“Seo Hoyun said he's giving them out as flower bookmarks. You know, that time he suddenly went live and showed off a bouquet.”

“Ah!”

Seo Hoyun had decided to turn all the flowers from his live broadcast a few months ago into bookmarks to give away.

What is this feeling...

I've felt this way before.

...Ah, was it that time?

Right after their comeback, a pop-up event for a CF was held at a department store.

Seo Hoyun only stopped by for about fifteen minutes as the promotional model, but that short visit paralyzed the entire department store area.

What must it feel like to have so many people looking only at one person?

Wow, the pressure...

If it were me, I'd want to run away.

Such overwhelming popularity must cast an equally large shadow.

Everyone except Seo Hoyun seemed tense from the swarming crowd, stiffly focusing only on giving directions.

Lee Jihyeon nervously glanced outside. A prickling sensation on her cheek made her look up. Seo Hoyun was looking down at her.

“Um, they said you should go straight to the right when the door opens... yes.”

“I already heard that from someone else.”

“...I'm just nervous. Aren't you, Seo Hoyun?”

She regretted it as soon as she asked.

As always, he would probably reply confidently with a nonchalant face, 'Nervous about what?'

But the answer she received was different.

“I'm nervous.”

...Huh?

Seeing her flustered expression, he narrowed his eyes slightly and laughed softly.

“I wonder how long they'll love me.”

She froze like a stone for a moment. Then the doors opened, and camera flashes exploded.

Seo Hoyun walked out with a bright smile, greeted his fans, and skillfully waved at the cameras.

“...He has a talent for getting on people's nerves.”

And now, in the present.

Lee Jihyeon still didn't understand why Seo Hoyun had said that on that day.

After a brief monitoring session, she left the waiting room to return to the company.

As soon as she came out, she saw a crowd. The members were holding an impromptu fan meeting after the music show, handing out small gifts they had prepared themselves.

In the distance, Seo Hoyun squatted down, listening to a girl who looked about middle school age chattering about something.

He listened intently, then found something so amusing that he burst out laughing and handed her a flower petal.

Ah.

Lee Jihyeon suddenly realized what this unsettling feeling was.

I know why I feel uneasy.

Seo Hoyun always told his fans things. Thank you, I'm sorry, I'll beg for forgiveness, and so on.

But there was one other thing he had yet to say.

Are you happy?

Receiving the small, preserved-like-eternity flower petals was nice, but.

If I were a fan, I think I'd be curious about him first.


[Title: Billboard Star The Dawn is the same as ever]

[I went in because they said they decorated it like an overseas awards show to go global

Dajun: Who will the Most Handsome Man award go to...!

Ichae: (getting ready to go up)

Dajun: Oh my gosh~~~! It's Jeong Dajun!

Ichae: (stumbles)

ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Hey Dajun-ah, don't scurry from the MC seat to the audience and act all surprised

Jiwon-ah, don't grab his hand with a moved expression and pull him into a hug

└ Look at Kim Seonghyeon muttering "Is it the Poison Concoction Award?" on the side

└ I was wondering why Dajun-ging was like this, but it's because he's been binging foreign dramas lately. He said he wants to properly appreciate Seo Hoyun's acting in his upcoming release...

└└ Oh my god...]

[Title: But Kang Ichae is hilarious too]

[Kang Ichae went up to receive the Best Friend Award from Jeong Dajun. Jeong Dajun whined for him to speak in English, then translated it into Korean himself from the side.

Kang Ichae: Our Dajun the elephant has failed the test eight times...

Jeong Dajun: It's a truly beautiful night, the Most Handsome Man over there is applauding me!!!

They're talking about completely different things

└ The last part is touching. When Jeong Dajun said, "Ah, I'm always grateful to Jeong Dajun. Without him, The Dawn would not exist..." Kang Ichae paused mid-speech, chuckled, and said 'that’s right.' before coming down...

└└ Fuuuuuck...

└└ But Jeong Dajun was so obsessed with translating that he didn't hear his hyung's touching comment]

[Title: Why did Kim Seonghyeon and Seong Jiwon go on Animal Lovers?]

[Answer: Because they wanted to

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is it

└ They do everything they want. Plus, Jiwon was a judge for an unknown singer competition this time, and a contestant posted a review saying Seong Jiwon was scary.

└└ Wait, what??

└└ No, they said he was kind but scary... scarier than anyone else.]

The song was truly soaring high.

They thought number 28 on the Hot 100 would be the peak, but it jumped to number 19 the next week.

[Wow, so much national pride]

They appeared on the news almost daily. Everyone praised The Dawn and Black Call for raising the status of Koreans.

After that, The Dawn received invitations to famous overseas awards ceremonies. Invitations flew in from well-known American talk shows. There were even rumors that they were preparing a solo concert in Japan by renting out an entire amusement park. It was, by all accounts, a dazzling golden age.

Music show schedules, music video behind-the-scenes, original content, performance videos, endless photoshoots, CF shoots, and recording behind-the-scenes.

Everything was pouring out, but...

[Don't go]

The domestic fans were just lying down in protest.

[Don't go, you punk]

[Absolutely don't go]

Because as their popularity soared overseas, their departures from the country were bound to snowball.

[Don't go on a world tour, guarantee our human rights]

[Release a fan song before you go]

[Release Midnight Protocol before you go too]

It felt like they were trying to do everything for the fans before leaving for overseas activities, which made people needlessly anxious.

It was a time when fans were debating whether they should at least try to grab onto their pant legs.

[Hoyun: What are you doing?]

A PopPop came from Seo Hoyun too.

Thinking this was their chance, they sent messages like 'Don't abandon us and go' and 'Can't you do that damn world tour later'.

The guy who would have completely ignored anyone else had a knack for sincerely comforting his Noeul.

They finished their whining with, 'I'm so worried I can't even eat...'

[Hoyun: What?]

...That seemed to have struck a nerve with him.

[Hoyun: Why aren't you eating?]

And so, because of that single PopPop, they received a full ten minutes of nagging replies like 'It's a big deal if you don't eat properly,' 'It's good to study hard too,' and 'Health is the greatest asset.'

The Noeuls at first scrolled through the screen with smiles, but soon squeezed their eyes shut like someone with PTSD, shoved their phones under their blankets, and screamed.

[Hoyun: 'Hoyun-ah~ Is it a holiday?']

[Hoyun: Excuse me.]

[Hoyun: Who is this right now?]

[ㅅㅂㅋㅋㅋ Seo Hoyun gets sulky so easily these days]

[He's so annoying these days ㅋㅋ]

[Ah Hoyun-ah!! A picture for today before you go! A picture!!]

After that message, Seo Hoyun didn't reply for over ten minutes.

Just as they started to feel disappointed, wondering if he was really sulking and wouldn't send a picture, a message arrived.

[Hoyun: (Photo)]

[Hoyun: One more rice cake for the naughty Noeul]

He wore a white dress shirt with casually styled hair. Black glasses were tucked into his pocket, and an employee ID card hung around his neck. Seo Hoyun sent a picture of himself holding an americano in one hand, a slightly sulky expression on his face.

[KYAAAAAAH WHAT IS THIS!!!]

[I don't care if you nag me a million times!!!]

But after an hour of excitement just from looking at his face, they slowly examined the photo and noticed something strange in his hand.

[Huh? It's an americano]

It was something the usual Seo Hoyun would never hold.

Everyone started debating whether this was for original content or a coffee CF shoot.

But besides the Noeul, others were stirring.

[That employee ID color, don't tell me...!!!]

They were people who, even after several years, remained actively and passionately fond of a certain drama.

[Emergency. The actor himself said 'you can look forward to it']

[No ㅋㅋ Ah fuck I'm not getting my hopes up

oO(Actually I'm so fucking excited...)]

[Guys, you know we'll become the boy who cried wolf if we do this too much. Let's calm down, let's not get our hopes up.

oO(Fuck I'm not gonna be able to sleep tonight...)]

Their hearts fluttered so much they couldn't sleep for a while.

That day, a story about a sighting at Min Jiheon's favorite restaurant spread. The rumor claimed someone had rushed into the restaurant, shoved Seo Hoyun's photo at him, and asked, "Is this real?!" This caused the top actor to choke on his food.

And the next day.

【'Please Take the Camera' Min Jiheon /Yu Jia /Seo Hoyun Casting Confirmed [Official]】

The article was published.

WHAAAAAT?!

[KYAAAAAAAAAK]

【'Please Take the Camera' Secretly Began Filming Early...】

【Seo Hoyun, Returns to the Screen as 'Tsundere' PD Lee Jeonghun】

Then one sighting story broke.

A photo showed the three of them talking behind a broadcast station, wearing suits with employee IDs around their necks.

Yu Jia sipped a coffee with 'Bunny~ Seo~, please take care of me♡' written on it.

Min Jiheon sat on the edge of a flowerbed, munching on a soboro bread.

In front of them, Seo Hoyun stood with his arms crossed, lightly kicking Min Jiheon's foot and nagging him.

[Wow... It's here]

That was PD Lee Jeonghun himself...

【Please Take the Camera, Scheduled to Begin Airing Soon】

[It's PTTC Season 2-aaaaaaaaah]

In the end, the PTTC fans had achieved victory.


SS Chapter 30

Honestly, until recently, most Noeuls had no particular expectations for Please Take the Camera.

[Title: Guys!! I figured out why Seo Hoyun is so good at acting

He's always practicing against Kim Seonghyeon in their self-produced content

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ This is it

└ He doesn't need an acting coach

└└ For him, there's only Kim Yeoju]

Noeuls thought it would be nice if Seo Hoyun acted. His activities were already in full swing, and his movie release was imminent. More importantly, besides the question of whether a Season 2 would even happen, Seo Hoyun's status had grown far too large. Casting him in a supporting drama role now would obviously lead to bankruptcy.

That was the general consensus.

A few, however, were different.

[Title: OMG a new PTTC crumb!!!!

What should I eat today, recommend me a lunch menu

└ Starve]

These people devoured every Korean drama they could find. Afterward, they wandered like hyenas, muttering, "Ah, there's nothing to watch... Nothing more..."

[Seo Hoyun is seriously amazing. He hasn't acted since Please Take the Camera... and then he filmed A Dirty Trial and is now filming PTTC Season 2, right??

└ Huh?? PTTC Season 2 is coming out?

└└ Delusion lol

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Damn, I got baited]

Whenever they were bored, they rewatched clips from Season 1 of Please Take the Camera.

[The more I see the actor who plays Lee Jeonghun, the more amazing he is... How did he shut everyone up after getting so much hate for casting a twenty-three-year-old idol with no acting experience?]

[The literal embodiment of PD Lee Jeonghun...]

[Of course, he was amazing back then too... He was only twenty-three, how on earth did he pull off the vibe of a man in his 30s?]

[Seo Hoyun must have worked an office job before. There's no other explanation.

└ His workplaces were Daepaseong and WH, so...

└ Makes perfect sense...]

Then, when the 'rumor' of Min Jiheon and Yu Jia in Please Take the Camera Season 2 spread, everyone went wild.

[Oh... Oooooh! Uoooooh! Ooooh!]

[Oo! Ooo ooo! Oo! Ooooh!!]

[What is this, a bunch of orangutans? Is this a damn jungle?]

That lasted only for a moment.

[Wait, what about Seo Hoyun?????]

[Wait, no way, that's too much. PTTC without Lee Jeonghun is like a steamed bun without the filling...]

[Title: I believe in Yu Jia

On her way home from work, Yu Jia said, 'Hehehe, look forward to it'

Is it okay to get excited...?

└ Ah... damn it, I'm getting my hopes up again

└└ Unnie, please...]

And in that moment!

【'Please Take the Camera' Min Jiheon / Yu Jia / Seo Hoyun Casting Confirmed [Official]】

The article was up.

They clicked it with trembling hands, running so fast their eyebrows might have flown off.

【...'Please Take the Camera Season 2' has confirmed the casting of Min Jiheon, Yu Jia, and Seo Hoyun and will officially begin filming. This is the first official news since the end of 'Please Take the Camera Season 1,' which created a sensation. (Omitted) Seo Hoyun is a 'Billboard star' who climbed to 19th on the Hot 100. Having established himself as an idol representing South Korea, he is scheduled to return to a supporting role in his past drama to keep his loyalty, despite his murderous schedule.】

Seo Hoyun was returning as 'PD Lee Jeonghun'.

[Aaaaaaaahhhhhh]

[Kraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak]

People were even more overjoyed than when they first heard the rumors about Please Take the Camera Season 2.

[PTTC extorts victory

└ It's 'seizes,' you punk ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[But wait, wasn't it already unofficially known that Min Jiheon was coming out?? It was common knowledge in the drama communities, so is it really that exciting that Seo Hoyun is coming out too...?]

The PTTC fans went wild at those words.

[What is this bullshit.]

[PTTC without Lee Jeonghun isn't PTTC

PD Jeonghun has to be in it for PTTC to be complete]

[We must protect our trash PD!

└ Protect him! Protect him!!]

[It's viewer abuse if you don't show us this detestable PD Jeonghun's crazy antics]

As they ran rampant, even the Noeuls, who had been peacefully enjoying the official album, were taken aback.

[G... Guys, why are you so worked up?]

[I think they were just asking, seriously, calm down]

[W... We're happy he's in it too. We like PD Lee Jeonghun]

[Damn, these drama fans are hilarious ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Is that an insult or a compliment?ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Damn, the fans here are no joke either ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]


"Oh my god!"

We had already done the script reading and even filmed a couple of times.

"PD Lee Jeonghun has become a huge piece of trash, hasn't he?!"

"His personality is even worse in the last-minute scripts. The moment Writer Kim Sookhee saw Seo Hoyun's face last time, she started writing like she was divinely possessed."

...Looking at it again, isn't it a bit much?

Overhearing the staff members whispering as they passed, I entered the waiting room. I opened the last-minute script for Please Take the Camera Season 2.

[PD Lee Jeonghun, after seemingly helping a senior PD at the broadcast station with his program, snatched the entire programming slot. He even brought over the actors who had already promised to appear on the other show. The senior, filled with rage, runs up to Lee Jeonghun, fuming.

Senior PD: You've got some nerve. You approached me on purpose, didn't you? You stole my entire cast while pretending to help, didn't you?

PD Lee Jeonghun, who was smoking a cigarette. His eyebrow twitches before he spits out a single line.

PD Lee Jeonghun: What then, did you think I was doing volunteer work?]

"......"

I flipped through a few more pages.

[Lee Jeonghun is eating with Yu Jeonghwa. Suddenly, a commotion erupts near the entrance, and a nationally famous celebrity kicks open the door to their private room. The celebrity immediately pours barley tea on Lee Jeonghun.

Yu Jeonghwa: (Shocked) A-Are you crazy!?

Celebrity A: Lee Jeonghun, are you messing with me, you bastard?! Toying with someone who trusted you! Do you enjoy living like this, you piece of trash?!

Lee Jeonghun roughly wipes away the dripping barley tea with a restaurant wet wipe and says.

Lee Jeonghun: You said you liked it when we talked about it before. I find it random that you're changing your tune now.

Celebrity A: You crazy bastard...! You, I'm going to tell everyone! I'm going to spread this story everywhere!

Lee Jeonghun: Yes, go ahead.

He calmly gets up and pays the bill.

Lee Jeonghun: Am I the celebrity? You're the celebrity.

Celebrity A: (Clutches the back of his neck)]

...I also opened the last-minute script I received today.

[After being flooded with countless complaints, Lee Jeonghun is called into the director's office and gets an earful. The director is jumping up and down, shouting about what he's going to do. PD Lee Jeonghun casually retorts.

Lee Jeonghun: Director-nim.

Director: What!!

Lee Jeonghun: Haven't we already talked about this a lot? I said I'd take responsibility, and anyway...

Looking annoyed, Lee Jeonghun crosses his legs and yawns.

Lee Jeonghun: If the ratings are good, isn't that all that matters?

Wee-woo-wee-woo.

The director's blood pressure skyrockets and he loses consciousness. Fade out on the scene of him being carried to the hospital.]

"...Ssp."

After that, the first episode continued as a collection of PD Lee Jeonghun's trashiest moments.

It seemed Jeong Dajun had seen the script, though I did not know how he got his hands on it. Thanks to him, as I was about to leave the house this morning, Jeong Dajun saw me and shouted with a horrified expression.

"T-Trash!"

"......"

"This... PD Lee Jeonghun! Why has he become such a piece of trash?!"

I tried to ignore Jeong Dajun and walk past. He yelled "R-Ruffian! Why is he such a ruffian! He's a ruffian!" at least ten times, so I had to smack him on the head and whisper for him to shut up before I left.

"...Hmm."

I closed the script, looked up at the ceiling, and muttered.

"Did Writer Kim Sookhee get inspired by watching a morning soap opera or something?"

Tiring!

[Um... Seo Hoyun, may I say something?]

"Don't."

[You started the game. When you returned, the settings were all jumbled up, and because of the things you've done, it was never going to be a world that was kind to you.]

"......"

[...This is a fragment of you, Seo Hoyun.]

I told you not to, you bastard...

The character 'Lee Jeonghun' was born because a fragment of my existence flowed into him. Since the settings got mixed up when I started a new game, the evil deeds I committed would naturally flow in without restraint.

I tossed the script aside and sighed.

Fine, I admit it.

These are all things I have done. They are also words I have said.

I know I've done a lot of trashy things... but now that I'm trying to turn over a new leaf and live a better life, is there really a need to display my past in a drama like this?

As I rubbed my forehead, the System Window cautiously appeared, as if testing the waters.

[Hey, don't be too disheartened. From what I know, before and after this... Huk.]

[Hold on]

[A-Aaaah]

[Wait a mo-men-t]

"...?"

Before I could even ask, the System Window hastily vanished with a whoosh, not even finishing its sentence.

"Hey, hey?"

I tapped my fingers on the table, feeling a sense of déjà vu. There were times on set when the System Window would just disappear. Whenever that happened, someone would invariably appear...

"Seo Hoyun."

Something cold poked my cheek.

I turned and saw an actor holding two drinks and smiling faintly.

"Why do you look so upset?"

Just as I thought.

"Because I met you, Min Jiheon."

"Woah, so cold."

Min Jiheon closed the waiting room door. He hopped over, sat next to me, and proudly held out a frappuccino.

"Here, here, Seo Hoyun. I figured you'd be in a bad mood, so guess what I brought~. A Caramel frappuccino with four pumps of syrup..."

"Five pumps."

"...Aigoo, hyung, you're going to get in big trouble later if you keep this up."

"And java chips."

"Thankfully, I got that part right."

Min Jiheon chuckled and handed me the frappuccino piled high with java chips. He held a warm citron tea, sipping it while giving me a strange smile and looking me up and down.

"What."

"Hmm~. Seeing you here again, it feels kind of new."

In truth, I had met Min Jiheon quite a few times recently. We even went on a food tour right before my activities started. During the Midnight Protocol filming, whenever we happened to run into each other at WH, Min Jiheon would excitedly chatter away, giving me acting tips.

"Did you know?"

So even though it had not been long since we last saw each other, Min Jiheon smiled sweetly as if he was happy to see me.

"I heard that if you hadn't played PD Lee Jeonghun, hyung, the writer was going to stage a protest at the broadcast station. She worked hard on the Season 2 script for three years, and she said she wanted to cancel the drama if Seo Hoyun couldn't play the role of Lee Jeonghun."

"No way that's true."

"It's true."

Min Jiheon smirked and twirled his employee ID card.

"That's why when you renewed your contract with Daepaseong, Writer Sookhee-nim and everyone else cheered. It's a relief. Daepaseong wouldn't run without The Dawn, after all."

"You're there."

"Well, I was thinking of following you out if you left, hyung."

Bullshit.

I was about to dismiss it as his usual nonsense, but a flicker of 'oops' crossed Min Jiheon's face.

"...?"

"...Ahem, hahaha."

I stared at Min Jiheon, dumbfounded. He avoided my gaze and laughed awkwardly. As I looked him up and down, Min Jiheon quickly changed the subject.

"...But, the atmosphere at the company has been a bit ominous lately, hasn't it?"

That was true. On the surface, everything seemed perfectly peaceful. In fact, it was a situation where I was getting everything I wanted.

However, where in the world is there light without shadow?

I was poaching all the good talent and setting the stage as I pleased. Even with the halo effect of CEO Jang, I could not stop the rumors from circulating behind my back.

"I heard my reputation could easily worsen after starting anew, but I didn't think it would be to this extent."

Since Min Jiheon already knew my entire situation, he easily grasped what was going on.

Min Jiheon opened my script and said with a feigned serious expression.

"There are people who dislike you for no reason, even though you haven't done anything to them... and then there's this script, but this has to be an exaggeration, right? For that Lee Jeonghun to become such a terrible PD... Pfft."

"......"

"Puhah, ahahaha... Ah, sorry. Keuheup."

He's cracking up, that bastard...

A staff member knocked, knock knock, on the door to tell Min Jiheon it was time for his shoot, but that jerk could not stop laughing at whatever he found so funny.

"Go."

"Keuheup, ah, sorry."

When I glared at him, Min Jiheon chuckled and walked away.

I sighed and opened the script. After reading through it quickly a couple of times, I left the waiting room. A staff member spoke to me.

"Oh, Seo Hoyun, perfect timing! Yu Jia's shoot just ended."

"Yes, thank you."

In the distance, I saw Yu Jia pressing her temples with a very tired expression.

When I looked slightly puzzled, the staff member whispered.

"Well...! It's because Min Jiheon was overwhelming her with his acting."

Ah.

I heard Min Jiheon constantly threw ad-libs at Yu Jia. I could see a vein throbbing on Yu Jia's forehead, but it was clear she was gritting her teeth and enduring it, since Min Jiheon was her senior in the acting world.

"You should be careful too, Seo Hoyun. Min Jiheon is totally in the zone these days..."

Following the staff member's gaze, I looked toward the set.

Min Jiheon stood in the middle of the set, holding a script.

He's just Min Jiheon.

The same Min Jiheon who loves food to a strange degree, is quite delicate, looks on the verge of tears at the drop of a hat, and at other times, is incredibly infuriating.

He does seem strangely different, though.

Seeing him standing in the middle of the set, however, I felt a strange sense of pressure. After all, he was a man everyone described as someone so crazy about acting that it was rare to find another actor like him.

I had not seen that sight in a long time, so I watched with fascination. Min Jiheon, who was talking with a staff member, took a short breath and turned his gaze.

"......"

When our eyes met, he lifted the corner of his mouth into a smile.

As if to say, 'Come and get me.'

My eyebrow twitched, but the director pushed me in front of the camera.

"Alright, Seo Hoyun, come on in. Min Jiheon, say your line as soon as you get the signal."

"Yes."

Min Jiheon answered energetically, then grinned and whispered to me.

"Seo Hoyun."

"Yes."

"It's been a while since we've done this, right?"

His hair shimmered, holding the sunlight. His aura was serene like autumn, and his excited, boyish eyes sparkled.

"Are you ready?"

He acted as if this was his territory, and he was thoroughly enjoying it.

"Ready... Action!"

TAK!

The slate clapped sharply.

I slowly fumbled in my pocket, recalling the script from memory.

[After everything was over and a new spring had arrived, the broadcast station was still bustling. However, Min Seungtae decides to resign from the station and go his own way. The two are still not on good terms. Min Seungtae seeks out Lee Jeonghun in the smoking room, also known as the 'raccoon den,' and upon seeing him, speaks abruptly without any greeting.]

"I'm going to resign."

I had an unlit cigarette in my mouth and frowned at the voice I heard.

When I lifted my head, the Min Jiheon who would usually drawl 'Hyuuung' and act cute was nowhere to be seen.

"Ah~ The director told me to inform the PD beforehand if I was going to leave. My resignation is scheduled to be processed next week."

Now, in his place stood only the cold Min Seungtae, who had little interest in anyone but Yu Jeonghwa.

"I don't think I need to get permission from the PD, though..."

"......"

"Since you hate me."

Here, Lee Jeonghun's line was simple.

[Lee Jeonghun: That's a shame.]

Just that one line. The script then immediately moved on to a line about Yu Jeonghwa.

I stared silently at Min Seungtae's dry gaze.

"......"

As the silence continued, Min Seungtae smirked, as if I was not worth dealing with anymore.

"Well then, take care..."

"I don't hate you."

Min Jiheon's smile froze on his face.

I slowly looked his reaction up and down, then leaned my body against the vending machine with a thud. I asked as gently as I could.

"Are you really going to leave like this?"

"...Yes?"

The script had exposed all my trashy deeds, and Min Jiheon had laughed his ass off... So I had to show him.

"Why."

One of the methods I used to pressure people, whether they were cast members or juniors, when they tried to run away from me.

I smiled faintly and looked at Min Jiheon.

"...You don't want to see your sunbae anymore?"

It was an ad-lib, my version of 'Yeah~ I don't let my slaves go that easily~.'
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“...What... did you say?”

The guy who usually recoiled in disgust and backed away slowly instead scowled, his face scrunching up.

“What is this nonsense all of a sudden...”

“No.”

I looked Min Seungtae up and down.

“Even if you're leaving, we should clear up any misunderstandings. I'm actually harsher to people I think are decent.”

Everyone was already running away.

So, I needed one more slave besides Yu Jeonghwa.

Looking at Season 1 of ‘Please Take the Camera’ and the upcoming scripts, Min Seungtae was a character who worked quite diligently despite being a chaebol. His personality was cold, so his mentality was strong. He didn't get hurt easily by anyone other than Yu Jeonghwa, and most importantly, his chaebol status gave him solid backing.

No way I'm letting him go.

It was a ridiculously fantastical setup. Why would a chaebol be a PD? But if it were me back in my PD days, I definitely wouldn't have let him go.

“I know you've worked hard all this time, and even though you joined the company to follow Yu Jeonghwa, I also know you found this work more fun than you expected.”

“......”

“That's why.”

I laughed shortly.

“I want to keep working with you.”

After a moment of silence, Min Seungtae took a breath and muttered, “PD Lee Jeonghun-nim.”

“What.”

“You must have used this line a lot.”

You bet I have.

“You're pretty good at making empty compliments...”

That's not what this is.

I swallowed the retort.

Like a childhood habit, Min Seungtae’s eyes darted between my right and left eye, as if trying to gauge my true intentions.

[Lee Jeonghun : Still, it was pretty fun here, wasn't it?]

This was the end of the ad-lib. It was time for me to deliver my line.

“Still, it was pretty fun here.”

“...!”

The guy changed the line.

[Lee Jeonghun : Whether it's Yu Jeonghwa, you, or me. People have places they belong to.]

“But whether it's me, noona, or you, PD... people have places they belong to, don't they?”

He must be thinking of taking this as far as it could go.

[Lee Jeonghun : Won't you miss it?]

“...I'll miss it, but I have to go.”

I had no lines after this.

Pretending to lower my eyelashes, I glanced at the director. He had no intention of stopping us. The writer had even come over, her script crumpled in her hand, and was watching.

So I, too, came up with the next line.

[Min Seungtae : I have to go flip this board now.]

“...What are you going to do now?”

A flicker of amusement passed through Min Jiheon's eyes at my response.

“Going to flip the board?”

He raised the corners of his mouth, openly amused. He blinked once, and the glint in his eyes vanished. From the camera's blind spot, he sent me a quick signal.

[Min Seungtae : Anyway, please take good care of Jeonghwa.]

The words flowed out as if I were possessed.

“...Then, what about PD Yu Jeonghwa?”

“Please take good care of Jeonghwa.”

He was back.

[Min Seungtae : I really want noona to be happy.]

“I really want noona to be happy.”

Wow.

He's so damn good.

I was purely impressed.

Even while I was internally overwhelmed, Min Seungtae was still Min Seungtae. He picked up the line very naturally, leaning against the vending machine and fiddling with his employee ID with his fingertips.

He smiled slightly.

“I feel like... I can't be by noona's side anymore.”

He looked very happy, yet a little pained, as if reminiscing about days past.

“Yu Jeonghwa is so cool, and really... brave, and she shines. That's why I don't think I should take up any more of her time.”

As expected of the undefeated actor. He skillfully led the flow, handled the ad-libs, threw in a playful jab, then gave the precise signal and returned perfectly to his own lines. Throughout it all, he never once lost Min Seungtae's emotional thread.

Right, you were Daepaseong's Breadwinner.

It was only because I was ‘Lee Jeonghun’ that I could even keep up this much. As an actor, I could feel an insurmountable wall between us.

I get why Yu Jia was so exhausted.

At this point, I deliberately put on a fed-up expression, a face that showed my true feelings of wanting to get away from this insufferable couple. Feeling a craving for a cigarette, I took a lighter from my pocket.

[Min Seungtae : So— I should return to my own world. Goodbye.

Lee Jeonghun : Can't I even contact you?

Min Seungtae : No news is good news. You'll be happy when I'm gone anyway.

Lee Jeonghun : (Snickering) Yeah, yeah, get going. If any scraps fall your way, save me a bite.]

“So, I should return to my own world. Goodbye.”

I fixed my gaze on the cheap lighter, flicking the wheel. CLICK, FZZT.

“Can't I even contact you?”

The scene was about to end. Even though having a slave with solid backing like Min Seungtae by my side was convenient, I could let him go. Still, we had developed a sort of love-hate bond, so I should mix that into my lines.

“......”

“...?”

In that moment of silence, I noticed something Min Jiheon was hiding. I slowly furrowed my brow and looked up at him.

“...No news is good news.”

The person delivering that line wasn't Min Seungtae, and the subject of the phrase 'should return to my own world' wasn't Min Seungtae.

“When I'm gone...”

He looked at me as if I were the one leaving. His languid gestures, the confident tilt of his head, the tone of his voice that was still in character, it was all Min Seungtae.

“......”

But his eyes were his own.

The hesitant silence stretched on for so long that it felt like the director was about to yell 'NG' at any moment...

“Cough, cough!”

I dropped the lighter and burst into a fit of coughing.

“COUGH! Ah, COU! GH! COU! GH!!”

“Cut! NG!”

“Damn.”

The moment the cut sign was given, I stopped coughing.

“I'm sorry. Aigoo.”

Averting my gaze from the dumbfounded Min Jiheon, the director rushed over and cried out, on the verge of tears, “Seo Hoyun, Seo Hoyun!! It was going so well, why all of a sudden?!”

“Ah, the cigarette smoke.”

“But you didn't even light it?!”

“I have a cigarette allergy.”

In reality, the number of cigarettes I've smoked would probably stack higher than the broadcast station's rooftop antenna.

“You were... you were fine during Season 1!”

I retorted shamelessly to the scolding director. The surrounding staff, their immersion shattered, looked at me with slightly disappointed faces.

“Ugh— what a shame.”

“Wow, their acting was so good.”

“I'm sorry.”

Whatever the reason, it was an NG, so I bowed my head to the set staff.

“Let's shoot it one more time! The immersion just now was insane! Wow, actors are really different from the script reading. Look at them run wild like real people the moment the camera light turns on.”

“I'll try to shoot it more beautifully.”

“Right. PD Lee Jeonghun is, uh! A piece of trash, but he's definitely charming. A total piece of trash, though!”

Was it really necessary to call me trash twice?

They told us to take a short break on the pretext of changing the memory card. I quickly stepped off camera and headed to the waiting room.

I was mulling over what just happened.

Min Jiheon entered the waiting room, ignored me, and plopped down onto a seat. With a very complicated expression, he flipped through his note-filled script and quietly rubbed his forehead.

“......”

...This wasn't just me being full of myself, right? That bastard almost caused an NG because of me just now.

The recent incidents flashed through my mind. Feeling a pang of guilt, I stayed quiet, but then Min Jiheon rubbed his face with his hands and spoke first.

“...About Min Seungtae.”

“...Yeah.”

“I think he must have been really annoyed with PD Lee Jeonghun all this time. What do you think?”

The guy asked, seeming slightly confused.

“Is this... getting mixed up with my own subjective experience?”

“......”

Is this bastard indirectly claiming that I'm annoying?

The old me would have ignored him and walked out, but I barely held onto my patience and replied, “I don't know. I'm also mixing in my own subjective experiences into my acting.”

“That's not helpful.”

“Hey.”

I was dumbfounded, but Min Jiheon was completely serious. Staring at the script, Min Jiheon flipped through a few more pages and started muttering, “I've never thought about anyone other than Yu Jeonghwa, but does this make sense now?”

This guy, really.

In the silent waiting room, I crossed my arms, wondering how to deal with him.

A calm voice flowed from beside me.

“...The script, did you really do it all, hyung?”

“You're just realizing?”

Isn't that just life?

I have my own circumstances, but they're not some grand excuse worth bringing up here. They're just a part of the past. Just like how Min Jiheon's slip-up earlier, the line about 'returning to my own world', was just my own long-held misunderstanding.

“...That's why it's confusing.”

When I turned my head, he mumbled in a barely audible voice, “I don't usually cause NGs.”

Even though I was the one who ruined the take by coughing.

With his face buried in the script, Min Jiheon seemed surprisingly dispirited, whatever he was thinking. I was a little flustered and stared at him blankly for a moment, then scratched my cheek, feeling strangely complicated.

“Hey.”

I nudged the leg of Min Jiheon's chair. I couldn't beat him in acting experience, but it was different in ‘Please Take the Camera’. Because he wasn't my acting partner, he was a real person.

“The interpretation is a bit different, you see.”

“......”

“I'm not good without PD Min Seungtae.”

I meant it as a kind remark in my own way, but Min Jiheon just scrunched his face, not seeming to understand.

So I pressed down on Min Jiheon's script with my finger and met his eyes.

“If you're confused, look at me.”

“What?”

“I'm right here.”

I'm standing right here, what do you need a script for? If you have questions, ask me. If you want to confirm something, just look at me.

Just then, the waiting room door burst open and a staff member called for us.

On the way back to the set, Min Jiheon was silent for a long time. He didn't look flustered like before. Instead, his gaze was clear, as if he were deep in thought about something.

Looks like my advice worked, at least a little.

I snickered and stepped in front of the camera first. Recalling the flow of our acting from before, I decided I should sync up with Min Jiheon a bit more beforehand this time.

However, Min Jiheon just stared at me blankly, then suddenly grabbed the director. The two of them started whispering to each other.

What's this?

I raised an eyebrow, and Min Jiheon came over. He approached with a much more relaxed expression than before and smiled gently.

“...?”

A bad feeling washed over me.

Soon, the sign to resume filming was given, and Min Jiheon shouted.

“Hyung!”

“......”

“I'm quitting!!”

Fuck.

Aggro Min is the same as ever...


Min Jiheon's acting continued to rage like a storm after that.

After numerous takes, the director and writer stood up, shedding tears.

“Sob, sob... Please Take the Camera Season 2 is going to be a masterpiece.”

“My character is alive and moving... he's alive.”

“Did you see PD Lee Jeonghun's dumbfounded face when he called him hyung? Sob, sob... Min Seungtae must have been really annoyed with PD Lee Jeonghun. He must have wanted to screw him over to the very end...”

“Seo Hoyun, look how used he is to being called hyung. When I get back, I'm going to write more about Jeonghun and Seungtae...”

Listening to the footsteps gradually fade away, I turned my head to Min Jiheon, who was sprawled out on the sofa.

“Did you hear that?”

“You're in big trouble from now on, hyung.”

“You too.”

Both of us were equally drained, so the conversation didn't continue easily.

Min Jiheon pouted and asked, “How about Korean food for dinner?”

“Work.”

“Ah, really?”

I have things to do.

I was about to get up, leaving Min Jiheon sprawled on the waiting room sofa.

An alert popped up on both Min Jiheon's and my phone at the same time.

Ding!

[Mandatory Workshop Attendance!

Hello, WH employees. In celebration of summer, we will be holding a workshop as follows. ...]

They're doing another one of these useless things.

Jeong Dajun was already spamming the group chat, insisting that everyone must attend.

Min Jiheon, with his legs sticking out from the sofa, playfully tapped his foot and asked, “You're not going, right?”

“Of course not.”

“Right.”

Why would I go to that?

I attended with Joo Woosung once before, but now, well, the prizes aren't tempting, and I don't particularly want to go to Hawaii either.

As I slung my duffel bag over my shoulder, Min Jiheon said with a tired face, “The atmosphere at the company has been a bit grim lately, so it's better to just lay low~. Better to just stay quiet.”

“......”

“I'm just going to stay home with Softie.”

Min Jiheon, sprawled out limply, really didn't seem to want to go. He just grinned at the picture of Softie and his younger brother on his phone's background.

The sight was so cringey that I was about to leave, but a thought suddenly struck me.

Wait, would it be better to go?

Lately, Daepaseong's reputation at the company, or more accurately, my reputation, wasn't very good. I'd be willing to become enemies with the company if necessary, but in the current situation, the company's help was essential.

I need to manage my overall reputation, not just within Daepaseong.

And for managing my reputation, there was no better timing than a workshop.

Who would be the best person to go with? The Dawn? No, we were known to be so close that people wouldn't be impressed to see us sticking together. Joo Woosung? That guy shudders at the mere mention of the 'work' in workshop, and I was still teasing him about the problem child incident. Or, Senior Kang Yeonhu? It said he was the MC for this workshop. He'd run away the moment I texted him.

...Or.

“Then I'll just have to order gamjatang for one~.”

I stared blankly at Min Jiheon.

My mind started racing.

“...Huh?”

A handsome face befitting a drama's male lead, though he looked a little tired. Min Seungtae's narrative, proven in Season 1 of Please Take the Camera, perfect for evoking sympathy, and the upcoming broadcast of Please Take the Camera Season 2. At the last workshop, Min Jiheon suddenly went on stage and just recited drama lines, and people were completely mesmerized by him...

“......”

There was no one more suitable than this guy.

As I narrowed my eyes and looked him up and down, Min Jiheon, who had seemed like he wouldn't budge, shot to his feet.

“I should go home right now. ...Ack!”

“Senior.”

I grabbed his shoulder, and he fell right back onto the sofa.

“N-No.”

“Min Jiheon.”

“I'm not going.”

Min Jiheon insisted in a trembling voice, but I ignored him and shoved my phone screen, with [Mandatory Workshop Attendance!] written on it, in his face.

“Seungtae-yah.”

I gave him an eye-smile, trying to look as innocent as possible.

“Shall we... flip this board?”

“Sorry, but I'm Jiheon, and the only thing I can flip is pajeon.”

“It's fine, just stay still. Stay still.”

I smiled and whispered like a line from an old drama, “Baby, let's go.”

“PD will take care of everything.”

“......”

“Piggy, let's go.”

To flip the company instead of pajeon.
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“Hello, everyone. The WH Entertainment company workshop will now begin! Haha, we're planning to keep this year's workshop relatively simple...”

For something 'relatively simple', they had rented the largest hall in South Korea.

Wouldn't it be better to donate the money Black Call, The Dawn, and High Five earned rather than spend it on something like this?

Kang Yeonhu sighed, but the person next to him seemed to have a different opinion.

“Gyutae-yah, stay still...”

“Yes... yes.”

The man trembling next to him was the rapper for Estelle, WH Entertainment's rookie idol group. They were achieving pretty decent results. As expected of WH celebrities, the members had gentle and good personalities.

If there was one peculiar thing about him, it was that Yoo Gyutae was...

“I-I-I mean, The Dawn is coming today...!”

“......”

...a huge fan of Seo Hoyun.

“What should I do? What should I say when I see him?” he kept muttering. Feeling secondhand embarrassment, Kang Yeonhu shot him a look to be quiet, but the man couldn't seem to shake his nervousness.

It would be better if they didn't come.

Things had stabilized now, but a bloodbath had swept through WH for a while. Most recently, there was the internal politics surrounding Daepaseong [大坡城]. When Director Jang was appointed to Daepaseong, all of WH's key personnel defected to that side. Of course, there were exceptions like Black Call, which was already an independent label, and High Five, which had stayed loyal after a long time together. However, that didn't mean people looked kindly upon the gaping holes left in the workforce.

Yoo Gyutae kept pressing on his chest over his heart and staring at the entrance. Then he started patting Kang Yeonhu insistently.

“They're here, they're here!”

Everyone's eyes turned to the newcomers, who were greeting people politely.

They were the idol group that rose from the bottom, surpassed the miracle of a small agency, and was now called a legend. They had overcome all sorts of hardships and controversies. Each member had gained national recognition through variety shows, and the group as a whole was loved worldwide. Even a simple sighting of them would make them trend in real-time...

“...Wow, it's The Dawn.”

Half the people were ecstatic to see them, while the other half looked uncomfortable.

While everyone in the hall stared at The Dawn, the members themselves walked in smiling as if nothing was wrong.

...They're strong.

They must have felt the tense atmosphere. What kind of incidents do you have to go through to become that unshakable...

Well...

I guess I should know by now.

“Ah...”

Just as Yoo Gyutae let out a short, disappointed sigh, Kang Yeonhu's gaze landed on an empty seat.

Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, Jeong Dajun...

“...I guess he's not coming...”

“Hmm.”

Seo Hoyun wasn't there.

Kang Yeonhu lightly patted Yoo Gyutae's back as he watched them. Their easygoing and tight-knit vibe was still the same, but seeing them after a long time, they had an even stronger presence. It was so strong that it was hard to believe they had once competed on the same survival show.

...I want to climb that high too.

While Kang Yeonhu was lost in thought, his eyes met with Seong Jiwon, who was whispering closely into Kim Seonghyeon's ear.

“Senior Yeonhu?”

Seong Jiwon saw him and approached with a bright smile.

“Wow, hello! It's been a while.”

“...Ahaha, have you been well?”

“Of course. Always doing great.”

Still, it was nice to exchange greetings. Kang Yeonhu had only good memories of the angelic Seong Jiwon, so he smiled pleasantly as he greeted him.

Soon after, Jeong Dajun peeked his head out and rustled around before handing something over.

“Senior! This is a chocolate brownie, would you like one?? I made it myself!”

“Wow, thank you...!”

So kind...

Just as he was about to happily accept it, a frantic shout rang out.

“W-wait, hold on!!!”

Kim Seonghyeon rushed over.

“Maknae, what do you think you're doing?!”

“Huh? What... what?! What did I... do!”

“You stuttered, you punk! That means you're guilty!”

As Kim Seonghyeon growled, Jeong Dajun looked wronged. Kang Ichae stepped in.

“Seonghyeon-hyung! Why are you discouraging the kid?! Hmph! Honestly, let's go, little elephant!”

Kang Ichae and Jeong Dajun walked away together.

Kim Seonghyeon paid them no mind and confiscated the brownie, then awkwardly apologized to Kang Yeonhu.

“Um... ah, it's not that I didn't want to give it to you. Ugh, I'm sorry. Our maknae sometimes makes... strange things.”

“What? Ah, no, it's fine.”

“...I'll get you something edible later.”

As they shared an awkward laugh, a tingling sensation passed through him.

...For some reason, I feel a sense of kinship.

Kim Seonghyeon seemed to feel it too. He scratched his head and turned his gaze toward Yoo Gyutae.

Yoo Gyutae, hold it in.

Kang Yeonhu saw the corners of Yoo Gyutae's mouth twitching and mentally chanted, Wait, wait.

Patience is a virtue.

Anyway, Kim Seonghyeon probably didn't know that Yoo Gyutae was a fan of Seo Hoyun...

“Are you by any chance looking for Seo Hoyun?”

“Yes?!”

...huh??

At Kim Seonghyeon's question, Yoo Gyutae almost spilled his water on the table.

“Ah, uh, no... I'm not.”

“Really? Seo Hoyun is in the middle of a drama shoot right now. They said he might not be able to make it.”

“...Yes.”

“But he'll probably come.”

“...Yeees!!”

Hey.

Your every joy and sorrow is written all over your face.

Please stop making that ‘I can't believe I'm standing on the same... earth as Senior Seo Hoyun!’ face.

Kang Yeonhu was wondering if this was a bit much and worrying about how it looked to Kim Seonghyeon when a familiar voice came from the side.

“Hey, Kim Seonghyeon.”

“Senior!!!!”

At Joo Woosung's appearance, Kim Seonghyeon jumped up with a start.

“......”

“Joo Woosung-sunbaenim! H-h-how...! I didn't think you'd come...!!”

“Why do you think? I came because of your group's crazy vocalist.”

Joo Woosung shivered, looking sick and tired of it all and wanting to bolt out the door at any second.

“That bastard holds a grudge long enough to circle the globe three times...” Joo Woosung grumbled. He then snatched the brownie Kim Seonghyeon was holding and took a bite.

“Blech... Uuugh. ...Hey, are you trying to kill your senior...?”

“No! Absolutely not!!”

Good thing I didn't eat it...!

Kim Seonghyeon scrambled to get some water and offered it to Joo Woosung. Joo Woosung took it naturally, gulped it down, and spotted Kang Yeonhu and Yoo Gyutae next to them. He just gave a nod and left.

Leaving Yoo Gyutae floundering in happiness, Kang Yeonhu also stood up to head to the MC table, scratching his head.

...As expected.

As expected, The Dawn and Black Call are still on good terms.

“The talent show submissions are in this order. Ah, High Five and Estelle are performing... and The Dawn is here too.”

“Yes, yes.”

Standing behind the stage, he scanned the cue sheet. It had the names of employees interspersed between the familiar idol groups, but his mind was filled with other thoughts.

In terms of results, they're always neck and neck, but they respect each other...

I want to climb that high too.

One part of his heart was conflicted, but the moment the spotlight hit him, he opened the show with a bright smile as if nothing was wrong.

“Hello, this is Yeonhu from High Five! Yes, ahaha. It's been a while. The first performance we'll be seeing today is...”

He heard the voices of people cheering for Kang Yeonhu. As the employee talent show began, the atmosphere in the hall grew increasingly boisterous. There seemed to be a stir somewhere in the venue, but he had no time for that and continued with his script.

Only after handing over the hosting duties to Lee Sehyeon was he finally able to catch his breath and return to his seat.

“Hoo.”

He glanced over at The Dawn's table.

That person is still not here.

Well...

He's someone who hates inefficiency to death. There's no way he'd come.

After wetting his throat, he turned his head to talk to his fellow member, Kim Chaejun.

“Hello, Kang Yeonhu.”

“...!”

SCREECH.

Seo Hoyun slowly pulled out a chair and sat down next to him. He looked like he had just finished a shoot, dressed in a suit with his styled hair slightly disheveled.

Why here...

No, I didn't think he would come.

And to the High Five table, of all places.

Seeing Kang Yeonhu's dismayed face, Seo Hoyun gestured lightly with his chin.

“Chaejun is over there, I'm over here.”

“......”

“We switched for a bit.”

When he quickly turned his head, Kim Chaejun was already sitting at The Dawn's table, laughing and chatting with Seong Jiwon.

Hey.

Hey!

Kang Yeonhu felt that all his efforts to be wary had been for nothing.

“...Why the suit?”

“Ah, I was filming for PTTC.”

He picked up a cold bottle of beer from the table. When he couldn't find a bottle opener, he skillfully popped the cap off with a spoon.

Everyone's staring.

Just the fact that Seo Hoyun was sitting here drew a sharp, focused gaze from everyone. His own member going to that table and Seo Hoyun coming here felt like two completely different stories.

...It's because the rumors have gotten bad.

When you're in an entertainment company, getting involved with people from broadcasting stations is inevitable. Recently, rampant rumors about Seo Hoyun had been circulating from the broadcasting side due to his extremely polarizing reception. Furthermore, because of the internal politics surrounding Daepaseong, people who hadn't worked with him would react uncomfortably, saying things like, “Umm... Seo Hoyun...”

He himself would probably get indigestion after just a few seconds, but Seo Hoyun, on the contrary, smiled with his eyes as if he found the situation amusing.

“They're doing this workshop again? And I hear Kang Yeonhu is the MC this time. You must be really busy, running around everywhere.”

“...Am I busier than you, Seo Hoyun?”

Lining up the domestic music charts, a long-term entry on the Billboard Hot 100, filming for Midnight Protocol, and now shooting for Please Take the Camera. He should be swamped even if he had three bodies, but Seo Hoyun still looked composed.

“You have to do it gladly. Beer, perhaps?”

Seo Hoyun replied calmly, then shook the beer bottle slightly as if asking if it was okay to pour some for Kang Yeonhu.

Kang Yeonhu held his glass, and Seo Hoyun, with the corners of his mouth lifted, poured the beer with a steady stream.

...This is really a bit strange.

Is it because he's pouring me a drink?

Is it because he's wearing the employee ID card that's a prop for filming, or is it the glasses tucked into his suit pocket?

...He gives off a very mature vibe.

Somehow he was strangely calm and settled. It was fascinating that he was actually younger than him, so he kept stealing glances until their eyes met. At that point, Seo Hoyun let out a small laugh.

“Why are you so tense?”

“......”

“Anyone would think I'm about to eat you alive.”

That's exactly what you came here to do.

Kang Yeonhu felt a burning sensation inside for some reason and downed the beer in one go, setting the glass down with a forceful thud. THUD.

“...There are a lot of eyes on us here, Seo Hoyun. I'm sure you're aware.”

“Is that so?”

“Do you have something to say to me?”

In the beginning of the survival show, he was the type to ignore you if the cameras weren't rolling, even if you ran into him and said hello. After that, there were many confusing moments... but anyway, even giving him the benefit of the doubt a hundred times, he wasn't the type to act friendly in such a crowded place just because he was happy to see someone.

“...Or.”

“Or?”

Kang Yeonhu couldn't think of any reason for him to start a conversation, so he finally just said it.

“...Did you come talk to me to relieve stress?”

Considering his personality, it was plausible. He was the type who used to tease him, saying he felt good whenever he got nervous.

However, Seo Hoyun didn't answer and just stared intently at Kang Yeonhu.

“...W-why?”

“Hmm...”

When he stuttered in his fluster, the man looked him up and down.

“Just thinking, you're pretty confident?”

“......”

What's that supposed to mean?

However, on second thought, what he had said was indeed strange.

It was as if...

It sounds like you're saying talking to me relieves your stress.

Seo Hoyun crossed his arms, leaned back in his chair with a creak, and let out a laugh.

“Wow.”

“......”

“How admirable, Yeonhu?”

This, this bastard...

Even without a mirror, he could tell his neck and ears were burning with shame.

However, Seo Hoyun nonchalantly sipped his beer.

“There are a lot of admirable people these days.”

“...Pardon?”

“Ah, should I show you?”

He wore a smile and whispered lowly, as if sharing a secret.

“It's something I really cherish.”

It was the moment Seo Hoyun's eyes curved into a gentle smile, and Kang Yeonhu's brow furrowed.

“Ah, this is unexpected?!”

His group's dancer, Lee Sehyeon, was hosting. After looking at a new cue card, his eyes widened as he made a fuss.

“Someone completely unexpected has signed up for the talent show today!”

No, the look on Lee Sehyeon's face wasn't an act. His fellow member was genuinely excited.

“Gasp... and what's more... they chose this song? It's a difficult song that even idols struggle with... It's a song that's even tough for me to pull off. Could it be that this person has incredible dancing skills?”

I have a bad feeling.

While everyone was murmuring, only Seo Hoyun was staring somewhere, his red lips pulled into a smile as if he had expected this.

Just as Kang Yeonhu was focusing, curious about what this 'cherished thing' of his was.

“...Now, let me introduce them!”

With a face flushed with anticipation, Lee Sehyeon shouted cheerfully.

“Here they come! This solo stage is...”

Dun. Dudududun. Dun.

A dissonant harmony composed of tritones. A low drumbeat underneath. The sound of a Zippo lighter flicking open. CHK.

A song everyone at WH knew.

“Black Call's... Blackout!!”

In that moment, a scream erupted.

“It's Min Jiheon!!”

Min Jiheon, the most famous actor in South Korea, was walking onto the stage with a mournful expression, like a cow being led to the slaughter.
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What kind of song was Black Call's 'Blackout'?

【na na na na na na—】

It ultimately climbed all the way to number one on the Hot 100. It wasn't a flash in the pan, staying on the charts for weeks. The song proved Black Call would remain K-Pop legends forever and that concepts like 'peak' and 'limits' did not exist for them.

【na na na na na na—】

SWOOOOSH...

Red lights flowed over the fog from the dry ice. The members of Black Call watched the stage with expectant eyes. A desolate melody spread as the sound of drums grew louder and louder.

The song's incredible success belied its difficulty.

【It’s getting on my nerves

The way you keep catching my eye】

From vocals to dance, including Joo Woosung's insane skills, it was a comeback song that 'the' Black Call members had prepared for with gritted teeth. The choreography was murderously difficult. Even the simplified challenge version made other idols gasp for breath, unable to keep up.

In other words.

【I want to push you to the edge

Grab your anxious hand and ask, Are you mine?】

It was impossible from the start for the tone-deaf, rhythm-deaf Min Jiheon.

Min Jiheon seemed to have learned the simplified challenge choreography, but watching him earnestly bob off-beat with stiff, wooden movements was...

Wh... what is this?

He was just so stiff.

What in the world is this??

This was the same man who, at the last workshop, had abruptly switched from singing an OST to reciting a famous line. Come to think of it, this was the same Min Jiheon who danced to 'Let's Start Loving from Today' during a special stage for Please Take the Camera, inadvertently making Seo Hoyun, next to him, look like a dancing king.

Joo Woosung spat out his wine with a pfft.

"He's handsome... but."

Kang Yeonhu heard the murmurs around him.

Handsome, sexy, cool...

But...

I... I can't watch.

Kang Yeonhu heard Seo Hoyun's low voice beside him.

"Wow, how cute."

“......”

A shocked Kang Yeonhu stammered as he looked at Seo Hoyun calmly drinking his beer.

"Is that, by any chance..."

Seeing Seo Hoyun's expression, Kang Yeonhu was certain. Seo Hoyun grinned as if he genuinely found it cute. Kang Yeonhu was now 100 percent certain Min Jiheon wasn't doing this voluntarily.

Did Seo Hoyun ask him to do it?

If so, the person who made him perform 'Blackout' was a devil. Moreover, Seo Hoyun showed no intention of saving him.

The initially shocked employees gradually started cheering.

"Min! Ji! Heon! We! Love! You!"

His singing and dancing were terrible, but Min Jiheon was still Min Jiheon. The moment the camera zoomed in, his facial expressions were impeccable. When he blinked his long lashes, it looked like a butterfly fluttering its wings.

He shamelessly maintained his expression, but his ears and neck were bright red.

"Kyaa! I really love youuuu!"

"Jiheon~~~! Look over here~!"

People gradually started to genuinely enjoy it. A handsome man in a predicament is always a fun sight, after all.

"—Senior! Senior, I am your Joo Woosung!!"

While everyone, including Min Jiheon's huge fan Jeong Dajun, went wild, a cold sweat trickled down Kang Yeonhu's back. An evil laugh leaked from beside him, and Kang Yeonhu finally hung his head, unable to watch the stage.

"—Waaaaaaah!"

"Kyaa! Joo! Woo! Sung!"

...Joo Woosung?

Why was that name suddenly being called?

Puzzled, Kang Yeonhu lifted his head. Joo Woosung had set down his wine glass, casually slipped on his jacket, and was striding fearlessly toward the stage. He placed one hand on the floor and vaulted onto the stage with a whoosh...

"Huh?"

"—Min Jiheon."

Joo Woosung grabbed the stunned Min Jiheon's arm and smirked.

"Part change."

He took the microphone from Min Jiheon, twirled it, caught it with a fwip—, and began to sing with a grin.

【I want to push you to the edge

Grab your anxious hand and ask, Are you mine?】

"Woah, gasp!!"

"Joo! Woo! Sung! Joo! Woo! Sung!"

He was a relief pitcher with insane timing.

Oh, ooh...!

—So cool!

Min Jiheon's expression showed this wasn't planned. Joo Woosung had clearly jumped in because Min Jiheon was in trouble.

Joo Woosung stepped into the center, casually rolled his shoulders, and stared directly at the camera. When Joo Woosung's face filled the monitors, the workshop hall felt like the SoFi Dome.

"Are! You! Mine!"

【If you step on my heart

Our lips will overlap】

He improvised the choreography with a light sway, looking effortlessly cool. He smirked and lifted his chin.

【Then it’s blackout】

Min Jiheon watched beside him, his eyes teary and moved.

But Joo Woosung didn't stop there.

【Na na na na na】

To hype the crowd more, he pulled Min Jiheon up, shrugged one side of his jacket off his shoulder, and started a playful wave!

Woooooah, the cheers shook the ceiling like a troop of monkeys.

In, insane...

Everyone in the hall was falling for Joo Woosung, including Min Jiheon.

"Wow, Joo Woosung has really become a man..."

“......”

"And I didn't even ask him to."

Except, of course, for the person beside Kang Yeonhu.

Seo Hoyun chuckled, drained his beer, and spoke quietly to Kang Yeonhu.

【na na na na na na—】

"I was happy to see everyone after so long, but you don't seem to feel the same, Kang Yeonhu. I'll be going. Kang Ichae is calling me anyway."

“......”

The hairs on Kang Yeonhu's arms stood up. He stared, frozen, but Seo Hoyun stood up casually.

"Ah," he uttered shortly, then grabbed Kang Yeonhu's shoulder and whispered in his ear.

"Don't forget to call me later."

...What is he talking about?

Seo Hoyun left with a light step. Kang Yeonhu scanned his surroundings, preparing to return to the MC table. The employees were swept up in the mood, a grand union forming between Daepaseong and Black Call Label.

Joo Woosung finished the 'Blackout' performance perfectly, taking a deep breath and blowing a kiss.

"Alright, everyone. Let's calm down now. Let's let the man in trouble go..."

"Woosung-ah."

"...and let's drink and have fun?"

Woosung-ah?

A hesitant Min Jiheon carefully grabbed the edge of Joo Woosung's jacket. The camera closed in. Min Jiheon squeezed his eyes shut as if bracing to do something he shouldn't. When he opened them again, his expression was nonchalant. He whispered with melancholic eyes.

"...You always come to save me like this."

"Pardon?"

"Like a prince."

"Cough, cough, cough!"

A flustered Joo Woosung coughed and tried to step back, but Min Jiheon hesitated.

"...Can I be honest for just a moment?"

Screams erupted.

"It's Min Seungtae!"

"Waah! It's the line from the chaebol Min Seungtae!!"

Damn it!

What was this scene? It was the moment from 'Please Take the Camera Season 1' where Min Seungtae confesses his love to Yu Jeonghwa after Yu Jeonghwa crashes a truck to rescue him from a kidnapping. It was a legendary scene that recorded an all-time high viewership rating and still gets over a thousand comments on YouTube shorts.

“......”

Joo Woosung, who had just saved him, wore a betrayed 'What is this...' expression. The workshop nightmare slammed on the accelerator.

But Min Jiheon was truly a great actor.

"That's just how I am."

A dumbfounded Joo Woosung stood blankly, about to flee, when a hand traveled from his jacket's edge to carefully grab his arm.

"...I'm not perfect, I'm not a good person, and I'm probably not the person you want."

"Yes?"

"But don't go."

Joo Woosung stood frozen, goosebumps covering his skin, unable to even think about running away.

"I know I did wrong, but if you're okay with it, just this once, let's..."

Min Jiheon looked at Joo Woosung as if he were Yu Jeonghwa, then slowly lowered his gaze. The high-definition camera zoomed in, and Min Jiheon's eyelashes trembled. Then he lifted his head, a wistful smile on his face.

"...Shall we try to love each other, for real?"

GYAAAAAAH!! WAAAH!

The sound director suddenly played a different song.

Dun~ da-da-da-da-da~ dun.

'A Humble Confession', the legendary OST from Please Take the Camera Season 1, began to play. The singer of this song was also present in the hall today.

Dun~ da-da-da-da-da~ dun dun.

The camera focused on Seong Jiwon at his table. He smiled brightly, as if waiting, and began to sing softly.

【...Hiding this heart that keeps feeling smaller from you

I keep staying up all night.】

Seong Jiwon, are you kidding me?

The first verse flowed out, and everyone held their breath.

【...Because I only know how to love like a coward

I hold my breath】

Even the vocal trainers watched with moved expressions as the nation's beloved drama OST echoed live, making the hall's atmosphere instantly emotional.

【I keep searching for you—】

Seong Jiwon sang like an angel while Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon created a melancholic mood on stage. Below, endless whistles and cheers sent the atmosphere into a frenzy.

"Seong! Ji! Won! Seong! Ji! Won!"

It was truly a chaotic party.

But Kang Yeonhu could tell the two on stage were not doing this willingly. The frenzied hall chanted for the unification of Daepaseong and WH. On stage, the two shared a trembling laugh before coming down.

"Puhahahahahaha."

"The workshop, ahaha, is seriously the best...!!"

"This is one of Joo Woosung's top 3 most embarrassing moments, ahaha!"

Black Call's Chae Jeongwoo and Jeon Saeyoung roared with laughter from their front-row seats. Joo Woosung glared at them before carefully checking on Min Jiheon. As they passed, Kang Yeonhu overheard Joo Woosung put a hand on Min Jiheon's shoulder and whisper.

"Um... I came up because you looked like you were in trouble, but don't tell me... don't tell me this is..."

"...I'm feeling the camaraderie of the Anti-SHY Club right now."

"Keuk...!"

...What was that?

Min Jiheon's bitter mumble made Joo Woosung clap a hand over his mouth, seemingly forgetting his own recent ordeal. He bit his lip and asked.

"...Want to drink some soju?"

"My goodness, Joo Woosung is so nice..."

The two, now suddenly close, headed back together asking for soju. The camera panned over the audience and briefly showed Seo Hoyun.

...What is this?

Kang Yeonhu returned to the MC table. He quickly scanned the atmosphere and introduced the next performance.

"Alright, next up— ah, we have Kim Seonghyeon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun of The Dawn!"

“WAAAAAAH!”

The earlier wariness toward Daepaseong had vanished.

Kang Ichae appeared on screen. He seemed to be listening to the song, then grinned at the camera.

...H-He's so cool.

Honestly, he was really cool.

However, the moment the dry ice spread...

【Are you ready~?】

With a `Pyoro-ro-rong—` sound effect, they threw off their hoodies. Kim Seonghyeon, Jeong Dajun, and Kang Ichae stepped onto the stage. They wore cute t-shirts with 'C', 'U', and 'TE' on them and slickly put on sunglasses, holding small, cute miniguns that looked like they could cast a spell.

Seo Hoyun sipped a cocktail, his eyes sharply scanning the room.

【Call it a love bullet, aing

Aish, I'm so shy, I don't know, I don't know

I didn't know you'd come so soon~】

Did Seo Hoyun order them to do that too?

But Kang Yeonhu saw their expressions and quickly did the math.

No, that group is doing it voluntarily.

Look at their expressions. They were enjoying it (except for the suffering Kim Seonghyeon in the middle, of course). Besides, The Dawn was undeniably sweeping through the atmosphere like a whirlwind.

【If you just call my name once

I'll melt away~

Now, we are~?】

"DAE! PA! SEONG!"

【If you just smile at me once

I'll fall for you~

Now, we are~?】

"DAE! PA! SEONG!"

The hall seemed filled with madness. Standing at the MC table, Kang Yeonhu felt increasingly scared.

What is this atmosphere?

Everyone acted strangely, as if brainwashed. Even when the last act ended, people kept looking back expectantly.

Kang Yeonhu's lips parted. He barely managed to speak.

"W-well. Everyone, the talent show has now ended..."

At that moment, a cheer erupted, not just from The Dawn's table, but from staff members who liked him.

"—It's Seo Hoyun!"

The camera focused on Seo Hoyun, who leaned against a distant wall. Seo Hoyun seemed unaware of the commotion, whispering to Seong Jiwon. Seong Jiwon nudged him, and he looked forward with wide eyes. He gave a flustered laugh and waved his hands dismissively.

He stood still, looking unwelcome.

His appearance flustered Kang Yeonhu.

"Uh... over there, Seo Hoyun is."

“WAAAAAAAAH!”

Just calling his name filled the hall with cheers. Voices from the WH side repeatedly called for Seo Hoyun's performance.

"Seo Hoyun! You have to sing a song!"

"Everyone from Daepaseong has performed, you're not going to~?!"

Hey. You all seemed so reluctant earlier.

But people were already high on the atmosphere and alcohol.

Kang Yeonhu's mind started racing.

Come to think of it, why is he the only one who hasn't gone up?

At the MC table, Kang Yeonhu realized it at once.

...Don't tell me.

Don't tell me this has all been a scheme up until now? To soften WH's atmosphere?

First, he let their guard down with Min Jiheon's comedy, then he drove the mood with Joo Woosung, and maximized it with Seong Jiwon's poignant atmosphere.

Moreover, the camera had subtly and not-so-subtly shown Seo Hoyun since earlier. When Min Jiheon was on stage, when Seong Jiwon was singing, and even now. The camera kept showing Seo Hoyun in relation, but he only offered a troubled smile.

The people, as if brainwashed, felt sorry for him.

"Ah, no, it's alright."

Even now, Seo Hoyun waved his hands, as if gauging their reactions. Seeing a man in a suit act like a regular office worker made people feel sorry for him, and they cheered even louder.

"Seo! Ho! Yun! Seo! Ho! Yun!"

"Aish..."

“......”

Kang Yeonhu felt something beyond disgust. He felt fear toward the handsomely smiling man.
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“It's PD Lee Jeonghun-nim!”

“Seo Hoyun! Please sing a song for us!”

“Oh, come on. It's fine, don't be shy!”

Kang Yeonhu abandoned all the conversational skills he had polished over the years and silently watched the miracle Seo Hoyun was creating.

I'm scared.

Kang Yeonhu realized he was also part of this 'production' and knew the role he was about to play, but he didn't want to utter a single word.

The camera director, however, showed no sign of turning the lens away from Seo Hoyun. In fact, he smiled warmly at Seo Hoyun, pleased by the cheers.

In the end, he parted his lips and spat out the words he didn't want to say. “...Yes, there's Seo Hoyun over there.”

“Seo Hoyun, if you don't mind, would you come up here?”

“Sing for us! Sing~!”

“...As quickly as possible.”

I've set the stage this much, so hurry up and get on it.

Kang Yeonhu muttered this inwardly, his expression clearly showing he wanted this situation to end quickly, but Seo Hoyun, seemingly oblivious to his inner turmoil, looked even more troubled as he slowly pushed his back off the wall.

As he took each step, the instrumental of The Dawn's "Framed Eternity," an OST fit for a protagonist, began to play throughout the venue.

Kang Yeonhu handed the microphone to his junior, who approached as if feigning hesitation. Seo Hoyun gave a faint smile and took it.

“Uh... hello, I'm Seo Hoyun.”

Seo Hoyun, who usually walked around with an expression that screamed 'What the fuck is he so happy about...', spoke with a hint of hesitation, and the crowd erupted in cheers.

He covered his flushed cheeks—presumably from blush—and glanced sideways at Kang Yeonhu.

“Ah, Yeonhu-hyung... Why did you suddenly call me up?”

You told me to call you up later...

“If I knew this was going to happen, I would've dressed up a bit more.”

He already looked perfect, and even his slightly disheveled hair seemed styled for a photoshoot. As he fiddled with his clothes, he completely captivated half the people in the hall.

Kang Yeonhu forced a laugh, the corners of his mouth trembling.

“Hahaha. You have to sing a song. Hahahahaha.”

Kang Yeonhu told the audience to 'give him a moment' and that 'he'll choose a song,' then pulled Seo Hoyun closer to whisper.

“Hey. What are you going to sing?”

“I already sent the track over.”

“...What? When the hell did you do that?”

As Kang Yeonhu scowled, Seo Hoyun replied nonchalantly.

“When you were trembling, Yeonhu?”

Kang Yeonhu's mouth fell open, his composure lost, but the instrumental had already begun. As Kang Yeonhu hastily retreated from the stage, Seo Hoyun faced the audience and raised the microphone.

“...You've all worked so hard during the first half of this year. I'm sure there were many times I caused trouble due to my shortcomings, but I'll try my best.”

“......”

“So... Ah, um.”

He hesitated for a moment, then spoke in a very small voice.

“I hope... you'll look upon me kindly.”

Kang Yeonhu desperately tried to control his expression, which threatened to stiffen.

“...So I'll sing this song.”

As he finished his comment, a soft orange light enveloped him with impeccable timing.

Seo Hoyun, who had been confident even on stage at overseas award ceremonies, began to sing the first verse with a somewhat nervous expression.

【...It might have been a little difficult

To stand before you with courage】

Kang Yeonhu nearly choked.

It's the company anthem...!

It was 'Us', the company anthem that all WH Entertainment idols sing at the end of their concerts.

Everyone murmured at the unexpected song choice. Seo Hoyun bit his lip, as if mistaking their surprise for jeering.

Soon, every eye in the venue was fixed on Seo Hoyun's face, shining white under the spotlight.

【I might have made many mistakes

I regretted them, reflected on them, and spent nights in tears】

Seo Hoyun sang with his eyes lowered as if he had gone through something difficult, and no one in the audience was left unmoved.

He had a sparkling face, dark circles from exhaustion, and yet, flushed cheeks.

He sang with his employee ID on, the sleeves of his white dress shirt lightly rolled up.

【If my wishes came true

I'd dream of us being happy together

But that's just my greed...】

...Like an ordinary employee of WH.

【But today, I'll gather my courage and say it

Because you're the one who always believed in me

Because you're the one who let me be myself】

Furthermore, thanks to Min Jiheon's possessed-like acting as Min Seungtae earlier, he was even basking in the afterglow of Please Take the Camera.

【With apology and gratitude】

Down below, Min Jiheon laughed, "Haha..." then downed a shot of soju he had gotten from somewhere.

Joo Woosung, pouring the soju next to him, was so shocked by Seo Hoyun that he spilled alcohol all over the table.

Except for Seong Jiwon, who enthusiastically waved his phone's flashlight, the other members of The Dawn clicked their tongues with expressions that said, 'Here he goes again.'

“Seo! Ho! Yun! Seo! Ho! Yun!”

“Don't be discouraged! Ooh! Yoo! Bit! Kkal! Seo! Ho! Yun!”

The only ones completely fooled by the facade... were the regular employees.

As the atmosphere reached its peak, the screen filled with Seo Hoyun's face.

With his sorrowful gaze and sparkling smile, people momentarily forgot to even react.

【But today, I'll gather my courage and say it

I am, ah, I am—】

Seo Hoyun clasped the microphone with both hands and sang with deep emotion.

【I will always be by your side...】

Seo Hoyun!!! Seo Hoyuuuuuuuuun!!

【Receiving the warm light that love gives...

Let's move forward together.】

A dazzling light descended, and the stage shone like a scene from an old musical film. The people, pleasantly drunk on alcohol, shouted Seo Hoyun's name. He whispered with a shy smile.

“...Thank you.”

In that moment, Seo Hoyun had flawlessly completed his plan.

“...Wow...”

The employees who had avoided him at every opportunity, the ones who couldn't bring themselves to see him in a favorable light, and even the Daepaseong employees were now wiping away tears...

Kang Yeonhu looked around the hall, which was completely different from when he first entered. He gave up and clapped. CLAP, CLAP, CLAP.

That psycho...

He's still the same, but his acting has gotten even better...


Just as planned.

“Seo Hoyun, you were really great today!”

“Hoyun, wait! Take this before you go. It's not much, but please take it.”

“Ah, thank you.”

It was a cost-effective workshop.

I smiled as I carefully lifted the box of Grade A++ Hanwoo [韓牛] beef, my prize for the special stage.

“Uhm... Please continue to take care of me.”

“Of course!! If anything comes up, just let us know!!”

I'll wrap up the coy act here.

I pushed my way through the crowd that had gathered from all directions, and my eyes met Kang Yeonhu's in the distance.

Oh, Yeonhu-yah, thanks.

He must have realized it too, seeing him run away as soon as he saw me.

I had calculated it all. I knew I'd catch them off guard with Min Jiheon, that the soft-hearted Joo Woosung would step up somehow, and that Seong Jiwon would set the mood with a song.

“Woooah, Seonghyeon-hyung~~.”

Over there, the youngest members, who had covered a female idol unit's song, surrounded Kim Seonghyeon, jumping up and down with the 4th place prize in their hands.

Their 'C' 'U' 'TE' T-shirts were flipped backward, creating the strange word 'TE' 'U' 'C'.

“It's the robot vacuum that Boiled Dumpling wanted!”

“Wow! If you listen to the youngest, you get an extra rice cake, right~?!”

“Please stop... Stop...”

It seems there's another victim of the workshop.

I watched the youngest members cheer for Kim Seonghyeon for a moment, then turned my head.

Everything is good, but...

“Seong Jiwon.”

There was only one thing I hadn't expected.

“Why didn't you participate this time?”

It was fine to make useless small talk with Seong Jiwon whenever the camera was on him, but I had naturally assumed he would participate in the talent show.

“Did you give up your ambition for rapping?”

“......”

“...Seong Jiwon?”

“...Huh.”

I called out again to Seong Jiwon, who was staring with wide eyes, but he hesitated for a moment before speaking.

“...Yeah! I'm glad if I was helpful!”

“...Huh?”

“Hmm?”

He said something completely random.

Seong Jiwon seemed flustered and fumbled for a moment, then quickly changed the subject with a smile.

“Ah, that. Hoyun-ah, over there, Senior Min Jiheon looks like he's in a lot of trouble. Shouldn't you go see?”

I walked alone in the direction Seong Jiwon pointed, as if being pushed.

What was that?

Wasn't that... really weird just now?

For now, I pushed down my uneasy feelings and placed the large Hanwoo beef box in front of Min Jiheon.

“...What should we do?”

Even though the closing time had long passed, Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung were still drinking soju, rubbing their foreheads as they stared down at something.

【1st Place Prize – Trip to Bali】

It was the first-place prize they had won.

I grinned.

“Wow. A luxury pool villa voucher, two bottles of wine provided at check-in, and round-trip plane tickets.”

“......”

“It's an ultra-luxurious trip.”

The first-place prize, as everyone knew, could not be exchanged.

Min Jiheon awkwardly fiddled with the prize panel and said.

“...Should we just put it away for now?”

“Yes, let's bury it for now.”

Joo Woosung, who had saved Min Jiheon earlier but seemed to think Bali was a step too far, quickly flipped the panel over and turned to me.

“You little brat. We're going to the Anti-SHY Club. PD Heeyeong and Blue Tiger-noona are coming too. You're coming, right?”

“To a club that disses me?”

“Just decide. Are you coming or not?”

You're being unusually prim today.

When I chuckled and said I'd go, Joo Woosung grumbled and quickly left, using the excuse of calling a taxi.

Min Jiheon, his eyes vacant, mumbled after a long while.

“...You're going to Bali, right?”

“Why would I?”

“Then... I have to go to Bali... with Joo Woosung?”

What's the problem?

I had been to Hawaii with Joo Woosung, so there was no reason Min Jiheon couldn't go to Bali with him.

But, I think he's misunderstanding something right now.

Joo Woosung was just a special guest. He didn't sign up for the talent show with Min Jiheon.

In other words, Min Jiheon could go alone.

However, I didn't bother to clarify. I just patted the Hanwoo beef box.

“Min Jiheon, eat some Hanwoo beef.”

“...Did I do all this just to eat Hanwoo beef?”

“You didn't?”

“Please, never call me again...”

“Of course, Seungtae.”

I should reserve some Hanwoo beef for next year too.


Even as Seo Hoyun enjoyed his heyday at WH with his brilliant image-making, and while Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung agonized over what to do about Bali... the teasers for Please Take the Camera were steadily being released.

Eyewitness accounts of the drama filming poured in from everywhere, and teasers and hints were posted on the official account almost daily.

[Drumrollllllllll]

[Ah, I knew Daepaseong was good at their job after the contract renewal, but it seems like WH is also pushing Seo Hoyun fucking hard these days]

[What is this, viral marketing? It's all praise for the agency.

└ Can WH get its act together too?

└└ You think?

└└ The CEO changed, so there's a chance.

└└ I'm asking, you think?]

[Everyone be quiet. You think you own the internet? Please Take the Camera Season 2 is starting now.]

[I'm so nervous, I'm crazy nervous, I feel like I'm gonna throw up]

And then.

The broadcast of Please Take the Camera Season 2, Episode 1 began!

[Episode 1 is out!!!!!!]

First, key scenes from Season 1 flashed by, followed by scenes of Yu Jeonghwa's chaotic life at the company.

[Wow, Yu Jia's acting has improved even more ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[It's nice to see it after a while]

[She really feels like a real PD, the immersion is insane]

She was busy taking calls, smiling affably at the cast during meetings, and living like a perfect career woman...

【PD Yu, are you kidding me?!】

And then she made a mistake!

【You're not a rookie anymore, how could you make a mistake like this? Are you messing with me right now?!】

Getting chewed out by the chief was bad enough, but Yu Jeonghwa returned like a cow being led to the slaughterhouse, dreading what PD Lee Jeonghun would do back at the office.

Yu Jeonghwa explained the situation to Lee Jeonghun, but he just scrunched his nose, pushed up his glasses, and said indifferently.

【Is that so?】

【...Pardon?】

【You must have been tired.】

[Yes?????]

[What is this??]

[Writer Sookhee, you broke the character! Lee Jeonghun should be tearing Yu Jeonghwa to shreds right now!]

But Lee Jeonghun just sipped his coffee as if nothing was wrong. Yu Jeonghwa was so flustered she stammered.

【I... I can sort it out by the end of today.】

【Yes, go ahead.】

【......】

Lee Jeonghun left, but Yu Jeonghwa was so confused that her hands trembled.

【I... I think I've made an irreversible mistake...】

The first punch.

[Fuck, Yu Jeonghwa is trembling because she thinks something huge is coming.]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeonghwa is still the same ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Everyone is whispering along with Yu Jia]

[No way, it makes no sense for Lee Jeonghun to just let it slide. The character is totally broken.]

The drama unfolded quickly until the latter half.

Yu Jeonghwa gritted her teeth and cleaned up the mess, while Lee Jeonghun remained silent instead of being sarcastic as usual.

The scene changed. At a street food stall, while Yu Jeonghwa downed soju shot after shot, Min Seungtae sat across from her and silently listened to all her complaints.

Finding the unusually quiet Min Seungtae strange today, Yu Jeonghwa cautiously asked.

【...But hey, why are you so quiet today? Did something happen to you too? I heard you were quitting...】

【Noona.】

【...Huh?】

Both Yu Jeonghwa and the viewers felt a sudden chill.

Min Seungtae, who was fiddling with a paper cup full of fish cake broth, awkwardly parted his lips.

【Um... Should we take some time apart?】

[YOU CRAZY BASTARD!!!!!!!!!!]

And that's the two-punch.

[Aren't you going to hold onto Yu Jeonghwa?!!!]

[What are you doing to Yu Jeonghwa's prince?!!!!]

[Don't you remember Yu Jeonghwa rescuing you with a truck??!!]

It was dawn when Yu Jeonghwa, dumped by Min Seungtae, staggered back to the office.

As she walked down the silent corridor of the broadcasting station towards her office, a faint light leaked from under the door.

And she discovered it.

【...Senior?】

Lee Jeonghun was packing his belongings from his desk into a box.

【Senior, you haven't gone home yet?】

Lee Jeonghun looked up, took off his glasses, and smiled warmly.

【I have to pack.】

He smiled 'warmly'.

Those words meant an even bigger disaster had just struck Yu Jeonghwa's arduous and shitty company life.

【...Pardon? Why are you packing?】

【Yu Jeonghwa.】

【Are you going on a business trip?】

【Hoobae-nim.】

Lee Jeonghun waved his employee ID with a slightly relieved expression.

【I'm quitting too.】

Her lover, who had promised forever, asked to 'take some time apart'. Her detestable but seemingly indispensable asshole boss declared he was quitting. It was a spectacular uppercut.

【You've worked hard.】

Our drama is now open for business.

And so, Please Take the Camera Season 2 raised its curtains upon the ruins where everything had collapsed.
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[Did Please Take the Camera end with episode 1?]

The first episode of Please Take the Camera generated explosive buzz.

[Felt like I got punched in the gut from the first episode of Please Take the Camera]

[Let's look back at Yu Jeonghwa's life

A boyfriend who breaks up with her

A reliable boss who announces his resignation

└ This is Jeonghwa abuse]

But that was only in terms of buzz.

Fans who had waited for years were so immersed they became furious.

[It's ridiculous that Lee Jeonghun is leaving

I thought this guy was being unusually generous, ha]

[If Lee Jeonghun and Min Seungtae are gone, the only thing left in our Jeonghwa's life is that fucking Director-General!ooooooooo]

[No, wait a minute. I believe in writer Kim Sookhee-nim.]

However, they held a firm belief. Writer Kim Sookhee was known for pouring out refreshing "cider" moments befitting a 21st-century drama. She wouldn't do something like this.

The genius writer always threw in just enough "sweet potato" before setting off the "cider." Surely not... With trembling hearts, they believed this and pressed play on episode 2 the next day.

[A FUCKING MAK JANG DRA MA]

The reactions grew even more intense, and not in a good way.

【Good morning...】

Yu Jeonghwa had been in denial as her boss packed his things and left. She went to work, pressing on her throbbing head, only to find Lee Jeonghun's desk empty.

As Yu Jeonghwa stared blankly at the empty seat, a colleague emerged from the office and gestured to her.

【Jeonghwa, a moment.】

The screen then transitioned to Yu Jeonghwa hearing the whole story during a coffee break.

【...Pardon?】

【PD Lee Jeonghun-nim almost got disciplined.】

【What?! Why?!】

【Well, this is just what I heard...】

Her colleague explained that he stole a senior PD's program slot, poached celebrities who had already promised to appear, and received countless complaints.

Yu Jeonghwa was horrified as her colleague listed not only Seo Hoyun's misdeeds from episode 1 but also his spectacular track record from the past.

【S-Senior did that?】

【You didn't know? That's why that senior PD has held a grudge against PD Lee for a long time. It's a famous story that those two have been rivals since way back. Well... to call them rivals, it's more like PD Lee Jeonghun-nim just blatantly ignores him.】

This was worthy of disciplinary action.

【I heard he got called in by the Director-General this time and got chewed out. So PD Lee is quitting and leaving everything behind, like a 'screw you'.】

【......??】

【But the rumor is, the Director-General told him to cool his head for a bit, so on the surface, it's being processed as a leave of absence.】

...Really?

Yu Jeonghwa furrowed her brow. From what she had seen, Lee Jeonghun wasn't that kind of person.

The 'screw you' part was entirely possible, knowing Lee Jeonghun's personality. However, 'quitting and leaving everything behind' didn't seem like her sunbae.

Most importantly, would he quit just because he 'got chewed out by the Director-General'?

【...Isn't that just nonsense?】

After the conversation, Yu Jeonghwa returned to the office, still confused.

However, Yu Jeonghwa had no time to think deeply about PD Lee Jeonghun. The replacement PD, who had seemed nice at first, dumped all the work on her.

【Get this done by tomorrow morning.】

【...Um, excuse me. I'm sorry, but I don't think getting this done by tomorrow morning is possible. Besides, this seems to be outside the scope of my duties...】

【What?】

The new PD's attitude changed instantly.

【How dare you talk back to me? Did you learn this from PD Lee Jeonghun?】

For a long while, papers fluttered and shouts rained down in the office. Yu Jeonghwa finally managed a nod, but Lee Jeonghun never showed up.

A series of scenes followed where Yu Jeonghwa's mental state crumbled.

[Is this an office angst-fest?]

[When Lee Jeonghun was there, he was annoying, irritating, and infuriating, but there was a sense of stability. Now that he's gone, Yu Jeonghwa's life has become a real angst-fest, ha.]

[You gave us a perfectly closed happy ending in Season 1. Writer-nim, you can't do this to us!ooooo]

Just as everyone was tearing their hair out, a famous, passionate viewer appeared, filled with rage.

【A message from [Dajun] has arrived!】

[Dajun: THIS! IS! AB! SO! LUTE! LY! RI! DI! CU! LOUS!]

[Dajun: Are you kidding me???]

It was Jeong Dajun.

The drama fanatic spent an hour on PopPop, pouring out his thoughts on the drama. He said things like, 'Our Jeonghwa has lived so diligently,' and 'It's so well-made I can't live my own life.'

[Look at him trying to talk without spoilers ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Dajun-ging... but are you going to keep talking about this?]

After an hour, even the fans who had initially found it cute began to wonder if they should put down their phones.

[Dajun: "Dajun-ah. If I listened to you talk about the drama for an hour, send a selfie."]

[Dajun: That snapped me right out of it]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Fck ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah, so cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Jeong Dajun is seriously a handful ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Having barely regained his senses, Jeong Dajun pouted playfully, took a selfie to send, and declared he was 'going to the dorm to nag Lee Jeonghun' before leaving.

[Even though he's like that, Jeong Dajun never asks Seo Hoyun how it ends. He enjoys watching without spoilers for the ending.]

[Dajun probably has more K-drama watching experience than me;;

└ Of course, he's top-tier...]

Not only Jeong Dajun but also the other The Dawn members were mentioning the drama.

Naturally, everyone expected the member who was Seo Hoyun's most ardent supporter to mention the drama as well.

[But Jiwon hasn't said anything?]

However, that wasn't the case.

This was the same Seong Jiwon who had unfailingly mentioned Season 1 during its broadcast, and in fact, during every activity Seo Hoyun participated in.

[Huh? That's unexpected]

[Maybe he's busy and hasn't seen it yet? The Dawnies' schedule is insane;; It's amazing how Dajun even managed to watch the drama]

[The kids always watched Season 1 live when it aired ㅋㅋ]

[Oh, really...? What's up?]

Seo Hoyun watched the fans' reactions pour in, then turned off his phone and leaned his head against the van window.

“...Hmm.”

He felt a sense of déjà vu as the strange atmosphere slowly stretched on.

“It's not just me feeling it.”

Seong Jiwon had been avoiding Seo Hoyun since the workshop. It happened without any warning.


“Explain yourself!!”

I finished a busy shoot, exhausted from my schedule. As soon as I opened the studio door, Jeong Dajun's lion-like roar exploded.

“PD Lee Jeonghun-nim! Please say just one word. Why'd you resign? Why'd you quit being a PD? Does this make any sense?!ooook!!”

“My head's ringing, you punk.”

“You just came from the Please Take the Camera shoot, right? Wait, hold on. You don't have your employee ID?!”

I had come straight from the shoot without changing because I had to move to my next schedule. When Jeong Dajun saw me, he shrieked as if a trauma button had been pressed.

A quick glance showed episodes 1 and 2 of Please Take the Camera Season 2 playing on the studio TV.

Kang Ichae, who looked like he had already finished the drama, was teasing Kim Seonghyeon and giggling in the corner. He tossed out a playful comment.

“Bouncy. It looks like you're really enjoying it, but Hoyun-hyung is here to be an idol right now~.”

“Does this look like I'm enjoying it?! I'm burning up with rage inside!!ek?!”

“That's what everyone who enjoyed it says.”

I agreed with Kim Seonghyeon.

Even when I opened PopPop, I was flooded with intense reactions. 'PD Lee Jeonghun, are you kidding me?' 'Don't just push through with your face,' and 'Get back to the company right now.'

However, I was indifferent.

A "sweet potato" phase is necessary.

I had heard the rough story outline from writer Kim Sookhee. Since I had experienced it in my own life, I could roughly guess how the plot would unfold.

However, our youngest puppy didn't seem to agree. He rolled around on the floor, screaming in despair.

“So, is the drama not fun?”

“What kind of nonsense is that?”

He's getting all serious...

The drama fanatic Jeong Dajun exclaimed that the scene at the end of episode 2 where Min Jiheon helps Yu Jeonghwa at the party was a masterpiece, and that 'Clichés are the truth.'

People were swooning over Min Jiheon just for showing his face. I decided to cut the pointless conversation short and get to the main topic.

“Give me your schedule. I'll tell Lee Jihyeon to slot in some original content filming.”

“Oh, here.”

I pushed aside Jeong Dajun, who was like a robotic vacuum cleaner, and plopped down. I was scrolling through my phone when my eyes met Seong Jiwon's.

“This time next week is also fine, but we probably can't do it for long...”

Just as Kim Seonghyeon started talking, Seong Jiwon hastily averted his gaze.

I watched him carefully.

He's definitely avoiding me.

Lately, whenever we ran into each other at the dorm, Seong Jiwon would try to end the conversation quickly or slip away with an awkward laugh. It was happening more frequently.

Did something happen?

However, the other quick-witted members would have told me if something had happened. Besides, their current schedule had nothing that seemed problematic.

Should I try to dig into it now?

As I thought that, I lifted my gaze and met Kang Ichae's. He was staring intently at me.

“......”

The guy smiled slightly and tilted his head, as if asking if I needed an opportunity right now.

I rolled my eyes once and tapped my fingers. Kang Ichae stretched and got up from his seat.

“My dear Boiled Dumpling leader and drama-addicted elephant, we should get going. We've got a call to come monitor the workshop footage.”

“Woah?? We had that on the schedule?”

“Yup~. They're asking if it's okay to upload the behind-the-scenes video of Seonghyeon-hyung staggering after the performance.”

“We have to upload that right away!!!”

“Hey, hey! Jeong Dajun!!”

Jeong Dajun dashed out. A horrified Kim Seonghyeon shot up and followed him. Kang Ichae also left, humming with a grin.

Seong Jiwon's eyes were wide. He didn't know what to do, his pupils shaking.

Nope, you're not leaving.

Having a quick-witted member was convenient for things like this. He cleared out right away when I needed time alone with someone.

A rerun of Please Take the Camera episode 2 played on the TV. Now alone with Seong Jiwon, I leaned back against the backrest and asked leisurely.

“Seong Jiwon, you're not going?”

“Uh... yeah. I didn't participate.”

“Is that so?”

I calmly observed his reaction.

It's obvious he's trying not to look at me.

He was the type to say what was on his mind directly, so I decided to approach cautiously. I worried I might touch a nerve.

I pretended to look at drama reactions on an internet browser.

“...Hoyun-ah.”

“Yeah.”

“About the drama shoot... you know.”

Is this small talk?

“Da-Dajun likes it so much, so... I've heard a little about it too.”

“You've heard?”

No, seeing him tremble slightly, there's something more.

“I heard that holding a cigarette was the only difficult part of the acting for you?”

“I'm damn good at the rest.”

"Haha..."

Whatever, it doesn't matter.

It feels like I just need to probe a little more...

“...I-Is it similar to when you were a manager?”

...I think.

“...Hmm?”

“Ah, well, it just seemed so realistic. I heard the details in your acting were amazing... you see.”

What is this.

“No, I mean... because you're so good at it.”

...What is this atmosphere of him forcing the conversation?

“...Uh-huh.”

The change of topic was awkward. It didn't seem like he genuinely wanted to ask.

His usual composure was gone. Seong Jiwon looked at me with a tense expression.

...Why, all of a sudden?

I hadn't talked about my past with Seong Jiwon even once since last winter.

Did I do something?

Did something happen to Seong Jiwon, or did someone feed him some nonsense? Tens of thousands of thoughts flashed through my mind.

“...?”

I noticed him fidgeting with his fingers uncomfortably.

At the same time, a realization struck me like a lightning bolt.

...Ah, fuck.

All the puzzle pieces fell into place instantly, and I understood all of his actions.

He was uncomfortable.

Watching Please Take the Camera Season 2, Seong Jiwon was now fully realizing it. He was realizing that I wasn't this twenty-seven-year-old, that I wasn't an idol.

When I returned half a year ago, he was happy. Things seemed to be going well, so he was content. Everyone was excited, so he accepted me generously, but...

He must have realized.

As time passed and he thought about it calmly, he must have recognized the absurdity of the situation.

Even if he took a hundred steps back and accepted that I was the person who had helped him, he must have felt a lingering unease while living with me.

Especially since the drama started airing.

This very drama was the trigger for that disharmony. Being forced to constantly recall the 'Seo Hoyun' of the past and the 'Seo Hoyun' of the present through the drama must be difficult.

“...Hoyun-ah?”

“......”

So this was that good kid trying to resolve his disharmony, forcing himself to ask about my days as a PD.

However, to think that the guy he met back then was now a member of the same group...

“Hoyun-ah, what's wrong?”

Wouldn't it be creepy?

I was at a loss for words. I saw his clear face force a smile and watch my reaction.

“......”

I took a huge blow.

“Ah, it's nothing. Just thinking.”

However, separate from that, I had to handle the situation.

I thought about asking him directly if he was uncomfortable, but that felt like I'd be acting way below my age.

Let's bury it.

Until Please Take the Camera finishes airing.

Let's cover it up, fuck...

“There are a few parts where the historical accuracy is off.”

“...Really?”

“We can just fix it on set. The director asks the variety show PDs a lot of questions, too.”

I gave a vague answer and treated it as a thing of the past, instead of pretending not to know at all.

It was already too late to deny it, seeing Seong Jiwon so uncomfortable and awkward.

“But I don't really know. My feel for the field has gotten a bit dull now.”

After answering, I deliberately picked up my phone and turned off silent mode.

Let's get out of here.

If I had even a shred of conscience, it was better for me to leave than to stay in the same space and watch Seong Jiwon be uncomfortable.

It was a blow to see the kid who had always followed me around, calling, 'Hoyun-ah, Hoyun-ah,' now so uncomfortable with me, but...

If I have a conscience, I have to be the one to leave.

However, in a situation like this, I had to be as natural as possible. I couldn't let it show.

Because Seong Jiwon is quick-witted, sharp, and has good, immediate judgment.

Normally, I would have been proud of those traits, but there were many things I had to be careful about when I was the subject.

I listened to the flood of message notifications and tapped my phone screen meaninglessly before raising an eyebrow, as if I had an urgent schedule to get to.

“...Leaving?”

“Mm, they're calling me.”

Then, I met his eyes and grinned, as if it were nothing.

“Seong Jiwon, you're going to eat dinner, right? I heard Kang Ichae is cooking this time.”

“...Ichae is cooking?”

“He must be sick of Jeong Dajun's monstrous food.”

“Dajun is... consistent.”

“I wish he'd stop being so consistent.”

After exchanging a few more meaningless words, I clicked my tongue and stood up.

“I'll finish up quickly. If I'm late, eat without me.”

“......”

“I'm going.”

Normally, I would have lightly patted Seong Jiwon's shoulder, but it might have felt unpleasant to him, so it was right to hold back.

Shit...

I thought he was the one I had to worry about the least, the one with the strongest mentality, the one who didn't need any looking after...

It's suddenly blowing up.

Let's just wait for a few more days.

My patience isn't long, but for Seong Jiwon's sake, I can do it.

Having made up my mind, I walked past him and grabbed the doorknob.

“If anything comes up, contact...”

“Excuse me.”

A sensitive, sharp voice brushed past my ear, and my steps halted.

“...What is this right now?”

Behind me, I heard the TV drama, the actors laughing within it, and the chatter of staff members seeping through the crack in the door.

“Why are you avoiding me?”

Amidst it all, my hearing sharpened and focused on Seong Jiwon. I slowly turned my head.

He stared at the TV, fiddling with his forehead.

On the TV screen, in 'Please Take the Camera', he watched Lee Jeonghun chew on a cigarette, casually throw around broadcasting terms, and smile nonchalantly even while being cursed at.

“Until the very end...”

Seong Jiwon turned his head, met my eyes, and asked in a low voice.

“Did you enjoy pretending not to know until the very end?”
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I couldn't answer right away for a simple reason. Seong Jiwon's question sounded like a line from a drama, leaving me speechless.

Was it better to pretend you didn't know?

What on earth did that mean?

As I tried to grasp its meaning, Seong Jiwon sighed shortly, stood up, and approached me.

"Let's talk. I'm not sure what I did wrong."

I slowly removed my hand from the doorknob and asked cautiously.

"...Seong Jiwon, what are you suddenly doing?"

Why is he using formal speech and looking so serious?

The usual Seong Jiwon would've chuckled and smoothed things over, saying, ‘Ah, it seems we had a misunderstanding.’

Today, however, he just countered with a deadpan expression.

"I asked you first."

"......"

"Why are you avoiding me?"

It felt like I had gone back in time several years. To be precise, to when I first met him at a hotel before our debut. Hearing that prickly and sensitive tone again after so many years, a tone that wouldn't back down from a single word, was incredibly irritating.

"Avoid you? I had a schedule."

I forced myself to stay calm and scanned Seong Jiwon from head to toe.

He’s angry right now, isn’t he?

I suppressed my temper with a patience I wouldn't afford anyone else, but Seong Jiwon only scowled more openly, as if my calmness annoyed him.

I looked at him and spoke as calmly as I could.

"I'm the one who doesn't understand. Why are you using formal language?"

"That's..."

The past was just the past. I had decided to start fresh, and we had agreed to let old matters rest. So why, why bring it up again?

However, Seong Jiwon looked down for a moment, as if this were a very difficult question.

Seong Jiwon briefly wet his lips with his tongue.

"I was wrong to do that."

...Wrong?

"I was being hasty. I had resolved not to show my feelings from now on, but it wasn't working out as I thought... I was confused, that's why."

It took a surprisingly long time to understand Seong Jiwon's words, which were missing key phrases.

Finally, I reached my own conclusion.

So in the end, he’s saying I made him uncomfortable.

He tried to act like he wasn't uncomfortable, but then it seemed like I was avoiding him. Was that what he didn't like?

Why is this so complicated?

As I barely managed to interpret the situation and looked at him, Seong Jiwon hesitated for a long time before he spoke.

"By any chance. Are you uncomfortable with me acting like this right now?"

Is that even a question?

Of course, it's fucking uncomfortable.

The Seong Jiwon was angry at me for a reason I didn't even know. How could this not be uncomfortable?

And now he looks so dejected.

I had no idea what was going on, and I had no idea what kind of answer this guy wanted.

I frowned and scanned Seong Jiwon.

"...Seong Jiwon."

I considered the fastest way to resolve this, took a deep breath, and spoke.

"What do you, uh, want me to do?"

"What?"

I figured it was better to just come out with it like this. If he told me specifically what he wanted, I would just do it without any complaints.

I couldn't understand why he had avoided me, why he had no reaction after watching Please Take the Camera, and why he suddenly brought up my time as a staff member. It seemed faster to just hear what Seong Jiwon wanted and resolve it directly.

"I'll do whatever you want."

This is a huge privilege, you know.

However, there was no reply.

The moment I glanced down at the tense-looking Seong Jiwon, I froze slightly as well.

"......"

He had the face of someone who had just heard the most shocking news in the world.

He seemed to think about something, then let out a short groan.

"...No, I don't need anything."

Then, he gave a small, faint smile.

"See you next time, Hoyun-ah."

He never met my gaze as he grabbed the doorknob and left. On the TV, Lee Jeonghun's... no, my own face from my PD days was still on screen.

[...Oh.]

"......"

[Wow...]

I couldn't comprehend the storm that had just swept through and stared at the door, my mouth open.

[It seems he misunderstood Mr. Seo Hoyun's sarcasm... Hmm.]

[You've been abandoned just like that.]

God dammit...


Please Take the Camera filming, domestic and international events, movie post-production recording, personal practice, CF shoots, overseas interviews, concerts.

I was too busy with my individual activities to run into Seong Jiwon, so time flew by without us having a single proper conversation since that day.

After getting unnecessarily pissed off and tormenting Min Jiheon on Please Take the Camera, I headed alone to a regional amusement park to film the fan song. While the Manager was away for a moment, a blue window popped up.

DING!

[I've been thinking a lot, you know.]

Don't.

[Don't you think Mr. Seo Hoyun is the one who wronged Mr. Seong Jiwon?]

"Hah..."

It only ever says useless shit like this, fuck...

[I mean, logically, there's no way Mr. Seong Jiwon would have done anything wrong to Mr. Seo Hoyun, right?]

"Yeah, sure, I'm a bastard who's beneath contempt."

[I didn't go that far, did I?]

[Are you going to keep being so extreme just because you're sulking?!]

I ignored the System Window and leaned my head against the window.

I pressed my forehead against the car window, lost in complex thoughts as the scenery sped by. We soon arrived at the amusement park.

The moment I got out of the car, Lee Jihyeon spotted me and ran over like an arrow, her face flushed.

"Mr. Seo Hoyun!!"

"What is it?"

"Whoa, you're in a bad mood today, I see."

Lee Jihyeon, who'd normally have scurried away, grinned from ear to ear. ‘My bonus came in today,’ she said, handing me a script I had never seen before.

"Before we film the fan song, how about we shoot some original content for an hour?"

"What is it?"

"Apparently, Dajun has a scenario he wrote back in middle school. So, we were thinking of shooting a short one-act play with it."

Jeong Dajun has the makings of a director.

Lee Jihyeon's proposal, fueled by a passion for money, didn't seem too bad. Over on the other side, the rest of the members were already gathered and drawing lots.

"—I know everyone wants the main role, but if we do an audition, Hoyun-hyung's acting is so amazing that we'd have no chance. Hahahaha! I know you're all disappointed, but we'll decide by drawing lots!! Hoyun-hyung! Come over here!"

"I'll just be a tree."

"Hoyun-hyung, is this drama a joke to you?!"

"I'll be a passerby."

I had only been getting two or three hours of sleep a day lately, so I mumbled something noncommittal. I was about to lie down on some nearby chairs, cover my face with the script, and nap until the filming setup was complete.

Just then, my gaze inadvertently turned, and Seong Jiwon came into view.

"......!"

...Our eyes met, and he completely ignored me.

The sight of Seong Jiwon turning his head away without a smile shocked me. This was the guy who would normally have beamed, waved, or trotted over to ask me something in a gentle voice.

I groaned quietly and covered my face with the script again. The lottery was apparently over, and Kang Ichae sat down next to me. He neatly tucked his legs onto the chair and smiled playfully.

"Yup."

Kang Ichae, looking pleased about something, grinned from ear to ear. He suddenly leaned over and rested his cheek on his own knee.

"Ah~ I wanted to play the young lady role, but Jiwon-hyung drew it. Such a, such a shame."

He didn't look the least bit disappointed.

I waved my hand for him to go away if he was just going to talk nonsense, but Kang Ichae didn't budge, still grinning.

"You saw it, didn't you?"

"Saw what."

"The taste of the soft rice cake."

I didn't bother to answer, but Kang Ichae found it so amusing that he burst out laughing. BWAHAHAHA.

"Hah... why is this so satisfying to watch?"

Get lost.

Kang Ichae, having learned from his many clashes with Seong Jiwon, just grinned as he unwrapped a candy and popped it into his mouth.

Then, he started humming a song he liked.

"Did Jiwon-hyung say he was angry?"

"No."

"Then he probably isn't."

"Then what is it?"

"I don't know, ask him."

How am I supposed to ask him that?

However, Kang Ichae, looking amused, leaned in with a mischievous smile.

"Why can't you ask? Hyung, you have a tendency to either just guess or try to solve things immediately. You should just ask him what he's feeling."

"......"

"You might not know this, but Jiwon-hyung is incredibly honest. If he's angry, he says he's angry. If he's happy, he says he's happy. Wow... so different from someone who talks in circles, right?"

Kang Ichae, you're not helping.

As if he could read my feelings on my face, Kang Ichae rolled the candy in his cheek, smirked, and stood up. Then, he tossed out one last comment.

"So just ask him."

.

.

.

I mulled over Kang Ichae's words while the crew finished preparing for filming. The guys began their rehearsal. They were already pros at facial expressions, but when they tried to do it formally...

"Oh. My. God."

Kim Seonghyeon was going wild.

"You. Are. De.lib.er.ate.ly. Pre.tend.ing. Not. To. Know."

Why is he trying so hard even with something like this?

I doubted if this was even at a level that could be uploaded as original content.

"I. Re.mem.ber... everything."

"Is that a new rap?"

"Hyung, that's a talent in itself."

I listened to Kang Ichae muttering beside me and was about to sigh and close the script.

Just then, as if he couldn't bear to watch the disaster, Jeong Dajun squeezed his eyes shut. He pointed the megaphone in my direction and shouted, "Mr. Seo Hoyun! Mr. Seo Hoyuuuuun!!"

"It's an emergency, Hoyun-hyung, deploy!!!"

"I'm the tree."

"You said you were a passerby earlier."

Same difference.

I didn't want to go and tried to push Kang Ichae as a substitute, but Jeong Dajun, who had somehow transformed into a real director, held the megaphone to his lips and spoke with grim determination.

"Mr. Seo Hoyun..."

What.

"Noeul voted for this original content."

"Then I have to do it."

I shot up and walked over, finally scanning the scenario for the first time.

The story was set in the Joseon Dynasty, hundreds of years ago. It was about a grim reaper who couldn't forget the protagonist he saved. He desperately prayed to become human and was reborn in the 21st century to meet that young lady again.

This scene involved him mentioning the past to the protagonist, who had regained her memories at an amusement park.

I can see what he found so entertaining.

And also what was popular when Jeong Dajun was young.

I finally glanced at the script I had been using as a pillow, memorized it instantly, and tossed it aside.

I stared intently at Seong Jiwon, who was standing inside the filming area.

"......"

Having lost his usual composure, Seong Jiwon's gaze trembled slightly.

Yeah, you'll have to bear with it.

Still, we had to get the job done, didn't we?

Seong Jiwon looked extremely troubled as he glanced between me and the script, then asked Jeong Dajun.

"Uh... Dajun-ah, how long do we have to do this?"

"Until it's perfect."

"...A tiger director, I see."

He's really making it obvious how much he hates this.

This is hard for me, too.

Usually, the people I messed with through acting were the types who wouldn't cause any trouble later. The kind who would freak out and run away the moment I opened my mouth.

Like Kim Seonghyeon, Joo Woosung, or maybe Kang Yeonhu.

"Action— Cut!"

But why can't I do it with this guy?

"Hey."

Well, since we'd started, I quickly recalled a few scenes that Noeul would like and put my hands in my pockets.

Let’s just say the lines quickly and get off.

Seong Jiwon's incomprehensible behavior had been getting on my nerves. I deliberately called out to him in an even more indifferent tone, then crossed my arms and looked down at him.

"You seem to be pretending you don't know..."

I could see even Lee Jihyeon getting immersed over on the side.

I was amazed at my own acting ability. I could create this much tension with Jeong Dajun's crude script.

"I remember everything."

Strangely, the more lines I delivered, the more a sense of déjà vu enveloped me.

"I still remember it vividly. What you did back then, what you were wearing, what kind of expression you had."

The feeling was different from when I played PD Lee Jeonghun.

It was just a script filled with old-fashioned drama lines from Jeong Dajun's middle school days, but it strangely fit the current situation between me and Seong Jiwon.

This is too much.

It was the feeling of pulling out fragments of my own life, and Seong Jiwon was probably experiencing it too.

Feeling a slight regret, I lowered my gaze as written in the script.

"Why are you pretending not to know?"

Finally, I delivered the last line.

"We've met before, haven't we?"

"......"

"Am I wrong?"

It was time for the line Jeong Dajun had written: ‘What nonsense are you talking about? Get out of my sight!’

I thought it might sting a little, just a little, to hear that from Seong Jiwon right now, but I was someone who knew how to separate my public and private life.

And Seong Jiwon is the same.

That guy is also sharp and smart, so he'll react somehow.

Then Seong Jiwon lowered his head completely. He tapped the floor with his foot and mumbled in a small voice.

"...Yes."

In a very small voice.

"Th-that's right..."

......

Huh?
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“Cut!! Cut! Cuuut~~!!!”

A voice filled with excitement rang out from a distance just as I blinked a couple of times.

“Actors!! I'm sorry, but ad-libs aren't tolerated on my set, and your character interpretations are off, too.”

“......”

“Please give me a performance that will tug at the viewers' heartstrings~!!”

It was the tiger director, Jeong Dajun, with his characteristically drawn-out speech.

On a real set, Min Jiheon and I could run wild with ad-libs as long as the results were good. On this set, however, Jeong Dajun seemed thoroughly immersed in his director role, so I let him be.

Instead, I discreetly observed Seong Jiwon, who showed a subtle reaction.

What’s with him?

Seong Jiwon lightly swept his hair back. He looked quite bewildered and fiddled with the corner of his mouth, as if he didn't know what he had just said himself.

Why is he acting like that?

However, I didn't ask.

I felt like I was about to grasp a clue, so I deliberately remained silent.

The tiger director grabbed the megaphone and gave passionate instructions several more times, but Seong Jiwon kept hesitating and missing his lines. Each time, all the staff and members on set looked bewildered.

“What are you say... ing...”

“......”

“...Wow, I'm sorry.”

It was a rare sight to see Seong Jiwon stammering.

At this rate, we could forget the ‘performance that tugs at the heartstrings’ Jeong Dajun wanted. It seemed we would have a hard time getting any usable scenes for the self-produced content. I raised my right hand.

“Hey, let's switch back to Kim Seonghyeon, like we drew lots for earlier.”

“Huh? Me?”

“Come here. I'll guide you.”

He was clearly reluctant to approach me, but since Seong Jiwon was struggling, the leader pressed his lips together and came over.

“Now, I'll teach you...”

Though it seemed he realized it was a mistake as soon as he arrived.

After the self-produced content filming resumed, I spent the next several minutes continuously tormenting Kim Seonghyeon. All the while, my nerves were on edge, focused on Seong Jiwon.

He acted much more naturally since I wasn't his scene partner, but he tried his best not to make eye contact with me the whole time. Whenever our gazes happened to cross, he laughed awkwardly and pretended not to notice.

Previously, I would have taken that as a signal that he was uncomfortable...

Hah.

If I still don't get it after being spoon-fed this much, I'd be an idiot.

In that moment, I saw a possibility.

“Jiwon-hyung, why are you so stiff today?!”

"Hahaha..."

...Should I give this a try?

I never let go of an opportunity once I've bitten into it.


A few days after we finished filming the self-produced content and the fan song, we were at the filming studio for ‘Please Take the Camera’.

After glancing over the script I had already memorized one more time, I took out my phone in the waiting room. I went on YouTube to find the trailer for our self-produced content.

[Daepaseong... you're really earning your keep these days...]

[Amusement park filming, what's this, are we getting a fan song???]

[It's an unwritten rule for Seo Hoyun to release a fan song when he appears in a drama

└ Huh??

└└ It's the Seodongyo[1] Technique lol;

└└ My question was why you'd bother stating something so obvious;

└└ Your nonchalance is insane]

The fans chattered away cutely, but that wasn't what I was looking for right now.

[Trailer Jeong Dajun, the elephant director's potential is scary ㄷㄷ]

[Jeong Dajun, you just want to see Seo Hoyun, right? The audacity to cast Lee Jeonghun in his own drama right after he quits PTTCㄷㄷ

└ ㄷㄷ I guess you have to be on this level to make it to Team 1]

[lol I had no interest, but seeing Seo Hoyun do it because Noeul asked is so fascinating...]

[Insane!! I look forward to their acting ;) ]

Sorry, but after that, Kim Seonghyeon was so bad at acting that we had to abruptly change course and turn it into a makjang drama.

Kang Ichae, who had been watching with a bored expression the whole time, suddenly lit up. He thought, Is it finally my turn to step up! and truly went wild as if it were his own stage.

【...Th-that's right.】

I paused the video I was playing.

The scene where Seong Jiwon answered me was directed comically, but Seong Jiwon was clearly hesitating.

[What are you two doing?]

[I don't know, but why is this so absurd...]

[Hoyun looks like he's having a blast]

Yep, good news for Hoyun.

Having found my answer, I raised the corners of my mouth.

Min Jiheon, who practically lived on the filming set, threw off his blanket. He lifted his body, which had been lounging like a sloth, and grimaced.

“What is it?”

He asked as he approached with a haggard face.

Min Jiheon glanced over my shoulder at my phone. When the members' acting appeared in the trailer, he was at a loss for words.

“...You... tried.”

“This must be how people felt when you danced to ‘Black Out’ at the workshop.”

“...Everyone has their own main job.”

Min Jiheon grumbled. Why did I even go out there? He then picked up a twisted doughnut from the table and mumbled.

“By the way, I saw Seong Jiwon on set.”

“He's here to get some inspiration for the drama's OST.”

“Ah, in-spi-ra-tion.”

However, Min Jiheon frowned.

“And you're not the one who called him, Seo Hoyun?”

“If you've noticed, then mind your own business.”

“Ah, I will, but...”

Seeing me watch the YouTube video and noticing Seong Jiwon's presence, Min Jiheon seemed to realize I was up to something.

He had suffered a lot at my hands in the past, so he knew getting involved would be a headache, yet Min Jiheon insisted on adding one more word.

“It's fascinating whenever this happens.”

“What is.”

“Seeing someone who never does anything that requires 'going out of their way' acting like this. I guess you really, reeeally like the members, hyung?”

Have I been tormenting him a little less lately?

He's spouting nonsense again.

Min Jiheon let out a long yawn, picked up a jacket from the sofa, and casually slung it over his shoulder.

“Still, focus when you're acting.”

You don't have to tell me.

Min Jiheon patted my shoulder. I also glanced over the fresh script pages that writer Kim Sookhee had thrown my way a few days ago.

[A flashback scene between PD Lee Jeonghun and Min Seungtae.

After finishing a meeting with the director, PD Lee Jeonghun walks down the hallway, taking off his employee ID. He comes face to face with Min Seungtae, who was waiting for him.

The two have a serious conversation about what is to come.]

From the protagonist Yu Jeonghwa's perspective, it would have been unknowable, but Min Seungtae and Lee Jeonghun were each preparing for their own battles.

Min Seungtae fought against the family that had constantly tried to suppress him. Lee Jeonghun fought against the broadcasting station where corruption was piling up.

This scene revealed Lee Jeonghun's personality, making it perfect for my little ‘experiment’.

At the murmuring, Seong Jiwon, who was talking with the music director on one side of the set, looked up. I gave him a slight smile and strode toward the camera.

Let's give it a shot.

The moment the dazzling lights shone on me, the sharp voice of an unfamiliar man pierced the air.

“PD Lee Jeonghun-nim. I know I'm not in a position to say this, especially since you're about to quit...”

“Since I'm about to quit, you can just walk on by.”

“......”

Jerk. I ignored Min Seungtae's muttering and kept walking as the camera followed me. I could also see Seong Jiwon across the way, completely absorbed.

However, the opponent in front of me was not someone I could afford to underestimate enough to worry about Seong Jiwon. I immediately turned my gaze and focused on my acting.

“What on earth are you thinking?”

Because there stood Min Seungtae, frowning as if he were curious, yet also annoyed.

“What on earth were you thinking, causing a scene by quitting, only to stir up such interesting trouble?”

Watching him being sarcastic, I slightly raised the corner of my mouth.

“Min Seungtae, why are you so~ interested in me? Shouldn't you be looking for your girlfriend?”

“I'd like to mind my own business, but unfortunately, my girlfriend's boss is you.”

“Ah, such devotion.”

I dangled the employee ID I had just taken off and now held in my hand.

“Me? I'm always the same. What else is there for me to do but look after my slaves' rice bowls?”

I grinned at Min Seungtae.

“Including your rice bowl, Min Seungtae.”

“......”

Min Seungtae frowned in bewilderment, as if the answer was completely unexpected. He ultimately didn't press further and took a step back. I slowly scanned the inside of the broadcasting station before my gaze settled back on Min Seungtae.

“And seeing as you're still asking such useless questions, I'm saying this because it seems you haven't learned your job properly yet.”

“For a chaebol, I've already been through enough.”

“We have a different professional destiny.”

I lightly ignored his rebuttal and tilted my head.

“Making things look fun. That's the essence of entertainment shows.”

Cut!

As soon as the director gave the okay sign, I immediately looked toward the observers' area.

As expected.

I realized the experiment was a success.

“Great immersion today... We'll shoot the next scene right away!”

However, this wasn't the last scene for today's shoot, so the filming went on longer than expected.

Min Jiheon, who finished all the continuous scenes in one take, returned to his sloth-like state. I leisurely made my way over.

I passed through the staff, who showered me with praise like ‘He was the embodiment of PD Lee Jeonghun again today.’ I approached Seong Jiwon, who had been watching from the observers' section.

His reaction confirmed it.

The guy stared at me the whole time with sparkling eyes, deeply immersed in the filming as if he himself were inside the drama.

He was enjoying watching PD Lee Jeonghun.

Alright, then.

Why is Seong Jiwon acting like that?

The answer came quickly.

This kid isn't uncomfortable with me.

It was the opposite. He was so stiff right now because he liked ‘PD Seo Hoyun’ more than the current ‘Idol Seo Hoyun’.

I was half-doubting and confused at first, but I'm not that dense, so my conviction solidified.

Thinking back, Seong Jiwon had previously referred to the me he met back then as ‘someone I'm grateful to’ and ‘someone whose speech was rough but cool’.

He likes the old me.

Honestly, it wasn't a pleasant conclusion, and I wasn't entirely convinced, but that was how it was.

So, I decided to put aside the complex attitude Seong Jiwon had shown until now and focus on the present.

“Hey.”

Seong Jiwon stared at me with wide eyes.

I leisurely took out my employee ID, stuffed it into my pocket, and spoke nonchalantly.

“Have you been waiting long?”

“...Uh, no. I haven't.”

See, he likes it.

Ah~ I shouldn't have thought in such extremes.

If I hadn't, I wouldn't have had to waste my time like this.

“Mm-hm.”

He still seemed awkward, so I gave a light laugh and crossed my arms.

“So, what do you think, now that you're on set? Think it'll help with singing the drama's OST?”

“...Yeah. Thanks for inviting me.”

“Don't mention it.”

Then I slowly looked him up and down.

“How was the acting?”

“...It was cool!”

“Nah, I'm still a long way off compared to Senior Min Jiheon.”

Min Jiheon, who was drinking water from a distance, froze and watched us with a nauseated expression. I wasn't in a position to worry about him right now.

My mind was solely focused on one thing. How to ease Seong Jiwon's mood.

Well, watch if you want.

A heartwarming picture is about to unfold anyway.

Surprisingly, Seong Jiwon hesitated before calling my name first.

“Um, but Hoyun-ah...”

“Yeah, what is it?”

He's taking the bait this quickly?

Seong Jiwon glanced at me cautiously and continued.

“You know... Um, I hope this is just my misunderstanding, but.”

“You hope?”

“If you're still bothered by how I acted... before, and if that's why you called me all the way here.”

But the conversation was taking a strange turn.

Seong Jiwon saw my smiling face gradually stiffen. He hesitated, then said.

“Y-you don't have to go to all this trouble...”

Min Jiheon, who was passing by, did a spectacular spit-take.




1 Seodongyo (Seodong's Song): An old Korean folk song. Seodong, a commoner from the Baekje Kingdom, hears a rumor that Princess Seonhwa, daughter of King Jinpyeong of Silla, was very beautiful. He writes a song saying that the princess visits Seodong's room every night, and it quickly spreads throughout the kingdom and beyond, until it reaches the palace in Silla. When the princess's father hears the song, he condemns the innocent girl to exile. Seodong finds Seonhwa, marries her and takes her to Baekje, and they become the royal rulers of the country. 
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“Puhahahahaha...”

“......”

“Ahaha, keuk... Pfft.”

Min Jiheon’s laughter echoed from nearby. He coughed and bit down hard, trying to stifle it.

For now, I ignored Min Jiheon, who laughed like a madman as if releasing all his pent-up grudges.

I closed my eyes, processed the absurd situation, and spun around.

“Hoyun-ah! W-Wait!”

I heard Seong Jiwon’s panicked footsteps, tap, tap, as he hurried after me. After turning a corner, I waited behind a pillar and lightly snatched the back of his neck.

“...!”

“Hey.”

I knew he would follow.

I dragged him to a place with no staff, scanned the area, and confirmed we were alone. Then I jerked my chin at Seong Jiwon.

“From now on, answer me honestly.”

“Huh? Y-Yeah?”

“Am I making you uncomfortable?”

In the end, I decided to ditch the consideration and just push forward directly.

“...Huh?”

Seong Jiwon stared at me as if I was spouting nonsense. He remained in my grasp, opening and closing his mouth for a while before poking his own chest with his index finger.

“...Me? You?”

“Then no. If not, why are you being like this?”

Last time he avoided me, then he suddenly used formal language, and today he told me I didn’t need to try so hard.

Frustrated because I had no idea what he wanted from me, I let go of his neck and roughly swept my hair back.

“Just say something. What is it that you want?”

That was why I decided to stop being considerate for Seong Jiwon’s sake and just be blunt.

Despite my rather harsh tone, Seong Jiwon didn’t seem offended. Instead, he looked as if he had realized something.

“...Oh.”

“What.”

“...You weren’t being sarcastic?”

“What?”

I scowled deeply.

“What kind of bullshit is that?”

Fuck, what else would I be sarcastic to you about besides rap?

But Seong Jiwon’s eyes widened as if he understood everything in that moment.

“Wow... Ahaha.”

He fiddled with the corner of his mouth, unable to hold back his laughter, and finally burst out laughing. After laughing for a while, Seong Jiwon wiped away the tears welling in his eyes and spoke.

“My heart right now is a little... Ah, wait a second. Wow.”

He asked me with a playful smile.

“Hoyun-ah, can I ask you just three things?”

“No.”

“Um... you can just answer with yes or no. The first time, you avoided me. Was that because you mistakenly thought I was uncomfortable?”

As I frowned at the strong sense of déjà vu, Seong Jiwon asked calmly.

“Answer me. Did you misunderstand?”

“......”

I didn’t answer, but he seemed to have already figured everything out and continued to the next question.

“Do you happen to remember what kind of person I was back then?”

“Of course I do.”

Vividly, you bastard.

What kind of ridiculous question was this?

It was absurd, but my answer seemed to improve Seong Jiwon’s mood, and he smiled even more brightly.

“Then your recent inconsistent attitude, was that to try and cheer me up?”

“......”

This one, though.

“Hey, was I the one who was all over the place?”

It was you, Seong Jiwon, wasn’t it?

It was so baffling that I couldn’t even form a proper response, but Seong Jiwon smiled as if he had already gotten the answer he wanted just by looking at my expression.

“...Hoyun-ah, I think my explanation was lacking too.”

Seong Jiwon leaned his back against the wall with a thud.

“I was just... still amazed that person was you. That’s why I wanted to talk to you again. Nothing has changed from what I said back then. You’re much more precious to me. I was just... excited that the person from back then is you, standing next to me now. To me, you were both such cool people, and now you’re combining...”

Combining what, are we robots?

A grumpy retort rose to my throat, but I held it back for now.

“Watching the drama made me think of the old days, but you said we should have a fresh start, so I avoided you because I was worried I’d get carried away and make a mistake. ...But in the end, once the show started airing, I wanted to talk to you again.”

“......”

“I’m sorry, I’m rambling.”

Seong Jiwon whispered, “I’m being careful,” and I let out a sigh that could have split the earth.

“Why were you angry?”

“...Angry? I was never angry.”

What do you mean, never? That time before, in the studio, when I tried to avoid you, you suddenly got angry and started using formal language.

Seong Jiwon watched my expression for a while, then frowned as if he didn’t quite understand. Then he let out an “Ah.”

“Ah... are you talking about that time? That was just...”

Just what.

His ears turned redder by the second. Seong Jiwon ruffled his hair and looked around. Then, as if confessing a huge secret, he mumbled in a barely audible voice.

“Pou... Pouting...”

“......”

“...I’m really sorry.”

I pretended I didn’t hear him.

What the hell is this?

...So, to sum it all up.

First, he avoided me not because I made him uncomfortable, but because I had suggested a fresh start and he was afraid of making a mistake.

Second, when he brought up the past, it was because he couldn’t hold back and just had to talk to me.

Third, when he got angry, it was because he thought I was avoiding him, so he was just ‘pouting.’

This was all a happening born from a pure lack of conversation and a fundamental lack of understanding of each other.

“You...”

It was a complete disaster on both sides.

Dumbfounded and incredulous, I crossed my arms. Hit by a series of these bombs over the past few days, I pressed my forehead firmly.

There’s still so damn much to learn...

“Why are you so difficult?”

“Haha... Hoyun-ah, but when you asked ‘What do you want?’ before, it was understandable to mistake that for sarcasm.”

“......”

“You’re difficult for me too.”

Seong Jiwon’s eyes crinkled playfully as he continued.

“...You know, there’s a lot we don’t know about each other.”

A whole fucking lot.

“The other guys, and you too... I thought I knew you well enough, but thinking like that will get me in big trouble.”

Seong Jiwon, who seemed somewhat pleased, turned to face me with a spin.

“But the thought of getting to know more about what kind of person you are from now on, it makes me happy.”

In that moment, I was stunned by the sight of Seong Jiwon’s face, his eyes crinkling completely as he smiled.

Seong Jiwon then added that since Kim Seonghyeon would be worried, he would explain it away as feeling unwell when he got back. Likewise, I planned to tell Kang Ichae that we had worked things out if I ran into him.

Thinking you know everything was arrogant. It seemed the path we had to walk together was much longer and more arduous than I thought. I turned my head away from the guy who was chattering more than usual.

Ha...

Seong Jiwon was a more honest guy than I thought. Just like Kang Ichae said.

...Hoyun-ah?

It was time for me to admit I had been acting foolishly too.

As I cursed internally, Seong Jiwon watched my expression and then smiled softly.

“...But can I ask one thing? You’re in the next episode of the drama, right?”

“What are you going to do with that information?”

“Y-You seem to be in a rather foul mood?”

Seong Jiwon chuckled slightly and said.

“PD Lee Jeonghun’s evil deeds are severe, but will his backstory be revealed?”

“Why do you care about that?”

“Huh? Of course.”

However, Seong Jiwon said seriously.

“PD Lee Jeonghun is so cool, it would be unfair if people misunderstood him... W-Wait! Hoyun-ah! Where are you going?!”

“Don’t talk to me.”

Still, the grudge remains.

I ignored Seong Jiwon, stood up abruptly, and started walking ahead, but I soon heard footsteps matching my pace beside me.

It was the first time I’d seen Seong Jiwon not get discouraged even after being ignored like this.

While continuing to ignore him, I found it a little fascinating.


By the time the fifth episode of Please Take the Camera aired, the viewers were becoming completely exhausted along with Yu Jeonghwa.

【Ha... I can’t do this anymore.】

The hardships of love, the torment at work, everything flowed like a nightmare. Yu Jeonghwa, beaten down from all sides, staggered into the empty office and sobbed.

She was soaked to the bone as if caught in the rain, looking as pathetic as a drenched puppy.

【...I quit.】

No matter how much Min Seungtae loved her, no matter how much she loved her job, Yu Jeonghwa was truly exhausted. She could no longer find the strength to endure, nor a reason to.

With trembling hands, Yu Jeonghwa opened her desk drawer and packed her things. Just as she was about to pull out her resignation letter.

SLIDE...

Yu Jeonghwa discovered a bundle of documents.

A strange file she had no memory of putting there.

【...Huh?】

As she turned the pages, her eyes widened further and further in shock.

The proposal written by the senior who took PD Lee Jeonghun’s place, his ideas, and even traces of the bribes he had taken.

【...What is this?】

Even the program proposal that Lee Jeonghun had supposedly ‘stolen’ from the senior producer was, in fact, something the senior had stolen from someone else first. The nation's top celebrity, who had thrown water at Lee Jeonghun in the restaurant, had also slipped the PD a bribe.

【Wow, shit...】

She stared blankly at the documents. At that moment, a very thin wisp of smoke rose from beyond the first-floor office. Smelling the faint scent of cigarettes mixed with the rain, Yu Jeonghwa, as if possessed, left the office and approached it.

In the smoking area, a cloud of smoke drifted past, cutting through the rain.

Someone was smoking.

【...Senior?】

【Ms. Yu Jeonghwa, it’s been a while.】

The person smoking and smiling with his eyes was Lee Jeonghun, whom she hadn't seen in a long time.

He swept back his rain-soaked hair and blinked his long eyelashes. A raindrop slowly trickled down his cheek.

【Have you been well?】

How could she have been well?

She wanted to demand what nonsense he was spouting, showing up out of the blue, but she couldn't.

She couldn't even tell if the person in front of her was a ghost.

As she blinked again, Lee Jeonghun took a deep drag of his cigarette, his cheeks hollowing, and spoke nonchalantly.

【You seem to have gone through a lot. Did you see the documents?】

【...What is this?】

【So you saw them.】

His gaze shifted and landed on the documents.

【Just give me a few seconds on air, PD.】

She had a million questions for her asshole of a boss.

Why did he suddenly declare his resignation and disappear?

What were all these documents, and why did he give them to me?

What was his relationship with that detestable senior producer?

Did he have any plans to come back?

And above all... why now, of all times, did he appear here?

【...Why?】

But cutting through all those complicated thoughts, only one question came from Yu Jeonghwa.

【What exactly are you planning to do?】

Lee Jeonghun raised an eyebrow slightly, as if she had asked the most obvious thing.

Seeing that expression, Yu Jeonghwa lost her words, caught in a strange mix of relief and anxiety.

The situation when Lee Jeonghun made that face was always clear.

【What are you talking about.】

When his team member was being scolded by a boss from another team.

When the station director came down to pick a fight.

When some thorn-in-the-side was spouting nonsense.

And, the moment this expression appeared.

【We have to raise the ratings, don’t we?】

It meant the chaos was about to begin.
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Following Lee Jeonghun's comment about 'causing a scene', the next episode of Please Take the Camera recorded explosive viewership ratings from the very start.

Anticipation had exploded that this frustratingly slow-burn situation would finally be resolved.

[#Scene 4. A Morning of Chaos, Broadcasting Station Lobby

Another peaceful... not-so-peaceful day began at the broadcasting station.

Staff members with fatigued faces hurried through the lobby, employee IDs dangling from their necks. As they boarded elevators, phones vibrated and chimed with notifications.

The top-ranked article on the portal site appeared before their eyes.]

"What is this?"

《National Celebrity K, A Power Struggle on Set?》

《Unreasonable Demands on Broadcasting Station PD... PD Replacement Followed by Current PD Accepting Bribes》

[The news about 'National Celebrity K' was shocking.

Tabloid rumors were common, but the fallout from this felt distinctly different. It was like a massive, meticulously planned bomb about to detonate.]

"Hey, isn't the PD mentioned here Senior Kang? You know, that annoying bastard who replaced PD Lee."

"I think so..."

They whispered, lowering their voices and glancing around.

"But you know, that show Senior Kang did with that celebrity a while back? It was a bit strange. He'd sabotage the other cast members and spew rude jokes... all of that completely disappeared only after PD Lee Jeonghun took over."

[That afternoon, related articles exploded one after another as if on cue. POP, POP, POP.

The articles detailed the national celebrity's power abuse controversy, programming corruption, and even the abuses Senior Kang, who had tormented Yu Jeonghwa, had inflicted on rookies in the entertainment industry.]

《Shocking! Additional Exposé on National Celebrity K's Power Abuse Case》

《Text Messages Between K and a PD Obtained. PD Always 'Hushed Up' the Power Abuse》

《'Actually, Everyone Knew' The Shocking True Face》

[Is this guy a crazy bastard?]

[Wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ he's a real madman ㅋㅋㅋ]

[So there was a reason the program changed tsk tsk]

[Following these shocking exposés, the public began to hunt for more sensational scandals.

They wanted to know 'who' was on K's side and 'who' disliked K.

So, Lee Jeonghun threw bait to the public.]

While public opinion remained heated, the variety show Yu Jeonghwa managed aired as scheduled. She had personally participated in its editing at Lee Jeonghun's request.

The editing cleverly emphasized how the cast members seemed to unanimously avoid celebrity K as if by agreement.

【Ah, I really hate people who are two-faced.】

【Ah~ Right. I'm really not like a certain someone.】

【Hahaha...】

The editing, directed by Lee Jeonghun, was extremely clever.

Although the variety show's main content was originally pleasant betrayals and twists, the new edit exquisitely created an atmosphere where the cast members seemed to target celebrity K. The barbed jokes flowed naturally, and the public immediately took the bait.

A compilation titled 'Moments of Celebrities Who Hate K' instantly appeared on Shorts.

[Heol...ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ this was before the articles came out, but everyone's avoiding talking about K]

[Didn't he get flamed for saying on the radio that he hated K back in the day? This re-evaluation is crazy ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Is this for real?]

[Wow, so they were avoiding him?]

The following week, the national celebrity consistently feigned ignorance and claimed he was not 'K', but his vile deeds had already begun to surface.

The bribes he had taken for a long time, suspicions of his involvement in illegal gambling, and the numerous acts of power abuse accumulated over the years all came to light.

[Get him in the photo line ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Wow, this guy was a psycho beyond imagination]

[All the broadcasting station bastards who covered for this celebrity K and profited with him should be fired]

[The celebrity was swept up in a tax investigation and plummeted into ruin.

Senior Kang, who had been tormenting Yu Jeonghwa, was summoned by the director, packed his things, and was forced to leave the broadcasting station.]

"Hey!!! Is this my fault? Is it my fault!!"

"You can't do this here! Please leave immediately!"

In the lobby, Senior Kang rampaged and screamed, "I can't go down alone! I'll expose everything!" but security guards soon caught and dragged him out.

"S-Spectacular company life..."

"What the hell..."

That day, the entire broadcasting station buzzed with whispers about the incident, regardless of whether it was break time or work hours.

The scandal seeped into the ears of Yu Jeonghwa, who ate quietly in the company cafeteria.

"Holy crap, did you see the pandemonium in the lobby? Senior Kang and the celebrity are as good as finished now."

"Hey, that's a given... but who on earth exposed all this?"

People debated who the informant was and how the scheme was orchestrated, but Yu Jeonghwa silently refuted their speculations in her mind.

It was that psycho, Lee Jeonghun.

The center of all these whispered stories was, ultimately, something that originated from Lee Jeonghun's hands.

Yu Jeonghwa shivered.

And the director was in on it too.

Lee Jeonghun had spread a rumor that he planned to quit, making the villains lower their guard. He then held his breath, waiting for the moment they became careless and leaked evidence.

When the moment he had so eagerly awaited arrived, he swallowed everything up like a storm.

A deadly, cold wind blew through the broadcasting station. The corrupt celebrity's image plummeted into ruin, and Yu Jeonghwa's environment became more pleasant than ever.

...Thanks to the buzz, the viewership ratings for the program Yu Jeonghwa was in charge of shot through the roof.

A staff member who had been listening quietly tilted his head.

"But if it ends like this, isn't it unfair to PD Lee Jeonghun?"

"Why him all of a sudden?"

"He got so much hate back then for supposedly stealing Senior Kang's project and bringing in his own actors. He should be re-evaluated now."

"Hey, do you think he'd come back to the company? If I were him, I wouldn't. He must be completely fed up with the broadcasting station."

"True..."

Yu Jeonghwa let out a long sigh, but people chattered on as they pleased.

"PD Lee Jeonghun must be really exhausted."

That was the problem.

The whereabouts of Lee Jeonghun, the mastermind who had orchestrated and shaken this entire board, were unknown.

He left without even a farewell.


While viewers of Please Take the Camera grew anxious, wondering if Lee Jeonghun would exit just like that, the drama continued.

[#Scene 31. A Restaurant Near the Broadcasting Station.

Yu Jeonghwa achieved good results with the program she was in charge of. Instead of quitting, she steadfastly held her position and continued her life at the broadcasting station.

Having officially and completely broken things off with Min Seungtae and devoted herself only to work, Yu Jeonghwa ended up on a blind date at a relative's request.

A blind date at her age was absurd, but Yu Jeonghwa reluctantly showed up, considering her relative's face.]

"Yu Jeonghwa~. When are you going to quit your job?"

"Excuse me?"

"I mean, don't women usually quit their jobs when they get married? To take care of the housework... I'm asking what you think, Yu Jeonghwa."

She realized that coming on this blind date was a mistake.

The smirking man kept throwing anachronistic questions at her at every opportunity.

"Working as a PD is fine, but, huh? It's not a job for someone with a family to do for a long time, right?"

Just before the words 'You fucking son of a...' could escape her lips, Yu Jeonghwa's eye twitched.

[She still had a mountain of work to go back and handle, she had no reason to listen to this nonsense.]

"No, it's not."

Yu Jeonghwa ground her teeth and slammed her coffee cup down. CLANG!

"It might not be the job I dreamed of since I was a child, but I love this work so much right now."

She had no intention of letting someone belittle her passion.

Yu Jeonghwa had also learned under Lee Jeonghun and grown into a respectable fighter.

"Of course, it's incredibly hard. I barely get any proper sleep because I'm always pulling all-nighters, and it's full of strange people both inside and outside the station. Still, seeing people laugh makes me feel good."

"What?"

"After all, the essence of variety shows is entertainment."

[He was the worst of the worst, but she recalled the words of the boss she respected.

Yu Jeonghwa clenched her teeth.

Because she resented her boss for leaving without a goodbye.

And because she missed him like crazy.]

Suddenly wondering if this was really the end, Yu Jeonghwa felt a surge of emotion.

"So I'm going to do it for a lo~~ng, long time."

"—Ah, then."

The low voice that chimed in, agreeing with her words, was so familiar it felt surreal.

The gazes of everyone in the restaurant simultaneously turned to him.

He wore a simple black t-shirt, a sporty zip-up jacket, and white sneakers. It was an outfit that completely ignored the high-end restaurant's dress code, but people stared his way with their mouths agape, as if a top star had appeared.

"...Huh?"

Yu Jeonghwa was no exception.

He pulled a chair right next to Yu Jeonghwa and sat down. He draped an arm over the armrest and smiled faintly.

"She's our excellent talent. She has to do it for a long—long, a ve~ry long time."

"......???"

The guy, who acted like a punk, still wore that characteristic smile that could turn a person's stomach inside out.

"W-Who are you?"

"Me?"

He tilted his head slightly and then grinned widely.

"Her boss."

PD Lee Jeonghun had crashed the blind date.

Yu Jeonghwa's bewildered gaze gradually turned to one of being moved.

However, Lee Jeonghun, with his undeniably handsome face, twisted the corner of his lips into a smirk.

"I came to catch my slave."

"......!!"

Yu Jeonghwa screamed internally.

"I mean, why would a boss come all the way here..."

However, Lee Jeonghun did not answer. He treated whatever the blind date guy was blabbering as nonsense and turned his head to Yu Jeonghwa.

He had not said a single word, yet an old fear sent a chill down the nape of her neck.

"Yu Jeonghwa, what happened with casting Kang Euicheol?"

But how did he miraculously know about a task she had postponed for an hour and bring it up?

However, Yu Jeonghwa had enough experience under her belt to respond with a calm smile.

"Ah, Kang Euicheol is currently filming, so I decided to call him later."

"That's not right."

"......"

"As far as I know, Kang Euicheol's shoot for today was canceled."

Uh... How did you know... You were on leave...

As Yu Jeonghwa barely suppressed the shaking in her eyes, Lee Jeonghun twitched a single eyebrow.

"E-Excuse me?"

"—What about the location scouting?"

He asked Yu Jeonghwa as if the blind date guy was not even there.

"...I scouted Herb Tea World. This is already all sorted out..."

"Scrap it. They're scheduled for construction."

"What?! There was no mention of that just two days ago!"

Even as Yu Jeonghwa shot up from her seat, Lee Jeonghun just watched her calmly.

More precisely, he watched Yu Jeonghwa's phone.

The moment Yu Jeonghwa thought, No way, and fumbled for her phone, it rang.

"...H-Hello?"

[Ah, PD Jeonghwa? I'm sorry for the sudden call. This is the marketing manager from Herb Tea World who contacted you before.]

Goosebumps erupted all over her skin.

[I'm terribly sorry, but we've discovered an internal facility defect. It seems it will be difficult to proceed with the filming as planned. We've just decided to begin major renovation work...]

With a look of disbelief, Yu Jeonghwa pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at Lee Jeonghun.

Lee Jeonghun met her gaze with a look that said, 'It's your fault for not being able to handle even this, how pathetic...'

I'm screwed.

Before Lee Jeonghun started his bullshit, she had to get out of this seat immediately and start making calls for a new location and casting.

While she frantically sorted through the mountain of tasks in her head, Lee Jeonghun tapped the table. TAP, TAP.

"Should I guess one more thing?"

"...W-What?"

Lee Jeonghun answered nonchalantly.

"I think Yu Jeonghwa's blind date is about to get angry."

"Hey!!!!"

The blind date guy shot to his feet. Yu Jeonghwa was flabbergasted.

Well, of course he's getting angry when you're talking so openly...??

Lee Jeonghun simply looked at Yu Jeonghwa with a triumphant expression, as if to say, 'See? I was right.' Meanwhile, the blind date guy, just as Lee Jeonghun had predicted, went on a rampage.

"Hah! This is ridiculous! Hey, who are you? Where did you suddenly pop out from, acting so rude? Yu Jeonghwa, do you think meeting a great guy like me is so ea!"

"......"

At the same time, everyone's gaze in the restaurant fell on Lee Jeonghun.

They saw his casual clothes, his crossed legs with a tapping white sneaker, and a face more handsome than anyone else's.

"So ea... easy..."

The most handsome man at the broadcasting station was right here.

"...I'm leaving!"

"Have a safe trip."

"Hah! Really! Hah!"

Just like an extra in any drama, he disappeared after spewing a string of angry, cliché lines. As Yu Jeonghwa blankly watched the blind date guy storm off, Lee Jeonghun took a sip of his frappuccino and whispered lowly.

"No need to thank me."

"I absolutely won't."

"Aigoo."

Did you come here to help me, or to torment me, you madman...?

Yu Jeonghwa gulped and turned her head.

Lee Jeonghun rested his chin on his hand, staring intently at her.

"S-Senior. Are you... by any chance... returning to the station now?"

"Ah, I already did."

Wow!

Yu Jeonghwa's face lit up, but the color drained from it at his next words.

"But what do you know, Yu Jeonghwa wasn't in the office."

"......!"

I'm so screwed.

"S-Senior... about that."

"At a time when you should be working your ass off... You're choosing to waste time on useless things."

"N-N-No, that's!!"

"You said you wanted to do this job for a lo—ng—lo—ng time."

Yu Jeonghwa, having received her death sentence, flinched.

Lee Jeonghun smiled very gently, with unparalleled beauty, but that only made it more terrifying.

"What are you doing, spacing out?"

In that moment, Yu Jeonghwa had a premonition.

"Not making your work calls?"

He's a devil.

The devil bastard is back.

Lee Jeonghun's five minutes of crashing the blind date was a feat that broke Please Take the Camera's own highest viewership record.
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[Are you kidding me? And you're still saying Lee Jeonghun is the second male lead after this?]

For the next week, a flood of comments filled with speculation and despair terrorized the promotional posts on social media.

Comments like, 'Is Lee Jeonghun not going to appear anymore?', 'Does Lee Jeonghun really not have a single ounce of feeling for Yu Jeonghwa?!', and 'Lee Jeonghun, are you by any chance a rabbit?' filled the feeds.

Viewers, who had suffered through nothing but frustrating developments, were thrilled and went wild over Lee Jeonghun's chaotic scene.

[Title: Wow, I'm going crazy. I screamed at the end of the drama.

Your boss crashing your blind date << That's a horror story.

But the one crashing it is Lee Jeonghun << That's a romance.]

However, the PTTC fans were horrified by the explosive public reaction.

[You all know nothing...

A boss crashing your blind date << Cringey.

But the one crashing it is Lee Jeonghun << The start of a horror movie.]

[Hahahahahahahahaha]

[Even though I really like Seo Hoyun... I'm scared.

└ A boss coming to get me?!

But it's Lee Jeonghun.

└ That's the scary part.]

[Yu Jeonghwa should've run away the moment Lee Jeonghun arrived.

└ She should've pretended to be taking a work call.

└ This is it.]

All sorts of speculation ran rampant about how Lee Jeonghun found out about the blind date.

Theories ranged from Min Seungtae telling him that Yu Jeonghwa was in a bind, to the blind date guy being a piece of trash Lee Jeonghun had heard about, so he came to save her. Or maybe he just came because he wanted to torment her to his heart's content.

[He handled the situation cleanly and did save her ㅠ

But look at how he relentlessly torments her at work.

He really came looking for his slave...]

[You're telling me you're not shipping him as the second lead??

└ Seo Hoyun isn't shipping it either.

└└ Neither is Jeonghwa.

└└ Hahahahahahahahahaha damn.]

With PD Lee Jeonghun's spectacular return, the frustrating workplace problems Yu Jeonghwa had been facing were resolved one by one. The negative reactions to Please Take the Camera completely disappeared.

[Title: My PTTC comedy duo is finally back.

The episode after he crashed the blind date was hilarious.

Yu Jeonghwa said in the narration, "The devil has returned," but

lol I thought, 'no way he'd torment her that much.'

But for real, he was more of an asshole than I could have ever imagined hahahahaha.

1. Yu Jeonghwa who caused trouble

The brilliant career woman Yu Jeonghwa. I wondered if today would be peaceful...

I'm fucked. Yu Jeonghwa thought.

Sure enough, she realized she had messed up.

She clenched her teeth and went to ask Lee Jeonghun for help, but Lee Jeonghun was already handling it on the phone while chewing on his coffee cup.

Lee Jeonghun hung up. “Kuku... All taken care of.”

“Senior...!” Yu Jeonghwa said, touched, and covered her mouth.

“It's fine, it's fine. These things can happen.”

And Lee Jeonghun returned five minutes later.

“Now, this is called a mouse...”

My skull is exploding, Yu Jeonghwa thought.

He treated Yu Jeonghwa like a caveman hahahahahahaha.

“This is a click... Got it?”

Yu Jeonghwa trembled.

Hahahahaha, Yu Jeonghwa couldn't say anything because she was the one who messed up and just trembled ㅜㅜㅜ

2. The 'So what' state

Lee Jeonghun was being a dick once every five minutes again today.

He was right about everything, so she was so pissed she couldn't even talk back and texted her friend.]

[Me: His dickishness is getting more creative by the day.]

[Me: Just you watch when I end up in a women's prison lol]

[Me: Someday I'll k

ㄴ i

ㄴ l

ㄴ l

ㄴ h

ㄴ i

ㄴ m]

She wrote like this to scroll the message history up so it couldn't be seen... Ha... Jeonghwa-yah...

The really creepy part is that Lee Jeonghun didn't see Yu Jeonghwa's phone screen, but he figured out she was cursing him out in 0.1 seconds because she was flailing around desperately.

He raised an eyebrow once.

“Pfft...ㅋㅋ”

Fuck.

Jeonghwa-yah... Your company life brings tears to my eyes.

3. Moments that changed after Lee Jeonghun's return

Even though he ruined her blind date and gives her shit all the time, things were definitely more stable now that he was back (plus he got rid of all the guys who were bothering Yu Jeonghwa ㄷㄷ(except for himself)).

When people from other departments were badmouthing Lee Jeonghun during a coffee break, Yu Jeonghwa got worked up and defended him.

“PD is not that kind of person?!”

Lee Jeonghun, who was passing by, paused for a moment and watched the caveman.

Yu Jeonghwa didn't even know and argued passionately.

“No, I get it. I wonder if this guy is a devil. His personality is awful, his nagging is varied, he loves to tease. This PD has nothing going for him except his face. No, in the first place, the way he uses his face sometimes is piss... Good morning, PD!!!”

“ㅋㅋ Yeah.”

Did he not hear me;;

Yu Jeonghwa, who was badmouthing Lee Jeonghun more enthusiastically than anyone else, clutched her pounding heart and went back to work, but she couldn't figure something out, so she went to the smoking room to find Lee Jeonghun.

“PD, this...”

Lee Jeonghun put out his cigarette as soon as he saw Yu Jeonghwa.

As soon as he saw the document Yu Jeonghwa held, he started explaining as if he already knew, but for a moment Yu Jeonghwa couldn't hear a thing.

It was understandable. Seeing Lee Jeonghun at work after a long time was a precious sight...

Yu Jeonghwa looked at him with a gaze that said, You should thank your parents...

“Excuse me.”

“Yes??;;;”

Lee Jeonghun asked nonchalantly while putting his cigarette away.

“If I have nothing to look at, why do you always stare at me so intently?”

Screaming.

Just screaming.

He asked so casually, why am I the one in shock?

└ Ahhh, my heart's fluttering so much.

It seems like he was trying to give her a hard time for overhearing the gossip, but why is it so heart-fluttering?ㅜㅜ

└ And the way Lee Jeonghun chuckles at a stunned Yu Jeonghwa and walks away, why is that so good...]

[Title: Guys, don't get it twisted.

The writer already confirmed there's no romance.

No, before that, Seo Hoyun confirmed it like, a million times.

└ Seo Hoyun would rather die than film a romance. He'd probably say, 'Just kill me instead lol'.

└└ Yu Jeonghwa is against it too...]

Not only did the ratings explode, but there was also an outcry demanding behind-the-scenes footage of the drama.

[Will the PTTC cast do a variety show together?]

[Ah, won't they do a variety show... a variety show... It would be really fun like Over-immersion Captain.]

[Hey, this is Seo Hoyun we're talking about...ㅠㅠ They say he's even cutting down on sleep to film dramas...]

[Seo Hoyun works so hard. Flashing in the east, flashing in the west. He's in the US, then he's in Korea. I've been watching him for over 5 years and he's still living like this. Hoyun-ahhh...]

[This is what it takes to be a top celebrity in Korea ㄷㄷ]

Just as the fans, who had diligently posted comments from their offices and schools, began to reflect on their own idleness and reluctantly prepared to tackle their postponed tasks, a video was uploaded to the official YouTube channel with impeccable timing.

[Huh?????]

[What is this~~~??? What is this???]

【Please Take The Camera Restaurant?│Seo Hoyun & Min Jiheon's Foodie Tour】

A special video released by the production team of Please Take the Camera was out.

Upon clicking, Seo Hoyun appeared on the screen dressed in black. He seemed to have just finished filming and changed into his personal clothes, and the signs of fatigue were evident.

[Heek.]

[I thought he was the grim reaper.]

However, unlike the PTTC fans, the Noeuls were calm.

[Why are Seo Hoyun's clothes so black?

In the first place, he has zero interest in shopping and doesn't spend money on anything other than donations...]

[There's a story that back in his Daepaseong days, he only ever wore the clothes he received as fan tributes, which made fans panic...

└ He's been wearing them for 5 years now.

(unofficial airport photo)

└ What's with the crow;;]

In the video, Seo Hoyun stood still, tapping his phone, as a crowd slowly began to gather around him.

They were people who had come knowing in advance that there would be filming, or people who were just passing by, recognized Seo Hoyun, and watched out of curiosity.

[Ah, I love PTTC so much, but the competition is getting fiercer... Getting a hug from Seo Hoyun seems harder than winning first prize in the lottery.]

[Nah, he might hug you right away if you ask...

He's the man who does anything these days.

└ ㄷㄷ]

[I'm curious about Min Jiheon's personal clothes. How will he show up?

└ Jiheon is mature and sleek, you know ㅋㅋㅋ Whenever he appears in fan accounts, he's always calm~ and...haha]

[Ah, I'm so excited already.]

However, a bicycle suddenly appeared from inside the broadcast station building, breaking through the crowd.

DRING! CHING, CHING!

The lively and cheerful sound of the bicycle rang out.

“Lee Jeonghun, get on~!”

The mysterious actor Min Jiheon appeared with a bi~~g smile. He wore a t-shirt that said ‘THE DAWN’ and had rented a tandem bicycle.

[???]

[Min Jiheon: (Wearing a The Dawn concert t-shirt) PD, get on~~♡

Viewers: ?

Seo Hoyun: ?]

“Come on, get on the back!”

“......”

As if it was not even worth a response, Seo Hoyun turned his head and walked leisurely towards the parked cars, as if to get his own.

[Hahahaha ah, he's ignoring him.]

[He's method acting as Lee Jeonghun, right??]

But the Noeuls' reaction was different again.

[Whoa, Seo Hoyun and Min Jiheon must be really close.]

[Seriously, this is how you completely ignore your close friends. This is a reward.]

[Are they close?? How does he have last year's concert t-shirt??

└ Yeah, Seo Hoyun is the only celebrity Min Jiheon is close to... Oh, and Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon are close.

└ Joo Woosung????

└└ Huh?? Why is Joo Woosung coming up here??]

Seeing Seo Hoyun take his car keys out of his pocket, Min Jiheon returned the bicycle with a sullen look. Then he very naturally and familiarly opened the passenger side door and got in.

“Everyone, get in the back.”

A staff member followed with a camera, looking at the flashy car that would make anyone gasp.

“Uh... Wow, is this your car, Seo Hoyun?” the staff member asked.

“No, it's Senior Min Jiheon's car.”

“...?”

【But why does Seo Hoyun have the spare key...?】

The staff got in with bewildered expressions, but neither Min Jiheon nor Seo Hoyun offered any explanation, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“Where are we going?”

“I liked that place we went to last time~.”

“The sashimi place?”

[Huh?]

[Hahahahahahaha huh?]

The viewers were once again bewildered by this unpredictable combination and development.

[Hahahaha why does he get in the passenger seat so naturally?]

[What is this comfortable vibe, like an old married couple...]

However, Seo Hoyun's next action soon answered all those questions.

【Seo Hoyun suddenly takes something out...?】

In his hand was a handwritten guide to eateries that he seemed to have compiled himself. It was data Seo Hoyun had organized while touring famous restaurants across the country, unable to stand Min Jiheon's pestering.

A short while after the car started, Min Jiheon seemed to be in a very good mood and suddenly started humming a song.

“Our gallery~~ I'll hang this moment on the wall~.”

[Actors always act like they can't sing when they sing while driving in a car, but this man genuinely cannot sing.]

[Look at the expression on Seo Hoyun's face sitting next to him. It's for real.]

However, Min Jiheon was not daunted in the least. Looking unusually excited today, he familiarly took out a mask as soon as they arrived at a small highway rest stop.

It was a rest stop exploration with a Hallyu star and a Billboard star.

“No way... Huh?”

“What's that over there? Are they filming... Aaaack!!!”

They had intentionally been sent out with only a few staff members and an action cam to avoid drawing too much attention, but there was no way two tall, handsome men getting out with a camera would not be the center of attention.

A crowd instantly gathered around the two. Unfazed by the situation, Min Jiheon stood his ground firmly in front of the rest stop snack counter and stared down at the menu with the most serious expression in the world.

Seo Hoyun snarked from the side.

“Can't we just pick one of each?”

“I was debating whether we should get two of each. That would be ten in total.”

[What?]

[Mi... Min Jiheon is a serious pig.]

[No, the staff are whispering 'Is that for us...?' and Seo Hoyun asks 'How many if we add the staff?' What is this? Hahahahaha

└ No, what is this lol]

Just then, the kindly-looking owner, who watched the situation from inside the store, spoke up playfully.

“Hahaha! If you want to get a lot of freebies from our store, you have to recite some lines~.”

"HAHAHA."

“Ah, won't it be hard since he doesn't have an acting partner next to him~.”

While the staff were joking back, Min Jiheon grabbed the indifferent Seo Hoyun and immediately began acting out a scene from ‘On the Day the Daffodils Bloom’.

“When I see that yellow, pretty narcissus, strangely enough.”

“......”

“I think of Your Highness and I can't bear it...”

It was all to get free service.

【But his acting partner is right next to him...?】

[My skull just exploded hahahahahaha]

[This is an insane predicament.]

[No, Min Jiheon was in such a hurry he even used the queen's lines, even though he's the male lead hahahahaha]

The staff could not even laugh because Min Jiheon had lowered his eyelashes, his voice trembling, in just 0.1 seconds.

The store owner, excited by the sight, shouted “Aigo, aigo!” repeatedly while piling tornado potatoes onto a plate.

“More... More! I'll... I'll give you steamed buns too!”

[Hey, why is everyone here so immersed?]

[Owner-nim, please calm down.]

At the owner's continuing words, Min Jiheon looked at Seo Hoyun again and delivered another line.

“Please tell me. What should I do?”

[His forehead says 'It seems you should get lost'.]

[Ha, Seo Hoyun really hates this. He's not even trying to hide it lol.]

[Seo Hoyun is just indifferently taking out Min Jiheon's wallet and getting ready to pay.]

When Seo Hoyun conveyed 'get lost' with his eyes, Min Jiheon flinched as if snapping back to his senses.

However, just then, the owner, who was watching from the front row, clasped his hands together tightly.

“Th-that's right, my daughter is a fan of yours, Seo Hoyun, a Noeul?... She really loves your acting too...”

[Ayy, that's a weak move.]

[There's no way Seo Hoyun will fall for something like this.]

[Maybe he'll recite a line from Lee Jeonghun?? lol]

“Ah, Owner-nim. We'll just pay first and go... hahaha.”

The moment Min Jiheon, sensing danger, stepped forward to pay, Seo Hoyun's lips curved up slightly.

“...Is that the truth?”

“...!!”

“Hurry and speak.”

Then, he lightly tapped the forehead of the wide-eyed Min Jiheon with his finger. He recited a line from Jeonghwon, the male lead of ‘On the Day the Daffodils Bloom’, with affection.

“My little wildflower, since when have you been thinking such things?”

[Pardon?]

For the sake of a Noeul, Seo Hoyun had been reborn as a man who would do anything.
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“Wild... flower?”

Min Jiheon clutched his stomach like he was about to be sick. He wiped his queasy face with the back of his hand.

[What's with the screaming fan service]

[What is this, Hoyun-ah~^//^ Seriously, what is this~♡]

[Geez, you don't have to do this in public...ㅠㅠ It's so embarrassing in front of others~~]

Noeul giggled, and the moved owner piled up a mountain of hot dogs. Only Min Jiheon backed away, looking like he regretted ever starting this.

However, his opponent would not let him go so easily.

“Wildflower-ah.”

Seo Hoyun smiled brightly and stepped closer.

“Just whisper it to me. I asked, when is it?”

“...I'm sorry, sir. I'll just pay for...”

“When.”

“...Ah, geez, Your Majesty!”

As Seo Hoyun fixed his gaze on him, Min Jiheon quickly caught on. He spoke with trembling lips, as if in shame.

“Why are you rushing me...! You should let things like that simmer a little!”

“Aha.”

【He's... playing along!】

【And with such amazing acting skills...!】

[Are you kidding me

This isn't playing along, this is Wildflower being blackmailed]

[Seo Hoyun's 'I'll play along' expression just flashed by for 0.1 seconds]

[Our Jiheony-honey... he really has abandoned his mysterious concept...]

Was it a comedy from afar and a tragedy up close?

With incredible acting skills, Min Jiheon made his cheeks flush as if he were genuinely embarrassed, though the corners of his mouth trembled.

Armed with immense pretense, Seo Hoyun smiled, but his aura screamed that he would resort to threats if Min Jiheon didn't play along.

“Then, how about this?”

Seo Hoyun picked up the ketchup and started writing on Min Jiheon's hot dog.

“Writing a post every day.”

【Dedicated to Noeul^^】

[On a hot dog...?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Ah Hoyun please stop]

[My idol writes messages on a hot dog instead of an omelet rice]

Min Jiheon looked utterly devastated and tried to scrape the ketchup off his hot dog, but Seo Hoyun shoved it into Min Jiheon's mouth. Then he smiled sweetly and asked the owner.

“Your daughter's name is?”

“...Mi, Minji!”

“Wow, that's a lovely name.”

“Really?”

“Of course.”

The owner subtly slid a piece of paper toward him. Seo Hoyun signed it with a practiced hand and a charming eye-smile.

“What wouldn't be pretty?”

[Wha... Whaaaat~~~]

[What is this really, you~~~~]

[Hey... Heyyyyy~~~♡♡♡♡]

[Noeuls are really loving this ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Fuck, I'm having the time of my life these days

└└ Why are you suddenly talking like that, ha]

The filming staff, Noeul, who had grown used to Seo Hoyun's pretense, and even Seo Hoyun himself enjoyed it. Only Min Jiheon was miserable.

He tried his best to ignore everything, mumbling around the hot dog stuffed in his mouth. Seo Hoyun then took out his card, paid for everything including the service items, and handed food to the staff.

【After many twists and turns, the two move on to their next destination...】

The next location was a sashimi restaurant near the coast, famous for its fresh live fish. As soon as Min Jiheon got out of the car, the restaurant owner greeted him with familiarity from inside.

“Whoa~ You two are here again? What's with the camera?!”

“Ah, we're filming today.”

[Here again...?]

[Why are they so close]

After getting permission to film as if it were routine, they sat down and began to munch on the side dishes.

Min Jiheon stared at the menu as intensely as a professor reading a thesis. Seo Hoyun chose the basic sashimi rice bowl in three seconds and crossed his arms.

A short while later, a sashimi rice bowl, a flounder sashimi set, and a seafood set filled the table. Min Jiheon's eyes seemed to sparkle at the sight. Then huge chunks of sashimi began to disappear into his mouth in the blink of an eye.

【Min Jiheon... eats a lot!】

Strangely, even as Min Jiheon devoured the food frantically, he ate quietly and cleanly.

Then, a staff member cautiously asked.

“Um, you two... do you happen to eat together like this often?”

“Ah.”

Seo Hoyun, who seemed to have already finished, sipped his barley tea and watched Min Jiheon eat.

“Ah... well, we're filming a drama together these days. So we do, on occasion?”

While Seo Hoyun diligently filled the audio for the broadcast, the camera slyly panned to a notebook on a chair.

It was a small but thick notebook, looking as if it had been used a lot.

【For that to be the case, the foodie notebook is quite thick...?】

“You two... you barely talk while you eat. Aren't you curious about anything?”

“Ah.”

At those words, Seo Hoyun nudged Min Jiheon's foot under the table. After a moment of thought, he spoke to Min Jiheon.

“Senior, how is the filming? Is it difficult?”

“Ah, it's fine.”

“Yes.”

【The start of a heartfelt conversation...?】

As is often the case when celebrities appear on variety shows, they are supposed to create a heartwarming atmosphere by sharing sincere, touching stories.

For Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun, however, the conversation ended there.

【...The end of the heartfelt conversation...?】

Min Jiheon now conquered the spicy fish stew that came as a service dish. Seo Hoyun sat with his arms crossed and his mouth shut, staring intently at Min Jiheon.

【~The End~】

[The... end...?]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What is this]

[These guys haven't changed a bit from the old days ㅋㅋㅋ

Worries as an actor??

Not really!!

Reason you decided to become an actor??

It suited me better than I thought!! (･ω<)☆]

Only after eating for a long while did Min Jiheon seem to come to his senses. He drank some plum tea and then said.

“Ah, I don't really have any questions. I talk with Seo Hoyun so much usually. We're at the point where we understand each other without speaking...? Right, Hoyun?”

“Hmm...”

Seo Hoyun, who sat quietly with his arms crossed, smoothly joined the conversation with a soft smile.

“I have many questions for Senior Min Jiheon, but I try to restrain myself as much as possible so he can eat comfortably.”

“......”

In that instant, SHASHAK— the camera captured Min Jiheon's betrayed face.

[He's clearly fucking with him]

[You didn't give a shit when Min Jiheon was eating, you punk]

[Min Jiheon's face is one of betrayal right now]

Min Jiheon's grumbling was fully caught on the audio, but Seo Hoyun did not seem to care.

Instead, after paying the bill, he got in the car. He took something from the back seat and placed it in Min Jiheon's arms.

“Take it.”

“Huh?”

What he pulled from the bag was a signed album from The Dawn.

“Didn't you say a family member of yours wanted it?”

“...Whoa. For me...?”

[He's looking at you with a 'You think?' expression]

[Min Jiheon must have felt it too, he shut his mouth

└ Jiheon-ah ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Seo Hoyun casually ignored Min Jiheon's intense gaze as he chattered in delight and grabbed the steering wheel.

Just when they thought the food tour was over, the two set out to find a dessert shop. The pale-faced staff ate yet again.

Afterward, on a black screen, a list of all the menus from the 'Restaurants Min Jiheon and Seo Hoyun Paid For' scrolled up one by one.

[It's... not ending]

[My god]

【And so, the two really just went on a food tour...☆】

[Ha, fuck, the friendship between these two is so funny and still the same ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[The guy who doesn't care about anyone but Noeul vs The guy who's happy as long as you give him food]

[What is this ㅋㅋㅋ]


“Wow, I'm stuffed.”

Even after the filming with Cheolsu ended, with staff urgently looking for digestive medicine, the guy who had been stuffing something in his mouth the entire way to Seoul now pulled out a hot dog and muttered.

Why does he eat so well?

“You can still eat after all that?”

“Do you want to be more sarcastic and snide, hyung?”

“Of course.”

“Wow... you're a pro at leaving me speechless.”

I fiddled with my phone in the parked car.

“Didn't you say you have no schedule? My brother is coming, so will you get lost?”

“...Excuse me. This is my car, you know?”

“Get out.”

“Good grief...”

I shrugged and unbuckled my seatbelt. As I was about to get out, Min Jiheon reached out and grabbed my arm.

“Ah-ah-ah! Wait, you can use the car.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Um... but.”

Min Jiheon smiled awkwardly.

“Can I say hi, too?”

What?

I frowned, but Min Jiheon quickly blurted out an excuse.

“I've never gotten to talk to him properly. All I saw was a glimpse of him at the hospital last time, and I regret it. I'll zip my lips, ziiip~.”

Min Jiheon mimed zipping his mouth shut. I tapped my phone a few times, then shrugged.

“Sure, whatever.”

“...Huh?”

Min Jiheon has been quiet lately, so he's unlikely to say anything unnecessary, and my docile brother would surely welcome anyone.

He was secretly thrilled even when my members descended on us for the 'Housewarming Expedition Team' unannounced, though he pretended not to be.

Well, he was probably just bothered that I never introduced him to any of my work colleagues.

“Go ahead and see him.”

There was no need to hide my brother from Min Jiheon anymore, and Seo Hojin, well...

“...Whoa.”

I texted Seo Hojin to come here and started the car. A strange silence fell.

When I turned my head, Min Jiheon was staring at me with an even more burdensome gaze.

“I, I'm a little... shocked. In the old days, you would've told me to get lost immediately.”

“If you're going to say useless things, get lost now.”

“No! No, that's not what I meant, ahaha~. Aigoo, you're still so prickly.”

“Look down.”

“Yep.”

Min Jiheon immediately lowered his eyes. Less than a minute later, his mood seemed to improve, and he started humming a song he liked.

Amidst the music and Min Jiheon's unidentifiable humming, we arrived shortly. A soft tapping sound came from the car window.

Zzzing— I lowered the window and saw Seo Hojin with a bag slung over one shoulder.

“Hello, greatest idol in the universe~.”

This little punk is getting cheeky.

The grinning brat was in an exceptionally good mood today.

“What's with this car?”

“Just get in.”

“Hmm...?”

Seo Hojin looked the car over, then tilted his head as if he couldn't understand and opened the back door.

“This is weird. There's no way hyung would suddenly buy something like this. Is this for filming...”

“Hello!”

Then Seo Hojin saw the guy in the passenger seat.

“Excuse me~. This is my car, by the way.”

He had wiped his mouth clean and was in a rather plausible star mode.

As Seo Hojin stared with wide eyes, Min Jiheon greeted him with a trustworthy smile.

“Ah, sorry if I startled you. My name is Min Jiheon.”

“......”

“I heard you're Hoyun-hyung's younger brother? I've heard a lot about you. I think I saw you from a distance at the hospital once.”

This bastard is calling me 'hyung'.

Don't you know he's an aggro?

No, he's been quiet lately, but there's no way that sly fox wouldn't know.

Aggro Min is still the same...

Well, we all know each other now, so there's no need to worry about it. I turned my head away nonchalantly.

“Wow.”

Min Jiheon looked Seo Hojin up and down as if he were a real curiosity and let out a sound of admiration.

“Ummm... your age... Twenty-seven? Wow, you're just like Hoyun-hyung.”

“In what way?”

He looks way gentler and better than me, doesn't he?

However, Min Jiheon ignored my reaction and continued to smile cheerfully.

“N-no, um, what I mean is. You look different, but your vibes are so similar. I almost called you Hoyun-hyung. ...Well, anyway! Seo Hojin. It's nice to meet you.”

Min Jiheon beamed and extended his hand first, but Seo Hojin gave no response.

Min Jiheon slowly withdrew his hand and laughed awkwardly.

“...Um... I'm, uh, Seo Hoyun's colleague. I've been in a few dramas and movies...”

“......”

“...I guess you don't know me.”

Min Jiheon tried his best to lighten the mood, but a strange silence flowed.

As I sat in the driver's seat, frowning with my arm on the door, a dry laugh came from the back seat.

Only then did I turn my gaze.

“...No way.”

“...Yes?”

“Of course, I know you.”

I looked past Min Jiheon's frozen, forced smile to the back seat.

My brother was smiling brightly.

“You're Min Jiheon, aren't you?”

With a seriously pissed-off face.
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All the shamans on this earth are fraud experts.

Otherwise, something like this could never happen.

Sixteen-year-old Min Jiheon thought this as he stared intently at the street.

He had wandered far and wide to reach an old provincial hospital. Across the crosswalk, a black something shimmered, and a giggling whisper would not leave his ears. In front of it, a shaman at a fortune-telling shop casually smoked before a sign offering to read love fortunes.

“Jiheon-ah, let's go.”

If she had seen something like that, she would have been terrified, not whispering about love and destiny.

Thinking this, Min Jiheon did not readily answer his parents' call.

“Jiheon-ah.”

“Ah, yes.”

No matter how ominous it seemed, he had no choice.

Min Jiheon's childhood was so typical and boring that a drama writer would have turned away. For him, however, it was his deepest worry.

The chronic problem he had since he was young could not be solved by a hospital. The same was true for the shaman he visited alone. So Min Jiheon wondered whether he should dismiss this as a slightly unusual trauma and laugh it off, or if he should think of it as a burden he had to carry for the rest of his life. He was so sick of the way people looked at him now...

So, around age sixteen, Min Jiheon contemplated in front of a mirror and suddenly hit his own head. BAM!

“Ugh! Jiheon-ah!”

People rushed over and took Min Jiheon to the hospital. The next day, Min Jiheon woke up in a hospital room with his head wrapped in bandages. He calmly told his worried parents, who looked down at him.

“Huh? I can't see them anymore.”

It was a total lie.

He could still see everything with perfect clarity.

Instead of pleasantly conversing with the something giggling while holding onto his bed, Min Jiheon chose to hit his head and act.

The result was better than he expected. His parents, who had cautiously avoided him until now, hugged him for the first time and sobbed.

That was when Min Jiheon learned what 'normal' was.

Huh, what's this.

Thinking about it now, I had already started acting back then.

Anyway, Min Jiheon lived as if he were quite alright. He studied moderately like others, took the college entrance exam, and went to university.

Then a friend recommended a theater troupe, which he ignored for a while.

However, he was swayed by someone's words that celebrities and shamans were two sides of the same coin. Once he set foot in it, he found the statement was not entirely wrong.

“Wow, Min Jiheon's acting is insane.”

No, it was much better.

The thrilling sensation of his world disappearing as he became another person was so good.

“Jiheon-ah, how do you act like you're possessed?”

“This bastard's so creepy~.”

Yeah, this much is nothing.

Gossip about the rising star Min Jiheon became common throughout the troupe, but Min Jiheon did not care in the slightest.

“Ah, this is just my everyday acting.”

“Oh? Hahaha!”

“Hahaha.”

However, the fact that he had no one to give his theater tickets to was a bit painful.

His parents had remarried and he had a cute younger sibling, but it was so difficult for him to fit in or ask them to come see his performance.

As he smoked, clutching a handful of complimentary tickets, a senior from the troupe approached him with a bright smile.

“It's Min Jiheon, isn't it?”

He was not a bad person.

He often spoke bluntly, startling those around him, but he had a bright personality and took care of people, so you could not hate him.

“Hey, you were crazy today too. They said the whole audience came to see you.”

“They came to see you, senior.”

“You punk, what are you talking about. There was a line of industry people with business cards for you. I wish I could be born like that just once, I'd have no other wish.”

The problem right now was the complimentary tickets, not business cards.

He came over, showered Min Jiheon with praise, and then subtly started complaining about his own situation.

At times like that, Min Jiheon only silently took a deep drag from his cigarette filter, occasionally smiling faintly and replying.

“That's not true. You're amazing too, senior.”

“Hey, not compared to you. My life is just ordinary. Ah, and no fun.”

And behind him, something was laughing.

“I'm so jealous, really.”

“I'm so jealous, really,” it said.

Min Jiheon forced his lips into a smile and nodded. The senior followed his gaze, then frowned slightly.

“Are you seeing something again... Never mind.”

The senior flicked his cigarette ash and patted Min Jiheon's shoulder.

“Don't get too immersed in your acting. The others say it's scary sometimes.”

“......”

“Ah! Right. If you have any spare complimentary tickets, give me some. You've never used them, right? Huh?”

After giving away the tickets, he lowered his eyelashes, staring at the smoldering cigarette butt on the ground.

Are words without malice harmless in the end?

Since words born of ignorance have no true intent, is it okay not to be hurt by them?

But my senior's casual concern affects me more severely than a ghost with clear malice toward me.

“...Hot.”

Min Jiheon took another drag from his cigarette, pressed it out with a hiss, and tossed it into the ashtray.

I'm being sensitive.

Normally, he would have been able to just let it go.

Even without looking up, he could clearly feel the presence of the black shadow unpleasantly shimmering and lengthening behind his back.

Min Jiheon forced himself to walk faster, keeping his eyes on the ground. A hot shower, a lot of delicious food, and a good night's sleep would surely make him feel better.

But it was different.

As the bright sunlight illuminated his small bedroom, Min Jiheon thought, This sucks.

So, a month later, Min Jiheon impulsively grabbed a casting business card from his theater days and ran away from the troupe.

“Wow, it's shabby.”

That was Daepaseong.

There were no fans there to see celebrities. It was impossible to tell if the CEO intended to run the company, and the few signed people seemed to just live day by day.

...I'll probably live a mediocre life like this.

Maybe being forgotten like this wouldn't be so bad.

He had intended to live life as it came, but before he knew it, he stood before an audition for a supporting role in a weekend drama at a broadcast station.

Without knowing why, Min Jiheon entered the audition hall in a daze.

“Ah, that guy still isn't answering? This is driving me crazy.”

“But he buys you drinks, right? And he's a gentleman compared to some.”

A 200-to-1 chance for a supporting role in a drama.

“Uh, sit there.”

It was said to be the work of a famous writer, but the CEO of Daepaseong had just tossed him the audition information without much expectation.

Since he was from a third-rate agency with neither the ability nor the will to do any proper lobbying, they had just told him to go and give it a try. So when Min Jiheon entered, no one looked up at him properly. They were still chatting or shuffling through papers.

“That... Daepaseong, was it? Where's that?”

“You know. The one connected to the assistant director.”

“Ah...”

Min Jiheon looked at the uninterested staff and awkwardly sat in the chair placed in the center. The staff members who looked up at Min Jiheon blinked for a moment and glanced at each other.

“Name?”

“It's Min Jiheon.”

“Hmm...”

Well, he is handsome... The staff members perfunctorily flipped through the documents and gestured at Min Jiheon with their chins.

“Let's begin. It won't take long.”

The script he received was so top-secret that it had no character name or plot explanation. While Min Jiheon tilted his head in confusion, a staff member spoke with a tired expression.

“He's the second male lead. It's a scene where he finally explodes after a desperate unrequited love for the protagonist.”

“...Yeees.”

If he loved her so desperately, shouldn't he just swallow his feelings? Why does he have to explode?

Min Jiheon did not understand, but he thought, Well, I guess that can happen, and picked up the script.

[That's not it.

You've been talking nonsense this whole time, but who isn't trying? Have you ever tried as hard as me?

I tried to be loved, too, but she said she likes you. So shouldn't you treat her well?

(Upset, Eui-ju. He drinks.

He lets out all the words he's been holding in and continues to talk.)]

[I never asked you to be by my side.

I never wished for you to love me.]

...So... pathetic!

He tried to understand the role by scanning the lines, but it was difficult to immerse himself without any prior information.

“Let's see it. I'll read the lines for you.”

However, in front of him were people rustling papers.

Soon, an assistant director pressed his tired temples and recited the first line in a mechanical, familiar voice, as if he had repeated it dozens of times.

“Hey, you think life is that easy for me?”

“......”

“I'm trying my best too. What am I supposed to do about all the noise around me? You're lucky, everything's so easy for you.”

In that moment, Min Jiheon fiddled with his fingers and, without realizing it, missed the character's first line.

“......”

“...Aren't you going to say your line?”

“What?”

When the startled Min Jiheon looked up, the atmosphere had become even more hostile.

“Hoo...”

A rookie who should have been reading the script faithfully could not even get started.

The atmosphere instantly froze. Even the director, who had shown interest in his good looks, waved his hand with a 'just as I expected' expression.

“Alright, alright... Let's try again.”

Fortunately, it was not an order to leave. Min Jiheon looked at the script, and his vision blurred slightly.

“Hey, you think life is that easy for me?”

“I'm trying my best too. What am I supposed to do about all the noise around me? You're lucky, everything's so easy for you...” As he listened to the assistant director's flat delivery, Min Jiheon gripped the script tightly and glared ahead.

“...That's not it.”

The assistant director looked up at Min Jiheon's chillingly calm voice.

Min Jiheon rubbed his forehead with his index finger and smiled a little.

A word he had heard somewhere suddenly made his emotions surge.

“You've been spouting nonsense this whole time...”

Resentment? Sadness?

It was neither.

“Who here isn't trying?”

It was pure annoyance.

“I tried to be loved, too, but she said she likes you. So shouldn't you treat her well?”

The annoyance he had been suppressing until now was exploding, even turning into resentment.

He was getting emotional over a script he had just considered a trashy drama and giving a terrible performance.

“Why do you keep provoking me?”

To see what kind of pathetic person I am?

Min Jiheon almost reached for a cigarette out of habit, but instead, he rubbed his eyebrows with a sigh.

(Upset, Eui-ju. He lets out all the words he's been holding in.)

“I was really holding it in, but in front of me, what...”

“......”

Everyone was looking at Min Jiheon.

“...What.”

They seemed to anticipate what would come out of his mouth next.

Min Jiheon, flicking his finger as if lighting a lighter, pulled the next line from his mind.

[I never asked you to be by my side.]

A heavy silence follows.

It felt as if all the lights around Min Jiheon had suddenly clicked off, leaving only a single bright spotlight on him.

He is on stage.

Like in his theater days.

Like when he borrowed someone else's role and became someone other than himself.

But it's different now.

Min Jiheon was clearly overlapping himself with this line.

If I let it out now, there's no turning back.

The words Min Jiheon had desperately suppressed while trying so hard overflowed into the drama lines of a second male lead he could not understand.

“...By my side.”

However, Min Jiheon's trembling lips parted very slowly.

“I never asked you to be by my side.”

He didn't hope for that much.

“I never wished for you to love me.”

He tried not to cross the line.

“Still...”

...Just sometimes.

“Sometimes...”

Min Jiheon spat out in a fading voice.

“...You could at least hold my hand sometimes.”

Min Jiheon put the script down.

A moment of silence engulfed the audition room, as if all the lights had thudded on at once.

Min Jiheon, who had clutched the script so tightly that it was now unrecognizable, let out a hollow laugh.

...I'm screwed.

And it was pathetic.

Thinking that, Min Jiheon looked up.

“W...”

The judges, who had shown no interest just minutes ago, now all stared at him with their mouths agape, mesmerized.

“...Wow.”

That was the moment Min Jiheon's world changed.
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Can I be this lucky?

【‘My Love is You’, What is the Rookie Actor's Name? Min Jiheon】

【Min Jiheon, Actor Brand Reputation No. 1】

【Acting, Visuals, Star Power, a Storm-like Rookie Actor's Appearance... Sweeping All CFs】

He wondered how much money they had spent. Daepaseong is overdoing it with the media play. The barrage of camera flashes, however, left Min Jiheon bewildered.

“Jiheon-ah! Min Jiheon!”

“Min Jiheon! Please look here just once! Yes! Ah, great!”

“Min Jiheon, could we have a brief interview?”

Is... is this real?

People smiled brightly at him, the dazzling burst of camera flashes, the deep red carpet spread beneath his feet.

“Jiheon. The writer said she wrote the synopsis thinking of you, Min Jiheon. What do you think of this?”

“The CF advertiser is said to be a fan of Min Jiheon.”

“Ah, the co-star is also a guaranteed box-office hit.”

Non-stop drama filming, a flood of offers for his next project, and countless requests for CFs and interviews...

Just a few months ago, he was a nobody in the entertainment industry. He was dazed by the excessive treatment, but as an actor, he managed to maintain his composure.

Min Jiheon was a little excited by such special treatment and tried to actively participate in interview shoots, but,

“Min Jiheon, do you have any favorite foods?”

“Yes, I love gamjatang, kimchi jjigae, budae jjigae, I love Korean food and usually order more than 10 servings...!”

“...Yes?”

“Yes?”

Jiheon-ah, this is a bit much...

Daepaseong tearfully requested the interview be scrapped. Afterward, the CEO banned interviews, deciding to go with a mysterious concept.

The agency wanted an image for Min Jiheon like a cool and intellectual eRit, or something of that sort. Of course, Min Jiheon himself thought that such an image did not suit him at all—but what did it matter?

He was so excited that anything was fine!!

This is a huge departure from my plan to live a mediocre life.

Looking back, the profession of an actor surprisingly suited him.

He instinctively focused in front of a camera and was so, so happy when someone on the street recognized him and hesitantly approached.

It would be a lie to say he did not see anything...

I'm happy.

That someone likes me.

One day, Min Jiheon sat in a quiet cafe with his Manager, talking to a director about an upcoming drama.

“Wow, once this drama starts, the response will be explosive. He's got the looks and the acting skills. The viewers will go crazy once it airs.”

“Will it do well?”

“Of course, from now on, you'll only be walking on a flower path!”

The Manager, buoyed by Min Jiheon's popularity and the subsequent rise of Daepaseong's stock, was passionately pouring out his expectations for the drama.

When the director briefly stepped away, the Manager grinned.

“Ah, I'm just going for a smoke.”

“Okaay.”

“Min Jiheon?”

He looked at him as if asking if he would join, so Min Jiheon smiled faintly and waved his hand.

“I don't smoke.”

“Ah, really?”

Actually, he used to smoke quite often in the past, but with the dopamine overflowing in his body these days, he no longer felt the urge for a cigarette.

To be loved, he was told he had to manage his image.

With a smile on his lips, he looked outside.

The sunlight was soft and gentle, and an old pop song played quietly in the cafe.

“This feels good.”

Is it okay to be this happy?

“This is really nice.”

Afraid that the happiness he had grasped would disappear, Min Jiheon had to run without rest, but he liked it. He was looking at the script, its edges tattered from being read dozens of times.

Someone approached him.

“Min Jiheon.”

He immediately looked up with a bright smile.

“Yes?”

A person with a pale face.

“I'm a fan, could you give me an autograph?”

“Oh...”

In the old days, he would have been wary before they even spoke.

Or he would have ignored them. It was obvious they were not human.

But now Min Jiheon was a celebrity—and it was not strange at all for this to happen! So he accepted it with a little joy.

“Of course!”

Min Jiheon set the script aside, picked up a pen, and asked with a smiling face.

“Um, your name?”

“My name?”

In that moment, his vision blurred. A strand of hair, sarak—, brushed against Min Jiheon's pale wrist.

“What do you like?”

Something long and black...

“Should I say Chaeyeon?”

Saying his younger sister's name.

When he looked up, it was grinning from ear to ear at Min Jiheon.

“You know it's over if you make a mistake, right?”

KYAHAHAHAHA!

When he blinked again, the person had vanished. Min Jiheon looked at the paper lying forlornly on the table.

'Have a good day! -Min Jiheon'

Looking at his own clumsy signature, written with such naive innocence, Min Jiheon eventually slumped over and mumbled.

“Ah, please, seriously...”

I feel like I'm about to lose my mind.


However, Min Jiheon's acting career was surprisingly resilient.

He gritted his teeth and pretended to be normal, rising as the face of Daepaseong.

He encountered so many 'somethings' on set that he realized how wise and fortunate the agency's decision to push a mysterious concept was.

I'm so glad for the mysterious concept...

He did not have to answer, and even if he just stared blankly, it was all understood under the title of 'mysterious'.

Time flew by, and Min Jiheon established himself as a Hallyu star.

That day was just another ordinary day.

He stopped by Daepaseong, a place he rarely visited, to get his schedule, and his Manager scratched his chin.

“In the drama Min Jiheon is about to film, we're adding one more actor from our agency.”

“Yes?”

“Um, it's a... tie-in sale.”

Then the Manager hesitated and mumbled in an unconfident voice.

“His... acting isn't that... great... and his presence is a bit faint.”

He was apparently kind to the staff, but his attitude was somewhat half-hearted, and he lacked any desperation. The CEO and industry insiders were all saying 'he won't last long...' and yet they were slotting in such an actor.

“His visuals are good, but he's blunt and quiet. A bit half-hearted, too.”

“......”

“His vibe is perfect... ah, what a shame.”

Listening to the Manager complain about how he still got good roles thanks to his face, Min Jiheon wondered.

Was there an actor like that in our company?

But Min Jiheon decided to stop thinking about it.

A rookie actor would work hard on his own, and Min Jiheon was not the type to mentor and guide a junior.

Even if they were from the same agency, he was not a cat who could warmly and affectionately take care of someone.

“Yes, well.”

Well, if I run into him, I'll buy him a nice meal.

He sat on the steps in front of the shabby Daepaseong building, staring blankly at the sky.

“...?”

Suddenly, the hair on his body stood on end. It was not just unsettling. Every cell in his body sounded an alarm.

Min Jiheon looked up and came face to face with a certain 'thing' entering his agency.

“...What.”

It was covered in something like black clouds.

It did not look human, and it should not have been human.

What is that?

How can you call a perfectly walking corpse with all the blood drained from it a person?

His face was obscured by the black clouds and could not be seen properly, but for a moment, it felt like, it was looking, at this place, and...

He held his breath without realizing it.

Min Jiheon froze, unable to move, and just stared at him, but the man acted like a perfectly normal person and calmly headed into the building.

Soon after, the Manager opened the Daepaseong door, came out, saw him, and smiled brightly.

“Oh, if it isn't our actor. Go on in, go on in!”

‘It’ went in with a bow. Min Jiheon waited until its back completely disappeared, then quickly latched onto the Manager.

“Min Jiheon, why are you here?”

“Uh, ah, um... That person just now...”

Min Jiheon swallowed hard and asked.

“Who is that person?”

Is 'person' the right word?

“Ah~ The actor I was talking about inside. The one who's going to be in the drama with you.”

“......”

“Right? Now you see why we're putting him in the drama, right? He's handsome. Well, they say he doesn't have a captivating charm. His name is...”

'Doesn't have a captivating charm'?

What kind of nonsense is this.

This was not something to be judged on charm. It was an intimidating and uncomfortable aura.

He felt dizzy and nauseous and wanted to get some fresh air.

The Manager chattered on for a while, then urged him to a nearby watch commercial shoot. Min Jiheon took off the bracelet on his left wrist and put on the watch, feeling a sense of unease.

I'm anxious.

It felt like something unbearable was about to explode.

He was terribly anxious that everything he had luckily grasped so far would collapse.

So as soon as the shoot was over, Min Jiheon went straight to Daepaseong to get information about him.

He was waiting anxiously in the shabby building when he felt it.

“...!”

And when he turned his head to the side, the man was coming out.

Just as he was thinking that, a pair of cold eyes turned towards him.

“Uh...”

I feel sick.

Min Jiheon felt an unidentifiable, strong sense of threat and instinctively put on a smile.

“Hello...”

“......”

“The weather is nice today, isn't it?”

Min Jiheon quickly scanned the man while spouting useless small talk.

Min Jiheon smiled, pretending to be a good person, to find out where this anxiety was coming from.

“...Are you with this agency?”

The moment he took another step closer, Min Jiheon's eyebrows twitched minutely. Through the thick, cloud-like smoke, he could see his tightly clenched jaw.

So, the Manager definitely told me his name.

“Excuse me...”

“I don't believe in gods.”

...Gods?

He nonchalantly took out a cigarette and lit it with a practiced motion. Min Jiheon watched the acrid smoke rising from the flame and said quietly.

“...That's not it.”

“Is that so?”

The man took a drag from his cigarette and answered half-heartedly.

I remember now.

In that moment, Min Jiheon recalled his name.

The rookie actor from the rumors, whose acting was clumsy, whose presence was faint, who was kind to the staff but lacked desperation.

He wanted to say, what nonsense.

Completely different from the rumors...

“Then are you selling floor panels?”

Seo Hoyun.

That was this crazy bastard's name.
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“...Yep?”

Only a stupid question came out.

Min Jiheon frowned at this type he had never encountered before. He was the one who should be suspicious, but Seo Hoyun was treating him like a door-to-door salesman.

“I'm an actor with this agency. We're going to be in the same drama...”

But he could not finish his explanation.

The simple act of the rookie actor stubbing out his cigarette scared him off. As he stood there, frozen stiff, Seo Hoyun looked him up and down.

“Excuse me.”

Dangerous.

“Did I ask?”

...And with that one cold remark, he vanished.

In the alley, tinged with the faint smell of cigarettes, Min Jiheon stood with his mouth agape. He stared in the direction he had disappeared.

“...What's with his personality?”


Seo Hoyun.

The information Min Jiheon gathered suggested the actor had appeared like a comet, as if he fell from the sky.

“This is serious.”

And yet, the acting Min Jiheon saw on video was terrible.

Strangely, when they met in person, Seo Hoyun felt like someone who had lived much longer than Min Jiheon. On screen, however, he just looked young. It was... terrifying.

Getting close to him will definitely lead to trouble.

“Wow, Min Jiheon, you came even though it’s not your filming day?”

“...Hahahaha.”

But things didn't go as he planned.

Even though it wasn't his filming day, he came to the drama studio and lurked behind the lighting team.

“Oh, I heard Seo Hoyun is your agency junior, right? Hmm... but the rumors about him aren't very good. They say he has a bad attitude and often ignores people.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, he’s so blunt... It makes people around him feel awkward.”

Seo Hoyun didn't look at the script or focus on filming. He wasn't friendly. His sharp, sensitive expression made people uncomfortable.

Well... he won’t last long anyway.

He was like an old, flickering lightbulb, about to burn out.

Min Jiheon fiddled with his fingers.

What a waste.

It was infuriating.

To have enough energy to move a corpse like that, something must be obsessing over him to an incredible degree.

Min Jiheon's turbulent life had given him a ghost-like intuition, and he quickly grasped the situation.

The black mass over the rookie actor clearly forced the man to cling to life. In other words, Seo Hoyun received that much obsessive affection.

Not a normal kind, of course.

Have I ever been the subject of such obsession from someone?

I don't think so.

That was why Min Jiheon couldn't look at him favorably.

If he’s receiving that much affection, shouldn’t he at least try to live more earnestly, even if he can’t return it?

Min Jiheon couldn't hide his simmering gut feeling. As he watched him blankly, Seo Hoyun, who had his arms crossed, spun around.

“...?”

What is he doing?

He approached the struggling staff and silently began helping them move heavy lighting equipment. He silently ignored his flustered manager, who tried to stop him and asked what he was doing.

Seo Hoyun moved freely around the set with a stoic expression. He only returned to his position when the director called for him.

“So why are you digging into this case? You gain nothing from it and only get hated by the higher-ups.”

His scene partner performed passionately, but Seo Hoyun was no different than before the camera started recording.

“It would be better to stop here.”

His gaze, expression, and gestures were all subpar by Min Jiheon's standards.

As I thought... I was just wasting my time.

Min Jiheon had no time to spare for someone so mediocre, who showed neither effort nor a shred of talent.

[He feels a strange sensation. Fragments of memory about a lost friend seem to be within his grasp, yet they torment him by refusing to become clear.]

They should have cast a better actor for a mystery thriller. Just as Min Jiheon thought that,

“I can't stop.”

Min Jiheon lifted his head at the resonant voice, which was completely different from before.

The monitor filled with Seo Hoyun's pale face as his lips parted slightly.

“...I'm looking for something.”

Click.

The lights came on, and Min Jiheon felt a sense of déjà vu.

It felt like the surroundings plunged into darkness, with a single pin spotlight shining just on him.

He barely spoke, his voice dry and raspy.

“...I think I missed something.”

His scene partner blinked in confusion. Seo Hoyun took a precarious, frightened step back.

“I feel strangely nauseous, like I'm going to throw up. It’s as if I’ve made a huge mistake... I feel like I shouldn't be living like this, like I've forgotten something.”

“W-Wait a minute!”

“This... I don't know if this is really right.”

Everyone held their breath and watched him. Seo Hoyun raised a hand and roughly wiped his face.

“...But I'm going to find it.”

In that moment, the mass scattered, revealing an intense, blue gaze.

“I have to find it.”

—Cut!

Min Jiheon blinked.

Over thirty staff members stood nailed to the spot, staring at the rookie actor in stunned silence.


In the end, Min Jiheon canceled all his personal schedules and lingered on the set. He stared at the script, then rubbed his forehead.

“...Ugh.”

That just now, it wasn't acting.

After witnessing it, he felt a strong kinship with him, or maybe a deeper pity.

He was sure he had felt that way before, too.

“...Uuuugh...”

So, Min Jiheon got up and went to find him.

Finding him wasn't difficult.

Whenever Min Jiheon took a step and felt an unsettling sensation, Seo Hoyun was always in that direction.

He quietly opened the waiting room door and saw someone breathing softly, their face buried in a towel. The black mass had faded slightly but seemed to have settled over him again. Min Jiheon silently closed the door.

Click.

“...Do you have a moment?”

The rookie actor didn't answer.

“...Can you hear me?”

“Yes, Min Jiheon.”

“So you know who I am.”

“It’d be stupid not to know, since we’re in the same drama.”

Annoyed, he roughly threw the towel aside. He was extremely nervous but managed a relaxed smile, drawing on his years of acting experience.

“How did you end up becoming an actor?”

“......”

“I saw your acting just now. Honestly, it was terrible at first, but the second half was quite watchable. I was wondering what happened—”

“Right now,”

Before Min Jiheon could finish, Seo Hoyun shot up and haphazardly stuffed things into his bag.

“I’m in no state to need your trivial acting advice or evaluation.”

“...I can see that.”

“If you can see that, then what do you want with me, Min Jiheon?”

“......”

“Every time you look at me, you have an expression that says you’re dying to run away in disgust. Am I wrong?”

“—treating me like I’m something scary when I haven’t even done anything.” The man's sneering, self-mocking voice pierced through Min Jiheon, letting him know he was in an extremely sensitive state.

“...Hmm.”

It seems there really is something going on.

Min Jiheon couldn't back down, even knowing he might be cursed out for meddling.

If you saw someone dying on the street, could you just ignore them, smile, and walk away without even thinking of calling 911? If you saw a drunk person lying in the middle of the road, could you just leave them there?

Of course not.

Thus, Min Jiheon saw speaking to this man now as a similar act.

“—Should I help you?”

It was an offer of goodwill.

“It seems like you’re going through this without knowing why.”

Acting obviously didn't suit him. It wasn't something he wanted or was desperate for. He was as unnatural as a walking corpse forced into a role.

Maybe... he wants to know.

What it is he's so desperately searching for.

Min Jiheon gently touched his bracelet and made the offer with a calm facade.

“I can see a strange mass-like thing above you right now. I can try to remove it for you.”

“......”

“...Of course, it might hurt.”

Silence followed. Then, Seo Hoyun scoffed.

“So you're one of those bastards who actually believes in this crap?”

...I'm not, actually.

Min Jiheon silently denied it to himself but laughed awkwardly.

Seo Hoyun let out a short breath.

“Fine, okay, but listen. If you do all this... and it turns out you’ve just wasted my time.”

For a moment, a sharp glint shone from his smiling eyes, piercing through the black clumps.

“You’d better be prepared.”

...Terrifying.

Scary as hell. I have no idea who could possibly love someone like this.

“...I’ll make it quick.”

Min Jiheon blew his bangs out of his face and shook his bracelet.

“Breathe out slowly.”

Only then did Seo Hoyun's face become clear again.

The shimmering cloud scattered, revealing his cool gaze, tightly sealed lips, and pale, low-saturation skin.

What kind of life did he live to end up with a face like that? Min Jiheon drily assessed as he approached very cautiously.

“Don’t be scared...”

Just removing this cloud for a moment shouldn't have a big impact on him—.

“...Cough.”

—BEEEEEEEP!

In that instant, a sudden ringing overwhelmed Min Jiheon's ears, and he ducked his head. He blinked and looked down at his hands.

They were red.

He tasted metal in his mouth as blood poured from his nose, dripping, drip, drip, onto his palms.

—BEEEEEEEP!

When he blankly raised his gaze, the man was gone. Space folded in on itself, layer by layer, like a radical impressionist painting.

“...Huh?”

Only a monitor emitting blue light remained.

Soon, an unfamiliar voice flowed from the monitor.

[—Ah, fuck.]

His vision swam. The light slowly faded. His consciousness grew distant.

In the midst of it all, he heard it.

The sound of something clicking...

[Reset.]

Click.

.

.

.

“Gasp!”

He shot up, drenched in a cold sweat.

A familiar scene greeted him. Brilliant sunlight warmly illuminated his bedroom.

“Hah, hah...”

Min Jiheon quickly grabbed his phone and opened the search bar. As if possessed, he typed in the name.

Seo Hoyun.

Information flooded the screen. The Dawn, idol, under WH Entertainment—... Min Jiheon stared at his phone screen and slid down against the headboard.

A crazy dream?

No.

The voice of the man he had seen for the first time last night...

“Of course, I know.”

The voice that had spat out curses...

[Reset.]

“You’re Min Jiheon, right?”

The voices overlapped, filling his mind.

In that moment, a seal seemed to break. The events Seo Hoyun had told him about slowly pieced together in his mind like a puzzle.

A game centered around idols.

Seo Hoyun had said that just before the game began, fragments of a discarded world existed...

“...Gah.”

At that moment, a realization struck him hard.

“I’m scr...”

In that world where the man was an actor, in that now-discarded world, he had...

“...I’m screwed.”

He had killed Seo Hoyun.
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Min Jiheon, who had been plagued by unsettling dreams for several days, arrived at the filming location for his final scheduled shoot.

“Whoa~! What is all this?”

The drama set buzzed with energy, and the staff were all smiling. In the distance, a coffee truck displayed a large picture of a radiant man's face.

A staff member laughed upon seeing Min Jiheon stare speechlessly at the banners. They read ‘We're Treating the Pig Not You☆’ and ‘Congrats from the Anti-SHY Club’.

“Mr. Seo Hoyun, you’re the king of coffee trucks.”

“...Ahaha.”

The scene felt strange. It was even stranger when he recalled the man from his dream, who was not just a jerk but an empty corpse. Min Jiheon was about to flee the coffee truck and find a corner to hide when a voice called out.

“Min Jiheon.”

“Gah!”

A well-dressed Seo Hoyun plopped down next to him.

“What the?”

Min Jiheon struggled to control his expression and spoke.

“...I-It’s the last shoot, so things are quite festive.”

“I should tell them not to spend money on things like this.”

His words did not match his expression.

Min Jiheon frowned, staring blankly at the man who seemed to have shed all his dark clouds and now only shone.

What should I do.

He knew a world existed where Seo Hoyun had been an actor, and he had suspected something was entangled between them.

Still, I never imagined I would have been the one to kill him.

Who could have possibly imagined something so absurd?

Min Jiheon bit his lower lip and raised his gaze, his eyes meeting the man who had been staring intently at him.

“......”

...He's noticed something is off.

And he's waiting for me to speak.

“...You... know.”

Even if Seo Hoyun decided to kill him after hearing this, Min Jiheon would have no excuse. He decided it was better to just confess.

“I think I had a dream... This might sound really crazy. I’m not mentally ill, so please don’t misunderstand...”

The man's eyes were so dark that Min Jiheon’s own tense face reflected in them.

“I saw you as an actor in my dream... and I made a mistake.”

“Specifically.”

“...I shook the bracelet, and in that moment, it reset.”

“......”

“...I think you died.”

A moment of silence passed.

Min Jiheon bowed his head, bracing for the inevitable outburst.

Seo Hoyun just rubbed his forehead and muttered something incomprehensible. “Well, It did say the settings were getting confusing...”

“Do you hold a grudge against me because of this?”

“Huh? No, not at all...”

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

“...In my heart.”

“Bullshit.”

Seo Hoyun grabbed Min Jiheon's chin and shook it from side to side, examining him carefully before letting go.

“Then we’re good.”

And just like that, so refreshingly and simply, the situation was over.

“If you’re done talking nonsense, let’s grab a meal later.”

“......Huh??”

Seo Hoyun ignored him and stood up. Min Jiheon awkwardly got up after him and glanced his way. Seo Hoyun slung his sports bag over his shoulder, started walking toward the set, then suddenly spun around.

“But this is ridiculous, isn't it?”

Now he was going to get mad.

However, the words that followed were unexpected.

“Hey, who’s the psycho? The guy having a weird-ass dream, or the bastard who sees a system?”

Confused for a moment, Min Jiheon stammered.

“Both of us...”

“Get lost.”

Seo Hoyun clicked his tongue, flipped him the middle finger, and disappeared without a second thought.

Min Jiheon stood there, blinking.

...That's it?

Really? That asshole Seo Hoyun?


The end of ‘Please Take the Camera’ Season 2, which had recorded top viewership ratings for a Tuesday-Wednesday drama day after day, was approaching. Still dazed, Min Jiheon watched the filming from a corner of the set while skimming through his script.

[The problematic variety show, which PD Lee Jeonghun joined midway through and completely overhauled, hit new highs daily and became the center of attention.]

In the back alley where filming had begun, Seo Hoyun gazed at the sky where the sunset slowly faded. He took a cigarette from inside his jacket. Dressed in a neat, dark blue suit with an employee ID card hanging from his neck, he ran his fingers through his hair, letting a few strands fall loosely.

[While everyone was raving about the program's popularity, the protagonist himself was nowhere to be seen.]

“Ah, wait a minute. Hold on.”

“Where did PD Lee Jeonghun go?”

Yu Jeonghwa downed her drink as if to wash away all her past hardships. She looked around, pushed through her colleagues, and her gaze suddenly settled on one spot.

Artificial snowflakes fell silently and heavily from the pitch-black night sky, showing that the season in the story had turned to winter.

Beneath it, Lee Jeonghun stood, quietly looking up at the sky.

Then, the sound of soft humming could be heard.

【Are you trying to come back to me...】

It was an old song, one not often heard these days. The husky voice had a slightly cracked edge.

【Why are you hesitating?】

The Seo Hoyun from the dream, who had shown such terrible acting, was now nowhere to be found.

[Humming the song lightly, Lee Jeonghun picks up his phone to answer a call. Yu Jeonghwa doesn't know who is on the other end, but she is fascinated to see Lee Jeonghun with such a comfortable and bright smile.]

“—Yeah, a company dinner.”

The director and writer had not given Seo Hoyun any specific instructions about who he was talking to on the phone. They had only instructed him not to show his usual stiffness, his overconfident attitude, or his characteristic pickiness.

So, Lee Jeonghun just seemed to be in a good mood.

“I told you, it’s a company dinner.”

“Don’t wait up, just go to sleep.”

After hanging up, he blew out a breath, his warm air fogging in the cold. The man who had been staring at his own feet looked up at the sound of crunching snow.

“...Oh, PD.”

A conversation with Yu Jeonghwa followed, but Min Jiheon just scratched his forehead and left the set.

I don't need to watch any more.

He already knew who Seo Hoyun was on the phone with.

Around the time the sound of "Cut!" echoed from the distance, the staff erupted in cheers. Min Jiheon took in the sight of Seo Hoyun surrounded by them and receiving a large bouquet of flowers, then headed for the parking lot.

He sent a text saying sorry, but he was leaving first. As he trudged along, he saw someone.

...Wow, it's one thing after another.

He came face to face with Seo Hojin, who leaned against a car using his phone. Min Jiheon thought that they really did look alike, especially in the way they stared so intently at people.

Just lower my eyes and walk past quietly.

Just a few days ago, Min Jiheon had awkwardly excused himself from a chilling atmosphere by claiming he suddenly remembered something urgent. This time, he just gave an awkward nod and headed for his car.

But in the end, he turned right back around and returned to Seo Hojin.

“...Seo Hojin.”

He mumbled, meeting the man's pitch-black gaze, which seemed bottomless.

“Hoyun-hyung should be done now, but he said he’s meeting the director, so it might take a while... Yeah.”

Right, I think I killed your brother once. I'm the sinner here.

Min Jiheon was about to just leave, but he let out a deep sigh.

“I...”

“Yes.”

“I think... I did something. My memory is hazy— no, actually, this time too, I acted like I knew everything and did something terrible to Seo Hoyun.”

However, he regretted it now.

“But, I won’t pretend to know anything anymore. I really don’t know anything. I’m ashamed that I made assumptions and jumped to conclusions.”

Even as Min Jiheon rambled on to Seo Hojin, he was filled with regret.

“I had no ill intentions. ...That might have made him even more pissed off, but it’s true.”

Seo Hoyun no longer hated Min Jiheon. He did not care whether he was normal or not. A long time had passed since their first meeting. Besides, Seo Hoyun knew that Min Jiheon had made a mistake and had admitted that he himself had made the same one.

“I’m sorry.”

That made him even more anxious.

After spitting out an apology that might have felt one-sided, he cautiously watched for a reaction.

Seo Hojin slowly fiddled with his fingertips and muttered.

“...My brother. How much of a scumbag was he?”

...This is a trap question, isn't it?

A cold sweat ran down his spine. He could not possibly answer, ‘Your brother sucked me dry and even tried to frame me for attempted murder, hahahaha!’

Min Jiheon barely managed to choose his words.

“He was always... like an angel...!”

“......”

All he got in return was a pitying look that seemed to say, You must have had a really hard time...

In truth, 'fallen angel who crawled up from hell' was a more fitting description than 'angel'.

As an awkward silence fell, Seo Hojin quietly spoke first.

“I didn’t really know.”

He kicked the ground lightly.

“Me, I got curious after watching this drama, so I asked him. Why my brother, who has the worst temper in the universe, wanted to be a variety show PD so badly. I always thought editing family videos was just a hobby of his... I wondered what he liked so much about it.”

“......”

“And then he just blurted it out.”

Seo Hojin lowered his gaze.

“He said, ‘Because you liked it.’”

Min Jiheon blinked.

“So no matter how much others cursed at my brother or what they said, I always thought they were just talking nonsense without knowing anything. It’s a habit of mine to get angry whenever someone says something bad about him.”

“......”

“But it seems he’s received a lot of help from you, Min Jiheon.”

Seo Hojin looked at him with a slight smile.

“Thank you, hyung. For being good to my family.”

That was really, truly... just like Seo Hoyun.

As if shaking off some deep, lingering attachment, Seo Hojin let out a short breath and asked Min Jiheon.

“I heard you like gamjatang. Shall we go there?”

“...Um. No.”

Min Jiheon stammered.

“I have something to do. You two should have a comfortable meal and go.”

Seo Hojin’s eyes widened. He scratched his cheek with a slightly apologetic look and asked.

“Still, maybe next time?”

“Yes, that sounds good.”

After that clean farewell, Min Jiheon got into his car. He grabbed the steering wheel, started the engine, and was about to leave the parking lot when he saw Seo Hoyun come down. Seo Hoyun held a large bouquet and looked around. Then, Min Jiheon saw him talking with Seo Hojin before giving him a light smack—.

Is that what a family is like?

My heart feels strangely ticklish.

As he watched the autumn leaves scatter outside the window, he suddenly remembered the song he had heard on set. He hummed along to the melody, heard the following lyrics, and let out a small laugh.

“Good grief.”

After some hesitation, he called someone for the first time in a very long while. Before the ringtone could even sound for a few seconds, a listless yet youthful voice came through.

[What?]

She picked up right away.

Min Jiheon cleared his throat with a small, 'Ahem,' and asked as nonchalantly as possible.

“Princess. Are you home today? I was thinking of buying some castella cake that you like.”

[Don't call me princess.]

“Yes, yes, Princess Chaeyeon.”

He expected to get cursed out and have her hang up immediately, but all he heard from the other side was quiet breathing. He thought, what was with her, a teenager in puberty acting like this.

[...What? Is something wrong?]

A small voice trickled out.

[Why does your voice sound like that?]

Min Jiheon smiled a little.

Sometimes, very rarely, the shape of language can reach another person similarly without a single word being properly spoken. Still, the impulse to say it out loud like this did not seem so bad.

Rubbing his forehead, Min Jiheon decided to say something, even if it was far less cool than in a drama.

“Chaeyeon-ah.”

[What.]

“My dear Chaeyeon, your big brother loves you very, very much.”

On the other end, a long silence followed. A sound of disgust came through, as if she had genuinely gotten goosebumps all over her body.

[...Ugh.]

“Hahaha.”

[...Urrgh. I need the bathroom, I'm gonna throw up.]

“Hey, that’s harsh!”

Min Jiheon cackled and turned off the engine. He parked the car and got out, stirring a small commotion among the people who recognized him. His little sister grumbled irritably that she had worried for nothing, then added one more thing.

[Just hurry up and come home.]

“Okay.”

[Everyone misses you.]

His eyes widened as he stared at his phone, but the call had already disconnected. He chuckled and put the phone in his pocket. A sudden, cold gust of air brushed past his chest.

He saw the cafe his sister liked. He was already smiling at the thought of her pretending not to care while peeking at the castella cake he would buy.

“Hello.”

“Whoa. You’re Mr. Min Jiheon, right?”

A life of struggling with all your heart, hesitating and fearing, loving and being loved. Isn't that pretty great?

There was still so much to learn...

“Yeees, it’s Jiheon.”

Above all, the autumn sunlight was truly, dazzlingly wonderful.
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Please Take the Camera Season 2 was a phenomenon.

It not only recorded the highest viewership ratings in the broadcast station's drama history, but its explosive popularity in Korea also led to simultaneous airings in several foreign countries. It then achieved the remarkable feat of topping the viewership ratings in every country it was serviced.

"Ah, wait. Just a moment."

"Where did PD Lee Jeonghun-nim go?"

Riding that popularity, the final episode of Please Take the Camera Season 2 finally aired.

The variety show within the drama broke records day after day, proving this reality. The entire staff, including Yu Jeonghwa, was at a company dinner to celebrate their success.

"Hey, just drink up. It's free booze."

"Wow, damn, this cheapskate broadcast station is actually providing free booze. Jeonghwa-yah, drink."

"I'm already pouring it down my throat."

Yu Jeonghwa chugged her drink and staggered out of the restaurant. Snow poured from the black winter night sky.

"Wow~, it's finally over."

Thinking of it as the end felt strangely thrilling. She felt overwhelming pride and a sense that her career was just beginning.

It wouldn't have been possible without that guy, Lee Jeonghun.

That respectable, detestable man.

A small laugh escaped her lips just thinking of him.

"Ugh, it's cold."

She heard someone humming a small tune.

It was an old song, out of place for the current time, sung in a slightly raspy voice.

"Uh..."

A man in a coat hummed to himself, getting covered in white snow. Startled, Yu Jeonghwa froze and stared blankly at him for a long time.

The screen showed the man's hand holding a burning cigarette. The camera panned up slowly, revealing his jawline.

"Oh, a company dinner. ...It’s a company dinner, I said."

His mischievous eyes sparkled softly in the white streetlight.

He seemed to be in a rather good mood.

"Don't wait up, just go to sleep."

Who on earth is he talking to on the phone with such an affectionate voice?

She felt like she had seen something she shouldn't have. As she turned to leave, the man looked up at the soft crunch of snow under her feet.

The man looked at Yu Jeonghwa, took a deep drag of his cigarette, then stubbed it out on the ground and asked.

Strange.

"The smell will stick, won't it?"

"..."

His usual sharp aura was gone, replaced by a softer demeanor. It was truly strange.

"...Um, PD."

A hesitant Yu Jeonghwa awkwardly scratched her head and spoke.

"Thank you."

With only a happy ending ahead, she delivered her thanks with care.

"Seriously, if it weren't for you, PD, I would've quit this place long ago and never looked back at this industry, and do you know how happy everyone is that you're back? The ratings are insane, and they say we're getting a bonus soon. So..."

Lee Jeonghun just stood there crookedly, watching her ramble incoherently.

"You're not going to quit... right?"

Even though his atmosphere had softened, his unique intimidating presence remained.

She knew she had crossed a line and waited for a cold retort like, 'What's it to you?', but Lee Jeonghun said nothing. He picked up the cigarette butt he had just stubbed out and put it into an empty cigarette pack.

"Yu Jeonghwa."

"...Yes."

"You're the one who shouldn't quit."

When he lifted his head, the streetlight brightly illuminated him.

"I still think it's a waste."

Still in a good mood, he grinned.

She stared with wide eyes, trying to understand what he meant, when a shout came from afar. "PD Lee Jeonghun-nim! Jeonghwa-yah, where are you!"

He gave a light wave and brushed past Yu Jeonghwa.

"I'm leaving first. See you tomorrow."

He walked not toward the company dinner, but toward someone who was likely waiting for him.

This was Lee Jeonghun's final scene.


[Title: Wow, PD Lee Jeonghun is so PD Lee Jeonghun-like, right to the very end

Following up 'It's a real waste' with

'I still think it's a waste'

He's a master at confusing people

└ I feel like I can smell the faint scent of cigarettes mixed with the winter night air. Is this that 4D effect?

└└ Everyone's hallucinating lol I'm telling you, I was watching from behind that alley]

[Title: Everyone fell in love during that last scene...

Even my younger brother, who only ever chanted Min Seungtae's name, watched this scene like he was possessed. It's not a romance, but he has truly mastered the art of getting under people's skin.

>>Are you trying to come back to me? Are you wandering because you still don't know that I love you?<<

Why is he so good at singing too???

└ What's there to say? It's Seo Hoyun...

└ I love him humming while smoking... a little drunk and in a good mood, doing that... I love it so much

└└ The fact that he can sing well too is just OP lol As expected of a Billboard star. There's no one as all-rounded as Seo Hoyun]

[Title: No but who was he on the phone with at the end

Seriously, who was it? PD Lee Jeonghun is making a face I've never seen before

└ Who do you think... It must be the person he lives with, is waiting for him, and fucking loves, sigh... his expression is different

└ Is Lee Jeonghun married??

└└ I don't think so...

└ Aren't there any behind-the-scenes clips for this? I'm barely holding myself back from going to Seo Hoyun's SNS and asking

└└ Sigh, seriously, what a fucking confusing man...

└└ It's so fucking funny how the entire nation is collectively over-invested in this]

The ending of Please Take the Camera Season 2 concluded. Riding on its popularity, a special broadcast was scheduled for the following week, but the public's excitement showed no signs of cooling down.

[Title: I like that the PTTC ending is so PTTC-like

I thought Yu Jeonghwa and Min Seungtae wouldn't get together in the end

Around the 10-minute mark, an OST started playing over a shot of Seoul's evening commute, so I thought it was going to end just like that

I thought it was going to be an ending where everything is wrapped up and Yu Jeonghwa, Min Seungtae, and Lee Jeonghun all go on to live their own separate lives, and I was about to start cursing my head off, like, Hey, you bastard!!!!

But Yu Jia never holds back

On the street where snow is pouring down, Min Jiheon thinks he was in the wrong and that Yu Jia is too cool and brilliant a person to live with him<< so he says... goodbye and they part ways

And Min Jiheon just stands there rooted to the spot, watching Yu Jia walk away

But Yu Jia whips around on that street

Yu Jia: Hey, you son of a bitch!!!!!

She shouts, and he turns around with wide eyes

People are all murmuring, but Yu Jia doesn't give a damn

Yu Jia: Are you going to date me, or are you going to die!!!!!

She shouts it like a general with a booming voice, and Min Jiheon bursts out laughing, phaha

└ When she goes, "If you don't date me, I'll kill you, you son of a bitch!!!!" Min Jiheon just goes, "Ah, Noona, please... lol" while wiping his face and laughing, then runs over in one stride and lifts her up. I love it so, so, so, so much

└ The extras in the back shaking their heads as they walk away is also hilarious ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: I love the narration that comes after, too

"The biggest son of a bitch in my life, the most foolish and idiotic younger man, but at the same time, I couldn't live without him, and I knew that bastard definitely felt the same way."

└ The best rom-com of my life

└ Kkeoheoeong, Writer Suki is my star

└ The Seong Jiwon OST that plays here is seriously OP

└└ The Prince of OSTs, Seong Jiwon...

└└ The word 'prince' really suits him so well in this world...]

At the entrance of Myeongdong, witness accounts of their filming began to pop up one after another. Eventually, the production team's official SNS posted a photo of Min Jiheon holding a bouquet of flowers and smiling brightly.

He smiled more overwhelmingly and radiantly than in any scene from the drama.

[Sigh, I like Min Jiheon... At first, he was so mysterious, so he just felt like a star? But now he feels more human lol His subtle clumsiness is also lovable]

[I heard Jihoney-honey had a hard time during filming...

└ They said Seo Hoyun's ad-libs were fucking hard to react to

He was Lee Jeonghun himself, so it was hard to keep up

└└ Ah, Yu Jia talked about this before too lol

└└ An idol's acting that the actors find so difficult is both proud and funny]

Behind-the-scenes specials from the filming were gradually released, and staff reviews began to pop up here and there. Befitting a record-breaking hit, the stories said that bonuses were distributed to the staff.

[I thought they'd be bankrupt because of the appearance fees, but they said the fees haven't changed from season 1... What do we do with these three main actors who just asked them to take good care of the filming environment]

[I really love the PTTC actors... There's no one I don't like ㅠㅠㅠ]

The drama's most memorable scenes produced numerous 'memes' and heated up the internet.

Most viewers were fully satisfied with this perfectly wrapped-up happy ending, but the fans of Please Take the Camera boldly shouted, 'Give us Season 3'.

[Now give us Season 3]

They wanted to eat until they were full.

[Did you think we'd just say a beautiful goodbye here? Hand it over]

[I need to know who Lee Jeonghun was on the phone with]

As the PTTC fans continued to wail, people began to murmur.

[Heek, look at them demanding Season 3 already]

[Season 2 ended yesterday. What are you doing loitering around already?]

[Lmao ㅋㅋㅋㅋ they really love this drama ㅋㅋㅋ]

Thanks to Seo Hoyun's fame, even fans watching a Korean drama for the first time flocked to it. Just when it seemed he had reached his peak, fans were both delighted and strangely bittersweet at the news of love calls pouring in from various commercials, including overseas ones.

[Don't go... Don't go abroad... I want to know everything about the kids' daily lives, you punks...]

[He's a real cosmic superstar... I'm still the same, but the kids are getting higher and higher...]

But at that moment.

【Let's eat together while watching the PTTC rerun】

[?]

As if on cue, they came right over to hang out with their fans.

When they clicked on it in shock, the background was the place they called their dorm, but was in fact Kang Ichae's house.

“Noeuls~! Hello!! Let's eat together!!”

[Guys, what are you doing]

[I mean, we asked for a glimpse of your daily life, but we didn't mean let's eat dinner together at your house]

[omg i havent ordered food yet]

Moreover, they had set up the camera so well that it almost felt like sitting around and having dinner with the members.

Though flustered, Jeong Dajun puffed up his cheeks and chattered nonstop. "I've been holding back since 3 PM to eat with Noeuls," he said. "Come on, it's going to be long, so let's watch together."

“Alright, alright, have a seat here.”

[Is this my grandma's house...?]

[What is this, I'm just naturally eating with them...]

[What is this? A 6th member VR experience?]

Upon closer inspection, the dinner looked unusually appetizing.

The kimchi jjigae was deeply stewed, and the braised mackerel simmered in a glossy, spicy soy sauce marinade. Steam rose from the freshly cooked rice. There was even a perfectly golden rolled omelet and tangy young radish kimchi.

It was a combination that made one's mouth water just by looking.

[omg was Seonghyeon in charge of the meal today?]

“Nope, the maknae.”

[...Excuse me?]

People wondered if they had misheard and zoomed in on the screen to look at him. However, the screen still captured a perfectly normal and decent-looking meal.

[You're saying... Jeong Dajun made this?]

Seong Jiwon said with a gentle smile.

“Ahaha, a few of these are side dishes from Seonghyeon's house, and the kimchi jjigae is Dajun's, but Dajun has gotten really good at cooking! It's just that today he was so engrossed in Hoyun's drama that he didn't have time to exercise his creativity.”

[EXCUSE ME???]

[What?? You're telling me Jeong Dajun knew how to cook like this all along and was still making Kimchi-Strawberry-Sardine Stew?]

[Jeong Dajun... are you really going to get your Korean Cuisine Craftsmanship certification?

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ lmao]

While everyone reeled in shock from this new fact, the center of the controversy, Jeong Dajun, dabbed his tears with a tissue, ignoring the comments.

“I wish PTTC would go on forever...”

“I agree...”

[Seonghyeon ㅋㅋ ㅠㅠㅠ quietly saying "I agree..." from the side]

[My god, how much has he suffered until now ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Seonghyeon. Let's be quiet while watching the drama.”

“......”

[Jeong Dajun started the conversation himself...]

[So solemn ㄷㄷ]

Kang Ichae whistled as he brought over an acoustic guitar. Whenever a song played in the drama, he would strum along, providing background music. He also shared various behind-the-scenes stories about the 'OST sung by Jiwon-hyung'.

[Wow, you're really sharing all of your daily life with us]

[Crazy, I thought this was an incredibly depressing and sad song, unlike Kang Ichae, but he says it's a beat he made after eating Jeong Dajun's cooking once and getting depressed

└ I guess art really does bloom from suffering...]

[But it's fascinating

I remember Kang Ichae didn't really like Seo Hoyun filming dramas back in the day, but he's watching it with great interest

└ He seems to like it these days, what's up...

└└ I dunno, he just likes everything Seo Hoyun does

└ What about Jiwon?

└ What's there to say? He's a Seo Hoyun stan

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ lmao]

Even as the members boisterously shared stories, the actual star of the drama was nowhere to be seen.

Then, at that moment— Beep, be-beep. The door opened with a familiar electronic sound, and Kim Seonghyeon turned his head.

“Seo Hoyun, you're here?”

[Wow~~~~~~ PD~~~~.]

[PD Lee Jeonghun is here]

[Wow, it's the PD~~... Huh?]

[Huh?]

Appearing in a pure white hoodie and light blue jeans, he was completely different from the worn-out PD in the drama. With the undeniable aura of a dazzling idol, people began to murmur.

[Why is he so dazzling today?]

[I dunno ㄷㄷ]

“Hey, Seo Hoyun, have you eaten?”

“Ahaha, it's okay. Just watching you guys eat is enough to make me full.”

“......”

[?]

[Was that line from Seo Hoyun just now?]

[Why is he acting like that]

[Why is our Hoyun-oppa, who should be storming in saying something like 'I'm back after busting my fucking ass,' acting like this?]

However, Seo Hoyun approached with light steps and an unfazed expression. He sat in the empty seat right next to the camera and smiled brightly.

“Today was another truly rewarding day. I missed you so much, Noeuls... Oh, were we filming?”

Only then did the Noeuls realize.

[Ah~~~ so this was his on-air pretense ㅋㅋ!!!]

[He came dressed in all white from the start, lmao, I should have realized right away]

[You 200% knew they were filming, you punk]

Seo Hoyun just smiled at the comments and acted shamelessly.

“It's been a while, Noeuls.”

On the TV screen, PD Lee Jeonghun from the drama smoked a cigarette. However, Seo Hoyun feigned ignorance and smiled innocently with a 'Cigarettes? I don't know what those are...' face.

Even as those around him looked on in disgust, Seo Hoyun paid them no mind. He turned his body completely to face the camera and spoke directly to the fans.

“What are you doing right now? I hope we're not interrupting your dinner, are we?”

[Say 'I still think it's a waste' for us~~]

[Nyahaha ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[lets go PD-nim~]

However, the Noeuls were also engrossed in the drama.

“I just came straight from practice. I got a little late because someone held me up, but... Ah, by the way, I've been thinking of a live performance recently, and I think Noeuls would like it.”

Every time Seo Hoyun tried to continue speaking, the comment section exploded with talk of Lee Jeonghun.

[Hey, PD Jeonghun, go crash a matchmaking meeting for us~]

[Lee Jeonghun~hahahaha]

[PD, kya, you're so sexy hahaha]

“......”

People were completely captivated by the actions of Lee Jeonghun, the character Seo Hoyun had played. The Lee Jeonghun syndrome showed no signs of abating. It was also a joke born from being so proud of their idol.

Normally, Seo Hoyun would have laughed and accepted whatever the Noeuls did, so they thought he would play along with anything this time too. They figured he would at least recite a line or so...

[PD Lee Jeonghun-nim, what brings you to The Dawn's dorm? haha]

Seo Hoyun raised an eyebrow. He remained silent for a long moment, and then said.

“I'm Hoyun, though.”

[Ack]

He sulked.
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[This silence... what is it?]

[Hoyun-ah, this silence is as long as three days.]

“......”

The fans tried to lighten the mood, but Seo Hoyun just narrowed his eyes and stared at the screen.

[Hey, hey, Hoyun-ah]

[Hoyun-ahhh]

[Bunny-ahhhh]

He seemed genuinely sulky and did not answer.

Normally, Seo Hoyun would have smiled softly and brushed it off, saying, ‘No, it’s fine, things like that can happen—’. This time, however, he silently tilted his head and slowly scrolled through the comment section.

Until now, Seo Hoyun always smiled prettily for Noeul before adding a bit of nagging.

[W-wait, what's wrong with him for real?]

[Suddenly breaking out in a cold sweat]

[Hoyun-ah, are you... sulking?]

“Not really.”

Seo Hoyun tossed out a short reply that clearly screamed I'm sulking right now. “I'm not sulking,” he said, nonchalantly reaching for a rice bowl.

“Give me a spoon, too.”

“What? You said you weren't hungry, Seo Hoyun... Fine. Okay, eat up.”

Kim Seonghyeon muttered, “What a handful...” and handed him a spoon. Seo Hoyun did not even glance at the rice and just took a sip of water.

Just as the fans watched to see if he was truly angry, they noticed something.

[What is it...]

Seo Hoyun sipped his water while sneaking glances at the camera.

[What's with that look asking to be placated...]

That was it.

Noeul stared at the sentence she had written, unable to believe the situation was real.

[Is it right that Seo Hoyun is the most annoying person these days?]

[I'm so flustered I want to ask, 'Is this really our Seo Hoyun?' but if I say that now, it'll be a disaster. I've gotta use my brain and placate Seo Hoyun.]

[Good grief, you're such a handful...]

After murmuring for a while, Noeul took a deep breath. They returned to the live chat, spammed ‘h’, and then carefully typed out, letter by letter, the words they thought Seo Hoyun would like most.

[You dressed so refreshingly today!!]

“Yes, well. I did put in some extra effort for certain people today...”

[Yeah yeah!!]

“It seems like no one is really interested in me, and all their attention is on Lee Jeonghun.”

[...No, that can't be!!]

This is tough...

You were the one who played Lee Jeonghun...

Even with that thought, the fans did not give up and tried again.

[Ho...Hoyun-ah haha what were you doing~ What were you doing in the practice room?]

“Practicing.”

[......]

Horrified, the leader next to him shoved a rolled omelet into Seo Hoyun's mouth to shut him up. Seo Hoyun just mumbled while chewing, his expression still nonchalant.

Kang Ichae found this more exciting than ‘Please Take the Camera’. He had been watching quietly, and now he strummed his guitar. TWANG.

“You, oh, you...”

“......”

“A handful of a HouHou, whose grudges could wrap around the Earth seven times and still have room to spare...”

[Look at Seo Hoyun stubbornly maintaining his sulking stance even while Kang Ichae is singing his heart out.]

[Why do the members look so calm?

└ More than calm, Seong Jiwon is ecstatically adding chorus with the sweetest face in the world, singing “What a handful~”

└└ Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun is still engrossed in the drama.

└└ It's chaos, pure chaos.]

[Hey, we're screwed. We have to placate him fast.]

[Someone give Seo Hoyun a sugary drink.]

After a full ten minutes of constant questions—complimenting his pretty outfit, asking for practice details, and wondering what he wanted to say to Noeul—Seo Hoyun finally put down his water cup. He looked satisfied and began to smile sweetly.

“Noeul really does have such a pretty way with words, as expected.”

“......”

“Whose fan is she, really... Ahaha.”

The fans wanted to scream, [Sham...shameless!], but they knew such a reaction would require a full hour of placating, not just ten minutes.

He was an idol impossible to handle once he got stubborn, so they resigned themselves with an ‘Ugh...’. Just then, a cautiously observing Kim Seonghyeon whispered quietly.

“I'm sorry... Our vocalist doesn't act his age...”

“Act my age?”

That was Kim Seonghyeon's mistake.

Seo Hoyun had softened considerably from Noeul's attention. He lightly tapped Kim Seonghyeon's nose and smiled with his eyes.

“Well, I guess that's how it would look to a baby?”

“......”

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Skull emoji explodes!!!]

[Seonghyeon-ah, how many skull emojis do you make explode in a day!!!]

[Oh wait, Seo Hoyun changed his target to Kim Seonghyeon. He's sweeping his hair back and acting like 'Hyung, don't I look so mature?' and shit.]

└ Thank god, for real... As long as it's not Noeul.

└└ What is this game of hot potato with Bunny Seo?]

Seo Hoyun singled out Kim Seonghyeon and prepared to tease him in earnest. Seong Jiwon watched them with a somewhat resentful expression.

[Jiwon-ah, why are you watching with such a resentful look?]

[Do you seriously want to join in? Get a grip, Jiwon-ah.]

“Haha... Anyway, Noeul, you should sleep a little later tonight. I'm sure something good will happen.”

[Huh??]

The live stream ended soon after. The Dawn cleaned up, announcing they had to go practice.

[This is so exhausting.]

[So you're saying this is daily life for the members?]

[So what we've experienced so far was just the mild version?]

On second thought, Seo Hoyun had definitely been about to say something.

[Didn't he say he had something in mind these days?]

[We forgot because we were too busy desperately placating him while breaking out in a cold sweat.]

And that night.

【Let's t¡me tr@vel...★│The Dawn – Da Capo】

A fan song with a startling title was uploaded.

A 3-minute, 40-second video appeared on the official YouTube channel without warning.

[Woooooah!!!!!]

[HouHou Hooray!!!!!]

[Seo Hoyun filming a drama = fan song. The national rule has appeared!!!]

The video began with nostalgic music from the 2000s.

The camera moved gently over a street steeped in 2000s nostalgia. Kang Ichae squatted in an alley corner, a violin case on his back, holding up a flip phone.

RING... RING...

【The number you have dialed is not available. You will be connected to voicemail. Charges will apply after the beep...】

BEEP...

Kang Ichae leaned his head against a graffiti-covered wall. He spoke in a cracked voice.

“...Are you really going to end it like this?”

Then he asked hesitantly.

“Are we really over?”

An emotional intro began to play.

It was an acoustic pop song with a hint of city pop sensibility. A warm, husky voice hummed softly.

【Baby you are reason that I—

Hmm Hmm Hmm—】

The screen transitioned to a dark room. Jeong Dajun typed on an old computer, dabbing at his tears.

Jeong Dajun was posting a storm of emotional messages on an old SNS site under the nickname ‘Pr¡ncElPuppy★’. Just as he was about to take a tearful selfie, Seong Jiwon burst in, grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, and dragged him from the room.

[Jeong Dajun is typing 'w¡thout y0u, ¡ c@n't even bre@the...' and stuff.]

[And Seong Jiwon commented below it with 'Sharing~♡', right?

└ And Jeong Dajun replied =_=+ 'Plz don't re-upload without permission'.]

The screen switched to an empty amusement park. Seo Hoyun held a bouquet of flowers and stroked his flushed cheeks.

【Rather than being remembered as a decent guy

I want to be a little more clingy】

Seo Hoyun rubbed his cheek. He saw Kim Seonghyeon approaching in the distance and curled his lips into a smile.

Kim Seonghyeon immediately turned and ran.

[What's with Seonghyeon looking disgusted the moment he sees him!]

[His acting is cute ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Is it... acting?

└└ Flinch...]

Seo Hoyun caught up in no time. He took out a single flower and gently tucked it behind Kim Seonghyeon's ear as whistles erupted from the surroundings.

Kim Seonghyeon screamed, “No, please, no!” and “What are you doing? This wasn't in the script!”

Seo Hoyun just smiled refreshingly beside him.

【Can't you stop with the cold words?

I'm still looking at your lips

Hmm Hmm Hmm】

Kim Seonghyeon grumbled and got on a parked motorcycle. Seo Hoyun quickly hopped on behind him. He did not stop at just one verse and kept whispering into Kim Seonghyeon's ear. Finally, Kim Seonghyeon roughly shoved a helmet on Seo Hoyun's head, as if to shut him up.

【Come back whenever you want

I'll still be sitting on that bench

Writing a song for you】

The afternoon was colored by the sunset glow. Seong Jiwon looked like he had just finished a shift at a cafe with vine-covered walls. He organized some boxes and stretched.

【I liked that sophisticated goodbye

But now I want to cry and cling to you the moment I see you

I want to at least hold your hand】

Seong Jiwon, wearing a black apron, saw graffiti on the wall that read ‘I love you, Dawnies!!’ and smiled softly. He took a pen from his apron and drew a small da capo sign next to it.

【In the end, like a fool

I'll still be sitting on that bench

Writing a song for you】

The screen changed. Kang Ichae had put down his violin and now lay on the bench, staring intently at his flip phone.

He seemed to be waiting for a call.

【When dawn crosses the sky

And the red light swallows us, I'll ask you,

Were you happy being with me】

People passed by. Jeong Dajun squatted down to poke Kang Ichae's cheek. Kim Seonghyeon shoved fried dumplings into his mouth from the side. Through it all, Kang Ichae did not budge from the bench.

【Then I hope you'll answer

Caressing my cheek under the streetlight

Telling me not to say such foolish things】

Seong Jiwon covered him with his apron like a blanket. Seo Hoyun sat next to him, resting his chin on his hand and talking, but Kang Ichae silently kept his spot until night fell.

【That you'll always try to come back】

As the song faded, the flip phone vibrated and rang. RRRRING.

Kang Ichae, sleeping under Seong Jiwon's apron, shot up in surprise. A breathless sound was heard.

【That there's no period in the end】

Kang Ichae looked up at someone and smiled faintly.


Scenes from the ‘Da Capo’ music video flooded social media. It also became a trend to use 13375p34k, mixing ‘¡’ instead of ‘i’ in nicknames.[1]

[TheDawnIsTheBest乃 ＼((￣ □ ￣а))♬]

[MoreEtern@lly‥MoreLikeTheD@wn]

[■■■□□□□□□□【Ｌоаｄıпｇ...】 Sending my ♡ to you]

[What, has everyone gone crazy?

Why are you sending spam messages?

└ Go watch the fan song.

└└ ...♧¡'m g0nna g0 cr@zy b/c ¡ luv them s0 much♧

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ No, they're totally enjoying it ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Who came up with this character interpretation from the 2000s? Oh, thank you, Jihyeon-nim...]

Afterward, numerous behind-the-scenes stories poured out.

In one video, Seo Hoyun held a bouquet while talking with Kang Ichae. Kang Ichae giggled and poked him, finding something hilarious.

【Hyu~ung, it looks like you got rejected in the fan song?】

Seo Hoyun immediately looked at the violin Kang Ichae was carrying and commented.

【The violin suits you.】

【...】

[???]

While everyone was bewildered, Kang Ichae suddenly shut his mouth. Seo Hoyun started to laugh quietly.

[Why did Kang Ichae go quiet???]

[I don't know, they're in their own world...]

[But it's so touching. My sensitive, edgy boy has gotten all soft... We kept calling him cute, and he actually started acting cute.]

[He has softened, for sure. Should I say Seo Hoyun has become a little more honest?]

[Our Hoyunie is so soft and fluffy these days.]

However, that was not the case.

[Softie ... he's not.]

[Hmm???]

Seo Hoyun automatically hunted down malicious comments.

He ignored them to a certain extent, but if they went too far and stressed out the fans, he immediately sued the malicious commenters and donated the entire settlement amount anonymously.

He never showed any sign of this effort, so it took time for the truth to come out.

[Right, back then when Seo Hoyun got caught, I thought his comment 'I'm glad I could donate' was cute...

But after calculating a few months later, it turned out he was on his way back from suing all the cyber-wreckers.

└ Gasp

└└ ㅋㅋ Ah, Hoyun-ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[He just got better at hiding it. A Midnight Protocol staff member told a story that on the day paparazzi caught him on set, Seo Hoyun was all smiles and treated the staff to gift certificates.

└└ Oh my god, he must have been in a good mood ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Noeuls eventually concluded that no matter how much Seo Hoyun feigned innocence, his unique temper remained.

[Anyway, I love how Hoyun is consistently kind to Noeuls...ㅠ//ㅠ

Of course, he is very annoying these days.]

[For real, he's amazing... He actually dried the flower petals he used during the live music show broadcast and gave them as bookmarks, and for the fans who couldn't come next time, he sent a selfie saying he was sorry, wrote a long letter on the platform, and remembers all the fans he's seen once. His fan service is on another level.

└ This is why the fans love him no matter what controversies there are...

└└ He really has the mindset of being an idol even if it kills him.]

In the end, Seo Hoyun's attitude simply changed depending on how the other person acted.

[This drill instructor can become an angel or a devil depending on what you do...

└ ㅠㅠ Hul, Hoyun can be an angel too. What a good boy.

└└ That's crazy...]

On the contrary, some had endured Seo Hoyun's eccentric behavior for years. They had ridden the crazy rollercoaster with him, perfectly adapted, and become dyed in his colors...

“Sleep eludes me.”

The platinum-blonde idol clicked his tongue, tsk, and picked up his phone. He scanned news from around the world, then changed into a robe and stepped onto the veranda.

He watched the bustling people outside the window, soaking in the atmosphere.

“Keuk... Yes, go ahead and run.”

The youngest member, Jeong Dajun, who was crazy about role-playing, was one of them.





1 13375p34k (Leetspeak): A system of modified spellings used primarily on the Internet, replacing characters based on the similarity of their glyphs.
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"Keuk."

Jeong Dajun sat up in a room where blackout curtains blocked every ray of sunlight. He frowned slightly.

"I can't seem to sleep."

Jeong Dajun clicked his tongue, tsk, and picked up his phone. He skimmed the news as he always did, then changed into a robe and brewed some fragrant coffee.

Gurgle... He brewed the coffee with beans that had a heavy aroma befitting him. Then he went out to the veranda to watch the bustling morning scenery.

"I hope today can be an ordinary day, nothing special, nothing difficult."

After taking a sip of coffee, he crossed his arms and leaned against the glass window.

"But that's not something I'm allowed to have..."

Kim Seonghyeon, passing by with a duster, asked Seong Jiwon with a dumbfounded expression.

"What's wrong with the maknae?"

"Oh, he said he really enjoyed watching Please Take the Camera."

"Ah."

Seong Jiwon finished his reply and hurriedly left for work.

Kim Seonghyeon pondered. Is he Min Seungtae? Or Lee Jeonghun?

Meanwhile, Jeong Dajun, channeling Min Jiheon, rubbed his forehead as if tired and then snapped his fingers.

"Manager Kim."

"......"

"Manager Kim Seonghyeon."

"Damn it, me?"

Kim Seonghyeon was chosen for the sole reason that his surname was 'Kim'.

Jeong Dajun put down his coffee cup and said coldly, "Something urgent has come up, so I'll have to cancel all my schedules for today."

"What's the urgent matter?"

"I received an offer to be a special MC for Yuyu Bank."

"Really?!"

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been answering reluctantly, broke into a wide smile.

"Wow, our maknae. You'll be showing your face to the Yuyu Bank staff after a long time, huh? Isn't this a triumphant return?"

"Yep!! ...I mean, Huhu. That's right."

"......"

At this point, Kim Seonghyeon started to think that Jeong Dajun might be the true madness of The Dawn.

After The Dawn won the Grand Prize and Seo Hoyun's incident had passed, The Dawn's popularity was at an all-time high, but the maknaes' eccentric behavior only grew stranger.

"So, I'd like you to make 'bouncy' preparations."

"You mean 'thorough'."

"I know. It was a joke."

Jeong Dajun chuckled, then gave Kim Seonghyeon a cold stare. It was not quite on Min Jiheon's level, but it was a chilly gaze befitting the proud maknae of an idol group.

"Today's work must be more perfect than anything else. Make sure all preparations are thorough and without a hitch."

Jeong Dajun paid no mind to the leader's disapproving look. He silently picked up his phone and logged into PopPop.

[Have a good day today too, Noeul.]

Noeul, who had grown accustomed to Jeong Dajun's eccentricities, replied as if it was nothing new.

[What is it, are you Seo Hoyun?]

[No no, it seems Dajun is immersed in his Min Seungtae role]

[Dajun-ah, stop it. How long are you going to be soaked in the afterglow of PTTC?]

"As expected of Noeul."

"......"

"Min Seungtae is the correct answer. Kukukuk..."

Kim Seonghyeon firmly covered his ears.

At times, I feel that I, who always maintain my sanity in this house, am the most amazing one of all.


Jeong Dajun's 'thorough' preparations went smoothly. Memorizing the script was a given. He also checked his appearance in the mirror and did not skip his aegyo practice.

When he arrived at the broadcast station for the meeting, the Yuyu Bank staff he met greeted him with bright smiles as always.

"Jeong Dajuniiiii!!"

"......?"

"Hah... It's Jeong Dajuniiiii!!"

No, they were excessively happy to see him, to the point where even Jeong Dajun was bewildered.

"Why are we so happy to see our Dajun..."

"I'm happy to see you all, too!"

He was momentarily puzzled but brushed it off, following them while chatting with the Yuyu Bank staff. Although he had 'graduated' from Yuyu Bank ahead of their comeback, the atmosphere was the same even after visiting after a long time.

"Jeong Dajun, we're so glad you could come back. To be honest, we were a little hesitant to contact you, thinking you might be busy with overseas schedules..."

"What? What a disappointing thing to say! This is my hometown! Jeong Dajun's second home!!"

When he spread his arms wide and shouted with the smoothness he had learned from the rapper, all the staff members burst into laughter. A friendly and bright young man appearing on a set where the atmosphere was heavy from hard work was so heartwarming it almost brought them to tears.

"If you wish, I can even breakdance right here on this spot to express my joy!!"

"Aigoo~ There's a limit to the playfulness! Go on, try it~."

"Alright!!"

"—W-wait a minute!!"

Even as a special MC, there was nothing new. The script he received was one he had seen so many times it was worn out, and he was familiar with it after checking it multiple times.

"Um, Writer-nim, but I think it would be better to move on right here. It seems like there isn't enough time for the camera to turn."

"Ah... you're right."

As Jeong Dajun meticulously went over the script one last time and asked various questions to check a few more things, the staff member seemed to have moved beyond just being happy to see him and was now touched.

"Dajun, you were always good, but these days you're even more... professional."

"Eumhaha, it's a basic for an MC!"

The Dawn never raised Jeong Dajun gently. If the hyungs heard that, they might say, 'Huh? By our standards, we raised him gently?' but Jeong Dajun had experienced 'Surviving in the Jungle' for several years, coughing up blood.

He replied with a bright smile, but at that moment, a strange silence fell around them.

Huh?

"Yes, well... that's right. It's a basic. In the old days... it was."

Quiet glances were exchanged among the staff.

Thanks to the skill of reading the room he had honed in The Dawn, Jeong Dajun could guess the situation to some extent just from their gazes.

Is the replacement MC the problem?

The staff were the same, and the filming method was not much different, so the only variable left was the replacement MC. However, it was not his place to get deeply involved, so he pretended not to know and passed out coffee and cake to all the staff.

To lighten the heavy atmosphere, he brought up memories from his Yuyu Bank days to draw out laughter. He even shared that he was recently challenging himself to get a Korean Cuisine Chef Certificate.

"Ah, wait, wait. I've been talking too much, haven't I."

"No, wait!! Jeong Dajun, just one more thing before you go! What on earth happened to Kang Ichae after he ate that blueberry gochujang pork belly?!"

"And... and what about Kim Seonghyeon who ate the sweet potato mint gukbap? He didn't go to the emergency room even after eating that?!"

"Jeong Dajun, did you turn yourself in to the police!"

"Haha..."

Cries of despair erupted, but Jeong Dajun just swept his hair back and gave a troubled smile.

"...Huhuhu."

"Jeong Dajun!!"

This has become troublesome.

After plunging them into a crucible of shock, Jeong Dajun slipped away and entered the restroom. He leaned on the mirror and swept his hair back.

"Ha, a man like you... even equipped with a sense of humor."

Just how perfect do you intend to be?

Jeong Dajun had been immersed in his Min Seungtae persona and spouting self-praise for a while, which Min Jiheon would have found quite unfair if he had seen it. He soon seemed to lose interest and pulled out his phone.

Shall I see what Noeul is up to?

There was still some time before filming, so he left a message on PopPop and, like his hyungs, casually looked up reactions to their fan song. Since the fan song's concept was the 2000s, it seemed people were searching for what the members did for fun back then, and whether they had left any embarrassing history on social media.

[Title: Unearthed Dajun-ging's blog

1. I have to solve twenty math homework problems tomorrow ㅠ

2. Go skat-ing after I'm done

3. Make wish coupons for my parents

└ I'm crying again today... Keuk. What do you think of a male idol who leaves tear stains on his math problems

└ This is already famous

Dajun's face turns bright red whenever someone shows him this

└ Showing him a collection of these at fansigns was Noeul's hobby for a while]

"Y-you don't need to find things like this!"

Jeong Dajun hurriedly pressed the back button and looked for news about the other members.

[What about the other guys?

└ Seong Jiwon and Kim Seonghyeon don't use SNS lol

Kim Seonghyeon didn't because he wasn't interested, and Seong Jiwon once said with a laugh that he didn't because he was a trainee

└ Seong Jiwon's ambition has been insane since way back, that's so sexy ㄷㄷ

└ Kim Seonghyeon still shows up on his classmates' SNS though lol. Stuff like, Can you introduce me to your friend Kim Seonghyeon?? It just... keeps... going and going...]

[Ichae has zero, but he sometimes tells fun stories about his neighborhood hyungs

He said there are about two of them and he's still in contact with them

└ Huh?? Kang Ichae? He has friends other than The Dawn?

└└ Yeah, he said they even went on a picnic together when they were young]

Ah, I've heard this story too.

Fans were so good at digging up the past that sometimes facts even Jeong Dajun did not know were revealed. However, Seo Hoyun was an exception.

[Hoyun... I think we just went to school together. Ah, why do I get this strange feeling;; Only ghost alumni in their thirties or older who claim this show up and get cursed out like crazy.

└ ?? ㅋㅋㅋ

└ An attention seeker maybe lol, they deserve it]

"...Hmm."

Seo Hoyun was playful and had been showing a more honest side lately, but he tended not to bring up his own past. There were a few who became even more obsessed and dug deeper because of his attitude.

Who cares. Is it really that important?

From the outside, people might think whatever they wanted, but Jeong Dajun had been with the members since he was 19. From the survival program to album releases, promotions, and various controversies, big and small. The Dawn, having gone through all those processes together, had become an incredibly tight-knit family.

Sometimes people would ask, 'Don't you ever get tired of it?' but Jeong Dajun was deeply convinced. He would never get tired of it, not for his entire life.

Besides, Seo Hoyun had once received a similar question during a live broadcast.

【Future activity plans?】

Seo Hoyun, who had been tilting his head, opened his mouth nonchalantly.

【I want to be active until I'm 100, and after that, I'd like to spend the rest of my life leisurely with Noeul.】

【Hyung, what, what's this~...!】

Kang Ichae, who was next to him covering his mouth, unable to hide his emotions, also became a quiet topic of conversation.

So, for Jeong Dajun, anything was fine.

I'm the same. I also want to, for a really long time, diligently, with all my heart. I don't know if forever is possible, but I want to continue being together like that.

Jeong Dajun, who had been squatting and scratching his cheek, shot up, kicked the door open, and stepped out into the hallway.

To do that, I'll live diligently today too!!

Just as he was about to return to his spot, he heard a loud voice from the side.

"What's that supposed to mean?!"

The source of the voice was the meeting room where Jeong Dajun's replacement MC was staying. Jeong Dajun's eyes widened as he heard the man who seemed to be his Manager and the youngest writer urgently trying to handle the situation.

"Ah, this, it's a snack..."

"A snack? Everyone here is managing their appearance, what do you think you're doing handing out stuff like this?"

Jeong Dajun pouted and grumbled at the replacement MC's words, which were laced with ridicule, 'Didn't your company prepare this on purpose? How badly did you want to create a buzz that you'd pull a stunt like that...'

It wasn't for you to eat, you know?

It just was not obvious on the surface, but the broadcast station was originally overflowing with crazy people. So, just as he was about to snort and move on.

"Just as you'd expect from an attention-seeking group."

Jeong Dajun stopped in his tracks.

"What? Did I say something wrong? It's amazing they've climbed to that position, but... let's be frank, they sold out all their pitiful family stories and clawed their way up, didn't they?"

He knew instantly who was being referred to.

"Honestly, when I see that, I really think... it's not just amazing, it's pathetic, rather."

A rustling sound was heard, and the conversation immediately stopped.

Jeong Dajun, who was lost in thought for a moment, soon turned around and returned to his spot.

The writer, seeming to have sensed the commotion from afar, looked at Jeong Dajun with a worried expression.

"Oh, Dajun, by any chance. Have you... seen where the replacement MC is?"

At her expression, which was worried he might have overheard something, Jeong Dajun lowered his gaze and smiled slightly.

"Nope?"

It was a look that Jeong Dajun could not hide no matter how much he tried to conceal it with a smile, a look that held the clear traces of his hyungs.

Kang Ichae's grit, Seong Jiwon's mental fortitude, Kim Seonghyeon's integrity, and Seo Hoyun's...

"No, I haven't seen him yet?"

...crazy behind-the-scenes scheming.

It was time for Jeong Dajun's 'Kukukuk... Try to run' roleplay to become reality.
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One week before the Yuyu Bank special, the new MC appeared at the broadcast station, humming to himself.

“Yuhun, we're counting on you for the pre-meeting today.”

“Ah, yes~.”

“...Really. Jeong Dajun is coming too.”

He hadn't expected Jeong Dajun to participate in the meeting at all. Jeong Dajun was just a one-day special MC. He figured someone of Jeong Dajun's stature, renowned both domestically and internationally, had no reason to pay close attention to Yuyu Bank.

Looks like I don’t have to worry today.

He found Jeong Dajun annoying but was still careful. No matter how easygoing Jeong Dajun's personality or on-screen persona seemed, The Dawn and their fandom were too much for him to handle.

Well, today I'll just take it easy...

He opened the conference room door for the group meeting.

“Huuuugh!”

Jeong Dajun stood in the middle with his arms crossed, quietly looking his way.

What... what’s he doing here again?

He heard The Dawn was an idol group as successful as Black Call, with a packed overseas schedule.

So why on earth is he here?

Still, he decided to calm himself. The Dawn had a reputation for being reclusive and intimidating due to their cold image, but Jeong Dajun always smiled brightly. Thanks to his kind and energetic image, Jeong Dajun didn't seem that imposing.

“Ah, Senior Jeong Dajun, you're here? Hello~.”

Jeong Dajun ignored him.

What the?

He was naturally flustered after offering a greeting and getting that reaction. Seeing Jeong Dajun just flip through the script without a word, he wondered if this was really the same Jeong Dajun he had seen in the media.

Just then, another staff member entered the conference room. Jeong Dajun smiled warmly, as if nothing had happened, and said, “Wow! I'm looking forward to working with you!!”

“......??”

Did that bastard intentionally ignore me and then greet me reluctantly only when a staff member showed up? Does he have a grudge against me or something?

“Ah, haha... yes.”

The moment he answered with a slight frown, Jeong Dajun rustled something. He then suddenly placed individually portioned lunch boxes on the table. Thump! Thump!

“Everyone, I made this today. Would you like some?”

“Oh, awesome! I haven't eaten, but are you sure it's okay?”

“Of course! Hey, Yuhun, how about you?”

“...I don't really eat at the broadcast station.”

“Oh, really?”

It looks delicious, but do I have to?

Jeong Dajun quietly leaned in and tilted his head. “Hmm... I specially prepared this for you, Yuhun, since the breeeak of dawn...”

“......!”

What junior would dare defy a senior with such recognition and popularity?

He couldn't refuse to eat.

“Hehe, just one bite?”

“...Haha, yes.”

He had no idea what that bastard was plotting, but it was just one bite. He chose to accept it without a fuss.

“Then I'll just have a... bi... te... Oof!”

As soon as he ate it, a chaotic storm erupted in his mouth. He experienced bitterness, saltiness, spiciness, and a burnt taste all at once, so intensely that his life flashed before his eyes.

What in the world... What kind of... food is this? Is this an assassination attempt?

He barely managed to swallow what he almost threw up. He was in shock, wondering what on earth had just happened in his mouth.

Meanwhile, the surrounding staff members burst out in admiration.

“Wow, our Jeong Dajun! What are we going to do if you're this good at cooking too! What's to become of us if an idol is perfect even at cooking?”

“Huhu hoo! I'm in charge of cooking at the dorm because I'm preparing for my certification!”

“That's really great, isn't it?”

Is everyone crazy? Or are the staff members putting on a tear-jerking performance because Jeong Dajun is a top-tier idol?

However, the genuinely impressed expressions on the staff members' faces suggested they were sincere.

“...Excuse me, I just need to use the restroom for a moment...”

“Here, one bite for me, and one more for Yuhu~!”

Jeong Dajun took a bite himself, then offered the food to him with a surprisingly bright smile. The mere sight of it made him feel instinctively nauseous. Even as the staff members who usually disliked him wiped away tears, their gazes saying, ‘Jeong Dajun...! He really is so kind...!’, he clearly saw it.

“Uh, Senior Jeong Dajun, this is...”

The look in Jeong Dajun's eyes sparkled with amusement as he watched his pained reaction, as if he found it genuinely entertaining.

“One more biiite~?”

Trembling, he barely managed to take another bite.

Jeong Dajun finally laughed gleefully, as if satisfied. “Wahahaha! You eat so well, it's great to see~!!”

This bastard... Is he a psycho?


Jeong Dajun's bizarre behavior did not end in a single day.

Since it was a special episode, there was a lot to prepare, and he had to come to the broadcast station all week. Amidst his own busy schedule, Jeong Dajun showed up every single day without fail. He meticulously asked about allergies and favorite side dishes like a Michelin chef, and in the end, fed him. It was like feeding a baby bird that couldn't even open its mouth, one bite at a time.

That piece of trash!

He wouldn't have even complained if it had been terrible every time. On the second day of his suffering, he took out the lunch box with a half-resigned heart and took a bite.

“...Huh?”

It's delicious?

For a moment, he thought something was wrong with his sense of taste and shot a look at Jeong Dajun.

Jeong Dajun just smiled cheerfully as if nothing was wrong. “Hehe, how is it?”

“......”

“It's delicious, right?!”

...It was delicious! What is this? Is he actually being nice?

The next day, he happily opened the lunch box and gobbled it down, only to run to the bathroom and immediately throw it all up.

Finally, on the day of the Yuyu Bank filming, Jeong Dajun appeared again with a shopping bag full of lunch boxes.

“Hellooo~.”

“P-please...”

It was the seventh day of his assassination attempt. He couldn't take it anymore.

“I woke up at two in the morning to make this today! How is it??”

Jeong Dajun seemed to have taken a liking to openly concocting poison. He smiled brightly as he poked a toothpick into a sausage, or rather, an unidentifiable something-or-other disguised as a sausage and stuffed with who-knows-what.

“Oh my! Jeong Dajun takes such good care of his junior.”

“I know, and his cooking skills are outstanding!”

Could all of this be a setup just to mess with me? No, that's not it.

The gazes of the staff members looking at Jeong Dajun were just too warm.

“Say aaah~.”

“......”

Therefore, this was a secret known only to Jeong Dajun and himself.

Is this one delicious? Or is it poison? Or is it delicious?

Sentenced to the punishment of Schrödinger's lunch box, he gulped.

Jeong Dajun tilted his head with a smile. “Aren't you going to say... aaah?”

“......Aaah.”

“Aaaah~!”

Today's Schrödinger's lunch box was, unfortunately, poison.

The junior MC staggered back to the waiting room after throwing up everything in the bathroom, cursing wildly in his head.

Wow, fuck! Is this what he calls managing his image? Could it be that even his clumsy persona in the media is a thorough calculation?

Malice and a sense of injustice welled up inside him. Then, he heard Jeong Dajun's voice from the hallway.

“Ah, what happened with the script change from yesterday?”

“Ah, that was just a small...”

The staff member's voice grew fainter until it was inaudible. Only the faint sound of receding footsteps remained.

The moment he was about to press his ear to the door, it rattled open with a knock. He yelped. Ack!

“...Hm?”

Jeong Dajun looked down at him with a raised eyebrow.

The man stammered in confusion. “Uh... did the script... change yesterday?”

He should have asked confidently, but his nerve failed him.

Jeong Dajun calmly shook his head. “Huh? No.”

“......”

“It's nothing Yuhu needs to worry about.”

How can I not worry when I'm the main MC? And it's not Yuhu, you know?

There was no time to ask the staff directly. He rushed out, but the staff members slightly avoided him. Asking Jeong Dajun, who was mocking and ignoring him, felt wrong. Just as he stomped his feet in frustration, it was time to go on.

“One minute until the live broadcast. Please move to the stage.”

Right before going on stage, Jeong Dajun stared intently at him.

Why is he looking at me like that?

“...Excuse me, Jeong Dajun. Are you sure the script hasn't changed?”

Seeing his wavering gaze, Jeong Dajun smiled faintly and asked quietly, “Are you nervous?”

Click.

The red light on the camera turned on.

He had seen the script once on the first day and planned to just read the prompter, so it shouldn't have mattered, but he was so flustered that he couldn't even register the words on the prompter.

“Uh...”

He collected himself and focused again. The sentences were the same. His script was the same. Only Jeong Dajun's script had changed. Jeong Dajun had told the truth, but he had been completely fooled.

“Ah... Hel.”

“Hello, everyooone~. Yuyu Bank has begun!”

He stammered in confusion, but Jeong Dajun, the special MC, expertly and naturally saved the precarious moment from becoming a broadcasting accident.

“Next up is Senior Lea Purple's, Kiss Delight!”

The filming passed in a daze. He couldn't even tell how it had gone. Jeong Dajun captivated everyone's attention with his outstanding eloquence. Chewing on the soft flesh inside his cheek, he immediately followed Jeong Dajun as soon as the stage ended and a short break was given.

“Hey!”

“Yes?”

“Just now...”

The thought, Didn't you do that on purpose?, swirled in his mind, but he hesitated, at a loss for what to say.

Jeong Dajun watched him for a moment before pushing him into a waiting room.

“...Wh-what.”

Jeong Dajun wasn't one of The Dawn's taller members, but standing face-to-face, the MC still had to look up at him. Moreover, the way Jeong Dajun stared intently without a word created a suffocating pressure.

He stood there, tense and swallowing dryly.

Jeong Dajun handed him his own worn-out script. “Memorize it. There's still time.”

Jeong Dajun looked down at the flustered and lost junior MC and whispered quietly, “You're flustered because you didn't memorize it.”

You should have checked it properly beforehand...

Jeong Dajun thought indifferently, considering it all just karma. The way people avoided him because of his usual conduct. The fact that he didn't believe the truth even when it was told to him, and his belief that everyone in the world would act as cowardly as he did. All of it.

“You did that on purpose, didn't you?”

“......?”

“Y-you deliberately tormented me, didn't you? For the past few days?”

This was Seo Hoyun's specialty. Making an opponent anxious by being unreadable, then enjoying their reaction. Of course... Jeong Dajun didn't particularly enjoy it.

“Wow, fuck... did you have fun? What do you think you're doing? Don't you know this is an abuse of power?”

Jeong Dajun looked at the man's face, which was turning red and pale, and muttered indifferently, “Someone like this really does show up every year...”

“I didn't.”

“...What?”

“Listen. My hyungs eat everything I make.”

The MC stared blankly, wondering what Jeong Dajun was suddenly talking about.

Jeong Dajun scratched his cheek and continued. “It's true. They eat it all.”

No matter how bizarre the dishes Jeong Dajun cooked were. The other man glared at him with a 'Don't fucking lie to me...' expression, but it was the truth. Even while grumbling, even while shouting for him to please stop, The Dawn's underlying principle was, 'He went to the trouble of making it, so let's at least have one bite...'. That was the kind of affection they had for Jeong Dajun, and Jeong Dajun considered it an unbelievably warm love.

...So, what I’m saying is.

I can't possibly forgive someone for insulting my hyungs.

Since the man still looked disbelieving, Jeong Dajun sighed deeply and adjusted his white beret. “...And you know what. You shouldn't speak so easily about other people's business.”

Looking at the blinking, staring man, Jeong Dajun added one more thing seriously. “It just makes you feel bad, and it makes others feel bad too.”

“......!”

“Don't do that.”

For your own sake, if nothing else. In the end, it will only eat away at you.

He glanced at the man's flushed red face and didn't listen to the words that followed. Jeong Dajun just thought indifferently, Yep~ yep~, nasty words go straight into the trash can~, and walked out.

The moment he faced the bright lights, he smiled brightly as if nothing had happened. The staff bustled about for the sake of the entire stage.

“Well now, today's Yuyu Bank is already heading towards its end!”

He had done what he could and shown his own form of tolerance. Now, how to accept this situation and how to act from now on was entirely that man's problem.

After smiling brightly and bowing deeply to the staff, Jeong Dajun perfectly wrapped up his schedule and headed home.

“Emergency~~!! The cute maknae has returned!!”

“Ah, Dajun, you're back?”

“Dajun-ang, did you buy my ice cream?!”

“Nope, but you got cutie-patootie Dajun instead.”

“Hoo... useless then...”

As Kim Seonghyeon scowled, Kang Ichae burst out laughing from where he was using Kim Seonghyeon's thigh as a pillow while playing a game. “Maknae, did you stop pretending to be a chaebol's son?”

“Yup. It's no fun.”

It really wasn't fun.

“Really? I heard a rumor that you're no ordinary guy, Dajun.”

“Huh?”

Blinking, Jeong Dajun soon grabbed Seong Jiwon's shoulder and wiped away a tear. “Hoo-ha hoo-ha... Is this what they call an ‘extraordinary life’? Manager Seong, you probably can't even imagine what I did for my hyungs... Keuk.”

“Yes, yes, our young master. I get it, so how about you eat this?”

“Okay.”

Seong Jiwon placed a hot bar in his mouth. Jeong Dajun chewed on it and laughed. Huhu hoo.

“Where's Hoyunie-hyung?”

“On the phone in the inner room.”

Seeing his hyungs' reactions, it seemed they had already heard what happened. Jeong Dajun narrowed his eyes and walked over.

Ha, Hoyun-hyung has gotten softer lately. I wonder if he'll be shocked when he hears my story...

Walking down the long hallway, he peeked through the crack in the door. He saw Seo Hoyun lying on the sofa, talking on his phone.

Jeong Dajun was about to enter quietly and speak to him.

“Ah, is that so...”

Seo Hoyun seemed to be on the phone with someone from the legal team. The conversation appeared to be about Seo Hoyun's relatives, who were still stubbornly causing trouble.

“Ah... I see. So their business failed and they're saying they don't have the money for a settlement, so we can just do whatever we want, huh...”

“......”

“Yes, I suppose it can't be helped.”

Wow, he really has gotten soft. The old him would have crawled up from the depths of hell to tear them apart.

Seo Hoyun scratched his head and said indifferently, “Let's start a tax audit on their business, shall we?”

“......”

“After tipping them off, shake them down completely. For every 10 won that comes out, one hit. Please deliver that message directly on-site and release some articles to the press as well. Ah, by any chance, can I also observe the scene?”

Hearing Seo Hoyun say, ‘Haha, that would be a bit difficult, you say? Then can't you just live-stream it for me?’, Jeong Dajun quietly closed the door with a trembling hand.

Seo Hoyun seemed to have evidence to back up the tax evasion claims as he continued the call, but Jeong Dajun didn't want to hear any more.

Mmm! It's fine!

Jeong Dajun has his own way of doing things.

.

.

.

“Well, well.”

He's gone.

I thought of Jeong Dajun, who had just been peeking at me through the crack in the door, and I smirked. I had already heard all about his exploits today, but his way of handling things was more commendable than I expected, so I just let him be.

“Quite the cheeky brat, isn't he?”

[...You’ve taught him well.]

“Did I teach him? He learned it himself.”

[You seem quite proud of him, though....]

I lay indifferently on the sofa and stared at the ceiling. In the darkness, the flickering System Window shone with a strangely blue light.

[...Well.]

I looked at the new notification that had arrived a few days ago, stretched out my legs, and rubbed my forehead. In the quiet room, only the regular thump, thump, thump of my heart was audible.

[Anyway, you must be pleased.]

[You've resolved the issues with your relatives, the contract renewal, and your public recognition for now.]

That was true. My public recognition was stable. The frequency of Quests had decreased significantly, and even the system still worked, despite having lost a considerable number of its functions...

Everything wasn't bad.

[However, Seo Hoyun.]

After a long hesitation, it finally brought up another message.

[However.]

[I don't think now is the time to be complacent.]

[If things continue to go smoothly.]


SS Chapter 50

“Noona, are you alive?”

Joo Woosung entered Lim Hyeonsu's dark studio, clicked his tongue, and scanned the room.

Lim Hyeonsu’s solo activities had ended long ago, but it seemed she just wanted to drink. Last night, she had gathered the Anti-SHY Club and screamed, ‘Just like Black Call, who breaks records every time, we've broken another record!’

Joo Woosung, a homebody dragged out against his will, had barely escaped the second round and gone home. Lim Hyeonsu, however, had downed crates of alcohol and was only now coming to her senses.

“I'm dead...”

“That's a problem. By the way, have you seen my card wallet?”

“You little shit, what a lazy answer. It's on the sofa.”

“Thanks. ...Ugh, but you should clean up a little, you know?”

He pulled his wallet from between the sofa cushions and was horrified by the clump of dust and old candy that came out with it. Lim Hyeonsu just grumbled about him being a neat freak, chugged from a 2L plastic bottle, and turned on the TV.

【'It's Movie Day on Sunday', introducing the hottest new films!】

His business was done, so Joo Woosung was about to leave, but a familiar name from the TV stopped him in his tracks.

“Oh, it's Seo Hoyun's new movie.”

The weekend movie program 'It's Movie Day on Sunday' was introducing 'Midnight Protocol', which was about to be released.

【A mysterious man named 'Han' suddenly appears before National Intelligence Service agent 'Seoyeon', who is being chased by a group of men, and helps her! Is he an ally, or an enemy?—】

The screen soon showed Berlin's central station. Inside the massive glass structure, Seoyeon frowned and looked around from the escalator. Just as she suspected, someone was following her.

Like a seasoned National Intelligence Service agent, she acted nonchalant, naturally ducking her head to blend into the crowd, but she could see burly men waiting for her on all sides.

【Fuck...】

Just as she thought it was the end and her vision darkened, a JIIING— vibration buzzed in her pocket.

She hesitated, since she had never put a phone in her pocket, but soon nervously answered the call from an unknown number.

[—In five seconds, I'm going to cause a momentary blackout in this area. Run the instant it happens.]

【...What? Who are you?】

The man on the other end of the line calmly ignored her urgent cry.

[5, 4, 3, 2, 1...]

Her mind became a tangled mess at the sudden countdown. She bit her lip until it nearly bled, and then...

KER-CHUNK!

The escalator stopped and a blackout swept through the entire station. Suddenly, the latest pop music blasted from the speakers at a deafening volume.

In the exact moment the men turned their heads in confusion, she leaped over the escalator, hid behind a wall, and panted as she put the phone back to her ear.

[Walk straight to the right. Grab some clothes from the souvenir shop.]

She quickly threw off her outerwear, put on a baggy zip-up hoodie from a nearby souvenir shop, and blended into the crowd.

[Mix in with the people and walk to the clock tower.]

The mission had already failed. It was a trap from the start. If she continued like this, the unknown group would surely catch and kill her. For now, she had no one to trust but this mysterious voice. The voice of a panelist explaining the movie's situation mixed in.

【Hey!】

Following the instructions, she eventually found herself cornered.

【You can't get in here without a keycard!】

[Good, wait there.]

Biting her lip hard, she ran to the door and pushed the handle, but it only rattled without opening. In the meantime, she spotted the other men approaching. Her face turned pale as she pushed the door hard once more.

【Do something! It won't open!! Hey, fuck, hurry!!】

It was a dead end. Up ahead, a man as big as a mountain was grinning.

Cold sweat formed on her palms. She quickly ducked down and pulled a knife hidden on her thigh.

Just as the man in front of her was about to pull a gun from his coat—

A lock disengaged from behind her, and something flew past her like a flash of light.

She instinctively bent down in surprise. The man who had opened the door looked at her and cocked an eyebrow.

【Gasp, huff, gasp...】

【Wow...】

Seo Hoyun stood there, looking down at her pathetically.

【You're this clueless? How did they trust you enough in Korea to send you all the way here?】

Lim Hyeonsu watched the program with great interest and mumbled while sipping her water.

“That rudeness, it's just his natural acting, right?”

“Of course it is.”

Joo Woosung gave a half-hearted reply, slumped into a corner of the sofa, covered himself with a blanket, and picked up his phone.

After a moment's thought, he searched his name. He found that WH didn't even need to release an article. Countless articles and posts were already trending.

It had even reached the point where a sandwich he ate on his way to work was a real-time trend.

<Seo Hoyun / Jeon Yeogyeong's 'Midnight Protocol' Releasing Soon... What's the Expected Score?>

As expected, the hottest topic was Seo Hoyun's acting career.

[Ah, I've seriously waited so long for the release. Come on, Hoyun-ah!]

[Planning to watch it nnn times. My trusted Jeon Yeogyeong is in this!!!!!!]

People everywhere buzzed daily about the release of Seo Hoyun's supporting role, but Joo Woosung wasn't very interested.

About half the staff he ran into would react with things like, “PD Lee Jeonghun-nim~” or “Wow, PD~.” He was aware that a so-called ‘Lee Jeonghun syndrome’ was happening.

Why doesn't he just focus on his main activities?

His motto was, ‘If you're an idol, you should dance and sing.’

But lately, all anyone talked about was Seo Hoyun's movies and dramas. He felt a little frustrated as he scrolled up.

[The Dawn Nominated for DMA Awards... Who Will Be the Honored Winner?]

Fortunately, news came that The Dawn had been nominated for a domestic awards ceremony.

It was featured so prominently in the media that notifications popped up nonstop, so he eventually turned them off. Of course, he was a little pleased, so he had just sent a message to Seo Hoyun saying, ‘You're pretty good.’

They'll probably get the Grand Prize, right?

The regular awards season was still far off, but this domestic DMA Awards was specially held in late autumn.

This awards ceremony was famous for not reflecting fan votes and for placing the greatest weight on the evaluation of a professional panel of judges, but Seo Hoyun's fans didn't seem to mind.

[Ah, of course The Dawn has to win this!!!!]

[I'll bet my right hand they win the DMAㅋㅋㅋ]

He was just starting to look at the reactions, a slight, pleased smile tugging at his lips.

[Black Call & The Dawn are supposedly getting nominated for a famous overseas award ceremony]

[That's just some tabloid rumor ㅋㅋㅋ I can see Black Call, but The Dawn isn't on that level lol]

[Why? They probably went and begged for a nomination by uploading a video like before ㅠㅠ]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ Wow, so easy ㅠㅠ While others work their asses off, you just have to act pitiful once to become a popular idol ㅜㅜ]

[Idol-actor class, I see ㅋㅋ Maybe the car accident too? Hmm]

[Ah fuck... These guys have given up on being human]

[Pasting ㅠㅠ while spouting bullshit is so fucking annoying. Piss off and spew your mental illness in your diary]

...Why did I even search?

Just looking at it was exhausting.

There were so many harsh comments that would hurt the person involved if they saw them, making him frown automatically.

Even before, when there were so many malicious comments that he got worried and dropped by the practice room to subtly check on him, Seo Hoyun had just reacted indifferently.

【I've never seen your face before. Where are you from?】

He had the exact same expression on his face as he did on the TV screen right now.

【Wasn't I in the file profile you got from your boss? Well, I don't usually go out in the field anyway.】

【Why is that? Is it because of your face?】

The movie's protagonist nodded as if she understood, concluding on her own that Seo Hoyun's face stood out too much. Seo Hoyun narrowed his eyes slightly and asked with a slight frown.

【...Are things really okay over there?】

【Could you stop calling me an idiot indirectly?】

“That bastard isn't just handsome, his mouth is alive and kicking too. The problem is he's an expert at getting on people's nerves.”

“Seo Hoyun has been speaking pretty well lately, you know?”

“Hey, you were agreeing with me earlier!”

...It's just that there are too many malicious comments.

Lim Hyeonsu grumbled that it was her own affectionate comment, feeling deeply wronged and asking if he'd forgotten everything he'd been through.

“Hey, and honestly, shouldn't Seo Hoyun have been cast as a psychopathic blackmailer? Who decided to give him such a cool role? Isn't this a total scam?”

“The director did.”

As Lim Hyeonsu chattered away, a familiar voice came from the entrance.

“...Wow, what's this!!! Has the totally lovely Seo Hoyun arrived?!!”

“Feeling guilty? Your reaction is over the top.”

“...Shit, I'm caught.”

Lim Hyeonsu pouted while grumbling about the terrible timing, but she seemed to be subtly welcoming Seo Hoyun. Joo Woosung, however, scowled deeply and looked Seo Hoyun up and down.

Look at this guy.

He completely ignored my message, but he graces this place with his presence?

“Why aren't you answering your phone?”

“Did you call? It got smashed on my way in after drinking last night. Hey, it's been a while, but you should've come when Heeyeong and Min Jiheon were here. Ah, if you have time, let's go get some hangover soup. I went to a beef place near Gyeonggi Province that Heeyeong recommended the other day, but Min Jiheon eats a crazy amount. I almost screamed when I saw the bill. Joo Woosung said he'd treat, and his eyes went wide... Hahaha.”

At this rate, she's going to bring up Bali.

If Seo Hoyun found out they had discussed going to Bali as a workshop reward, he would definitely tease them to death. Joo Woosung was about to quickly cut her off.

“Is that so?”

Normally, Seo Hoyun would have retorted with twice, or even three times the sarcasm. Strangely, he didn't say much this time.

“Sounds like you had fun.”

“...Why the reaction? No fun. Have you eaten?”

“I don't have time.”

Finding that strange, Joo Woosung glanced over. Seo Hoyun only looked at Joo Woosung lying on the sofa for a brief moment before ignoring him and taking out his phone.

“Composer-nim, do you happen to know this person? I heard they're a judge for the awards this time.”

“Who? Ah... Yeah, I know him, but why him all of a sudden?”

“There's something I need to find out.”

...What's this?

Lim Hyeonsu chattered on about the judge for a while. During that time, Seo Hoyun never once looked his way, only nodding his head slowly.

“Give me his contact information.”

“What? I told you my phone is broken right now.”

“I'll give you thirty minutes. Run and get it fixed.”

“...I've, I've never seen such a madman...”

The composer screamed that thirty minutes was ridiculous and that she should be given at least a day. Seo Hoyun ignored her and turned to leave the studio.

“Agh, look at that bastard, only looking for me when he needs something. My head is fucking killing me...”

Clutching her forehead as if her head hurt, Lim Hyeonsu started putting on her coat, as if she really intended to get her phone fixed, but Joo Woosung threw the blanket off with a FWUMP and shot up.

“Whoa, Joo Woosung, I'm touched...! Are you going to come with me...”

“Noona, go get your hangover soup.”

“Right, of course. Get lost, you madmen.”

Leaving Lim Hyeonsu's shouts behind, Joo Woosung ran out after Seo Hoyun. He saw the familiar car parked right in front, caught his breath, and carefully knocked on the window.

“What is it?”

...It opened?

He was slightly flustered when the window opened and a compliant answer came back, but he spoke anyway.

“Do you have a schedule today?”

He'd managed to stop him, but...

“If you're going to the company, I'll go with you. I have something to do there too.”

Did that sound natural?

As silence fell, Joo Woosung began to feel that something was strange. Normally, Seo Hoyun would have made a face that clearly said ‘I'm so sick of this’ and rudely told him to just take a taxi, but now, there was no reaction from him at all.

“Is that so?”

The guy who had been tapping the steering wheel finally asked with a smooth smile.

“But Joo Woosung, why are you running?”

A bad memory began to stir and swirl at his feet.
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“What are you standing there so blankly for?”

Seo Hoyun's voice broke Joo Woosung from his thoughts. Joo Woosung snapped his head up at the low voice. The ungrateful junior bastard frowned suspiciously, looking him up and down.

“Are you sick somewhere?”

Is this sensation, like an acrid smell stinging my nose, just an illusion?

Trying to calm down, Joo Woosung’s gaze traced over his own hands on the steering wheel and the navigation system. His eyes then moved up to Seo Hoyun's face. Seo Hoyun's jet-black eyes were tinged with worry, and the voice from his twisted lips was perfectly ordinary.

Is he acting, or not?

Joo Woosung sometimes couldn't tell if this was excessive worry. Just when he thought he had him figured out, Seo Hoyun would always do something completely unexpected.

A frightened Joo Woosung hesitated.

Seo Hoyun breathed out, "Hoo," and unbuckled his seatbelt. He seemed about to turn off the engine and get out of the car.

“Uh...”

Flustered by the unexpected action, Joo Woosung flinched back, but Seo Hoyun yanked open the old SUV's door, his dark, sunken eyes fixed on Joo Woosung as he grabbed his arm and pulled him closer.

“What, what are you doing?!”

“Joo Woosung.”

Startled by the grim, annoyed tone, Joo Woosung tried to shake off his arm, but the grip was too strong. Seo Hoyun pulled him in deeper and asked seriously.

“You have to be honest with me.”

Joo Woosung blinked stupidly at the sudden words. The other man hesitated for a moment and bit his lip.

“That...”

A heavy silence fell. Joo Woosung felt like grabbing him by the collar and shaking him, but he held back.

Seo Hoyun stared at him blankly with a complicated expression.

“...The reporters found out you're a playboy, didn't they?”

“You son of a bitch!!”

A deep rage he had never felt before surged to the top of his head. The list of all the son-of-a-bitch things Seo Hoyun had done was long enough to fill a book, but this time, it was a truly different kind of anger.

Joo Woosung slapped his hand away and flew into a rage, his body trembling.

Seo Hoyun seemed to relax his right hand as if to let him go, a slightly relieved expression on his face.

“Are you a crazy bastard? Why did the topic suddenly jump to that?! It's not true! It's not!”

“Well, you were looking at me all fidgety, like a dog that needs to pee.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Am I still that kind of bastard to you?! Huh?! Besides, I'm not a playboy, I've never even cheated!”

“If not, then whatever. You're getting really angry.”

Seo Hoyun muttered quietly, "Is it because you have something to hide..."

Joo Woosung saw this and instantly lost all will to fight, putting a hand to his forehead.

Seo Hoyun, dressed in clothes too thin for the season, wore a very annoyed expression. He waved his hand at Joo Woosung as if to tell him to get lost.

“If it's nothing, then fine. It's fucking cold, so I'm going in.”

His actions and tone were no different from usual, which confused Joo Woosung even more. He was pissed off but couldn't leave easily and just lingered. Noticing this, the bastard twisted the corner of his mouth and asked sweetly.

“What are you staring at so intently?”

Is it really nothing?

Joo Woosung gathered his patience again and pulled his hat down low.

“...I'm going to the company too.”

However, he didn't get to hear Seo Hoyun's reply.

A taxi stopped right in front of them, and a small woman wearing earphones got out. PD Kim Heeyeong, who was yawning languidly as if tired, made a 'Jeez' face at them as soon as she opened the car door and said.

“Are you two shooting a movie?”

“......”

The number of sarcastic people has doubled.

Seo Hoyun twitched an eyebrow at PD Kim Heeyeong, looking uncomfortable. Then, as if that never happened, he smiled sweetly like an idol and greeted her.

“PD Kim Heeyeong, hello.”

“Yes, he~llo~ there~.”

“...Are you sure you're doing well?”

“...Was I just being sarcastic?”

PD Kim Heeyeong, isn't she usually very friendly?

After answering, PD Kim Heeyeong looked confused herself.

Seo Hoyun just clicked his tongue.

What is this.

Joo Woosung frowned at the strange atmosphere, then asked a question to break the weird tension.

“PD, what brings you here?”

“Ah, I was working overtime at the station when Hyeonsu called me.”

“...It's daytime now, though? And it's Sunday.”

“I haven't been able to go home for three days, since Friday. Do I smell?”

As PD Kim Heeyeong sniffed her clothes, Joo Woosung recoiled in disgust. She sighed.

“I have a program to do with Hyeonsu, so I thought it worked out well. He suggested we get a meal to cure our hangovers. Do you two want to come along?”

However, Seo Hoyun shook his head.

“No, I'll be on my way.”

“Me too.”

“Joo Woosung says he wants to eat.”

What the fuck is this bullshit.

Joo Woosung scowled.

Seo Hoyun just snickered, snatched the hat from him, jammed it onto his own head, and patted Joo Woosung's head. He opened the car door, looked back at PD Kim Heeyeong, and said.

“PD, I'm leaving Woosung behind. Go have a go~od meal with our lonely Joo Woosung to cure your hangovers~.”

“Hey! Seo Hoyun!”

As Joo Woosung shouted and tried to head toward the car, Seo Hoyun coldly started the engine and drove off. Joo Woosung grabbed his neck and flew into a rage.

PD Kim Heeyeong just clicked her tongue, "Tsk, tsk."

“He really hasn't changed.”

“......”

When Joo Woosung whipped his head around, PD Kim Heeyeong smiled sweetly as if she were more interested in him and asked.

“Joo Woosung, have you thought about appearing on my program?”

“No.”

“Then what if I put Seo Hoyun in? Will you join then?”

“Why would I?!”

“Aish, why are you so angry.”

His blood pressure rose even higher seeing PD Kim Heeyeong smack her lips in disappointment, muttering that she thought he'd cave as soon as she mentioned Seo Hoyun's name.

He decided to leave immediately, but she shamelessly tilted her head.

“Then again, if I were to get both of you, your company would probably try to extort an enormous appearance fee. You were always famous, but these days Black Call and The Dawn are on another level, right? I hear The Dawn is also likely to win the grand prize at the Seoul Popular Music Records soon.”

“......”

“Ah! There's a rumor going around that you two are being nominated for an overseas awards show. Is it true?”

He didn't know yet.

Joo Woosung actually had something he wanted to ask her, so he barely suppressed his sensitivity and asked.

“Is it confirmed that The Dawn is getting the grand prize at the DMA? Aren't there any rumors circulating only within the broadcasting stations?”

“Hmm... not really, but of course The Dawn should get it. Black Call was excluded from the nominations because of the judging period, and The Dawn got an all-kill on the music charts and even charted on Billboard.”

“It's up to the judges' criteria, isn't it?”

“Ayy, you know how it is. The judges can't completely ignore public opinion. It's hard for them to push their own standards that much.”

It was the only awards ceremony in the country that excluded commercial success and evaluated only musicality.

Like the PD who had directed countless music programs, PD Kim Heeyeong shared some interesting information. After affirming that 'The Dawn will ultimately sweep the awards,' she shrugged.

“And so what? Even if they don't win an award, The Dawn is still The Dawn.”

“......”

“They'll do fine on their own.”

Normally, he would have agreed. It wasn't like they would die if they didn't get it, and The Dawn was still The Dawn. They were sure to do well regardless, but Joo Woosung didn't know where this unsettling feeling came from.

“But, Joo Woosung, you already know all this... Seeing you ask so persistently, you must be anxious.”

PD Kim Heeyeong gestured with her chin in the direction Seo Hoyun had disappeared and said.

“Still, don't worry too much.”

She chuckled, treating him like an old acquaintance, and said.

“He's the type to make people nervous, you know.”

PD Kim Heeyeong shook her head and started walking toward the studio. Joo Woosung, however, still stood blankly on the street with lingering feelings and lowered his gaze.

I don't know anymore.

Is he still the same?

Really, has nothing changed since then?


SCREECH-.

The unpleasant sound of screeching tires filled the parking garage.

After parking, I sighed deeply and glanced at my hands on the steering wheel. Then I slammed my forehead against the wheel and breathed raggedly.

My heart pounded too hard.

“Wow...”

I recalled his gaze, which had scanned me so thoroughly it felt tenacious.

“His intuition is fucking sharp.”

Of course, I had gone in and talked to Lim Hyeonsu on high alert, but I thought I had done my best to act like nothing was wrong. I lowered my eyelashes, recalling the guy who had run over so urgently he was panting, only to ask me questions as if nothing was wrong.

Maybe, he remembers that time...

Just then, my phone vibrated. The caller was Lim Hyeonsu.

[Lim Hyeonsu: Here, the phone number]

I looked at it, then tapped on my phone's keyboard.

[Me: It's been 30 minutes.]

[Lim Hyeonsu: 凸]

I chuckled as I checked, and a series of messages flew in from Lim Hyeonsu.

[Lim Hyeonsu: But what are you going to do with this?]

Now that I had the judge's phone number, there was only one thing left to do.

As I stared at it for a long time, the System Window appeared.

[...Seo Hoyun, are you okay?]

I'm not okay.

I gave it a fed-up look, telling it to stop asking, but the system was busy displaying countless unwanted nagging messages.

“Are you going to let me smoke?”

[What kind of nonsense is that?]

“If not, then don't talk to me.”

I rubbed my face and looked at the Quest window in front of me.

“Because I'm fucking pissed right now.”

[Quest Arrived!

‘Win the grand prize at the DMA Seoul Popular Music Records.’]

Seoul Popular Music Records.

Until now, the only idol group to win the grand prize at this awards ceremony was Black Call. It was an awards ceremony that evaluated solely on musicality, but people considered The Dawn a strong contender for the award.

Well, in a way, it was obvious.

We had an all-kill on the domestic music charts, our name was still on the Billboard charts, and this album was Kang Ichae's masterpiece. Whether you looked at its popularity or musicality, it was flawless, but the possibility of failure was high.

Besides, there was the next Quest.

[‘Win an award at the Artistic Vocal Awards.’]

This one was the fucking problem.

We had never even been nominated for this one before, and the nominations hadn't been announced yet.

And all sorts of stock market rumors were circulating about entertainment-themed stocks.

[Considering the judging period and recognition, two groups are expected to be nominated this year.

High probability of Black Call and The Dawn being nominated]

“...Shit.”

For some reason, it felt right.

I lifted my head and my gaze stopped on the last line of the Quest's contents, where the penalty was written.

The conscience-lacking, gone-to-Andromeda,

[‘Eternal Idol Maker’ Logout]

I stared at that cruel single line for a long time.

No matter how hard the Quests had been since I returned, none had ever been this blatant. I already knew I was on borrowed time, so there was no need to remind me.

...Get a grip.

I forgot Joo Woosung's stupid face and frantically racked my brain about the future right in front of me. I'd gone over it hundreds, thousands of times, but no hypothesis provided a clear answer. In the end, there was only one method left.

It was the moment I lifted my phone to dial the number Lim Hyeonsu had given me.

TIRING!

[Seo Hoyun, be careful.]

I stopped my moving finger and looked up.

[If you mess up even once, you'll really die.]

“......”

I rubbed my forehead for a moment, then found someone's number and pressed the call button. TIRIRING, a playful tune rang out, but the call was answered before the intro even finished.

[...Hello?]

His voice was hoarse as if he had just woken up, probably from working until dawn.

[...Hyung?]

Everyone in the world probably wants a perfectly brilliant happy ending, so why does this damn life always have to be so desperate?

After a moment of silence, a rustling sound came from the other side as if he was getting up. He whispered softly.

[It's okay.]

“......”

[Say it. I'm listening.]

Just like the guy who claimed to be a one-of-a-kind angel, he was waiting for me as if it were natural, even though I had called so suddenly. The image of him humming a song for us, resenting me yet standing before the brilliant sun and the vast sea, suddenly came to mind.

That made me hesitate even more, but now I know.

“...Hey.”

I have to say it now.

“...Ichae-yah, let's make a gamble.”

A short silence flowed from the receiver, and then a voice laced with laughter could be heard.

[I really like going all-in.]

From now on, we're going to do something crazy.
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“Woosung-ah, stop seeing so many women.”

When Joo Woosung opened his eyes in the practice room, he saw Chae Jeongwoo looking down at him. Chae Jeongwoo’s arms were crossed, his expression pitying.

Starting again at the crack of dawn.

Joo Woosung scowled from the sofa and pulled his padded jacket higher. A moment later, Chae Jeongwoo kicked him off. Joo Woosung rolled onto the cold floor as Chae Jeongwoo let out a long breath.

“Agh, shit! What the hell!”

“What’s wrong with you, really? Are you lonely? You want to retire tomorrow? What’s the problem? Aren't you ashamed, just a few years after your debut?”

He must have heard something to start nagging me the moment he saw me.

Instead of explaining, Joo Woosung pressed his lips together and sluggishly pulled the scattered padded jacket over himself. Chae Jeongwoo nagged for a while, then his expression hardened.

He asked seriously, “Joo Woosung.”

“What.”

“Are you having a hard time?”

“......”

“Has your insomnia gotten any better lately?”

Joo Woosung rested his head on the cold, hard practice room floor, and the heat quickly seemed to dissipate.

Chae Jeongwoo continued, “Get a grip, Joo Woosung. Why are you like this only when it comes to women? It’s not like you’re crazy about them like those other bastards. I’ve never seen you look head over heels for anyone you’ve dated.”

He wasn't head over heels, but the people Joo Woosung dated were all too good for him. Every one of them was bold, honest, and did their best in their work, and...

“...I am head over heels.”

Joo Woosung knew how Chae Jeongwoo would react if he spoke honestly, so he chose the most empty-headed answer to crush his fighting spirit.

“They’re pretty.”

“Fuck, seriously...”

Chae Jeongwoo looked ready to drag Joo Woosung out and beat him with a baseball bat. Joo Woosung knew how terrifying a truly angry Chae Jeongwoo was, so he hastily got up, grabbed his backpack, and tried to leave the practice room.

“Uh...”

He flung the door open. The youngest member, Lee Hanjoo, stood right in front of him and widened his eyes.

“G... Good morning, hyung.”

The energetic Jeon Saeyoung and cheerful Lee Beomhyeon also smiled awkwardly and avoided his gaze. It seemed Joo Woosung had succeeded in ruining the team's atmosphere again.

“Oh, yeah.”

Joo Woosung shrugged and walked past them. Even several years after their debut, an awkward atmosphere persisted thanks to Joo Woosung's own efforts.

“Wow, Joo Woosung’s life is so damn easy.”

Number one on music shows, number one on music charts, number one in album sales, and various grand prizes at the end of the year were all his achievements.

Objectively, Joo Woosung was undoubtedly successful. Everyone envied and was jealous of him, but Joo Woosung himself didn't care.

So what?

A few years ago, his reason for joining WH wasn't complicated.

He had received casting offers several times since he was young, but he had never met a director this persistent. The director waited for him like a stalker and even seemed ready to show up at his family’s vacation spot.

Joo Woosung had almost zero interest in becoming a celebrity, so he planned to visit the company once to refuse firmly and be done with it. However, the director ran out to greet him as if he were about to roll out a red carpet. Out of consideration for his sincerity, Joo Woosung pretended to take a quick look around the company.

Though he had only intended to look around and leave, Joo Woosung found himself undergoing a camera test. After he danced once, the director looked ready to get on his knees and beg him to sign a contract.

He forgot about it for a while, then impulsively joined WH after seeing his grades. In just one week, he heard the news, ‘You’re joining the debut team.’ The next day came the notice, ‘Woosung-ah, you’re the center,’ followed by the confirmation, ‘You’ll debut in two months.’

Debut preparations were already in full swing. The choreography and recording were already finished when Joo Woosung joined late. He was confident in his dancing, so he caught up quickly, but the recording was impossible, so they covered it with technology. He practiced to death, feeling as if he were coughing up blood, and managed to match the recording to some extent.

Isn’t this some hole-in-the-wall company?

The whole fast-tracked process was highly suspicious, but as expected of a large corporation, WH was preparing many people at the same time.

Perhaps because most of them had dropped out of middle or high school, they despaired and rejoiced with each daily evaluation. Maybe it was out of desperation, but the debut team kids were already making a fuss about getting matching rings.

He was disgusted at the idea of guys getting rings together, but even Joo Woosung felt a little happy when he actually received the cheap ring.

Suppressing a smile, he fiddled with the ring and headed to the practice room when someone blocked his path.

“Woosung-hyung, you don’t even have a dream.”

It was a trainee whose name Joo Woosung couldn't even remember now. The trainee’s eyes were red, and he cried out desperately as tears streamed down his face.

He started rambling tearfully, saying that a trainee originally in the debut team had his debut canceled because his image overlapped with Joo Woosung's.

“You aren’t even as desperate as anyone else, but you stole my spot.”

Joo Woosung had experienced things like this countless times. Bored, he just stared at the ceiling.

“You aren’t even desperate. Do you think you’ll be happy getting that spot so easily? No. Hyung, even if you debut like that, you’ll never amount to anything!”

He had no intention of comforting him, so he just shrugged.

“Yeah, work hard.”

As Joo Woosung left, he heard all sorts of curse-laden insults from behind him. The trainees who were ultimately cut from the debut team either cried sorrowfully or discussed their futures with serious faces.

After all, if Black Call debuted, it would be at least another five years before WH officially debuted a new boy group.

By then, they would be too old, and no one in this competitive idol market would take them anymore.

“It’s okay, there’ll be a next time.”

The person who should have been the most resentful was Kang Yeonhu. However, he didn't shed a single tear and instead smiled and comforted those around him.

The members of the Black Call debut team were also flustered, trying to console the trainees, while Joo Woosung sighed and walked away.

When he opened the door, Chae Jeongwoo looked up from his phone.

...He’s calm.

Well, his spot in the debut team is confirmed.

The most stable and calm one among them was Chae Jeongwoo. Joo Woosung heard he had joined a full four years before him and had always taken the top spot in the monthly evaluations.

Joo Woosung ignored him and started to walk away, but Chae Jeongwoo stopped him.

“Joo Woosung, wait a second.”

“I’m not going to apologize.”

“Apologize? Why would you? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

At those words, Joo Woosung felt strange.

Doesn’t Chae Jeongwoo... hate me for taking the spots of the trainees we practiced with?

“Practice starts tomorrow. Make sure you show up.”

Chae Jeongwoo lightly patted Joo Woosung's shoulder. The moment Joo Woosung glanced at his right hand, he let out a dry laugh.

There was no ring on Chae Jeongwoo's hand.


“Let’s break up, you son of a bitch.”

Wow, what is with today?

She had insisted they meet because she had something to say, but the moment Cherry Han saw his face, she tried to slap him.

When he barely dodged it and acted dazed, Cherry Han swept her hair back in frustration.

“Meeting you was the biggest regret and mistake of my life. Got it?”

“I get it, I get it. Cherry-ah, I’m sorry.”

“...This bastard.”

Cherry Han used a dazzling array of words that would have been bleeped out on broadcast. After spewing curses that would make even a foul-mouthed old lady shy away, she finally seemed to calm down and looked at him with a hint of pity.

“...Hey, Joo Woosung. Get some counseling.”

“What kind of insult is that?”

“Agh, I’m not insulting you, I’m serious.”

When he scowled, Cherry Han let out a long sigh.

“From what I can see, your life is pretty damn tough. I get that you have scars or deficiencies, but get a grip and live properly.”

When he couldn't answer, Cherry Han waved her hand dismissively. She said she was going to play games and told him to get lost, so he just said, "Yes, yes," and turned away.

Sensing that this relationship was also over, Joo Woosung turned his back without any lingering attachment and headed straight to his next schedule.

“Introducing Joo Woosung~!”

It was a talk show where he would reveal his daily life and add commentary. Since it was a variety show featuring Joo Woosung alone, the staff had held him for hours, giving him a long lecture.

Joo Woosung, your talent came easily. Woosung-ah, we have high expectations for you. Don’t do anything stupid. Wouldn’t it be better not to say what you just said? You were too quiet, but you can’t answer too much. Shouldn’t you be more friendly?

“Hello! I’m Joo Woosung of Black Call.”

At first, he would just brush it off, thinking, ‘They’re saying all sorts of things.’ It took a good two years for that to change into, ‘Yes, yes, it’s my fault.’ Everyone, both inside and outside the company, treated him like a brainless entity, but he didn't care much.

“Ahaha, I was thinking of showing my house, but it’s too messy.”

Joo Woosung avoided showing his real home. There had been several incidents where he had to call the police, so in the end, he lived in a fake house with a fabricated daily life as the company suggested. It was something everyone did.

“But for today, I’ll make an exception! I’d like to show you my day.”

He had experienced all the shitty things one could as a celebrity, but Joo Woosung disregarded them.

“Wow, Joo Woosung. I heard Black Call broke another record this time?”

“I’m really grateful to the fans.”

“Wow, and humble too. Your stats are amazing.”

The beaming staff member left, and Joo Woosung watched his back with an expression so blank it was hard to believe he had just been smiling. The sound of whispers tickled his ears as the person rounded a corner, but it was fine.

After all, there were more than enough people to trip over. People who smiled to his face and sneered behind his back, people who congratulated him, cursed him, loved him, resented him, tried to use him, laughed at him for being stupid, were disappointed in him, and turned their backs on him.

As if nothing had happened, he put on a sparkling smile, greeted people around the set, and then left through the main entrance of the broadcast station to go home.

“Woosung-ah!”

Fans waiting for him to leave work shouted his name.

“Get home safe, Joo Woosung!”

Joo Woosung smiled brightly.

“Thank you! You all get home safely too!”

Joo Woosung, you worthless bastard...

Overwhelmed by a sudden rush of guilt, he waved until the very end before heading straight to the practice room.

As always, he sweated until dawn, then collapsed on the floor.

“......”

Time passed in vain, with nothing accomplished. Suddenly, Cherry Han's words of concern came to mind, and he wiped at the corners of his eyes.

“Ah... shit.”

Scars or deficiencies?

Get a grip. Such cliché words didn't suit him, nor could he afford to have them. As others said, he had it all, was born lucky, and stood in a more advantageous position than others, so it was only right that he should cherish his life and maintain a humble attitude.

However, Joo Woosung, who had everything, was confused, swept up in an inexplicable jealousy and anger whenever he saw those who held dreams and sparkled. At the same time, his frustration and self-loathing grew stronger.

The words of those around him were right. He hadn’t spent enough time sweating in desperation. It was right for him to feel guilt rather than gratitude for the blind affection poured onto him, and the intimidated Joo Woosung tried to somehow bridge that gap.

Even if I live like an empty shell, I should at least act like a decent human being, right?

He ignored the feeling of belonging nowhere, of drifting alone in some vast expanse, and struggled to somehow touch the Earth's surface, but the more he struggled, the more it felt like even the one talent he believed he was born with was slowly rusting away.

The last line of defense had crumbled.

Once the only talent he had believed in vanished, the problems he had long disregarded crushed him. A bastard with no confidence would break into a cold sweat over a single dance move. Even a familiar hand gesture felt overwhelming. Every time people who had expectations for him were disappointed by his lack of sincerity, it felt like all the blood was draining from his body.

In short, unlike what people thought, Joo Woosung lacked a certain kind of innate talent. The kind of talent like confidence in one's own limits, the composure to remain unshaken in the face of anything, the boldness to not waver before a dark reality...

“Fuck, stop thinking.”

Staring at the ceiling, he shot up to get some water and opened his bag, when something caught his eye.

A note and a crumpled ball of paper.

[Leaving this for you]

It was Chae Jeongwoo's handwriting.

When he unfolded the paper, there was a cheap silver ring, not a luxury brand or a sponsored item.

He frowned and lowered his head, noticing small letters written on the paper that had been wrapped around the ring.

[ps. Don’t worry too much about what people say.]

The moment he saw the ring, a hollow laugh escaped him.

The man called a genius, Joo Woosung, ridiculously couldn't reach the Earth, and the only moments he could were times like this.

“Wow.”

The sensation of being thrown back into reality.

"Hahaha..."

At that point, Joo Woosung had to admit it.

“Get a grip, Joo Woosung.”

“...I know.”

Leaning his forehead against the mirror, he fiddled with the silver ring. In a position he had reached by trampling over countless desperate people, Joo Woosung was stuck, unable to move forward or back, simply rotting away.

A person who has lost their direction is grotesque.

“I’m a bastard...”

He needed a gravitational pull toward Earth.


The floating, unanchored time flowed by fiercely.

That day, everything went strangely wrong.

He kept messing up the choreography, the company only spewed things he didn't want to hear, and the atmosphere with his team members was still awkward.

Amidst all that, Joo Woosung had to act like a relaxed senior in front of trainees who called him their role model.

It was questionable whether he actually looked relaxed, though.

[KNOCK KNOCK~^^]

And that afternoon.

Joo Woosung received a text from an unknown number.

[Hello, Joo Woosung. I’m not a woman, but I propose we meet soon.]

Along with photos of his recent aimless wanderings...

[You need to meet me^^]

...it was a threatening text from a madman.
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He was an expert con artist. For a con artist, however, what this guy wanted was absurd.

When the man showed up with the photo and smiled, Joo Woosung felt all the blood drain from his body. All he wanted was for Joo Woosung to post a picture they took together on social media. Joo Woosung thought a guy like that was either incredibly stupid or a genius who transcended all of it.

“I want to get famous.”

Moreover, he was so self-assured it bordered on arrogance.

Talent? No matter how hard Joo Woosung looked, he saw none.

His personality was, needless to say, seriously flawed.

He was just coasting on pure grit. Joo Woosung believed that if he kept running recklessly like that, he would soon burn out. In other words, this was confidence born from ignorance.

Although he got swept up in it, Joo Woosung decided to watch this strange guy for a while.

It was like hearing a tiger was tap-dancing and playing the flute while a lion clapped and cheered. Who wouldn't go see that? That was exactly how Joo Woosung felt.

Normally, one would doubt the true intentions of someone so different from oneself, but having watched everything from the comeback song leak to Shining Star 1, Joo Woosung had to admit that Seo Hoyun was a fundamentally different kind of person.

This kid is different.

Seo Hoyun somehow managed to pull it off. He was surprisingly cynical and seemed to have a better grasp on reality than Joo Woosung, but once he set his mind on something, he would douse himself in oil and leap into a blazing fire. Of course, it didn't matter if he made a deal with the devil or did something else behind the scenes in the process.

The same was true for his skills. He was far from meeting Joo Woosung's standards, but Joo Woosung was astounded by how much he looked like an idol, at least when the camera's red light was on.

The most amazing thing, however, was that Seo Hoyun would show up with a matter-of-fact expression that said, ‘Done, right? Next.’

“You have no talent. Just take it easy.”

Joo Woosung had once stated it bluntly. In response, Seo Hoyun had only frowned.

“Joo Woosung, your personality is a bit...?”

“Should I be hearing that from you?”

“Hmm, you've got a point there.”

Seo Hoyun shrugged as if it were no big deal.

“It doesn't matter. You might not know this, but talent in front of the camera can be edited. The process doesn't matter. As long as you show something in the end, that's all that counts.”

“......”

“The ending is already decided anyway.”

After answering so coolly, Seo Hoyun began making even more shameless demands of Joo Woosung, as if telling him to cut the useless nagging.

It was the kind he had so desperately wished for, so Joo Woosung, disheartened, quickly acknowledged it.

That bastard's talent was untouchable.

It would have been better if he were like the countless others Joo Woosung had seen, desperate to be idols, or just an attention-seeker with a massive ego.

Humans naturally admire those who possess what they lack, and even the great Joo Woosung was no exception.

Besides, who knew? If Seo Hoyun reached his ending, and if Joo Woosung watched the journey from the side, maybe he too could catch some of the runoff and follow even half of the way...

Well.

Joo Woosung was surprisingly realistic.


“I heard a rumor that you've come to your senses.”

When Joo Woosung ran into Cherry Han on the emergency stairs of the broadcasting station, he tried to pass with just a nod. Cherry Han, however, seemed to have no intention of letting him go, blocking his path with a pout.

“Is it true?”

Surprisingly, she always struck up a conversation whenever she saw Joo Woosung, even after they broke up. It didn't seem like she wanted to get back together with him. After all, he had once asked a loitering Cherry Han, who had been the one to declare their breakup, ‘Weren't we already broken up?’ She had gotten so genuinely angry that she fetched a basin of water and threw it at him.

“Hello, Cherry Han.”

“I asked you a question.”

As if.

Contrary to the rumors, meeting one blackmailer didn't make his dreadful anxiety melt away like snow.

Of course, being dragged around and swayed by Seo Hoyun had forced him to get a grip to some extent, but Joo Woosung was still the same.

He couldn't bear to imagine what would happen if he slipped up while living so precariously, so Joo Woosung decided to at least try.

Of course, his vision often went dark whenever the empty thought ‘What's the point of me doing this right now?’ crossed his mind, making him wonder if his life was already over.

“Why? Do they say I'm trying hard these days, unlike in the past?”

Joo Woosung deliberately scoffed and replied jokingly, but Cherry Han's eyebrow twitched, as if something displeased her.

“...Joo Woosung, you still don't get it.”

What?

“Forget it. What's the point of me saying it a hundred times? Do you think you'd understand, Joo Woosung? Just go, go.”

She retorted in stiff, formal language, as if to prove they were really nothing to each other now, but Joo Woosung saw it clearly.

Even as she shot him a look of contempt that screamed ‘You piece of trash,’ her eyes were tinged with pity.

She's a good person, unable to be truly harsh.

Joo Woosung just shrugged once, turned, and continued down the stairs toward his company.

As he walked to the practice room to prepare for their comeback, a long text message arrived from Kim Seonghyeon.

The message started with ‘Hello, Senior. Thank you so much for last time...’ and was impeccably polite, but a single word soon got on Joo Woosung's nerves.

Preparing for an album?

Seeing the bold yet shy text saying he was preparing for a new album and wanted to work hard to become as good as Joo Woosung, Joo Woosung’s eyebrow twitched.

“What's up, Joo Woosung. Where are you going?”

“To check.”

Joo Woosung gave Chae Jeongwoo a vague answer and turned around.

There was something that had been bothering him for a while.

Getting into Daepaseong was easy. He just showed his face at the front desk and dropped Seo Hoyun's name. The moment they met, the idol, who was filming a drama, started asking Joo Woosung things like, ‘When did you transfer to Daepaseong?’ and ‘Why the hell do you keep showing up so often?’ He was essentially asking if Joo Woosung had nothing better to do. It was extremely annoying, but Joo Woosung held it in.

I'm not here for you today.

“Oh, you're here already?!”

“...Yeah~.”

Right, there, him.

Then, Kim Seonghyeon appeared with a happy expression. Joo Woosung accepted his greeting while pretending to be unfazed. He gave the grumbling Seo Hoyun a light kick to move him aside, sat on a sofa in the corner, and fixed his gaze on Kim Seonghyeon.

At first, he simply thought Kim Seonghyeon was still inexperienced, but a strange feeling gradually crept in.

“...Not bad.”

From deep within his heart, an ugly jealousy stirred and raised its head.

His junior's dancing was dazzling, his effort was relentless, and his eyes, colored with brilliant dreams, sparkled with anticipation. Unlike himself, who had stagnated after a long, terrifying, dark, and deep slump, Joo Woosung felt his head grow hot as he watched that brilliance.

Can't you all feel it? This talent?

How could they let a guy overflowing with such talent rot here? Joo Woosung suppressed the urge to yell at Daepaseong and turned his head. He tried his best to act nonchalant, but his reflection in the mirror was colored with bewilderment and irritation. He made eye contact with Seo Hoyun, who was frowning slightly.

Joo Woosung snapped out of it, gestured for Kim Seonghyeon to come over, and said, “Come here. Let's just fix this one thing.”

Maybe it was obvious he was in a foul mood, or maybe it was something else.

Separate from Joo Woosung's complicated feelings, however, Seo Hoyun must have misunderstood something. He had been listening quietly but suddenly started grating on Joo Woosung's nerves by telling him not to go to the Anti-SHY Club.

Joo Woosung was in a very sensitive state himself, so he fumed for a while before backing down only after receiving an apology from Seo Hoyun.

Being treated like a girl-chaser was the most infuriating part.

“...Ugh, okay, I get it. I didn't do anything wrong, but I'll apologize first, okay?”

Just you wait.

Joo Woosung ground his teeth.

You'll fall someday too. Every human falls at least once. Just as my talent rusted, a day will come when your talent rusts too. If you fall, I'll be right at the front, laughing and watching. As your senior in the entertainment industry, I'll mock you.

Swallowing the words that were almost a curse, Joo Woosung eagerly awaited the day Seo Hoyun would take a spectacular fall.

Kicking away Seo Hoyun, who tried to make him stay for a meal, was satisfying, but his steps gradually slowed as he walked in front of Daepaseong.

He's a threat.

He was still utterly inexperienced now, but it was true.

Kim Seonghyeon was a guy born with the perfect trifecta of talent, effort, and luck. Thanks to him, Joo Woosung felt a chilling sense of crisis throughout his entire body.

This was no longer the time to be holed up somewhere, wallowing in depression. Instead of whining about his rusted talent and collapsing, he had to get up and run.

Right now.

Somehow, no matter what, he had to achieve something.

Before his junior completely caught up to him.

A single plane ticket to California wouldn't solve his chronic problems, but this sense of crisis had to be resolved, even if it meant pouring in money and time.

He thought about the things he needed to pack. Plane ticket, passport, and... and.

Stay calm.

Prepare everything and leave the rest to fate.

Even as Joo Woosung repeated the one truth he had managed to find, he walked on, unable to hide his irritation. Then, a voice called out from behind him.

“Senior!”

When he turned around, Kim Seonghyeon was catching his breath as if he had run over. Behind him, the other members seemed to be talking amongst themselves.

The guy who was usually too shy to say a word to his face had run over like this. Joo Woosung wondered if it was something serious, but his expression was incredibly emotional.

“Hah, heok. Senior Joo Woosung. I'm sorry we couldn't repay you at all when you came all this way to help us despite your busy schedule, and at the end, with Seo Hoyun... yes, you two suddenly got into a fight.”

A guy who has everything is trying to have a good personality too.

Is he trying to apologize for something so trivial?

“...Hey, you guys weren't bad. This album will do well.”

He meant it.

It wasn't about the music chart performance. That bastard would slit the throats of other idols to beat them if they became competitors, so of course their internal preparations would be thorough. The stage quality was a separate issue, but what he had just seen was more than enough. Enough to make Joo Woosung feel on edge.

Kim Seonghyeon shyly rubbed the back of his neck.

“...We have to make it do well. The members prepared really hard together... Seo Hoyun nagged us, saying we couldn't just do it, we had to be damn good.”

And they listen to him when he says that?

Strange.

When you're on the same team as a bulldozer like that, there's no way you wouldn't feel anxious.

When he frowned, Kim Seonghyeon seemed to sense he was asking for an explanation. His ears turned red as he began to speak hesitantly.

“Ah, well... when the school violence rumors broke out about me. The only ones who believed in me were the members.”

He was aware of the incident itself.

Even when he heard about Kim Seonghyeon's school violence rumors during Shining Star Season 1, he had given some know-it-all advice, saying, ‘You're in the same boat anyway, so you should at least try to trust him once.’

It was something Chae Jeongwoo always used to say.

“...Even I would have been unsure, but Seo Hoyun believed in me too.”

From the outside, it seemed to have been resolved well in the end, but Joo Woosung didn't know the outcome of whether the members had truly believed in Kim Seonghyeon or not.

“So I decided to believe what the members say too. Unconditionally.”

But the result was right in front of his eyes.

He didn't know what his own expression looked like, but Kim Seonghyeon smiled so widely his dimples showed, bowed deeply, and ran back. The members waiting for him grinned and patted his back.

Joo Woosung watched their leader, then slowly started walking again.

...The team's atmosphere is really good.

I'm envious.

Even if you assume that unshakeable heart, which pushes through with its own will and firmly believes it can do anything, was something contagious he caught from that psycho.

There was someone to lead, someone to believe, someone to wait. It was a gathering of ridiculously good people.

This place is so luc...

“...Ah.”

Perhaps those were things Joo Woosung could have had, if only he had been skilled and mature from the beginning.

The form of camaraderie he had vaguely yearned for long ago, after receiving a cheap ring.

These things were not in the realm of talent.

They were in the realm of effort.

And that was where he felt the most intense regret.

Joo Woosung stopped walking and stood blankly. He turned his body to watch the backs of the figures that formed the shape he secretly envied the most for a very long time.


BZZZT—

BZZZT...

The phone's vibration echoed through the mattress. Joo Woosung, who had already slept poorly on the flight to LAX, slowly opened his eyes, full of irritation.

He stared groggily at the light filtering through the curtains and fumbled for the clock. What time was it? Five in the morning. With the time difference, Korea was probably... now...

“The results!”

Joo Woosung shot up and fumbled for his phone on the table. He ignored the missed call notification and opened the internet. It was the night of the next day in Seoul, which meant the results for the Seoul Popular Music Records, the event Seo Hoyun had been so sensitive about, would be out.

<202X Seoul Popular Music Records Award Results>

Joo Woosung's mind went blank for a moment as he checked the article's contents.

“...What?”

It's not there.

No matter how many times he rubbed his eyes and looked, The Dawn's name was nowhere to be found.

Despite the completely unexpected result, Joo Woosung acted calmly. He was about to look for the contact when he saw the three-character name he was looking for was already displayed in red letters among his missed calls.

He pressed the name.

“The ending is already decided anyway.”

【The number you have dialed is currently switched off. You will be redirected to the voicemail...】

Seo Hoyun had failed.
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[OH, FUUUUUUUUCK LOLOLOLOLOL]

As expected, the moment the results of the DMA, the Seoul Popular Music Records awards ceremony, were announced, they sparked a fierce backlash.

[...Tearing my hair out]

[My trauma from the Korea Music Awards two years ago is coming back.

Back then, too, I saw the score prediction chart for digital and physical sales and was like, Yessss~~~!! We've got this! But then we slipped on the judge's scores (lol) and another idol group got it.

└ It pisses me off so much thinking about how he was shelved by WH after that. I endured, fighting keyboard wars with all sorts of crazies...]

[Excuse me, but our Ichae's album is a genuine masterpiece. How can you take bribes while spouting bullshit about 'musicality'?? All the judges need to reveal their names and explain themselves.]

[Huh? The Dawn didn't get it??]

[What? How did The Dawn not get that??? Did something happen at WH?

└ Are WH and DMA on bad terms??

└ Yep. Ever since it was called the Seoul Popular Music Records.

└ But they gave one to Black Call.

└ Even back then, people were buzzing about how amazing Black Call was... because they were an all-time legend. Ah, but The Dawn is at that level now too;]

If he had simply missed out on the Grand Prize, it would not have been this frustrating.

The problem was that the result was baffling even to the general public.

While everyone felt frustrated by the incomprehensible outcome, an industry insider let it slip that “the eligibility period for the songs being judged was changed, so it couldn't be helped.”

[Do you think we're idiots?]

That remark made the fans' blood boil.

[The behind-the-scenes story is that it couldn't be helped because the eligibility period was changed? What kind of bullshit is that? This isn't an award based on album sales figures. It's 100 percent decided by the judges, right? Do your tastes change with the seasons, dear judges?

└ I'll bet he just got on their bad side. This industry is still the saaaame old mom-and-pop shop, pretending to be all holy and packaging things plausibly while just muddling through.]

[They changed the name from the Seoul Popular Music Awards and replaced the judges to revamp it, but now it's just lost its integrity. The old name is wasted on them. It used to be the most credible one.]

[Why is everyone so mad?]

[Sry, but did you have the Grand Prize on layaway or something? Noeuls are still throwing a fit over one loss, as usual.]

[The way they're freaking out because they didn't get it is hilarious ㅋㅋ. You all praised your idol as an artist who captured both public appeal and musicality, but it looks like the experts disagree. Just humbly accept it...]

[Hmm, it was always surprising that he won Grand Prizes until now...

└ What's so surprising? Have you been living in Korea...? It was The Dawn everywhere you looked.

└ That's just recognition he got from selling out his family drama.

└ You should get your family education redone, you bastard.]

[It's hilarious how Noeuls are rushing in to write a whole epic refuting this ㅜㅜ Guess it really struck a nerve.]

[Honestly... it's a bit of a relief. I was sick of seeing people obsessively praise The Dawn. I guess time proves that it was all just hype... hehe

└ Clack clack... clack... clack! clack! clack! clack! Did you engage your brain before smashing your head on the keyboard?????]

However, Seo Hoyun, the center of the controversy, made no comment on the matter. At a time like this, he normally would have tried to communicate somehow.

Disappointed and frustrated, Noeul felt a strange, indescribable unease. They did not mention it, not wanting to stir things up unnecessarily.

[Seo Hoyun, are you starting your bullshit again?

Well, his fans have always been his ATMs lol]

However, the trolls who swarmed in had no intention of leaving him alone.

[Fuck.]

The patience of the already furious Noeul finally reached its limit.

Blood pressure rose, breath caught in their throats, and their vision turned yellow. When they came to their senses, their fingers performed a rage-fueled tap dance on their keyboards.

[You must have gone out of your way to subscribe to Seo Hoyun's PopPop, huh?]

[GET OUT GET OUT]

[Some Noeul has been silently posting screenshots of lawsuits for five hours straight.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ ahhh ㅋㅋ]

[I mean, how well must he have treated them for them to go this crazy even when he sends them photos? Just say you were jealous. Acknowledge your deprivation, you fucker. Our Hoyun has worked his ass off.]

[FR. Ever since his debut, Seo Hoyun has only ever been good to Noeul. He still comes at you like a man possessed if he runs into fans on his way to and from work.]

[Hoyun treats us so well that it's scary. So well that I... I... I got goosebumps and had to turn it off.]

Of course, there were certainly moments when they had been angry with him.

However, Seo Hoyun always had his reasons. He always showed he was sorry, tried to treat them better, and made an effort to repay them in some way.

Especially after that winter.

[...Hoo.]

Still, they were a little worried.

Then, all public attention shifted to the nomination announcement for the Artistic Vocal Awards.

[Calm down, everyone. We still have more awards to go.

The Artistic Vocal Awards.]

They hurriedly looked up the overview for the Artistic Vocal Awards. It was one of the most famous international music awards, and The Dawn was nominated for the highest honor, ‘Artist of The Year’.

[Holy shit.]

Alongside Black Call.

[I mean... I was shocked when I saw the nominees.]

[Black Call and The Dawn are here? No, Black Call is insane. How far are they going to go?]

[It's amazing that The Dawn is even in the running lol. They can't even win a domestic award, so what's this? T_T Black Call was the first to win at the Seoul Popular Music Records.

└ I'm telling you, that was rigged, you bastard.

└└ If she doesn't like it, it's rigged...ㅋ]

[Black Call isn't on the same level as The Dawn lol. How can they win an international award when they couldn't even win a domestic one? Tsk tsk.]

News had already broken that Black Call had departed for LAX to attend the international awards ceremony. Starting with the Artistic Vocal Awards, they were heading to the United States for a series of overseas awards and various events.

Photos circulated online of Black Call departing privately, likely to avoid airport congestion, and of Joo Woosung, who had left earlier for his solo ambassador activities.

[Why is JWS alone? Your relationship with Black Call is still in the gutter, I see ㅜㅜ]

[ㅋㅋㅋ It was always just business... You think those awkward years are suddenly going to become comfortable and nice for them? Joo Woosung is still the same...]

[I just feel bad for Chae Jeongwoo, who's stuck in the middle.]

[What is this baseless hate? Our JWS is there for his ambassadorship; what, was he supposed to stuff himself in Jeon Saeyoung's suitcase?

└ Ignore them. JWS gets hate just for breathing ㅜㅜ He attracts crazies every day.

└└ Ah... true, it's been bad since his debut...]

Bloys, the Black Call fandom, had seen enough bloodshed to just watch from the sidelines, but they were losing the real-time public opinion battle.

[Nominated... with Black Call...?]

However, Noeul had no time to care about such trivial gossip.

[Even if the opponent is Black Call...]

[Heh...

It's been a while. A worthy opponent has appeared.]

The Noeul who would usually let things slide with a ‘what’s good is good’ attitude were gone without a trace.

[Yeah~ It's okay even if we don't win the award... NOT.

Cut the bullshit Tlqkf!!!!!!!]

[Being number one in our hearts isn't enough.

I need to have the actual number one spot.]

[Hehe, going full speed like an eight-ton truck with no brakes.]

[Are you kidding me? Don't give up already! Slap, slap, slap!]

[Fk, Seo Hoyun raised us to be damn strong. Let's get 'em!!!!!!!!!]

Just like any idol, no fan had ever given up even once.


“...Woosung!”

Joo Woosung had been staring into space, but he slowly turned his head at the staff member's call.

“Joo Woosung, you can go in now.”

“Ah, yes.”

Joo Woosung stood up with a smile.

It was an event for the brand he was an ambassador for. Joo Woosung attended it, acting nonchalantly and perfectly fulfilling his role.

“Good work today!”

After the event ended, Joo Woosung got into the car to head back to the hotel and immediately fumbled for his phone. Staring down at his phone, Joo Woosung leaned his head back with a thud.

“...Hoo.”

Something was clearly wrong.

He had called several times since the Seoul Popular Music Records awards ceremony, but Seo Hoyun did not respond. It did not seem like he was hospitalized or missing like before, but Joo Woosung had an impeccable nose for trouble.

Something's up.

Knowing nothing, Joo Woosung could only vaguely connect Seo Hoyun's attitude with the timing of the awards show to draw a conclusion. After all, while he was famous for always appearing composed, Seo Hoyun definitely became sensitive at times.

Did that bastard die screaming in a ditch somewhere?

He sighed shortly and turned his head. Outside the car window, a movie theater was brightly lit with an ad for Seo Hoyun's supporting role in an upcoming North American release.

<Midnight Protocol

Yeokyung Jeon & Hoyoon Seo

THIS FALL>

It was a picture of Seo Hoyun, his pale white face splattered with blood, standing in a snowy alleyway.

Joo Woosung watched it for a moment before bidding his Manager farewell and stepping into the hotel lobby. As soon as he entered, he saw Kim Seonghyeon sitting on a lobby sofa, his leg shaking nervously.

He considered walking past, but in the end, Joo Woosung approached and kicked his foot lightly.

“What are you doing?”

“...Senior?!!”

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been fidgeting, shot up with wide eyes.

“Ah, hello, Senior Ju Woosung. I... I just couldn't sleep.”

“......”

“Uh, your... solo activities, congratulations, though it's late. As expected of Senior Ju Woosung!!”

Awkward, unnatural, and a terrible actor, Kim Seonghyeon was sweating bullets in front of Joo Woosung. After watching him with a skeptical eye, he finally decided to play along with his junior.

“Oh, thanks.”

Of course I have to do well. Look how much time I've lost.

Thinking back on it now, he had been digging himself into a hole so deep it was embarrassing. He had isolated himself, consumed by anxiety, and drowned in unnecessary worries and excessive arrogance. The time he had spent wallowing in misery, buried in his own thoughts, was an utter waste.

“I have to work hard.”

“...Exactly! The thing I respect most about you, Senior, is your hard work!!”

What?

“You've always been like that. No matter how bad your condition was, you never missed an event, and you always gave your all on stage.”

“......”

“That part is really, really, really cool... I'm sorry. I talked for too long.”

Joo Woosung's eyebrow twitched.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been chattering on excitedly, belatedly sensed the strange atmosphere and cautiously changed the subject.

“...Um, are you by any chance looking for Seo Hoyun?”

Joo Woosung shook his head.

“No, it's fine.”

“......”

“I just saw you and came to say hi.”

The junior blinked, but Joo Woosung just patted his shoulder lightly and headed for his room.

He stepped into the elevator. Just before the doors closed, a red-haired man with a face worn down by fatigue entered the lobby far away. The last thing he saw was Kim Seonghyeon jumping to his feet and running toward the man who had disappeared along with Seo Hoyun, before the doors slid shut with a soft thud.

He leaned against the wall, watching the floor numbers change.

They're still as close as ever.

It was the kind of relationship he had always wanted. The kind he once thought he could never have.

And he still seems to believe in him.

Kim Seonghyeon was still such a good kid, so much so that he was still saved in his phone as ‘Wow-Seriously-God-Tier-Personality-Junior’. Besides, he had just cautiously asked if he was looking for Seo Hoyun. He was clearly still thinking about the time Joo Woosung had gone to Jeong Dajun's waiting room and harassed him, back when Seo Hoyun was off filming movies like ‘A Dirty Trial’ instead of being an idol.

Of course, in the past, I would have asked.

Because he might have died screaming in a ditch somewhere. Because he might just make one cryptic phone call and then disappear. He got seriously pissed, since that call definitely had some ulterior motive behind it.

Whatever.

Joo Woosung was also aware. He knew that Seo Hoyun had recently been on a variety show, spouting all sorts of unbelievable nonsense. Things like staying at number one on Billboard for ten weeks, or getting invited to Cannes. For a guy who was so realistic and cynical, the talk sounded so bold it was absurd. The panelists and viewers had laughed it off, but Seo Hoyun had been unfazed. He knew that his movie was about to be released, and The Dawn's concert was scheduled to happen soon.

Joo Woosung threw himself onto the bed. As exhaustion washed over him and he buried his face in the sheets, the hotel room's doorbell suddenly rang.

Ding-dong—

Whether it was his Manager, room service, or a stalker, he could not be bothered.

However, the bell rang again, persistently. Joo Woosung irritably threw back the sheets and shot up.

“Ah, for fuck's sake.”

Do they have ding-dong ditch in hotels now?

He thought it would be impossible for a stalker to infiltrate a hotel with such tight security, but the number of bizarre ways they had broken into his home was too high to count on one hand. Joo Woosung decided to call the front desk immediately.

He stopped as he lifted the phone.

TAP, TAP, TAP, TAP.

A kicking sound came from the floor.

His gaze fixed on the familiar noise echoing in the silence. Staring into the darkness, Joo Woosung strode forward without hesitation and flung the door open.

What the.

No one was there.

He scowled and was about to close the door when something was suddenly wedged in the gap.

SLAM!

“Cough, ah, shit.”

“......!”

A black sneaker was stuck in the doorway. A familiar, low voice hit his ears.

“You slam a door pretty damn hard.”

Is there a grudge in there or something...

Hearing the cracked voice that sounded like it was about to give out, he slowly raised his head. He saw a face so pale it looked on the verge of suffocating.

The man wiped away the cold sweat dripping down his chin and then casually shook a bottle of liquor as if nothing was wrong.

“Hello?”

Seo Hoyun, who he thought might have been dead, had appeared at the most unexpected time, grinning with astonishing audacity.

“I need to talk. Got a minute?”


SS Chapter 55

"...Something to talk about?"

What kind of bullshit is that?

Joo Woosung couldn't readily agree because letting that guy into his room felt strange. No matter how close they were, being with a competitor the night before the awards ceremony was bound to start rumors.

Nevertheless, Seo Hoyun pushed his foot further into the gap in the door, as if he already had permission. Despite his haggard appearance, he was so strong that the door flew open with a BAM!

Momentarily stunned, Joo Woosung took a step or two back. Seo Hoyun entered the room, holding a rustling plastic bag.

"Wow, this is a nice suite. Black Call really is on another level, huh?"

Having barged in, Seo Hoyun brazenly opened the minibar drawer. He couldn't find any shot glasses, so he took out two water glasses and began wiping them with a cloth.

Joo Woosung, however, hesitated.

Why?

He never expected him to show up here, now.

He had thought the arrogant and composed Seo Hoyun would only appear after hearing the news through others, or perhaps long after the incident had died down.

"Why are you just standing there?"

However, seeing the sweat-soaked hair plastered to his forehead, it seemed Seo Hoyun was not in a very relaxed state either.

"Well... should I show you some of my drinking skills?"

So, Joo Woosung decided not to rush and started with the question he was most curious about.

"...You."

"..."

"What have you been doing that made Kim Seonghyeon..."

"—Cough!"

However, Seo Hoyun suddenly burst into a cough, cutting off the question. Once he calmed down, Joo Woosung asked again.

"Why the phone call..."

"—Cough! Cough, hack, gag, cough cough cough!"

"...A-are you okay?!"

"Whoa, I seriously almost threw up..."

"Oh, uh, right..."

He was bent over at the waist, coughing so violently it was alarming to watch.

"Hoo..."

Seo Hoyun roughly wiped his mouth with the cloth, then lowered his gaze to check on him.

Joo Woosung was puzzled but instinctively followed his gaze downward. Seo Hoyun tossed the clean white towel into a basket and rubbed his forehead.

"Don't be so restless. I'm in the mood for a drink, so let's have one."

"...You want to drink in this state?"

"They say people drink even in the Himalayas, so whatever."

...Right.

A guy who looked like he was dying from sickness suddenly shows up the night before an important awards ceremony and wants to drink.

As far as he knew, Seo Hoyun could hold his liquor but did not particularly like it, so this was something he would never normally do. If this were a normal day, he would have nagged him to take better care of himself...

He shut his mouth and sat down. Seo Hoyun's lips curved as he poured the liquor.

GLUG GLUG GLUG. Joo Woosung was momentarily speechless as the clear liquid poured straight into the water glass. The guy immediately offered him the glass. Joo Woosung stared blankly at the shimmering surface before thinking, what the hell, and downed it with a GULP.

BAM.

He slammed the glass down, channeling all his resentment into the action.

Seo Hoyun spoke meekly.

"I was crawling on the floor until I finally came to my senses just now."

He scratched his head.

"That's why I couldn't answer your calls. To be honest, wow... it was on a whole other level. I thought I was just going to die."

"..."

"Well, it worked out, I guess. Gave me a chance to lay some groundwork."

Was something actually resolved?

Joo Woosung hesitated before asking.

"Are you... okay with not winning the award last time?"

However, Seo Hoyun just filled the empty glasses again, just like before, and stared at him intently.

It was a clear sign that he would not answer until they had another drink.

Joo Woosung gritted his teeth.

Ah, damn it.

He squeezed his eyes shut and brought the glass to his lips.

Seo Hoyun's lips curled into a smirk, and he drained his own glass.

"Well, it wasn't entirely unexpected."

"...You expected that?"

This bastard was talking so calmly about his failure at a domestic awards ceremony, as if it were something unavoidable. He could not help but doubt his true intentions.

Really?

I will say it again, this was a guy who would slit Black Call's throat to prove a point if he had to.

Seo Hoyun scratched his cheek and muttered.

"Yes, I just feel sorry to the fans that it turned out this way... but there's still a chance to repay them somehow. If I beat Black Call, including you, Joo Woosung, at tomorrow's awards ceremony, I'll get a chance to make it up to them."

"...People were saying you wouldn't attend the AVA awards tomorrow."

"And you believe that?"

"Are you crazy?"

"You know me well."

"..."

Seo Hoyun poured more liquor into the glasses. GLUG GLUG GLUG.

If he drank any more, he would really have to clean up a corpse—his own—in his room. Joo Woosung got straight to the point.

"...I know it's not going to happen even if the world splits in two, but let me ask just in case."

"Yes."

"Did you come here because you're nervous?"

Seo Hoyun narrowed his eyes at that, but Joo Woosung asked again, just in case.

"...Did you call because something was wrong?"

The awards ceremony was tomorrow.

The Dawn had attended with them before, but this was the first time they were competing head-to-head like this.

A statement like, ‘I'm not sorry, Joo Woosung. I hope you fail at the awards ceremony tomorrow,’ would have felt more realistic, but still, you never knew.

Seo Hoyun, who had been staring at the constantly emptying glasses, lifted his head and gazed at him.

"Yes, I feel like calling you even when I'm eating, is that it?"

"..."

"And when I'm happy, sad, or angry, I want to call a Senior from another group like I'm sending a notice home from school."

Right, you bastard.

I knew you would be sarcastic...

He was looking at Joo Woosung with an expression that screamed, ‘What a credible question.’ It was incredibly humiliating, but he had asked on the off chance.

Only to get this kind of answer in return.

He wanted to tell him to get the hell out, but he held on to his patience.

"...Then what is it you want to talk about?"

There was nothing else that needed to be settled between Joo Woosung and Seo Hoyun.

Would that guy tell me what had happened until now? Absolutely not.

What about the USB video from before?

Even less so.

I don't need that now.

Joo Woosung had no intention of digging into it or demanding an explanation from him, and Seo Hoyun would have understood that as well.

"...It's just."

Seo Hoyun shrugged and shook the empty liquor bottle.

"Joo Woosung, you have good instincts for strange things."

If something is up, you figure it out quickly.

Seo Hoyun, who had been grumbling, coughed lightly and continued in a raspy voice.

"I thought about whether I should do this or not several times. You seemed anxious when we ran into each other at composer Lim Hyeonsu-nim's studio, and you seem anxious this time too. You've been so concerned all this time, I thought you might feel unfairly treated."

"..."

"I enjoy watching people get restless, but I don't usually play jokes in serious situations."

Seo Hoyun let out a small laugh, as if he found Joo Woosung's dazed expression, which looked full of question marks, a little amusing.

"...So?"

"It was fucking tough, but..."

He did not look like he was in despair.

"It's doable. I came here to tell you that."

"...Huh?"

"I think I made you worry unnecessarily and excessively. Please don't. Of course, I'm human too, so there are times when this situation feels so unfair and shitty, but I know one way to resolve it satisfyingly."

Instead, what flickered across his face was...

Tension, annoyance, and confidence.

"I make all my choices the right ones. In the end, I make sure they become the correct answer."

So Joo Woosung lowered his gaze and looked at his hand.

"And thankfully, I have some solid backing."

The hand holding the glass was not shaking.

Unlike that time when he was gripping the steering wheel with his long scar exposed, his mind a wreck.

"I have no intention of backing out."

Anyway, it was always like this.

No matter how precariously he stumbled, no matter how he sometimes acted childishly to his fans, craving their affection, or had moments where he honestly revealed everything about himself—in the end, Seo Hoyun always pulled through.

Joo Woosung felt like he knew what he ultimately wanted to say.

"I will see it through to the end."

That there is a forever happy ending even after the ending.

"...You came here just to say that?"

Joo Woosung stared at him, bewildered and in disbelief.

"That you're going to beat me in the end? After completely ignoring me and going off the grid, you show up the night before the awards ceremony, get your competitor drunk, and say that here?"

"Yes."

"...Do you hold a grudge against me?"

"Maybe it's because I've been waiting for this day, but I can't deny that it's genuinely refreshing and thrilling."

...This bastard?

Seo Hoyun grinned.

"I'm half-joking. It means let's see this through to the end."

"..."

"I'm confident I can lead the way."

That guy did not stop there. He was going further, reassuring those around him.

That he would not fall somewhere along the way, that the beacon he had relied on like a lighthouse would never disappear.

That every ending was already decided, so they should not worry about what comes after and just run forward.

In fact, back when Seo Hoyun failed to win his first award and seemed to have given up, he himself had been afraid that Seo Hoyun would quit, that the guy he believed had everything would crumble.

So maybe, Seo Hoyun's way of handling things was right.

"...Okay."

Seo Hoyun looked him up and down, and then, as if believing he truly understood, he stood up calmly.

"Alright, then let's wrap this up."

As if that was really all he came for, he retreated without a hint of lingering. Unlike Joo Woosung, who could not even stand up properly, the guy who had casually tossed out a "Good luck tomorrow" showed no signs of being drunk at all.

"...You've suddenly become very nosy, haven't you?"

He might call him crazy, but thinking back on Seo Hoyun's attitude so far—repeating that he would not give up was an incredible kindness.

Still, not knowing the reason, he asked.

Seo Hoyun, who was about to leave with his hand on the doorknob, chuckled.

"Ayy."

And he shrugged.

"Back then, Joo Woosung, you gave me your business card, didn't you?"

A business card?

The hotel door closed with a playful smile, and only then did Joo Woosung remember the business card he had given him.

...The one business card Joo Woosung had taken out of his wallet and handed him during Shining Star Season 2.

He sat still in the silence for a moment, then, as his vision spun, he flopped onto his back and stared at the ceiling.

...Wow.

Amazing.

The guy who started by blackmailing others, including himself, who would retaliate twice as hard like a psycho if some passerby picked a fight, who would block his ears and ignore all useless meddling—the guy who would only show up after everything was resolved.

To think he could now accept help from his members and even look out for a senior from another group, all without bluffing or showing anxiety.

"...When did he become so human?"

Talent, effort, and now, as much as he hated to admit it, even character.

"He's changed."

He stared at the spot where the thoroughly changed, cheeky, and exceptionally talented junior had disappeared, then turned his head. His own stupid face was reflected in the dark hotel window. Even through the drunkenness, one thought remained crystal clear.

"...He's really changed."

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow, when the curtain rises on the awards ceremony, Seo Hoyun will set out on a path to prove himself.
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The Artistic Vocal Awards took place at a stadium in LA. Everything was a whirlwind, from changing in the caravan trailer waiting room to walking the red carpet.

The stadium's interior was decorated like a massive concert hall for the awards ceremony. Joo Woosung skillfully handled interview requests, and the Black Call members beside him responded with relaxed smiles.

Once they returned to the waiting room, however, the members grinned mischievously, as if they had been waiting. They nudged Joo Woosung in the side.

“Oh~ Woosung-hyung, you look damn cool~.”

They had started speaking comfortably with each other a while ago.

After seeing The Dawn up close for the first time, Joo Woosung had begun observing his own group members more closely, hovering around them.

Joo Woosung, who had never discussed anything but work, had once hesitantly asked, ‘...Do you guys want to watch a movie together?’ They had no idea how much he kicked his blankets and cursed the empty air when he got home, after seeing Jeon Saeyoung drop his ice cream in shock.

Nevertheless, Joo Woosung kept trying to talk to them, however awkwardly, the next day and the day after.

As his efforts piled up, Joo Woosung came to realize many sides of Black Call he had not known before.

The Black Call members were... more childish than he thought. A lot more.

Yet, they surprisingly enjoyed reading books. They were endlessly serious about their work and had a mature, kind side, able to figure out what others wanted as if by magic.

That must be why they left me alone all this time.

They were waiting for him to approach them first.

Joo Woosung was one lucky bastard.

He felt that once again.

So, he did not exactly hate the noisy group chat anymore.

“Joo Woosung's class... is simply overwhelming.”

“Make way...! Superstar Joo Woosung is passing through!”

These bastards think I'm a pushover now, huh?

Grumbling, Joo Woosung looked at the paper WH had handed out. As he scanned the list of investors and representatives, Chae Jeongwoo took the paper and asked, “Are you nervous?”

“Are you?”

The Artistic Vocal Awards were a significant event for Black Call as well. Although Black Call had won once before, their nomination was a hot topic for days.

Chae Jeongwoo grinned.

“I'm always nervous.”

Time passed. After staff guided them to their official seats, the awards ceremony began.

Famous singers and celebrities, the kind you only saw on TV, performed on stage. During the second part, the host moved among the cast in a dazzling evening dress, conducting interviews.

THUD.

【Tell me your desire— turn.】

The lights in the dark hall gradually dimmed. A cracked voice echoed through the center of the venue.

From far away, the sound of a hi-hat cymbal pierced the air like a ticking second hand.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

【■■E ■A■N】

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

Soon, a pixelated logo appeared on the large screen at the back.

【■HE ■■WN】

【TH■ DA■N】

【■H■ D■WN】

The melodies of ‘Level S2’, ‘Flight’, and their latest song ‘Framed Eternity’ began to mix with the ticking sound.

【Well, now.】

The lights snapped off.

A familiar voice slowly spread through the darkness.

【Promises were always meant to be eternal.】

Before those words could finish, a saxophone blared as if announcing a resurrection, threatening to burn their eardrums.

【THE DAWN!】

【Welcome to our eternal gallery!】

When the lights came on and The Dawn appeared on stage, a massive roar erupted from the audience. The corpse-like appearance Seo Hoyun had just a few hours ago was gone. He pulled up the corners of his mouth, looking surprisingly clean-cut.

...Wow.

【Our gallery Ah Ah Ah

I'll hang this moment on the wall

The shape of a love frozen in place

Opening only at dawn

Framed eternity, its all ours】

He really came out with a plan.

Although he relentlessly teased the bastard, calling him a klutz, Seo Hoyun on stage definitely had a unique presence.

【What won't scatter

Is a single promise, preserved like a star

Even when the lights go out and darkness comes

The dawn's exhibition opens again】

Just as Joo Woosung felt now, everyone in Black Call watched, completely immersed in the performance. They were silent, without even a hint of a smile.

When they had first perceived Kim Seonghyeon as a threat, they had just tried to laugh it off. Now, they could feel with their own skin that the gap between them had narrowed.

【The heart of a star doesn't grow cold

The night sea embroidered with worries like stars

But I've already navigated the darkness】

A little more and they might catch up.

Perhaps the day would come when they would climb even higher.

When Kang Ichae's and Jeong Dajun's faces filled the large screen, another huge cheer erupted in the hall.

Joo Woosung suddenly became curious.

【It will be eternal

Even when the lights go out and darkness comes

This gallery is forever ours】

Did they know everything about Seo Hoyun's situation?

【The waves that crash without a moment to breathe

The moments that relentlessly stir the heart

Make us even clearer

Like a story that's good to see again and again】

However, that curiosity was overwhelmed by Seong Jiwon's voice, which soared an octave higher to grab the audience's attention.

【Framed eternity

Eternity will exist for us...】

When the performance ended, thunderous applause and a massive roar filled the concert hall. Just as the noise began to subside, a video announcing the award appeared on the screen, and the presenter walked onto the stage.

“What an incredible show!”

The category they were nominated for was Artist of the Year.

People rated The Dawn's chances of winning as low. In a situation decided one hundred percent by fan votes, their probability of beating Black Call was almost zero.

“Now, take a look at the nominee for artist of the year.”

A famous comedian in a neat suit held up the envelope containing the winner's card, smiling brightly.

It was the final moment, with only the grand prize announcement left.

“First nominee, Black Call!”

【It’s getting on my nerves

I keep noticing you

I want to push you without any leeway

I grab your anxious hand and ask, Are you mine?】

Even as other nominees were announced after Black Call's introduction, people naturally kept their eyes on them.

Some people prepared to applaud. Officials shifted their feet in excited anticipation. Black Call maintained a perfectly smooth smile without a single change in expression.

To get this far...

For many nights, Joo Woosung had prayed earnestly.

He prayed that he would never be the one to back out first, that he would never be the one to run away uncoolly. He prayed that someone would light a fire in him, even if only with a scam. That someone would become his beacon.

He felt a desperate admiration for that being who ran straight toward his path without a shred of doubt, who would see things through to the end no matter what. A being who possessed what Joo Woosung never could.

“Second nominee, The Dawn!”

Being led by such a person, taking the easy way would be quite nice...

【Framed eternity

Eternity will exist for us...】

...No.

No.

In that moment, a rebellious spirit stirred and raised its head within Joo Woosung's chest.

It felt unfair to end his prayer by saying he would rely on a mere ember received from someone else.

Wouldn't his past self feel it was unfair? The one who spent sleepless nights with the ominous thought that if his talent ever rusted, he would become nothing but a has-been, wearing the shell of his glorious heyday and faking it, and wouldn't the Bloys, who had waited for him despite his anxiety and loved him unconditionally, feel it was unfair?

In truth, Joo Woosung already knew.

The lantern was already in his hands.

He had been strange lately.

He did not get tired even when he danced, and he looked forward to tomorrow.

...He wanted to create a reason for those who liked him to feel glad that they did.

So, he decided to pray differently.

He prayed that even if this feeling was destined to change, even if a dirty jealousy toward a more talented junior ignited, even if the disappointment of his loved ones poured down on him like a waterfall someday, and above all, no matter how shamefully he fell, he would definitely get back up.

He prayed that he could channel the self-loathing into something, that Black Call's glory could be eternal, that he would never stop struggling, no matter how pathetic.

If he could just take all this regret, admiration, love, and anger and reach that place above where he had not yet gone.

If, perhaps, all these things that Joo Woosung had possessed from the beginning could be summed up in a single word—

“Artistic Vocal Awards, presenting the Favorite Artist of The Year.”

Their eyes met.

In that fleeting moment, he pulled up the corners of his mouth.

Full of confidence.

“Goes to!”

That was Joo Woosung's dream.

“The Dawn!”

ROOOOAR!!!

As the unexpected name was called, the entire concert hall erupted in a deafening roar. Everyone jumped to their feet in celebration.

Amidst the standing ovation, The Dawn instantly descended into chaos. The members rushed toward Seo Hoyun, who sat in the center, tackling and hugging each other.

Joo Woosung watched the man laughing cheerfully among the guys, who were a mess of tears and cold sweat. He slowly, very slowly, looked down at his own feet.

They were firmly on the ground, his polished shoes reflecting the light.

All the time he had walked, weighed down by regret, proved that those two feet were on the earth.

“...Wow.”

Jeon Saeyoung, who had been holding his breath, bit his lip for a moment in disappointment.

However, knowing that countless cameras were on them, he immediately put on a professional smile and sent congratulatory applause to his juniors.

【Uh... thank you so much. You have no idea how long we've waited for this moment.】

The Dawn went up on stage. Kim Seonghyeon, who might have cried for a brief moment, pressed his reddened eyes and carefully began his acceptance speech.

【...Standing here makes me want to be with you all for a long, long time. Even if not everyone believes in eternity, we'll make sure Noeul can. Thank you to Noeul, who always completes us.】

Kang Ichae looked choked up and held the youngest member's shoulder tightly, while Seong Jiwon waved his hand excitedly.

【We will walk this path to the very end. Thank you.】

Seo Hoyun had tried to stand quietly in the center of the stage but was soon swept up by the other members. Amidst them hugging tightly and ruffling each other's hair, the guy who would normally have hated it was instead laughing as if relieved.

It was so very different from when they had won the grand prize last time.

【Ah— Noeul, just hearing that name is enough for us. Thank you, truly, for this award...】

So Joo Woosung stopped making useless speculations.

Whether they knew Seo Hoyun's secret or not was none of Joo Woosung's business. Regardless, they would always be together, just as they always were.

Forever in the same form that Joo Woosung had once envied.

Joo Woosung lifted his head and his eyes met Chae Jeongwoo's. Chae Jeongwoo was silently observing him.

As their gazes met, long years flashed by. For better or worse, it was as if they could read all of each other's emotions in that brief glance.

He did not know what kind of expression he was making, but Chae Jeongwoo smirked and turned his head away.

Even after the awards ceremony ended completely, the excitement did not easily die down. On their way out, away from the public eye, Lee Hanjoo stretched wide and mumbled, “Aah, what a shame~~~.”

“They were totally cool, though.”

“I know, right? An unstoppable force.”

Jeon Saeyoung tilted his head, looking puzzled.

“But, I mean, I really, really, really congratulate them, and I'm jealous, and I admit The Dawn was amazing... but it's a bit surprising. I thought we were going to get it.”

“Hmm.”

“The company expected it too, didn't they?”

Chae Jeongwoo scratched his cheek.

“They said the voter turnout this time was legendary.”

“What?”

“There was a lot of controversy, right? The Dawn failed to win at the domestic awards show last time. They got flak for that, people questioning if it was rigged... The fans were determined to show everyone, so they rallied like crazy. They were saying, 'This time it's one hundred percent fan votes, let's make sure they win with our own power.'”

Well, there were definitely other things going on behind the scenes, but— Chae Jeongwoo trailed off. He leaned his back against the wall and let out a light sigh.

“Anyway, it was amazing.”

For even Chae Jeongwoo to be this impressed.

“We need to work harder. At this rate, they're really going to catch up.”

“Hey, that can't happen.”

However, Jeon Saeyoung grinned.

“We're Black Call, aren't we?”

Just as it was for The Dawn, Black Call also had more room to climb.

The Black Call members, seeming to have regained their energy, all talked about the next awards ceremony in a few weeks. Far in the distance, The Dawn chattered away with happy expressions, clutching their trophy and wiping their reddened eyes.

Lee Hanjoo smiled with a hint of satisfaction and asked Joo Woosung if he was going to say hello to them, but Joo Woosung shook his head.

“It's fine.”

“...Huh?!! That's unexpected. Then are we heading out right away for a drink, just us?”

“No, I'm leaving first.”

“Aww.”

“I have to prepare for the next awards ceremony.”

Joo Woosung slightly raised the corner of his mouth and spoke to Lee Beomhyeon, who could not hide his disappointment.

“We're Black Call, aren't we?”

It was a playful answer, so he expected the members to burst out laughing. Unexpectedly, they all froze and stared at Joo Woosung.

“Woosung-hyuuuung...”

“Hey! What is it!”

When Lee Hanjoo even pretended to cry and tried to hug him, Joo Woosung recoiled like a wet cat. He chuckled slightly at the sulky youngest member's grumbling, then waved and headed to the van first.

On a dark street corner, Joo Woosung got into the waiting van and closed the door. He looked out the window. The unfamiliar vertical traffic lights of LA, the blue signs, the distant sirens, the thin leaves swaying under the lights, the flashing streetlights... The lights of the sleepless city sparkled brilliantly, as if refusing to end the night. Joo Woosung slowly sorted through his complicated thoughts.

The conversation with the pale-faced man yesterday.

And Chae Jeongwoo's speculations...

The choice Seo Hoyun made was the right one.

It was not that the choice was right from the start. In the end, he bet everything he had and made it the right answer.

Watching the lights flicker on a distant street, Joo Woosung rested his arm on the windowsill and buried his chin in it.

“...What a load of bullshit.”

And just as it was for everyone, Joo Woosung also had a choice.
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<The Dawn – Artistic Vocal Awards, Favorite Artist of The Year>

I survived.

<Black Call – Favorite Artist of the Year>

<Black Call – Favorite Song of the Year>

<Black Call – Best Group of the Year>

At the same time, Black Call pissed me the hell off.

Once The Dawn miraculously won the grand prize at the AVA and returned to Korea, the Daepaseong staff finally approached me. They had been avoiding me like the plague, but now they came with tears in their eyes to offer congratulations.

I was quite proud of myself. I even thought that if I published this story as an autobiography, it would become a bestseller that could wring enough tears and snot from the public to form a river, but right after that, Black Call swept all the awards and shook the nation once again. My expression soured.

Damn it. We've been Black Call'd.

And not in a good way.

I cursed and turned away as I watched WH's stock price skyrocket day after day. Kim Seonghyeon, however, clutched his phone with both hands, watching Black Call's performance with a look of awe.

"This is insane... Insane..."

"You like that? Hey, Kim Seonghyeon, are you even in The Dawn?"

"Sorry, but you have to respect art for art's sake."

“......”

We were renting an external studio to practice for our concert until dawn. The Black Call fanatic reverently watched their stage videos during every break.

Kang Ichae, who was using the corpse-like body of Jeong Dajun as a pillow after Seong Jiwon had thoroughly beaten him down, finally screamed at the top of his lungs.

"They're re~ally crazy~!!"

"...What's with this hyung??"

"This whole group is craaazy~~!!"

"He just seems like the usual Kang Ichae."

No.

This was aimed at me.

Kang Ichae had been grumbling ever since I made the bet. Pushing himself so hard to win the AVA grand prize had clearly been tougher on him than he let on, which was why he was suddenly acting this way.

What can you do?

The Quests I received were for two awards shows, one domestic and one international.

From the moment I checked the judges for the domestic awards show through Lim Hyeonsu, the results already seemed set against The Dawn winning. Even if I had pulled some strings to force a win at the domestic show, I would have been dead for sure if we didn't win at the AVA.

After staring at the penalties for both for a very long time, I decided to bet on a certain 'hypothesis' that I had only considered in my head since starting Eternal Idol Maker.

It was all on the premise that if the domestic awards show failed, Noeul would help us.

I did bet my life on it.

Of course, a lot of maneuvering happened behind the scenes, but...

After hearing the whole plan, Kang Ichae and the other members helped me as promised. Once everything calmed down, he muttered with a haggard look on his face.

"Wow, I can't ever do that again."

"It wasn't so bad... Wanna go again?"

"...Are you kidding me?"

Kang Ichae, who had been surprisingly docile until now, gave me a frighteningly serious look for the first time in a while, but what could I do?

We succeeded in the end, you punk.

You said you'd help.

Well, I did feel a little guilty even now for showing Kang Ichae things he didn't need to see during that process.

But if all these problems were solved by me throwing myself into the fire once, wasn't that a pretty cheap price to pay?

More importantly...

[Quest Failed!

‘Win the Grand Prize at the DMA Seoul Popular Music Records.’]

[Quest Complete!

‘Win an award at the Artistic Vocal Awards.’]

I looked up at the floating System Window and touched the corner of my lips.

"...Hmm."

Up until now, I'd been so busy just trying to survive that I had been forced to neglect one thing, even though it always felt unsettling.

I'll need to confirm it several more times.

If, just if, this hypothesis is real...

“GUAAAAAAH!!”

"Ack!"

Just as I was gathering my thoughts, the youngest's scream suddenly rang out. Then something kicked me hard. BAM. The crazy rapper had pushed Jeong Dajun aside and rolled over to hit me. He stopped in the center, spread-eagled, and muttered ominously.

"...Hoo."

“......”

"Ichae-ppuni is going to lie here until someone comes and gives me a big hug..."

"Aish."

"Forever and ever... preserved like a specimen..."

"How artistic. Just lie there forever."

"Wha~at?!"

I wasn't even being that harsh, but Kang Ichae started wailing things like, 'Is that all you have to say after all the help I gave you,' 'Who is this cold-blooded person,' and 'Bring back the person who was kind to me for a moment.' I ignored him.

Sure enough, the guy soon regained his energy and latched onto Kim Seonghyeon instead of me.

"Babe, let's go! No need to look at someone who just sucks you dry!!"

"Wait, let me watch this one more time."

"Damn it all! Whose group is this anyway!!"

The guy, howling like a fox, immediately sought another target. He started clinging to Seong Jiwon and whining, but Seong Jiwon just turned his head toward me and said he was planning to go out anyway.

"Hoyun-ah, you want to come out too? I was thinking of grabbing some food."

"I'm fucking tired."

"Ahaha, alright. I'll get it for you, then."

Seong Jiwon, who was about to head out, paused at the door with wide eyes. He then suggested the other members get some fresh air and led them outside.

After inhaling the cold air that seeped in from the door, I fiddled with the system window floating in the air for a bit before glancing at my phone.

Is he busy?

There was no word from Joo Woosung.

The guy who would usually contact me for the most trivial things, no matter how busy he was, had gone completely silent.

He's a guy who knows how to handle his own business, so I'm sure he's doing fine, but...

Just as I was pressing my temples and thinking I should get some fresh air myself, I opened the door.

"Oh."

I saw Joo Woosung's dumb-looking face.

Why is this guy standing alone at the entrance of this huge studio?

No, how did he even find this place?

"...Joo Woosung?"

"Yeah, it's me."

Running into him at the WH practice rooms was one thing, but the probability of coincidentally meeting him at an external location like this was extremely low.

Especially since Joo Woosung was a massive homebody himself, not the kind of person you could easily run into outside.

"What are you doing here?"

"I followed the scent of a real asshole and ended up here."

"Wow."

With that, Joo Woosung pushed past me as I was about to leave and strode into the studio.

This was Joo Woosung of Black Call, the group that broke records with every comeback. By now, every broadcast station and reporter must be dying to interview him, and popular variety show PDs must be constantly begging him to be a fixed cast member. So why was such a greeeat and amaaazing talent here right now?

...This is making me fucking anxious.

Joo Woosung silently tapped on his phone, making me anxious. He finally put it away, took off his cap, and swept his hair back.

"Alright, I've given you plenty of time."

“...?”

"You're ready, right?"

Ready for what?

The guy looked around the studio as if sizing it up, then stretched his arms out wide. He walked briskly over to the studio's speakers, turned them on, and gave me a somewhat sinister smile.

"What are you doing?"

"What does it look like I'm doing?"

It looks like you turned on the speakers.

Joo Woosung threw off his hoodie with one hand and beckoned with his fingers.

"Come at me, you clumsy oaf."

And the meaning of that was...

"It's a long road to make a decent person out of you."

Damn it. It meant I was screwed.


"Hah, heuk, hoo..."

"Hoyun-ah~ You're going to pass out."

"You're really trying to kill me..."

"Ayy, don't be so dramatic."

Dramatic?

Are you kidding me?

I swallowed my curses as I lay collapsed on the floor, panting. I had felt it was a struggle to keep up with the members after getting sick, but today, Joo Woosung tormented me relentlessly. He seemed possessed by a demon, making me acutely aware of the gap in our skills.

Joo Woosung, who wasn't even breathing hard, clicked his tongue. He clearly disliked the sight of me groveling on the floor. He kicked the practice room door open.

"...Joo Woosung, aren't you busy? Isn't Black Call having a comeback soon?"

"Don't you subtly try to tell me to get lost."

This bastard's gotten craftier.

I thought he would leave since the door was open, but he lingered, enjoying the cold breeze. I was just trying to get him to leave quickly.

Joo Woosung plopped down on the practice room floor. He chattered away as he carelessly stuffed his discarded hoodie into his bag, complaining about how hot it was for early winter.

"Wow, how does that Kim Seonghyeon put up with you without his stomach turning inside out?"

I frowned and looked at him. He was chattering away nonstop as usual, but for some reason, the conversation seemed to be going in circles.

The conversation from that day...

Looks like he's trying to bury it.

I had expected that he would be busy with the awards show too, so it would have been a bit awkward for him to contact me first, but it was strange that we hadn't run into each other at the company, and now he was here, beating around the bush.

Well, whatever.

That's his choice.

I was about to stop caring, but as I watched his somewhat fidgety movements, my eyes landed on his finger.

A ring?

I'd seen Joo Woosung wear accessories many times, but the strangely clunky design was very different from what he usually wore.

I was about to ignore it, but then Joo Woosung started spreading his left hand and suddenly began to cough.

"...Ahem."

“......”

"Ahem, hem, my hand feels heavy."

"...Yeah, what's that about?"

So, so, annoying...

He showed no signs of backing down until I asked, so I finally spoke up.

Joo Woosung tilted his head as if he was surprised.

"Huh? How come you're not asking if it's from a girlfriend?"

"Am I crazy?"

Did Joo Woosung get shot or something?

How serious has that bastard been lately? He always worked hard, but with his group and solo activities, and even now, gritting his teeth to train a junior, how could he even say something like that?

I ignored his worthless comment. Joo Woosung fiddled with his ring with a slightly surprised expression.

"Ahem... Anyway, it's a group ring."

"I see."

“......”

"...Yes, and how did you come to wear a group ring?"

I looked at him, my expression clearly saying 'spit it out and get lost,' but Joo Woosung just cleared his throat with a 'hem'.

"...After the awards show, I asked Chae Jeongwoo. I asked him where the rings we got made a long time ago were, and if he threw them away."

“......”

"Then Chae Jeongwoo looked at me like I was completely absurd and said this."

Then, he lowered his voice, imitating Chae Jeongwoo.

"Don't you remember? You got drunk once and grumbled about why we took off our rings. You said those The Dawn hoobaes wear their rings all the time, so shouldn't we get some too? I told you to just say the word if you wanted new ones, but you got sulky and left first..."

“......”

"Jeon Saeyoung was cracking up next to me. I almost died of embarrassment."

I had seen them too after the awards show that day.

Chae Jeongwoo had chuckled, pressed down on Joo Woosung's head, and walked away. The other younger members had also looked like they were about to hug Joo Woosung but ended up just patting his back forcefully.

Recalling that scene, I finally scanned Joo Woosung from head to toe.

"That does sound embarrassing."

"Totally."

Funnily enough, there was no hint of regret on his face.

A moment of silence passed between us. Joo Woosung fiddled with his ring before speaking.

"...They said to me. Hyung, we're Black Call. Let's not lose our cool."

He then rested his chin on his hand and said.

"Don't give me that bullshit about guiding me forward."

I blinked.

"I have my own path to walk."

Joo Woosung looked at me for a moment, then smiled slightly.

"Hoyun-ah, I have things I want to achieve too."

At his unhesitating answer, I looked at the clunky ring on his left hand and then rubbed my eyebrows.

"...Yes."

And I smiled back.

"I understand perfectly, Joo Woosung."

Joo Woosung seemed relieved after speaking his mind. He stretched out and then nudged me with his foot.

"You're lucky. Soon, I'll be off to the military."

"Excuse me. What's with you assuming everything revolves around you, Joo Woosung?"

"...Huuh?"

I retorted with annoyance, but Joo Woosung flinched and asked, looking genuinely bewildered.

"There's... a standard other than me?"

...Indeed.

It was an incredibly obnoxious thing to say, but coming from Joo Woosung, it was somehow persuasive.

At the arrogant and obnoxious reply from the world superstar, which made my worries seem foolish, I slowly opened my mouth.

"Sorry, but by the time you get back from the military, Joo Woosung, that spot will be gone. Because I'm going to take it."

“Ahaha.”

"You're laughing?"

"...You crazy bastard. You're not joking this time either."

Of course not.

I'm planning to take Black Call down for real. Maybe because they're always legendary, they're a constant obstacle in my path.

As I was silently plotting Black Call's assassination in my head, Joo Woosung shivered as if he got goosebumps and finally stood up.

"Aish, I'm really leaving now."

"Ah."

"What."

"Let me ask you one last thing."

There was something I was curious about.

"How do you find me every single time?"

Did you put a GPS on me?

I've never told him or given any hints, but he always pinpoints my location so accurately that it's gone from surprising to marvelous.

"Do you ask Kim Seonghyeon?"

Well, if I really wanted to find Joo Woosung, it wouldn't be impossible. If he's in Korea, he'd be cooped up at home or the company, and even if he were on an overseas tour, I could probably guess his general whereabouts.

Even though I knew his range of movement wasn't that wide, I was always amazed.

Joo Woosung tilted his head.

Is it because he's gotten so popular? A guy who was once a nobody shot up like crazy, and now our levels are roughly similar. Maybe that's why he still doesn't know sighting posts of him pop up whenever he just walks around?

"...Heol. You're such a nobody you still don't know?"

...This bastard, really.

I thought I had long since escaped that word, but hearing it from him was quite grating.

Joo Woosung, finding something hilarious, pulled up one corner of his mouth and smiled brightly, his eyes crinkling.

"I found you really fast this time, right?"

Then, this guy tapped the top of my head, stood up, and said.

"Hyung is leaving~."

“......”

"Make sure you're worth seeing next time, my little problem child."

Joo Woosung went out the door and gave a light wave to Kim Seonghyeon, who was returning from a distance. I could see his back as he struck up a conversation with him, then playfully nudged Jeong Dajun again.

I watched him, frowning slightly, when suddenly a memory flashed in my mind.

"...Ah."

The image of Joo Woosung from last winter, scowling and banging on the car.

The witness who first discovered me had complained, asking if I'd put in the wrong GPS coordinates on purpose.

I laughed, finding the situation absurd.

"Unbelievable..."

Jeong Dajun, who was waving his hands wildly in the distance, suddenly started mimicking cooking. Whatever he said, Joo Woosung's face turned pale, and he backed away, shaking his head. He pressed down on Jeong Dajun's head and quickened his pace.

He walked forward without hesitation, then answered a call from someone and let out a laugh. On his hand, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, was the group ring.

"Joo Woosung, you're really something."

A born idol who doesn't need my worries.

How did that playboy not only get his act together but also become an adult?

I squatted down, rested my chin on my hands, and watched his retreating back, a smile playing on my lips.

"...Shit, I guess I should get up."

I dusted myself off, stood up, and sighed. When I looked up at the sun through the crack in the door, it was dazzling.

The long darkness was over. The light that rose in the middle of the dawn brightly illuminated the streets.


[Ahhhhhh it's over~~~~!!!]

New news poured out into the world every day, and Black Call's splendid awards were among them, but the Noeul fandom was still in the midst of a festival.

[Ah, so satisfying. To actually win an award, congrats congrats congrats so much]

[The Dawn are world stars, but their stage was seriously art. I totally admit they're unicorns;;]

[Sob, sniffle, ah, why are my eyes watering...]

[For an underground-dol to come this far, The Dawn needs to bow in all directions to their fans. OMG thank you Buddha thank you Allah thank you Noeul]

Winning at the Artistic Vocal Awards!

Last time they won at the Korea Music Awards, and this year, after failing at the Seoul Popular Music Records, they beat out Black Call and other renowned international artists to clinch an award at one of the top three overseas music awards shows.

It was truly a phenomenal journey, and everyone whispered that they had surpassed the miracle of a small agency.

[Noeuls, how the heck did you do this ㄷㄷ;;; You guys are insane, you beat Black Call with this;;]

[They even beat all the other international artists ㄷㄷㄷ;;]

[Can I put 'Made The Dawn win an award' on my resume?;]

But naturally, behind that glorious award was the blood, sweat, and tears of the fans' efforts.

As The Dawn said in their acceptance speech on stage right after winning, and as the members conveyed in their long letters and videos, the reason for all that glory was solely thanks to the fans.

But Noeul was a fandom of a different breed.

[My my... we don't say such weak things.]

[Stop. Do not cry. It's only natural... The man I love said a promise is forever...]

[One must p.r.o.t.e.c.t. the man they love.

└ Noeul-ah, so you're saying you'll live your real life, stream music, edit videos, promote the group, and protect your man in real time?

└└ That's right... Kukuku

└└ Noeul you're crazy... so cool...//]

[Wow, Noeul, you...

you picked a fight with the whole world.

└ LMAOㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Is that an AI response? This is ridiculous ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ This fandom is just too ridiculous ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

And so, even after burning themselves out completely, Noeul still had the strength to type.

It was a moment when everyone was praising each other's efforts and happily looking back on the journey so far.

[Kyah~ Now I can happily wait for the next original content... heol]

[h e o l]

[omg]

[AH!!!!!!!!!!!!!]

That day, an image was posted on the official SNS.

[Eh... no way]

[Thud...]

Against a dark dawn backdrop, the group's logo, embossed in metallic silver, shone at the top center.

<THE DAWN – EVER AFTER>

It was the announcement for The Dawn's final concert of the year.


SS Chapter 58

[IS THIS CONCERT INSANE?!?!!!]

I practically sprinted, so out of breath I could barely think. My heart pounded at the unbelievable news, and I checked the announcement for the ‘Ever After’ concert several times.

<Hello. This is Daepaseong Entertainment.

We sincerely thank all the Noeul for their constant and abundant love for The Dawn.

To spend a warm and fairytale-like end of the year with our fans, we will be holding a concert on December 24th and 25th.

This performance was decided upon reflecting the artist's strong desire for a precious reunion with the fans who have waited for so long.

A brilliantly shining winter night, an eternal story to be created by The Dawn and Noeul together.

We invite you to that magical moment.>

[December... 24th... 25th... That's Christmas?!!!!!!!

The Dawn: You should cancel your plans.

Noeul: I didn't have any to begin with.]

Daepaseong brimmed with confidence. Whatever Christmas plans you had, they had everything prepared, from the countdown to the carols. There was no way you wouldn't come.

Moreover, the released poster and notice made it clear this concert's concept was 'A Fairytale for Eternity'.

[DANG I NEED TO GO]

[LETS GOD DAMN GOOOO]

It was currently October, and the concert was on Christmas in December. The rushed schedule did nothing to stop an explosive amount of interest from Noeul all over the world.

The concert was at the newly opened largest concert venue in the country, but the fans' concern was not 'Can they fill all those seats?' but 'Please, just let there be one seat for me.'

[The regular seat price is decent for the biggest concert venue... I thought, but then I was shocked to see this is the price for a VIP seat.]

[Guys, this is The Dawn... The more generous the price, the more nervous I get. I need to see if there's even a seat for me. International fans are already looking for seats, so hotel prices are already going up...]

[A concert right after winning at the AVA... and it's a solo concert...?]

Daepaseong, determined to block malicious scalpers this time, posted a strong warning notice in five different languages. In the end, the only hope for fans who couldn't get tickets was to look for canceled ones. Finding a canceled ticket was like finding a needle in a desert, and any lucky enough to spot one would see it vanish instantly like a mirage.

[Is this even possible right now...?]

[LMAO Estelle and Yoo Gyutae were doing the PopPop dance and then suddenly disappeared saying they had something to do. Everyone's guessing on their private accounts that they went to practice for The Dawn's ticketing.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Yoo Gyutae, how long are you going to hide that you're a Seo Hoyun fan...

└ Everyone already knows he's a die-hard Noeul ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

As I was about to begin my own fierce ticketing training, a video of Min Jiheon leaving the 'Midnight Protocol' premiere popped up on my recommended tab.

【Min Jiheon! Min Jiheon, please make a heart on your cheek!】

He must have been on his way back from the premiere, which many famous celebrities attended. He wore a neat black wool coat and responded with his usual polite smile.

Just before he turned to leave, a reporter caught him with a playful question.

【Min Jiheon, the announcement for The Dawn's concert is out. Are you going?】

Min Jiheon, who was about to brush it off, smiled as if he was in a bit of a bind.

【I'll offer no comment.】

【Aww, why not?】

【...Is it because you think your younger sister will scold you?】

He squinted and smiled at the reporter, then turned his head and walked warmly toward the fans chanting his name to give them autographs. The video ended there, but the reaction was explosive.

[Wow;; Min Jiheon is so freaking handsome. I was shocked at how tall and striking he was just walking out of the building.

└ Reminds you... he is aka the Daepaseong Boy Breadwinner.

└ He's a national treasure, seriously...]

[I'm not particularly a fan, but whenever I see him, I can't help but think, can't Min Jiheon just play every male lead in every Korean drama?]

[Looks like Min Jiheon is still on good terms with his brother ㅋㅋㅋ Ah, I love it. My mysterious (or he was) actor-nim...]

The video went viral, eventually making its way to the Noeul's social media feeds.

[If I go to the concert, is a natural encounter with Min Jiheon possible?]

[There's a rumor he gets pre-sale access, but can he...?

└ Min Jiheon signed up for the permanent Noeul membership a while ago. The rumor is that his younger sister likes them, but I heard his sister has been a Noeul from the very beginning.

└└ Whoa, for real? What a great oppa.]

[They'll probably give Hoyunie an invitation ticket for Jiheoney, lol.

└ I don't think they can.

└└ Why??

└└ I heard from an acquaintance of an official that Daepaseong got rid of all invitation tickets themselves ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ Really?!?!]

That was right. For this 'Ever After' concert by 'The Dawn', not a single invitation ticket existed for any official or acquaintance.

[Huh, didn't Blue Tiger-unni and JWS get invited before? They were in the very back, though.

└ This time, even parents can't be invited ㅜ It's just a rumor, but I heard that last year when the concert sold out and scalper prices went through the roof, Seong Jiwon saw a bunch of old Daepaseong executives' acquaintances clustered in the front seats and got so pissed he said, "Shall we get rid of them? haha"...

└└ Ji...Jiwon-nim...

└└ Jiwon-ahhhhhh ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Thus, the Noeul sincerely rejoiced that not even Min Jiheon had an invitation ticket.

【A message has arrived from ‘Top Chef Jeong Dajun ☜’!】

[Top Chef Jeong Dajun ☜: The concert announcement is up!!!]

[Top Chef Jeong Dajun ☜: Ugh, I'm late because I was practicing with Seonghyeon-hyung.]

[Top Chef Jeong Dajun ☜: 'Dajun, wanna practice ticketing together?' << NO!!!]

[Top Chef Jeong Dajun ☜: I wasn't planning on it, but if the Noeul want me to, I'll join in on a ticketing practice game!!!]

He sent a supportive selfie with his eyes squeezed shut to boost morale, but the reaction from Jeong Dajun's fans was endlessly cold.

[Title: To Top Chef Jeong Dajun

Don't.

Don't do it for the real thing. You'll slow down the server.

└ OMG, even Dajun is getting checked. How much slower can it get with one more person...!]

└ Jeong Dajun, you're Team 1, don't you know how hard ticketing is?!!!

└ (Saves the selfie) I dare you to try ticketing. I'll see you in hell and mix up the food you made.

└ His hyungs are already mixing and eating it in real life, though...

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

However, for the Noeul, someone next to Jeong Dajun was a bigger rival to keep in check.

[Kang Ichae... We must be wary of that one.]

It was the red-haired, delinquent-style rapper whose movements placed him in the top 1% of the IRIX rankings.

[To the Noeuls.

Honestly, keeping Jeong Dajun in check is just about the server...

But Kang Ichae is different.

└ He's very likely to fail, but he's a persistent bastard, so he might try to get a canceled ticket.

└└ Keuk...! We must crush him so he can't even try...]

So the Noeul watched and waited for their chance, rushing in as soon as Kang Ichae started a solo live broadcast.

【Noeul, helloo?】

As the Noeul filed into the dark studio, Kang Ichae, holding a red electric guitar, lifted one corner of his mouth like a fox. He said he wanted to play them the ballad from 'Framed Eternity' and slowly began to strum the guitar.

【Just a moment, it's out of tune.】

Wearing a baggy black zip-up hoodie that covered his messy red hair, he tuned his guitar by humming, without even a tuner. He then saw the live chat asking if he was going to try ticketing and tilted his head.

【Hm? Ticketing?】

He narrowed his eyes to understand the chat's meaning, then burst out laughing.

【Ah, what's this? Of course I'm not.】

Finding the idea amusing, Kang Ichae chuckled and leaned over to adjust the speaker volume.

【I'll be waiting for the Noeul to come. Until then, I'll work hard to create a great stage, and even if you can't make it... I want to repay your feelings somehow.】

【This concert is especially...】

His voice trailed off as he seemed to finish tuning. He pulled the corners of his lips into a smile and plucked a guitar string once. TWANG...

【...Well, shall we listen to this first?】

In the end, everyone just listened, mesmerized, as Kang Ichae softly sang 'Framed Eternity' with just his electric guitar. They left with tears streaming down their faces as if they had been exorcised.

[No... my heart is too weak, I can't do it...]

[Our Thug Chae is strangely calm without the other members around, I love it...]

[If you say that to a rapper who's preparing a ballad version for Noeul, you're certified trash... I'm just repeating the part where our Ichae sings, 'I'll hang this moment on the wall, the shape of a love that has stopped in its tracks' < over and over...]

[Right... even though I'm an Ichaef, I was about to leave a hate comment like 'Your rank is gonna drop anyway so it's fine if you try ticketing'.

└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Hey ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Get a grip, please ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The Noeul, who had planned to unleash their full, dazzling keyboard warrior skills on their own idol to ensure he would never try ticketing, instead cried with broken hearts, thinking, Let's just do our best...!

Just then, news that was like rain in a drought reached them.

<...To repay the passionate support of our fans, we have decided to release a 6-part series of previously unreleased live footage from a past concert online for free...>

[The Dawn... thud]

[The Dawnies, ahhhh... thud...]

[Unreleased?!!!]

Daepaseong had done its job. However, watching the old concert again only made the craving for the upcoming one burn even stronger.

[But why am I so scared? Why does this feel like a test run before a world tour...]

[If they do a world tour, I'm curious about the scale ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Please don't go... You won at the AVA awards... at least do a domestic variety show before you go... or release an album...]

[There's no choice. We have to confiscate their passports.

└ I'll take them with a fishing rod.]

At that moment, Seo Hoyun, who had not rested since returning to the country, finished all the premiere events for the movie 'Midnight Protocol'. He finally found some time, drove his own car in the early dawn, and at last, arrived home.


“...Hmph.”

After taking off my black coat, I discreetly checked my expression in the elevator mirror.

Since the last day of filming for 'Please Take the Camera Season 2', I had not contacted Seo Hojin first even once. He was the type to worry unnecessarily if I called for no reason, so I only checked on his well-being through the system.

It was a bit obsessive.

But it was not without results. For the past six months, I had constantly checked to see if I had had any negative influence on Seo Hojin. Only when I was finally convinced that it would be okay did I undertake that perilous gamble.

As expected, I alone bore the penalty for failing the 'Seoul Popular Music Records' Quest, but this was the first time I was seeing the results of that gamble with my own two eyes.

1, 2, 2, 3...

I cleared my throat as I punched in the code for the front door and swung it wide open.

“Hey, your hyung is ho...”

However, a heavy silence, not a reply, greeted me.

Through the wide-open veranda doors, the cold October night air cut through like a blade. The strange silence, so empty it felt like it had swallowed all sound, sent a chill of anxiety creeping up my spine.

The faint, lingering smell of cigarettes.

“......”

My heart plummeted to the floor.

I rushed inside. My eyes scanned the empty air, and just as I was about to examine the books and papers piled on the dining table...

“Don't turn around.”

The closing door was thrown open, and a ragged breath hit me from behind.

“In five seconds, I'm going to cause a momentary blackout in this area. The moment that hap... riaaaargh!”

BAM!

I spun around, instinctively grabbed the collar of the person who had lightly poked my back, and shoved him. I only came to my senses when I saw his utterly bewildered face.

“Ah, ow ow ow...”

...Ah.

“W-wait. It's me! Hey, why're you so angry?! I just heard you coming in, hyung, so...”

“You heard me coming in, so.”

“...I, uh, I guess I was acting up?”

I stared at the kid as he clamped his mouth shut with a pout and hung his head at my low question. Seeing him panting, his chest heaving in shock, I slowly let go of his collar.

Damn it.

...Wow, I was so on edge it's absurd even to me.

The moment I let go, the kid scurried away and grumbled with his lips stuck out.

“Hyung... What on earth did you learn while filming Midnight Protocol...? Action? Character? ...Ah, probably not character.”

I ignored the nonsense he was spouting and looked him over from top to bottom.

Face... ugly.

Personality... weird.

Same as usual.

The next question that came to mind was this.

“...Want some Jjapagetti?”

“......”

Where in our family did this gene come from? Both of my parents were extremely rational and logical people. Then the only remaining possibility was...

I raised him wrong?

Fucking ridiculous.

As I mentally folded away the countless incidents flashing through my mind and repeated the mantra that innate genetics trumped acquired education, Seo Hojin muttered, “If you're not having any, I'm making two...” He shoved the scattered papers on the table messily between some books and started rummaging through the cupboards.

“Wow, being a celebrity isn't easy. I heard some foreign actor had a hard time getting out of character after method acting. Are you like that too, hyung?”

“Make three.”

“With eggs?”

“Yeah.”

I slowly pulled out a dining chair and scanned the books Seo Hojin had messily tidied up. Legal Ethics, Legal Document Drafting, Introduction to Administrative Law, and so on. Just a glance told me their thickness was no joke. Seo Hojin, perhaps bothered by the messy table, laughed awkwardly, pushed the books aside, and changed the subject.

“Um, Jiwon said you've been really busy lately?”

“Seong Jiwon contacts you?”

“You didn't know? Pretty often. Wow~. Dajun really feels like my own little brother now, Seonghyeon is always so dependable, and there's always so much to learn from Jiwon, and Kang Ichae is...”

Seo Hojin paused for a moment, then tilted his head while holding a ladle.

“...What is he...”

What do you mean, what is he? Even though he grumbled like that, I knew Seo Hojin cared for Kang Ichae more than he let on and treated him like a younger brother, so I let out a small laugh. Seo Hojin just shrugged.

“Anyway, Kang Ichae keeps contacting me too, asking if I'm alive... Isn't he busy?”

...Kang Ichae?

I tilted my head, unconsciously stroking my chin.

“...What did he say?”

“Uh... What was it? He said you won an award at some famous international awards ceremony?”

For a fleeting moment, my mind tangled with all sorts of thoughts. Kang Ichae had been incredibly cooperative and uncannily perceptive lately. He was not the type to go around telling my brother how hard I was hit by the penalty after failing the 'Seoul Popular Music Records' Quest...

Why would he?

Was he worried? That Seo Hojin would take the penalty instead of me?

...No, Seo Hojin is already excluded from this 'Eternal Idol Maker'.

Lost in thought, I tapped my fingers on the table and said nothing more. However, it seemed Seo Hojin had not been expecting an answer in the first place, as he just stared quietly at the simmering pot.

I lifted my gaze, my lips parting to speak.

“Hey, you...”

“Ah, it's ready.”

Seo Hojin turned off the gas and carefully placed the pot on the table, his eyes curving into a soft smile.

“Anyway, really, truly, congratulations.”

“......”

“It's a happy ending, isn't it?”
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Seo Hojin used a thick textbook as a pot stand, placing the freshly cooked Jjapagetti on top.

He picked up his wooden chopsticks, set a piece of ripe kimchi on the sizzling black noodles, and then glanced at me. The entire sequence of actions was brief.

“...I.”

“Huh? What?”

“There’s something I’ve been thinking for a long time.”

I saw Seo Hojin suddenly lift his head just as he was about to put the noodles in his mouth.

Before the short silence could turn awkward, I slowly parted my lips.

“Fix your chopstick grip.”

Seo Hojin, who held his chopsticks in a perfectly straight grip, froze for a moment as if he had malfunctioned.

Anyone could see it was the textbook example of a perfect chopstick form.

“Suddenly? But I learned from you, hyung?”

From me?

I retorted inwardly, my paper-thin patience fraying as I picked up my own chopsticks. Seo Hojin watched my expression, then stayed still for a moment before muttering quietly.

“...The celebrity has picked up his chopsticks.”

“......”

“The idol has picked up a water cup... Ah, I’m sorry. I was trying to be funny, but I’ve been so busy studying lately that I’ve fallen behind on the trends.”

Tsk. I clicked my tongue and lightly tapped the guy on the head with my fist. He asked again with a dumbfounded expression.

“Ack! Why, why’d you hit me?!”

“Activating your brain cells.”

“Wait, why are you getting up? Aren’t you going to eat?”

“I’m leaving first.”

“I have to eat three servings by myself?!”

You can’t even eat three?

I ignored the guy groaning while clutching his head. I took a card from my wallet, tossed it onto the table, and immediately grabbed my jacket from the sofa.

“Hey, wait...!”

With a final glimpse of Seo Hojin’s wide eyes, I closed the door behind me. I pressed the elevator button hard, again and again.

Then, I bit my lip, changed direction, and started slowly descending the emergency stairs before stopping.

“...Hey.”

I ruffled my hair and slowly looked up.

“Is it what I think it is?”

[...Could it possibly be wrong?]

After letting out a sigh, I was about to head to the parking garage when I glanced up at the apartment building.

A rectangular cigarette pack rested on the balcony railing.


“Whoa, sseup. Why is the weather so cold?”

It was still only October, but she shivered, unable to bear the sudden cold snap. She cursed global warming as she hurried on her way.

She was just like the other office workers with dark circles reaching their chins, pulling her coat tighter and grumbling quietly.

She was an office worker with yet another dreadful all-nighter scheduled. She was a Noeul and a die-hard fan of The Dawn for several years, with Kang Ichae as her bias. She had just stepped out of her god-awful company to buy herself a precious cup of coffee.

This is bullshit. I should just destroy the company or something.

The song playing through her earphones was ‘Garage,’ a collaboration between Kang Ichae and Nerdy Freak. She had listened to it not just hundreds, but probably thousands of times, earning her family’s ire long ago, but she remained steadfast.

Kang Ichae’s part, in particular, was like a drug that helped her momentarily forget the harsh reality of an office worker exhausted by overtime.

After ordering her coffee at a kiosk, she ignored all the work-related messages coming in and stared blankly outside as a green bus sped past.

A poster for ‘Midnight Protocol’ was on the side of that green bus.

“Kyah...”

<Rave reviews in the US! The hot new release, ‘Midnight Protocol’>

<Anticipated new Korean film... Starring Seo Hoyun>

“A superstar, a superstar.”

She had gotten into The Dawn because of Kang Ichae, but she was an expert on all the members. That, of course, included Seo Hoyun.

All the premiere schedules for Midnight Protocol were over, and it was now right before its official release. However, looking at the flood of articles, opinions were divided on whether the reviews were truly favorable.

It was a combination of Jeon Yeogyeong, who had been through the wringer in Hollywood before filming her first Korean movie, and Seo Hoyun, who stirred up a storm of rumors with every step he took.

Perhaps that was why anticipation for the yet-to-be-released film was gradually building.

Hmm... To be honest, I prefer his idol activities over his acting.

The office worker lightly tapped the table and stealthily opened her social media.

[If he does a concert now, will he film another drama?

└ There’s no news other than the concert, so can we keep kidnapping him for the drama and movie scene?

└ First, I’m praying with a bowl of water for PTTC Season 3. Where else can I see the face combo of Min Jiheon, Yu Jia, and Seo Hoyun!!!!]

...This was the kind of talk that would have horrified a Noeul.

She narrowed her eyes as much as possible, quickly scrolled past the post, and looked for news about other activities.

[Can I ask a question? I’m new to K-pop because I like Jiwon. If The Dawn goes on a world tour, will they release fewer albums...? I want to try ticketing too ㅜㅜ

└ Hehehe... You’re a new fan, I see.

└ Uh...? Yeah...

└ Forget the bitter reality for now and learn how to get tickets for Ever After first... (link)

└└ Wow, you’re so kind!! Thank you!!

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Why are Noeuls so nice?

└└ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ What’s with this concept lol]

Not this either.

[The Dawn renews their contract as ad models for the MJ Bank app♡

Congrats on the consecutive renewal!]

...Ah, this is the first I’m seeing of this.

That post had a ton of reactions.

The Dawn had been plagued by endless incidents, so public opinion was split on the news that they were re-hired as models for a banking app, where trust is key.

In a way, it was not a big deal, but perhaps it was because of all the haters who had chattered as if the contract renewal falling through was a foregone conclusion after last year.

Did the AVA awards really have an impact?

She thought the firepower of the Noeuls was really incredible, but since she herself was one of them and had promoted them like crazy, she had nothing to say.

However, no matter how much she scrolled through social media, there was not much news about new activities.

Looks like they’re really preparing for the concert.

The Dawn, who had been running breathlessly and madly, seemed to have gradually started to find stability recently. Aside from Seo Hoyun’s acting career, the other members’ individual activities were also becoming less frequent. It seemed like they were now focusing solely on preparing for the upcoming year-end concert.

Of course, the members communicated frequently, but the Noeuls, who were used to greedily opening their mouths for the non-stop flood of content, let out sighs of unavoidable disappointment even as they caught their breath.

She started looking up some of the recently uploaded live videos.

“What, there was one yesterday?!!”

【...Ah, has it been a little while?】

As soon as she pressed play on the live video replay, which someone had uploaded with the real-time comments, a silly grin spread across her face. She saw the angelic Seong Jiwon brushing back his messy brown hair with slender fingers and speaking in a soft, gentle voice.

[So holy... Jiwon-ah, I really like you... I started crying the moment I saw you]

[Wow... I was so pissed off at work today I was channeling Seo Hoyun, but it all melted away the moment I saw your face...]

Just as she was about to vehemently agree with the comment, Seong Jiwon, who was focused on reading the chat, tilted his head for a moment.

【...Ichae sang a song?】

[Ah, will he sing ‘Beautiful’, my K-Pop god...

└ Wait. Don’t ask him to sing.

└└ Why??

└└ Since the rapper sang, he might insist that the main vocalist has to rap. That guy who’d do an UmmSeong Jiwon just for Noeuls GAAAAAAH

└└ Uwaaaaaaaah]

Seong Jiwon’s soulful, unrequested rap performance went on for about five minutes. Then, Kim Seonghyeon swung the dorm door wide open and came in. He looked like he had just returned from a schedule, dressed in a neat navy shirt and slacks.

Kang Ichae appeared next to him, laughing cheerfully. He had vibrant red hair, a black cap worn backward, and a black tracksuit.

Sseup!!!!!

She was so happy she wanted to punch a wall for a second, but she held back.

As Kang Ichae came in, he tripped. For some reason, Jeong Dajun was curled up in a ball in the middle of the living room floor, sprouting like a mushroom.

His face was buried in his knees, and he looked like he was about to burst into tears at any moment. He exuded an aura that screamed, ‘I am very depressed right now.’

【What’s wrong with the maknae?】

【He just came back from practicing for his Korean cuisine chef practical exam!】

【And?】

【Umm... They said he was within the passing range?】

【...What?】

While Kim Seonghyeon was startled and the Noeuls were already whispering, ‘Kim Seonghyeon is also The Dawn...’, Jeong Dajun looked genuinely vexed. He knelt and slammed his fist on the floor. BAM.

【There... Keuk! I couldn’t resist the neat and tidy food, so I wanted to sprinkle the jalapeños I brought...】

【Jalapeños?】

【On Korean food? Why??】

He smuggled in outside ingredients and still got a passing score...? Kim Seonghyeon muttered doubtfully, then looked flustered as if he just realized the camera was on. The office worker Noeul chuckled at the sight.

“These guys never change.”

It really felt like they were family, who cannot stand each other when they are together but worry about each other when they are apart.

It was right at that moment, as Kim Seonghyeon stared at the chat window, seemingly wondering how to handle the situation.

【Did you start?】

The door burst open from behind, and a husky, low voice was heard. The chat window was on the verge of exploding.

“Your coffee is ready!”

“Ah, thank you... Daaack!”

“A-Are you okay?!”

While taking out her earphones, she dropped them, and they rolled onto the floor.

Flustered, she took the coffee first but had to swallow her tears at the sight of her earphones, which had already been mercilessly trampled on the floor. Even so, she did not forget her grit and quickly turned the video back on.

Gah, I wanted to hear it!

I wanted to see what kind of pretense Seo Hoyun would put on. He was a total psycho who carefully hid his sensitive personality, but these days, he’d listen to whatever the Noeuls said!

Of course, she knew there were times when his pretense was so over the top that even Seo Hoyun himself would flinch.

She could not hear the audio anymore, but the chat was filled with teasing, like elementary schoolers picking on a kid they like. Seo Hoyun, who would normally have reacted with a relaxed smile, instead just pulled the corner of his lips up slightly. He pulled out the chair next to Seong Jiwon to sit down.

Huh?

She expected some kind of reaction, but he did not give one, causing a stir in the chat. He leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin as if lost in thought. It seemed he had not properly seen the chat yet.

To an outsider, it might have looked like nothing, but it felt strangely unsettling.

However, that was only for a moment. He tilted his head, then pulled Kim Seonghyeon by the shoulder and whispered softly.

What is he... What is he saying...!

Cursing the loss of her earphones and feeling depressed about her bad luck today, she hurried along. She then checked her private social media account just in case.

[Is SHY in a good mood or not?]

[Confused again today...ㅜㅜ When he first came in I was like, huh? But then he immediately started smiling and teasing the leader, so I don’t know]

[Bunny, just let everything show on your face like Seonghyeon. I’m proud you’re an acting-dol but please stop...]

On the surface, everyone was laughing, but those who had watched Seo Hoyun for a long time were quietly sharing their troubled thoughts.

There had been no major personal controversies for Seo Hoyun since last winter, and they were a bit confused by how he seemed to be taking particularly good care of those around him lately.

They wondered if even that Seo Hoyun had mellowed with age, but that thought only made them more worried. The line between when he was being gentle and when he was hiding his low mood had become increasingly blurry lately.

[Can I make a pure fan comment? As long as it’s you, I like everything, it’s okay...

└ GYAAAAAAAH

└└ Hehehe sob]

Compared to the high level of ridicule and malicious comments directed at Seo Hoyun in the dark corners of the internet, this was so clearly dripping with love that she scratched her head in embarrassment.

Hmm, still, I hope he’s happy...

Kang Ichae was also a perceptive person. He was more sensitive than anyone to the members’ moods, a person who considered their happiness his own.

After being lost in thought for a moment, she decided there was no need to look further and moved to another site.

[We’re the ones who pulled them up together, we have to be together for life]

[Hey is this real? Is this for real?]

[Show us group activities please do a live outdoors]

Damn it!

Seeing everyone wailing...

That must have been the news about the overseas tour.

It was not that she had not prepared herself mentally at all. The general consensus was that they would eventually go on an overseas tour. Nevertheless, the Noeuls could not hide their bitter feelings.

It can’t be helped...

It is a natural progression for the hiatus to get longer as their recognition grows.

She tried to console herself by saying it was unavoidable since it was a way to prevent their image from being overused, but she was still a little upset and ended up turning off her phone screen.

If they go on tour, I guess I should focus on my real life for a bit.

I’ll at least try to get tickets for the Ever After concert, if possible.

She tried to return to the office and focus on work, but her emotions grew tender along with Kang Ichae’s song. Even if them growing distant was unavoidable, she still had the song Kang Ichae gave her, so she would have to endure with just that...

Ding!

[A message has arrived from ‘It~chae!’!]

[‘It~chae!’: Keep your schedule free later 🤭]

“Huh...?!!”

She barely suppressed a scream in the middle of her workplace. She then turned her social media back on and scrolled until her fingerprints wore off, searching for information.

[Ah so cute I really love it so much]

[Wuhahahaha he said he prepared an event]

The Dawn’s surprise event!

They said they hijacked a van during Shining Star Season 1, so could it be a schedule where they tour around emotionally and take LifX Four Cuts?

Maybe, will they stream this live too?!

Excitement came first, followed by worry, which slowly began to rear its head.

Will it be okay? A huge crowd will probably gather.

She was anxious, worried that a crowd would mob the overly popular The Dawn all at once, but just imagining it made her so pleased that she was on the verge of tears.

It was then that she found a post with a very provocative title and quickly clicked on it.

[Title: The Dawn group sighting posted

(Photo)

(Photo)

(Photo)

└ Heol

└ No way

└ Guys]

In the photos, a vast blue sea stretched out. A net wet from the waves and a pair of red boots were placed on the harbor.

In that serene landscape, the members of The Dawn were each carrying huge, unidentifiable luggage. Without even any staff accompanying them, they were heading toward a fishing boat, heave-ho, heave-ho...

“...Eh?”

A fishing boat?

Looking at another photo, she was met with the sight of Kang Ichae in rainbow-colored sunglasses and mountain-climbing gear. She stared at him blankly for a moment before quietly closing her social media. Sunk deep in her chair, the tears that had been welling in her eyes were completely gone as she muttered.

“...That’s right.”

The Dawn was weird...

It was the beginning of a mind-numbing live stream that was written as ‘We’ll do anything for Noeul,’ but was actually read as ‘...but with a dash of The Dawn.’
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*

SHWAAAA...

【...—Everdawn everdawn

My heart is racing】

Thump.

Hours after fans saw the members board a fishing boat, The Dawn started a surprise live stream. A sweet voice hummed 'eveRdAWn', a B-side track from the album ‘Framed Eternity’.

【Ah Everdawn everdawn

You're standing on that shore...】

The delicate yet clear voice undoubtedly belonged to Seong Jiwon, so the Noeuls fixed their eyes on the video, smiling as they anticipated his appearance.

“Rookie... are you coming to your senses now?”

However, Jeong Dajun appeared instead, with Seong Jiwon and Kang Ichae in the background. On the deck, Seong Jiwon spread his arms wide like a scene from TitaXic[1], while Kang Ichae embraced him from behind.

[Wait what is this]

[Why are those two doing Titanic]

[No but where is this...?]

The Dawn's youngest member spoke with a rather stern expression.

“You better pull yourself together. The sea is never an easy opponent...”

[Are... we being kidnapped right now?]

[On a fishing boat...?]

[We got our oppas awards at the top 3 overseas music awards and now they're kidnapping Noeuls on a fishing boat]

[My anger is boiling]

“Our pay for today will be that one tuna over there...”

“Hey, I told you not to turn it on now!!”

Before Jeong Dajun, oblivious to the hostile chat, could finish his sentence, Kim Seonghyeon's frantic voice cut in from off-screen to control the situation.

“Ah, no! Just a moment! There's no way we'd do that to our Noeuls. We were just moving, and Jeong Dajun suddenly turned this on to show you the pretty sea...!”

A short scream, 'Aaaack!', erupted from the deck, and the broadcast ended abruptly.

[What... was... that...??? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

└ Just a normal day for The Dawn ...

└└ Aha...!]

[Ichae-yah ㅠㅠㅠ ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ are you alive? ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

The live broadcast left fans in an uproar. Just as things quieted down, a new notification popped up on their phones.

【THE DAWN has started a live stream!

‘It~chaeWillShowYouAGreatView’】

“Hellooo?”

[He's... he's alive!!]

[Woooooah! Ichae-yah!! ㅠㅠㅠ]

[But where is that?

└ I dunno, I only see trees. Are they... hiking?]

Kang Ichae, dressed in the world's most flamboyant hiking gear, spoke excitedly.

“Ah, I saw some pretty flowers blooming over there, and those green leaves swaying in the wind are so beautiful...”

[Waitwhatareyouwearingrightnow]

[Even my dad's closet doesn't have that]

[Even my mom doesn't call me when she sees flowers]

[Great view my ass]

“Uh, huh?”

This wasn't the reaction he wanted.

The camera, which had shown Kang Ichae's wide-eyed, flustered face, whipped to the side.

The other members appeared, small on the screen, silently pulling a cart laden with luggage. No staff were in sight.

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋ what are they really doing ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[First, zoom in. The veins on Seonghyeon's arm are insane]

[Bouncy fell while running ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ The elephant has gotten up vigorously again]

[But what's that luggage on the cart]

[What on earth are they trying to show us??]

[What is it, what is it, what have you been up to, what are you trying to do?!]

Just as the Noeuls' curiosity peaked, a large, pale hand shot out, grabbed the camera, and lifted it.

“Noeul.”

A low, deep voice rang out before Seo Hoyun's face filled the screen.

Seo Hoyun, dressed in his usual jet-black windbreaker, smiled faintly.

[Wow...]

[It is a great view...]

[Truly beautiful...]

[Why is everyone suddenly in admiration mode ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

“Sorry. Please wait just a little longer.”

The live stream ended after one minute.

The fans hastily created memes of Seo Hoyun's face while speculating about The Dawn's location.

A narrow path, a low hill, the faint sound of seagulls from afar, and the white lighthouse that flashed for a moment.

[Hmm, an island... maybe??

└ I have no idea, I can't see any buildings ㅠ]

[Where are they going, really ㅋㅋㅋ]

【The Dawn has started a live stream!】

Intense sunlight filled the screen first.

[Gasp]

As their eyes adjusted, a small pier appeared under a blue sky.

The members had shed their sporty outfits and changed into neat, comfortable casual clothes that highlighted their individual styles.

They stood in front of their instruments.

[What is thiiiiis]

[What is thiiiis]

[Hey what are you guys doing ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

Jeong Dajun, looking a little nervous, cleared his throat with an 'ahem'. He lightly twirled a drumstick and then smiled brightly.

“Everyone, the pier concert...”

Whoosh...

“Let's go with a sneak peek version of ‘Ever After’!”

BA-DUM, BA-DUM, TANG!

Following the drums that beat powerfully like a heart,

VWOOM!

The heavy sound of the electric guitar spread out.

【Our gallery Ah Ah Ah

I'll hang this moment on the wall

The shape of a love that has stopped just as it is】

This was a special concert The Dawn prepared for those who couldn't go to their concert!

【Opens only at dawn

Framed eternity, its all ours】

The first song was 'Framed Eternity', the title track of their latest album. As Kim Seonghyeon's electric guitar rang out, the watching fans exclaimed in awe.

[Whoaaaaa]

[Everyone, The Dawn is holding a concert!!!!!!]

[They went all the way to an island to give us a live performance!!!]

A clear, gentle voice rang out. Seong Jiwon tapped his fingers on the microphone stand. Tap, tap.

The sight reminded fans of a past concert. Seong Jiwon's in-ear monitor had cut out on the extended stage, but he remained unfazed, keeping perfect, sharp time with just his fingers.

【Tonight, we don't need difficult words

Just keep whispering to me

But let’s keep it under level S2】

Next was 'Level S2', which had a game concept performed in an arcade.

【Come to me before you change your mind

We made a promise on the day the milky way poured down】

They played 'Our Radiant Dawn' with its music box sound, 'Lotus Lantern Festival', 'Falling Down', '23:59', 'KILL THE LIGHTS', and 'Will you go to prom with me?'.

Various songs filled with memories flowed by. Then, the song that brought the hour-long outdoor live to its climax was revealed.

【In this vast universe, I met a miracle like you

Bewitched, I reach out my hand

I am so small】

It was 'Kismet', their final stage song from Shining Star Season 1, and the first song Kang Ichae ever composed.

【It's okay, I've already decided, I want to meet you

It's okay if I burn up

I know things gonna be alright】

There was no special stage equipment besides a few amps. The crashing waves and cawing seagulls sometimes drowned out the instruments, but...

【I'm running to you

I want to proudly tell you】

Still, they smiled at each other in the scattering wind.

【That because of you, I became a star】

They looked happier than anyone.

[I just... hope they're happy...]

[The kids look happiest when they're singing ㅠ sob...]

[After seeing this, I feel like I really have to go to the concert... An idol who drags instruments to an island for Noeuls and serves up an office-worker-band-style performance is so lovely...]

Soon, the sun touched the horizon, scattering a deep crimson glow.

The performance seemed to be over. The sweat-drenched members of The Dawn put down their instruments and gulped down water. Just then, Seo Hoyun, who had set down his bass guitar first, snatched the fashion glasses from Kim Seonghyeon. He put them on and tilted his head.

[Kim Seonghyeon's glasses have been stolen]

[ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ you could have taken them off romantically]

[Seonghyeon just got robbed ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[I guess they're really wrapping up now ㅠㅠㅠㅠ]

[I was happy...]

Seeing this, Kang Ichae approached Seong Jiwon at the electronic piano. He squeezed onto the chair beside him and grinned.

“Everyone... it's a beautiful evening. Are you enjoying the live stream?”

After speaking to the Noeuls with a touch of aegyo, Kang Ichae glanced at Seong Jiwon and placed his hands on the piano.

His long fingers glided over the keys, and a synth-pop sound from the late 70s rang out.

“The last song is our unreleased track, ‘A Day in July’.”

It was a song title the fans had never heard before.

A clear, sweet voice flowed from Seong Jiwon, whose eyes were slightly closed.

【On a day in July

I walk you to your house and linger

Open the window, so I can blow you a kiss】

The deep emotion of a pop ballad slowly filled the space, like a slow, affectionate wedding song.

Kang Ichae gazed at Seong Jiwon with affection. He pressed the keys, adding a variation, then moved to the microphone and started rapping.

【Fold up the finished letter and swallow it

Don't say difficult things, just hurry up and adore me

This is an emergency, my heart is calling 711

Right now I'm totally Ah—】

The playful, husky voice stopped. Jeong Dajun's refreshing voice followed as he lightly tapped his drumsticks.

【To use a metaphor, this is like

Every Chapter of falling in love

A Fake Sober with only scars left

But I need no other—】

The harmonies stacked neatly as the romantic melody rose toward its climax.

Kim Seonghyeon strummed his electric guitar, chasing the rising song. He smiled so widely his dimples deepened.

【If you look down at me from that window

I want to run back up and hug you

cuz it’s always been you】

Seo Hoyun raised his head to the burning sky in the distance. A beautiful orange sunset (Noeul) settled gently on his pale cheeks.

【My heart that beat in fear

The dawn light that finally enveloped us

Sailed into the golden sunset】

This was the island in our country where the sunset (Noeul) lingered the longest.

Its beauty, though fleeting, remained longer here than anywhere else.

【You know what I’ll say...】

BA-DUM, BA-DUM, CHING!

【Love, I‘m all yours~!】

Jeong Dajun finished his spectacular drum solo with a powerful crash of the cymbal. He then brought his arms together to form a heart.

Seeing his proud face, Seo Hoyun laughed with a 'Pfft'. He took the mic again, his eyes curving into crescents.

【...On a day in July

I walk you to your house and linger】

Kang Ichae looked over each member in turn. He swept back his red hair as the salty sea breeze tousled it.

【If you look down at me from that window

I want to run back up and hug you】

“Ah—, I guess we really have to go now.”

【Just smile and wave, let's see each other tomorrow too

(cuz it‘s always been love...)】

Then, he smiled so brightly his canines showed.

“I hope it was a truly happy day.”

As the song's melody calmly settled, the screen turned black.

.

.

.

After the live stream, we missed the boat. We wandered around looking for a guesthouse and barely managed to rent an empty country house.

The band session was over, but the members' excitement hadn't died down. They set up the electronic piano in the yard and started playing around.

“Itchae, Itchae, can you play the piano with one hand?! Like in The SecrXt That CannXt be TXld[2]!”

“Maknae-ah, even for me, that's...”

Kang Ichae trailed off awkwardly, sweeping back his hair. He then suddenly wrapped his right arm around Jeong Dajun's neck.

“Of course I can~!!”

“Aaaack! I'm so excited!!”

Perhaps deeply impressed by a music movie they had rewatched a few days ago, Kang Ichae readily accepted the maknae's request to play with one hand. He even gestured to Seong Jiwon, who watched with interest, and suggested a 'piano battle'.

The three of them squeezed onto the single piano bench, whistling, tangling their hands, and giggling.

“Hey, if you whistle at night, snakes will come out.”

Just then, Kim Seonghyeon came out from his shower. He scolded them for being noisy and tapped the crowns of the maknae line's heads, telling them to hurry up and go to sleep.

“Seong Jiwon, what are you doing not stopping them...”

“Huh?”

He met Seong Jiwon's sparkling eyes and paused.

“...Never mind, it's nice to see you having fun.”

“Ahaha. Of course, it's fun.”

Kim Seonghyeon sighed, waved his hand dismissively, and then looked at me, sitting on the veranda.

“Seo Hoyun, you're not sleeping?”

“Business report.”

“Ah, right...”

Kim Seonghyeon hesitated as if he wanted to say more, but he just patted my shoulder a couple of times and left.

The maknae and Seong Jiwon went inside, giggling. After Kim Seonghyeon's scolding, Kang Ichae slowly put away the instruments by himself.

I sat on the veranda, organizing our future activities in my head. I swallowed a sigh and flopped onto my back. Just then, Kang Ichae approached me.

“What are you doing?”

“Ruminating on life.”

“Whoa, awesome. I'll do it too.”

Kang Ichae, looking mischievous, flopped down beside me on the veranda and chattered away.

“You've been a little down lately~, should Ichae guess what this 'ruminating on life' is about? The answer is...”

“Wrong.”

“Something happened with Seo Hojin!”

“Wrong.”

I denied it shamelessly, but Kang Ichae just chuckled.

I usually would have found him annoying, but I had something to confirm with him.

“Kang Ichae.”

“Yeees.”

“During the AVA awards, did you contact him to ask if he was alive?”

“Nope?”

His immediate reply made my brow furrow. Kang Ichae saw my expression, rolled his eyes in thought, and then let out a short 'Ah' of realization.

“Hojin was testing you, wasn't he, hyung?”

“......”

“Should I guess again? Seo Hojin noticed something about the awards ceremony and deliberately used my name to test you and see how you'd react.”

When I stayed silent, the corners of Kang Ichae's mouth curved into a smile.

“Go on, say 'wrong', PD?”




1 Titanic: A romance disaster film directed by James Cameron, released in the United States in December 1997. It depicts an intense love story based on the actual sinking of the Titanic. The scene on the deck where the characters pose with their arms spread wide is widely known as one of the film's most iconic scenes.



2 The Secret That Cannot Be Told: A romance fantasy music film directed by Jay Chou, released in Taiwan in July 2007. In the film, 'Piano Battle #3 (斗琴三)' is a famous piano solo piece that the protagonist plays with only his left hand.
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Kang Ichae laughed at my stunned silence.

“Feeling the sting?”

What do you think?

The fact that my own brother sold out Kang Ichae just to test me stings quite a bit, you know?

“Anyway, Kang Ichae kept contacting me, asking if I was still alive... Isn’t he busy? I heard he won an award at some famous overseas ceremony?”

I remembered the thick, acrid smell in the house, his ragged breaths when we met, and the nonsense he spouted with an anxious look.

I had long suspected something was wrong with Seo Hojin.

And why would Kang Ichae contact him?

During the AVA awards, I had given Kang Ichae a heads-up. I told him he could rest easy since it wouldn't affect Seo Hojin, and I asked him to be careful so Hojin wouldn't notice.

Kang Ichae was the type to tremble and nod impatiently while watching my condition worsen. There was no way a guy like that would have contacted Seo Hojin first.

So damn infuriating.

Since he had led ‘Idol Maker’ and even risked his life to save me, I understood his attempt to check on my well-being.

Still, I found it infuriating.

Especially the fact that he was still smoking.

As if reading my expression, Kang Ichae snickered.

“So, what did you say in response?”

“I smacked him one.”

“...That’s so like you, hyung.”

Kang Ichae muttered awkwardly and scratched his head.

“...So, is that the end of it?”

What do you mean?

When I just stared at him, Kang Ichae turned his gaze to the night sky and explained.

“The end of it.”

He clarified.

“I was wondering if you said anything more to Seo Hojin.”

What’s the point of telling him?

“Would you, if you were me?”

“I would, yeah.”

Kang Ichae answered without hesitation, as if he had already considered it many times.

It was an unexpected answer from the usually rational guy, and I furrowed my brow slightly. Kang Ichae tapped his dangling foot against the wooden bench and whispered softly.

“You look like you need an explanation. This isn’t an emotional conclusion... well, no, I can’t deny that. I know all too well what it feels like to be completely in the dark, just pacing anxiously.”

Kang Ichae’s breath puffed out white in the cold air.

“I’d tell him. Because he’s really, really, just like you, hyung.”

“...In what way.”

“The part where he genuinely pisses people off?”

I gave him a dumbfounded glare, but Kang Ichae continued calmly.

“I’m sure you know this too, hyung, but that kid’s mind works exceptionally fast, he’s quick-witted, he’ll stop at nothing to achieve his goals, he’s a results-oriented perfectionist, and he absolutely hates situations he can’t control...”

That sounds like a familiar type of person...

“And crucially, he’s got a screw loose in one particular area, which is also exactly the same.”

Kang Ichae turned to me, his expression clearly asking, You know who I'm talking about, right?

“If he has a bad feeling without knowing your exact situation, Seo Hojin will try to grasp at any straw he can find. If, by some chance, he reaches the worst possible conclusion, he’ll probably rush off to do something reckless, using any means necessary. Rather than let that happen, I’d tell him everything honestly and calm that madman down.”

...That’s incredibly detailed.

Like someone who’s been tormented for years.

“Besides, last time he...”

Kang Ichae suddenly stopped talking.

“...Well, anyway. I’m just saying I’d probably tell him if I were you, hyung.”

He whispered softly.

“It’s your choice, though.”

Then, as if deliberately changing the subject, Kang Ichae exclaimed with a mischievous expression.

“Whoa~, I didn’t realize. The stars here are no joke. They’re beautiful.”

“Those are satellites.”

“Kya, our Bunny Seo has no sentimentality.”

After a long, quiet moment staring at the night sky, Kang Ichae shot up. He poked me and grinned brightly.

“Think about it.”

“......”

“Call me if you need someone to talk to.”

With that, he slipped into his room alone. I sat up and stared at the closed door with a sharp gaze before sighing and running a hand through my hair.

DING!

[Wow... As for Kang Ichae.]

[I always knew he was an angel without wings, but now he's become a fine adult who knows how to show tolerance and even has insight. ...Unlike a certain stubborn idol.]

[If I could, I'd really like to hit the 'like' button on Kang Ichae's opinion 100 times!]

“Agh, fuck...”

What’s with this bastard?

Countless thumbs-up emoticons flooded the area around the System Window.

[So, what do you think?]

I stared intently at the shimmering blue Quest window, then took a candy from my pocket and popped it into my mouth.

“So, what?”

[Huh?]

“There’s nothing he can do anyway.”

I, too, often felt a chilling premonition that Seo Hojin would cause trouble again.

“All he has to do is wait.”

However, it always came down to one conclusion.

What on earth could a guy who can’t see anything anymore possibly do?

[...Yes, well, you have a point.]

[It's incredibly frustrating, though...]

[Still, Seo Hoyun, shouldn't you tell someone about your 'current situation'?]

“......”

I sighed again and stared into the empty air beside the System Window.

“...No.”

[Quest Failed!

‘Win the Grand Prize at the DMA Seoul Popular Music Records.’]

[Quest Complete!

‘Win an award at the Artistic Vocal Awards.’]

There, another System Window visible only to me displayed an ominous message.

“...Not yet.”

[WARNING!]

[Conflicting results have been detected.]

[Inconsistent survival conditions have been detected.]

[LOADING...]

[ERROR!]

[LOADING...]

[WARNING]

[LOADING...]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

Not until this damn system gets its act together.


“Waaah! Seo Hoyun, welcome!”

After the live performance on the island, our schedules became hectic. Time flew by. The snowy season arrived, but the system remained stuck on error.

Regardless, we had to keep up with our fixed schedule. The time had come to film 'We', the company song uploaded to the WH Entertainment YouTube channel every January 1st. It was difficult to coordinate schedules for The Dawn as a group, and I also had a solo part, so I was the first to arrive alone at the new WH Entertainment studio.

“Oh...!”

As soon as I entered the parking lot, I ran into WH Entertainment's rookie boy group, Estelle.

The juniors were chattering excitedly, but they fell silent when they saw me and bowed deeply.

It was a common reaction. I paid it no mind and was about to pass with a simple nod when someone hurried over. The one who approached to greet me on behalf of the group was Estelle's rapper. His name was...

“Senior, hello...!”

“Hello, Yoo Gyutae.”

“Ye-yes!!”

Whether it was because he was a rookie idol or because of rumors at WH Entertainment, Yoo Gyutae was visibly nervous every time he saw me.

“Are you done with your filming?”

“Yes?! Yes, for now...! Ah, we’ll get out of your way, Senior, so we don’t disturb you.”

“It’s fine.”

I could have smiled and played along, but I wasn't feeling my best today. I was about to give a brief reply and walk past when Yoo Gyutae, who had been hovering hesitantly, carefully spoke.

“If it’s okay with you, could I wa-wa-wa-watch your filming before I go...?”

“Pardon?”

I questioned the unexpected request. Yoo Gyutae swallowed hard.

“I... the thing is... I really respect and admire The Dawn...”

“Gyutae-yah!!”

Well, well.

Looks like WH Entertainment's Prince on a white horse has arrived.

Kang Yeonhu must have misunderstood something, having suffered enough from me before. He rushed over, pushed his junior behind him protectively, and blocked my path.

“Seo Hoyun!! Hello! Congratulations on the AVA award! And congratulations on the sold-out Ever After concert! And, uh... for now, Gyutae-yah, aren’t you busy?”

“Huh?!”

After firing off congratulations like a machine gun, Kang Yeonhu grabbed both of Yoo Gyutae's arms and whispered.

“...Don’t you have a schedule?”

“We-well... a-actually, I do!”

As if deeply regretting his departure, Yoo Gyutae glanced my way several times before slowly bowing and moving away with his members. After practically pushing Yoo Gyutae away, Kang Yeonhu finally turned back to me.

He looked like he had a lot to say...

“Hello, Yeonhu. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

I deliberately smiled sweetly and greeted him.

“But I haven’t done anything yet.”

“Pardon? No, ah. It’s not because of you, Seo Hoyun. It’s just that Yoo Gyutae asked me before to stop him if he gets carried away...”

Kang Yeonhu made hurried excuses, then hesitated. He glanced around before asking me cautiously.

“So, what were you talking about with Gyutae?”

“He said he’s a fan of The Dawn. Gyutae is good at navigating social situations.”

“Ah... yes...”

Kang Yeonhu seemed at a loss for words for a moment and just nodded a few times.

He seemed extremely concerned that the surrounding staff might overhear our conversation. In reality, all the staff around us looked like they thought 'Kang Yeonhu' was the most admirable person ever.

“But Seo Hoyun, why are you alone? Did you come to film your solo part?”

“Yes. You too, Kang Yeonhu?”

“Yeees.”

Just like WH Entertainment, which operated strictly on profit, the solo parts in the company song were always given to the celebrity who had been the hottest topic that year.

Kang Yeonhu likely got a solo part because he recently appeared on the variety show 'Let's Live Energetically!!', hosted by a famous MC, and gained immense popularity.

【Wha... Whaaaack!】

【Yeonhu-yah, Yeonhu-yah! Ca-calm down!】

It was a program that aired in various formats. When Kang Yeonhu went on as a temporary guest, the segment was about working part-time in a haunted house. He tried his best to seriously perform his role, but being a coward, Kang Yeonhu would get scared out of his wits every time he ran into another part-timer.

【Yeonhu-yah! You’re supposed to be the ghost!!】

【I-I’m a pro, I’m a pro, I’m a pro...】

His humanizing appearance, nearly in tears while banging on the haunted house bars, made the episode's ratings soar. He became a fixed guest.

Afterward, true to his responsible nature, Kang Yeonhu approached filming with even more passion, but the results were always comically off. The gap between his intention and the outcome caused his popularity to skyrocket.

“I enjoyed the broadcast.”

“...So you saw that.”

“I watch all the variety shows.”

That meant Kang Yeonhu had finally shed his calm and cool image.

“Besides, it’s our WH Prince’s variety show, isn’t it?”

He'd become the 'Cowardly, Clumsy Prince'.

Of course, it wasn't a bad thing. Thanks to him promoting his group on the show whenever he could, High Five's song finally started climbing back up the music charts. They even held a solo concert at a great venue, so it was a very good thing in the end.

“...No matter how I look at it, it feels like you’re teasing me.”

It was amazing he still maintained that image even after filming 'Do You Want to Sing with Me? ?' with me.

However, I hid my inner thoughts and smiled brightly.

“I think you’re getting back exactly what you put in from living diligently.”

“...Thank you.”

I’m being sincere, but he doesn’t believe me.

Kang Yeonhu seemed strangely uncomfortable, so I decided to end the conversation. I walked quietly toward the set, away from the entrance, and took out my phone to check for messages from Seo Hojin. Just then, Kang Yeonhu's voice belatedly reached me again.

“...I also think you’re getting back what you put in from living diligently, Seo Hoyun.”

I only raised my eyes to look at Kang Yeonhu. He averted his gaze and turned his head to the side, but he kept talking.

“The domestic awards were a bit disappointing, but you made up for it by winning overseas. You also resolved your contract renewal, you’re on good terms with your members, your reputation within the company isn’t bad, your new album is still on the rise, and you gained even more support from fans by getting rid of all the complimentary concert tickets...”

“Are there hidden cameras here right now?”

“Don’t be sarcastic.”

Is this world still being kind to me?

Since Kang Yeonhu had been wary of me from the very beginning, I was puzzled and couldn't grasp his true intention. At that moment, Kang Yeonhu let out a deep sigh.

“It’s just... it seems like effort pays off for everyone...”

I stopped walking and stared intently at Kang Yeonhu.

Only then did I understand why Kang Yeonhu, who always scurried away from me, was deliberately lingering nearby and saying these things.

“...I was trying to say it’s good to see.”

I thought I had hidden it quite well, but he must have noticed my sharp demeanor and was trying to offer some clumsy comfort, despite knowing nothing.

Even though we weren’t particularly close, and he must have thought it could be perceived as rude.

“Kang Yeonhu.”

“...Yes.”

Of course, he already seemed to regret bringing up the topic.

I curved my lips into a pleasant smile.

“It’s fine if it’s later, but if you get a 'phone a friend' chance during your variety show filming, call me. I’ll share this touching story that just happened.”

“...You wouldn’t answer. It might cause a controversy.”

The controversy is what makes it good, though.

As if reading that purpose in my expression, Kang Yeonhu made a face of disgust.

Chuckling at him, I opened the set door. WH's company song, 'We', clearly hit my ears.

【...I may have made many mistakes

I regretted, I reflected, and I spent nights in tears】

At the same time, I heard the staff murmuring.

【If my wishes came true

I'd dream of us being happy together

but that's just my greed...】

All eyes turned toward us at once.

No, they turned toward me.

Kang Yeonhu also sensed the strange atmosphere. He hesitated at the entrance, his eyes darting back and forth.

Just then, the phone in my pocket buzzed. BZZT— I took it out and saw a message from Lee Jihyeon.

[Lee Jihyeon: Seo Hoyun, it would be best if you paused filming for a moment and came up to the legal team's office.]

[Lee Jihyeon: And if you can, don't look at the internet.]

So I immediately opened an internet browser. I saw the article plastered across the main page and laughed bitterly.

Yes, life sometimes gives back to each person.

Just as the results of diligent effort returned to Kang Yeonhu.

《Fake Car Accident, Power-tripping on Staff, and Family Controversy? 'The True Face of Star S'》

And to me, accumulated malice also returns.
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I left the frozen Kang Yeonhu, postponed the company anthem video shoot, and hurried back to the company. The legal team met me there. Their faces were haggard as they worked long past their usual quitting time.

As soon as the legal team saw me, they greeted me with their usual expressionless faces and tried to get straight to the point. I stopped them, however, and checked the articles first. They all had sensational titles designed to rack up views.

「[Exclusive] “A Demon Behind the Scenes”... WH Entertainment Employee’s Text Messages Leaked, Entertainment Industry’s ‘Power Abuse’ Scandal Reignited

A shocking internal leak has emerged, once again highlighting the chronic structural problems of the entertainment industry. Text messages, seemingly exchanged between former and current WH Entertainment employees, were released through a media outlet, bringing allegations of artist S’s ‘two-faced attitude’ and ‘power abuse towards staff’ to the surface.

Official A: I'm being transferred to our branch office.

Informant B: Huh? Why?

Official A: LOL wow, I was totally stabbed in the back.

The employee who provided the messages claimed that all the employees who had suddenly transferred from WH Entertainment to Daepaseong Entertainment were laid off. More importantly, the text messages mentioned the artist's real name and included negative remarks about him.

Official A: S is famous for it. Acting all nice in front of the cameras but working the staff to the bone behind the scenes.

Informant B: Wow, I never would have thought he was that kind of person.

(Omitted)...

Will this reveal of a former WH Entertainment employee's text messages be able to once again shed light on the uncomfortable truths that exist behind the glamorous entertainment industry? It is a time that calls for the public's sharp scrutiny.」

*

...Hmm.

The entire legal team looked extremely serious, so I decided to read a few more articles.

「[Exclusive] Why Did Seo Hoyun Post the ‘Letter’? His Disappearance After the Grand Prize and the Mysterious Message

Seo Hoyun abruptly halted his activities after winning the Grand Prize at the ‘Korea Music Awards’ earlier this year.

In an exclusive phone call with this publication, an insider stated, “It’s true that Seo Hoyun disappeared after winning the Grand Prize,” and added, “As I understand it, the exact circumstances of his disappearance were not shared even within the agency. However, recalling the atmosphere at the agency at the time, I can’t help but wonder if he was perhaps trying to ‘attempt’ something.”

Recently, a post on an online community claimed, “Seo Hoyun has been receiving treatment at a psychiatric hospital ever since his car accident a few years ago.”

Many suspicions still surround him to this day. He debuted at the age of 23, three years after the accident, and gained attention for his intense choreography and stage performances. Some netizens are raising the question, “If the car accident back then was really that serious, how would his current activities be possible?”」

*

They've written a novel.

After a thorough review, I put down the documents and spoke.

“Yes, I've read it all.”

The legal team leader looked at me. “...Yes, Seo Hoyun. I'm truly sorry, but...”

“What's next?”

“What's next?”

I frowned slightly at the legal team's reaction.

“What about the family controversy?”

“Ah... It's about your relatives, Seo Hoyun.”

I flipped through a few pages of the documents the legal team leader handed me. It was an article about someone sued for fraud after using a famous celebrity's name to commit scams. That famous celebrity was me.

I skimmed a few more related articles before asking.

“...Is this it?”

“What do you mean, is this it?!”

Lee Jihyeon, who nervously bit her nails beside me, grew indignant at my words.

Well, no.

It's not that I wasn't annoyed.

They said it was a family controversy.

I had just been worried that Seo Hojin's personal information might have been completely exposed, with all sorts of rumors published as if they were true.

I had come here expecting the absolute worst, so I was inwardly relieved that it wasn't that bad.

“Well, this kind of thing... it's always been happening.”

Lee Jihyeon, however, acted as if she were the one being criticized. She slammed her hand on the desk with a loud BANG and furiously lost her temper.

“What is this nonsense! This is infuriating! Why'd they write such a long novel? What do they mean Seo Hoyun has a mental illness and abuses his staff? Of course, Seo Hoyun is the type of person who thinks it's okay to work people a little hard as long as he gives them plenty of bonuses, but...!”

“......”

“Ah... wait, did I just say something not so different from that article?”

Yeah, if she posted that as a comment, it would be top-rated.

When I just stared at her without a word, Lee Jihyeon mumbled for a moment before firmly shutting her mouth.

“...Um.”

The legal team leader sighed softly, scratched his head, and began to talk.

“Seo Hoyun, the situation is a bit serious.”

“Pardon?”

“It's as if some reporters have a personal grudge against you. They've joined in, and besides what you've seen, speculative articles are pouring out.”

Well, that's... This place is no longer the ‘Idol Maker’ that revolves around me.

Moreover, with the switch to ‘Eternal Idol Maker’, even if people still didn't remember who I was, the feelings ingrained from my time as a PD remained with them.

Well, it's understandable they'd write articles like that.

My countless past deeds flashed through my mind.

As I listened quietly, the legal team leader sighed once more.

“...They say that in the entertainment industry, smoke often rises even where there's no fire, but with so many articles pouring out at once, the public will start to suspect you, Seo Hoyun, thinking there must be something to it.”

What's new.

People always believe what they want to believe.

“Most importantly, there was a post that went up about 30 minutes after the articles... that's the biggest problem, but it's better if you don't see it yourself...”

The legal team still tried to keep the document from me, but I carefully took it from their hands. I sank back into my chair and read it slowly.

It was a screenshot of several pictures posted on a 'Story', supposedly from the private SNS account of an acquaintance who had worked with Seo Hoyun. Most of it was about the pressure from the agency and the verbal abuse being difficult to handle. Some of the words were so graphic that they made me frown.

The next page showed some of the public's reactions to the incident.

[OMG, it really says they want to die]

[So pitiful and sad ㅜㅜ]

[Are they saying the power-abusing celebrity is Seo Hoyun?]

[They must be going through so much. Wow, seeing the private account content, this is no joke]

[Piece of trash. I knew celebrities could be two-faced, but I didn't think it was to this extent ㅜㅜ]

“...Wow.”

They've gone all-in on socially burying me, haven't they?

First, they hit me with suspicious articles, and now an internal leak.

It was a pretty decent and effective way to completely bury someone.

Lee Jihyeon apparently had not seen this yet. She craned her neck to peek from the side, her jaw dropping.

I tilted my head and asked a question.

“Who is this employee?”

“We're in the process of confirming.”

So they haven't figured it out yet.

Judging by their expressions, it seemed like it would take a lot longer to identify them, or that they might not be able to at all.

Lee Jihyeon shouted, unable to believe there was an internal leak.

“Isn't it fabricated?! We need to find evidence and refute it immediately!”

“...Hmm.”

The legal team remained silent.

I thought I knew what they were thinking.

Even if we took the time to find evidence of fabrication and tried to reveal the truth step-by-step, people lose interest in the truth when so many malicious articles are pouring out.

Even if I responded strongly by suing them right now, people would just think I was 'guilty' or 'arrogant'.

“For now, the plan is to lay low, sue all the publications, and resume activities once the situation has calmed down to some extent...”

“Ah.”

I half-listened to the legal team leader while I looked over the documents again. I pointed to one article and asked a question.

“By any chance, is this the very first article that came out?”

“Pardon?”

The legal team leader's eyes widened in surprise. He nodded with a look that said, 'How did you know?'

“I've heard this person's name before.”

The reporter's name at the very end of the article was very familiar.

“You have? Where?”

“In the US.”

“The paparazzi we caught on the set of Midnight Protocol? That wasn't this person.”

The legal team denied it, as if they had checked it thoroughly several times.

“Not that paparazzi.”

I dredged up a memory from before and spoke.

“Actually, at the entrance of the film set, I overheard that paparazzi say 'Reporter Kang Kiwoon-nim' on the phone. I think it was him... Don't you think the two might be connected?”

A collective sigh escaped from the legal team.

I, too, finally understood why this problem had erupted.

While we were in the middle of filming Midnight Protocol in the US, there was this one paparazzi who was always lurking around, trying to find some dirt on me. I thought I'd taught him a lesson harshly enough not to mess with me again, but was it not enough?

“...He's very persistent.”

When I looked up, the legal team seemed to be thinking the same thing.

“We have the photos we confiscated back then, right? And the files too.”

“Yes, we have the records from that time as well.”

“Good. Then right away...”

“No, let's wait a little.”

I placed the documents on the desk.

“Until more people flock to it.”

The legal team leader and the employees stared at me as if I were a madman. Like true professionals, however, they remembered they were on the clock and tried to listen calmly.

“...Are you serious?”

Though they looked at me even more like a madman after hearing me out.

“...First of all, I understand what you're saying, and it is possible. However, I'm doubtful whether you can endure it, Seo Hoyun...”

When I stared at them, the legal team finally got to the main point.

“We're also worried about the damage to your image, Seo Hoyun, that will occur during that time.”

“Did WH's stock price drop?”

“...Not yet.”

“What about the endorsements?”

“They're under review, but there's no immediate possibility of contract termination yet.”

“Then in the long run, this way seems more profitable.”

The legal team leader, who had been sighing repeatedly, flipped through a few documents. He seemed to be contemplating the most efficient way to resolve this matter.

I leisurely waited for his answer.

“...Understood. We'll do it that way.”

In the end, the legal team leader surrendered to my stubbornness.

We then discussed future plans. The meeting with the legal team concluded past 11 PM. I ordered them some late-night snacks for working so late and was about to leave the office when the legal team leader stopped me.

“...Ah, Seo Hoyun, and until this is resolved, please try to avoid the internet. I don't really recommend PopPop either.”

“Because of the malicious comments?”

“That's part of it, but... it's been circulating again lately.”

What is.

The legal team leader, who had spoken calmly while hiding his emotional turmoil the whole time, showed a slight hesitation.

“...The car accident video.”

I paused for a moment at his words, then slowly nodded.

“I'll think about it.”


Lee Jihyeon normally would have been the first to leave with a quick, "Well then, I'm heading home!" Instead, she followed behind me with slow steps.

“...Ah, I'm so pissed.”

We had decided to move on without any particular response regarding the car accident. Even after the meeting, Lee Jihyeon could not contain her anger about the incident. It seemed that because she had worked so closely with The Dawn for so long, she felt as if it were her own problem.

“I'm so, so pissed. How can people be like this? Aren't they devils? And that story about the employee is definitely fabricated! What little faith I have left in humanity is about to crumble into dust! When I get back, I'm going to read that story again and find the flaw, I swear!!”

“Lee Jihyeon.”

“Yes, yes?”

“Why are you hovering around me like this? Did you actually write a malicious comment about me?”

“Of course not?!”

I was just joking to lighten the mood.

“You can go home now. We had a meeting with the legal team, so it will be resolved well.”

I knew that Lee Jihyeon was not part of the legal team and had stayed this late simply out of affection.

I chuckled and waved my hand dismissively. Lee Jihyeon sighed deeply before speaking cautiously.

“...Seo Hoyun.”

“Yes.”

“There are many times I get pissed off because of you, and sometimes... no, honestly, there are often times I think you're really crazy... but I genuinely think you're a good person.”

“Wow, thanks so much.”

“...I'm being serious.”

Her filterless words showed how comfortable she had gotten around me. Her eyes held a mixture of affection and concern from our long time together.

“...Lee Jihyeon, don't worry.”

I wiped the playful expression from my face and said, “Even if you really did post a malicious comment, I'll be lenient with you.”

“...I only wrote positive comments!”

She stomped her foot, then walked away with forceful, resounding steps. STOMP, STOMP.

The hallway fell silent after Lee Jihyeon disappeared. I turned my gaze out the window and saw that it had started to snow. I massaged my left arm, wondering if the traffic would be bad on the way back.

...Maybe I should take a taxi back.

However, apart from my gloomy mood, there was something I needed to check.

The system.

[LOADING...]

[WARNING]

[LOADING...]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[E R R O R!]

[LOADING...]

The system had shown an error since the awards ceremony. I thought it might have returned to normal by now, but it still displayed an error, perhaps because of the controversy.

Maybe...

My thoughts trailed off, and I let out a sigh.

Tsk.

I stopped massaging my arm, took out my phone, and turned it on.

The battery is dead.

I found a wireless charger in the corner of the hallway and connected my phone. As soon as it turned on, I saw dozens of missed calls and hundreds of messages.

The first thing I did was go into the members' group chat, where I saw them all trying to act like nothing was wrong.

[Jeong Dajun: Hyung!!! Come and have dinner]

[Jeong Dajun: Waiting for you, hyung.]

[Jeong Dajun: (Sitting emoticon)]

[Kim Seonghyeon: Jeong Dajun made something really delicious today]

[Kim Seonghyeon: Galbi-jjim]

[Kim Seonghyeon: He asked me to tell you it's actually edible]

I could feel them trying hard to cheer me up, so I laughed softly and sent a message.

[Me: ok]

Then, while checking my missed calls, I saw an unexpected name and tilted my head slightly.

[Missed Calls (11) Min Jiheon]

Min Jiheon had been contacting me unnecessarily often lately. He usually gave up after one or two tries, so this many calls was unusual. What was stranger, however, was the absence of Seo Hojin's name, which should have been there the most.

...Does he not know yet?

For some reason, I felt like I had to contact Seo Hojin.

The guy would normally have sent all sorts of worried texts, asking if I was okay and telling me not to look at the internet. His quietness was actually more worrying.

What Kang Ichae had said also bothered me. Since Seo Hojin was particularly sensitive about my well-being, I figured it would not be a bad idea to reassure him first.

Ring... Ring...

The ringing continued, but Seo Hojin did not pick up no matter how many times I called.

Just as an unsettling feeling began to creep up from my toes, Min Jiheon's name appeared on the screen.

“Hello...”

[—Why aren't you answering your phone?!]

Was I under some obligation to answer Min Jiheon's calls?

“...Is something wrong with you?”

[Not me, something's wrong with you, hyung.]

Those rumors?

Was that something for even Min Jiheon to make a fuss about?

Relieved that it was nothing serious, I calmed down and sighed.

“It's fine, that matter will be resolved without any major issues...”

[Hyung, is your brother answering your calls?]

However, what came out of Min Jiheon's mouth was unexpected.

“...What?”

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.

My heart pounded as if it were attached to my eardrums.

“...Why, all of a sudden?”

A sense of dread crept up my spine. I forced open my lips, which felt stuck together, and asked a question instead of answering. However, Min Jiheon seemed to have already figured everything out from that. He let out a deep sigh and said.

[He and I... had a meal together a few days ago. At the time, he brought up the past so calmly and composedly... I just thought it was nothing and listened without saying much.]

At that moment, the words Kang Ichae had said to me a while ago echoed eerily in my ears.

“If he has a bad feeling without knowing your exact current situation, Seo Hojin will try to grasp at any straw he can find. If, by some chance, he reaches the worst possible conclusion...”

[Thinking about it slowly now, maybe your brother is...]

“He'll rush out to do something foolish, by any means necessary.”

[...looking for a way to enter the unconscious again.]
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Bzzzt...

A phone vibrated with the distant sound of waves.

Bzzzt—, click.

Seo Hojin muttered and staggered, turning off his phone. The line between dream and reality blurred. He dazedly sat up and looked at the convenience store clock.

December 12th, 02:19 AM.

He blinked and let out a deep sigh.

“Ah...”

It was real.

Seo Hojin rubbed his dry face, trying to pull himself together. He had dozed off at a table outside the convenience store, where he had only meant to buy a portable battery and charge his phone. He mindlessly scrolled past the numerous notifications on his screen, then suddenly stopped.

[Missed Call – ‘My Hyung’]

So it was my brother who called.

He skipped the missed call and went straight to his messages.

[Woo Kyungwoon: Hey]

[Woo Kyungwoon: Midnight Protocol is insane, it's so damn good;;]

[Woo Kyungwoon: Your hyung is so cool~ lol]

[Woo Kyungwoon: I came to see it with the person I was on a blind date with, and the mood was great before the movie]

[Woo Kyungwoon: But after the movie, she looked at my face and told me to meet someone better]

[Woo Kyungwoon: Your hyung-nim is really too much]

“Good grief...”

...This guy.

His friend was clearly trying to cheer him up. Seo Hojin wiped his forehead and opened a search portal to check the news.

<Midnight Protocol Hits #1 Immediately Upon Release... The ‘Seo Hoyun Effect?’>

<Rotten Tomatoes Freshness 99%, A New Paradigm for Korean Action Films>

<Is the Era of Clichéd Male Action Heroes Over, and the Era of Jeon Yeogyeong Beginning?>...

The reviews were generally positive, but Seo Hojin clutched his head as he scrolled down.

[WH is really working hard with their media play, covering their eyes and ears ^^]

...As expected, the comments section was a complete mess.

[No matter how good his acting is, was there really a need to cast an idol like him...;]

[This is ridiculous, the perpetrator is living so well ㅠㅠ]

[I just feel sorry for the victim, what is all this ㅜㅜ]

[Wasn't he famous for being good to the staff...? Back when he won an award for his supporting role in A Dirty Trial, he gave credit to the staff in his acceptance speech and got a good reaction]

[lol ‘got a good reaction’ < that explains everything]

[It's easy to act like you have morals in front of a camera...]

[Is this guy still alive?]

[Crazy, they even uploaded their own content in the middle of all this, they're nuts ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

Self-produced content?

He raised an eyebrow, went on YouTube, and saw The Dawn's self-produced content trending high.

Normally, he would have proudly clicked it immediately. Today, for some reason, he didn't want to.

He hesitated for a moment, then pressed the button. Cheerful, lively music began to play.

【Hello.】

He still couldn't get used to seeing his brother speak with such a gentle smile.

【Ah, today I thought we could go on a trip together.】

He skipped quickly through the video. It seemed to have been filmed before the controversy broke out.

However, tens of thousands of comments already flooded the section below.

[Not just anyone can be a celebrity, I guess lol]

[So shameless, ruining someone's life with his power trip]

[Attentionwhoreattentionwhoreattentionwhoreattentionwhore]

[I think I'll go cause a car accident]

[I wish he'd stop being a burden to the other members and just leave the group ㅜ...]

“......”

Occasional messages of support appeared, but most comments were filled with criticism aimed at Seo Hoyun.

His chest felt tight and suffocated. He took a deep breath.

“Ha, seriously...”

About ten days had passed since Seo Hoyun's controversy erupted.

Problems like this had occurred from time to time, so he thought this one would also die down quickly. This time, however, an unusually insane number of malicious articles poured out.

It was a pattern similar to the one just before his brother died in the car accident.

[There are plenty of other celebrities to replace him anyway]

Seo Hojin stared at the comment silently. He pushed his chair back with a scrape and stood up.

A short walk from here would lead him to 'the bridge'.

He walked slowly, pushing through the silently falling snow. He took a crumpled note from his pocket, the one he had hastily hidden when Seo Hoyun raided his house.

[Shining Star Season 1 1st Place]

[Shining Star Season 2 2nd Place]

[Song Camp 1st Place]

[Views and Buzz for Dramas, Variety Shows, and Stage Videos]

[Grand Prize from one of the Top 3 Domestic Music Awards]

This was the Quest list from Idol Maker.

[Framed Eternity Must Enter the Billboard Hot 100]

[Film and Release Midnight Protocol]

[Win the Grand Prize at the 202X Seoul Popular Music Records]

[Win a prize at the 202X Artistic Vocal Awards]

And this was the current Quest list. He had estimated it based on Seo Hoyun's recent activities and the Quests that would have likely progressed.

He couldn't get any more information about ‘Eternal Idol Maker’, but Quests always flowed in a direction that would gain public recognition.

Based on that premise and his own experience creating Quests in Idol Maker, Seo Hojin had organized the list.

He stared at it intently, then tore the paper to pieces and scattered them into the sea. He watched the snow-soaked pieces fall heavily. Then he took a cigarette from his pocket, put it to his lips, and lit it.

He leaned his body against the bridge. The nicotine he inhaled made his head grow slightly dull.

If this is real...

The Quest difficulty is going haywire.

Considering the difficulty of the Quests so far, it was obvious the future ones would become exponentially harder.

...I thought it was strange all along. My only family wouldn't even reply to a birthday text and left my worried messages to him on read by default.

For someone like that to visit my home regularly and ask how I was doing meant he had other business.

He must be worried. Worried that I might be involved in ‘Eternal Idol Maker’ just like I was with ‘Idol Maker’.

Worried that I might be taking on the penalties in his place.

After ‘Eternal Idol Maker’ began, he too realized that this was no longer a kind world.

It was also true, however, that he had felt relieved. He saw his brother enter the top ranks of the Billboard charts and look much more relaxed than usual on broadcasts.

On the other hand, a fundamental question arose.

This Eternal Idol Maker was supposed to represent eternity, but a celebrity's lifespan wasn't that long, and the Quest difficulty was skyrocketing like crazy.

And my brother thinks there's no problem with that?

A PD who's well-versed in the entertainment industry, and such a realistic person at that?

When his thoughts reached that point, he remembered deliberately throwing a comment at Seo Hoyun.

"It's a happy ending, isn't it?"

Upon seeing Seo Hoyun's expression, he knew instinctively.

“...Wow.”

Fiercely blowing snowflakes hit his cheeks and forehead. He burst out laughing in disbelief.

“Whoa...”

Seo Hojin took a deep drag from the filter, exhaled, and cursed under his breath.

“...Fuck, I really screwed it up.”

Seo Hoyun knew all about that trivial fact.

He had all these good things, from the fans who gave him endless love to the trustworthy members and his brother who looked much more at ease, yet this was the ending he reached.

People's malice had grown more persistent. Seo Hoyun could no longer even work as a PD, a job he loved so much.

I should have erased his memory properly.

He deeply regretted being sentimental and calling his brother into his subconscious for a final goodbye.

Swallowing all those emotions, Seo Hojin rubbed his eyebrows.

...It's fine.

Calm down.

What was past was past. What he needed now was a way to save Seo Hoyun.

Currently, Seo Hoyun was embroiled in a malicious controversy.

If the controversy continued, Seo Hoyun wouldn't be able to proceed with the next Quest and would simply die.

During the Idol Maker days, he had endured because he was there, but judging by the Quest difficulty of this game, the standards seemed strict. It was hard to hope for a lucky break.

But there's still time.

Even if he was caught up in the controversy right now, the agency would somehow refute it and buy some time.

His brother wouldn't die right away either. He was a tenacious person.

And so, Seo Hojin searched for clues.

For ten days, he had wandered to the villa where Seo Hoyun had threatened him, the beach where they were together, and any other place he could remember, but there was no progress.

That's why he had arrived at this bridge today.

The place where all the games began.

He took another drag from his cigarette, then took a step forward and gripped the railing. The dark, shimmering sea came into clearer view.

“Min Jiheon, I've always been curious. Can I ask you something?”

Anxious that he had to do something, he had contacted Min Jiheon. He tried his best to look nonchalant and calmly asked his question.

“How did you help my hyung?”

In truth, he had no intention of dragging Min Jiheon into this.

Given the circumstances, however, he was desperately searching for an answer, wondering if he could somehow get another chance to save his brother.

Min Jiheon gave a very awkward laugh, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and said a word.

“It's not exactly a good memory, so I was in shock and forgot everything.”

Seo Hojin realized Min Jiheon was reluctant to discuss the topic and was unlikely to help him. He simply mirrored Min Jiheon's enigmatic smile and ended the conversation for the day.

However,

...I think he's lying.

That didn't mean he would stop looking for a way.

There must be a way to enter the subconscious.

Just like how he had triggered Jeong Cheongyeon's memories to send Seo Hoyun into the world of acting. Just like how Seo Hoyun had used Min Jiheon to save Kang Ichae when he was in danger. Just like how an error had plunged them into a subconscious set in a broadcast station.

The countless experiences he had witnessed while playing Idol Maker told Seo Hojin that it was possible.

I just need to create a collision.

No matter the means, he also had to head into the subconscious.

For Seo Hojin to enter the subconscious with him, he had to be next to his brother when the rift occurred. If so, he would need to make Seo Hoyun lower his guard.

First, he would reassure Seo Hoyun. Then he could bring in someone who would remember Seo Hoyun's time as a PD.

...To be honest, I don't know what will happen after that.

He would just have to find another way then.

Just as Seo Hoyun had started ‘Eternal Idol Maker’, he too would find a way.

If that failed...

Bzzzt...

Just as his thoughts reached that point, the phone in his right hand vibrated.

Bzzzt...

[Kang Ichae]

He clenched his fist so tightly that his nails dug into his palm.

Seeing the name of the guy who had been contacting him continuously for the past few days, he also recalled the conversation he had with Min Jiheon as they were parting.

“...Seo Hojin.”

As they were leaving after their meal, Min Jiheon had been neatly folding a very long receipt. He hesitated slightly before speaking to Seo Hojin.

“I know I said I wouldn't pry, and it's a bit embarrassing to be nosy, but I'm saying this because I have a younger sibling too.”

“Yes?”

“It seems like you're having a hard time these days. After going through something like that, it can't be easy to return to reality and study. Still, it would be good to let go of the past and live in the present.”

Min Jiheon looked at him with warm eyes and gave a faint smile.

“If you're struggling, Seo Hojin, there are many people who will come running.”

After taking a deep breath, Seo Hojin looked at his trembling hand, then let it drop from the railing.

“...Let's not be scared.”

I can't just do nothing and give up.

After declining Kang Ichae's call, Seo Hojin repeatedly told himself that he could do it. Then, he found the name that appeared most often in his missed calls and pressed it.

He had ignored it for ten days, afraid his voice might tremble, but now was the time.

Should I ask him to grab a meal, or maybe just awkwardly ask if he's okay?

Simple excuses ran through his mind. Seo Hojin walked slowly across the bridge, waiting for the other person to answer.

Ring... Ring...

[...Seo Hojin?]

It was a very low, sunken voice.

He sounded as if he had been through a lot of emotional turmoil.

[...Is this really Seo Hojin?]

“...Hyung.”

He kept his mouth shut for a while, feeling that unnecessary words would spill out if he didn't hold back.

He'll probably be furious that I ignored him.

[...Are you okay?]

However, what came back was concern for him.

A lump formed in his throat. He cleared it with a couple of coughs and carefully began to speak.

“...I'm perfectly fine. Hyung, can you talk right now?”

[...Why haven't you been answering my calls?]

“...S-sorry. My phone was broken.”

His voice trembled a little, but he continued as brazenly as he could.

“It's exam season, so I've basically been living at school... I didn't really know what was going on in the world, and I just saw the news now...”

[...]

“...Anyway, are you okay, Hyung?”

Seo Hoyun didn't answer.

Wondering if the situation was much more serious than he thought, he bit his lower lip without realizing it.

[...Hojin-ah, where are you?]

“I'm at school.”

[I have something to tell you.]

“...Something to tell me?”

His heart sank.

“What is it? Are you really okay?”

[Let's talk in person.]

“...Is it really serious? Should I go now? I'll probably be home in about two hours...”

He lifted his head and ran a hand messily through his hair. He had a complicated feeling that he might have to advance his plan sooner than expected.

[No.]

In the distance, he saw someone standing under a streetlight.

[I can see you.]

His body instinctively froze. He stopped walking.

He couldn't see the face, but the figure wore a black hat, a black mask, and even held a black umbrella. He would have walked right past if not for the faint light of the streetlight. The head-to-toe black appearance gave him an eerie sense of déjà vu.

No way, he thought, and asked again.

“...Hyung, where are you right now—”

[You can see your hyung too, right?]

The chilling voice pierced through the phone and, at the same time, directly into his ears.

Click. The call ended.

The man exhaled a puff of white breath. He slowly took off his hat and smiled brightly.

“Then what are you doing not running over here, you little shit.”


SS Chapter 64

“...W-what a coincidence!”

“......”

“Hyung, this is crazy! Wow! How did we run into each other here, at this time of night... Aaaack!”

Seo Hojin put on a performance so terrible I could barely watch. He shuffled his feet as he approached, then broke into a run. As the kid hesitantly came closer, I grabbed his arm and pulled him forcefully.

“Wait! Stop! Stooop!”

I ignored the kid's terrified shouts, spun him around, and checked his condition.

“Sto...op?”

His body was ice-cold, as if he had walked through the heavy snow without an umbrella. Thankfully, there were no other unusual signs.

...He's safe.

Only then did I see his expression.

Seo Hojin stared at me with wide eyes, then lowered his gaze. I followed his line of sight to my left arm.

“Hey.”

I immediately grabbed the kid's collar with my right hand and growled.

“Are you really crazy enough to want to die?”

“W-wait... N-no!”

Seo Hojin looked genuinely scared and squeezed his eyes shut.

“Gah! R-really! Let's just put our hands down and think! It hurts, it hurts. I think I know what you're thinking, Hyung, but it's really not like that! I was just taking a walk!”

“...A walk?”

He hadn't answered my calls for a week and had even lied about being at school, and now we ran into each other on this bridge. His eyelashes were frozen white, a clear sign of how long he had been wandering around. My anger flared, but I managed to find a shred of patience and roughly let go of his collar.

“Look at the state you're in.”

“......”

“You see how ridiculous that excuse is, don't you.”

The kid seemed at a loss for words. He just bit his lower lip and hung his head.

“Follow me.”

I clicked my tongue, handed him the umbrella, pulled my hat down low, and started walking.


The memories of the past ten days surfaced, and my mind slowly began to clear.

After the recent controversy broke out, Seo Hojin stopped answering his phone, so I had been running all over the place.

His home was untouched. It was as if only he had vanished, leaving all his belongings behind.

I contacted Woo Kyungwoon about school, but he just said he didn't know.

Fuck, I thought I was going to lose my mind.

I was afraid I had been deceived.

I had obsessively confirmed that no harm would come to Seo Hojin, but what if he had hidden something? What if I had found out too late? What if what I thought was a gamble with me as the stake was actually a gamble with Seo Hojin's life?

I searched for him like a madman until my steps led me here. On the slim off chance, I had waited on this bridge every day.

And in the end, we met.

Here.

“...The internet's going crazy.”

Seo Hojin's small voice came from behind me.

“What's your situation like now, Hyung?”

I kept walking without answering.

“How on earth did you find me here? Did you put a tracker on me or something?”

I ignored that too.

“Is the agency handling it properly? They've basically written a novel... Articles are pouring out like someone's intentionally pulling the strings. Hyung, I don't know the details, but you can sue for damages for defamation for all of this. If this is the effect of that new game...”

My thinning patience snapped.

“Seo Hojin, stop.”

“......”

“Don't try any funny business.”

“...What am I doing.”

The kid straightened the umbrella on his shoulder and answered stubbornly, his voice barely audible.

Seeing he still hadn't given up, I tilted my chin.

“Should I tell you why we met here?”

I met the kid's eyes, which were filled with panic.

“Because I knew you'd pull some shit.”

“...What are you talking about.”

“You didn't answer your phone, you didn't go to school, you even went out of your way to meet Min Jiheon to see if there was a way to enter the unconscious. Weren't you a little too obvious?”

“......”

“And now I've found you wandering on this bridge looking like death. Do I need to say more?”

His eyes shook uncontrollably at my words, and I knew the answer.

The crazy bastard, he was really going to do it.

I had to swallow my anger. Without letting my expression falter, I had to drive the nail in the coffin right now, so he wouldn't even dream of such foolish thoughts again.

“I can hear the gears turning in your head, Seo Hojin, but give up. You can't enter the unconscious anymore.”

Perhaps there was a way for Seo Hojin to enter the unconscious again.

Just as he had once summoned Jeong Cheongyeon, created a rift, and fallen into Actor Maker without Min Jiheon's help, there might be another way.

However, inside the collapsing editing room when Eternal Idol Maker began, I had resolved never to let Seo Hojin return to that place again.

So I suppressed my anger and deliberately spoke even more coldly.

“You can't do anything.”

Then I turned away.

No sound came from behind me.

I just looked forward and walked.

I was just about to catch my breath and open my mouth.

“...And Hyung has something to tell you.”

THWACK.

A light impact on the back of my head snapped my head forward. TUK.

Something cold trickled down my neck. FSSSH.

“What...”

I brushed my neck and felt snow.

I turned and saw Seo Hojin dusting off his hands. He met my eyes and sneered.

“Yeah, let's talk.”

...Seo Hojin... threw snow at me.

“...What are you doing?”

“I got so pissed off before we could talk that I couldn't help myself. Let's just talk it all out, you and I. I've actually been wanting to, for real.”

“I asked what you're doing.”

“...I threw... snow. Why?”

Is this some kind of curse? Where did my good little brother go, and why is this sneering husk standing in front of me?

“...Fine, I admit it. Like you said, Hyung, I was trying to pull something.”

Seo Hojin ignored my twisted expression and calmly crossed his arms.

“This isn't the first time a controversy has blown up, and I thought it'd die down easily, but it just kept getting bigger, so I looked for a way to do something. So what?”

“......”

“If you were me, Hyung, would you really have done nothing?”

To calm my surging rage, I lifted my head and watched the snow fall.

“I thought it was strange from the beginning.”

But Seo Hojin continued in a low, deeply subdued voice, just like my own way of speaking, which grew calmer the more furious I became.

“Ever since you started the new game, Hyung. The fact that some people and relatives were posting as if they knew you meant the current settings were a mess, but it was so obvious you were pretending nothing was wrong.”

Because there was no need to show it.

“Besides! Someone who never contacts me first except on our parents' death anniversary suddenly starts calling regularly? I knew something was up. Still, I waited. I thought you must have your reasons, that you'd tell me someday, but in the end, you never said a word. Kang Ichae and the other members say you've softened up, but to me, you're exactly the same. No, you're worse. The way you act on your own, the way you hide everything and pretend you're fine.”

This too, I thought I didn't need to tell him.

“...I don't think you'll just sit still, Hyung. No, you'll do your best to achieve your goal. The Hyung I've watched has always been like that. You use everything that has value, you even spread the car accident video yourself, and in the end, you even deceived me to reset and create a new game.”

Because in my life, honesty had always been a weapon used against me, I believed that attacking first or hiding things was the best defense I had.

I didn't want to teach Seo Hojin that kind of life. I wanted him to always see good things, eat good things, and live a peaceful life.

But the kid laid bare every secret I wanted to hide, pushing me to the very end.

“But Hyung, until when?”

“......”

“The Quest difficulty will get harder, the controversies won't die down, and people will keep pouring criticism on you. From my perspective, it looks like you're standing on the edge of a cliff. Is there a way out from here?”

Seo Hojin stared quietly at me as I failed to answer. He wiped his eyes with one hand and added.

“...I want to believe that a good ending exists, too.”

In the end, it meant he didn't believe me, all because I had never told him the whole truth.

Hearing this, I quietly asked back.

“So?”

Seo Hojin faltered.

“What's the conclusion you've come to, then?”

“That's...”

Seo Hojin stopped, but I knew what he was about to say.

He had already said something similar to me once before.

...We wrapped things up cleanly. It's dangerous, you didn't have to come this far.

You created the kindest world for me, so why are you stirring up trouble?

Even if he had to sacrifice himself, wouldn't Idol Maker have been better?

The streetlight behind him was so bright I couldn't see his face. He just stood there, staring at me.

“I just...”

In the light of a passing truck, I saw Seo Hojin's slightly strange expression.

“...I just wanted you to live a little better, Hyung.”

So this was the result of all my 'why bother' excuses piling up. The worst result I had created.

“...Seo Hojin.”

The kid bit his lip, as if he thought he had said too much.

“...Yeah.”

“Are you done talking?”

“...Yeah.”

Good.

I let out a breath that looked like smoke.

“Then fucking listen up, and clean out your ears.”

Damn it, I'm finally saying it.

“I've heard your long-winded bullshit and nonsense. There's a lot to refute, and the process you took to reach your conclusion was so illogical it was beyond absurd, but.”

I never expected to hear his true feelings so nakedly. Since I'd never had a proper conversation with the kid before, I genuinely thought my patience was about to run out.

“Wh... what are you saying?”

However, after hearing him out, I finally understand. Why this bastard was so fragile. Why he tried to do something so dangerous even when he died at thirty-three, even with Kang Ichae around. Why he was so obsessed with the game. Why he tested me. I had even speculated that maybe his sense of life had faded because he had repeated time so much in that editing room while playing the game.

No.

This is my fault.

Just as I tried to become his fence and create the safest world for him, he also tried to create the kindest world for me.

“You idiot, where does something like that exist?”

We were both gravely mistaken.

There's no such thing, and neither of us ever wanted it.

I should have taught him that it's not about one person sacrificing themselves, but about struggling together to live well.

And so now, it was time to tell him the story I had been waiting to share.

“I said I had something to say.”

The hypothesis I had been thinking about ever since this ‘Eternal Idol Maker’ began. It was still an unproven hypothesis, a truth that was nothing more than a faint possibility.

“I haven't given up.”

Because I had found a corner to dig into tenaciously.
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[Seo Hoyun, you're out of your mind.]

The system had grumbled nonstop ever since he won at the Artistic Vocal Awards ceremony.

For almost a month.

[I told you one wrong move and you'd die! Are you even listening to me? How could you even think of gambling?!!]

[Didn't you see the part that said 'Immediate death upon Quest failure'?]

“I saw it.”

I unwrapped a piece of candy, crunched on it, and answered.

The System Window flickered, flustered.

[...L-Look at how shameless you are. If you saw it and still did it, that's an even bigger problem!! Don't you feel sorry for Kang Ichae??]

“I do feel sorry.”

[Of course you do, you don't feel sorry at all... Huh?]

It flickered again.

[...You feel sorry?]

“Yeah.”

How could I not?

The look on Kang Ichae's face when I asked for his help and explained the situation was still vivid in my mind.

“...You're gambling with a Quest?”

He already knew the whole situation. I had accidentally let it slip before that I would die if I failed a Quest.

“...I received two Quests.”

However, let's think about it again.

The principle behind 'Idol Maker' was simple. It was born using Seo Hojin's life as collateral, and it converted the fans' interest and affection into my life energy.

In that respect, this 'Eternal Idol Maker' was on the same track. Although it was full of errors and the difficulty was insane, its essence was the same. Love was what allowed me to exist.

But I would die immediately if I failed the first Quest, which I was more than capable of succeeding in?

“Ichae-yah, we have to aim for that gap and fail.”

Something's strange.

That's why I decided to take a gamble. I gambled that the super-massive recognition from the AVA Quest would offset the failure of the Seoul Popular Music Records Quest.

I might have really died if I failed, but if I continued to live confined within the framework of 'Eternal Idol Maker', I would have spent my entire life with the penalty of 'death' hanging over my head anyway. I would have to endlessly increase my recognition to survive, and the difficulty of the Quests would rise infinitely.

After I explained everything, Kang Ichae buried his face in his hands. I thought persuading him would take a long time, but he surprisingly accepted the plan calmly.

My heart had actually stopped after I failed the Seoul Popular Music Records Quest. It was surprising that Kang Ichae didn't fly into a rage as he used to. He calmly helped me even after seeing that, and I felt sorry for it, but...

“But did I even have a choice in the first place?”

[...]

“If you're not going to be helpful, stop whining.”

The System Window stopped displaying its rapid-fire text, as if it had shut its mouth.

It seemed genuinely sulky, but I nonchalantly fiddled with the corner of my mouth and tapped the table.

“...Hey. Recite the message that appeared when 'Eternal Idol Maker' first started.”

[...In~sufficient life force. Essential conditions have been met through the rift, but you may experience difficulties in game progression~.]

“Not that one.”

[Which one?]

I clicked my tongue and slowly opened my mouth.

“...‘This game will likely have no complete clear. If the Player fails to complete a Quest, they will die immediately.’”

[...Wow, you memorized that after seeing it just once? That's seriously creepy...]

[The sentence matches. No, but if you already knew, why did you make me...]

Confirming it matched my memory, I repeated the phrase and muttered.

“Doesn't something seem off?”

[...Hmm, I think I know what you're getting at... You failed a Quest but survived, so you're saying this is likely an error or a contradiction, right?]

The System Window floated gently in the air.

[Seo Hoyun, unfortunately, the penalty for Quest failure hasn't been nullified.]

[After the domestic awards ceremony... it's also true that your heart actually stopped, Seo Hoyun. Don't you remember how worried Kang Ichae was? And what about the other members?]

[On top of that, side effects occurred because you took that gamble, Seo Hoyun. Can you see? It says 'Error' right here in big letters, doesn't it?]

“Who said the Quest failure was nullified?”

[...Pardon?]

I practically crawled on the floor and came back from the dead. It'd be unfair to me if that was all nullified.

“Just like you said, this tycoon has never lied.”

It proved the power of its penalty by making me vomit blood, so there was no room to doubt it.

“It's just that there's something that 'hasn't been displayed' yet.”

However, this gamble presented a new possibility.

Perhaps, under the phrase 'If the Player fails to complete a Quest, they will die immediately,' a sentence was omitted. Something like 'If there are concurrent Quests remaining, and recognition remains even if one Quest is failed, the judgment of the penalty will be suspended.'

[...So?]

[Even if that's true, what does it matter? It's not like you're going to get two Quests every time, Seo Hoyun.]

[You got lucky this time, but is there any guarantee you won't die next time?]

This bastard isn't getting the point.

“Now, let's take this slowly.”

[Don't tease me...]

“Repeat the phrase.”

I stared intently at the bewildered System Window and waited. Soon, a new window appeared in the air.

[...This game will likely have no complete clear. If the Player fails to...]

“Not that part.”

I flicked my hand.

“The first line.”

[...This game will likely have no complete clear?]

The System Window flickered for a moment, then seemed to realize something.

[...Ah.]

Yes, that's it.


Just as 'Idol Maker' allowed me to gain a life of my own through love, turn back Seo Hojin's life, and change into 'Eternal Idol Maker', 'Eternal Idol Maker' is the same.

If I accumulate enough recognition, the messed-up 'Eternal Idol Maker' can probably be normalized too.

Since everything is achieved through the love of others, it doesn't lie, even with its heinous Quests.

[This game will likely have no complete clear.]

Therefore, if you look at the phrase 'This game will likely have no complete clear' differently...

There is a possibility.

It meant the possibility of a clear wasn't absolute '0'.

And that means there are more hidden phrases in the system related to it.

Of course, I have no idea what the clear condition is, or how long I have to play this game. It's never even been proven that a 'clear' exists, so all of this is just speculation.

Thus, I'd only be able to find out more if the system, which had errored from the mix of Quest failure and success, provided another Quest, but...

[E R R O R!]

...This damn bastard showed no sign of coming back.

“So.”

Instead of explaining all these complicated facts in tedious detail, I summarized it simply.

“They say this game has a clear condition.”

The end.

Seo Hojin, who had been listening with a serious expression, flinched for a moment at my simple answer. He soon let out a dry laugh and moved his parched lips.

“...A c-clear condition, you say.”

Rubbing his forehead, Seo Hojin openly revealed his troubled feelings.

“...Hyung, just be honest with me. Don't lie just to get out of this for a moment.”

“It's true.”

“...Fine... let's say that's true.”

The kid took a slow, deep breath and asked.

“Why are you telling me? Am I some new Main Scenario where you have to gain my trust in Eternal Idol Maker?”

...Is this bastard being sarcastic right now?

It'd be even more absurd if he's serious.

When I didn't answer, Seo Hojin scrunched up his face as if swallowing his frustration.

“...And if there was a way to clear it, you would have told me before, hyung. Because it would have already been proven, because you could have reassured me. It's more plausible that you built a hypothesis based on a single line of text from the system.”

Seo Hojin's sharp eyes stared directly at me.

“...No, it's more plausible that an error occurred.”

Instead of answering, I looked up at the sky.

A familiar sound rang in my ears.

[C... Creepy.]

[Wait a minute, don't suspect me.]

[I never told him! I didn't!]

I know.

I was just lamenting how quick-witted this bastard has gotten lately. It's probably because he has a history of running 'Idol Maker' himself.

I tossed out a light excuse.

“The message appeared recently.”

“...The error?”

“No.”

“So it was...”

“I said no, you punk.”

...This is why I had no intention of telling him right now.

I believed that until the System Window's error was fixed and my hypothesis was perfectly proven, anything I said would be useless.

“...Well, it's up to you whether you believe me. Like you said, it might just be a hypothesis.”

I saw Seo Hojin, who had been unshaken until now, visibly waver. I didn't miss the chance and deliberately added in a softer voice.

“...But I'm saying this because you don't seem to know.”

I put on a very serious expression.

“Your hyung is a damn good dancer.”

“...What?”

“I'm not a bad singer either, my general-like fans are cute, and this job suits my aptitude. Letting this talent go to waste would be a loss for the entertainment industry. My goal is to clear the game and be an idol for a long, long time, until I'm eighty. So...”

I took off the gloves I was wearing, tapped them lightly, and met the gaze of Seo Hojin, who had his head bowed low.

“It won't be easy, but I'm going to try.”

I placed the gloves on Seo Hojin's hands, which were frozen and bright red from wandering aimlessly for ten days.

A grin spread across my face.

“I'm Seo Hoyun, after all.”

“......”

“Have you ever seen me fail at anything?”

There were many reasons why I couldn't die so easily. I had to see my little brother eat well and become a judge, prosecutor, or lawyer, whatever he wanted. I had to see Kim Seonghyeon graduate from being a crybaby. I had to stop Seong Jiwon if he released a solo rap song. I had to see Kang Ichae release his next album without a slump, and I had to see Jeong Dajun get his Korean Cuisine Chef Certificate.

Lost in thought, Seo Hojin just fidgeted with his gloved hands for a while.

I waited silently.

Soon, he asked in a very small voice.

“...The controversy...”

Something seemed to be bothering him.

“...What's going to happen... with the current controversy?”

“Wait until tomorrow.”

“...What? Why? Is there a way to resolve it?”

Of course.

A magnificent show planned, directed, and written by Seo Hoyun is about to begin.

In the first place, I had deliberately let the controversy grow larger. I believed it was a perfect opportunity. If I waited, I could quell all the past controversies at once, and maybe even fix the system error. Honestly, it was an unparalleled chance.

“Yeah.”

I hid my dark intentions that would have made Seo Hojin furious if he heard them and said shamelessly.

“I've lived such a damn good life that it'll resolve itself naturally tomorrow.”

“......”

Tiring!

[Seo Hoyun, please stop making such absurd claims...]

[Seo Hojin already knows all about your track record...]

Get lost.

Instead of explaining, I took something out of my pocket and placed it directly in his hand.

Seo Hojin stared at the thin ticket in his hand with a bewildered expression.

“What...”

It was a seat in the very, very, very back corner, but it was a concert ticket for 'Ever After'.

It was a trump-card gift that I had prepared with great effort. I believed he would definitely be moved when he received it, but when it came time to actually hand it over, I felt strangely embarrassed and avoided his gaze.

“...You were always curious about my work life, weren't you?”

However, after looking at it, Seo Hojin wrinkled his nose and mumbled.

“...Seonghyeon... already gave me one.”

“What?!”

“A concert ticket...”

Kim Seonghyeon, he didn't say a word to me about it?

We had discussed it with the members and gotten rid of the invited guest seats, so it was pretty hard for even me to get a single ticket for this concert?

“Seo Hojin, stop lying. I stayed up for days trying to get a canceled ticket, so how could Kim Seonghyeon...”

I was fuming, but I couldn't finish my sentence.

“Uh...”

Seo Hojin, who was fiddling with the ticket, was looking at the ground as tears fell drop by drop.

Even though I had seen Seo Hojin's tears not infrequently, it was still difficult to handle it calmly.

I brushed back his hair that had fallen over his eyes, reached out my left arm, grabbed Seo Hojin's arm, and started walking. He followed obediently, tears still streaming down his face.

Is this... the end?

I'd never had a conversation this long with him, so I wasn't sure how normal people usually wrapped things up.

Did I do the right thing?

He still seems to distrust me.

Besides, I myself wasn't sure if I should have told him. I had waited for him on this bridge for so long. It was a conclusion I reached after all sorts of thoughts flooded my mind, but.

Just when I was honestly thinking I wasn't sure, a tear-choked voice came from behind me.

“...Hyung.”

When I turned my head, I saw him sniffling, carefully holding the concert ticket so it wouldn't get crumpled.

“Weren't you cold?”

“......”

“Waiting here, you must have been so cold...”

I blinked slowly and laughed to myself.

And I tightened my grip on his arm a little more.

“It was fucking cold.”

A puff of white breath escaped my lips.

“When we get back, you're dead meat to Kang Ichae.”

“I'm in big trouble...”

“Get ready to be slapped.”

“Is he that scary?”

“Is that even a question?”

You have a lot to do.

You have to apologize not only to Kang Ichae but also to Min Jiheon, and after that, I plan on killing you again myself.

Unaware of his own fate, Seo Hojin nodded.

We walked across the long bridge through the heavy snow falling from the night sky. He was sniffling and repeatedly mumbling apologies, and I answered him again.

“It was fine, your hyung is okay.”

There would be no more.

The convenient Item Shop I used to deal with annoying bastards, the settings I used to size people up, the stats, the contribution levels, the adaptation levels, the system tailored to me, and even the world that was strangely kind to me.

Perhaps this hypothesis of mine could be spectacularly wrong. Even if the system returns to normal, I might never be able to clear it. Seo Hojin and I might live on, repeating this foolish act over and over again.

However, there is one thing I know, something someone kindly taught me.

“Let's go back.”

So now, it really didn't matter.


SS Chapter 66

The theater for ‘Midnight Protocol’ was nearly full, even on a weekday morning. Kim Heeyeong, enjoying a rare day off, crunched her popcorn and watched the movie comfortably.

The spy movie ‘Midnight Protocol’ moved past its climax and into its second half. The protagonist, ‘Seoyeon’, played by Jeon Yeogyeong, strolled casually down the street. Every mission she undertook with the mysterious man Han, whose nationality and affiliation were unknown, had ended in success.

Jeon Yeogyeong slipped a document from her bag and sighed. She stepped into a back alley, leaned against a wall, and flipped through the fluttering papers.

A bright red X marked the photo of the man who had helped her. It was a sign of death.

The sight of his handsome face brought back a memory, rushing in with the smell of blood.

【Gasp, pant...】

The man, suspected of being a spy, was stained with blood and breathing heavily.

Jeon Yeogyeong straddled him, aimed her gun, and asked in a low, pained voice, her finger on the trigger.

【...You said you wanted to live a good life.】

【......】

【...You said it couldn't end like this, that you'd live tenaciously even if it was pathetic, that you'd wait. Just why...】

The man only coughed in response to her resentful question. He did not answer. As she hesitated to pull the trigger, the corners of his mouth lifted slightly.

【Wow.】

Jeon Yeogyeong's eyes wavered.

【You're really not cut out for this line of work.】

Han seized the opening. He grabbed her hand, spun his body, and forced her to drop the gun.

Jeon Yeogyeong immediately tried to counterattack, but a sharp pain shot through her wrist, followed by the ting of cold metal clashing.

She realized one of her hands was now firmly cuffed to the metal bars and glared at him with eyes boiling with rage.

【You're right. I'm doing this because I want to live a good life until the very end.】

【Hey, you son of a bitch!】

【But you're the same, aren't you? You're pretty persistent yourself.】

He leisurely got to his feet. He picked up the gun from the floor and wiped the blood from his cheek with his sleeve.

【You asked for my name, didn't you?】

【Fuck...】

【My name is Woowon. Jang Woowon.】

The man checked the revolver's cylinder, gave it a light flick, and finished reloading.

Jeon Yeogyeong squeezed her eyes shut, thinking he was going to kill her.

【Remember it and call my name. Then I'll go.】

‘Take care, then,’ the man muttered lowly. Soon, the tap, tap of his shoes echoed. When she opened her eyes, he had already vanished.

After crawling on the floor for a while, Jeon Yeogyeong pulled a knife from her sleeve. She struck the metal bars a few times, ripped the whole thing off, then got up and ran again.

【Ugh, gasp...】

She rushed toward the abandoned factory in the distance, where the man had headed.

KABOOM!!

The factory exploded with a deafening roar. The blast threw Jeon Yeogyeong backward, and she tumbled with a bang and a boom.

...After that, a long time passed before she heard any news about him. A report stated that a body, presumed to be Han, had been found at the fire scene.

Recalling the unforgettable memory, Jeon Yeogyeong cursed harshly and furrowed her brow.

【He's dead, so how the hell am I supposed to call his name? Aish...】

Muttering, Jeon Yeogyeong hesitated for a moment and then rubbed her forehead.

【...J-Jang Woowon.】

Then she whispered it a few more times.

【Jang Woowon, Jang Woowon, Jang Woowon... To hell with it.】

As expected, nothing happened.

What am I doing?

Sighing at her own foolishness, she crumpled the document into her bag and slowly raised her head.

【......!】

At that moment, she thought she saw a familiar figure in the distant crowd. Her body moved reflexively, pushing through the people, even as she thought it had to be a mistake.

Her walk turned into a run. After squeezing past a shop with clothes hanging everywhere and a stall displaying various fruits, she entered a dark alley.

【Wow.】

The man's shadow greeted her.

A familiar low voice spoke.

【It's been a while, hasn't it?】

Realizing who she faced, Jeon Yeogyeong slowly broke into a bright smile.


Kim Heeyeong watched diligently until the final scene and the ending credits, then stood up. She tossed her empty popcorn box into a trash can by the exit and walked out to see a poster for ‘Midnight Protocol’ covering an entire wall. It was expected of a film that was still ranked number one long after its release and had been invited to famous overseas award ceremonies.

“...Hmm.”

The film had spectacular exploding sets, not a single wasted frame, and captivating action from the leads' passionate performances. It even had foreshadowing worth mulling over for a long time.

It was a well-made, spectacular blockbuster film that appealed broadly to the public while also captivating a dedicated fanbase.

He chose his next project well. I can see why it's getting a reaction overseas.

Kim Heeyeong slurped up the rest of her soda, turned on her phone, and accessed an online community.

[Title: Midnight Protocol (Strong Spoiler Warning) Ah Seo Hoyun ㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Saw Midnight Protocol late since it was nominated for a film festival

I thought it was an 'A Dirty Trial' ST so I was on edge until the end, worried Seo Hoyun would die

He acts so confusingly, you can't tell if he's an enemy or not. Sometimes he's kind, sometimes he's bad, and seeing it from Jeon Yeogyeong's perspective makes it even more confusing.

In the end, during the final highlight, the betrayed Jeon Yeogyeong goes to the scene late only to find the mission completed and a burnt corpse left behind... I was wailing, ‘Director-niiiiim, you can't do this...’

But what do you know

He's her superior at the National Intelligence Service

Jeon Yeogyeong: Huh???

Seo Hoyun: You really didn't know? I even told you to call my name.

Jeon Yeogyeong: ???

Seo Hoyun: To call me for the next mission.

Jeon Yeogyeong: (dumbfounded) Then why were you so confusing...?

Seo Hoyun: Because it's fun~

What the hell is with this bastard?

└ LMAOOOOOOO I burst out laughing for real

└ He's the scene-stealer of Midnight Protocol for real ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└ Jeon Yeogyeong: (super pissed) Excuse me, I heard all spies have a tragic backstory.

Seo Hoyun: ㅠㅠ Indeed, my handsomeness has caused many tragedies. 

Jeon Yeogyeong: (trembling with rage)

└ Ah, everyone in the theater was so pissed ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

└└ The fact that Jeon Yeogyeong can't even argue back is hilarious ha ㅋㅋㅋ

└ Ha, you idiot!!!!! Why can't you just tell Jeon Yeogyeong you couldn't reveal your identity because it was an order from above!!!

└└ But the fact that he screwed over his superiors midway is so Seo Hoyun-like ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Title: Seo Hoyun is a true madman

I can't even imagine a Jang Woowon who isn't Seo Hoyun

The director and actors officially confirmed there's not a single drop of romance in this... but watching Seo Hoyun's face on screen the whole time, I kept thinking, ‘Really? Are you serious?’

His face is one thing, but his vibe is so damn sexy...

└ Ahh... After letting go of the JeongJeong couple, Jeon Yeogyeong and Jang Woowon came to me like a miracle... a pair that fights like cats and dogs whenever they meet...

└ The director officially said Seo Hoyun went through hell filming, so I was looking forward to it, and when I watched the movie, he really was rolling around, getting rained on, covered in blood... All I can say is, thank you...

└ Watching this and then seeing Lee Jeonghun humming a song in a back alley in PTTC Season 2 is perfection...

└ My Jeon Yeogyeong who came from Hollywood... I love you...]

[Title. I'm so glad Midnight Protocol is doing well ㅠㅠㅠ

I was so pissed when all the stage greetings were canceled after Seo Hoyun's controversy broke out

It's a relief the controversy was resolved so perfectly ㅜ

└ It pays to live a good life

└ I still get pissed when I think about what that trash reporter did to Angel Seo...]

When the controversy first broke out, Kim Heeyeong had been worried and checked the reactions in real time since it involved someone she knew.

[Seo Hoyun is finished too ㅋㅋㅋ]

[At this point, Seo Hoyun is a madman, wow...]

The situation was at its worst, with new articles appearing every minute. The suspicions surrounding Seo Hoyun were numerous, and videos mixing lies with truth for views were rampant. It was obvious that even if he took a hardline stance, things would only quiet down for a moment before flaring up again in a different direction.

For some reason, Kim Heeyeong felt a little depressed.

In a situation like this, people wouldn't easily believe him, no matter how much he insisted that all the articles were untrue.

Just when it seemed the controversy had become severely overheated.

【Hello, this is Daepaseong Entertainment.】

Daepaseong Entertainment posted an announcement.

【We are here to convey our company's position regarding the recent articles and posts and rumors spread on online communities about our artist, Seo Hoyun.】

Everyone expected the post to be a notice of a lawsuit regarding the spread of false information about the artist.

However, it was not.

【The reporter who first published the suspicious article is the person who stalked our artist throughout his overseas filming and caused him mental distress.】

It was not a notice of a lawsuit against an unspecified number of people like before, but news targeting a specific individual.

【Our artist wished to be lenient with him, but we have filed a complaint based on our company's final decision that we cannot set a bad precedent. We are attaching the official court ruling related to this matter below.】

At the very bottom of the post, a court ruling was attached. It showed a fine for violating the Act on Punishment of Stalking Crimes.

[Wow, I searched online and it's real ㄷㄷㄷ]

[No, it's even more detailed in the ruling. Is that trash reporter insane? ㅋㅋㅋ He followed him all the way to the US for filming?????!!??]

[Wait, the ruling is terrifying. WH must have downplayed it. It seems he pretended to be a staff member on set and followed him around...]

[Isn't it totally over the line to chase him to a warehouse to see him one-on-one?? Scary ㄷㄷ ‘It was sufficient to unilaterally cause anxiety or fear in the other party’ << it's written in the ruling]

The content matched Daepaseong Entertainment's statement, and the effect of the court ruling, which contained only ‘facts’, was immense.

[Th... This... Seo Hoyun tried to be lenient about this...?]

[He's so kind...]

[He's a pushover;; I agree he should have been punished more severely to avoid setting a precedentㅇㅇ]

[Who has the intelligence to believe this leniency crap;; It's probably media play

└ Why would they use this for media play???

└└ No, I can't keep up with the mindset of haters ㅋㅋㅋㅋ. Just looking at the ruling, he was clearly the victim. Why would they use this for media play, especially when the punishment is so light;]

[He was naive...]

Around the time criticism against Seo Hoyun subsided and the atmosphere took a strange turn, Daepaseong Entertainment posted another notice.

【The reporter in question has since attempted to spread rumors about Seo Hoyun through an acquaintance, and for this dissemination of false information, he is currently under police investigation. Daepaseong Entertainment will continue to do its best to protect its artists and will respond strongly to all illegal activities under a zero-tolerance policy. Thank you.】

Not long after, news even came out on public broadcast that the reporter was under police investigation.

[Wow, there were so many suspicions, but look at Daepaseong making an example out of just one person by beating them to a pulp ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Their methods are on another level, so funny ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Hmm, but who believes this... It's a big corporation that values its products; of course they'd use their legal team to crush an individual]

[The agency is going crazy trying to do media play ㅋㅋㅋ]

[You could probably scam the people who believe this ㅋㅋㅋ. I should go sell them some linoleum flooring.]

However, public opinion was still split fifty-fifty until then.

Then, at that exact, impeccable timing, a major YouTube channel that covered celebrity controversies released a recording of the reporter's phone call.

【...I'm telling you, there's nothing on Seo Hoyun. Ah, I couldn't get anything. No matter how much I follow him, there's nothing. Aish. You said he faked his hospitalization last winter to get attention. You said Seo Hoyun is one hundred percent mentally ill, but why the hell isn't there any dirt?】

【Yeah, no women, and cigarettes? I haven't seen anything other than him being a neat freak. I thought he'd at least go to some super expensive restaurant... but that's not it either, so I've just been eating tacos around here, you know?】

How the YouTuber obtained the recording was of no interest to people. The words coming from the reporter's mouth were just too shocking.

【...Ah, I'll make it worth the plane ticket. Does it have to be clean? I can just take some exquisitely timed photos to stir up controversy. If not that, I'll just stage a big show. It doesn't matter if it's real or fake anyway.】

【The important thing is the view count.】

Finally, the YouTuber ended the video, his modulated voice filled with anger.

【Do you see the public as stupid animals?】

[You son of a bitch]

The public, enraged that they had been thoroughly deceived, began to dig into every article about Seo Hoyun, comparing truth and falsehood.

[Listening to the reporter, it seems Seo Hoyun is genuinely a decent guy]

[They say this is the employee ID design from before Seo Hoyun joined.

└ Hmm, even if the design changes, don't they keep using the old IDs?

└└ Nope, Lee Jihyeon said that when Daepaseong changes the ID design, they replace all of them.]

[OMG an apology was just posted. It was an employee who'd only been there for 2 weeks. Said they lent their ID to the reporters for money.]

[Crazy ㅋㅋㅋ The employee ID posted on SNS and the private SNS account were bought with money.]

Lee Jihyeon, a well-known employee at Daepaseong Entertainment, posted on her SNS story as if she had been waiting for this very moment. She wrote, ‘So impressive, using an old employee ID~^^!!!’

[Looks like Lee Jihyeon is super super super pissed about the Seo Hoyun controversy ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ. She brought out several of her own old IDs and refuted everything one by one ㅋㅋㅋㅋ]

[Jihyeon-nim ah ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ]

[Sob Jihyeon-nim ah ㅜㅜㅜㅜ You've grown attached ㅜㅜ]

It was not just the employee ID. Fans and the public revealed the fabricated parts of the numerous suspicious articles one by one.

[Ha... Looks like his left arm is naturally shaky...ㅜ If you watch the behind-the-scenes videos, it sometimes trembles]

[To call this a fake car accident, are they devils... The person involved probably didn't even want to remember it? Why bring up the car accident footage again? Just watching this is an assault.]

Then, staff members who had worked with Seo Hoyun also began to share their experiences one by one.

[The staff abuse rumors too ㅋㅋㅋ. I didn't believe it from the start. My friend was a staff member on Midnight Protocol, and they always posted on their story about how tough it was on set, but it was bearable because Seo Hoyun was an angel... I saw him give out gift certificates after the final shoot and thought, wow, Seo Hoyun is so generous.]

[My older cousin has been a filming staff member since PTTC Season 1 ㅋㅋㅋ. She said Seo Hoyun's nickname was Emperor of Food Trucks and he even wrote letters to the staff, so what abuse are they talking about? She's typing on her keyboard in a great great great great rage right now.]

Enraged at the reporters and clout-chasing YouTubers who had incited people with lies, they refuted the suspicions and controversies that had plagued Seo Hoyun.

[Attaching from my private account from when I was on set. Mine isn't fabricated~~^^ I'm cheering for you, Hoyun!!
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[What kind of celebrity with a bad personality writes handwritten letters to all the staff? ㅋㅋㅋ As staff proof, I'm attaching a script with filming notes.]

[Honestly, I don't know about the other suspicions, but thanks to Seo Hoyun, the working conditions on music video sets improved, so I can't stay silent and am writing a long post... (rest omitted).]

[Fabrication, bribery, and even stalking. The trash reporters who went along with it are on another level.]

[And you still call the public animals?^^]

[Where did all these people commenting suddenly come from? ㅋㅋㅋ Acting all clean all of a sudden is amazing.

└ Now that the incident is over, they're crawling out again;]

Another dispute was about to break out.

However, among the many people watching the series of events, one opinion quickly emerged.

[I've been quiet until now... I always thought he made a good impression, but strangely had too many controversies ㅠㅠ Could it be because he was lenient with everyone? I'm worried.]

[Ah, omg, no way... Did they see him as a pushover because he was lenient before too...ㅜㅜ]

The word ‘leniency’ started circulating, and the fact that he had controversies long ago also seemed to bother people.

The suddenly sparked fight fizzled out. People once again focused on Seo Hoyun's past.

[Aigoo... If we didn't know the truth, this would have passed by without anyone knowing... It's so easy to gang up on a celebrity. It must have been hard for Seo Hoyun to pretend he was okay.]

[So this is what happens when you're popular, wow ㅋㅋㅋㅋ. Seo Hoyun, you should get an exorcism.]

[You've suffered a lot...]

[If another suspicious article about Seo Hoyun comes up, he really needs to get an exorcism.]

In the midst of all this, a certain newspaper company wrote an article accusing Daepaseong Entertainment and WH Entertainment of manipulating public opinion, claiming the tide had turned too suddenly.

[You wanna start this again?]

[Ganging up on one celebrity is so easy 凸凸]

[Now they're even suspecting the netizens ㅋㅋㅋ]

[Are they crazy for views... Seo Hoyun, you get that exorcism.]

Faced with the public's cold reaction, the article was soon deleted.

After that, the suspicions against Seo Hoyun vanished without a trace, as if they had never existed.

The whole world was covered in Seo Hoyun.

On various OTT platforms, Seo Hoyun's dramas topped the rankings. Video-sharing platforms were also constantly flooded with videos of Seo Hoyun.

It was as if to compensate for all the controversies up until now.

Among them, a past video of Seo Hoyun quietly leaving the airport after finishing filming for ‘Midnight Protocol’ caught many people's attention.

【Seo Hoyun! Seo Hoyun, please look over here just once!】

Even though the title clearly said ‘Seo Hoyun Private Arrival Video’, a few reporters were waiting for him.

【Ah, reporter-nim, it's been a while.】

Seo Hoyun, who was diligently greeting the people who recognized him, also spoke with a friendly smile to the reporter shoving a camera in his face.

【...Have you been well?】

[He's smiling, but he's crying on the inside... His eyes are sad.]

[Look at him forcing a smile...]

[Seo Hoyun trusted the world too much...]

[He suffered so much from a reporter right before entering the country, and yet he's smiling and greeting another reporter... I'm the one who feels sorry.]

The comments, which had numbered in the hundreds, swelled to tens of thousands in an instant.

[You're an angel... Don't live so soft in this harsh world...ㅠㅠ]

And just like that, Seo Hoyun came to have the image of a ‘pitiful angel who trusted the harsh world too much’ in the eyes of the public.

“......”

It was true that she had been very worried until recently, and she was also relieved that the incident had been resolved well.

It felt like watching a real-life version of the incredible ending of ‘Midnight Protocol’, the ‘Actually, I'm your boss~!’ part. When Kim Heeyeong read as far as ‘pitiful angel’, she almost spat out her soda.

She did not know who was behind it, but this resolution definitely had not happened naturally.

“...Why does the back of my head feel so tense?”

There's no one around me who directs things like this.

In this situation, where a massively inflated incident was flipped on its head in an instant to reverse public opinion, she smelled something strange. It was the scent of a very familiar and infuriating style of direction.
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What is this familiar sense of a migraine...

Kim Heeyeong shook off the unsettling feeling, threw away her cola, and left the movie theater.

This was her escape from the broadcasting station after several months. A satisfied smile naturally formed on her lips as she wondered what she should do to relax.

But when you take work away from a workaholic, the only thing left to do is drink alcohol. She had just opened her messaging app to ask Lim Hyeonsu if she wanted to day-drink.

[Rookie4: Senior ...]

...This is unsettling.

[Rookie4: Are you at the station right now?]

[Rookie4: I'm so sorry, but could you please save me?]

[Me: Day off]

[Rookie4: Ah... yes, I'm sorry...]

The trailing dots at the end of the message bothered her. After a moment's hesitation, she sent a reply.

[Me: What is it?]

[Rookie: Um... PD Woo just ran out crying... He got an ultimatum from his wife that if he doesn't show up for his daughter's birthday, he should be prepared for the consequences...]

[Rookie4: All he needs is for someone to check the revised edits...]

“You've got to be kidding me.”

PD Woo often grew depressed, saying his family was on the verge of collapse because of his lack of work-life balance. Since Kim Heeyeong had received his help several times, it was difficult for her to pretend she did not know the situation.

Normally, touching another PD's program was taboo, but the station's current manpower shortage was severe. Besides, Kim Heeyeong, known as the Mad Dog of tvK Broadcasting Station, did not give a damn about such things.

Like the tragic hero of a sad story, she gazed at the blue sky and agonized over it a hundred times, but the conclusion was always the same.

In the end, she dragged her slippers all the way to the broadcasting station.

Muttering curses, she scanned the employee ID she had brought just in case and entered the second-floor editing room. An anxious junior ran up to her with a tearful face.

“...Senior-niiiiim...”

“Hey, you brat. How could you call someone on their day off, no matter how desperate you are?!”

“Uwaaaah, I think I'm going to cry now that I see your face, Senior...”

“Cry and you die.”

The junior, whining in a way that was not entirely unlikable, placed a very large iced americano in her hand. She took a sip. It was not a triple shot, though.

Sniff. Kim Heeyeong caught a whiff of something and immediately wrinkled her nose.

“Hey, you stink.”

“I haven't been home in a week...”

“...I'll take a look at the revisions on my own, so go to a nearby sauna and wash up.”

“Uwaaaaaah, Senior-niiiiim...!!!”

“Ugh, gross! Hey! Get off me!!”

The junior, who had repeatedly begged her to just check the edits, seemed to have lost his mind. Watching him bow repeatedly as he stumbled away, Kim Heeyeong sighed and entered the editing room.

“Damn it, I'm definitely making PD Woo treat me to expensive Hanwoo beef for this...”

How dare he summon a worker who's resting on her day off?

The junior who called her was not really at fault, unaware that she was enjoying a beautiful day off. A senior, however, was different. A senior was unforgivable, even if his family was on the brink of ruin.

Grumbling, Kim Heeyeong played the edited video. Her eyes soon widened.

Huh, what's this?

It was The Dawn.

The variety show video her junior had asked her to check was a popular program that aired on weekends. It featured a fixed panel in a studio who watched the daily lives of ordinary people or celebrities and added their commentary.

This time, it seemed to be a special episode featuring The Dawn.

It's pretty standard.

But well, standard is usually for the best.

Resting her chin on her hand, Kim Heeyeong pressed the space bar and quickly scanned the footage for any problematic parts. When she found something that needed fixing, she jotted down the timestamp and the necessary corrections in her notebook.

Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun chattered noisily as they walked toward the parking lot, as if heading somewhere. Seo Hoyun, who had already arrived, stood in front of a van.

His cool impression and long eyelashes were the same as always, but the moment she saw his smooth face, Kim Heeyeong immediately opened the lid of her americano and chugged it.

“Agh.”

Just before, she would have smiled fondly, thinking what a great idol he was. For some reason though, he got on her nerves today.

She put her personal feelings aside and focused on her work again.

【Oh, Hoyun-hyung!! What are you doing~?】

Seo Hoyun leaned against the vehicle, looking at his phone. Because of that, his phone screen was faintly reflected in the tinted van window.

“Ah.”

Ah, the editor missed this.

Kim Heeyeong immediately paused the video. She used the keyboard to zoom in as much as possible and closely examined Seo Hoyun's phone screen reflected in the window.

[Still living so fucking well ㅋㅋ damn]

[When are you gonna die, Hoyun... just die]

[Acts all nice but he's the definition of shady T_T]

They were malicious comments. The kind that crawled all the way to an artist's PopPop to spew curses.

“They must have nothing better to do.”

So infuriating.

Frowning, Kim Heeyeong pressed the space bar. Seo Hoyun's nonchalant face appeared as if nothing was wrong. He pressed down on the head of a giggling Jeong Dajun, who came skipping over, and then got into the van.

Seeing this, Kim Heeyeong tilted her head.

...But, did he not know about this?

He's not the type to carelessly let something like that be caught on camera. Not even if it was just a reflection in the van window.

Kim Heeyeong had experience filming with Seo Hoyun before, so she knew his behavioral patterns to some extent. She also knew very well that he was great at creating what was known as 'broadcast-worthy moments'.

A question mark formed in her mind. For now, she set the doubt aside, wrote it down in her correction notebook with a timestamp, and continued skipping through the video.

【We're stealing your heart! National Intelligence Service Special☆】

Ddiriring... A tense spy movie theme song started playing, perhaps imitating 'Midnight Protocol' which she had just watched.

...They're doing a skit?

They said there was someone at Daepaseong Entertainment who was crazy about planning, and sure enough, their daily life segment had vanished without a trace.

Kim Heeyeong pressed the keyboard a few times to skip through the video.

【The National Intelligence Service interview will now begin!】

The scene changed, revealing a somewhat stiff-looking office. The camera showed the members of The Dawn sitting rigidly on chairs in the center, surrounded by ornate, old-fashioned wooden furniture.

A moment later, the door flew open with a bang. Seo Hoyun sauntered in with his hands in his pockets. Then he slammed his foot on the desk with another bang and tilted his head.

...Hm?

【Ah, you've all arrived on time.】

It seemed to be a mock interview concept. The format involved asking the members questions from a mission card and using a lie detector.

Normally, she would have glossed over it, but Seo Hoyun stood out strangely as he arrogantly scanned the interviewees with a thuggish attitude.

【...Mr. Kim Seonghyeon.】

【Yes, yes?!】

CREAK. Seo Hoyun leaned his chair back, rubbing his forehead and jutting his chin.

【You see the lie detector attached to the armrest of the chair? It's a standard procedure. Please place your hand on it. You can only answer 'Yes' to any question. If you can get through all the questions nonchalantly, you will pass.】

【...Yes.】

【Then the first one. ‘Seo Hoyun is kind.’】

A subtitle popped up that read, ‘But that's not what's written on the mission card...?’

Seo Hoyun stroked his chin with his fingers and smiled sweetly.

【Go on.】

【...He's kind.】

【Say his name.】

【Seo Hoyun is ki— Gyaaaak!】

Unable to even finish his sentence, Kim Seonghyeon flinched, startled by the electric shock from the lie detector. BZZZT...

Without batting an eyelash, Seo Hoyun shook his head.

【Oh dear, it seems to be broken. Let's try again.】

He's kind!

He's kind! He's kind...!

This went on for over five minutes, not just with the tearful Kim Seonghyeon, but also with the screaming Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae. It was no different from blindfolding someone and endlessly stuffing onions into their mouth until they said it tasted like an apple.

“...Is he really an angel?”

Just as she muttered this dubiously, Seong Jiwon, who had been wearing an expectant expression, walked out gracefully.

【Ah, is it my turn now...?】

【Pass.】

【Huh?】

【Are you kidding me!!!】

Indignant cries of ‘This is favoritism!’ and ‘Does he not fear a revolution!’ erupted from behind, but Seo Hoyun paid them no mind and decisively declared him passed.

【Go on. I know you'll pass anyway.】

【Yes??】

What's with this narcissism?

Not just the members, but even the whispering staff hesitantly approached Seong Jiwon. They asked him to say, ‘Seo Hoyun is kind.’ When he did, the lie detector made a cheerful sound and judged it to be the ‘Truth’.

Of course, Seo Hoyun was not easy on Seong Jiwon either.

【Instead, eat this before you go.】

【...Yeees?】

He smiled sweetly. “Jeong Dajun made a packed lunch today,” he said, and repeatedly brought a spoonful to Seong Jiwon's mouth.

Finding it hard to watch, Kim Heeyeong quickly skipped the video and scratched her head.

Can this even be aired?

Isn't Seo Hoyun's current image that of a pitiful angel?

I thought he'd be able to use that image for quite a while, even without forcing out tears.

Wouldn't viewers who came expecting an innocent, soft-hearted idol be taken aback if they saw this broadcast?

Kim Heeyeong, habitually weighing public opinion and calculating broadcast-worthy angles, focused again. This time, Seo Hoyun appeared as the interviewee.

Kang Ichae, who had suffered greatly and was shaking out his right hand, let out a breath, hoo... He raised the corners of his lips.

【Mr. Seo Hoyun. Say, ‘Kang Ichae is nice.’】

【Kang Ichae is nice.】

When the lie detector showed no reaction, Kang Ichae's expression twisted slightly.

【Ka... Kang Ichae is elegant and cool, an angel like no other in this world, a genius composer, good at IRIX, kind-hearted, and a cosmic super-duper star!】

【Agreed.】

【......】

As if unable to believe he passed the lie detector instantly, Kang Ichae examined the device. Seo Hoyun just smirked and waited for the next guy.

Meanwhile, Kim Seonghyeon, who had only suffered during his turn, looked at Seo Hoyun and asked.

【...From now on, I will not call Kim Seonghyeon ‘baby’.】

【Yes.】

The lie detector went BZZT. A red light flashed and sparks flew, but Seo Hoyun was shameless.

A subtitle appeared at the bottom of the screen: ‘The only goal was to ‘pass’ in the first place...!’ With a very sour expression, Kim Seonghyeon picked another mission card.

【...The memories up until now have been good?】

【That's right.】

This time, the lie detector judged it as ‘Truth’. A faint smile on his face, Kim Seonghyeon drew one more card, then hesitated slightly as he looked at him.

Then, he asked the final question.

【...I will remain with The Dawn forever.】

The corners of Seo Hoyun's mouth curved up into a half-moon shape.

Then, he leisurely wiggled his fingers caught in the lie detector...

“...Huh.”

A brief commotion erupted along with a staff member's cry of, "Ack!" Watching the following scene, Kim Heeyeong scratched her cheek.

“...How strange?”

Still, well, he looks happy.

Unlike when he was on Shining Star Season 2, he seems much more relaxed... and it looks like he really cherishes his members.

Something about him is calm, yet sparkling.

...He really does seem like an idol.

She felt a strange emotion.

【Mr. Seo Hoyun, may we have an interview?】

Soon, the members' individual interviews began to play. It was a format where the staff asked them about the topics that came up during the lie detector segment.

【The members have been complaining that you were unusually kind until recently, but then suddenly changed... Have you had some kind of change of heart?】

【Ah.】

Seo Hoyun's head tilted to the side.

【I was repaying a debt.】

【And now?】

【I think I've paid it back sufficiently.】

The man continued to speak shamelessly and lowered his eyelashes.

【...And, since I'm naturally a good-natured person, shall we say I'm slowly returning to my old self?】

He stroked his chin once, then gave a smile more charming than anyone else's.

【In any case, won't they be satisfied with my existence alone?】

From off-camera, the indignant voices of other members could be heard, saying things like, ‘Did Seo Hoyun eat something weird?’ and ‘My hand is paralyzed right now!!’ but Kim Heeyeong just tapped her notebook with the tip of her pen.

...Well, I think I've seen enough.

He seemed a bit mischievous, but like a true idol, he finished the shoot cheerfully without crossing any lines.

Although there was still an unresolved question...

Should I check it one last time and wrap this up?

Kim Heeyeong finished organizing her notes and rewound the video to the beginning.

To the scene where the malicious comments were caught.

“...Huh.”

She leaned forward, her back leaving the chair, and brought her face close to the screen. She gauged the angle of Seo Hoyun's phone screen and rubbed the bridge of her nose with her fingers.

“Wait a minute...”

She rewound and fast-forwarded the video several times.

Now that I've seen it all, I get it.

“...That bastard did it on purpose, didn't he?!!”

In the scene where he was leaning against the van, there was clearly nothing on his phone screen. However, on Seo Hoyun's phone, which was briefly visible during the later interview, there was a privacy screen protector.

Recalling his mischievous smile, Kim Heeyeong slumped back into her chair.

“Wow, seriously...”

That guy is starting his engine again.

Dumbfounded, Kim Heeyeong let out a hollow laugh, ruffled her hair wildly, and walked out of the editing room. She nudged her junior with her foot. He was squatting in the hallway, asleep, and looked a little less grimy, as if he had washed up.

“Ugh... I wanna go home... Se-Senior?!”

Startled, the junior shot to his feet and asked with a tense expression.

“H-How is it?!”

“How is it? You've lost your touch, you brat.”

“Aaaah....”

“I wrote down the editing notes. Follow those.”

“Se-Senior-niiiiim...!!”

Kim Heeyeong handed the review notes to her despairing junior and patted his shoulder.

“Hey, and be especially careful when Mr. Seo Hoyun is on screen.”

“Yeees?”

“He's one to watch.”

Kim Heeyeong gave her junior a few encouraging slaps on the back and strolled down the station's hallway. Since she was here anyway, she figured she might as well get some work done in advance.

Perhaps because it was winter, the sun was setting early.

Just then, she heard a song coming from somewhere.

【...—Everdawn everdawn

You're standing on that shore】

It seemed to be the sound of a concert rehearsal coming from the newly built stadium visible far outside the window.

【After the end of a love that set off fireworks

It can't end so shabbily like this】

Listening to the live music drifting from afar, Kim Heeyeong stretched her arms wide and laughed heartily, feeling refreshed.

“He's living ve~ry well, that punk.”


【When everything grows distant, I only see you

Swallow the orange light and melt even the pale blue】

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.

【Beyond The Dawn, pull in the twilight glow (Noeul)】

Despite the rather cold weather, the outdoor concert venue was already packed with an audience.

The Ever After concert was about to begin. As I walked backstage and rechecked the setlist, a roar of cheers erupted from the distance.

“What's that?”

“Ah...! They're playing the event video right now.”

The staff member mumbled a reply and quickly left. Amidst the staff running around frantically, the members were also busy checking their mics. Watching them, I tapped my thigh with my fingers.

Ding!

[E R R O R!]

Still?

A flicker of annoyance rose in me at the blue window still occupying my vision.

Both ‘Idol Maker’ and ‘Eternal Idol Maker’ stemmed from the rift caused by the clash between ‘Infamy’ and ‘Good Karma’, so I had deliberately escalated the incident.

Of course, the situation was different now. The controversy was huge, but I had not fallen unconscious, nor was it my birthday, so I knew it would not be easy to create as big of a stir as back then.

However, I had believed this would be enough to restore the system...

It's useless.

Is it a comfort that there are at least no status abnormalities?

Clicking my tongue softly, I walked through the bustling staff, strolling backstage to find him.

The guy I was looking for was perched amidst the equipment, retying the laces of his combat boots while chatting and laughing with a somewhat flustered staff member.

As I approached him while he was waving to the departing staff member, he sensed my presence. He looked up, and his smile vanished.

“Kang Ichae.”

This was the guy who would usually be flying all over the stage from the moment rehearsals started, so I was concerned that he was being too quiet today.

“I heard Seo Hojin is coming today... Did you hear?”

He, like me, had been searching desperately for Seo Hojin.

The memory was still vivid of Kang Ichae running up, panting for breath, after getting the call while Seo Hojin and I were warming up at a convenience store near the coast.

I thought he would explode with anger the moment he saw Seo Hojin, but he just hugged Seo Hojin tightly.

“You son of a bitch...”

With Kang Ichae burying his face in his shoulder, Seo Hojin froze stiffly and awkwardly raised his hands. He soon began patting his back and repeatedly apologizing.

I also relayed my conversation with Seo Hojin to Kang Ichae, and it seemed the two of them had also talked quite a bit about the future.

Of course, it seemed a hellish time had also arrived for Seo Hojin.

“Hojin-hyung is here?”

I do not know how much he had been tormented, but recently, Seo Hojin's face would instantly turn pale whenever he ran into Kang Ichae.

Whenever that happened, Kang Ichae would nonchalantly lift one corner of his mouth into a crooked smile.

“...Ichae-yah, I'm sorry. I was really in the wrong.”

I have a feeling they'll be bickering and fighting with IRIX soon enough.

“Did you make up with him okay?”

Well, I had received some advice, and Kang Ichae must have gone through a lot, so I was about to start properly consoling him.

I curved my lips into a deep smile and asked gently, my voice deliberately lowered.

“Seo Hojin is quite a troublemaker, isn't he?”

Kang Ichae raised an eyebrow as if he was very displeased and spat out.

“That's not something you should be saying, hyung.”

“......”

“Look at you, trying to act all nice at a time like this.”

...This little punk, really...
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"Acting like some pitiful angel..."

Kang Ichae held a serious grudge. I wanted to leave the guy who never knew when to stop, but after listening for a while, I plopped down beside him.

"I have something to ask you."

"Go ahead."

There was something I had been curious about Kang Ichae for a while.

"You've been pretty quiet lately, haven't you?"

"...All of a sudden?" he asked.

It wasn't all of a sudden.

My condition had been a mess during the awards ceremony, and my mind was elsewhere while I searched for Seo Hojin. Even through all that, a question lingered. I wondered why he had helped me so obediently. When I said I needed to take a gamble, I thought he would oppose it. It was surprising that he accepted the proposal at once.

Not only that, but even at the guesthouse, Kang Ichae only advised me to talk to Seo Hojin. He didn't step up and act on his own.

"You haven't even gotten angry once."

Has he grown numb to my situation?

That seemed unlikely. Even as my vision blurred, I saw Kang Ichae urgently call my name and press on my chest, his eyes turning red. The old him would have threatened me several times over by now, but even after we returned to our daily lives, he just grumbled for a moment before going back to his usual relaxed and playful self.

Is it because he knows I'll never die while I have Seo Hojin?

That didn't seem to be enough of an explanation.

Thinking back, it was a surprising change, and I was even proud of him, but I didn't know the reason for this change. I deliberately rested my chin on my hand and asked slyly, "Ichae-ah. Did you really trust me that much when I said I'd grant your wish?"

Kang Ichae, who had been staring silently, smirked.

"...You're full of confidence, aren't you?"

Ah, I'd be a corpse without it.

I stared at him intently. He seemed to realize he couldn't get away easily and sighed softly.

"Well, it's hard to say it didn't have an effect."

The guy muttered quietly, "Because you're someone who keeps their promises like a ghost." He then pulled one leg up.

"But hyung, do you remember when you collapsed?"

...To be honest, I don't remember it well.

But it would only be my loss to say so. I kept my mouth shut. Kang Ichae tightened the laces of his combat boots and continued.

"You told me to tell the members to make up a suitable excuse so nothing would leak, and to let you know if anything happened."

I did.

Since I had a history of collapsing several times, I figured they wouldn't worry too much even if a similar situation happened again.

"Even though I was reluctant, I understood why you were doing it. Still, I was scared. I don't believe in any gods, but I found myself wanting to pray desperately to someone."

This makes me feel like a total piece of trash.

My runaway conscience returned as I listened, and my heart stung. I thought about cutting the conversation short, but Kang Ichae adjusted the lace on his other boot and added more.

"I felt like I couldn't bear it anymore, so I came out of my room, and Jeong Dajun was squatting in front of the door."

"......"

"As soon as he saw my face, he shot up and hugged me tight."

...I had no idea that had happened.

"...Do you know what he said when he saw how anxious I was?"

"What did he say?"

"'Hyung said he'd come back?'"

...I did.

I had said I would succeed.

Kang Ichae slowly tightened the other lace. His lips curved into a gentle smile as if retracing the memory.

"That answer was enough for him."

I remembered Jeong Dajun's face from the awards ceremony, more vivid than the sparkling grand prize trophy. He had been covered in tears and snot, but he smiled brightly as he hugged me.

"...Also, during the variety show filming a while ago, there was that last question. When they asked if you'd remain with The Dawn forever, you flicked your hand and broke the lie detector. You said that for something so precious, a promise is enough."

"I did."

"So, Jiwon-hyung and Seonghyeon-hyung were clapping. They loved how you were romantic in a weird way."

Kang Ichae stood up and tapped the tips of his boots on the floor, his eyes curving softly.

"So, do you get it now?"

"......"

Kang Ichae saw Kim Seonghyeon approaching in the distance. He tapped his thigh rhythmically and recited.

"'I thought I was all alone and spent long nights by myself, but in truth, those around you are always waiting. I hope you will grab hold of that helping hand.'"

He quoted the statement our leader had written, word for word. It sounded very familiar.

"I grabbed on tight."

"......"

"That's why, hyung."

The guy grabbed the shoulder of the hesitantly approaching Kim Seonghyeon. He playfully made a crying face and rubbed his cheek against it.

"Right, Seonghyeon-hyung! What do we do~? Seo Hoyun is old, but there's still so much he doesn't kno-ow, and he has a nasty personality, plus a long way to go. I guess we'll have to take care of him."

"...Uh, huh? What?"

Kim Seonghyeon, who didn't know what we had been talking about, looked back and forth between me and Kang Ichae with bewildered eyes. Kang Ichae just cackled and walked away.

"What's with him again..." Kim Seonghyeon muttered, glancing at the retreating figure. He hesitated before finally speaking.

"...Seo Hoyun."

"What."

"I, ahem, have something to tell you."

Then he started fidgeting again.

"I think you'll be really mad if you find out... but actually, today..."

"My bastard of a younger brother is coming?" I asked, feeling frustrated as I sat up.

"Eek?!"

Kim Seonghyeon made a dumbfounded sound and froze stiff.

He looked as if he had done something wrong.

"...How did you know... Ah, no, I did something wrong..."

"......"

"...Actually, I don't think I did."

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been fidgeting with his fingers with his head down, suddenly did a complete one-eighty.

"Hey. Hear me out before you get mad."

I gestured with my chin. Kim Seonghyeon poured out the story in a small, rapid-fire voice.

"Well... I found out while talking to Hojin the other day. He said you keep everything related to your work a secret and don't really introduce people around you?"

I faced Kim Seonghyeon. He was speaking on a topic he was unconfident about but still met my eyes clearly. I felt like I could understand how Kang Ichae felt.

"I know I'm being incredibly nosy, but it kept bothering me after I heard that, you know?"

Definitely.

When faced with a guy like this, just as I had first asked Kang Ichae for a letter...

"...Most of the members' families have come to a concert at least once. Everyone was happy. So I thought it'd be nice if your family could come at least once for this occasion..."

...he would want to hold the members' hands.

So, after taking a short breath, I asked.

"Did he get in safely?"

"...Huh?"

Kim Seonghyeon blinked.

"Uh, uh... probably? I asked a staff member in advance... It should be fine as long as he has a ticket."

"Really? How did you get it?"

It was an even better seat than mine.

I might not have a talent for games, but I'm not the type to be outdone in this kind of skill. The guy's eyes darted around as he hesitated before answering.

"...With Seong Jiwon, by staying up all night."

In the end, it meant they had pretended to know nothing and not care, while secretly trying to get concert tickets behind my back.

And I had been fooled.

I gently kicked the leg of Kim Seonghyeon, who just watched me, afraid of being scolded.

"Good job."

"Yeah, I'm sorry for being presumptuous... wait, good job?"

"Yeah."

I still couldn't believe they got better seats than me. My pride was a little hurt.

However, looking at our proud and still-delicate leader, I whispered unfamiliar words.

"Thank you."

Kim Seonghyeon looked at me as if he had seen a ghost, but that didn't last long.

"Waaah!!"

Jeong Dajun, wearing a ribbon on his head, popped out from behind.

"Hey, hey, hey! Excuse me!! I don't know what you're talking about that's so~ melancholy, but this isn't the time to be distracted! The fans are eagerly waiting for us! We have to go up, so hurry up!"

Appearing like a storm, Jeong Dajun immediately grabbed both our arms and dragged us along.

Just behind the stage in the waiting area, Seong Jiwon checked his in-ear monitor with one hand. He smiled reflexively when he saw us.

"Oh? Why are you in such a hurry?"

"What?! Isn't the concert starting soon?"

"We still have time."

"Keuk!! How could I make such a mistake...!"

Jeong Dajun slapped his forehead, then winked and grinned.

"A person can make mistakes, you know. Hehe."

"Wow... Our maknae has gotten so shameless..."

"Are you sure the hyungs are completely blameless~?! Wahaha, since we're all gathered like this, why don't we do our cheer?"

"What?! A cheer? You're going to do the cheer without Ichae?!"

Kang Ichae came running like a hornet. He grumbled about why we were doing it so early but was afraid of being left out.

Even after five years, we were a team that still hadn't decided on a proper cheer. The moment we gathered, Kim Seonghyeon nudged Seong Jiwon's side. Seong Jiwon, who had been laughing, spoke in a low voice.

"Uhm... a lot has happened this year, but..."

"This is a cheer, not a toast!"

"...I wonder if there was ever a time it wasn't like this."

Seong Jiwon quite naturally ignored Jeong Dajun and extended a long, slender hand to the center.

"This is the biggest concert we've ever done, but let's not get too nervous or anxious!"

"That's right!! Even if today's concert is a disaster, we still have tomorrow!!"

The completely undaunted Jeong Dajun shouted again with bravado, but the eldest hyungs' expressions turned frighteningly serious.

"Are you kidding? Don't be a disaster."

"We have to earn the ticket price, Dajun-ah."

"...Hold on, hyungs. I was just joking to cheer everyone on. Aren't you guys being too harsh?"

Kang Ichae giggled. He fiddled with the ribbon on Jeong Dajun's head as he grumbled that he was a pro too.

Kim Seonghyeon clicked his tongue and extended his hand. The others, who had been bickering, reflexively extended theirs too. Five hands piled up in the air. Seong Jiwon took a deep breath, then let it out in a long "Hoo...".

"Looking back on all our days until now..."

His voice trembled slightly, as if he were a little nervous.

"I think we were so brave because we knew nothing."

The sensation spreading from our fingertips felt strangely ticklish.

When I faced him at that hotel, he had a frighteningly cold expression for someone so young. Now, he smiled faintly with starlight in his eyes.

"...Sometimes we were foolish and so immature, but still, we did a great job."

His words, which somehow felt more like an end than a beginning, lingered in the air. Kang Ichae, who had been watching him intently, raised the corners of his mouth playfully.

"...So, was this enough?"

Seong Jiwon tilted his head.

"We have to do even better in the future."

"......"

"...Ichae is saying something interesting, isn't he?"

While everyone else froze in fear, Seong Jiwon burst into a clear "Ahaha" laugh.

"Alright! The dawn is eternal, so let's move forward."

"...E-e-eternal!!"

"...Le-let's do well!!"

The maknae, frightened by the scary atmosphere, ran off shouting at the top of his lungs, as if he wanted to escape quickly. Kang Ichae watched him with an amused look and tapped my shoulder.

"Hyung."

He grabbed my shoulder, pulled me closer, and whispered something in my ear.

After listening quietly, I shrugged.

"No way."

"Ayy, you have no sentiment."

The guy looked delighted about something. He gave me a pouty smile and slapped my back a few times.

"Alright, let's do this."

The members, now a little more relaxed, scattered. I stared at the blue System Window for a while.

I followed the staff's guidance, walking along the blue tape on the floor as a camera followed behind me.

SWOOOOSH...

Darkness fell over the concert hall. The sound of waves crashing on a shore echoed, and a cheer full of anticipation erupted. Behind the stage, the staff also held their breath and stared at the monitors.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

Along with the sound of a clock, an old gear on the giant screen began to rotate like a second hand.

【■■■■ ■■■■■】

A pixelated caption appeared and static filled the screen. Then, the silhouette of Kim Seonghyeon climbing an old clock tower was revealed. He held a single ticket that read 'Ever After' and slowly climbed the old, spiral staircase, which was flecked with pieces of light.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

【■■E■ ■■TE■】

【EVE■ A■TE■】

Scattered letters intersected and flashed dizzyingly.

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick...

At the very moment Kim Seonghyeon reached the top of the clock tower and caught his breath,

Tick.

【EVER AFTER】

DONG— DONG— DONG...

The bell tolled seven times.

It was the signal that it was my turn to go out.

I exchanged a glance with a staff member and waited in front of the lift.

【Ah— Ah— Ah】

I put the in-ear monitor in with my left hand, and the sound became a little clearer.

【Ah— Ah— Ah】

The sound of Noeul's soaring voice came through the in-ear, mixed with the bustling staff, the waves from the VCR, and the chorus spreading far and wide.

A grand ensemble, like something from a huge orchestra hall, filled my ears.

I checked the monitor from the lift. The central screen split in half as a thunderous roar of cheers engulfed the concert hall.

Seong Jiwon appeared in the center, riding a flying lift.

【Ah— Ah— Ah】

We had all racked our brains and held many discussions about the opening song for the Ever After concert. In the end, we chose this song.

【We are becoming Stardust】

Stardust.

The song came out right after I spread the news of the car accident to win first place in Shining Star Season 2.

Therefore, it was the perfect opening salvo for Ever After.

"For this concert's theme... how about eternity?"

Just as he did when planning Framed Eternity, Kim Seonghyeon wanted to put a story into the concert that wouldn't change over time.

"Uhm, my vocabulary isn't good enough to explain it all in words... but this year has been so eventful. Since this is our last stage, I want to give the fans a moment that will last for a long time. It might be impossible in reality, but I want to make them believe this time will last forever, at least while they're here."

It was just like when we prepared for the final competition of Shining Star, talking about a star that overcomes countless adversities to finally shine on its own.

At his serious words, all the chattering members listened quietly.

"...I know. When you say eternity, it sounds a bit... like an unattainable, empty word, so it's not realistic... but still."

Kang Ichae, who was fiddling with his phone, curved his lips into a deep smile. Jeong Dajun suddenly threw his arms around the leader.

"Ah, my eyes are suddenly sweating... Keuk."

"Elephant, don't you dare wipe your nose on my clothes..."

Seong Jiwon, who had been listening quietly, also smiled and leaned in.

"I agree too."

【We are becoming Stardust】

Even though he sometimes seemed to have a screw loose, his gentle voice had the power to captivate people.

"Because everyone has had moments they desperately wished for."

Blue drones spread out in the purple twilight sky, twinkling like fireflies.

【Stardust,

Stars are embroidered on the night sea...】

A clear yet firm voice filled the concert hall. The flying lift, decorated with light purple wisteria and acacia flowers, slowly descended to the ground.

"And Seonghyeon-ah, why is that impossible?"

Like a scene from a beautiful fairy tale, Seong Jiwon emerged from the darkness. He smiled faintly at the light of the cheering sticks, which swayed like the waves of a blue sea.

【...I've pushed through the darkness for this moment】

"In our Dawn, we just have to make it reachable."
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I looked away from the monitor. I grabbed the lift's railing with one hand and the microphone with the other.

The fans' cheers grew louder and louder. Finally, my vision brightened as if a light had exploded. White and blue lights danced and sparkled.

【A black wave crashes over me

My heart pounds wildly

Am I suffocating?】

WAAAAAAAH...

Black-clad backup dancers lined up around me and saluted. An old memory washed over me.

【I'm out of breath, the water is rising

I feel like I'm going crazy with fear

Are we on the end?】

People thought the traffic accident video would end my image on a pitiful note.

【What are you talking about?】

As if.

I grinned at the sea of glowing blue light sticks in the audience. A thunderous roar erupted when my face filled the screen. I flicked my fingers lightly to the right. Kim Seonghyeon, who had been mixed in with the backup dancers, parted the crowd and appeared.

【A spark ignites in my heart

I will risk it all

I bet everything from the start

The point of no return】

On the opposite side of the stage, Jeong Dajun jumped around excitedly and grabbed the approaching VCR camera with both hands.

【Hear the thunder in my heart

We're not drifting, we're running wild

We never saved anything to go back

We can never go back to the beginning】

He spun the camera around.

The screen then showed Kang Ichae. He sat crookedly among the backup dancers on the steps of the extended stage, keeping time with the beat.

【Ah—,】

The guy smirked. He stomped the floor hard with his combat boot and began to rap.

【Whatever you call this moment,

riot, fate, stardust

I don't care what you call it

The result is already set】

The song itself had made him extremely uncomfortable due to unfavorable external circumstances at the time. Nevertheless, Kang Ichae had willingly rearranged it for this concert.

"If eternity is the theme, it's good to rewrite the times we were anxious."

Kang Ichae straightened up and beckoned to the camera with his finger.

【When there is darkness, there is light

Lord, please give us faith

Ah— Look above,】

He then pointed a finger to the sky and lifted his chin.

"Reassuring people is good, too."

BOOM! BANG!

Colorful fireworks exploded in the sky. At the same time, Seong Jiwon's clear high notes stretched out endlessly.

【Stardust, stars are embroidered on the night sea—

We're not lost, we're moving forward

We never saved anything to go back】

I tilted my head back and swept my hair up.

【All the way to the end

Even if we don't know what lies ahead...】

The lights dimmed. The melody of Stardust slowly faded as if sinking into the sea. Then, the clear, transparent sound of a music box began to play.

【...The heart of a star never grows cold

A night sea embroidered with worries like stars

But I've already fought through the darkness

So—】

However, Kang Ichae actually had another reason for the arrangement.

"I have a more interesting idea..."

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!

The moment all the members gathered in the center, lasers shot out from all directions. An explosive beat dropped.

Kang Ichae's wish grabbed the tail end of anxiety and led into the next song.

【Welcome to our eternal Gallery!】

To our latest full album, Framed Eternity.

Jeong Dajun ran out with an innocent smile, and screams erupted.

【Our gallery Ah Ah Ah

I'll hang this moment on the wall

The shape of a love frozen in time】

Jeong Dajun did a wave with one side of his jacket lowered. He made a heart with his fingers and sent a wink.

【The waves that crash without a moment to breathe

The moments that stir the heart relentlessly

They make us even more vivid

Like a story that's good to see again and again】

Even after finishing the opening set, the members were not out of breath. They held each other's hands and smiled brightly.

【Framed eternity

Eternity will exist for us...】


Right before we went on stage, what Kang Ichae said to me was simple.

"Hyung, something good is going to happen today."

The guy smiled playfully.

"Look forward to it."

Well, it probably means the system will be restored soon.

However, the blue window in front of me was still broken. We had filled nearly two hours with an insane difficulty level of non-stop dance songs, including the opening with Stardust and Framed Eternity, as well as Kill the Lights, Second Chance, and Level S2.

Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, Kang Ichae, and Jeong Dajun showed no signs of exhaustion. Jeong Dajun, the most energetic of them all, beamed and asked a question.

"Everyone, are you all enjoying our concert~?!"

But the fans' response was a little drained. The Noeuls had also been moving constantly, as if they were the ones performing.

"We still have a ton of encores left, but you're already out of energy...?!"

"Wait, let's take a little break."

A slightly flustered Jeong Dajun opened his mouth to speak again, but Kim Seonghyeon stopped him. The light sticks swayed from side to side, as if welcoming the break.

"Everyone, since we've all run this far together, let's take a moment to catch our breath."

Film!

Film!!

"...Yes, you all already know."

Confetti fluttered down from the sky like heavy snowfall.

Kim Seonghyeon chuckled at the desperate chants from Noeul. He reached out, caught a piece of confetti, and said.

"Alright, this is our last song."

"Sing it with us until the very end."

It was Film.

【Hmm— Hmm—】

Kim Seonghyeon smiled faintly and was the first to board the hot air balloon. The intro played as he took a step. Seong Jiwon, who had opened the balloon's door, smirked playfully. The moment Kim Seonghyeon stepped on, the hot air balloon floated up.

The floor and the audience grew distant. The screen looked so huge that I could see every single pixel.

I turned my head. The large screen played a short montage of scenes from Jeong Dajun's YouTube channel and a previous documentary.

【If all of this is for you

I think it's not so bad】

It showed Kim Seonghyeon slipping and falling while trying a difficult pool shot, and Jeong Dajun striking a cool pose after failing to knock down a single bowling pin. A shaky camera angle seemed to laugh while filming them. Some documentary footage was mixed in.

【Where we are standing right now

Whether our footsteps are following the same path】

Back then, during my ignorant days, I had firmly believed I could definitely return to my original place. I had blabbered on about how they could do everything without me and truly intended to let them go without any regrets...

【I want to ask but I just wait

I just see it coming】

...And yet here I am, still getting worked up and living like this.

【It would be a lie to say there were no hardships

The days we laughed carelessly and danced messily

The dawns I swallowed my tears without anyone knowing】

The hot air balloon lurched slightly. Seong Jiwon's eyes widened in surprise before he laughed embarrassedly.

I chuckled at that. I brushed back my hair as the wind whipped it fiercely into my eyes. Then I looked down at the dizzyingly distant venue below.

Where could he be?

It wouldn't be easy to find my younger brother in this huge crowd. I moved closer to the railing and scanned the people one by one.

【Looking back, we were so ignorant

That's why it shone brighter, our film】

Meanwhile, I saw the fans waving their hands desperately, as if this was truly the end. I finally understood a little of what Seong Jiwon had meant.

【Snow falling in summer and heat hazes in winter

A sunflower welcoming the moon or an evening primrose facing the sun

Even among all the incomprehensible things】

Eternity doesn't really exist in this world, and emotions are bound to disappear someday like consumables.

【We are still in that place

In our rightful places】

From up here, it seemed as if all these moments could be eternal.

I lifted my head and saw another hot air balloon in the distance. Kang Ichae stared at the VCR, his red hair fluttering in the winter wind. He smiled coolly.

Well, well, look at him, looking all pleased.

He was still a hopeful and good kid.

He was that kind of person, so he had told me something good would happen today, but I didn't believe in fairy tales enough to hope for a miracle right away.

And Seo Hojin, somewhere down there, was probably thinking something similar.

I rested my arms on the edge of the hot air balloon and looked at the scenery.

Well, it wouldn't be so bad if it ended like this.

In the end, the System Window still hadn't appeared by the end of the concert. I still didn't have a clear answer.

Time would flow on like this, regardless of my will. Just like everyone else, I would live a life where good and bad things happen.

Because I just have to make it appear.

Opportunities are created, even if by force, and aren't miracles something you seize?

Even if the system isn't restored by tomorrow, I have a Plan B I've already set up for broadcast. Even if that falls through, I have more than enough other plans prepared.

Besides, I had a mountain of things to do. I had debts to repay and far more bastards to deal with myself.

I harbored thoughts that were quite dark and inappropriate for a concert stage. I smiled sweetly and waved to the fans again.

【Hmm— Hmm—】

The hot air balloon completed its circuit and landed on the ground. Jeong Dajun was the first to jump out. He swung the towel around his neck like a propeller and ran excitedly to the extended stage. I saw Kim Seonghyeon reach out in horror.

【Ah— Snow falling in summer and heat hazes in winter

A sunflower welcoming the moon or an evening primrose facing the sun

Even among all the incomprehensible things】

Kang Ichae chuckled at him for a while, then brought the red crystal-covered microphone to his lips. He had an incredibly relieved expression.

【Where we are standing right now

Whether our footsteps are following the same path】

We then got off the hot air balloon. I playfully pulled Seong Jiwon close and spun him around once. His eyes widened, and he laughed softly.

【Where we are standing right now

Whether our footsteps are following the same path】

Blue and red confetti fluttered down slowly. I picked a piece from my hair and raised the microphone to sing the final part.

【I want to ask but I just wait】

This is the end.

This story will be our end.

【If all of this is for you

I think I'm glad】

And now was the time to bow in gratitude.

I raised my hand, and we started gathering in the center of the stage. My eyes met Kang Ichae's.

The guy grinned.

As if waiting for something.

Large and small balloons appeared from somewhere, rising up. Thump, thump.

TWEEEET...

Then, whistles sounded from a few sections.

A little.

A massive sing-along filled the concert hall.

"There were times I was a little scared."

It was 'P.S.', a B-side track from Framed Eternity. I wrote the lyrics with the members...

"That you might resent me, that I might disappoint you."

Our general Noeuls were surprisingly off-key.

It wasn't just the pitch, but the rhythm too. It was impressive that they somehow managed not to mess up the lyrics.

Kim Seonghyeon stared blankly at the scene. His hand holding the microphone hung limp.

"Crouching down, in the pouring rain, watching a candle flicker relentlessly."

BANG! Confetti rained down again. It would have been touching under normal circumstances, but it happened right when their voices cracked badly.

Kang Ichae found this so amusing he bent over laughing and almost slipped.

Kim Seonghyeon quickly regained his composure. He signaled to the other members to hurry up and wave.

The Noeuls must have known we were flustered, but they acted as if nothing was wrong. They continued to sing brazenly and loudly.

"Smiling awkwardly, in the heavy snow, looking at the eyes that stared straight at me."

Seong Jiwon smiled gently. He held his microphone and slowly waved his hand to help the fans with the rhythm.

A pitch-black night

As if I've seen it somewhere before, blowing out an unfamiliar candle.

As I looked at the audience, a sound pierced my ears.

-Ting!

Something very familiar.

Confetti fluttered like snowflakes. Through the rippling blue lights, I saw a bright blue System Window.

"To a melody mixed with the winter wind, shamelessly leaning on affection, a faintly written postscript that couldn't be delivered."

[...‘???’ is accumulating.]

[Checking if the game can be resumed.]

[LOADING...]

[ERROR!]

[LOADING...]

[LOADING...]

[ERROR!]

[LOADING...]

"Looking at you, I recall the memories."

[LOADING COMPLETE!]

[Insufficient life force. Essential conditions have been met through the rift, but you may experience difficulties progressing in the game.]

[There is a high probability that this will be a game without a complete clear. If the Player fails to complete a Quest, they will die immediately.]

It's finally here, I thought, trying to remain calm.

I had expected that much.

However.

[However, if another Quest is in progress simultaneously, and the Player's recognition level is maintained above a certain standard despite failing said Quest, the penalty judgment may be deferred.]

"Looking at you, I dream of today."

A new sentence had been added below it.

[Furthermore, the eternity of ‘Eternal Idol Maker’ is...]

...Is this a dream?

Here, at this exact moment?

I couldn't believe it and read the phrase over and over. Then something flew onto me.

Ack! I groaned and fell over on the stage.

The source of that merciless weight was Jeong Dajun. He was already a mess of tears and snot, bawling his eyes out.

I imagine tomorrow—

"Wow, Hyung, this is so, so, so touching. The way the fans think of us is so beautiful, even if they're seriously bad at singing..." he mumbled, but I was so out of it I only caught half of it.

A horrified Kim Seonghyeon ran over and lifted Jeong Dajun up from behind. I finally realized why that sentence had been left there.

"As twilight (Noeul) heralds The Dawn, leaning on someone's affection, faintly written down."

Ah, damn it.

I sensed my defeat. I pushed back my sweat-soaked hair and burst out laughing.

It was a scene so incredibly obvious that it was all the more unexpected.

"A postscript that couldn't be delivered."

Plan B wasn't necessary.

I had to admit that I had once again made an arrogant assumption.

This wasn't the ending of an unpopular fairy tale, nor was it the final chapter of our story. It wasn't a dawn I had to let go of without regret, nor was it a perfect full stop.

A true ending had to be a perfect period that left no lingering feelings or room for more.

But at this moment, it was just like the name of the song that billowed like a blue wave.

"Looking at you, I recall the memories."

This was a postscript.

I raised my gaze. The guy I had known for a long time looked back at me, smiling as brightly as the sun. His hair glowed an even brighter red in the reflection of the lights.

As if he had foreseen something.

"Looking at you, I dream of today."

I grabbed his hand, hot with fever, and stood up. He whispered, "See, what'd I tell you?"

My dazed self was reflected in the eyes of the guy who spoke so triumphantly.

Kim Seonghyeon gave me a dimpled smile.

Beyond a second chance, having heard the undeserved postscript I was given, I lifted my head.

A sea sparkling with brilliant blue light spread out before my eyes.

"Looking at you, I think of tomorrow."

It was our tomorrow.
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January 1st.

No, it was well past midnight, so it was January 2nd.

I parked the SUV in a familiar alley corner and got out. The quiet alley filled with the sound of falling snow.

SSHHH, SSHHH.

I stepped onto the pure white snow and looked up at the studio building, which was tangled in messy Christmas lights.

After the Ever After concerts ended successfully, I got a vacation and thought I could finally rest. However, Lim Hyeonsu threw a fit, complaining that she hadn't had her end-of-year party yet and demanding to know if we would just let it pass.

"Haaah..."

Honestly, I had things to do and felt too lazy, so I tried to ignore her, but because of Kang Ichae, who came running with his tail wagging at any call from Lim Hyeonsu, all the members were dragged here.

I clicked my tongue at the studio door, which still had a Christmas wreath on it. As I approached to ring the bell, the door flew open.

"Oh."

The top star, who held the doorknob, was tying a red scarf as if he was just about to leave. He pulled the corners of his mouth into a smile.

"Look, the angel has arrived."

It must have been his day off. Joo Woosung's unset, wheat-colored hair shone brightly under the fluorescent lights.

"Flap, flap."

"Ugh..."

I ignored the guy's "I'm-going-to-puke" expression and walked past Joo Woosung, who held the door wide open. Inside, the quiet dialogue of a movie played.

"Were you about to leave?"

"I have a schedule."

"Oh, really? You must be happy you got to see my face, even for a moment."

"Crazy... They said you've gotten more narcissistic, and it's true."

On one wall, the quintessential Christmas movie, Switch, played on a projector. On the opposite side, the members of the Anti-SHY Club and The Dawn were completely wiped out, reeking of alcohol.

...But the only one left alive is the pushover who's surprisingly weak to alcohol?

"How much did everyone drink?"

"Can't you tell by looking? That Seong Jiwon was no joke. For your information, I have a schedule tomorrow, so I didn't drink a single drop."

Was he asking for praise? I narrowed my eyes and stared at him. Joo Woosung just shrugged.

I thought I should quickly splash some water on our members to wake them up and go back to the dorm, but Joo Woosung’s voice came from behind me.

"They seemed to have a hard time preparing for the concert. Just let them be."

I turned my head and looked directly at Joo Woosung, who stood by the door.

"You must have had a hard time, too."

He seemed to be referring to the recent controversy.

I stared intently at Joo Woosung, who acted quite like a senior. He flinched slightly while tapping on his phone, which had Nyangnyang as its wallpaper.

"...Why, why are you looking at me so unsettlingly?"

"Ah... Seeing you, Joo Woosung, reminded me of something."

"...Wh-what? ...The... the Bali video?"

I did see that one. For three whole days, both Min Jiheon and Joo Woosung were dying, crushed by the silence.

The two extreme introverts, awkward and miserable, tried to start a conversation to lighten the mood only to regret it. Forced by the staff, probably, they walked around the Bali tourist spots with 'Why am I here...?' expressions on their faces.

That sight must have brought some novel entertainment to people, as the view count had already surpassed ten million. People even clamored for a part two of Joo Woosung and Min Jiheon's Bali trip.

"No."

But that wasn't what I was talking about.

"The 'Highlight Voice' video."

'Highlight Voice' was a YouTube channel where singers with new albums often appeared for promotion. Joo Woosung had also appeared after releasing his solo album.

The response was so good that it stayed at the top of the popular videos ranking for a while, so I watched it. Joo Woosung's greeting was quite interesting to me.

【Hello... This is Black Call's Joo Woosung. Ah, Woosung.】

After giving his usual line, Joo Woosung seemed to realize he was alone and corrected himself. He fell silent, then opened his mouth again.

【No, this is Black Call's Joo Woosung— Aack!】

"You missed the beat big time at the start."

"Aish... So it was that?" Joo Woosung grumbled and scratched his head roughly. "Damn it, I knew you'd make fun of me for this. Don't you have anything nice to say?"

"I do."

"...Huh?"

Despite missing the beat, the guy gave an awkward laugh and then delivered a live performance that was even deeper than the studio version.

In fact, the comments were also full of praise, asking what on earth he did to improve so much, and favorable remarks about how his affection for his group seemed to grow with each passing year.

"It was nice to see. Black Call's Joo Woosung."

Joo Woosung, who had been blinking, fiddled with the end of his scarf. He seemed lost in thought for a moment, then let out a small laugh.

"...You really haven't changed."

Joo Woosung, who seemed genuinely cheered up now, chuckled and tapped me with his foot.

"Hey, Klutz, when's your next comeback?" he asked.

"You think I'd tell you?"

"Aww, and I was going to tell Chae Jeongwoo."

"Hurry up and get lost."

"Whyyy."

Looking completely loyal to his own group now, the guy leaned forward slightly. He held the doorframe with one arm, his eyes curving playfully.

"Should we try to have our comebacks at the same time?"

Fuck, just get lost already.

As if reading my disgusted expression, the cackling guy whined that he really had to go now and that he'd be dead if he was late tomorrow because of a party.

He left the studio.

THUMP!

Joo Woosung clattered down the stairs, slapped the hood of his car, and looked at me just before getting in.

"Hey, Seo Hoyun!"

I held the door open with my foot and looked down at him. The guy grinned widely and shouted.

"Happy New Year!"

You too, you bastard.

The guy who flipped me off before getting into his car wasn't so hateful anymore. I returned the gesture to the back of his head and shut the studio door with a CLICK.

When I turned around, the messy studio came into view.

What a mess.

Lim Hyeonsu slept, hugging her guitar tightly. Kim Heeyeong was passed out over a table in the corner with some bottles. Fortunately, The Dawn's members were tangled up together on the sofa, far from the heavy drinkers. Kim Seonghyeon sat on the floor, his chin propped on a low table, dozing off. Near him, Seong Jiwon was sound asleep, and next to him, Jeong Dajun and Kang Ichae were sprawled out in a heap.

However, one member was missing.

I heard all the Anti-SHY Club members were invited.

Min Jiheon isn't here.

Dodging the bodies, I reached Kim Seonghyeon and nudged his arm with my foot.

"Hey, wake up."

"UGHH..."

"I said, wake up."

But he didn't budge.

Should I just leave them here?

I sighed, facing the unconscious members and wondering what on earth Seong Jiwon had done. I plopped down on the sofa, and a Polaroid camera caught my eye.

"...This bastard, he's persistent."

It looked like he'd already taken pictures this year. It was full of funny or sentimental photos. I picked one up and flipped it over to see a comment written on it.

[The Dawn that will never fall~><!!!]

It was Jeong Dajun's handwriting. The phrase was sentimental, but it was actually to tease the leader, who had been sniffling while drunk at the after-party.

"Hey, I feel like... we can do anything from now on... Don't you think?"

"Of course, of course."

"Seo Hoyun has to go to movie awards, I'll be on PD Kim Heeyeong's variety show, and Kang Ichae will go to the US for a songwriting camp, right?! Jeong Dajun will start his solo soon, and Seong Jiwon said he'll be a judge on a survival program, and most importantly, we have to make a comeback next spring..."

"Whoa! Great idea! Hey, Jeong Dajun! What if we, we, we enlist together later?!"

"Wait, why are we suddenly talking about the military?!"

If you enlist together, there's a high chance you'll be sent to the front lines.

Watching the guys who hadn't served yet giggle and rejoice, oblivious to that fact, I happily kept my mouth shut. At that moment, Kang Ichae was poking my side, pestering me to form a unit with him.

Kim Seonghyeon, who had been swaying and grinning, had buried his head on the table and mumbled.

"...This is nice."

"......"

"...Ah, this is really nice."

And he smiled softly.

"My Dawn that will never fall."

That would've been great for a broadcast. Too bad.

I chuckled, reached out, and brought the Polaroid camera over.

I'd handled plenty of broadcast cameras, but I'd never taken a picture with a Polaroid myself. I looked it over, then framed the guys, who now had the faces of young men, sleeping soundly in the viewfinder. On an impulse, I pressed the button.

CLICK.

"...What, did it work?"

I checked it, but it was still blurry, and I couldn't tell. I fluttered it awkwardly and lamented a little.

Fumbling with a camera. Seo Hoyun, you've lost your touch.

I put the photo in my pocket, got up, and left the guys, heading to the rooftop. I wondered if I might run into Min Jiheon.

I pushed through the tangled plant stems, but only an empty plastic chair under an awning greeted me. I plopped down on it, leaned back, and took out my phone.

I sent a text asking why he didn't come, and a reply came back immediately.

[Min Jiheon: Just because]

Seo Hojin said he apologized, so I thought he'd be okay.

As I stared at my phone, more texts arrived.

[Min Jiheon: I'm starvi~~~ng hehehe]

[Min Jiheon: Buy Jiheoney a meal ㅠㅠ]

My bank account is going to be drained.

Seeing him whine about food, it seemed this bastard was fine, so I sent a friendly reply.

[Me: 凸]

[Min Jiheon: hahaha]

[Min Jiheon: I couldn't go because I'm out of town for a shoot]

[Min Jiheon: Wow, Min Jiheon is so~ swamped with work]

[Min Jiheon: Happy New Year. Let's be happy this year too!!]

[Min Jiheon: (Happy New Year emoticon)]

I replied with just consonants and checked my other messages. From Kang Yeonhu, Lee Jihyeon, Yu Jia, Chae Jeongwoo, to the staff I had worked with until now.

"Happy New Year," "Give me a bigger bonus than last year" — when did Lee Jihyeon get so shameless? — "Thanks for the other day," "Let's work well together again," and so on. New Year's greetings had arrived from many people.

So, after a little hesitation, I also sent the New Year's greeting I had been putting off.

[Noeul.]

[It's late, but Happy New Year.]

I had more I wanted to say, writing and deleting it over and over, but in the end, I sent a short message.

[Thank you, always.]

I let out a deep breath and looked up.

I mulled over the new Quest and its text that had appeared on the blue window, then shifted my gaze up to the sky.

In the dim dawn sky, a surprising number of stars were studded, belying the fact that this was Seoul. I gazed at the scene for a moment, then closed my eyes.

"What are you doing?"

Just then, a low-pitched voice similar to my own sounded out. I lifted my head to see Seo Hojin standing there, tilting his head.

I stared at him, wondering how on earth he got here. He spoke as he closed the rooftop door.

"Well, Kang Ichae told me to come..."

"......"

"But when I got here, everyone was dead."

"You know it's hard to refuse him," Seo Hojin muttered under his breath. "...Hey, Min Jiheon asked me what I thought about joining the Anti-SHY Club. What is that?"

"I don't know."

"What is it? Some kind of Christmas gathering...? Like The Nutcracker?"

So Seo Hojin doesn't know either.

I avoided answering with silence.

Lim Hyeonsu would welcome Seo Hojin with open arms. She'd know he met the conditions the moment she saw him.

"...Do you have time?"

Seo Hojin pulled another empty plastic chair to sit next to me and offered me the gloves he was wearing. I threw them right back at him and looked at the sky. Seo Hojin hesitated for a moment, then put the gloves back on and started to speak, also looking at the sky.

"Hey, hyung. I have something to confess..."

"......"

"...I bombed my exam."

Well, well.

My little brother seemed embarrassed and sorry to tell me this, avoiding my eyes.

"...I, I think I lost my scholarship, too."

"This bastard is finally getting a taste of the real world."

"It's a little bitter..."

The kid sighed, spouting nonsense about how he would, of course, pay his own tuition.

"...I don't know. It's the first time something like this has happened in my life, so I was a bit shocked... Talking with Ichae, I've been thinking about what I should do from now on..."

"And?"

"Honestly, I still have no idea. I definitely went to Law School because there was something I wanted to do, but now I can't really remember what it was."

But I remember.

The young Seo Hojin who cried his eyes out, saying he wanted to become a prosecutor to make bad people pay for their crimes.

His undergraduate major was political science, so I thought he might go into journalism, but when Seo Hojin said he was going to Law School, I remembered that image of him. Just as I was thinking it didn't matter if he didn't remember, the kid fiddled with his gloves.

"But for now... I'm just going to study hard."

He continued slowly. A little sheepishly.

"Maybe I, too..."

"......"

"...Maybe I'll find something I want to do later, you know?"

I watched him for a moment, then reached out and ruffled his hair roughly. His hair now a mess, the kid let out a groan, "Aack," and muttered to himself.

As I put my hand in my pocket, I noticed my phone was hot and took it out. It seemed I hadn't turned off the PopPop notifications.

[Seo Hoyun.]

What's this?

[You don't have to beat around the bush to say you love me. I freaking loooove you too~! Let's live well this year too!!]

Besides that, a flood of similar replies poured in from fans. I burst out laughing, then took out the photo.

The blurry photo was clear now. In the very shaky picture were the members, sleeping soundly with foolish expressions on their faces.

Then, a gentle breeze brushed my cheek, and I lifted my head. A red twilight glow already spread across the pale blue dawn.

Suddenly, I thought it was beautiful.

"Hyung." Seo Hojin, who had been looking at me, blurted out as if amazed. "You look happy."

I just moved my chin slightly to meet his gaze and replied.

"I am."

"......"

His eyes widened a little.

"I'm happy."

His innocent-looking face overlapped with his childhood self for the first time in a long while.

I got up, kicked the leg of the chair Seo Hojin was sitting on, and left the rooftop. I could hear Seo Hojin's footsteps following behind me.

Back in the studio, I stepped over the guys who were still sleeping soundly, sat on the sofa, and took the funny photo from my pocket, tossing it in with the other Polaroids. Seo Hojin also sat next to me, covered himself with a blanket, and quietly watched the movie credits roll.

The sound of breathing filled the room rhythmically. Even with the faint sound of a car starting outside, my heart beat steadily in time. In the dawn light filtering through the curtains of the small window, dust motes floated in the air.

It was quiet and ordinary.

Feeling an illogical certainty seep into me, I watched the light for a moment before turning my head.

"Hey, I'm fucking starving. Should we wake everyone up for gukbap?"

"Oh my god..."

The way he smiled looked quite comfortable.


SS Chapter 71 Epilogue Ever Ever After

"They say Seo Hoyun died."

In the bustling dawn flower market, the owner of a flower shop squatted, carefully selecting flowers for the day. She shot up in surprise at the familiar name.

"Whaat? Seo Hoyun?!"

BAM!

She slammed her head right into a shelf.

The nearby wholesalers rushed over, horrified.

"Ma'am, are you okay?!"

"Aigoo, you're going to get a bump on your head! Does it hurt?"

"Ah, yes, yes..." She first checked the flowers she had carefully set aside. Fortunately, they weren't damaged. She sighed in relief and perked up her ears to the wholesalers' conversation.

"Where? When?!"

"Last week. Seo Hoyun was so~ popular... Hah, it's such a shame at his age. My daughter was wailing her eyes out."

"...Ayy, you never know. Maybe he'll come back to life?!"

"That doesn't even make sense."

They all clicked their tongues, and then the topic of conversation suddenly changed to a daily drama. The woman, who had been secretly listening, rubbed the bump on her head and decided to get back to her work diligently.

"Ma'am~, do you have this matthiola? About two bunches."

"I only have one bunch left."

"Then I'll take that and one bunch of hyacinths, please."

"Oh, nothing else? You're buying a little less today."

"I came by bus today..."

The used Chevrolet Damas she bought started rattling a few days ago and finally gave out. When she gloomily shared the news, the market wholesalers laughed as if they'd heard a funny story.

"Be careful on your way~!"

"Yep. Ah, it's graduation season soon, so please take good care of that bulk order I requested before!"

She bowed, and with her hands already full, she left the market with an armful of flowers. She barely made it to the bus stop and sighed as she put the flowers down. She had carefully selected only the necessary items, but it was still this much.

Ten years since she opened her business, she was still a little inexperienced, always hectic, and still not used to running her own business.

She checked her schedule for the day on her phone and saw a new order that came in through an open chat.

The reservation was under the name 'Jang Woowon', requesting a bouquet to celebrate a younger brother's law office opening.

That's amazing. His younger brother is opening a law office.

What she found a little funny about the open chat was that the proud description of the younger brother was three times longer than the actual order request at the bottom. It detailed how he entered Law School at the top of his class, graduated at the top of his class, became a prosecutor with the best grades, and then opened a small law office hoping there would be no more unjustly treated people.

It was very unnecessary TMI, but the tone was so polite and affectionate that she decided to think of it favorably.

They must be incredibly proud and have a great relationship. I don't even talk to my own younger brother that much...

Hurriedly gathering her flowers, she boarded the bus that had just arrived. She decided she had to make an especially gorgeous and pretty bouquet for this customer.

The current time was 5:30 AM. Even though it was early morning, the bus was quite full of passengers. Squeezing herself into a seat at the very back, she let out a white puff of breath and looked out the window.

Everyone is living such busy lives.

As the bus left the quiet roads and entered the city center, an advertisement played on a building's curved screen. It showed a red-haired man in a navy pinstripe suit, lying askew and touching a perfume bottle with his fingertips.

Hm, that's Ichae.

Come to think of it, The Dawn was now a senior idol group with many years under their belt. Kim Seonghyeon, Seong Jiwon, and Jeong Dajun had even enlisted together and completed their military service. Despite that, their popularity continued to soar to unknown heights, reaching for the cosmos.

Oh, it's Jiwon.

It seemed to be a hot chocolate ad. Seong Jiwon appeared, wearing a fluffy white knit sweater and holding a mug, smiling softly as he gazed out a window at the falling snow.

She admired his innocent appearance for a moment, but then came Kim Seonghyeon, tightening his hiking boot laces and wiping the beads of sweat from his forehead, followed by Jeong Dajun, who jumped into and buried himself in a large, cozy-looking bed.

...Am I watching a The Dawn compilation right now?

Then again, the streets of South Korea had been like that for a long time.

The movie 'Midnight Protocol', still talked about as a legend, swept all the awards at domestic ceremonies at the time and even won Best International Feature Film and Best Supporting Actor at a prestigious overseas film festival. With its undying popularity, a sequel was even made. Later, the rights were sold to the US and it was adapted into a drama series.

In the midst of all that, The Dawn didn't neglect their main job either.

Starting with overseas awards, they broke records on international charts and even challenged for a Grammy Award, going back and forth with Black Call.

When they took a hiatus for Jeong Dajun, Kim Seonghyeon, and Seong Jiwon's enlistment, there were worries that The Dawn's buzz would decrease. However, Seo Hoyun and Kang Ichae released a song as a unit with a sleek R&B groove and hit it big.

The enlisted trio was also drafted for a military festival, and the video of them laughing heartily and commanding the stage on a day of pouring rain and wind also remained in the public's memory for a long time.

And finally, the new album they released as a full group of five also enjoyed immense popularity.

...Of course, the incidents and accidents they got caught up in afterward were also quite something.

"Waaah..."

The bus stopped at a traffic light, and a large electronic billboard nearby came into view. The black screen flickered with static, ZZZT, then a metallic, inverted triangle logo appeared. It rotated slowly, then shattered and scattered like petals, revealing the words 'THIS WINTER'.

That was all, but the logo alone was enough to tell whose advertisement it was.

...Nice.

She watched it quietly, then rested her head against the window.

What do I do if I still like him?

Soaked in sentiment, she sighed, then flinched in surprise at a very familiar scene. She had almost missed her stop!

Wa-wait a minute! Driver, I need to get off!!! she shouted internally, mashing the stop button and hurriedly gathering her flowers to get off the bus.

She watched the bus quickly disappear, then took out her earphones and plugged them into her phone.

【I’ve invited someone representing the K-pop culture. Yes, I am talking about ‘that man.’】

She pressed the mix playlist on YouTube and walked, bobbing her head, as a podcast from a famous New York newspaper started playing. It was a special one with simultaneous interpretation into Korean.

She remembered it was from a long time ago, right after the 'Ever After' concert, when Seo Hoyun had appeared alone.

After a short commercial, the DJ, who had been excitedly listing The Dawn's achievements, started talking about hobbies and asked Seo Hoyun.

【Seo Hoyun, you like video editing, don't you? Do you not edit anymore?】

From the very first question, it was quite grating. The tone was interrogative and aggressive.

【No, not really.】

【Why? Isn't it a perfect way to draw attention? You could just do more.】

Fuck, just as I thought.

The memory came flooding back. When this podcast first came out, it was a hot topic among fans.

It was clear that the DJ was trying to find fault with Seo Hoyun, using the videos he had released through the members in the past as a pretext.

Remembering that time, her anger gauge started to fill up.

【Because I liked it?】

A calm voice came through.

【I really did like editing. I have no intention of denying it. I started because I remembered my family liking the videos I edited as a student, and I came to genuinely like it too. Hmm, you might think this is a bit sentimental... but I'm the type who believes that the more you like something, the more grand the farewell should be.】

As if it was nothing, Seo Hoyun was nonchalant.

【So, it seems that will be the last video I ever edit in my life.】

"......"

Listening quietly, she kicked at the snow piled up on the roadside, trying to cool her anger.

Following that, as they exchanged light conversation about The Dawn's success, the DJ threw another malicious question.

【Then, have you ever thought about it? Wanting to run away, or wanting to quit. No matter how suited you are for this job, many people feel the pressure.】

Seo Hoyun replied in a tone of disbelief.

【What kind of nonsense is this?】

【Excuse me?】

【Of course you should do it if you're given a miracle like this.】

As if anyone who didn't would be a fool.

Arriving in front of her shop and opening the door, she let out a small laugh. It was a good thing it was a broadcast. Otherwise, his tone would have been, 'What kind of bullshit is this?'

【I'm so happy, it makes me wonder if I'm even allowed to be. Seriously, truly, really, wow... It pays to live a good life, right?】

【Ye-yes?】

【Or is it not? Is it because I lived a bad life?】

The DJ seemed a bit flustered by Seo Hoyun's answer but soon threw out the final comment.

【Ahem, um... Seo Hoyun, is there anything you'd like to say in closing?】

【There is.】

Seo Hoyun, who said he would address Noeul, cleared his throat quietly. It was unlikely, but he seemed a little nervous.

【To everyone who replied to the video back then, thank you. Thanks to you, I'm living well. To be honest, I don't know if I did a good job. I believe I did the best I could at the time, but I'm sorry that I seem to have ended up hurting you. ...However, that doesn't mean I have any intention of making a clean break. I'm sorry, but this is just my personality.】

A low laugh could be heard. Even without seeing him, Seo Hoyun's smiling face was easy to picture.

【Is that a bit shameless? Still, a person has to be a little shameless to live life to the fullest.】

"That's right," the DJ agreed.

【So, you can't teach me that there are exceptions and then back out first. You've gotten yourself into a bit of a mess. Some might think this relationship is one-sided, that it's over if you just stop looking...】

The words, which had paused as if in hesitation, continued.

【But in the end, you came to find me once, didn't you?】

That statement was too abstract, and opinions were divided among fans about what it meant.

It seemed like he was talking about the imbalance in the relationship between idols and fans, but she still didn't quite understand its meaning.

【...Then can't I also promise that I'll go looking for you?】

After finishing his story, Seo Hoyun seemed a little embarrassed, then burst out laughing.

【I want to see you tomorrow, too.】

And he whispered softly.

【Let's meet again.】

【Thank you, this conversation was produced by...】

The sound signaling the end of the podcast played. She pulled out her wired earphones.

"...Wow."

CRUNCH, CRUNCH.

Walking down the snow-covered street, she let out a white puff of breath.

"...I miss it."

It feels like just yesterday that I went to a The Dawn concert.

I was an active fan, but then I had to undergo sudden surgery due to health problems. After that, I was lucky enough to go to a concert, and Seo Hoyun had greeted me.

It's a memory I'll never forget.

"Really..."

Is it because I listened to this podcast for the first time in a while?

I remembered the old days when I loved The Dawn.

There were times I went crazy with anxiety because all I could do was cheer for them, and times my heart burned with fear that something would go wrong.

Times when it felt like effort and willpower alone were no help, times when I was afraid this would really be the end.

I miss him quite a lot.

He had now become someone she could never really meet.

"...Sooo."

After confirming no one was around, she shrieked.

"Hurry up and give me my concert ticket, you punk~!!"

It's great that you're popular!

I saw in an article that you were running around since dawn yesterday with your members, buying cake and balloons, and it's good to see you're healthy and doing well!!

It's also great that you're in the 'Do You Know Club' with Black Call and there are still sightings of you eating kimchi fried rice!!!

If you make a comeback this time, I probably won't even be able to get into a fan meeting, let alone an event, and this bastard always takes roles where he dies in dramas, and I failed to get a concert ticket!

I got scared for nothing earlier, too!

Those wholesalers at the dawn flower market must have really enjoyed the drama to talk about it like it was real life, you bastard!

Stomping her feet, she entered the shop without letting a single petal fall and let out a deep breath.

Damn it, I still like him.

What could I do? I just wanted to love him for the rest of my life.

The only problem was not having a ticket...

"Sob, sob, I should just listen to some music..."

Anyway, she had to get up with energy and live diligently today. She put on Second Chance, tidied up the shop, and then worked hard on the bouquet for today's reservation.

【Perhaps looking up at the same moon, retracing the dawn we spent together. I wonder how you're feeling now. It's a night of tossing and turning, worrying about that.】

How much time had passed? It was when Lotus Lantern Festival from The Dawn's full-length album 'Wish' was playing.

【Even if it looks like a small dot to you, I'll gladly send it, as many as you want. Even if it doesn't reach the coastline, even if it looks like a dying star.】

Oof, this one's essential.

With about 15 minutes left until the reservation time, she did a final check and added a single Marigold to the bouquet.

【I send my heart with the flowers, like a rainbow floating gently up.】

Unaware that an old white SUV had parked in front of the shop, she squatted on the floor, picking up the stems and leaves that had fallen while she worked. She began to sing with passion.

"In the wish spreading like wa~ves, in the emotions rushing in like ti~des~."

She was so caught up in her excitement that she didn't even hear the door open or the jingle of the bell.

"I send my heart with the flowers~, like a ra~inbow floating gently up~!!"

"Wow..."

Startled by the amused exclamation, she hastily pushed the stems and leaves she was picking up into a corner.

"You're a master singer."

A low, slightly husky voice reached her ears.

It should have been a voice all too familiar to her, but she was too flustered, embarrassed, and preoccupied with having to serve a customer to notice.

"Th-thank you. Ah, just a moment."

【Even in the faded morning, even in the procession of shimmering lights, our days will be dazzling.】

"Uhm, this is for the law office opening celebration bouquet, right?"

The one whose younger brother was becoming a lawyer.

As she scrambled to her feet, BAM, she hit her head on the shelf. It was the second time today. Groaning and rubbing her head, she slowly lifted her gaze. A faint scent of the winter wind reached her.

"Um, your name is..."

A long, boxy coat, sharp slacks, and shiny dress shoes.

【Because in the not-too-distant future, we will meet again.】

"...Gasp."

Time flows equally for everyone.

We live in that endless cycle, through warm breezes, heavy downpours and strong sunlight, the world colored by vibrant autumn leaves, and white snow swallowing everything.

【Because in the not-too-distant future, we will meet again...】

But there was one thing that didn't dull with the passing of those years.

"What is this."

It was old-fashioned and cliché, but so what?

"Do I really have to say my name? That's a little sad."

The man who never broke a promise was standing right here.

Seo Hoyun tapped the bouquet, tilting his head. He met her gaze, his eyes curving playfully, and shamelessly whispered, "It's been a while, hasn't it, Noeul?"

Let's be together tomorrow, too.

At The Dawn, where the stars never fall.

< The End >
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